A living spirituality and theology for the city.

Kevin Lynch’s ‘The Image of the City’
 is a classic book on urban planning. Although first published forty five years ago and featuring photographs and town plans that reveal its age, its exposition of the elements of urban design remains authoritative. His primary concern is what he terms the legibility of a city. He wants his audience to be able to read the city, to analyse why some things work and others don’t. He reminds them that the people who matter are those who have to live there and how they feel about it is crucial. So he writes of ‘the image’ of a built environment, comprised not just of its structure but of its identity and meaning. 

Cities today are eager to project their image. Cardiff builds on its identity as a port to promote the new waterfront development of Cardiff Bay. It affirms its position as the capital city of Wales with significant buildings – the Millennium Stadium, the Welsh Assembly, the Arts Centre. It announces itself to the world through the corporate video, encouraging the growth of the retail sector and other inward investment. Image matters. Lloyd George Way is Cardiff’s new road to the Bay – but it runs parallel to an old road, Bute Street, which leads to Bute Town, the area that used to service the docks, and which now houses the largest concentration of Somalis outside of Somalia. Urban professionals and refugees have different roads. The city you are most familiar with also has an identity: this comes from now just from the way different parts of that city relate to each other, but also its history, its character, its aspirations, what the city wishes to reveal and what to conceal. But as you engage with that city you are aware of more personal components to this identity – the feelings you have for the city, how the story of your life has interacted with the story of the city. I cannot come to Cardiff without remembering the four years I spent in the neighbouring Valleys, living in Merthyr Tydfil. They were hard, isolated years in a foreign land, when Cardiff seemed a concentration of Welsh identity and so for recreation I escaped over the border to Bristol.  Coming back over the Severn this time was not an easy journey to make. 

 
Lynch’s use of the word image gives us an immediate link into theology. A simple translation moves us from ‘image’ to ‘icon.’  The icon of the city.  An icon is not a simple picture. Icons are not painted, they are written. They are layered, each layer having its own distinct purpose and meaning. A crucial feature of icons is that if you give it attention you move below the stylised form to begin to discern the narrative, the insight beneath. Perhaps you make links with other narratives – not just the biblical ones, but perhaps the story of your own life. The icon starts to read you. So you come to ask the question ‘who am I now in the company of this icon?’ As Rowan Williams writes ‘the point of the icon is to give us a window into an alien frame of reference that is at the same time the structure that will make definitive sense of the world we inhabit.’
  Urban design is an alien discipline for me, but exploring the components for the planning of a city can perhaps provide building blocks for a theology for the centre of a city. Moreover, as icons are written in prayer, a focus for prayer, an offering for prayer, these elements may provide insight into the spirituality that keeps me alive in the city. This paper, then, engages with the five elements of a city that Lynch outlines to see how they relate to the activity of God in some archetypal biblical stories, and then to offer ways of walking with God in the city.


Lynch sees paths as the predominant element in the image of the city. People engage with the city as they move through it. It’s around paths that all the other aspects of the city are arranged and related. He analyses width of arterial routes, the right kind of curve or gradient, as well as functions like reliability and whether junctions are chaotic or helpful. Such pathways are key to any city. In most of them there are the major arterial routes, the ones the planners direct you towards, and then there are the personal paths, the back doubles, that you take even when they try and slow you down with speed humps. Our journey down them may be quicker than the main road, or it may not, but it is our road, the one we know, the one we’ve researched, the one we swear by.  It’s one that keeps us moving rather than the inching mass of the traffic on the main road. City living requires you to know your way around, to know the paths. A new colleague has recently moved from a town in Malaysia to King’s Cross in the centre of London. His first questions concerned his ability to get around, for he realised that if he made even a small error in such an unfamiliar place he could end up miles off course and very vulnerable. It is for such reasons that visitors to London invariably use the underground – the map is clear, the destination assured, even if it would be quicker by bus or on foot! 


A city has a restlessness about it. That’s partly what marks it out from a town or a rural area. It’s a moving city, full of migrants. London has always had people flowing to it, within it, from it. My father’s family, in the mid nineteenth century, came to London from Haverhill in Suffolk and settled in the East End. But then they edged their way eastwards, out into what is now the outer London Boroughs, and the next generation moved yet further into Essex. Your family may have a greater story of movement. The city of Cardiff has seen waves of immigration, from overseas through the port, or from inland Wales. People have journeyed in search of work, or the good life, or expanded horizons, or the possibilities that a city has that a village does not. 


