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Introduction
Alan McMahan

The Journal of the American Society for Church Growth,
since its first publication in 1991, has been on the leading edge of
reporting original research and best practices relating to church
growth and evangelism in North America. With John Vaughan
as the founding editor, and continuing for a much longer time
(14 years) with Gary MclIntosh as editor, the Journal has made a
significant contribution to help the church understand the op-
portunities and the challenges before it in the ever-changing con-
text of ministry.

With support from others such as C.J. Fithian, who has long
served as Layout Editor, and Carol McIntosh, who for years has
managed the mailing list among other things, and for John Peck,
who contributed his editorial expertise to this issue, the Journal
has prospered. Their excellent work behind the scenes has en-
abled these issues to reach you in good order. The American
Society for Church Growth, and the church at large, owes a debt
of gratitude for each person’s sacrificial labor.

With this issue, I have assumed the General Editorship of the
Journal under the new and vigorous sponsorship of the School
of Intercultural Studies at Biola University. In the spirit of the
Journal’s founding, the School of Intercultural Studies, now cele-
brating its 25" anniversary, has long been in the business of pre-
paring men and women to cross the barriers that prevent people
from hearing the good news of the gospel of Christ. Biola’s
commitment to this task insures the continuation of the Journal
into the future, a future that will bring many new opportunities
for expansion and impact.

This edition of the Journal serves as a transition piece, mov-
ing the Journal toward a new future. The following details some
of the changes that are underway:

Journal of the American Society for Church Growth, Winter 2009
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This issue will be the last edition that is published under
the name, “Journal of the American Society for Church
Growth.” The new name will be “Great Commission Re-
search Journal,” following the name change of the
“American Society for Church Growth” to the “Great
Commission Research Network.”

The first edition of the Journal under the new name will
begin with the next issue in Summer of 2009 and will be
published thereafter twice a year in Winter and Summer.
The Great Commission Research Journal will be expanded
in size (from 100-150 pages for the Journal of the American
Society for Church Growth to 150-200 pages under the
new name). Eventually its content and readership will also
be increased in order to report on international research
and successful models of evangelism and church growth
from around the world.

To accomplish what Gary McIntosh has done single-
handedly for the last 14 years, we have assembled a team
of editors, who will work together to produce a refereed
Journal that scans the horizon for emerging research. Mak-
ing up the team is:

Phil Stevenson, North American Editor
Director of Evangelism and Church
Growth

The Wesleyan Church

P.0O. Box 50434

Indianapolis, IN 46250-0434

E-mail: stevensonp@uwesleyan.org

Blog: sisuphil.blogspot.com

J. D. Payne, Book Review Editor
National Missionary

North American Mission Board
Board

Associate Professor of Church Planting
Church Planting and Evangelism
Evangelism

Director, Church Planting Center
“‘\ . ing Center

The Southem Baptist Theological Seminary

E-mail: jpayne@sbts.edu
www.northamericanmissions.org

Gary L. McIntosh, Dissertation Editor
Professor of Christian Ministry and
Leadership

Talbot School of Theology

13800 Biola Ave.

La Mirada, CA 90639

E-mail: gary.mcintosh@biola.edu
www.churchgrowthnetwork.com

Following very shortly will be other changes and improve-
ments that will deliver a new host of tools and resources for re-
searchers, teachers, consultants, students, and practitioners of
church gmwth, evangelism, and Great Commission strategies.
We will keep you abreast of those changes as they develop.

Now would be a good time to renew your subscription to
the Journal and encourage your friends to do the same. The
Journal is provided as a free benefit to members of the Great
Commission Research Network, (www.greatcommissionresearch.
net) and would provide a greater benefit than a subscription to
the Journal alone.

This issue of the Journal features articles on a variety of sali-
ent topics beginning with a favorite contributor, George Hunter.
George presents a thematical perspective on how pre-Christians
are actually reached, going beyond the more simplistic, linear,
singular answers that are often given. Dan Dunn’s article con-
tinues the focus of reaching pre-Christians but focusing more
specifically at the Hispanic sub-culture in the U.S. using the in-
sights gleaned from communication theory.

The next two articles focus on the missional church with
Derrick Lemons describing the changes that have taken place
within the dialogue on this topic since Karl Barth's first presenta-
tion on it in 1932. Phil Stevenson follows with an article using
contrasting paradigms to distinguish between being “healthy” or
“fit” linking it to what a missional church ought to be.

