
Aimee Yeager  00:00

Hi friends, welcome to the Means Of Grace podcast. I am Aimee Yeager, Director

of Communications for The Western North Carolina Conference. I'm excited to

share with you again, one of our most listened to episodes. It is a conversation

between Rev. Parker Haynes, and Rev. Dr. Samuel Wells. This conversation was

recorded as 2020 was rolling into 2021. And we were nine months into the COVID

19 pandemic. However, the conversation that they have around the heart of our

calling is one that is relevant to us even as we prepare for 2022 to soon roll into

2023. I hope that you will enjoy listening to this episode again if you've heard it

before, and if not, settle in for an episode that is really going to inspire and

challenge you. Thanks for listening.

Speaker: 01:04

Welcome to Means Of Grace, a podcast produced by The Western North Carolina

Conference of The United Methodist Church.

Jesse Ennis  01:18

Happy New Year, and welcome to the Means Of Grace Podcast. I'm Jessie Ennes,

the Director of Communication for the Leadership Development Team of The

Western North Carolina Conference of The United Methodist Church. In this

podcast, we have a guest host, a fellow member of the Leadership Development

Team, Parker Haynes, who interviewed the Rev. Dr. Sam Wells, who reminds us of



the heart of our calling. Although this conversation is directed to pastors, I believe

it's a conversation every Christian could glean from. This podcast was recorded

nine months into the COVID 19 pandemic, but I believe it applies to every

challenge the church has ever faced and will face in the future, as it reminds us of

the abundance that God has given us through the opportunities that can be

found both in and out of a pandemic. So without further ado, this is Parker

Haynes and Dr. Sam Wells.

Parker Haynes  02:21

Welcome to the Means Of Grace podcast. My name is Parker Haynes, I'm the

Pastor of Trinity United Methodist Church in King, North Carolina. Today I'm joined

by a special guest, the Rev. Dr. Sam Wells. Dr. Wells has been vicar of St. Martin in

the Fields in London since 2012. He has served as a parish priest for 20 years. He

also spent seven years as Dean of Duke Chapel and taught at Duke Divinity

School. He’s the Visiting Professor of Christian Ethics at King's College. He's

published 35 books, and I just want to briefly mention a few of them. His

dissertation on the work of Stanley Howard was called “Transforming Fate into

Destiny”, his unique contribution to the field of Christian ethics and titled

“Improvisation: The Drama of Christian Ethics”, a book that I would say rocked the

world of Christian theology and Nazareth manifesto. Most recently, some of his

works “Face to Face”, which is a short but profound book offering encouragement

to clergy. “The Heart of It All, The Bible's Big Picture”, and perhaps my favorite, “A

Future That's Bigger Than the Past," catalyzing Kingdom communities, which I

classify as a must read for every clergy person today. Dr. Wells is also an integral

part of the HeartEdge Movement, which was started as an initiative by St. Martin's

congregation, which we'll talk about a little bit later in the podcast. And our



reason for having Dr. Wells on the podcast today is because of his recent

presentation on an online program through Duke Divinity School, called “Soul

Tending In A Virtual Age: How to Preach, Pastor, and Disciple in These

Challenging Times”. So thank you, Dr. Wells, for joining us today.

Rev. Dr Sam Wells

Great to be with you.

Parker Haynes

Towards the beginning, I would recommend anybody first of all, if you haven't

already seen or read his remarks in “Soul Tinting in a Virtual Age," we would highly

recommend those. We'll link to those in the podcast and you can find those in the

show notes. Towards the beginning of your remarks, one of the things you say, Dr.

Wells, on March 15 this year before the worship service at St. Martin started, I said

these words. We come to church each Sunday, we pray and read our Bibles to the

week to prepare ourselves. We spent decades, many of us, preparing we knew not

what for.  Well now we know this is the moment when the world finds out

whether being a Christian makes any difference or not. As I mentioned, you did

your dissertation on the work of Stanley Howard Watson. You've written a lot

about Christian ethics and virtue. In many ways, we might say that the pandemic

hasn't changed, so much as it's revealed, and maybe exaggerated some things

that were happening well before March. So how we've experienced the pandemic

is somewhat based on what our lives were like before. So to set that aside, what

are some habits and disciplines we, as clergy, people in ministry, leaders can

cultivate today, so that when that next life changing event happens, we have



those virtues and those habits in place. In other words, I might say, how can we

transform our fate into Destiny?