We sometimes forget how central movement is to the Bible. From Exodus, to Exile, to diaspora, the Jewish story is one of wandering. The tension between the settled and the nomad runs throughout scripture. It is told, mythically, in the great stories of Genesis. Pause for a moment with the story of Cain and Abel in Genesis 4. Cain is the first-born, greeted by his mother a joyful exclamation ‘I have produced a man with the help of the Lord’. Cain, meaning ‘to produce’ is followed by Abel, virtually passed over, whose name means ‘breath’, ‘transcience’, ‘nothingness’. Cain becomes the rich farmer, Abel the wandering keeper of sheep. But when it comes to their offerings to God Cain brings simply ‘the fruit of the ground’, whereas Abel, perhaps more keenly aware of his dependence on God, brings ‘ the best parts of the best animals’. It is when Abel’s sacrifice is preferred that murder is hatched and the brother dispatched. But now the land is soaked in blood and no longer yields fruit, and Cain himself is turned into a wanderer, a fugitive, but marked with God’s protection, a mark of grace. In the New Testament Jesus is a wanderer, with ‘nowhere to lay his head’, journeying fatefully to Jerusalem. The early church is a story of movement, from Jerusalem to Rome.


We who work the church in the centre of the city live with its flows. The City of Westminster has a resident population of a quarter of a million, but a million people work there.  We are a nomadic people. Add in economic migrants, refugees, tourists, and the city, your city sees huge flows of people to it and through it. But what does it feel like to live in such a moving mass of people? What is God saying to us when the church is full of migrants: ‘I’m going back to Ghana. I’ll see you in three months time.’ ‘I’m flying out to Portugal to see the family this afternoon’. ‘I’ll be at work in Japan for the next few weeks’. ‘I’m off to the cottage on the Greek Island’. I’ve heard all of those in my church in the last two months. As a church we welcome and we welcome and we end up exhausted. People move on after only a short time and we grieve, feel weakened, wonder where the next people are going to come from. In a lecture delivered in my church three years ago
 Rowan Williams explored the origins of the word ‘parish.’ Surely nothing could be more settled, more defined geographically? But parish comes from the word ‘paroika’ which, originally, was the district in the town where the migrant workers lived. The church is a community of sojournors, the ones who are guests or transient members of society’s life. But how much of your ecclesiology, our church life, is based around the understanding of the church as a settled community within a particular neighbourhood ? What if such a basis was the exception and a migrant church the norm?


A theology for the city takes movement seriously. The biblical stories tell us that God is to be found amongst the migrants, those who use the paths to travel. God is not to be domesticated, he comes in the gift of the traveller. A living spirituality for the city takes movement seriously too. Latin American theology is born out of the ‘caminata’, the walking. Prayer and pilgrimage go together. For me, walking or cycling in the centre of the city is very important. You see things differently, you can engage with people eye to eye, you can discover the simple courtesies upon which a city depends (London, with all its aggressive driving, would seize into gridlock if people did not give way to each other) as well as see the stress of people rushing to and fro. You notice the beggar, the shop selling the rich and the beautiful, the perspectives suddenly opened up as you turn the corner. You discover you are accompanied – and at times there are points of contact. A walk out of the office at lunchtime is essential for nearly everyone where I work – moving from the stasis of the desk to the flow of the city. It’s where life is, and where prayer in the city is formed.

Lynch’s next element in the image of the city are the edges. They are the boundary zones between areas, and they act as lateral references for the city’s inhabitants. The town planner has to pay special attention to the edges. Hong Kong is grouped around the river and the harbour, Cape Town between the mountain and the sea. The no-man’s land between parts of a city are crucial, those moments when you pass from one patch into another, sometimes from the familiar to the threatening. People have to know where those edges are. The River Thames in London used to be a path, how you got about.  Then it became an edge, a divide, so that even now people will know their way around north of the river but not venture too far south, and vice versa. Liverpool has a distinct edge between the retail and commercial centre and the waterfront born of the days when the docks were busy, rough and ready. They have tried for years, with considerable government investment, to nurture the gap between the two. It has become more acute as the waterfront has become a major tourist attraction – so now Liverpool is turning the city centre axis through 90 degrees to connect the two – but doing this will create not only the new path but, of course, new edges. 