The next three articles approach a variety of topics led by a
refreshing re-examination of the debate between evangelism and
social action, in which Norman Wilson seeks to free us from the
modernist interpretations that have polarized these two facets of
the church’s ministry. Drawing from diverse fields such as biol-
ogy, sociology, and business management, Gary Mclntosh exam-
ines the relationship between a church’s size and its develop-
ment, recognizing the impact of economies of scale on growth
and organizational culture. He summarizes with 12 principles
that have implications for a church’s ministries and organization.
Tom Steffen’s insightful observations drawn from his experience

italarchives.apuredu/jasee/volOrisst Bdciety for Church Growth, Winter 2009
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as a missionary in the Philippines shows how narrative theology
spanning the whole story of scripture is a superior method of
evangelism in an increasingly post-modern America.

This issue of the Journal wraps up with book reviews of The
Forgotten Ways: Reactivating the Missional Church, by Alan Hirsch.
Kenneth Bickel, Darren Cronshaw, J.D. Payne, Bob Wenz, and
Gordon Penfold each render their evaluation of the book and
describe its significance for the current ministry context.

In the next months and years to come I believe you will find
within these pages helpful insights that will benefit your think-
ing, your service, and ministry. I will look forward to serving
you and together exploring what God is doing around the
world.

—M. Alan McMahan, General Editor
Journal of the American Society for Church
Growth

Associate Professor and Chair of the Under-
graduate Department

School of Intercultural Studies

Biola University

13800 Biola Ave.

La Mirada, CA 90639

(562) 903-4844 Ext. 3269
alan.memahan@biola.edu

Evangelizing Pre-Christian People: A Thematic Perspective
George G. Hunter III

Christian leaders are called to love “the Lord of the Harvest”
with mind and heart. In our Christian traditions, believers have
affirmed some people in leadership roles because, in part, they
seem to understand and articulate the tradition’s folk wisdom
best, and they seem to have the combination of spirituality and
“street smarts” needed to lead the churches into the future that
God wills."! New leaders, however, too often assume that “our
tradition’s” folk wisdom is enough, or they assume that they
know as much as the people think they do! Some leaders even
assume their own (or their peer group’s, or their tradition’s) in-
fallibility!

Our capacity to actually lead churches and Christian move-
ments, however, is limited by the “Intelligence” that informs our
strategic decisions. Computer geeks tell us, “Garbage in, garbage
out;” the outputs can be no better than the inputs. The Intelli-
gence that can inform strategic thinking is acquired through
learning and discovery. The discoveries usually come from ask-
ing the right questions and, like drilling for oil, from asking and
drilling in the right places, for long enough, for the insights to
emerge. Donald McGavran’s career stands as an enduring model
of this principle. -

McGavran especially dared to ask the Big Question that
most church leaders had ignored for generations (because they
had already agreed on the answers!): How does the Church do
Evangelism effectively? McGavran discovered that all that most
leaders knew for sure was their (socially constructed) consensus
on how new people ought to be reached and how churches should
grow.” McGavran observed that, often, what a company of peo-
ple has agreed upon might not constitute the valid Intelligence
that would be necessary for navigating the future they desire. He

LA
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observed that churches that based their local mission upon
Evangelical folk wisdom usually walked out of ripe harvest
fields “empty handed.”

So, when McGavran was a mission leader in India in the
1930's, superintending many churches whose leaders said they
were doing “evangelism” but were not actually reaching pre-
Christian people, he began asking, “How does the gospel actually
spread? How do churches really grow?” In 1934, from a thr‘ee-
year field-research study of (what came to be called) India’s
“people movements” into Christianity, ]. Wascom Pickett pub-
lished a pioneering text. In the Indian Christian newspaper, 5a-
hayak Patrika, McGavran published a review of Picket's book.
You can infer by his opening sentence that he liked the book:
“There has come a book sent by God, and its name is Christian
Mass Movements in India.” With his background in behavioral
sciences and field research in his Ph.D. studies at Columbia Uni-
versity, McGavran brought a perceptive mind to appraise Pick-
ett’s project.

As McGavran studied the book and then spent a month with
Pickett studying growing churches, he became convinced that
mission’s conceptual frontiers could no longer draw from scrip-
ture, mission history, and theology alone. The complexity of mis-
sion’s challenge also required field research. We needed to study
enough growing churches and Christian movements, in enough
tongues and cultures, to determine what growing churches know
and what they do (that other churches do not know and do) to
reach people, and grow, and become local Christian movements.
Such churches and movements can model the ways forward for
other churches. In churches that are growing with integrity and
power, the God who acts in history is revealing the reproducible
(or adaptable) principles that can inform the Christian move-
ment’s expansion elsewhere.

