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‘See you at the gymr’

Vocation and Evangelism in Newry, Ireland (2021-2023)

Pioneering in Ireland Case Study 2: Newry Centre of Mission
(Church Army's Research Unit: 2024)
by Dan Ortiz

This article is part of a series written for the Church Army’s Training Team for Pioneer Training in
Ireland. The purpose of these articles, is to have an accessible tool for the training of pioneer
evangelists in contemporary Ireland, especially addressing the secularisation of Irish communities.

In this article we reflect on the work of Newry Centre of Mission and how the Pioneer Evangelist
used his vocation and training as a fitness coach to create points of connection with young people
in Newry. We also reflect how these points of connections can relate to a wider evangelistic
framework. We finish by exploring how personal vocation can be catalysts for evangelism through
the theoretical lenses of pre-evangelism and initiation theories.
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‘See you at the gym’

Context: City of Newry

Newry is a city in Northern Ireland, standing on the Clanrye river in counties Down and Armagh.
Founded in 1157 as a settlement around a Cistercian abbey, it is the episcopal seat of the Roman
Catholic Diocese of Dromore. Newry lies near the border with the Republic of Ireland. According
to the 2021 census, there were 28,530 people living in Newry, which is up by 1500 from 2011. Just
over 50% of the population were female and 49% were male.'

In the 2021 census, 86% self-reported to belong to, or to having been brought up Catholic, which
is just under 2% less than in 2011. A further 8% self-reported to be Protestant (a 0.5% deficit from
2011), and 1.2% of people reported belonging to other religions. Unlike the 2011 census, the 2021
census included 4.2% of people that did not adhere to any religion. Newry, therefore, is a
dominantly Catholic city with a fast-growing non-religious group of people.?

Since the global financial crisis of 2008-2009, residents of the Republic of Ireland have been
increasingly ‘cross-border shopping’ to buy cheaper goods due to the different values in currency,
with Newry being the preferred city for this practice. This remarkable increase in cross-border
shopping has become so prominent in Newry that the phenomenon is now known as the ‘Newry
effect’, a term used in The New York Times (December 2008) which described Newry as ‘the
hottest shopping spot within the European Union's open borders’.?

Another development is the increased levels of obesity in Northern Ireland’s population, and in
Newry in particular.* A recent Department of Health survey revealed that 37% of people in
Northern Ireland were overweight, with 27% classed as obese.> Although these numbers are across
all ages, children and teenagers specially were at greater risk; the report stated that tackling
childhood obesity was already a public health priority,® especially in Newry, Mourne and Down
where the research suggested that over 1 in 4 children carried excess weight.” A further study
looking at 12/13-year-olds in the Newry, Mourne and Down district identified that out of ‘1783
children assessed... 499 were deemed overweight or obese accounting for 28% of the total assessed,
a far higher figure that those assessed at Year 1.8 It is therefore evident that levels of childhood
obesity increase as they grow older.

From this short introduction to Newry, we can create a picture of the context that Newry Centre
of Mission was founded in. Newry is atypical to Northern Ireland as it is a majority Catholic region,
there is an increased cross-border economy with an increasing population, there is an alarming
rate of teenage obesity that has become a public health priority, and there is a growing secularity
that has become more prominent in recent years. In addition to these factors, the pandemic
lockdowns and their subsequent lifting form the primary context that Newry CoM was working in
during the years of 2021-2023.

Question: Can you think of a particular issue in your context that has similar implications?

Case Study: Sligo Centre of Mission:

Newry Centre of Mission was launched during the COVID pandemic in 2020, facing extended
lockdowns and restrictions during the first few years of ministry. Scott McDonald is the Lead
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Evangelist, as well as being rector of two Church of Ireland parish churches, St Patrick’s and St
Mary’s. Laurence Bellew was employed as Pioneer Evangelist from January 2021 until the summer
of 2023. Although lockdown restrictions were initially a source of frustration for both Scott and
Laurence, it also led to creative initiatives unique to the needs in the community the CoM is
involved in. For example, starting online kids’ church, delivering children’s activity packs, phone
calls and cards sent, and online services for the two parish churches - these reached between 150-
350 views per service. This creativity was not lost after lockdown restrictions were lifted, as it led
to two noteworthy initiatives of the CoM: the ‘Life Guards Healthy Hearts Programme’, and the
‘Kids’ Gym’.