In the city the edges between people and groups are important. In the crowded city landscape people search for or assert their identity. A city gives you greater freedom to explore an identity, or perhaps multiple identities. Young people in particular are attracted to cities – to explore or re-shape or form their identity, trying others, experimenting. In crowded cities people cohere, coalesce into groups, collective identities that jostle with each other. Any formation of identity involves the setting of the self or the group as distinct from the other. We who live in cities are always crossing edges. 


The Bible is often theology on and of the edge. God is especially encountered in liminal places or moments, where the membrane between the divine and the human is particularly thin. The desert is the place where God is found, whether by Moses in a bush ‘on the edge of the wilderness’, or on a mountain in a wandering journey out of Egypt. God is disturbingly met in a strange baptiser calling people out to the river, the boundary place, to symbolically re-enter the Promised Land. The theme is explored in another of the great Genesis stories. It is another tale of two brothers: Esau the nomadic hunter and Jacob the one who settles in the comfort of the tribal village. The jealousy and the duplicity do not lead to a murder but to banishment. Finally it leads to an encounter between them. Jacob, returning, is fearful. He sends all his wealth on ahead of him in an attempt to appease his brother Esau. Then, defenceless, by the river he has to cross to face his brother, in the darkest hours of the night, Jacob wrestles with a stranger who turns out to be none other than God. Here on the edge he is wounded but given a new name, Israel, his real identity. It’s an extraordinarily powerful story of the fearful moments of the edge, yet finding God and struggling with God there, and so becoming who you are meant to be.  In the New Testament we find Jesus always on the edge, crossing lakes, meeting those outside ordinary society. He was a kind of boundary zone, enabling differences to meet. It was on the edge, on a cross outside the city wall, that Christian theology announces that God is most supremely and distinctively seen.

A city is full of contested space and contesting people – there are many edges. Miroslav Volf is a theologian shaped by the ethnic bloodshed of the Balkans. He wonders how it is that stable and apparently harmonious societies can turn so quickly to genocide. He charts the mechanisms of exclusion. Human beings are both distinct and inter-related. If we remove the distinctiveness then we take away the otherness of the other and eliminate them by assimilation. If we remove the inter-relatedness then we work to a never-satisfied concept of purity and eliminate the other by exclusion. A third mechanism is simply to forsake those who we consider different or difficult: an elimination by abandonment.  He argues that we exclude because ‘we are uncomfortable with anything that blurs accepted boundaries, disturbs our identities and disarranges our symbolic cultural maps. Others strike us as objects ‘out of place’, like ‘dirt’ that needs to be removed in order for us to restore the sense of propriety to our world’
. Zygmunt Bauman asserts that others become ‘the gathering point for the risks and fears which accompany cognitive spacing. They epitomise the chaos which all social spacing aims staunchly yet vainly to replace with order, and the unreliability of the rules in which the hopes of replacement have been invested’
. 

Marcella Althaus-Reid explores exclusion from a different background, part of her pilgrimage from feminist theology to what she terms ‘indecent theology’. She speaks of circles of marginalisation, ranging from those she defines as ‘transgressors’ (prostitutes, drug-addicts) who still belong to society, across to those completely alienated from civil society, ‘the transvestites, transgendered beggars, ex-convicts, mad people and people who live under the bridges’
…or perhaps in our cases, on the church steps. In such people we find a readiness to speak of God sometimes greater than within the church, but it is usually not the traditional theology we are comfortable with. It’s an original religiosity comprised of biblical fragments, popular sayings, and a reaction against a religious upbringing. Volf reminds us that Jesus did not accept the popular naming of things as unclean, worked to embrace those considered outcaste, reached out in love to those abandoned. Althaus-Reid reminds us that the Gospel is of and for the excluded, ‘the New Testament moving into the rings of exclusion, becoming chaotic, disorganised, but alive to people’s understandings and needs in many different ways’

How much of our work at the centre of the city is concerned with edges ? I guess a lot is! The edge between cultures that Volf engages with. The edge of the excluded and abandoned that Althaus-Reid invites us to consider. Political edges over policy and power. But that’s where we proclaim God to be. It’s what makes us as people, what gives us our identity. It is when we are on the edge, for however long we can sustain it, that we lose the label of Jacob, ‘cheat’, ‘hypocrite’ and become Israel, ‘the one who struggles with God and survives.’ A theology for the city owes much to God being on the edge, at the margins.