So, while on study leaves and supported by occasional re-
search grants, McGavran studied growing churches on four con-
tinents over a 20 year period. He studied their growth history,
observed their ministries, interviewed leaders and (especially)
converts and, in time, described universal patterns that account
for Christianity’s expansion, presumably everywhere.
McGavran’s reflection, however, could be prescriptive, as well as
descriptive. From the New Testament, he challenged the prevail-
ing understanding of the goal of evangelism as to “get deci-
sions.” From the Great Commission in Matthew 28 and from the
ministry modeled in The Acts of the Apostles, McGavran taught
that evangelism’s goal is to “make disciples,” not merely to elicit
decisions. Disciples, he taught, follow Jesus Christ as Lord, in the

Evangelizing Pre-Christian People: A Thematic Perspective 7

Church and in the world.

Stephen Neill, the Anglican missionary statesman, used to
similarly nuance the goals of Evangelism in term of the New
Testament term mefanoia, and he contended that God wants and
the world needs the kinds of Christian disciples who have expe-
rienced three “turnings.” People are called to turn 1) to Christ, 2)
to the Body of Christ, and 3) to a vision of the kind of world that
Christ wants—in terms like life, justice, and peace. Neill's model
becomes especially useful with two additional observations: 1)
These three turnings typically take place one at a time in a per-
son’s life; and 2) they occur in any conceivable sequence. (Bishop
Neill used to reflect that most of the “useless” Christians were
people in whom one or two of the turnings had been experi-
enced, but not yet all three. Furthermore, he said, in Evangelism
we are called to invite people into any of the three turnings they
have not yet experienced.)

An interest in Stephen Neill's third turning is more in ascen-
dancy than ever before. In many places where evangelical Chris-
tianity has grown substantially, from Asia, to Africa, to Latin
America, church leaders confess that, although their churches
have grown, their societies have not changed. More leaders are
now clear that God wants His Will to be done “on earth, as it is
in Heaven.” So George Otis (wwrw.sentinelgroup.org) produces
books and videos dramatizing where “transformations” are tak-
ing place. Donald Miller and Ted Yamamori document how Pen-
tecostal Christianity is developing a greater social conscience.”
Pete Wagner, who did his PhD in Ethics, has recently published
Dominion: How Kingdom Action Can Change the World." (The new
Evangelical desire for Christian influence in social reform is not
a new discovery, but a re-discovery of the vision that inspired
the nineteenth century Abolitionist Movement.)

The history of an evangelical understanding of how we work
for a new world may soon parallel the history of our under-
standing of Evangelism. Once, as in the First Great Awakening,
we were clearer about God’s role in saving people than the
Church’s role. McGavran and the Church Growth school discov-
ered more about what we do to cooperate with the Great Com-
mission than we ever knew before. Today, evangelicals are
clearer about what God does in social reform, and most of our
efforts (like organized intercession) are related to the divine side.
One day, scholars will do the field research in churches that are
making a social difference to discover the reproducible princi-
ples behind the human side of Christian social engagement.

We are already clearer than before about one goal of Evan-
gelism: while we are, indeed, called to join The Lord in making

ALieed—L3
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citizens of Heaven, we are also called to join Him in making the
kind of citizens for the world that the world needs, in great
numbers, to populate the movements that will make a differ-
ence.

In time, other field researchers and interpreters joined Don-
ald McGavran in what became “the Church Growth Movement.”
Such studies, however, were not confined to Church Growth
people. In time, a number of behavioral scientists studied some
of the same issues.’> Christian conversion has particularly been
studied from several useful vantage points.” Some scholars, no-
tably Lyle Schaller, have studied churches with interests very
similar to those of Church Growth people.”

This chapter addresses McGavran's formidable question:
How does effective evangelism actually take plac:\\a-':‘s We have,
today, advanced some beyond McGavran’s strategic wisdom. In
this chapter, his most significant single principle will be sand-
wiched third among four strategic principles which can now be
drawn from broader, and later, research. (To aid the reader’s
memory, | have imposed alliteration upon the four principles.)

Community

Apostolic Outreach is prepared for, and takes place within,
and is deployed from, the several forms of Christian Commu-
nity. As John Wesley famously observed, “Christianity is not a
solitary religion.” Some Christian leaders, in some generations,
have known this since Jesus gathered twelve disciples and
shaped them into the symbolic New Israel. The research and re-
flection behind my book on ancient Celtic Christianity and that
movement’s approach to mission” helped me to drill deeper in
understanding this principle.

