
Talking God on the Street Corner: 

Pluralist Society and Communities of Faith in Modern Britain

Lesslie Newbigin professionally studied pluralism and its relationship to Christianity in Britain, where the influence of the Church has been largely dependent upon the understanding of the pluralist model as a primary source for developing procedures for achievement. The following discussion will evaluate the role of the Gospel in a pluralist society and emphasize the ways in which it supports the present Church in Britain.

The current pluralistic community has been an important issue for Newbigin, and his books helped convince post-modern post-Christendom to recognize the survival of the Church. Because of a strong suggestion that the pluralistic model provides support for issues related to the Church and its focus, it is worthy of greater awareness. At a time when social agencies are beginning to lose their relationship to the community, the good news spread out into good action, with the Church increasingly demonstrating its care for the all the people in the community. For years churches have been concerned with analyzing various issues related to the involvement of the Church with its community. 

Newbigin’s lecture on “Preaching Christ Today” at Overdale College, Birmingham in 1979 spoke about the way in which “modern” culture has affected the surroundings of ministry. Preaching nowadays is undervalued by a changing society, especially because of continuous attacks through various ideas, slogans, T.V.  The media are a plausibility structure for the community but very different from the Christian perspective of human nature. Newbigin expressed concern for Western society at the 200th general assembly of the Presbyterian Church USA in 1980. His theme was “continuing the journey”; the text to which he referred was “I am the way” (John 14:6), where Jesus was the example for the Church. This example meant a respect for God in both the past and the present through the life of the community of faith. Newbigin also pointed out that the Christian congregation has to face the challenge of reaching people who are fully integrated in the wider community outside the boundaries of the physical church building and premises by truly showing Christ’s love, compassion, and care in a practical and relevant way. He argued that we can promote Christian beliefs only if we are fully integrated in today’s community. Newbigin’s (1989) theory on pluralism has been largely encouraged by religion, in particular Christianity (p. 1).

A pluralistic society is involved in a variety of beliefs and principles, which are not directed towards one specific religious or social context. Therefore, the beliefs that individuals possess relative to religion are significant components of their own moral and ethical frameworks (Newbigin, 1989, p. 1). Newbigin (1989) believes that in order to encourage individual participation in Christianity there must be a level of pluralism involved in the process, one that supports individual beliefs and theories regarding religion and society (p. 1). In this pluralistic society, there are a number of significant issues to consider in the context of Christianity. First, there is the power of individuals to eradicate the influence of religious beliefs from their lives at any point in time (Newbigin, 1989, p. 1). However, it is widely said that in this type of society there is a necessity to participate in an organized form of religion and beliefs that serves as a guide in the development of a faith-driven lifestyle (Newbigin, 1989, p.15). 

The most interesting perspective to consider, however, is the role of the Church in determining the set of ideals and values that individuals are required to believe in, as these set the standard for all actions within a lifetime (Newbigin, 1989, p. 16). As Rev. Peter Grainger noted in the Sabbatical Report, “We live in a time when Christianity in the West finds itself in decline. The Church is seen to be out of touch, old fashioned and irrelevant in today society. Many of the younger generation have no knowledge or ‘residue’ of even the basic facts about the Christian faith or the Bible, The culture that has been replaced, by post-moderns - the so-called ‘Generation X.’” In the 21st century, the Church is commissioned, however, to use the style of “modern” techniques to gauge the awareness of the members. 

The Gospel will confront the public life of our society only “as when local congregation renounce an introverted concern for their own lives and recognised that they exist for the sake of those who are not members, as sign, and foretaste of God’s redeeming grace for the whole of society” (Newbign, 1989, p. 233). Newbigin’s theories regarding the Gospel are critical to the development of an effective congregation in today’s society. His analysis of the Gospel serves a fruitful purpose, as there is a basis for all religious beliefs within the words of the Gospel (The DeepSight Trust, 2005, p. 6), one of the key components of Church-based beliefs and values. Newbigin strongly defends this argument within his work (The DeepSight Trust 2005, p. 6). Furthermore, he recognizes the need for total faith and trust in what the Gospel has to offer, and that this may be applied to modern-day Churches in a variety of nations, including Britain (The DeepSight Trust, 2005, p. 6). Newbigin (1989) surmises that the “only possible hermeneutic of the gospel is a congregation which believes it” (p. 232). He strongly believes in the importance of the Gospel as a guide in leading Churches to their ultimate goal as providers of faith and leadership for the common good (Stafford, 2005, p. 2).

Newbigin offers a number of explanations for his profession of the Gospel, and these have been widely used by members of Christian faiths for many years (Stafford, 2005, p. 2). Since his goal was to re-evangelise our secularized and pluralized Western culture by using his experience as a missionary in India for 35 years, this enabled him to make various determinations regarding the Gospel and its importance to today’s Churches. In many ways, Newbigin was seeking to discover how the Gospel may be upheld in a society that is filled with much animosity, confusion, and hatred (Stafford, 2005, p. 2). Newbigin has realised that Westerners have “co-opted” the “reigning plausibility structure” in which the scientific method is regarded as the only means of obtaining reliable knowledge. But his work as a missionary is to challenge “the plausibility structure” in light of God’s revelation (Newbigin, 1989, p. 96).

It is evident Newbigin believed in the Gospel as a means of discovery that could exceed all possible cultural expectations and boundaries in order to join people into a given set of beliefs and principles (John Mark Ministries, 1988, p. 2). Much of Newbigin’s work is built upon the idea that the Gospel serves as a worldwide identifier and a means of supporting the greater good around the world. Therefore, it is likely that in the Church of Britain, the Gospel serves as a strong influence in the development of an effective means of expressing faith and an understanding of what that faith means on a personal level (John Mark Ministries, 1988, p. 2). 

God’s method of choosing particular witnesses fits with the social nature of a Gospel that envisions the healing of the nations. Both the Jew and the Greek depend on the witness of the ‘other’ from whom the Gospel is received. In the very act of witnessing comes the beginning of faith in people and communities to whom the witness is shown, bringing about the reconciliation that Gospels say will occur, so declares Paul in Romans 9:11. 

Newbigin’s goal was to encourage a better understanding of faith, and he was influential in our understanding of the Gospel of promoting the Churches. As individuals within the Church begin to understand their roles, they serve as promoters of their faith throughout society. Newbigin hopes that individual participation in the Church is strongly influenced by the understanding of the Gospel and its teachings: 
The church is described in the New Testament as a Royal priesthood, called to ‘offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God’ and to ‘declare the wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light’ (1 Peter 2:2,9). The Christian congregation offers itself to be a community within which one can grow into faith in the gospel and join in the practices that mark the community as God’s own people. Community of praise including reverence and thanksgiving; a community of truth; a community of loving and concern; a community of mutual responsibility and one of hope. (Newbigin, 1989, p. 227-8)


In this society heading towards becoming pluralist, Lesslie Newbigin has been committed to taking a strong stand for his faith. He wants to make sure communities know about the Gospel. In today’s society this could be achievable with bit of hard work and a focus on Lord Jesus. What Newbigin calls the return of Christendom will not alone bring people back to Church. Instead, the Gospel must first be preached to an unbelieving society.
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