But what kind of spirituality sustains that? I would suggest a contemplative one. We have to 

see God in the other, and for most of us that takes a lot of time and a lot of prayer. It is fascinating to consider the link between high church contemplatives and those working amongst the most excluded
. At King’s Cross we have a delightful ecumenical experience. There are three Roman Catholic Sisters who work in the late evening with the street sex workers. They use the Methodist Church as their base, as a safe house where people can be brought back for care or conversation. The funds to support the service come from the local Anglican Church which has more money bequeathed it than is decent. But to sit with the Sisters is quite astonishing. For them, working the streets in a different way from the people they encounter, it is a nightly chance to be with Jesus, to encounter him in the excluded. I have Brazilian colleague, rooted in Liberation Theology, in a preferential option for the poor. I dread the streams of the difficult, the confused and the mercenary who come to our door: I find it a real struggle. My colleague does not: he approaches each as a child of God, someone who can teach him more of God’s grace. I am slowly learning of them both and the contemplative tradition that deepens such understanding.


Lynch’s third element in the image of the city is what he terms ‘nodes’. These are the junctions, the meeting places. They are key to any city – whether those described by the Underground map, or significant road junctions. These, says Lynch, are the ‘conceptual anchor points’ in a city. Such nodes are important for people because they have to make decisions there about where to go, to discover perhaps where they are, and so their awareness is heightened. Lynch describes such nodes as ‘introvert’ or ‘extrovert’ – introvert simply allowing a meeting, extrovert making a song and dance about it. In London, Clapham Junction, where innumerable railway lines meet, is an introverted node. Trafalgar Square, on the other hand, is pretty extrovert!! 


The city is a place of meetings. For many people, the principal one is the work-place, perhaps exciting, perhaps dull. The enlarging of the working day means that the work-place is increasingly important in people’s social life. It spills over into leisure with the drink after work. Where I live, lunchtime is a business time, either the leisure of a business lunch to negotiate or impress, or the rushed sandwich between phone calls. But after-work is the time when people gather socially: the pubs are heaving, spilling out onto the roads. My daughter has had a vacation job in a shop on the High Street. I work in the church full time. She knows more people in the area than I do because she attends the after-work meeting in the pub. She’s also blonde and 20 which helps! There are other leisure meetings: the camaraderie of the gym or the dog-walking, or the shared experience of the theatre or the group in the restaurant. Church life can be so full of meetings that we miss out on the way the city meets.


 Our present government has discovered the importance of social capital, the bonds of society. The classic text is Robert Putnam’s ‘Bowling Alone’. As the title suggests, he explored the collapse of 10 pin bowling leagues and other social gatherings in America. He discovered older generations were more cohesive, more collective, more likely to participate in whist drives, union activity, churches. The younger generation do not. So, as the population ages, meetings collapse. We know all about that from church attendance figures and age profiles!
 Putnam says that social capital is critical for a society, not just in its social health but also in its economic performance, because meetings develop a knowledge of others and that often produces trust and trust makes the capitalist world go round. Recently I had lunch with someone who, until two years ago, ran BBC London. But now, like her husband, she is negotiating redundancy terms. She said that primitive man used to be a hunter-gatherer, but was ousted by settled farmers, and then settled patterns of industry. But now, she says, to survive in the city, we have to be hunter-gatherers again, sniffing out jobs, on the move with our mobile phones, using our contacts. We have to be plugged into nodes or we perish, and getting invited to the table is half the battle and impressing while you are there is the other half.

Putnam distinguishes between two sorts of social capital: bonding capital and bridging capital. Bonding is where people of similar backgrounds and interests meet. Bridging is where diversity meets. Bridging is more important because it reaches out into different parts of society, but it is much, much harder. But any social capital is better than none: so if you can’t manage bridging capital, if you haven’t the confidence or the language skills, then at least manage bonding capital. I find it a fascinating insight into church development. We may deplore the Church Growth Homogenous Unit Principle as unbiblical, but it does give people confidence: and are tribal meeting places such as ethnically or culturally or theologically monochrome churches not powerful means of God’s grace in cities of atomised individuals, bowling alone?