The Celtic Christian movement’s people were substantially
reached by, formed within, and deployed from Christian com-
munities. The Celtic Christian movement lasted from the fifth to
the ninth centuries, and was the greatest sustained Christian
mission in Christianity’s history. The movement reached many
of the peoples of (what is now) Ireland, Scotland, and England
and, in time, many peoples of Western Europe. Their mission
was widely assumed to be “impossible” to achieve—because
Rome perceived the populations that the movement targeted as
“barbarians;” by definition, people had to be sufficiently “civi-
lized” to become “Christianized.” By achieving the “impossible,”
the Celtic Christian movement brought Europe out of “the Dark
Ages” and ushered in “the Holy Roman Empire.” Their
achievement is unexplainable apart from the contagious power
of Christian community in several forms.
nigifnl Archives 2009
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In the late fourth century, Patrick grew up in a Briton tribe in
(what is now) northwest England. He was raised in a Christian
family, and in the local church, and he learned the catechism—
though he had not accepted the faith (and had rebelled against
it) when, as a teenager, he was captured by pirates and sold into
slavery in Ireland. As a slave, he lived much of the time in the
compound with other slaves next to the tribal settlement of an
[rish leader named Milieuc. In other periods, Patrick experienced
isolation while he was herding cattle in a wilderness area miles
from the settlement.

In the compound, there were (undoubtedly) Christian slaves
who formed into Christian community and included Patrick in
their company, praying with and for him. The community of
faith back home was praying for him and Patrick now carried
vivid memories of that community within him. In the wilderness
periods, he began praying, more and more. In time, he became
aware of the presence of God, and he recognized this presence to
be the Triune God he had learned about in the catechism. Patrick
experienced the gift of faith, and became devout. At the settle-
ment, his fellow Christians and his captors observed profound
change within him.

Patrick, after six years of life in slavery and now in his early
20’s, escaped on a ship and returned to England. He acquired a
theological education and served for two decades as a parish
priest. In a dream years later, at the age of 48, he experienced a
“Macedonian call” to take the gospel to the Irish. With the sup-
port of England’s bishops and Pope Celestine, Patrick attracted
and trained an “apostolic band” to join him in a mission to the
[rish. In (or about) 432 A. D., the band sailed for Ireland, and
made its way inland to Saul, where they planted the first church
of the Christian movement in Ireland.

Patrick served as an “Apostle to the Irish” for the next 28
years. By his death in 470 A. D., the movement had reached at
least 40 of Ireland’s 150 tribes. Within the next two generations,
all of Ireland was substantially reached, and so in one century
[reland changed from the least Christianized to the most Christi-
anized province within the Roman Empire. This achievement
came through, and not without, the power of Christianity Com-
munity, and through the astonishing proliferation of Christian
communities and types of Christian communities.

Their basic early outreach pattern saw the apostolic band
setting up camp next to an un-reached settlement—befriending
the people, getting in ministry and conversation with the people,
inviting the more receptive people into the band’s fellowship
and, in time, raising up a new church in the settlement, and then

Journal of the American Society for Church Growth, Winter 2009
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moving on to replicate the process in the next settlement over. In
time, the movement proliferated other apostolic bands, which
made it possible to reach more settlements. So they proliferated
bands that proliferated congregations.

At some point, probably while Patrick still lived, the move-
ment learned from the monasteries of the Eastern Church, which
they adapted into a new form of Christian community for the
Western Church. In the East, people escaped from the world,
and from perceived corruptions in the Church, into the monas-
teries—to save their souls. Now in the West, by comparison,
people joined the monastic communities to prepare to extend the
Church and to save other people’s souls. Their purpose in (what
is now called) “Celtic Spirituality” was to form people for minis-
try and mission. While the monastic communities were prepar-
ing Christians, they were also receiving pre-Christian seekers
into their life. Indeed, the ministry to seekers within the monas-
tic Lommumty helped prepare people for ministry and witness
beyond .

The monastic communities proliferated other kinds of com-
munities for reaching and building people.

* They invented a new form of dyad—a group of two
people, in which one person was the seeker or the newer
Christian, and the other was his or her “Soul Friend.”
One’s Soul Friend was not a superior, but was someone
with whom one was willing to be vulnerable and ac-
countable.

* They invented a form of Small Group—of a dozen or so
people, whose leader was recognized as devout. Every-
one met in their small group, in which they were in min-
istry with each other and with any seeker in their ranks.