‘Life Guards Healthy Hearts Programme’. This initiative was started under the supervision of
Laurence who is a qualified fitness coach. Before coming to Newry, Laurence had experience of
working with over 40 schools in the Belfast area developing the ‘Life Guards’ programme which
later became the ‘Life Guards Healthy Hearts Programme’ which is a 6-8 week physical and mental
health programme. The Life Guards programme was offered to local primary schools, both Catholic
and Protestant, at school assemblies and became a huge success. When asked about the Life
Guards programme, Scott had the following to say:

‘Life Guards programme is an exercise/ ”"looking after yourself” programme developed by
Laurence. It was offered to schools and received with open arms. It lasts the length of a
normal lesson (1 hour) and there can be up to 4 sessions per school day. The normal
session includes a talk on the benefits of physical exercise, how to use the different
apparatus, and how to perform the exercises. This leads to a talk about taking care of
the inner person, focusing on healthy relati%nships with others but ultimately with
God.’

The Kids’ Gym. In addition to his work with the Life Guards programme, Laurence started the
‘Kids’ Gym’ which is related to the Life Guards. It was held in the Centre of Mission on Thursday
evenings between 6-9 pm and was aimed at the three different age groups found in schools. There
were normally between 50-60 children who attended every Thursday, some of whom came because
they heard about it at the Life Guards. The ‘Kid’s Gym’ was furnished, through the support of
Church Army, with children and youth-size equipment found in adult gyms, allowing for attendance
to be free. The Kids’ Gym became so successful, parents asked for an adult version to be started.
When asked about the Kids’ Gym, Scott had the following to say:

‘[Laurence’s] proactive approach to ministry opened doors into many local schools, and
he quickly established his Life Guards healthy living programme which he had run in a
previous context. The Kids’ Gym built on these relationships, inviting children and young
people to the church hall on a Thursday evening... It is much easier to say, “See you at
the gym” to a young person.’"

These initiatives address directly the context that the CoM finds itself in, and as Scott pointed out
above, both initiatives have led to further engagement of young people with the CoM and with the
gospel message. These engagements would not have become possible without Laurence being a
qualified fitness coach. This leads to an interesting finding: Laurence’s fitness vocation was the
factor that opened the doors for the majority of his work in Newry, or putting it more theoretically,
his personal vocation was a catalyst for evangelism in Newry. We will discuss this key insight
further in the section below.

Question: Does this finding sound plausible to you? Can you relate similar examples?

° Newry (2022-23). Recording the Journey Report. Church Army: April 2023.
19 |bid.
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Key insight: Personal Vocation of the Evangelist as a Catalyst for Evangelism

Laurence’s vocation'" as a personal fitness coach predates his work with Newry CoM; he was
already working in Belfast developing his Life Guards programme before joining Church Army. It
requires real commitment to become a fitness coach, especially a Level 4 Strength and
Conditioning Coach like Laurence. Besides the obvious physical training, there is tuition to pay,
ongoing study on the physical and mental aspects of physical training, as well as the development
of a business portfolio. It is this necessary level of commitment that we could call a personal
vocation rather than just a pastime.

Although in ecclesiological circles ‘vocation’ has the connotation of ministry, spiritual calling or
something within the boundaries of church work, in the Church of England report Kingdom Calling
three different types of vocations are recognised for evangelists: social, relational and
ministerial,’”? with social vocation being defined as ‘a social role, a role within society’."
Laurence’s fitness and strength coaching could fit this social role as it has a wider impact on the
wellbeing of young people in society. Although not commonly viewed as an evangelistic tool,
fitness coaching functioned as a catalyst for evangelism in this case as it created the necessary

points of connections between the CoM, and those outside of the Church.

For example, although Life Guards and Kids’ Gym are not directly evangelistic, there is a clear
process from them, leading to some young people making commitments of faith. In the case of
Newry, the process followed the pattern: 1. The Points of Connection, 2. The Exploring of Faith,
and 3. The Commitment of Faith.

1. The Points of Connection: Life Guards and Kids’ Gym

We can make two observations from the quote above where Scott mentions that ‘the relationships
were started in the SU [Scripture Union], school assemblies, Sunday school and the Kids’ Gym’.
First, beyond being only a place for exercise and to learn about healthy living, the Life Guards
programme and Kids’ Gym became a place where personal connections could be made between
non-churched young people and the evangelists. The first point of connection was made by
Laurence while delivering assemblies for his Lifeguard programme, where he was able to openly
share about his faith.

Second, the assemblies led to the Life Guards programme where ‘talk[ing] about taking care of
the inner person focusing on healthy relationships with others, but ultimately with God’"* is
encouraged. Even though Laurence was honest about his faith, it did not deter students from
joining the Life Guards programme or the Kids’ Gym: ‘The Kids’ Gym built on these relationships,
inviting children and young people to the church hall on a Thursday evening.’"

