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We need a bigger vision for the city. 

It's not enough to plant individual churches in isolation from each other. The spiritual 

need and opportunity of our cities is too big for any one church to meet alone. Pastors 

Neil Powell and John James contend that to truly transform a city, the gospel compels us 

to create localized, collaborative church planting movements. They share lessons learned 

and principles discovered from their experiences leading a successful citywide 

movement. The more willing we are to collaborate across denominations and networks, 

the more effectively we will reach our communities—whatever their size—for Jesus. 

Come discover what God can do in our cities when we work together. 
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Foreword 

Tim Keller 

 

 The book before you is an exciting project. Even though the “proof of concept” 

presented is an instructive and inspiring case study of ministry in a northern English city, 

it builds on that history to offer both a vision and practical resources for gospel-believing 

churches in any city to mount the same kind of church planting movement that has 

thrived in Birmingham.  

  First, the authors show how the vision for collaborative church planting comes 

from “the scale of gospel need.” Most see the world as divided between the good people 

and the bad.  The good (the moral or the liberal or the conservative, or just the people like 

me) are making the world a better place, while those others are ruining things. So what 

we need is just to liberate the good folk and marginalize the bad ones. The gospel 

provides a far more dire and hopeful assessment of the world situation. Everyone, nice 

and nasty, is spiritually blind and eternally lost. All our problems stem from sin and the 

resulting breakdown of all relationships. In your city, the respectable are as lost and have 

lives as distorted by sin as do the criminals and prostitutes on the streets. And yet, the 

Bible promises that God’s kingdom and gospel will triumph in the end. The gospel need, 

then, is massive, but the gospel prospects are even greater.  

 This means that Christian leaders cannot be satisfied with the status quo. 

Ministers are often called stewards in the Bible (1 Corinthians 4:1-2; 1 Peter 4:10). It is 

noteworthy that the master of the house, in the parable of the talents (Matthew 25:14-30), 

assumed that his stewards would not merely keep his assets safe but would invest and 

grow them.  Christian leaders, while they must be above reproach in matters of finance (2 

Corinthians 8:16-23), have been given not money but “the mysteries of God” (1 Cor 4:1-

2), the gospel (Col 1:26-27). We know what God wants us to do with the gospel. We are 

sent out in an ever-expanding mission (Acts 1:8; 8:4ff; 8:26ff; 10:1ff) to disciple the 

nations (Matt 28:18-20). No church should exist, then, just to keep the doors open and 

maintain things. The master condemned the cowardice and laziness of the steward who 

only conserved his assets (Matthew 25:26).  
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This cannot be turned into a wooden insistence that “every congregation must be 

growing in numbers.” Sometimes faithful preaching will shrink the numbers of an 

unhealthy church, and there are plenty of other good reasons why an individual 

congregation may remain at its size.  What it must mean, however, is that the church 

leaders of a whole city or region cannot rest content. They must strive to further the 

mission of Jesus with the resources they have been given.  They must cast vision for 

reaching the city together.  

It is natural for human organizations to begin as movements (coming into 

existence mainly to further some cause outside of itself) but to become tribes (existing 

mainly to protect their own ‘turf’, serving themselves and the interests of the members 

within). There is a built-in resistance to this natural human organizational trend in 

Biblical steward-leadership.  The steward must not let the household run and exist for his 

interests or for those in power within it--but for the interests of the Master.  God punishes 

stewards who use his assets for their own comfort (cf. Luke 12:45ff.) The Lord gives us 

his Word and Spirit and expects us to multiply his resources for his glory.  

 Even if a set of churches holds in common the basic theological truths and 

doctrines of the biblical gospel, it is nonetheless very challenging to cooperate across the 

dividing barriers of denomination and tradition. All should agree that Jesus called the 

church to be one for the purpose of a unified witness before the world (John 17:20-21) 

and that, if this does not entail doctrinal compromise, unity for mission is a worthy goal. 