Rev. Dr Sam Wells  05:39

Well, to keep it simple, I would say four things. In a Nazareth manifesto that you

kindly refer to earlier I talk about being with the center of the Christian faith.  I

would think of Four Dimensions of being with God, being with ourselves, being

with one another, which we call church, and being with the world, which we call

mission.  We are exposed in situations like this, as pastors and as Christians, for

any or all of those categories of being where they're actually functioning. And, and

in a sense, we need all four of those, when we face a crisis, like we've been going

through for several months now. So if I start most obviously, with being with

creation, and I think I mentioned this in the soul tending piece that you referred

to, you know, it's been said many, many times, but I'll say it again, now that if we

go outside, early in the morning, at a time like this, we can feel the grass under

our feet, we can hear the birds in the sky, there is no airplane noise on anything

like the scale that we're used to, we have the ability to use our sense of smell, we

have the ability to use our sense of touch and hearing and hear and touch things

that we would normally be too busy to do. Where most of us, certainly pastors,

engaged in the business of making ourselves so busy that we don't have to think

about our inadequacies. And the biggest challenge for most pastors in the last

nine months has been actually they haven't been terribly busy. So they had two

options. You either find things to make you incredibly busy, by you know,

personally ensuring that every member of your community is online or

something like that, and turning yourself into a telephone engineer, or the

equivalent, or you recognize that we've been given the gift of this time to engage



with those four kinds of being with.  So I said a little bit about being with the

creation, being with God, it's interesting to say, it's a different relationship for every

single Christian, for every single pastor. The important thing is that it is a

relationship. You know, you're given your time at seminary, you're given time with

less responsibility and your first charge to work out what that means for you. And

it's a little bit like the parable of the talents, rather than say, you know, naked,

silent, prostrate prayer for 24 hours solid just isn't my thing. It seems to work for

everybody else. But it just isn't my thing. Therefore, you know, I'm not that kind of

Christian is that's burying your talent in the ground. You find out what your talent

is, and that talent may be, you know, a close accountable relationship with one

colleague who you either zoom with, or you talk to face to face, you know it once a

fortnight, and pray together. And that might be, you know, that might be your

single best expression. One of the things for me is actually writing. And I've come

to realize that writing isn't, for me, personally isn't an indulgence or a break from

ministry, which I kind of thought it was when I started, it's actually how I wrestle

with God. So that's a bit about being with God, you've all got, you know, everyone's

got to find out what theirs is. It's not our place to criticize other people, it's to

nurture and cultivate our own. Being with one another, you know, if we can't be

church in the conventional way, we find other ways to be church. You know, that's

really what the address that you referred to was about, and then the last one

being with the world. Again, I think the assumption from Christian communities

can often be that our fundamental way of being with the world is to take

something we have a lot of time, people who we perceive not to have a lot of it,

and do a transaction by which we bring food, or resources of some kind or

another. Again, I think that the pandemic probably challenges a number of those

assumptions about mission, which I talked about at length in Lazarus manifesto. 



And we were really looking for ways where the Holy Spirit is working, despite or

beyond or outside of our own agency. Those are places that lead us to worship,

rather than a sense of our own self importance. So that's just a checklist, I suppose

I'm offering of being with God, with ourselves, with one another and with the

creation. Those are the four kinds of categories under which I'd always think of,

how are we cultivating the right habits.

Parker Haynes  10:51

One of the reasons that, as the Leadership Development Team, in the conference,

we read through and or watched your remarks in Sault ending, we wanted to

bring you, I mean, we felt like these were so powerful, I guess, because they're just

so hopeful. A lot of us clergy are, I guess, I could just speak for myself complaining

about you know, one thing or another, church finances or not being able to visit

people in a hospital, or whatnot. But to quote your piece again, some that you

already mentioned a little bit, but you say, “would it be cruel to say that the

problem with the pandemic, is that we haven't been able to be as frantically busy,

and we haven't been allowed to hide behind always being stressed. And we

haven't truthfully been in much demand. But in fact, we've been given the

greatest opportunity of our lifetimes to be pastors to rediscover our core identity,

and to exercise our unique calling, by doing some very simple things very well.” So

I'm just wondering, when so many of us are wrestling with the theme of scarcity,

how are you able to reside in the abundance and have this hope? And then also,

could you say a little bit about those very simple things that we can do well as

clergy right now?



Rev. Dr Sam Wells  12:07

Okay, well, let's start with the mindset of scarcity. So let's imagine that you are

Andrew and I am Philip. And we're among the first 12 disciples, and I say to you, I

can't get the sound system to work. And you say to me, the estrus haven't turned

up and so we can't take a collection. There's no offering this week. And I say to

you, our supplier for communion wine has just, you know, flunked on us. And you

say to me, that the youth group leader, you know, is showing signs of being overly

close to the organist. And it's starting to create gossip amongst the choir. So we

obviously can't function as Jesus's disciples because the technologies let us down

in the relationships are fragile. You know, I'm only saying that spontaneously,

because it's supposed to be funny. But actually, we are Jesus's first disciples who

are only 2000 years into this, this could go on for millions of years, yet the church

before God finally brings down the curtain and we go into eternity. We are the

early church, we are Jesus's close disciples, and blaming the sound system, or

social distancing, or not having enough masks, or political problems in

Washington, or divided society, or global warming with you know, every

generation, there will be a different list. But we can find any excuse we like.  In the

end, they're just excuses for not leaving the starting blocks, you know, we’ll never

start if all we can do is make that list longer. It's human nature to find excuses. But

it's a fear of failure. You know, of course, I would be absolutely brilliant if I had a

level playing field, but because there's all these obstacles, you can't judge me on

that. And it's a sort of self protection thing. So then, so that's to, you know, to

nudge people to get out of that mindset of scarcity. And then to say what, you

know, what could be more wonderful, and ministry opportunity than we have?

