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Simon Carey Holt

T
sounds charmingly Arcadian – you might imagine a 

place of rocking chairs and pink galahs. The fact is, 

seen let alone a chair that rocks.

My verandah is the portico of an old city church. My 

view is of the crowded footpath below, and beyond it 

Melbourne’s iconic boulevard, Collins Street. In reality, 

constant sound of sirens, car horns and the rattle of trams. 

Next door is the stately Town Hall and directly across the 

street is the Regent Theatre with a matinee crowd spilling 

onto the sidewalk. Next to the theatre is the grand Westin 

Hotel surrounded by its boutique fashion houses, and 

glimpses of sky. This end of the street is, quite literally, 

the top end of town – home to bankers, corporate lawyers 

and multinationals – while those who are homeless plead 

for spare change at the street corners. Though trees 

overhang my verandah and sparrows dart overhead, the 

feel is more metro-frenetic than rural-idyll.

For the past decade, I have pastored a church in this 

neighbourhood. For much longer I have lived in the centre 

of the city, making a home and raising my children amidst 

the high-rises and pulse of the city’s CBD. While the 

residential population of the neighourhood is exploding, 

there are now more than a million people who converge 

on the city every day. They come to work, to study, to 

shop and to attend to business. They come to meet 

friends, eat, drink and be entertained. If there was a time 

when the CBD emptied out at 5pm, those days are gone. 

Our neighbourhood is alive around the clock and seven 

days a week.

As a person of Christian faith, I long to seek, know 

and serve God in this place. As a city resident and pastor, 

I am committed to a spirituality that takes this context 

seriously. But that pursuit is challenging. The traditional 

language of spirituality does not often help. Talk of 

solitude, silence, retreat and contemplation leads more to 

a dash for the spiritual hills than a truly urban encounter 

with the Divine. Even more troubling is the imagined 

trajectory of real spiritual growth. If one believes the 

literature that surrounds spirituality, it’s as though the 

journey into God is a journey from chaos to serenity, from 

dissonance to harmony, from intensity to simplicity. To 

be honest, on my verandah these end goals sit more and 

more uncomfortably.

As I help my community of faith – those who live, work 

and play in the heart of this city – discern and respond 

to God’s presence each day, there are some practices 

I have come to value. Together they prod us to see the 

possibilities of our urban context with new eyes.

DISCERNING THE CHAOS
There’s no getting around it: the city is chaotic.

Certainly there is an order to urban environments. If 

and look out across the landscape, the careful planning of 

the city is evident. Its streets are laid out in mathematical 

precision and the careful design strategies of our 

urban planners ensure a continuing logic to the city’s 

development. But come down from the heights and walk 

the city streets, and the chaos resumes. What I have come 

to know is that in that chaos there is so much life and so 

much of God.

journey from chaos to serenity, the journey for urban 

dwellers is over before it begins. While I don't care for 

chaos and I don’t like mess – I like order and intention, to 

know where I’m going and to move there with purpose 

certainly part of life in the city and, even more, our life 

with God.

A robust urban spirituality is one that refuses to 

demonise chaos. Instead it seeks to discern it. It is 

constantly asking: where is God in the midst of the 

disorder? This practice of discerning chaos proceeds on 

three assumptions.

Firstly, chaos can till the spiritual soil. Honestly, it’s 

often in the midst of chaos that we laugh most heartily, 

feel most deeply and reach out most readily for the help 

of others. Without chaos, we may well miss the most 

promising opportunities to know God and ourselves. 

Secondly
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chaos that die on the ordered vine; important things like 

wisdom, patience, humility, forbearance and dependence. 

We might not like it, but we grow as much in chaos as we 

do by quiet streams. Thirdly, chaos is a creative force. It’s 

nature that in the midst of chaos the dynamism of growth 

Serenity is a good and beautiful gift. I cherish it 

when it comes. That said, the chaos of the city, rightly 

discerned, can be a gift of equal worth and as full of 

Divine possibility as mountain tops or desert retreats.

