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PART 1: GOD IN THE CITY 

Introduction 
Christians who “went on missions” a century ago crossed oceans, sailed up Asian 

rivers and trekked through the wild forests of African jungles. They were the pioneers of 
the twentieth century. These Christians weren’t saints, in the sense of flawless people. 
Yet, I take my hat off to them, because many of them took risks and sacrificed. They 
responded to an inner passion; an inner urge to commit themselves to their fellow man. 
Now – a century later – times have changed. This doesn’t mean the current generation 
doesn’t have a similar passion – on the contrary! What has changed is the location. 

From a wild forest to the urban jungle… 
The urban jungle 

In our time, pioneers have discovered the urban jungle. This is happening in 
developing countries and in the Western world. These pioneers give up their comfortable 
homes (in my country, some leave their homes beside the Dutch windmills) and move to 
disadvantaged areas in the inner city. Also, Christians who already live in those inner city 
areas are seeking to get more involved in their communities. In this way, slowly but 
surely, a ground motion begins to swell. This is not only happening in the difficult 
neighborhoods of big cities – Christians who live in nice neighborhoods in the outskirts 
are making similar choices. They are also consciously investing in their neighborhoods 
motivated out of love for their neighbor. 

Mission includes the entire city 
The phenomenon ‘missionary pioneers in the urban jungle” is not limited to mission 

oriented living in the neighborhood. Christians are also becoming more aware of a 
missionary calling within their working environment. Within various professional 
disciplines, Christians reflect with colleagues what their faith could mean in their 
workplace. Corporate, institutional and political jungles are not avoided. It’s urban jungle 
in the broadest sense of the word. Mission includes all areas of life; it’s about the choices 
we make in our living and working environment. 

Christians find each other 
Meanwhile, Christians are finding each other in the neighborhood and in the 

workplace. A common mission brings them together. Moreover, within many circles a 
theological reassessment is taking place. Christians who belong to the right wing of the 
church discover the importance of issues like social justice. Christians sitting in the left 
benches are thinking, “Wow, did that finally get through to them?!” Meanwhile the latter 
ones gain a growing appreciation for the spiritual inspiration of their “right wing” peers. 

Theological interpretation 

This book has been written from a right–wing (evangelical) perspective, which is the 
root of this writer. It is through these glasses that I take the incentive to interpret this 
budding missionary movement. This movement is growing in my city of Rotterdam, in 
other Dutch cities, and beyond. Typical of this movement are the incarnational, 
contextual, holistic and relational elements. The implications regarding the incarnation 
are re–discovered and valued. God became man! What does this mean? 
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God became man! 

• Incarnational refers to the incarnation of God. God came to dwell among us. The 
Message translates John 1:14 graphically: The Word became flesh and blood, and 
moved into the neighborhood. God moved into our street. He came and had an 
address. He revealed himself in the context of a particular place, time and culture. 

• Contextual means that God revealed himself within the paradigms of that time. 
Jesus didn’t wear a two–piece suit and tie. He spoke in parables that were 
understandable for the world perception of His time. The contextual approach is 
looking for a translation to the current situation. 

• Holistic thinking doesn’t want to divide spiritual from earthly matters. The 
incarnation of God implies that God did not remain a spectator in heaven, but is 
involved in our daily concerns. The holistic philosophy doesn’t limit the gospel to 
the mind (‘saving the soul for eternity”), but stresses the relevance of the gospel 
for all areas of life. It is searching what Jesus meant when He referred to the 
“Kingdom of God,” and what this means in our present day–to–day lives. 

• Relational thinking seeks connection. God is looking to connect with people, as 
we see in the incarnation. We also see this connection reflected in the image of 
the Trinity: God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit. From this sense of being connected, 
faith is not just an individual matter, because we are connected by the 
relationships we have with each other. Our faith is not just about our personal 
spiritual growth, but has also has something to say about the transformation and 
renewal of communities. This refers not only to church communities, but also to 
communities within neighborhoods, businesses or institutions. 