And again, I refer to this and soul tending that, that one of the joys of the

pandemic is that we can actually bypass a lot at the small talk. You know, I come



from the UK so we obviously spend the first 10 minutes of every conversation

talking about the weather. But actually, we don't have to do that. Right now. We

can actually start the conversation by saying, are you frightened? Have you got a

family member that is self isolating right now, you know, because the answer to

both of those questions is yes, we all know that it's just a question of whether

there's enough trust in the conversation that you're the pastor and trust is

supposed to be your middle name. And so you can go straight in there. And you,

you know, again, I mentioned this insulting, you know, if you, if you can't zoom,

then use Microsoft Teams or whatever, if you can't do that, then text, then

WhatsApp, if you can't do that, then use something called that telephone, if

you've heard of that, and if you can't do that, drive around to someone's house

and have a 10 yard conversation through their front door. You know, the point is,

we will never get a better opportunity in our ministries to talk to people about the

most fragile, vulnerable and mortal things in their lives. You know, as you've said,

yourself, I think Warren Buffett said something similar. The great Prophet, you

know, long bearded prophets of the Old Testament, Warren said, you know, when

the tide goes out, you can see what's left on the beach. And, you know, that's been

true of every one of us individually, we've come, we've had, we've all had an

honesty session and recognized what our own shortcomings were, and drank a

bit more or eat a bit more or failed sleep, or all the different pathologies that we've

each shown. And you don't have to sort of expose people in that you just have to

take that for granted. But that ministry is fundamentally about sitting with people

as they face the most unresolved parts of their lives. And staying with them and

staring down into the well, until you see the face of Christ reflected in the water.

That's what ministry is. And that's the biggest privilege of ministry, you've got to

create trust and the environment and the time. And the comfort for people to feel



comfortable with a silence, if it's silence, or with a disclosure, if it's disclosure

about something significant about their history. In order for that to take place,

that's, you know, that's your job. And once you've done that job, the Holy Spirit

does the rest. You know, ministry is about creating the right environments where

the Holy Spirit can do the rest. And we will never get better opportunities in our

ministries, whether we're starting out at 26, or whether we're getting towards the

last chapter in our late 60s or early 70s, we're never going to get a better

opportunity in our ministries, than to do those two things, to sit with people

looking down to the bottom of the pond, and to create opportunities where the

Holy Spirit will do the rest we’re never going to get a better opportunity in that

because all that small talk, all that introductory stuff has, you know, has been

done for us by the pandemic. And we're talking about fear, we're talking about

illness, we're talking about what will happen to my family, if I die, we're talking

about what will I do if I have spent all my time looking after my sick relative and I

can't go to work, you know, all the most fragile things about our lives. And I

cannot talk to my spouse because my spouse doesn't seem to think that wearing

a mask matters. And I'm obsessed with it. And you know, all of those things. Those

are the things that are dominating people's lives at the moment. I used to think

my spouse and I got on well, until we both tried to work from home. You know,

that kind of thing. That's where everybody is in that place. So it's in a ministry is

never been easier provided, we are prepared to recognize that's what ministry is,

rather than creating yet another youth trip to Alabama or whatever it was, which

is, you know, the only point of taking the youth to Alabama was the conversations

you had in the minivan on the way. Well, we get to have those conversations all

the time now. Because the trust that's built up in the minivan, you know, is

already with us because we're in that vulnerable place. So, you know that that



doesn't answer the whole of your question, but hopefully it gets people into the

right mindset.

Parker Haynes  19:11

Yeah, it's like we're all raw. We're like, our wounds are visible. You don't have to do

all the tests, all the scans, you know what the problem is, just go straight to it. You

know, you list eight beatitudes of lockdown. I'm not going to talk about all but I

want to mention three. You start with this one. You say, “Blessed are you who

expect God to be more intimately revealed in exile, for you shall behold the risen

Christ.” And for those who are familiar with your work, I think I feel like exile is a

common theme, possibly because it's a common theme in scripture. But it's also

a common theme for Stanley Hauerwas. But it's a little bit different. I feel like

Stanley is a little bit more kind of doom and gloom for the church in America and

maybe because you're not American. You just talk about exile with a little bit more

hope and tenderness. And it is a place that's full of promise. And so I guess my

question is, how can the church experience our current exile during the

pandemic? And how can we learn to get more comfortable with it? Because we

know certainly in America, there's going to be different exiles that will come. So

how can we do that hard work?

