
Self and the City!!
Who is my neighbour?  What has Christian Discipleship got to say to city centre individualism?!!
This paper considers the City Centre of Manchester as a particular context within the city and 
speculates that identity is an issue for that context.   It looks partially to Graham Ward and Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer as dialogue partners to ask whether the concept of Christian discipleship has anything 
to contribute to issues of identity within individualism.!!
Context!!
In ‘Cities of God’ Graham Ward, asks ‘What time is it?”, or what are the signs of the times?  1

Manchester city centre can defined by an inner city ring road approximately a mile and a half in 
diameter, with a melange of post industrial landscape of run down buildings, vibrant shopping 
centres and offices, newly redeveloped or built, multi-rise accommodation and car parks.  It is a 
hub of inter and intra city communications and since the historic IRA bombing has been 
redeveloped to be the centre of the Manchester deprivation doughnut.  But like many other city 
centre environments it is also complex and unique in a city scape of diversity.  It is different to the 
urban, different to the inner city and very specific in its regional and national significance, with 
people travelling from many destinations to visit. However, its unique socio-demographic construct  
gives rise to certain extremes and this area within the city is most likely to be identified with issues 
of what Lyotard  would call the ‘postmodern condition’ and individualism.!2!
So let us first look in a little more detail at that context.  Broadly speaking the city centre of 
Manchester can be broken down into two populations, namely residence and commuters.  The 
2011 census shows that city centre residency differers from the national average in a number of 
ways.  With a population: 17,861, 50% are aged 18-24 (against 9% as a national ave) and 40% 
25-40 (26% nat ave).  With a significant ‘White non English’ and Chinese populations, 36% would 
describe themselves as Christian (national average 59%), and 43% no Religion (national average 
25%).  50% have Level 4 Qual, 50% are full time students and 65% are renting from private 
landlords.  This suggests a young, mobile, educated population who maybe skeptical of religious 3

engagement and may have little overall comprehension as to Christian discipleship.!!
The second area of interest is the groups who travel into the city centre each day.  These include 
those who work (200,000 people each day) and those who travel for pleasure/shopping (a further 
200,000).   Although I have not managed to get specific city centre data, there may also be up to 4
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50,000 tourist around the city centre each day.   Most of these groups come to engage with the 5

economic structures of our time, whether through labour or consuming.  The atmosphere on a 
Friday and Saturday night is transformed into a rowdy response to the nighttime economy.  There 
is also a significant homeless community that preferentially migrate to the city centre and the city 
centre becomes a mass melting pot of cultural and ethnic diversity.  Finally, crime statistics also 
show increased occurrence of violent crime, burglary and antisocial behaviour than other parts of 
the city. !6!
Why is this important?  Because I would expect to see more evidence of a postmodern condition 
here in this context, than in most; less community cohesion and more evidence of individualism 
then other parts of the city.  In such a transient, diverse community, that can focus on self, a sense 
of loss of identity can prevail.  If we only know ourselves through others, when we fail to interact, 
other than commercial transactions, and when we do not know our neighbours, the identity of who 
we are is threatened and challenged.  Hence the reference in the question is not just who is my 
neighbour, but who am I?!!
Individualism!!
For the sake of this paper, I would like to define individualism as the ‘over concentration of the 
importance of the individual over the collective’.  So whereas the collectivism see the preserve of 
the tribe, group or community as having priority over the individual, so individualism sees the 
reverse, willing to allow the corporate to fail, if that is what is required to preserve the individual.   
This leads to the rights of the individual as being paramount.  The cause of the rise of the 
dominance of the individual may be many but protestant focus on personal salvation and a 
personal relationship with God has certainly contributed to the situation.  This has to be coupled 
with the sociological factors, including technological developments that allows the individual to 
appear to thrive without the need of the collective.  !!
Within the city centre I indeed see anecdotal evidence to suggest an individualistic approach is 
present.  As Graham Ward points out that ‘People do not belong to communities anymore but 
inhabit various cultures’  and as such their commitment to any one ‘culture’ can be shallow and if it 7

fails to self satisfy, they move onto another.  Inhabiting such variety of groups also leads to a 
variety of identities, some conflicting, but for most of the time the community surfer has little 
problem navigating between these groups, changing and flexing  as the need arises.  I also see a 
night out culture focused on having the best experience they can have, fuelled on alcohol and 
drugs.!!
On the other hand I never see the purely postmodern person or individualism to the extreme, 
where there is concern for purely self.  Whilst I acknowledge that for some, concern for ‘the other’ 
is limited, there is some concern, even if this is just for friends, a tacit acknowledgement that we 
need each other.  I do not want to paint an optimistic view city centre life but acknowledge that 
there are seeds of hope in humanity, in what is often portrayed as a desert self centeredness.   But 
we do need each other to challenge the injustices that occur here.  Graham Ward would point out !!