* They proliferated worshiping congregations within the
monastic community AND within the churches they
planted. The maximum length of the available lumber in
Ireland did not permit them to build churches to ac-
commodate more than (say) 50 or 60 people at a time; so,
that fact forced what, in any case, would have been their
inclination; the monastic communities and the churches
in settlements proliferated congregations from the be-
ginning.

* In each season, they were preparing multiple apostolic
teams to reach the settlements in their region. (The
bands consisted of a dozen or so people; they assumed
that Jesus probably got the number about right!)

* The apostolic teams (or “bands”) moved out to plant
churches in every settlement. The churches, in turn, pro-

digitalarchi wﬁW&H edu/j i
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liferated congregations, small groups, and ministries.

Celtic Christianity’s penchant for Community was not, of
course, the sole reason for the movement's expansion. (Church
Growth is never sufficiently explamed by a single cause.) The
movement was “culturally relevant.” It departed from Rome's
mandate to do church “the Roman way” everywhere; it adapted
to the local population’s language, culture, and aesthetics, virtu-
ally everywhere. The movement was “emotionally relevant.”
Compared to the Roman left-brained rational approach, Celtic
Christianity engaged the Irish and other “barbarian” peoples as
a faith of the imagination and the heart. Furthermore, in contrast
to the (male) clericalism that characterized Roman Christianity,
Celtic Christianity was essentially a lay movement AND it in-
cluded laywomen (such as Brigid and Hilda) in notable leader-
ship. But the movement’s grounding in radical community espe-
cially has much to teach us. Bede (the eighth century historian)
profiles the monastic community at Whitby, founded and led by
Hilda: “After the example of the primitive church, no one was
rich, no one was in need, for they had all things in common and
none had any private property.”"'

For Protestant Evangelicals today, the most counter-intuitive
theme in the Celtic model calls for welcoming pre-Christian
seekers into the ranks of faithful groups and congregations before
they have experienced grace or believed much of anything; our
usual script, today, is to welcome people after they confess the
faith. Flowever, some of the most significant research with con-
verts today strong ratifies the Celtic model. For instance, John
Finney and his colleagues surveyed and interviewed hundreds
of converts, in several Christian traditions, in Great Britain. In
Finding Faith Today, they report that most converts experience
the gift of faith through the relationships they experience within a
community of faith. For most people, “belonging comes before
believing.”"* In my own field research, I have interviewed first-
generation disciples since the mid-1960°s. I have usually asked,
“When did you feel like you really belonged, that you were
wanted and weltomed and included in the fellowship?” More
than half of the Boomer generation converts, and at least three-
quarters of the Generation X and Generation Y converts report
that they felt like that before they joined, or believed. As Western
society becomes increasingly post-modern, the faith will increas-
ingly be even “more caught than taught.”

We could easily fill a book with case studies of pioneering
churches who have reached and discipled people as they have
proliferated faith-communities, large and small. One such case
will do. When Craig Groeschel was a student at Phillips Theo-
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logical Seminary in Oklahoma, he dreamed of starting a new
church that one day would proliferate campuses; his faculty dis-
couraged him. Then his Oklahoma Conference of the United
Methodist Church said No, the idea was not viable. The Evan-
gelical Covenant Church made room for Groeschel’s vision,
however, and the rest is a history that is still unfolding.

Craig and Amy Groeschel started (what became)
LifeChurch.tv, in a rented dance studio in Edmund, Oklahoma
in 1996. Their mission, from the beginning, has been “to lead
people to become fully devoted followers of Jesus Christ.” Their
design, from the beginning, involved 1) multiplying “Life-
Groups,” which would be ports of entry for many seekers and in
which people would get in ministry with each other through
relationships, caring, and accountability; 2) it involved multiply-
ing congregations of the Edmund campus; and 3) the vision in-
volved the (then) novel idea of becoming one church with many
campuses.

By the end of 2001, seven congregations on two campuses
were serving 5500 people per weekend. Three years later, they
had four campuses and 16 congregations serving more than
12,000 people per weekend. By the end of 2007, they had ex-
panded to a dozen campuses (AND an “internet campus”), with
49 congregations serving more than 21,000 per weekend. At this
writing, LifeChurch’s people are now meeting in more than 3000
LifeGroups, including some groups whose people are attached
to the internet campus. The church is proactive in mission, lo-
cally and globally. The church supports missionaries in six na-
tions on three continents. Whether the people are involved in
Habitat for Humanity or some other expression of local mission,
or whether they engage in short term experiences in supporting
their missions in other lands, they typically serve in feams.

