FROM KATRINA CRACKNELL

A verse which has recently grabbed my attention is Leviticus 26 vs 12, “I will walk among you; I will be your God and you will be my people.” 
God used to walk with Adam and Eve in the cool of the evening in the Garden of Eden until that close relationship was broken by lies and deceit. Then God accompanied the fleeing Israelites through the wilderness for 40 years as a pillar of cloud by day and of fire by night – a constant visual reminder that he was watching over them and present in their midst. Jesus carried on this theme as God in human form, guiding and teaching many during his years of ministry on earth and revealing the heart of God to mankind. When he went back to be with the Father, his followers were then indwelt by the Holy Spirit thus today God walks among the broken and downtrodden, the despairing and the hopeless through us, his followers. That thought has challenged me and placed a new vision in my heart. 
We have been running a Youth Club at Cinderford on Thursday evenings for the past couple of years. It started out with us meeting in a bright yellow double decker bus in the town centre and then, when collecting and returning the bus to Chepstow became a problem, we moved down to the church premises in Station Street. At that transition period I was very doubtful as to whether the non-churched youth would actually come down to the church but on the first night as I pulled into the area in the front of the church, it was lined with teenagers queuing up to get in and complaining because they had been waiting in the cold! From that time it has continued to grow and since September 2009 when we started back after the summer break, we have had 89 names on the register. With that growth have come problems. All of the young people who attend the club have had absolutely no experience of church and a large percentage of them are well known to the Cinderford Constabulary! The Police have been thrilled that the club is in operation as the number of call-outs and anti-social behaviour problems have dropped considerably on Thursday evenings. However, we have been battling those problems inside the church and have had to call the Police down on several occasions in recent months. The neighbours are in fear and trepidation as the young people start gathering outside the church as early as 6pm when the club doesn’t actually start until 7.30pm. Just before Christmas we decided it was time to call it a day when a snooker ball was hurled through the glass pane on the kitchen door, a large stone planter was smashed outside the church, the neighbour’s fence panel was broken and a lit gas canister was being thrown around outside the front door! It just felt like we were in ‘policing’ mode all the time and that nothing positive was being accomplished. I came home that evening feeling very low. I felt we were letting the kids down and giving up on them by closing the club but I couldn’t see any way around it. But then God, in his goodness, opened up another avenue and gave us another chance to connect with these kids through the verse in Leviticus which got me thinking laterally; “I will walk among you.” We are God’s physical presence here on earth. We are indwelt by his Holy Spirit. We are his hands and feet. We are his ears and eyes. We are to walk among them. 
I had some vague recollection of hearing something about an organisation called Street Pastors and so Googled it on the computer and found their website on the morning after the club closed. I read a little of their vision, ordered the book written by its founder, Les Isaac and read it fervently. I felt excited at the prospect of meeting the kids on their territory in the town centre where we didn’t have to be confrontational but where we could continue to build up relationships with them. I contacted the Police who were upset to find we had closed the club but they were pleased to hear of my suggestion and fully supported the idea. So on a Thursday in January, for the very first time, a team of four of us from the church walked up to town in the rain at 7.30pm to meet the young people on their turf. As we rounded the corner at the top of Station Street we saw a group of 20-30 young people hanging around under The Triangle and as they saw us someone shouted, “It’s the Church!” They all thought the club had opened again but we told them that we couldn’t meet at the church because of the damage and hassle that had been caused but that we were going to come and chat to them on the streets. So for the next hour and half we just chatted to different groups and re-established the links with them all. It was great. We also suggested that we bring some flasks of hot chocolate next week and that we speak to the local baker who used to supply the youth club with unsold cakes at the end of the day on Thursdays so we can bring cakes up to The Triangle for them too. They thought we were joking to begin with but when they realised we were serious they shouted out to tell their mates that next week there would be hot drinks and cakes! 
That has been the pattern ever since. Every Thursday from 7.30 – 9pm we take 3 big flasks of hot chocolate and tea up to The Triangle and the young people are there eagerly waiting for us . Last Friday we visited the Caldicot Street Pastors team and had the opportunity to talk with them and patrol the streets of Caldicot with them and as a result we are now going to move forward and apply to become part of the Street Pastors initiative. It is quite a long process and we need to have 4 different denominations on board across the Cinderford churches but if this is God’s will then I have no doubt that everything will fall into place. In the meantime we will just continue to meet up with the young people on Thursday nights and take every opportunity to share God’s love in a non-judgemental and practical way as we walk among them.
