
 

„Behold I am doing a new thing; now it springs forth, 
do you not perceive it? I will make a way in the     

wilderness and rivers in the desert‟. (Isaiah 43:19) 
 

 

F 
or most people the word pilgrim conjures up a 
picture of someone taking a jour-
ney to a far away land but 

for some the term pilgrimage does 
not necessarily have to mean a 
physical journey or destination but 
an activity which happens purely 
in the mind.  
  The Elmwood story is a pilgrim-
age shared and celebrated by 
many people. The actual church 
building has its own pilgrim story 
to share but it‟s the people who 
make the journey. We want to 
celebrate the diversity of their ex-
periences and the fact that we are 
still wrestling with issues as we 
explore a vision for the future. 
  The Elmwood story all began when the minister 
from Carrs Lane, left the City Centre Church in 1803 
and took most of the congregation with him. The 
church moved to Livery Street and remained there for 
42 years before it moved again to Graham Street to 
meet the changing needs of the City and its popula-
tion. 
  Another 35 years came and went and another deci-
sion was made to move, this time to Soho Hill where 
the church remained another 62 years. In 1946 the 
church bought Church House –„The church in the 
Garden‟ --  and there we can begin to remember the 
amazing pilgrimage through the memory of present 
members. 
  We focus our story though on one individual whose 
journey reflects the pilgrimage of Elmwood. Today 
the Elmwood family embraces people of many cul-
tures and traditions but it was very different 25 years 
ago when Claudette Binns joined.  
  “When I first came to Elmwood there weren‟t any 
other black members but now we are a wonderful 
multi-cultural family,” says Claudette who was nomi-
nated by West Midlands Synod to be one of the As-
sembly Moderators for 2012. 
  Claudette came to Birmingham in 1979 having lived 
the majority of her life in London where she wor-
shipped with her local Church of England congrega-
tion.  
  She started attending Elmwood because of the lo-
cation in relation to her home and Claudette recalls: 
“There was one Black gentleman in the choir and a 
few other Black people who attended occasionally, 

but they were not members‟.  
  “If there was any discrimination I 
didn‟t notice it because I was going 
to church to worship and nothing 
else,” said Claudette. “The most 
obvious discrimination was when 
my boss in London warned my new 
boss in Birmingham that I was 
black!” 
  In 1985 Claudette and her hus-
band became members and two 

years later was surprised when she was elected as 
an Elder. Now she is one of two Church secretaries, 
making a great team with Anne Arrowsmith. 
  “It was a shock when I was elected an Elder be-
cause on the night of the church meeting there were 
only three seats and seven candidates and I was the 
only black candidate,” adds Claudette.  
  Claudette was the first Black Elder at Elmwood but 
things are very different now with almost half the Eld-
ers being black.  
  Claudette was soon organising Caribbean evenings 
but there were so few Caribbean people in the 
Church that she had to „import‟ her mother from Lon-
don to do the cooking. The events were a success as 
more and more Black people started coming to the 
church.   
  Elmwood has always had a mission of reaching out 
to the community, but as the community has changed 
so too has the face of the Elmwood family. Respond-
ing to the needs of its population is what Elmwood 
does best. 
  The Elmwood story has evolved with the community 
over the years and as the building has developed we 
have been inspired by a new vision which is based 
on Luke 4: 18-19: 
  “...to cross the boundaries of race and culture to 
share good news with the poor in spirit; seeks 
freedom for the captives of poverty and prosper-
ity; can help people understand the truth; will 
help release people who feel oppressed and rec-
ognises that the time has come for the healing of 
the nations.” 
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“Our Mission statement is a little shorter,” adds Claudette, 
“to work across the boundaries of faith, race and culture to 
make the Kingdom of God visible to all people in our com-
munity with the love of Jesus Christ and in the power of the 
Holy Spirit. 
   “The priority of the Elmwood family has become one in 
which we are trying to help the Kingdom of God grow by 
working with the community rather than focussing on trying 
to make Elmwood United Reformed Church stronger. 
  “We believe that we can achieve much more working together 
with others than we will on our own so are committed to develop-
ing new relationships with other fellowships.” 
  The Elmwood family who share the same building now include 
Calvary Miracle Centre, a black led Pentecostal Church; The 
Sanctuary Church, a fellowship for Asian Christians; Academy for 
Life, a Christian Education programme and the Salvation Army 
with a pre-school group working with children of all faiths and cul-
tures. 
   “It‟s a very diverse church family now which reflects the com-
munity in which we serve and we hope we can show the love of 
Christ which will build the Kingdom of God rather than a kingdom 
of our own,” says Claudette. 
  “We have also formed relationships with a church in Chinhoyi, Zim-
babwe and Meadowbrook in Kingston, Jamaica, which I think reflects 
our belief that we are a global family.” 
  There are also other community groups who have made Elmwood 
their home including the Asian Stroke Victims Support Group two 
days a week and Welcome, a project working with asylum seekers 
and refugees who can drop-in and receive a warm welcome and sup-
port. 
 The Welcome project shares an important principle with the Church: 
“Whoever welcomes you welcomes me and whoever welcomes me 
welcomes the one who sent me….” (Matthew 10: 40) It‟s our invita-
tion to see Christ in everyone! 
 

This natural world; a perfect plan, 
Created for the use of man 

To see and use his hands to care 
For plants and creatures everywhere, 

Down the centuries wonders show 
How man learnt to live and grow 

Only time will then recall, 
If there is any hope for all 

Those who treasure, and not destroy 
God‟s precious gifts we will all enjoy. 

 
 

 

The pictures show the changing face 

of Elmwood from how it used to 

look to how it is today and how the 

voice of children is encouraged be-

cause they are the church of today 