Layout of the book 
The first part of this book discusses how we look at the city, God and mission. The 

second part deals with mission–oriented living, and the third part with mission–oriented 
working. God in the City doesn’t present a step–by–step plan, but wants to stimulate, 
encourage and inspire. The questions at the end of each chapter are an invitation to 
reflect, and are a guide to stimulate exchange of thoughts and experiences within a study 
group. 

My heroes in the city 

Superficially, it seems as if in many Europeans cities the Christian faith is fading. In 
my city, regular church attendance is declining; churches are merging and some are even 
closing down. But, while traditional church attendance is decreasing, a growing number 
of Christians are looking beyond the church walls and seeking ways to express their faith 
in their day–to–day lives. It’s an urban mission movement emerging “from the bottom 
up.” 

In these chapters, you will meet some of the pioneers in the city jungle; these portraits 
give this emerging movement a face. They express in different ways their calling to seek 
the shalom of the city, within their work or neighborhood. Just like the pioneers from 
centuries ago, they are not perfect. Some of them don’t see themselves as “urban 
missionaries;” they simply want to share their faith. This is one of the characteristics of 
this movement. They are not big names, they are very normal people. The few portraits in 
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this book represent many others. They are my heroes in the city. To them, I take my hat 
off! 

Gea Gort, May 2011 



 

CHAPTER 1: WHAT IS URBAN MISSION? 

When thinking of the word – city – images of skylines appear before our mind’s eye. 
We remember a fun evening at the theatre, an enjoyable shopping day or dinnertime with 
friends in our favorite restaurant. The city also arouses threats – we hide the car radio and 
hold our bag tight under our arm amongst the anonymous faces in the subway. We have 
thoughts, feelings and ideas about the city, but what comes to mind when we think of 
urban mission? 

Does urban mission mean serving coffee and sandwiches while chatting with the 
homeless? Does it mean volunteering at a community center? Christians are known for 
their works of compassion. In Holland, research in several cities investigated the 
contribution of churches and Christian organizations to the welfare of the city. One such 
investigation Count your blessings calculated that Christian volunteer work saves the city 
of Rotterdam 130,000,000 Euros annually.1 Yes, these acts of compassion are definitely 
elements of urban mission, but there is so much more. 

“Urban mission” may also remind us of a street scene: an evangelist playing the 
guitar, while others distribute Jesus saves pamphlets. Although such a scene seems to 
belong to a different era, evangelism in the sense of sharing the Word of God in a verbal 
manner is another element of urban mission. Attending to the spiritual existence of 
mankind is an unmistakable ingredient of the Christian faith. 

More than aid and evangelism 
Attending to the spiritual aspects of our lives and of our fellowman, as well as acts of 

compassion, are basic elements of a Christian way–of–life. Whether we feel drawn to 
preaching or to charitable work depends on our church background and our personalities. 
As mentioned, these elements are important, but urban mission encompasses much more 
– it means structurally working for shalom in the city. 

Old men and women shall sit in the squares, 
the streets are filled with playing children. 

Shalom 
In the book of Zechariah, God promises the city of Jerusalem that a time will come 

when ‘men and women of ripe old age will sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each of them 
with cane in hand because of their age. The city streets will be filled with boys and girls 
playing there.”2 Peace prevails in this city. The vulnerable – the elderly and the children – 
feel safe in her streets. 

These verses give a graphic picture of shalom. Shalom means much more than peace 
– it also encompasses justice and prosperity. God is concerned about righteous 
economical systems. In the last verses in the book of Jonah, God asks this prophet: 
“Should I not care about the people and the cattle?” Having cattle meant prosperity in 

                                                
1 The research Count your blessings showed that churches and Christian volunteers play a crucial role 

in creating social cohesion and integration in Rotterdam. This saves the city up to € 130 million each year, 
was the conclusion of research, conducted under the auspices of Radboud University in Nijmegen (July 
2008) and commissioned by the city council of Rotterdam. 

2 Zechariah 8:4–5 (New King James Version) 
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those Middle Eastern cultures. God is interested in our material lives here on earth, which 
is also shown through the laws in Leviticus. This book addresses in detail different 
aspects of day–to–day live. 