Another biblical story of two brothers. It’s about wealth, in that one son decides to cash in his inheritance before his father has died, and heads off to seek his fortune. His hunter-gathering skills are not well developed and he ends up in a menial job. But in a pigsty comes a sense of who he is and where he should be, and he swallows his pride rather than the pigswill and plucks up his courage to return home. It becomes a story of meeting. He is welcomed by his father. The feast is prepared. There is to be a great party. The second son meanwhile stays at home, dutiful and dull. The wanderer returns, but the settled son resents it. He refuses to come in to the party, in spite of the father coming out to invite him in. Jesus leaves the story just there, a cliff-hanger, because we don’t know whether he is to come into the house, to meet, or whether he is to remain alone, angry, out in the cold.  


A theology for the city has to embrace meetings – and assemblies and congregations – as where God meets us. We may spend hours communicating electronically, but a virtual church isn’t a church. An ‘ecclesia’ in the first century was the citizen’s assembly, convened to deal with matters of public interest. It is a community of summoned, invited guests. But, continuing Rowan Williams’ insights earlier, it is an ecclesia for the paroikuntas, an assembly of and for nomads, a civic assembly for the non-citizens. ‘Church exists because of a call, an invitation, and that call or invitation is addressed precisely to those people who are not expecting to be called and invited. It’s a civic group at right angles to what many people regard as civic society.’
 Such an ecclesia is more a happening than an institution but if people are bound to each other in Christ then it can build the most extraordinary bridges. A theology for the city has to affirm meeting. 


Which brings me to a particular feature of contemporary cities: as a meeting place of the world, with some key nodes, global cities like London.  A new member of my church just starting teaching at the local school finds 95% of year 7 do not have English as their first language. Our traffic wardens converse in Akan, our road sweepers in East European. Over fifty per cent of London Methodists are black. I don’t want to minimise the problems of such astonishing breadth, nor of the issues of cultural identity I referred to earlier when speaking of edges, but here just to invite you to consider the possibilities, the wonder God has brought about. There is a feast here, perhaps with curried goat rather than the fatted calf, to which we are invited. The feast of course, may be more disturbingly broad than that: it may be halal meat, or even vegetarian to include the Hindus. As Christians we have nothing to fear on this – when someone opens their heart to Christ then Jesus brings the stranger with him. A theology for the city demands the slow process of walking with people of other faiths, even though their uncertainties may mask themselves as being demanding, or propounding more exclusive theologies than the generosity of their traditions. In these meetings, God works. It ain’t neat and organised and ruins your diary as quickly as your waistline, but I don’t see much notion in the New Testament that tidiness is high on God’s priorities.


As a Christian, the spirituality of meeting is the congregation, particularly the eucharistic feast. The order of the liturgy  connects me to the whole church, the scriptures sustain and challenge the way I live. Simply, Sunday worship is the one event that makes sense of the rest of my week! But the sacredness of meals is a proper extension of eucharistic theology, and the celebration of feasts seems entirely biblical, almost a dominical command. We meet Christ in the breaking of the bread, whether naan or garlic or the barbecue bun. We meet Christ where wine is poured. Where two or three are gathered, there is Christ amongst them.


The fourth image of the city according to Lynch is Areas or Districts. These are identifiable spaces. Sometimes areas are clearly based on a particular topographic feature such as a hill. In Edinburgh the old town centred around the castle and the hill sloping its cobbled way down to Holyrood is an example. Sometimes they possess homogenous architectural characteristics, such as the delights of Edinburgh’s New Town or the more challenging environment of the Easterhouse Estate in Glasgow. Sometimes they are constrained within roads, railway lines, canals or rivers. Sometimes they have particular cultural associations: Moss Side, Chinatown. An area can’t be scanned quickly but can only be experienced ‘as a patterned play of spatial changes, by a rather protracted journey through it’
.


 Until now I have worked with Lynch rather uncritically. But here perhaps we could enquire whether the notion of district or space in a city is as key an element as it was in the 1950s. In the more compressed modern city, districts merge into one another, so that a keen sense of this kind of geography is only held by those who remember what is used to be like. Lynch wrote before the homogenisation of areas, whether through the Arndale shopping centre or the ubiquity of fast food and other outlets. Distinctive areas in a city now have to be promoted as part of the city’s image: Chinatown, ‘Curry Mile’ and the like. But we also have a different spatial sensibility. I don’t think anyone could have predicted the changing perception of city produced through the mobile phone or wifi internet connections. We now know, more precisely, where people are at the same time as they on the move more. What’s the first thing people say on the mobile phone conversation you overhear ‘I’m on the train/bus/high street’. We may be part of a global economy, but there is a renewed interest in the local, even spawning the unfortunate phrase ‘glocalisation’.
 Local, defined space still matters greatly. Certainly there has been a determined attempt by some architects to create more public space. In his Reith lectures of 1995 Richard Rogers memorably summarised the plight of the city thus