Nevertheless, there is very little confidence that these barriers can be overcome. Many 

question the possibility and therefore the advisability of trying to do so.  

 Again, the authors show that the resources for practical collaboration in cities lay 

in the gospel, in particular, the generosity and humility that a true grasp of the gospel 

always produces.  

 When the disciples saw someone ministering “in Jesus’ name”, but who was not a 

member of their particular band, they tried to stop him “because he was not one of us” 

(Mark 9:38). Jesus was far more generous: “Whoever is not with us if for us” (Mark 

9:40).  Jesus’ disciples, at that point, did not understand the gospel. When Peter fell back 

into eating only with Jewish Christians and not with Gentile Christians, Paul told him he 

was forgetting the gospel of justification by grace alone through faith alone (Gal 2:14). 
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How, Paul argued, can you feel better than anyone else when you know you are equally 

sinful and lost before God yet saved by sheer grace and justified by Christ’s work not 

yours?  

We may give lip service to the gospel, but if we do not grasp and rejoice in it, 

then both a proud and an ungenerous spirit will stymie any collaboration with others who 

also minister in Christ’s name. When we even unconsciously look for our justification to 

our doctrinal distinctives we will not be humble. We will look down on those who do not 

share our tradition. If we subtly look for our justification to own ministry success we will 

not be generous. It will become impossibly hard to share power and sacrifice time and 

money that could be going to building up our own ministry’s size and status.  But the 

gospel gives us not just the vision but also the resources to work together to reach our 

cities.  

For the sake of the world mission of the church, there is no greater need than for 

churches and Christian leaders to unite within their cities across tribal barriers in order to 

exponentially increase the number of disciples and churches. While there is an increasing 

body of literature about church planting in general, there is almost nothing available that 

describes whole city collaboration between multiple denominations, networks, and 

movements. Neil and John spell out what it takes to get this done. I know of no better 

book on the subject.  
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Introduction: The Bigger Picture 

Through a Wide Angle Lens 

 

Many of us at Crossway Church knew James was unwell, but he had always played it 

down. He looked jaundice, and would become breathless quickly, but it wasn’t until the 

Macmillan nurse1 began to visit that I, (John) realized just how serious the problem was. 

And now I was in the Queen Elisabeth Hospital, sat by his bed, guitar in hand, trying to 

sing ‘Mighty to Save’, and hold it together. 

 

Friendship with James was a life’s ministry in microcosm. He had lived most of his adult 

life with the travelling community2, before returning to a hostel3 in Birmingham. It was 

then that an old school friend invited him to church assuring him we were ‘not like other 

churches.’ I first met James, arriving like a whirlwind, at our Sunday morning gathering. 

Over time we began to read Mark’s gospel together, he understood the good news of 

Jesus, heard the call to repent and believe, and became a Christian. He was baptized, 

welcomed into membership, and threw his all into the youth clubs and building 

maintenance team. 

 

He began to grow and change. He was increasingly reconciled to his family. He was 

increasingly able to control his temper. He was increasingly using the gifts God had 

given him. And then his health deteriorated, quickly. It was eighteen months from born 

again to final breath. 
																																																								
1. Macmillan nurses are specialist nurses that offer palliative care to cancer patients. 
2. The Travelling Community in the UK is an itinerant ethnic group of predomenantly Irish descent. They are pejoratively referred to 
as Gypsies. 
3. Short-term accommodation for people with no home. 
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So, picture the scene. A new creation, a beautiful child of God, rescued from the chaos 

and darkness of his life, saved from the judgement to come, is lying on a hospital bed 

during his final week the wrong side of glory. The church pastor is way out of his depth, 

bumbling his way through James’ favorite worship song, holding back the tears, and 

attempting to speak the comforting words of the gospel into his life. 

 

But then zoom out, and you will see two other church members, also recent converts, 

holding his hand, quietly praying, trying to make their way through the song too. You 

will see three other church members making their way along the corridor, preparing 

themselves to sit, and pray, and tell jokes, and shed tears. 