While the Old Testament frequently speaks about shalom, Jesus declares in the New 
Testament the coming of Gods Kingdom. Christians in the 21st century find inspiration in 
this concept – it encourages them to be involved in holistic mission.3 Such Christians 
advance this Kingdom of peace and justice (shalom) in practical ways. Some move to 
challenging neighborhoods and help their neighbors organize a street–party. 
Businesspeople make space within their company; they hire loitering youth and support 
them with a coaching staff member. An employee prays for his department, becomes 
aware of his responsibility to contribute towards a positive atmosphere and doesn’t 
hesitate to knock on the manager’s door to discuss a problem. A young mother visits the 
public library on a regular basis; while keeping an eye on her children she starts a 
conversation with the Turkish lady who always like practicing herknowledge of the local 
language. City council members think structurally how to promote shalom in the city; 
they work on a plan to encourage interaction between children and seniors in local 
neighborhoods. 

Area of tension 

Can we call these activities “Christian”? Yes! Such activities are blessed since they 
touch the heart of people, and this touches the heart of God.4 Christians tend to over–
spiritualize their faith, which feeds the tendency to keep the Christian faith within the 
secure walls of homes and churches. But by doing this, we limit the gospel and deprive 
God, ourselves and others. This tendency shrinks the Gospel. Some Christians fear that 
social engagement might decrease their passion for God. However, God wants us to be 
involved – He wants us to seek the good – the shalom – of the city. 

If we keep our conviction within the walls of our houses and churches, 
we shrink the gospel 

and deprive God, ourselves and others. 
Involvement in society requires a decision to step out of familiar environments. It 

involves engagement with different thinking people and wrestling with the many 
complex problems within our society. The questions we encounter will force us to think, 
explore and learn. It is not easy. We might discover our own biases and find out that 
some of our answers don’t work. Although our involvement in our communities does 
entangle areas of tension, it can be an exciting opportunity to learn and grow. Many have 
found that their involvement deepened and strengthened their passion for God and their 
fellowman. 

Bringing trust into the city 

Mission used to mean “distant people in distant countries,” but nowadays these 
distant people can live around the corner. Rotterdam has more than 170 cultures; London, 
Berlin and Paris much more. Worldwide immigration challenges cohesion and solidarity 

                                                
3 In The Mission of God, Tom Wright gives a thorough theological foundation for holistic mission.  

4 In Isaiah 58, God blesses those who “loose the chains of injustice (…) do away with the yoke of oppression, with the pointed finger and malicious talk, 

(…) and satisfy the needs of the oppressed” (part of verse 6–10, NIV)  
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in neighborhoods. Many indigenous residents feel alienated in their own neighborhood, 
while immigrants have a hard time connecting and belonging. Meanwhile Europe’s social 
system is breaking down because of a faltering economy. Jobs are not secure anymore 
and public health is reaching its limits. 

Amidst all these uncertainties, the Gospel offers a different perspective – a 
perspective of faith, hope and trust which is not based on a healthy or unhealthy 
economy. This trust is rooted in the conviction that we serve a good God, who 
communicates with us and has the best intentions for mankind. Those who study church 
history will discover that Christians have drawn hope and confidence from this source. 
They took action and stood against the forces of their times. It’s now up to us. Society is 
in need of an antidote to apathy and cynicism and could benefit from an injection of faith, 
hope and trust. 

Do we retreat into our own circle? 
Or do we step out and get involved? 

Having and giving trust goes against the spirit of the times. Being aware of a God 
who desires to create pathways in the wilderness, helps us to adopt an attitude of faith, 
hope and love. When we desire to see unexpected possibilities, we shouldn’t be surprised 
when God challenges us to leave familiar paths. New directions and new pathways tend 
to be uneven. It feels insecure to cross the threshold and call on our neighbors, who we 
barely know. It feels uncomfortable to approach a group of young people for a chat. But 
the challenges of our contemporary cities beg for action and participation. We have to 
make a choice: do we retreat into our own circle? Or do we step out and get involved? 