‘the city has been viewed as an arena for consumerism. Political and commercial expediency has shifted the emphasis of urban development from meeting the broad social needs of the community to meeting the circumscribed needs of individuals. The pursuit of this narrow objective has sapped the city of its vitality. The complexity of ‘community’ has been untangled and public life has been dissected into individual components. Paradoxically, in this global age of rising democracy, cities are increasingly polarising society into segregated communities’. He argued for the recovery of what he called ‘open-minded space’, multi-functional, participatory, moral, spiritual space. His friend Mayor Livingstone didn’t take much persuading to pedestrianise the north side of Trafalgar Square. 

Philip Sheldrake in his Hulsean Lectures 2000 outlines a disintegration of place in cities, resulting from the facilitation of movement at the expense of a sense of place. Sheldrake says this is not just a social issue but a spiritual and theological one. ‘Without a sense of place there is no centring of the human spirit.’
 Moreover ‘we come to be as people in and through communities of reciprocal and equal relationships’
 and for this we need to affirm the sacredness of people, community and the human capacity for transcendence’
 through re-placing the city. John Inge in his ‘A Christian Theology of Place’
 argues along very similar lines. 

There is a new discussion in the city. It is not only about how you create public space but also how you create safe space. 9/11 and 7/7 have made us aware of the threat of open space, the uncertainty of meeting space. I still remember the shock late in 2001 walking in the early morning in a wonderful public space, Regents Park, and seeing a man with a turban emerge from the bushes armed with a sub-machine gun. His badge however revealed he was a police officer defending the American Ambassador’s residence that is a walled enclosure within part of the park. The public space of many of our cities has, on a Friday and Saturday night become a heavily-policed anti-social space! So how do you create safe space? It is a key concern of contemporary urban design. A city needs safe places, resting-places, secure places. To use another picture, New Orleans was only possible as a city because of the levees that kept the water back.

The bible has a keen sense of sacredness and space. There is the holy land where God has been met and is met. There are the sanctuaries into whose courts the people entered with rejoicing. There is the image of the boat in the storm.  One story concerns two sisters rather than two brothers.  The house of Mary and Martha in Bethany was a kind of refuge for Jesus, away from the madness of the world and the eccentricities of his disciples. Luke’s Gospel tells of Martha’s industriousness and Mary’s stillness, learning of and from Jesus. This is not an argument against the practical – Luke places it immediately after the parable of the Good Samaritan – but of the importance of the quiet, the holy space, to learn of God.

We struggle with a theology of place, of sanctuary because it argues for some bounded space, for an upheld identity, for people to accommodate themselves to its values rather than just being accepted in whatever state they are. But we know that for people to really meet each other, for there to be the honesty born of trust that is prepared to embrace hurt, there has to be safety, almost a managed environment. Are we saying that to be really inclusive there have to be boundaries that potentially exclude? City centre practitioners hit this issue every day and God is found in the struggle with it. What is the appropriate response to people who shoot up in the back pews of the city church, to the disturbed individual demanding endless attention? Can you ban people from church? I heard the other week of a minister who had banned a member of his congregation for three months. The man, sadly, suffers from Asperger’s, and was quiet until a particular button was pushed and then he became abusive, at times violent and uncontrollable. What transformed this man were prime numbers. When they appeared on the hymn board he attacked the organist. The minister, approaching Holy Week and Easter, and recognising that mathematics would limit the liturgy, banned the man from church.

 But transfer this discussion to the political arena and we see the problems inherent in it.  In central London, a lot of energy is expended on a core of perhaps 60 entrenched rough sleepers. Fractured people, kept together and broken apart by drink or drugs, invariably with undiagnosed mental illnesses, they occupy the time of the workers to the exclusion of other rough sleepers or people in need, and their behaviour can render a hostel an unsafe place to leave the streets for. So, say the politicians, we need a managed environment, boundaries to exclude. 