Rev. Dr Sam Wells  20:25

Okay, well, the fundamental thing is to recognize how did the Bible came to be

written in Israel and was taken into exile. Judah, I suppose, technically was taken

into exile during the sixth century, it was an absolute calamity. They'd lost land,

they'd lost king, they'd lost temple, you know, they thought they'd lost God. They

thought it was all over. And yet, paradoxically, and miraculously, they met God



more intimately and more profoundly in Babylon than they ever had in the

Promised Land. And as a result of that, they wrote down what we call the Bible,

you know, the, the heart of the Old Testament was written during that, that time

of exile as they collected together their stories and worked out who they were as a

people and traced the story of how they'd come to be there. So that is a

fundamental way of understanding what our Judeo Christian faith is all about.

Because when you then fast forward to 33 AD, the disciples who realize that

they'd seen the face of God more intimately and explicitly in Christ's face on the

cross, weren't doing that, in a vacuum, they were doing it in a context where that

had already happened 550 years before. So they were part of a tradition. And so

that, you know, the same thing is working when Christians look at the cross, and

they see Christ saying, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” You know,

in other words, being in exile, from the Trinity, the most profound exile

imaginable. They see the same sense of, of our greater intimacy with God than we

were we had ever had before. So that means we go into situations of adversity,

particularly situations when we've been deprived of what we thought of as the,

you know, accouterments of our Christian faith, our buildings, our meeting times,

our worship songs, our arguments about music style, and all the things we love,

we love and sexuality, you know, all the things that that pervade our community

or things we're so committed to. Well, that's then we go into exactly what Israel

experienced in Babylon, and exactly what Christ experienced on the cross. And we

find we identify with those two key sort of foundation moments of the Old and

New Testaments. And we say, here we go, again, this is actually where we expect

to have a whole new revelation of God. So, you know, stay tuned, everybody, this is

going to be different to what we've had before. But this is where renewal comes.

And that you know, that's the insight, that's the kind of root of the heart edge



movement that we might come on and talk about later. That is, that is a

fundamental insight, it seems to me of recognizing where revelation happens.

Parker Haynes  23:46

Yeah, that's a good transition. I do want to talk about the HeartEdge when I read

this beatitude. This is where I immediately thought about the HeartEdge

Movement, you say, “Blessed are you who do not valorize one historical or cultural

manifestation of being church, for you will never be in a straitjacket.” And under

that line, I think my favorite line in the whole piece was “the church in the west is

falling over itself to write poems about its own decline.” That was, yeah, but say a

little bit about HeartEdge, because it really is a movement and an organization

that is trying not to valorize one historical aspect of what churches but saying we

need to be creative and innovative and how we understand that HeartEdge if you

aren't aware of it, it's it was started by the congregation at St. Martin's a few years

ago, and they talk about four C's: commerce, culture, congregation and

compassion. But, Dr. Wells, could you just explain a little bit more about the

HeartEdge Movement?

Rev. Dr Sam Wells  24:51

Sure. I mean, I guess I would say that, you know, to preface that, you know, the

phrase “a future that's bigger than the past” is obviously the title of the book that

you refer to. But also it is a recognition that there is a nostalgia, particularly about

the American church, that there is a sense that we did get this right in the 50s. Or

at least, for one part, I'm not going to name names here, but people will know

what I'm talking about, for one part that's committed to sort of 1950s America.

And I would challenge that because it was racist, and it was sexist. And it was



McCarthyist, and it was a whole bunch of things that I really don't think anyone in

their right minds wants to get back to. And then there's another part of the

American church, and I'm not going to name names, again, that wants to get

back to the 60s. Because in the 60s, the pastors were walking at the head of the

protests, and the church really mattered. You know, those are the two kinds of

nostalgic moments of the American church. And, you know, I'm saying, we're not

going to experience renewal, by going back to those times. We've got to discover

a future that's bigger than the past, we've got to discover something that they

didn't have in the 50s, and they didn't have in the 60s, you know, something

perhaps even better, just imagine that rather than just in our sort of our lack of

confidence, always trying to get back to, to replicate something that was actually

deeply flawed at the time. So once we recognize that, then once we're in the

mindset that you know, of the abundance of what God is bringing, not the

scarcity of what we currently experience, then we do talk about the four C's. So

very quickly, there's three ways of thinking about money, the HeartEdge really

starts with the conversation about money. So the conventionally two ways of

thinking about money, the church number one, is the rich young ruler to whom

Jesus says, “Go sell all you have given to the poor and come follow me.” And you

can trace a line from that individual model through the benefit of the Franciscans