Compassion

Most Protestant leaders virtually count on words alone to
communicate all of the meaning that Christianity has to offer. If
(say) preaching and teaching can’t get it all done, that is too bad.
because that is what we were trained to do and like to do!

However, if we think about it even at the level of ordinary
folk wisdom, we already know that “Actions speaker louder
than words,” and “A picture is worth a thousand words;” and
when someone’s actions contradict their words, or even when
their inflection or facial expression suggests a different message
than their words, we believe the “nonverbal message” more.

At a more academic level, the anthropologist, Edward T.
Hall, discovered that Culture is “the silent language,” and that a
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culture’s language is only one of (say) ten “message systems”
through which meaning gets communicated—though the com-
munication takes place at a less conscious level than when we
communicate through the language message system.

For instance, Hall explained that we also communicate in
many ways through Space, and Time." Christianity has had
some knowledge of these dimensions for a very long time. So we
have found profound meaning in pilgrimages to “holy places,”
and we often designate “sacred space” within our churches; and
we have used the “holy” days and seasons of the Christian Year
to communicate, celebrate, and rehearse the faith’s Story and its
towering themes. Furthermore, from the earliest Christian
movement and throughout much of our history, we have often
turned to sacraments, music, drama, the visual arts, and visual
symbols (like the fish and the cross) to communicate in ways
that transcend mere words.

All of this is preamble to one cogent affirmation: Love
Communicates. Love, understand in the New Testament agape
sense of “good will,” communicates volumes. As our fold wis-
dom reminds us, “People don’t care how much you know; they
want to know how much you care.”

The present state of our understanding is more nuanced that
that; the movement of many people toward Christian faith fol-
lows a sequence something like this. As a rough generalization:

* People become more receptive to involvement with a
church during a season of their lives when they are “be-
tween gods;” they have given up on whatever they most
recently relied upon to complete their lives and are open
to something else.

*  They are more likely to visit a church IF they have heard
about it,

*  And IF the church has a positive public image,

* And IF one or more church members (whom they know
and trust) invite them—perhaps several times, or more.

*  When they visit, they look for clear signs of Life, or En-
ergy. Although often they cannot verbalize it, they real-
ize they need Grace or Spiritual Power to overcome their
sins and problems, to live new lives and to become the
people they were meant to be (and have always wanted
to be).

* And they look to see if there are people in the church
who are “like” them—who would understand them,
with whom they can identify, who might serve as role
models,

* And they sense whether they can “relate” to, and make
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sense from, the church’s language, music, style, and aes-
thetics.

IF they get this far, they are now looking to see how
committed the people are to the church’s truth claims and
mission. As Dean M. Kelley once observed, most people
are not epistemologically sophisticated; they cannot
weigh competing truth claims about Ultimate Reality. So
they likely believe the group that seems to believe in
their message and cause the most, and sacrifice to ad-
vance it. (Conversely, mere church-attending nominal
Christianity has NO magnetic appeal to lost people who
are trying to find The Way.) Growing churches are “high
expectation churches;” they expect a lot from their
members, and many members rise to meet the expecta-
tions; they live by Christian disciplines AND are in-
volved in a small group, a lay ministry, and in evangel-
ism and mission."

Furthermore, IF they get this far they are by now observ-
ing how loving and caring the church is. They have heard
that, whatever else Christians are supposed to be, they
are people who love other people (and they often expect
Christians to love nature’s creatures as well). As our
song affirms, “They will know that we are Christians by
our love.””® People seem almost hardwired to check for
what the New Testament calls agape love (which is de-
fined not as a feeling but as “good will on fire”).

By now, also, the church is able to engage seekers more
deeply if they have perceived the church to be credible. In
interviews, they typically comment on how the church’s
consistency (between what it believes and what the
church and its people do) impressed and moved them.
And they especially comment on how compassionate they
found the church to be. To misquote Paul ever so
slightly: often, of all of the factors seekers look for, “the
greatest of these is love.”

Specifically, a seeker’s radar detects how much the church
wants and cares for them, and their families, and for people like
them. I recently interviewed a couple who transferred from one
church to another; they still more strongly affirmed the first
church’s doctrine, but their new church loved them and their
handicapped child much more and they said, “for us, that made
all the difference.”