 

Widen the angle again, and you will see an entire church family, gathering under God’s 

Word. They are praying together for James, in the building he helped to maintain, nestled 

in the heart of a large council estate4 on the south side of the city of Birmingham. You 

will see a small, multigenerational, multiethnic community, who rejoice with those who 

rejoice, and mourn with those who mourn. You will see a youth group of over forty 

primary aged local children diligently making ‘get well soon’ cards, as they have the 

news about one of the youth club team sensitively explained to them. 

 

But then pan out further, and you will see this church family is the fruit of a seven year 

long church revitalization project, with a core team willing to plant into a dying church, 

that had given itself just a couple of years to wind down and close. You will see a 
																																																								
4. The closest equivalent to a UK council estate in the US is a public housing project. 
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welcoming faithful remnant girding their loins for the challenges that would follow. You 

will see men and women, young and old, walking along the way of the cross, through a 

process of costly change in order to recover a frontier for mission and begin to make 

disciples again. 

 

And then zoom out further still, and if you look carefully, you will glimpse 

2020birmingham, a diverse coalition of local churches, willing to collaborate, in order to 

see this revitalization, and others just like it happen. You will see other church planting 

initiatives across the city, each taking a different form, and reaching a different context. 

You will see established churches willing to give away their best people to join core 

teams, willing to give up their time to pray, willing to give from their budgets to get 

things off the ground, and willing to give counsel to young church leaders way out of 

their depth. You will see churches willing to cross boundaries to partner with others, to 

reach Birmingham for Jesus, believing they can do more together than they could on their 

own. This is the bigger picture. 

 

Why We Have Written This Book 

 

We have written out of a deep conviction that the more willing we are to find ways to 

collaborate, the more effective we will be in reaching our city for Jesus. The more 

generous we are towards one another, the more God will bear fruit through us. The close 

up and the bigger picture of the opening scene are connected. This is life and death, and 

heaven and hell. It’s what gets us out of bed in the morning. The need is too great to 
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allow our vision to be too small. Without 2020birmingham, Crossway Church (described 

above) would not have undergone revitalization, and for James, in the providence of God, 

this bigger vision made the difference for eternity. 

 

What We Are Trying To Do 

 

We have four aims with this book: 

 

1. We want to convince you that collaborative church planting movements are a 

Christ-honoring implication of the gospel, and a highly strategic way to reach our 

communities for Jesus.  

2. We aim to cast the bigger vision, by telling our story as transparently as we can, 

and by introducing you to what is happening all over the world. If God can use us 

in this way, he can use anyone. 

3. We aim to share our experiences with you; some of the convictions we have 

grown in, lessons we have learned, principles we have discovered, in a way that 

may be useful to you in your context. 

4. We want to encourage you wherever you are on this journey, and implore you to 

see that we each have a role to play in this bigger vision, for the sake of people 

like James. 
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With a vision to reach lost people through church planting, and with healthy 

collaboration at its heart, then by the grace of God we may truly reach our cities5, and 

through them, the world. 

 

Who We Are Writing For 

 

Some readers may already be convinced of this bigger vision for collaborative church 

planting movements. You are ready to go, and hope we can help you get started. Our 

prayer is that the book will be a practical encouragement to get you on your way. Some 

readers may be unconvinced, and are curious to know why this should be a priority for 

ministry, and how it is embraced without compromising. Our prayer is that the book will 

be a provocative challenge that prompts you to think again.  

 

However, primarily we are writing for people who are ready to be won over to this bigger 

vision, but who may need to be equipped to defend it to others who are more skeptical. It 

is a difficult balance. Perhaps you are reading, and instinctively ‘get it.’ We hope we are 

practical enough, quickly enough, but that the time spent defending principles helps you 

root your convictions. Perhaps you are reading, with the voice of a cautious leadership 

team in your ears. We hope that we do enough ground work to aid you with difficult 

conversations, but also that our story will give you confidence to step out with risky faith. 