in the Middle Ages, or another individual model. Through the Reformation, to the

benefactor, who becomes the philanthropist that you know, that makes

everything come right, then you've got the alternative model, which is the ax two

model, they had everything in common. And, you know, day by day, the Lord was

adding to their number. And the tension between that and the first model is very

rarely pointed out. That's a collective model. It's not about poverty in the way that

the first one is, you know, that is using the Benedictines that then goes through



the Reformation and is using the notion of stewardship. Now, HeartEdge begins

with the fact that the Church of England, you know, its financial difficulties aren't

actually anything to do with so called decline of numbers and this phrase

dwindling, which is always used by journalists about congregations, never used in

any other context. And that's the story we all know, in the Church of England. But

actually, the real reason it's in financial difficulty is because it spent 400 years after

the Reformation, surviving on the Benefactor model, and then switched after the

Second World War to the stewardship model, which has never, very successfully

worked in more than about 20% of congregations. And even when it does work,

it's problematic because as I discovered, in my time in America, if I went to a

Presbyterian Church to preach, the pastor would say, don't mention this subject

or that subject again, you don't need me to tell you what those subjects are.

Because our four major donors are sitting there, there, there, and there, and if

they walk out, they're going to tell me off for inviting a stupid person like you. And

we'll probably have to get rid of both the youth workers because their ties will go

down. You know, so that's when the stewardship model works well, that the

mission of the church shrinks, to the imagination of the wealthiest donors, that's

not a way to run a church. And in the Church of England, when the stewardship

model works well, the church becomes more or less independent, and

congregational, and doesn't want to be part of the Diocese anymore, because it

thinks it's just using its money to fund failing churches. But there's also a third

model. So you know, what's happened to some out in the fields in the 80s is the

Benefactor model ran out, it ran longer than almost any other Church and the

Church of England, but it ran out in the 80s. You know, the vicar no longer knew

they knew the phone numbers of the royal family and couldn't get them to write

a check when when the church got harder, you know, those days had gone.



Rev. Dr Sam Wells  29:32

It never really, you already had a mission that was much bigger than any

stewardship model would be able to pay for. So we went back to the New

Testament and found the parable of the talents and basically said, you know, if

you've got talent, you've got to go out and pay for it and spend it in the

marketplace. So it created a business, which up until the pandemic, you know,

was turning over about $7 million a year. And, you know, hugely increased the

number of people coming onto the site hugely increased our encounter with

those who aren't people of faith. You know, just breathed fresh air into the

community in 100 different ways. And just made us more honest in lots of ways.

Because if you think about it,i when your big donor gives money to the

stewardship, nobody asks them how they made their money. But if you actually

make your own money in a cafe or something, your accounts are public,

everybody knows how you make your money. So you have the chance to pay the

London living wage, you have the chance to pay decent sick pay, you have the

chance to, you know, diversify, where your employees come from ex offenders, all

this kind of thing. So, it starts with a conversation about money, and how you can

turn money from a, we've never got enough money to do anything, into, you

know, turning a problem into an opportunity. And then the other, beyond

commerce, the other three C's are compassion, which is, you know, a different

mindset for how we do mission. In other words, not that we are the ones with the

abundance, and you're the ones with a deficit. And our job is to transfer for more

abundance to your basket case snus. But to actually expect to see the face of

Christ in the stranger and along the lines of Matthew 2531. And following the

parable of the sheep and the goats when do I see You hungry? We're looking into



the face of Christ. You know, that's the heart of the compassion agenda. The

culture agenda is about creating what some people call estuaries, in other words,

about creating places in a you know, estuary is where the saltwater of the sea

meets the river, you know, the clear, fresh water of the river. And that's about

creating places where the creativity of believers and the creativity of the world can

interact and intermingle to mutual benefit. And then the fourth one is

congregational life. And I guess the fundamental heart of the congregational life

agenda is a phrase that maybe you are coming to, but it's a phrase I've used since

I wrote about God's companions 15 years ago, which is that God gives the church

everything it needs to follow. However, brackets, you know, we will only

experience that abundance if we are open to receiving the gifts in the forms in

which God sends those gifts. And you know, every time we turn somebody away

from our church, saying, Your face doesn't fit, your lifestyle doesn't fit, your

political choices don't fit. And then we experience our life of scarcity, you know,

who have we got to blame, we can't blame the Holy Spirit, the Holy Spirit has

given us everything we need, we turned it away at the door. So we have to have

an imagination and our congregational life and the kind of illustrations that I give

out for example, when we for a period of time wrote dementia, we ran dementia,

and faith evenings and all sorts of people came carers, people with dementia

themselves. And we just had a life, you know, if you get if you have a gathering of

people with Down's children or something like that, you suddenly find the church

you find the kingdom, you know, because these are people with huge life

experience, tremendous isolation, great sense of humor, great, amazing resilience.