These points of connection could have not been possible without Laurence’s vocation for fitness
and strength coaching, and without Scott encouraging Laurence and allowing him to use his full
potential. This is where we see the personal vocation of the evangelist as a catalyst for evangelism
most clearly, and from here on we will see the outcome of it.

Question: What points of connection do you have with people in your mission context?

2. The Exploring of Faith: Youth Alphas and Scripture Union

As a result of the connections made at the Kids’” Gym and the Life Guards programme, Laurence
hosted a Youth Alpha in 2023, meeting weekly in his home and reaching non-churched and de-
churched young people. As it is well known, Alpha is an exploration of Christian faith that
encourages questioning and dialogue. This Youth Alpha was so successful that after it finished, 12

" We use ‘vocation’ to mean personal interests, hobbies, or passions that hold a significant importance in the life of the evangelist.
For a fuller discussion on vocation in an ecclesiological context see Kingdom Calling.

12 The Faith and Order Commission (2020) Kingdom Calling. London, England: Church House Publishing. p. 26.

3 Burras, B. The evangelist’s vocation, and their recognition and activation within the local church (unpublished thesis).

4 Newry (2022-23). Recording the Journey Report. Church Army: April 2023.

15 Ibid.
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young people continued meeting, forming a youth worshipping community. Scott says of these
young people the following: ‘The original 12 have been empowered and feel confident enough to
bring their friends along.’ It is worth noting that the youth worshipping community has grown to
20 active members now.

It was not only the Youth Alpha that experienced growth during this time. As a result of Laurence’s
involvement in schools with the Life Guards, the Scripture Union experienced growth also.
According to Scott: ‘Before [Laurence] started going, the Scripture Union group had three young
people attending, and by this summer when Laurence left, they were regularly getting 30-40.’
Once again, this is an exploration of Christian faith, and the increased numbers can be attributed
directly to Laurence’s involvement within the schools that ran the Life Guards programme.

These elements of exploration of faith come as result of the previous connections being made by
the CoM through the Life Guards and the Kids’ Gym. Although this step in the process is not unusual
for other forms of evangelism, in the case of Newry CoM, it led directly to further spiritual
developments, namely that of coming to faith.

Question: What do you think of a personal vocation leading to exploration of faith by others?
Can you see your interests and passions as bridges between unchurched people and the
Church? How?

3. The Coming to Faith: Conversions, baptisms and worshipping communities.

Scott mentioned that in the last three years, the years that Laurence was working for the CoM,
‘there have been people who have come to faith, who have been baptised, and who have returned
to faith’. For example, as discussed above, the Youth Alpha which developed into a youth
worshipping community, started with 12 young people who were all churchgoers. But it grew to
20 regular attendees, with the remaining 8 being non-churchgoers to begin with who were friends
with the original group but were invited to attend. This final step in the process was possible
because the connections had already been made at the initial stages. As Scott summarised it, ’It
is much easier to say, “See you at the gym” to a young person.’

This finding of Laurence’s personal vocation as a fitness coach becoming a catalyst for evangelism
can be a pattern for other personal vocations to be used as catalysts for evangelism. However, it
does more than that, it challenge narrow views of what ‘vocation’ in the Church can mean,
specifically within the roles of evangelists.

Theoretical Implications: Personal Vocation as Pre-Evangelism or Initiation?

Most theological and theoretical discussion on evangelism focuses on two main factors: the
theology behind evangelism, and the praxis of evangelism. It is not often that the personal
attributes of the evangelists are brought up as meaningful factors in evangelism. One such
example, however, is in the story of Andy Milne and Sorted'® from Church Army’s Bradford Centre
of Mission. Although focusing on the creation of a fresh expression of Church (fXC), the Sorted
story gives us an example of how personal vocations (in this case, that of skateboarding) can be
used to reach young people with the gospel message and begin a fresh expression of Church as a
result. This later developed into the ‘Six Stages of Serving First’ spiritual journey that Sorted uses:
1. Listening, 2. Loving and serving, 3. Building community, 4. Exploring discipleship, 5. Church
taking shape, 6. Do it again. The initial stage, listening, is the process of ‘having conversations
with people living in the area... you are trying to reach’."

In addition to Milne’s six stages process, Laurence’s story could add another stage, that of creating
points of connections that predate the listening stage; every other stage in Laurence’s story is
practically similar. This by itself is unique enough that it requires the discussion of ‘personal

16 Milne, A. (2016). The DNA of Pioneer Ministry. London, England: SCM Press.
7 Ibid. p. 53.
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vocation as a catalyst for evangelism’ as a more holistic view of evangelism, the logic being that
the connections made though personal vocation of the evangelist comes before the sharing of the
gospel. Thus, there are two main theoretical paradigms that can assist our discussion: Pre-
evangelism, and Evangelism as initiation.

