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Introduction 
If the majority of UK adults never really go into 
a church, or if they do only for a ‘special service’ 
like a wedding, funeral or carols, then how do 
churches speak to them in homes, shops and 
neighbourhoods? If we say that church is about the 
people not the building, then how does the church 
incarnate communicate at times other than 10.30 to 
12.00 on a Sunday?

This series of books starts with the understanding 
that it is primarily and ultimately God who 
communicates. He’s equipped us to take part. There 
may be times when our churches feel like invisible 
pods on Planet ‘Unchurched’, but God’s Spirit is at 
work around us among our friends and neighbours, 
whether or not they ever come to church.

In numerous ways you may not ever notice, your 
church already communicates outside its building. 
I hope this resource will reveal these, and point to 
other ways the church could do this with more 
intention, perhaps more vision, certainly more 
commission. ‘External comms’ as they could be 
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called, carefully and cohesively combined with 
‘internal comms’, ‘digital comms’ and wel comms(!), 
are a powerful mix, enough to make even the most 
invisible visible. And God makes the impossible 
possible… a combination worth working for.  

If, however, everything that happens outside the 
building is disconnected from the inside and from 
your website and social media, there is a risk of 
communicating little more than an identity crisis.

One night in London, someone broke into St Mary’s, 
Newington, not to steal anything, but to light all the 
candles and pray. As the priest wrote in The Guardian 
afterwards, their evident desire for ‘silence and 
time’ was understandable: ‘In this fantasy-busting 
environment [of church] I am lent the courage to 
open the most defended bits of me to the infinite 
love of God… The need for God can be just too 
strong, overwhelming. And I totally get why someone 
might break into a church to find it.’1 

They saw the building and it spoke to them so 
much of God that they had to get inside. There is 
something about the physical space enclosed by a 
church, the presence of it, the immovability of it, that 
speaks powerfully: Prayer. God. Him, not me. 
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Acts 16 talks about a ‘place of prayer’: ‘we went 
outside the city gate to the river, where we expected 
to find a place of prayer… Once when we were going 
to the place of prayer, we were met by a female 
slave’.2 This wasn’t necessarily a building, but it was 
a physical place, a marker, where those seeking 
God went in expectation, and where encounters of 
transformation took place. They expected to find a 
place of prayer. Someone had told them it was there. 
They had been alert to its presence—and awareness 
turned to interest, to desire, to action, the four-stage 
process (summarised as AIDA) that companies use to 
track our internal journey.

Are people in your community aware of your church? 
Would they think of it as a place of prayer? Are you 
communicating enough to pique their interest? If 
this interest turns into desire, for church, for God or 
for both, do they have enough information to take 
action? One thing has been proven again and again: 
when awareness and interest dip, desire and action 
are unlikely.

Churches have an immense opportunity! Not only 
do they get to be places of sacramental worship, 
teaching, communion, fellowship and all those other 
things that are understood by most UK Christians, 
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but not necessarily by their neighbours. They also 
get to be lights in their community and centres of 
communication about what it is to be a follower of 
Christ. Churches get to ask the big questions in the 
public sphere: to provoke, stimulate and challenge. 
Through every means of communication we have 
available to us—buildings, services, ministries, 
websites, printed invites, social media, videos, 
magazines, news-sheets, noticeboards, the smiles 
on our faces, the words from our mouths—churches 
can fundamentally change perceptions of Jesus 
Christ and those who believe he still has the power 
to change lives.

This series is for those who feel responsibility for 
church communications, and for those who think 
they make a difference. 

The options can seem overwhelming—but time, 
budget and, let’s face it, imagination, can be limited.  
I hope the tools in these books will help you form 
a simple strategy and plan that starts squarely in 
the reality of your situation. It’s written so that the 
intimidated can relax and the goal-oriented can 
focus. 
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1

Why it matters
I know why it matters, you might say! Why else would 
I be reading a book on church communication? If so, 
would you justify improving the communications 
inside your church for the following three reasons? If 
not, do they convince you?