You know, who the church has not created space to learn from, and, you know,

carers of people with dementia, just the same. You know, this is how to renew

your congregational life, go to that place of exile, go to that place of scarcity, you



know, the person with a profoundly disabled child or something, and then create

a space to learn from them. And of course, they've got huge amounts of pent up

energy. So that's the kind of insight where the exile stuff comes back to be a form

of mission. So, so HeartEdge is now a movement across six or seven countries, all

denominations, which does. I've just come off an online seminar that we do call

community practitioners. Every week, we do a sermon preparation seminar that

people from different parts of the world join in on a Tuesday. And we kind of send

renewal teams and we can do it by zoom these days, to a church. You know, we

take half a dozen members of HeartEdge who come from vaguely similar

churches, to just go and ask questions for a morning on Zoom for a couple of

hours and say, Have you thought of doing this and I couldn't help but notice that

you didn't ever use the word this so you know, that kind of thing. So there are all

sorts of ways in which people can support and challenge each other. 

Parker Haynes  34:57

And I would encourage everyone if you haven't been on the HeartEdge Facebook

page to check out to check that out. There's a lot of great resources there. Ever

since I had the opportunity to visit St. Martin's in London, I've been struck by how

commerce is a part of your ministry and your mission as a congregation. And I've,

you know, reading through those different models of money and finances in the

churches here tend to be much more, you know, stewardship models. But we're

recognizing, you know, like, that's not working as well as it used to. But I'm

wondering, I mean, how did you all get to that point where it sounds like they did

that in the 80s. So you weren't there. But you're continuing to do that having to

adapt now in the pandemic, but for those of us who maybe don't find ourselves in

the middle of urban London, or, you know, we use our buildings for a lot of, you



know, nonprofits or community work, but that's not generating revenue. Or

there's a lack of interest in our church from going down that route. Do you have

any practical wisdom for any of those?

Rev. Dr Sam Wells  36:02

Yeah, I mean, we, these are the kind of conversations we're having at HeartEdge

all the time. So to take a couple of examples, you know, the simplest example I

was quoted as Switzerland has no natural resources, so they did banking and

watches. You know, it's not just about natural resources. People always say, it's

easy for us. We're in Trafalgar Square, the footfalls tremendous, etc, and the

pandemic. And it's just like falling off a log just to open a cafe and, and make

some money. It isn't quite as simple as that you won't be surprised to know, but I

understand what they're saying. So there's the Swiss example. But there's also an

example for a rural area. I was just talking to some people in Cornwall just

yesterday in our HeartEdge conversation, just like this, and Cornwall is, you know,

an under populated area, with a lot of coastline. Beautiful, a lot of people with

second homes who come from the south east of England who drive down there.

So what, who's your typical person in Cornwall? Well, to me, your typical person in

Cornwall is a person that got fed up with working in London, has enough money

to buy a home in Cornwall, relocated there and now works off their laptop all the

time. Well, how about that they find they're actually incredibly isolated. And they

don't, you know, they don't have the things that the conversations at the coffee

machine, all the things people have missed in lockdown. So why not turn, you

know, parish hall or something like that, you know, into an internet hub, where

people can have their little cubicles if you like. But then a bell goes at 11. And

everybody comes and gets coffee together for a little while. And you know, they



pay it. It's actually no different to a gentlemen's club in the center of London. But

of course, it's a different class. And it's a different style, it's a different age group.

But it's the same principle, it's your place away from home, where you can

network a bit. But that's all done in a very casual informal way, you know, where

the coffee machine is always on? The internet connection is perfect. Do you see

what I mean? And then you are actually providing a kingdom space for Kingdom

conversations to take place amongst different people. And then, you know,

suddenly, a note goes around that community saying, well, we guys, you know,

we've all got to know each other a little bit, why don't we do an initiative together?

You know, why don't we combine our resources and support a local elementary

school in a significant way, or at least see what I mean? I mean, you just start a

movement like that. And you've got to look, you know, what are our assets? We've

got a hall, we don't know what to do with. It's not used by uniformed

organizations twice a week, and that's it. Coffee after the service? Maybe? We've

got that asset, and what's the deficit that the community has? And what assets

does the community have? You know, it's a way of matching those. You know, one

book we talked about resources and things that really inspired me was Jonathan

Sacks, his book, The dignity of difference. You know, he was the chief rabbi of

Britain and the Commonwealth. And he died just in November. And, you know, he

talks from a Jewish perspective of how God creates abundance and deficit, in

order that abundance might meet deficit and connect together and trade. And

these are the paths that lead to peace. As far as he's concerned. That's the basic

thesis of the book. It's a very simple thesis, which he illustrates magnificently in

many, many chapters. It was probably a 20 year old book now, but it's well worth

looking at to inspire you to say, you know how, let me look at my communities, are

my individual, where are my assets? Where am I deficit? How can I partner with



someone who's got complementary assets and deficits to mutual benefit. And

that, you know, that's the heart of it really saying, what are the gifts that God's

given us? What are the needs that God's given us? What are the, you know, so the

phrase that I use over and over again is, poverty is a mask we put on people to

hide their true wealth, wealth is a mask we put on people to hide their true

poverty. You know, it's about finding the well, you know, so I have this sort of

fourfold conversation. Tell me about the ways in which you're rich, tell me about

the ways in which you're poor, let me tell you about the ways in which I'm poor.