Ghettos and gated communities must be entered: the no-go zones riddled with racial and 
economic tensions and ruled by violence must be penetrated and linked back to the wider civic 
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society; the Christians in these places must be hospitable, opening the possibilities for transit, 
for the flow communications necessary for freedom.  !8!

Similarly, Bonhoeffer is not supporting individualism, nor were the individual is isolated and 
on their own but referring to Mk 10:28-31 says “[h]ere is a visible brotherhood to 
compensate a hundred fold for what we have lost” .  He also refers the importance of 9

community later, when referring to it as the a “visible community” , a community of 10

“light” .  He also suggests that in order to live in community we have “to be reconciled with 11

our brethren” .!12!
Identity !!
But who is the other and who is the I.  In asking who is my neighbour, I am also asking who “I” am?  
as I locate myself through my neighbour.!!
Using Lyotard as a reference point, Vanhoozer indicates that a postmodern condition ‘reject[s] the 
notion that the person is an autonomous individual with a rational consciousness that transcends 
one’s particular place in culture, language, history and gendered body’  and moves away from a 13

“metanarrative” to local knowledge or “little narratives”.  As such, I see that a person here does not 
operate purely individualistically but on smaller groups of say six to twelve and amongst many 
groups.  The people who are socially active in this condition in fact revolve around several “little 
narratives” and hence provides a platform for many identities.  People are seen to populate these 
identities with ease and to travel between them at will.  So a person who is a professional manager 
at work, a goth socially, a church attender and family man, may not only inhabit different 
communities but also have differing identities without apparent contradiction.   What is critical here 
is the nature of what I like to call our core being, the essence that is the centre of our being. This is 
were I introduce the the idea of being “in Christ” a phrase that dominates the epistles of the New 
Testament and is interpreted in many ways but I want to use it in terms here of identity. I too have 
many identities, as a minister, a father, a husband, a post grad student and yet for me I can hold 
these together in the sense that in each one I am “in Christ”, that in each I strive to be Christ like, 
taking my values and decisions in a Christ minded way; a key aspect of discipleship.!!
This concept of identity can also be broadened to include God.  At the recent SST “Thinking the 
church for today” conference  Bonhoeffer was quoted as saying that there is no such thing as 14

person but only ‘sinful person’, or ‘redeemed person’, that is person in relationship to God.  
Individualism to the extreme is the failure to acknowledge not only the importance of the corporate 
but also to ensure the correct place of the person before God.  The debate between the priority 
between the individual and the collective continues and will continue, but from a theological point of 
view both are subservient to identity before God.!
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!
So in a context of gated communities, in which people do not know anyone else in that 
accommodation block,  of highly mobile communities in which individuals move home or jobs as a 
perennial activity, the answer to the question who is my neighbour is answered by “I do not know, I 
never see them”.  “little communities” that follow “little narratives” produce an environment which 
fails to care for those in the “ small communities” when they no longer form part of that particular 
group.!!
Discipleship!!
So how can aspects of Christian discipleship facilitate identity, and social cohesion and a reduction 
in isolation.  Although not strictly defining discipleship, Bonhoeffer says that “Discipleship means 
adherence to Christ, and because Christ is the object of that adherence, it must take the form of 
discipleship” .  Ward talks about discipleship in a similar way as ‘following is a mimetic practice, a 15