Seekers are also moved when they observe churches that en-
gage in visible outreach ministries to target populations with spe-
cial needs. Three examples will suffice:
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It is almost impossible to find churches with visible min-
istries to deaf people that are not growing. Seekers are
typically moved when they visit a church that cares
enough to sign its worship experience, and to engage in
other ministries, for the deaf people among them. Such
churches typically reach three groups: deaf people, and
their families and friends, and many other people who
are attracted to a church that includes deaf people.

The Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod attracts many
people because of its remarkably organized and serious
outreach to blind people. The denomination took seri-
ously the fact that over 11 million blind and visually im-
paired people were living in North America, and were
one of the nation’s most under-served populations. They
launched the Lutheran Blind Mission Society in 1994
(wwrw.blindmission.org). Within a decade, the mission was
serving blind people with the largest Christian library
(of large print books, books in Braille, and cassettes) in
North America. The mission trains and equips leaders
for blind ministries, and helps faith communities of
blind people get organized. Soon, the mission will make
hymnals and liturgical service books, in large print and
Braille, available to churches.

Ministry to addictive people is perhaps the most impres-
sive movement in North American Christianity, and be-
yond. When two recovering addicts founded Alcoholics
Anonymous in 1935, the Rev. Sam Shoemaker coached
the new movement, but it was not primarily a move-
ment within churches—due to the widespread stigma-
tizing that alcoholics then experienced from church peo-
ple. In time, the movement learned more and more
about the multiple causes of addiction, became clear that
the affliction is a “disease” (in the sense that diabetes
and allergies are understood within the “disease” para-
digm), and its usefulness and power spread to people in
the grips of other “chemical dependencies,” and to peo-
ple with food and gambling addictions.

In the 1980’s, more and more churches became educated
in such matters, and a quiet movement within churches
began spreading—building on the 12 Steps of A. A.,
while offering a more complete revelation and recovery
than A. A. can. More and more churches feature, and
advertise, recovery ministries and recovery congrega-
tions; a huge sign by a church in Chicago reads “Recov-
ery Spoken Here!” Today, the recovery movement is the
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“underground awakening” of the early twenty-first cen-
tury. More people are probably experiencing initial
Grace through this movement than through all Evangel-
ism programming, combined. And, when a church
reaches addicts, and some experience profound life
change, and the church is known for having “miracles”
within its membership, this “catalyzes” much wider in-
terest within the community.'

My colleague Bob Tuttle’s flight to Orlando had landed. A
man across the aisle had noticed Bob reading his Bible. The man
asked, “May I tell you why I joined a church? I was working on a
project in Anchorage, Alaska, and visited a church one Sunday. 1
noticed an attractive well-dressed middle-aged lady sitting on an
aisle several rows ahead of me. A homeless young man entered
the church. He walked down the aisle; the lady moved over and
motioned for him to join her. I saw them smiling and talking to-
gether; I saw them sing together from a shared hymnal, and pray
together. Following the benediction, she hugged him and
slipped him a bill. I approached her, and commented on the
lovely way she had treated her son. She replied, ‘Thanks, but he
is not my son; I never saw him before.” That afternoon, I tele-
phoned my wife and said, ‘Let’s move to Anchorage. 1 have
found a church that practices what it preaches!”"”

Connections

Donald McGavran devoted two decades of field research, in
Christian movements on several continents, to the Big Question
that most church leaders had long ignored: How does the Gospel
spread? How does effective evangelism take place? In raising that
question and finding answers, McGavran was defying perhaps
the most entrenched myth in the theological academy—that the
academy should stick to theory and that considerations of
“method” is beneath intellectuals, if not obscene. McGavran dis-
covered, however, that understanding the communication of
Christianity’s message to pre-Christian populations (especially
to different cultures and in different languages) is a more formi-
dable intellectual challenge than most academic intellectuals
ever face.

McGavran discovered that growing churches and Christian
movements are very complex phenomena, and that growth is
always the result of multiple causes AND the Holy Spirit mov-
ing in the people’s hearts. The mission of Church Growth field
research was to identify as many of those causes as possible. Be-
neath the complexity, however, McGavran discovered that
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wherever Christianity is expanding, one principle is always sub-
stantially behind it. Contrary to Protestant folk wisdom, the faith
does not spread mainly through mass evangelism or media
evangelism; it spreads mainly along the social networks of living
Christians, especially to the social connections of transformed
Christians and new Christians. The kinship and friendship net-
works of Christians provide “the bridges of God.”" Though
multiple causes synergize to produce growth, it is people who
reach and bring people, much more than preaching, literature,
campaigns, or anything else."”