Let me tell you about the ways in which I'm rich. Once you've had that

conversation, you know, then you've usually got half the answers to your

questions.

Parker Haynes  40:44

You talked a little bit about some of the people that we, in our communities

maybe don't always get the highest status, or we look over or whatnot, and saying

we need to look to them and see them as gifts. You also say in this piece, one of

the other last beatitudes I'll mention is “Blessed are you who understand protest

as a form of love for you will turn threat into gift.” And that's kind of another way of

looking at that you talk a little bit about Black Lives Matter. And you say that we

need to, you know, enjoy the gifts of all of our citizens and our society isn't

diminished if it maximizes all the talents available to it. It reminded me a lot of

some of the work of John Milbank and Adrian Pabst with the politics of virtue and

talking about the goods we hold in common. But also Luke Brotherton who's

done a lot of work through Duke Divinity School. And it seems like a really timely

message. It's both about the politics of society at large. But how do we as

Christians engage in our communities and try to embody an alternative kind of



politics? Right, where we can all flourish together? Is there anything else you can

add to that for us?

Rev. Dr Sam Wells  42:00

Yeah, I mean, so I guess one of the discoveries for me, going back more than 20

years now to working in a deprived area, I guess you'd call it the country I kept,

you know, I recognize this word energy. And I realized that what you're looking for

as a new pastor coming to a community, whether it's a neighborhood or a

congregation, as you're looking for where the energy is, and then your job as the

pastor is a bit like a conductor of an orchestra, you are tuning that energy,

directing that energy, orchestrating that energy. The hardest thing in ministry is

creating that energy. You know, that is just so hard when a place feels and it's

often a passive aggressive thing. You know, it's, it's, it's just, it's denying you any

energy, you know, so you remember Jimmy Connors, and then the final of the

Wimbledon, final in 1975, against Arthur Ashe, you know, Arthur Ashe took out all

the energy and, and Collins was completely powerless and lost in four sets. To me,

when you see a march, even if it's a march of pandemic deniers, you know it and

you think what on earth is this, but it's showing energy, you know, these are

people who've got off their backsides, they've gone into the public sphere, they've

decided to walk down a main street in a city and make a big steak. And, well, I

would say they're showing energy, that's something you can work with. What 's

really hard to work with is someone who's stuck behind their TV watching soap

opera, after game show, after football game, and has got you know, it has lost the

will to live if you like, that's really that's, that's really hard to work with as a pastor.

So that's why I say protest is a form of love. Because you know, that person, you're

always saying to yourself, Okay, you might not agree with every single part of the



platform, or the banner that they're carrying, but they've got a real passion for

something. And my guess is, they've been off a big chunk of the kingdom there.

They might not have got it exactly in the same way as you'd compose the recipe.

But but but you can work with that. And, you know, that's really what I'm talking

about in that beatitude. And it's just an insight that's come from years of ministry.

You know, I say, in that, in the soul tending piece, I think America's treatment of its

African American population is a colossal act of self harm. And, you know, the

tragedy of it is not just the injustice of, you know, of homicides that are not held to

account you know, obviously that's a terrible thing and that's got a lot of publicity

and rightly so. But it's the energy of, you know, off kids in inner cities in Detroit

and, and elsewhere, you know, who've got huge amounts of energy and the

whole country, the whole culture hasn't benefited from that energy. You know,

and it's just, it's just, it's just gone sour. That's the energy that's going to rescue

America. That's the single biggest source of unfill. You know, you can dig as many

oil wells and Frack here, there and everywhere, you're not going to find the energy

that you've already gotten from your culture that you've been suppressing for all

this time. That's where to go find your energy. You know, that's what this is about.

And then I guess the clinching point of that argument is to say, we have a name

for that energy, and it's actually called the Holy Spirit. You know, the Holy Spirit is

working in these places of energy. We've got to recognize it. We've got to come

alongside it. And we've got to discover new things together.

Parker Haynes  45:48

Well, we're running towards the end of our time together, but I want to just ask, in

your piece, you talk a little bit about preaching and pastoring. And for those of us

who are preaching and pastoring right now, is there anything you've learned in



the last nine months that you could share with us? You mentioned that we need

to be offering a story that's more compelling, more intriguing, paying a canvas

more thrilling than what's coming out of CNN and Fox News. So what do you and

your ministry have you found to be effective for your preaching and your

pastoring in this time?