practice of obedience, and a practice of faith’ and ‘The church that grew up in the decades 
following the death of Jesus maintained a strong notion of imitating Christ quite literally’.  (1 Cor 
11:1) !16!
Therefore the very nature of discipleship is one of emulation.  A sense of emulation or mimetic 
desire is common in the postmodern condition with the media portraying lifestyles which others are 
encouraged to follow.  When auditioning for Britain’s Got Talent, Simon Cowell asks the 
contestants “who do you want to be like?” which usually elicits a response of a famous singer or 
comedian.  However, were this emulation is on the focus self advancement, it is as Bonhoeffer 
would suggest, that discipleship has the focus on Christ and other, an emulation on a spiritual 
focus that takes beyond ourselves and our immediacy, one in which we have concern more for our 
neighbour than ourselves, actually leads to fulfilment.  One in which transcends the notion of 
individualism and collectivism, to one that focuses on obedience and response to God is one that 
brings “life to the full” (John 10:10).!!
Graham Ward says that discipleship is ‘not simply following the example of Christ; it is formation 
within Christ, so that we become Christlike’  or another way of being ‘in Christ’ and further 17

suggests that in this phase we surrender a portion of our own identity to that of Christ, and in doing 
so become more Christ like.  Such that as we surrender our natures to Christ we become less 
concerned for our own well being but adopt those values and understandings of Christ become 
more prominent. !!
Politics!!
Graham Ward would also suggest that the politics of discipleship is another a contribution which 
can be made to this context, and “Discipleship has always been political matter because it 
concerns the choices, judgements and commitments, values, and actions informed always by that 
ruling conformity with Christ” .  !18!
But Ward would not suggest that it is any politics that is compatible with discipleship. It is not 
compatible with self seeking or self serving attitudes.  In a time when a general election is looming 
a politics that only votes for that which suits any individual needs is not compatible with discipleship 
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for  “Discipleship, … is political… First, it is implicated in a field of relations. The “you in me, and I 
in you”.. Second, discipleship is political because it is explicitly engaged in ushering in a kingdom. !19!
Problems!!
There are a number of problems and challenges that relating discipleship to the city centre context 
poses.  The fundamental issue that we face with such a line of enquiry in most of the literature that 
discusses discipleship approaches it from an established faith perspective.  Most would argue that 
discipleship can only be understood from a church perspective in which belief in a Messiah leads 
to obedient following and a list of high expectant values which lead to self sacrifice.  Ward talks 
about ‘A Christian action’,  and ‘a Christian praxis’ .   Whilst I concur that this is a valid approach, 20 21

but if it is to speak into a city centre context, we need to understand how it might be received.  
Even within those who would describe themselves as Christian, any imposed, or what would be felt 
as imposed, understanding would be rejected.  It would be take as external criticism, any approach 
that suggested in some way that their attitude to life was in some way inadequate or inappropriate 
and thus reject it.  It would challenge on what authority or whose interpretation is this criticism 
based.  It would suggest that there are many ways to fulfilment and if it works for me that is all that 
counts.  If discipleship is to develop any purchase on this culture, then it needs to demonstrate its 
appeal through a more flexible approach to the conditions of discipleship, all of which are a 
challenge to established understandings of Christian discipleship.  So if discipleship has anything 
to say to this context, then it needs to speak in terms in which it meets people where they are, but 
to challenge and to change from this self interested individualism.!
 !
Obedience!!
Another contention would be the emphasis both Ward and Bonhoeffer place on obedience.  Ward 
would say “What is it for the Christian to act?  We need to answer this question because to act is 
fundamental to being political, and fundamental also to discipleship as following, obeying, 
worshipping, and so forth.    and and Bonhoeffer “for discipleship can tolerate no conditions which 22

might come between Jesus and our obedience to him” .!23!
Again this would provide significant challenge to our city centre mindset.  Firstly obedience  
in general, would forsake the sense of individual choice and secondly obedience in a 
spiritual sense may be a gulf too far for a disbelieving population.!!
Conclusion!!
In conclusion I would see that!!
Christian discipleship has much to commend to city centre life, in terms of identity and selfless 
focus.!
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There are some areas which seem to be mutually incompatible,!
However to fail to acknowledge some signs of Christian virtue would negate a the sense of 
Christian hope!
but a more flexible or fluid approach to discipleship may be one way of engaging with this context.!!
Finally some words from Ward, “But because all Christian action participates in the economy of 
love, all action becomes liturgical. ” . !24!
Ultimately, the aspect of discipleship that needs to be advanced here is love.  Although the 
response to the question is “who is my neighbour” is one of knowing, behind it is the profound 
statement that knowing is not enough, we need to love our neighbour.  Certainly before we can 
love we need to know who we are to love, we need to acknowledge they are there, but we move 
out into this arena with the implicit intention to love.  An language that is universal and applied to all 
cultures and situations, individual or collective.  !!!!!!!!!
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