 

 
																																																								
5. Here ‘cities’ is a short-hand way of speaking about local conurbations. Across the world what defines a ‘city’ varies significantly. In 
Scandinavia ‘urban’ populations may be as low as a few hundred, whereas the US they would be the low thousands. In the UK, 
historically, large towns with cathedrals are ’cities.’ Please don’t let the occasional use of the word put you off if you would not define 
your own locality as a ‘city.’ 
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Introducing the Authors 

 

Neil and John first met twenty years ago. As a student, John joined a local church where 

Neil was the student worker. A year later Neil co-led the planting of a new church in the 

city, and John joined that new work. They met and read Mark’s Gospel together at 

8:30am every Friday morning, in the first year of the church plant. John became the first 

ever ministry trainee at the church, and later on, as 2020birmingham was conceived, he 

returned to the city to lead a church revitalization project, mentored by Neil. They have 

worked side-by-side since 2020birmingham began. Neil is a central catalyst for the 

movement, and John talks with churches about revitalization. This book reflects the spirit 

of the movement. Neil is primarily the movement brains, and John is primarily the 

writing brawn. Collaboration has helped them do something that was beyond each of 

them alone, and produce this book together. 

 

Introducing the Book 

 

This book is composed of three parts. Part 1 makes the case for localized collaborative 

church planting movements, why we think they are necessary, and what they actually are. 

Part 2 explains how they work. Part 3 shows what they look like in practice and offers a 

toolkit to help you get started and maintain momentum. 

 

Part 1: The Why and What of Collaborative Church Planting Movements 
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In Chapter 1 (Vision), we explain how, when we see the size of the spiritual need, and the 

size of the opportunity, it has the power to compel us to a bigger vision, on a scale no 

single church could realize alone. 

 

In Chapter 2 (Introducing 2020bimingham), we briefly chart the history of our local, 

collaborative attempt to realize this vision. 

 

In Chapter 3 (Movements), we draw out some healthy dynamics we believe have helped 

encourage the kind of collaborative church planting movement we are advocating. 

 

Part 2: How Collaborative Church Planting Movements Work 

In our experience, collaborative church planting movements require three components 

which we express as the following formula: Core + Cause + Code = Collaboration. 

 

In Chapter 4 (Core), we identify the shared core of beliefs rooted in the gospel, and 

explain how a movement must be defined by the gospel, remain rooted in the gospel, and 

how the movement protects and celebrates the gospel. The core becomes the boundary of 

orthodoxy for a movement. 

 

In Chapter 5 (Cause), we explain how a common cause is established, and the role 

theological vision plays in creating collaborations that kick start movements. 
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In Chapter 6 (Code), we identify the DNA code that energizes a movement, catalyzing it 

for action, and bringing it to life. 

 

In Chapter 7 (Collaboration), we sketch the types and degrees of collaboration that are 

possible within the context of a movement, demonstrating the way in which everyone can 

play their part. As we do, so we recognize that movements will look different from place 

to place, and person to person. 

 

Part 3: What Collaborative Church Planting Movements Look Like 

In Chapter 8 (Looking Out: Global Stories), we draw together a number of other case 

studies and reflections from others across the world, with a bigger vision for their 

context. 

 

In Chapter 9 (Looking Forward: Life Cycle), we reflect a little on 2020birmingham, and 

offer some advice concerning the life cycle of a movement, from first steps, through 

growth, to maintaining momentum. We hope this might provide something of a toolkit to 

help the reader identify what it will look like for them to take their next best steps. 

 

Read On 

 

With a wide-angle lens a picture becomes a story. Imagine the snapshot of a small child 

on an inflatable lilo. It makes all the difference in the world if the context is the 

tranquility of the shallow end of a swimming pool, or the tumult of the middle of the 
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Atlantic Ocean. The bigger picture matters, the bigger picture tells the story. The bigger 

picture makes the difference between raising a smile, and raising the alarm. 

 

This is a book that raises the alarm. The need and opportunity demand a response that 

will only be met, under God, with a bigger vision. 