In short, contemporary mission is not necessarily far away; it is just over the 
threshold. Urban mission includes spiritual care, witnessing and practical help, but 
doesn’t stop there. Urban mission entails much more. We are challenged to embrace a 
commitment to our society, because we see God’s desire for the city in various books of 
the Bible: a city where vulnerable people feel safe, where people work and celebrate; a 
city where trust prevails. Since the Spirit of God dwells within us, the logical 
consequence is that we want our cities to look similar. It requires that we step out and get 
involved. 

Questions 
1. What image do you have of ‘missions” in the city? 

2. What kind of social activities are organized in your district or neighborhood? 
Would you like to get involved? 

3. Do you recognize areas of tension between social/relational involvement and 
speaking/witnessing? Which do you feel drawn to? Where would you like to 
grow? 
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Portrait 1: Magdeleen Nijenhuis 

 

Magdeleen and “her boys” in the carpentry workshop at The Mall. “I know many 
guys who are willing, but can’t find the right help. The government is committed to 
getting these guys work, but most of them don’t even have food, a home, a bank account 
or insurance – while the system assumes that they have these things arranged. Civil 
servants send letters that are never received and conclude: “they are not willing.” But 
these guys need more, they need someone who will listen and walk along with them.” 
The Mall is an initiative by Youth for Christ; which runs youth centers in eighteen cities 
in Holland. See www.yfc.nl 

Magdeleen en Gerard Nijenhuis moved from a nice, comfortable neighborhood into a 
multicultural neighborhood. This didn’t happen without some struggles. The couple 
didn’t agree: she wanted to move, while he was hesitant. 

Moving into the neighborhood 
For many years, Magdeleen (27) had a growing desire to move to Rotterdam – not to 

a luxurious apartment overlooking the river, but to a place in a disadvantaged 
neighborhood. She didn’t want to live in two worlds: working with street people during 
the day and at night returning to a neat apartment outside of town. Gerard (32), an 
industrial designer, didn’t share Magdeleen’s perception of the world. When she talked 
about the possibility of relocating, he threatened: “You’ve made your case. Stop talking 
about it, otherwise we’ll never go!” 

A conversation with a friend got Gerard thinking. It made him realize that Jesus 
would have probably chosen to live in a disadvantaged neighborhood. So why wouldn’t 
he? His aversion disappeared. 
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For several years the couple has been living in a neighborhood with over 60 cultures. 
Magdeleen comments, “He is a social being and gladly visits the neighbors. He tells me 
now how much fun they are!” 

Not buying care 
Magdeleen’s conviction runs deep. She believes that instead of “buying care,” we 

need to come into contact with the people who have no perspective. “We’re used to 
giving money to organizations. These organizations then take care of people who are 
struggling. The Bible teaches us to act differently. It says, “clothe the poor, visit prisoners 
and be hospitable.” This means that we need to get to know them. However, the average 
Christian doesn’t know the poor or know what poverty is.” Magdeleen continues 
thoughtfully: “We are so distanced from the poor, something is wrong there. There is a 
gap between the two, both literally and figuratively. I know of many people who want to 
bridge the gap, but they don’t know how to go about it.” 

Overcoming mistrust 
Gerard and Magdeleen live in the centre of a multicultural neighborhood, but they 

had to overcome hindrances to come into contact with the different cultures. The 
residents wondered when this Dutch couple would leave again. They had to take initiative 
and overcome mistrust. The neighbours finally were convinced that they intended to stay. 
After many cups of tea and evenings visits, the neighbours are now comfortable and visit 
spontaneously over kebabs and fruit. They have become known as the Dutch neighbors 
who like to get involved. 

Even though Gerard and Magdeleen helped start a new multicultural church in the 
neighborhood, their first desire is to be known as a good neighbor. The couple hopes that 
through their lifestyle the local residents will see that they follow Jesus. Magdeleen 
doesn’t identify herself with the concept of city missionary, because for her the norm is 
that “every Christian has a mission.” She hopes that more Christians will get involved in 
vulnerable neighborhoods. “If you have the desire to do something for less privileged 
people, then get into contact with someone who lives in a deprived area. There are 
Christians in every city who consciously make this choice. Spend a day with them. We 
need to take others along with us, so that more people will get involved.” 
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