Pre-evangelism

Coined by American theologian Francis Schaeffer, the concept of pre-evangelism is a critical
aspect of his approach to Christian apologetics and evangelism found in his book The God Who is
There." According to Schaeffer, pre-evangelism refers to the preparatory work that must be done
before presenting the gospel message in a secularised society that may even be hostile to
Christianity. Beyond bridging the gap between society and the gospel, Schaeffer’s view of pre-
evangelism was that of breaching the wall between them and preparing the ground before directly
sharing the gospel. Schaeffer’s book provides a holistic view of evangelism that addresses both
the intellectual and emotional barriers to faith, and emphasises the importance of genuine,
compassionate dialogue. However, it is largely an apologetic book that maybe does not incorporate
the relational aspect enough into evangelism.

The principle of pre-evangelism, however, has more range and can go beyond an intellectual
presentation of the gospel. It can incorporate the work that must be done before the gospel can
be shared at an emotional, intellectual and relational level. This third element, relational, was
found in the work that Laurence did in Newry, and this is where the personal vocation of the
evangelist can be that pre-evangelistic work that can breach the walls between society and the
gospel.

Question: Do you agree with the ‘personal vocation as pre-evangelism’ principle?

Evangelism as Initiation

The concept of initiation is well known in the social sciences; it is mostly used in the study of rites
of passage in different cultures.' However, very little has been written about initiation being used
in evangelism. There is one book that discusses it, and that is William J Abraham’s The Logic of
Evangelism.? In it, Abraham, a native of Northern Ireland, argues for a holistic, polymorphous
conception of evangelism. In his own words, ‘Evangelism is constituted by those diverse acts that
initiate folk into the kingdom of God for the first time.’*' Or putting it more succinctly, evangelism

is ‘primary initiation into the Kingdom of God for the first time’.?

Abraham challenges the notions of evangelism as simple proclamation, church growth, or any other
single practice. To him, there is not one way to do evangelism; anything can be evangelistic as
long as it is ‘related to the process of initiation into God’s rule, and they must be governed by the
intention to achieve this end’.? It is in this definition of evangelism where the personal vocations,
passions, and hobbies of the evangelists can, and do become the catalysts for evangelism as we
have seen in the case of Newry Centre of Mission. There is a greater sense of freedom and purpose
found in this definition, and even an aspect of sacralisation of those vocations or practices that
we do not view as evangelistic in nature but can create the necessary connections for evangelism
to happen.

Question: What do you think of evangelism as initiation? And how does it feel to think of
hobbies as sacred by virtue of their usefulness for the gospel?

18 Schaeffer, F. A. (1998). The God Who is There. Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press.

19 van Gennep, A. (2019). The Rites of Passage, (2nd ed.; M. B. Vizedom & G. L. Caffee, Trans.). Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press.

20 Abraham, W. J. (1959). The Logic of Evangelism. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing.

L https://davidfwatson.me/2014/06/02/william-j-abraham-doing-evangelism-in-the-midst-of-an-ecclesial-hurricane-guest-post /
2 Abraham, op. cit. p. 95

23 Ipid. p.105
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Conclusion:

In this article we have seen how Newry CoM developed two successful initiatives that were
essential in creating points of connections between them and the young people in Newry. We have
seen how these initiatives were developed largely thanks to the work of Laurence who used his
training and passion as a fithess and strength coach to create said ‘points of connection’ with
young people in Newry. This led us to the principle of the ‘personal vocation of the evangelist as
a catalyst of evangelism’ and we have discussed possible theoretical implications of this principle.

It is important to note, however, that this case study only provides a snapshot of Newry Centre of
Mission at one particular point in time. Laurence, who was instrumental in establishing the gym
work, has now moved on and a new Pioneer Evangelist, Natalie Trainor, has joined the Centre of
Mission team. Since then, the activities of Newry Centre of Mission have developed and evolved
to reflect a changing local context and the gifts and skills of the current evangelists. The departure
of a founding leader is often a ‘'make or break’ moment in whether a ministry continues, especially
when that ministry has been established around the interests and passions of a particular
individual. As our previous research on the sustainability of pioneering initiatives has
demonstrated, transitions like this need to be managed carefully and sensitively.?*

Questions for Further Reflection

What vocations/hobbies/interests do you have that you think can serve to create connections with
unchurched people?

Can you see God in your vocations/hobbies/interests? Or is our imagination not allowed to do so?

What do you see as the benefits and drawbacks of establishing a pioneer ministry around the gifts
and skills of a particular individual? How important is it to ensure that ministry continues when
the founding leader moves on?
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