Because local communities need 
local churches
I remember hearing Bill Hybels from Willow Creek 
Church in the US saying that ‘the local church is the 
hope of the world’. It is one of his mantras, memorable 
not least because it juxtaposes what is often 
perceived as weak (we hear ‘local church’ and we 
think of our own) with the immense, eternal purposes 
of God. Perhaps he was inspired by the great British 
preacher Charles Spurgeon who, in 1863, proclaimed 
this in the centre of London: ‘The  Church  is the 
world’s hope! As Christ is the hope of the Church, so 
the Church is the hope of the world!’3
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Spurgeon was speaking in a context where, as he 
says, ‘You went home this morning and you saw 
people in their shirt-sleeves lolling about and waiting 
at the corner till the bars opened that they might go 
in and drink. And you will go home tonight and see 
what you do not like to see.’ He asks the question: 
are there times when we wonder why we can’t all just 
go straight to heaven? His answer? ‘It is just possible 
that you are put there for some end or design! Who 
can tell the benefit your good example may be?’

Local churches are the hope of the world because 
they are the bride of Christ incarnate in local 
communities. Sure, God knows why he’s put us there 
of all places, but he’s got a reason. As comedian 
Milton Jones says, if the church is the bride of Christ, 
she must have a lovely personality. By being on 
our street we are a standing witness to Christ. By 
being a Christian on your street you are influencing 
others. Your light is shining, even if you’re hiding it 
sometimes. There are wonderful churches all over 
the world and many Christians present online too, 
but people live in physical homes (normally), on 
a street, in a town, city or village. We cannot be 
anything but local. Spurgeon has more advice, so 
uncannily prescient to the external communications 
of a modern church that it’s worth reproducing: 
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You did not get into these places of your own choice, 
but if God [has done it], do not be in a hurry to undo 
it… if God has placed you there, be like Paul—be very 
prudent. Do not talk very much. There is wisdom in 
holding your tongue. If you are placed in a family that 
is irreligious, make them value you—show them that 
you will do anything you can to serve them. They will 
not believe in the reality of your spiritual affection 
unless you show a temporal affection, too. And when 
the time comes, do not hesitate to speak, but let your 
speaking be mainly by your actions!

Do not conceal your godliness from those around you! 
Though at first they may laugh at you and despise 
you, who can tell but that, like Paul, you may gain 
influence till they will do anything you tell them? And 
like Paul, by means of that influence, you may save all 
that are in the house and so the text may come true 
of you, ‘God has given you all them that sail with you.’

As Spurgeon said, our neighbours are the family in 
which we have been placed. Even if they don’t realise 
they need us, we may already be offering to meet 
some of their physical need (a place of community), 
and are certainly offering to meet their spiritual need 
(a place of prayer). A YouGov poll suggested that 
47% of people agreed that the church was there for 
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everyone. Now we need to communicate to them, 
and the remaining 53%, that, as Spurgeon says, ‘We 
will do anything we can to serve them,’ and as Jesus 
says, ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’4

The increasing traction of #LoveYourNeighbour on 
social media, particularly in diverse cities such as 
Birmingham, shows that many people are keen to 
strengthen the connection between faith in action 
and being rooted in their locality. If you look for ‘Slow 
Church’ on social media you’ll find a celebration of 
a local focus: ‘We need practices that reorient our 
desire to our places. Reorientation towards place is 
nothing less than a spiritual discipline.’5

In short: bloom where you are planted.

Because a simple invitation can 
help churches grow
You can invest a huge amount in your building—but 
unless you communicate, unless you invite people, 
don’t assume they will come. I know that it’s not all 
about bums on seats—and there’s more on this in 
the next section—but the fact is that if the Church 
in the UK does not grow it will die. In 2016 the 
Archbishop of Canterbury said that evangelism is not 
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an app, an optional add-on. It’s the whole operating 
system. This is not about territory building, but 
about recognising the necessity of community for 
Christian growth. 

It’s easy to believe the lie that ‘no one would want 
to come to my church’, but if they’re not invited 
you’ll never know—and perhaps the invitation will 
at least be the catalyst for their going somewhere 
else that suits them. ‘Back to Church Sunday’ 
encouraged people to issue the invite. In the Diocese 
of Lichfield alone 6,000 people went to church after 
being invited. Six months later half of these were 
still in touch, and around one in eight were regularly 
attending.6

Theologian Lesslie Newbigin described the church as 
‘the hermeneutic of the gospel… The many activities 
by which we seek to challenge public life with the 
gospel—evangelistic campaigns, distribution of 
Bibles and Christian literature, conferences, and 
even books… have power to accomplish their 
purpose only as they are rooted in and lead back to 
a believing community.’7 Invitation is at the heart of 
our faith.