Is part of the problem that we confuse the sanctuary of refuge and the sanctuary of holiness? Mediaeval sanctuary was for only a particular time, a breathing-space, whilst the demands of the law, perhaps the guilt or innocence of the one claiming sanctuary were ascertained. It was never the intention to provide permanent refuge. It was the provision of space to allow something to happen. Hospital is a place of sanctuary where healing is advanced. Hospitality is an approach to people and to life where people are welcomed and given space so that they might become more who they are meant to be. Both use the root word 'hospes’ meaning space. But both have boundaries – hospital visiting times have moved from being open all hours to providing time for medical staff to do their rounds or for the patient to rest: the patient-centred approach limits the number of visitors to the bed. If you are being hospitable you allow people to be who they are, but there are also behaviours which would quickly terminate the invitation! 

A living spirituality in the city demands holy space, an understanding of sanctuary. There may be boundary zones rather than rigid lines, but to grow in holiness we need space to engage with God and each other. Those who police these boundary zones are invariably the clergy, and for me that means I need holy space and holy companions, places and people where I am held and accepted, where I can face who I am and what life is doing to me. Soul friends are key to a spirituality in the city.

But alongside such sanctuary, there needs to be a wider spirituality of space for the city. Mary Grey argues for a rediscovery of the sacredness of the earth even in the concrete environment of the city. She reminds us how much green space there is in cities. The city must struggle against any attempt to split the urban from the rural – for they depend on each other. ‘The great web of natural life belongs to every context. The moon rises over tower block and pine forest alike. Birds accept hospitality in city parks’
 About two hundred yards from my house, high on a tower block, this summer, has been a nesting pair of peregrine falcons. Our community life has been transformed with the weekly arrival of the Farmers’ Market.  Mary Grey argues that ‘Sacred stones are not only pebbles on the beaches of Holy Islands, the Druidic memorials like Stonehenge, or even the city’s Cathedrals. They are the ground where city dwellers are nourished by healing earth connections, cairns not on mountain sides, but waymarkers for redeemed city space.’
 And, she suggests, we need to work at this liturgically – not just the harvest festival, the annual lip-service to an romanticised countryside rural origin invented, remember, for the urban churches in Victorian England, but find ways of engaging with what we are doing to the earth now. If the soil is being degraded by intensive farming, how do we break bread? If we live in a society addicted to many things, not least alcohol, how do we drink the cup?


Lynch’s final element in the image of the city is landmarks. They are unique features of a particular city that people associate with it. They are the picture postcard elements. Lynch notes, however, that a key factor in a landmark is that it is unique against the background of the entire city. It is fascinating that a central planning consideration in London is that the dome of St. Paul’s must have clear sky behind it.  But Lynch remarks that although they have come to be a kind of trademark of a city, in general they are not much use in finding your way around it. Visitors to a city may use such a prominent feature to find their way around, but locals do not. The problem seems to be that their very visibility from different parts of the city means that it’s hard to be clear exactly where they are located. He says they have a ‘bottomless’, ‘floating’ quality – and once you get to them they are usually so large they are hard to get round. Easier, says Lynch, for getting around a city are smaller, sequential landmarks.


I want to work a little with this ambivalence over landmarks. They define the city, but they are more for the visitor than the local, and they are not much good for finding your way around. There’s a biblical ambivalence about prominent landmarks too. Jesus says that a city set on a hill cannot be hidden (so an image of the church being prominent) but in the previous verse the image he has used is of salt in cooking (an image of invisibility). Then, again, the kingdom of heaven is like a mustard-seed that grows to a substantial plant, but then Matthew follows it with the image of yeast in flour. In the story of Jacob he dreams of a ladder going up to heaven and when he wakes he sets up his stony pillow as a marker. In the story of Jesus the disciples encounter Jesus on the mountain in the radiance of heaven, but when they want to set up tabernacles the divine cloud surrounds them and invites them to focus on Jesus and not on any building. In the new Jerusalem there is no temple.