HEARING THE DISSONANCE
The sounds of the city are dissonant, sometimes grating 

apartment a short walk from the church. On one side 

of us was Flinders Lane, once home to the old garment 

district and now full of impossibly cool restaurants and 

galleries. Our bedroom fronted onto a smaller laneway 

where people sat on outdoor steps late into the night 

washing cutlery and unloading crates of empty bottles 

into metal bins. Periodically we would be blessed with 

the sounds of the drunk and disoriented mixed with the 

strains of buskers plying their tuneful trade late into the 

night. And then, just before sunrise, the garbage trucks 

and street sweepers arrived. Add to this the constant, 

we occasionally embraced ear plugs as the gift of God.

The sounds of dissonance are part of urban life. 

If real spirituality is only deepened in the movement 

space with spiritual haste. Frankly, the city breathes 

dissonance both in sound and experience. It is a place of 

stories, sexualities, politics, religions and socio-economic 

standing are the essence of who we are. Here in the city 

the pleasures of pure harmony are as rare in encounter 

as they are in sound. The city refuses a monochrome 

soundscape. As a spiritual environment, it is this 

dissonance that makes the city so challenging, grating 

and liberating.

the streets with religious ear pods that drown out the 

dissonance with the strains of Gregorian chant. If we do, 

we may well miss the voice of God. Here in the city, our 

theology and spirituality will shrivel and die if we do not 

learn to listen to the dissonance.

The American essayist Barbara Hurd laments her long 

refusal to listen: ‘How much cluck and chirp, woof and 

trill, burrowing, gnashing, and last breaths go on while 

I walk oblivious among it all, preoccupied with this or 

that, intent on listening only for the sweet melodies?’ 

The answer, she concludes, is plenty: ‘Maybe the biggest 

challenge now is to expand my notion of harmony, so 

that it includes even the un-locatable creaks of the dying, 

the screeches of healthy discontents, the cacophonies 

of want, all the unnerving sounds that accompany so 

much of our jostling attempts to make sense of life’ 

('Dissonance' in The Sun, Issue 425, May 2011).

Hurd is right. Hearing the dissonance may well agitate 

the spirit, but it might also be the thing that widens our 

spiritual horizon and keeps our sense of God alive.

EMBRACING THE INTENSITY
Everything about the city is intense.

The city is a concentrated space – everything butts 

up against everything else, structurally, socially and 

psychologically. As beautiful as they are, wide-open spaces 

and luxurious pauses belong elsewhere. By its nature, the 

city is dense, immediate and crowded. In its built form, in 

its energy and movement, the city is a place of intensity.

In the dominant soundtrack of spirituality, the virtues 

of simplicity are sung. Indeed, the pathway from intensity 

to simplicity is assumed to be the pious one. As with the 

Japanese decluttering phenomenon Marie Kondo, this 

form of simplicity implies a process of divestment: we rid 

ourselves of possessions, schedules, commitments and 

distractions. It’s why many of those seeking simplicity 

move away from the city. Following the monks of old, 

they withdraw from its demanding complexities and 

embrace a way of life as uncluttered as it can be.

Let’s be honest: there is nothing uncluttered about 

our urban neighbourhoods. As much as we may choose 

the values of simplicity within aspects of life, we city 

dwellers do so in an environment of intensity. We 

cannot escape it. Our context requires a more embracing 

spirituality. Its expression is found not in the practices 

of relinquishment but in those of risk, not in acts of 

withdrawal but of engagement, not in leaving but in 

cleaving ever more closely to what’s in front of us.

The Quaker Parker Palmer has articulated well the 

struggle for many urban Christians:

Contemporary images of what it means to be 

spiritual tend to value the inward search over the 

outward act, silence over sound, solitude over 

interaction, centeredness and quietness and balance 

over engagement and animation and struggle. If 

one is called to monastic life, those images can be 

empowering. But if one is called to the world of action, 

the same images can disenfranchise the soul, for 

they devalue the energies of active life rather than 

encourage us to move with these energies toward 

wholeness. (The Active Life, 1990)

As we sit on our urban verandahs, inhabit our city 

neighbourhoods and seek to know and serve God where 

we are, we city dwellers do not choose to step away 

from intensity. Instead we step into it, for ours is not a 

spirituality of withdrawal but of ever-deeper investments. 

Furthermore, we do not settle from some second-rung 

spirituality in a place struggling for spiritual air. Instead 

we believe God is as profoundly present in the chaos, the 

dissonance and the intensity of our city neighbourhoods 

as God is anywhere. 
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