Rev. Dr Sam Wells  46:28

With the pastoring, I think I've learned something about leadership, I guess I feel I

should have already known it. But I've never discovered it. Anything like as you

know, significantly, as in the last nine months, which is a big, big, big part of

leadership, is helping locate people locate themselves in a story. And so I've

started doing something that I hadn't done before, which is, you know, we've

been sending out a weekly email of events, asking people to come to things and

give to things and so on, you know, for the last seven years, or something goes out

on a Friday. But since March, I've been writing a little three paragraph letter in that

every single week, partly because it goes to 3000 people rather than, you know,

the slightly smaller number of people who, who hear a sermon. But mostly

because people are in a situation that is just so confusing. And, and so

bewildering, and they've really lost their bearings, they don't know where the side

of the swimming pool is anymore. They don't know where the story begins. They

don't know where it's going, they don't know, when it's organized, you know, they

don't know what the weather the word normal is helpful, or something they

should want to return to, or, actually, there's gonna be something coming out of

this, it's gonna be at all like February of 2020 was like, they didn't know any of

those things. And every conversation tails off, because they don't know. And so

my job as a pastor is, and the leader of the community is to help them locate



themselves in the story. So you know, on particular occasions, particularly at the

end of October, you know, I said, I think we need to recognize that the journey

from here to the end of the pandemic is going to be longer and harder than the

journey by which we've already come. You know, vaccine or no vaccine, we're not

going to be out of this in six months. I'm glad I said it, then because I think it's

true. And then I said something similar when the vaccine came along, which is,

you know, the vaccine is going to be like the pandemic, it's going to expose the

inequalities, you know, the rich countries are going to buy it all up. The poor

countries aren't going to see a vaccine, you know, for their whole population for

five years. Yeah. All those kinds of things. So to locate people, you know, what each

of us needs to know, as disciples, as human beings, as members of communities

is where are we in the story? And therefore, what role can I do? That

complements the bigger role that everybody else is doing? And that's what you're

constantly doing as a pastor, as you're constantly telling the big story, not just the

big story of the pandemic, but locating themselves? Yeah. I mean, you know,

that's what to give him credit. That's what Donald Trump is very good at doing.

He's helped. He's very good at helping locate people in a story. It may be a story of

resentment, and a story in which they've had things taken away from them, that

people can locate themselves and the story that he's telling, he gets that bit right.

Pastors need to tell a better story. Be as good at telling the story but tell a better

story than he's doing. And so and you know, and in the end the cosmic story, is it

am I living a meaningless life in a universe that's fundamentally empty? Or am I in

my person to person relationships, getting a glimpse of the true reason for the

creation of the universe, which was for God to be with us in relationship in Christ,

and for us to imitate those relationships with Christ and with one another and the

creation, you know which story am I in, in the end is the choice between those



two stories. I want to be in the second story. And I want to spend my life

explaining to people how that story maps out and to continue to make that story

vivid that inspires people, when the first story, you know, seems to have most of

the chips on its side of the table. That is, you know, so that's what we're doing and

preaching. That's what we're doing in leadership.

Parker Haynes  50:39

Dr. Wells, thank you for joining us on this episode of the Means Of Grace podcast.

Rev. Dr. Sam Wells

My pleasure to be with you.

Jesse Ennis  50:53

What a privilege it was to sit in on this conversation with Parker and Dr. Wells. And

after speaking with Parker before and after the recording, I can tell this was one of

the great honors of his life and definitely was for me as well. I'd like to thank

Parker for his work putting together this interview and his preparation for it. I’d

like to thank everyone on the Leadership Development Team, and the folks

behind the Means Of Grace podcast who made this possible. But most of all, I'd

like to thank you, the listener, please remember to rate the podcast and leave a

comment and remember, best of all, God is with us.

Speaker: Thank you for listening to Means of Grace, a podcast produced by the

Western North Carolina Conference of the United Methodist Church. We hope you

enjoyed listening to these podcast and use them as a way to stay connected to

our community. Remember to subscribe to Means of Grace for free on Apple

Podcast, Spotify or wherever you get your podcasts. Please leave us an honest

https://www.wnccumc.org/meansofgrace
https://www.wnccumc.org/
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/means-of-grace/id1480784039
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/means-of-grace/id1480784039
https://open.spotify.com/show/487DLAdGvFd7JIgOon5Pce?si=spwm53ASSBOphXHeMO936A&dl_branch=1


rating and a review. It helps others find this podcast. Follow the WNCC on

Facebook, Instagram and Twitter @WNCCUMC. Once again, that's @WNCCUMC.

Means of Grace is produced by the Western North Carolina Conference of the

United Methodist Church and Andy Goh of GohJo Studios.
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