Significant landmark buildings of a city are often cathedrals. If we think of ‘the church at the centre of the city’ we often think Cathedral. In a recent essay, Philip Sheldrake reminds us that in history cathedrals held the city together and at times of religious processions rendered the whole city a sacred landscape. They continually directed people heavenwards with their towering spires or high arches. The use of Cathedrals for major events in public life is a continuation of this tradition. He urges people to read Cathedrals as texts with their fundamental integrity as ‘a place of Christian liturgy’.
 Grace Davie argues that even though such sacred space is in some way public space, drawing people of different faiths or none, visitors still have a residual sense of the sacred which draws people to Cathedrals. She notes their popularity with visitors and suggests that this sense that they are more than merely historic buildings is what makes them uncomfortable with entry charges.
 Sheldrake argues that Cathedrals need to encourage a dialogue between the building, the worshipping community and the visitors. I find that when I visit a Cathedral – last week it was Chelmsford Cathedral - I am often more interested in details of church news, Fairtrade campaigns, twinnings with African dioceses, than I am in the architecture. But in the same volume of essays Christopher Lewis examines holy place differently. He quotes at length from an article written by OIiver Fiennes, Dean of Lincoln, when he compared Cathedrals to stately homes. These have changed from being places where a family is housed and looked after (in some comfort, it must be said) to being a place where tourists are given preference because they bring in the cash to keep the structure in place. Cathedral staff now have to be part of the show that presents the building to the audience. I find it interesting that Cathedral staff often suffer huge dysfunction, immense competitiveness and fallings-out, not dissimilar from aristocratic families arguing how best to attract the tourist to the stately home. But Lewis argues that these huge buildings have a unique ministry to visitors, even if they are only dipping into spirituality, reconnecting with something distantly remembered, ‘common ground, hallowed by God, to which people may freely come and, crucially, from which they go away.’
 Their task is to send people on, renewed, a holy place ‘which informs and liberates. Do cathedrals have the courage to say this over against the introversions of both the religious and the secular culture?’
  


Some of us are involved in the running of Cathedrals. More of us are probably living in the shadow of them, trying to work out how to relate to them, aware sometimes that they barely acknowledge our existence. But I return to Lynch’s ambivalence about landmarks, and the fact that locals hardly use them to find their way around. What matters, he says, are smaller, sequential landmarks. Pilgrims don’t need Cathedrals, they need shrines. John V Taylor defined a shrine as ‘a permanent and much-needed reminder that this is not a human-centred universe: it revolves around God and for God.’
 John Inge, in by far the most perceptive part of his book, explores shrines not just as memorials but as prophetic presence and as eschatological sign
. However he quickly moves from the broader definition of sign to sacrament, and then into eucharistic theology. It is an interesting, but in my view frustrating feature of both Inge’s and Sheldrake’s work that they focus so regularly on the eucharist. I want to hold to a broader, less ecclesial understanding of sign or presence.

Inge also argues that churches should be allowed to breathe by being re-ordered, adapted and changed to reflect the life of the contemporary Christian community. I warm to his plea, but he’s obviously never had to minister in a church which is Grade 2* listed! But perhaps wherever we are, and if possible together ecumenically, we need to work not just at retaining the cathedral landmarks but also at developing the notion of churches as shrines where people can simply go and perhaps pray. This is captured by Eliot’s command

You are not here to verify

Instruct yourself, or inform curiosity

Or carry report. You are here to kneel

Where prayer has been valid.
 

Such churches are places where people can engage with the living Christian community more readily than in the cavernous and often crowded anonymity of a Cathedral where it is, in my experience, easy to wonder and extraordinarily difficult to pray. A living spirituality for the nomadic requires shrines to drop into, perhaps to chart their way through life by.


This paper has worked with Lynch’s five elements of a city to begin the development of a theology and spirituality for the city:

	Element
	Theological motif
	Spiritual exercise

	       Paths
	   God in the movement
	    Walking

	       Edges
	   God at the margins
	    Contemplative Prayer

	       Nodes
	   God of the encounter
	    Congregational worship

	       Areas
	   Sanctuary
	    Holy spaces; reverence for   

    The earth

	       Landmarks
	    God above and in all
	    The simple shrine



Just as Lunch’s city is composed of these elements, in different proportions, and the relationship between them so a theology for the city works with and between these motifs, aware of the tensions between them. Your theology for the city will differ from mine, but will have these motifs present so some degree if such theology is for and from the context of the centre of a modern city. Our spiritual regime may differ also, but it will arise out of our context and will include responses from the key elements of urban living. In all these we will never lose sight of the key questions – how does God reach me in the distinctive context of a modern city and how do I engage in the work of God there?

What is God saying to us through city life? This paper offers a dialogue between Kevin Lynch’s ‘The Image of the City,’ selected biblical narratives, and lived experience to suggest significant components of a theology for the centre of the contemporary city. As each is given attention, the implications for an urban spirituality are explored.   
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