I was struck by the story of a new church staff 
member who used his first two weeks in the job to 
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visit the homes of all the families who had a loose 
connection with the church, perhaps through a 
christening, wedding or toddler group, and invite 
them in person to a new family afternoon café-style 
service.8 

Communication is about relationship, not just as 
individuals, but as a church with the community. 
Genuine friends will expect an invite, and certainly 
won’t hate us for offering one. Contacts and 
acquaintances won’t be surprised. With strangers we 
have nothing to lose and everything to gain. 

We need to do our bit—and leave the results to God.

Because a simple message can 
change perceptions and lives
In England, at least a third of adults have never had 
any significant connection to any church. Perhaps as 
many as a quarter have had a connection at some 
point, but not now. You’ll have heard the quote: the 
church is the only institution that exists for the sake 
of its non-members. Communication outside our 
bounds matters because our ‘non-members’ need 
the gospel just as much as we do. The gap may be 
wide, but we need to bridge it.
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An increasing number of people have a very limited 
preconception of church and Christianity. Their 
position is one of ignorance rather than prejudice. 
This means we cannot assume they have mental 
barriers to our message. But nor can we assume that 
people know who Jesus is, or what the gospel has to 
offer them. 

Everyone at least has the right to hear about Jesus, 
however they choose to respond! Who are we to 
deny them that? As Paula Gooder puts it, ‘We can 
immerse ourselves in the most loving of deeds but if, 
at the end, those whom we have loved know nothing 
more of Jesus than they did at the beginning, have 
we not, in some way, failed them?’9

What we communicate—intentionally or not—
will always be far broader than anything we can 
control. There is freedom for us in this. The failures 
and successes of our communication may well be 
unseen and unknown. But we can make every effort 
to ‘go into all the world and preach the gospel to all 
creation’ (Mark 16:15). 
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Reasons people don’t bother  
with communications
‘No one notices’
It’s true that we have the blind spots of the over-
familiar, perhaps to a scruffy, unloved noticeboard 
that’s been there forever. Our neighbours may have 
the same blind spots to it, but it is a total lie that 
changes wouldn’t be noticed. If you updated the 
magazine or banners they’d read into this a renewed 
sense of energy and purpose, whether or not they 
like what you produce. God may look on the heart, 
but people certainly do still look on the outside. 

‘Does it need improving?’ 
‘Possibly, but it doesn’t really matter that much.’ 
Translation: I can’t bear the prospect of the 
conversations about it, let alone the one with the 
person who did it so badly last time. The fear of 
upsetting people in church can come from genuine 
pastoral care. Other times it’s just fear, and we know 
what the Bible says about that. There are many times 
when the wellbeing of the person is more important 
than the task; when the relationship should delay 
the review. There’s discernment needed. But if our 
vision for what could take place is clear and inspiring 
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enough, you may find support in the most unlikely 
place. 

The Talking Jesus research (2016) suggests that 20% 
of the population are open to knowing more about 
being a Christian. 

‘We’ve got some stuff to work  
through first’
This is particularly true of churches in transition, 
churches in a leadership hiatus, or churches 
wrestling through the best approach to reaching 
their neighbourhood. For example, should the 
church be attractional or missional? Both are words 
you’ll probably hear only in a church context. The 
ideas are not mutually exclusive, but rather reflect 
a creative tension between either communicating 
‘Come to our event’ or sending people out in a 
more organic way, where communication will be 
more personal than corporate, more informal than 
formal. 

These are great things for any church to work 
through in 21st-century Britain, but they are not a 
reason to press pause on outreach, evangelism or 
external communication. It may be that working 
out these issues while using the tools in chapter 3 
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helps clarify your vision, or understand your mission 
context more clearly. 

Sometimes a desire to grow in prayer or work 
through theological issues means you neglect the 
simple task of just welcoming people. Revelation: 
it’s okay to welcome people into mess and on 
to the journey, even if you haven’t yet got to the 
destination. God is good at working through mess.

