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Christians who cleared not just the gutters outside their church but all the drains in a Malaysian town intrigued their community.  They also saw new faces in church provoked by the impression of genuine down-to-earth compassion.  This is one excellent image of "provocative church" in Graham Tomlin's thoughtful book of that title.

Only too often Christian outreach provokes the very opposite response.  The book starts with a withering rebuke to traditional evangelists from the writings of the late Times columnist, John Diamond.  In a society "schooled by post-modern mistrust of truth and power" those who speak forcefully of Jesus risk dishonouring the Christian cause.  Sometimes they appear to have "the emotional constitution of a rhinoceros"!  If Jesus is the truth to be told, to quote Mother Teresa, his truth is always to be embodied in love.  Words are no good without the evidence that Christianity is helpful to human flourishing.

Evangelism, according to Tomlin, is an invitation to come under God's rule.  We need that rule to overcome our addiction to sin since "our ability to love with all our hearts is about as effective as an alcoholic's self-control".  Jesus is God's King over the world having defeated the evil powers that addict us.  He is concerned to gather a community that intrigues because it gives a taste of the joy, generosity and deep sympathy of his coming kingdom.  Just as an Irish bar in Kilburn gives Londoners a taste of distant Ireland so the church is a taster of the real thing – a memorable analogy!

The “provocative” church intrigues because it is full of unfashionable mercy, creativity, love and humility.  To achieve such a church requires a humble leadership, secure in Christ, who encourage a whole variety of ministries all geared to the task of evangelism.  It is wrong to prioritise evangelism apart from social commitment and spiritual renewal.  Tomlin also sees the partnership of servant ministry with the provision of causes for enquirers as pivotal.  He would challenge individual believers to be more public about their Christianity, to build confidence about telling their faith stories and to be ready to issue invitations to seekers.
There are plenty of ideas in this book, but they are handed on with a hint of impatience about Christian theory.  You do not teach swimming without getting wet and in the same way the church needs to be hands-on about forming her members.  It is the quality of transformed lives that raises eyebrows.  A healthy church provokes interest because it evidences broken, imperfect people being put together again by the Holy Spirit.  Too many churches are unhealthy in this respect, with members sometimes being made worse by their membership.  Some churches betray "the classic symptoms of an unhappy marriage …. unrealistic expectations, unmet needs and competing agendas".

The Provocative Church is a good read for anyone wanting a rethink on evangelism that takes seriously both the doctrine of creation and the importance of the local church.  There is little mention though of the sacraments as living, intriguing signs of Christ.  The book is mindful of the negative image of evangelism and the need to counter this by imaginative generous acts by Christians.  In the end evangelism though is not about image or even presenting the best of images but about presence – Christ's and ours.

It is great to be reminded of the need to be provocative as Christians but this is not something we can always effect consciously.  As Pascal, who is frequently quoted in the book, said: "holiness is the church's greatest influence".  A “provocative church” is one that looks at imaginative options of witness.  It is also, most importantly, one that does not lose confidence as it experiments so that it can still grow saints to do the provoking that reaches furthest.
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