‘Too much time, cost and effort’
Time, money and strength for the effort are 
resources we all feel we lack, but that God has to 
give. Complacency in something as important as 
church communications can accidentally damage 
the mission of the church, inhibit change and 
discourage everyone. Colossians 3:23 seems relevant 
here: ‘Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, 
as working for the Lord, not for human masters.’ If 
this means drawing on help, such as this book, or 
training, it’s worth it.

Case studies of churches that gave the time, effort 
and money to launch new initiatives or change their 
buildings for their community have been compiled 
by the Churches Trust for Cumbria.10 One of the 
most revealing is from a church where it didn’t all 
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go to plan, where the ‘difficult but brave and honest’ 
decision was made that the project was too large. 
These are the lessons they learned with the benefit 
of hindsight, which can help others overcome 
practical barriers:

• Consider the needs of the community first and the 
buildings second. ‘Co-produce’ with community 
members. 

• Create a fun event to give people ideas of what is 
possible, like a trial run.

• Identify small tasks so that everyone feels that 
they can contribute without fearing that they are 
going to be burdened forever. 

• Don’t rely on just one or two people, as this makes 
the project vulnerable.11

At the other extreme, the example of well-resourced 
churches can be intimidating. If we are searching 
for technical perfection with unskilled volunteers 
or a limited budget, we might lose the creativity of 
the quick idea. There are opportunities for creative 
experiments in church communications where the 
consequences for failure are actually very low… 
but if they touch a nerve, spark an interest or use a 
new talent, the potential is enormous. Have a go. It 
doesn’t need to be perfect. It really doesn’t. 
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Sometimes the improvements we’d like to make are 
prevented by the most boring realities: the building 
isn’t suitable; we couldn’t get planning permission; 
we weren’t granted a faculty (which will mean 
nothing to those outside the Church of England, and 
far too much possibly to a PCC member); we didn’t 
know where to get funds. Helpful resources are listed 
in chapter 4, and if our church budget is ‘theology 
in figures’, as the Archbishop of Canterbury has 
described it,12 remember that sometimes the most 
boring things are actually integral to our outreach. 
They’re evangelism, not administration. Don’t give 
up before you’ve even started.

Summary: why it matters
The National Churches Trust has found that 86% of 
the UK population have been in a church at some 
point in the last year. This includes 40% of British 
adults of other religions.13 Fresh expressions of 
church are growing. There is so much potential.

And yet many people don’t know Jesus even really 
existed. Our external communication is essential to 
keep awareness high, in the hope that one day it will 
translate into action.
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Yes, it’s easy to feel the accusation of those outside 
the church: ‘You’re so behind the times.’ We may 
feel an accusation from this book: ‘You should be 
doing more.’ But as I’ve said in the other books in 
this series, there’s no condemnation here. Those 
in churches tirelessly serving their communities 
and God deserve support and respect, not further 
demands. Churches experience regular moments 
to choose between complacency and conviction. 
Complacency is easy. Conviction is exciting. 
Challenging, but exciting. 

When we communicate as a church, in action, in 
truth, it is an act of love. 



CHURCH 
FROM THE 
OUTSIDE

displays, 
noticeboards, 

invitations 
and PR

brf.org.uk

978-0-85746-553-5

U
K

 £
3.

99

The Bible Reading Fellowship is a Registered Charity (233280)

BRF

C
H

U
R

C
H

 F
R

O
M

 T
H

E
 O

U
T

S
ID

E
 

La
u

r
a

 T
r
e
n

e
e
r

An essential guide to effective 
church communications
Combining missional vision with practical advice, this 
resource helps you to see your church through the eyes of 
your neighbours and to create visual communications to 
reach them. Ideal for church leaders and volunteers who 
are short on time and need relevant advice.  

Also in this series

cpo.org.uk

R
E

A
C

H
 O

U
T

 Laura Treneer

R
E

A
C

H
 O

U
T

 
C
h

u
r
c
h

 Co
m

m
u

n
ic

a
t
io

n
s

R
E

A
C

H
 O

U
T

 
C
h

u
r
c
h

 Co
m

m
u

n
ic

a
t
io

n
s

Laura Treneer is Innovation Director for 
Christian Publishing and Outreach, who are 
passionate about church communication and 
the importance it holds for mission in the UK.

‘An essential resource for all 
church leaders.’

Jo Swinney, editor of Preach magazine