Which types of social networks are the most prolific can vary
from one context to another. McGavran observed that, in tradi-
tional, tribal, and agrarian societies, kinship networks are the
most prolific; Christians in those churches mainly reach people
to whom they are related, by blood or marriage. In more urban
and cosmopolitan societies, however, friendship networks are
the most prolific; Christians in those churches mainly reach their
friends, colleagues, and neighbors. McGavran also learned that
God usually uses several relational bridges, not just one person,
to reach most people-reminiscent of the reality reflected in First
Corinthians 3:6—"I planted, Apollos watered, and God gave the
increase.” Some church growth blends the two patterns. Pas-
toral, neighborhood, or friendship contacts may reach one per-
son in a pre-Christian family, who then helps reach other family
members.

Don Miller and Ted Yamamori’s significant study of world
Pentecostal Christianity ratifies and extends these insights.
While Pentecostal churches in (say) Latin America or sub-Sahara
Africa often feature public crusades, such events are more effec-
tive in supporting the identity and unity of Christians than in
reaching non-believing people. (Sometimes, crusades influence
people in one church to join another church, and a crusade may
raise the faith’s public visibility.) The basis of virtually all con-
versions, however, is personal relationships between Christians
and pre-Christian people. Typically, the mother of a family is
reached first, followed by her children and then the father. Fol-
lowing conversion, nurture and maturation in the faith are also
mediated relationally. Indeed, people often experience their Pen-
tecostal church like their new extended family; and in their small
group life, they care for and minister to each other.”

McGavran's most counterintuitive discovery revealed that
new Christians can be more reproductive than most church lead-
ers assume; as a group, also, they are more reproductive than
first-generation converts who have been Christians for many
years; furthermore, they are especially more reproductive than
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people raised in the church—IF the church appropriately de-
ploys them in outreach.” This is the case for several reasons:™

* New Christians usually have many more contacts with
pre-Christian people than do long time church members.

* New Christians recall what it was like to try to make
sense of their life without Jesus Christ as Lord; many
long-time members have forgotten, and many people
raised in churches never knew.

*  New Christians still have about them the contagion of a
new discovery, and the people in their social network
who knew them “before Christ” are often attracted to
the faith than can change people.

e Moreover, new Christians have not yet had the time to
become linguistically corrupted by the “foreign lan-
guages” of preachers and theologians; they still under-
stand and communicate in the target population’s ver-
nacular language.

McGavran's insight about the “Bridges of God” is, almost
undoubtedly, the most important strategic principle behind in-
formed Evangelism today. While it substantially describes how
effective outreach takes place (when it takes place), when
churches prescribe and teach relational evangelism to their peo-
ple, the principle’s power is then amplified. At least a hundred
million people across the earth are now Christians in part be-
cause churches and missions have consciously cooperated with
this principle.”

Churches usually express the principle programmatically in
their own way. A church may make a mailing list of every pre-
Christian person in a new convert’s social network, and send
those people engraved invitations to the service when the con-
vert will join the church, with a reception to follow. Another
church may list every convert’s un-churched connections and
then, with the convert, visit those persons, get in conversation
with them, assess their receptivity, and invite them to become
involved. Another church, when it receives new Christians into
its ranks, may invite their “bridges” to stand with them as they
are received; in time, the church’s people come to assume that
such evangelism is “normal Christianity!” An increasing number
of churches take a redundant approach to cooperating with the
principle; they may do some version of everything in this para-
graph, and more.

Once, in a conversation with McGavran, we identified some
of the principle’s “unfinished business.” I suggested, “We know
that people reach people in their social networks, but do we
know what kind of Christians help pre-Christian people find their

way?” “We know that strong feelings are typically involved in
Christian conversion; how do our people make their friends and
relatives feel?” “When our people do reach out effectively, what
kinds of things do they say?” “And what kinds of things do they
do?” McGavran smiled broadly, agreed that such questions were
strategically important and that, to his knowledge, we did not
know the answers to those questions. He unilaterally deputized
me to do the field research to discover the answers!

I did that research, 20 to 30 days a year, for the next six
years, in a range of denominational traditions, and in such na-
tions as Mexico, Canada, England, Australia, New Zealand,
South Korea, Malaysia, and Singapore, in addition to the USA.*
[ interviewed converts, and asked them to describe the person(s)
who reached them, how they made them feel, what they said
that helped make a difference, and so on. Also, when I led field
seminars and workshops, I asked people to join my lunch table
who fit the following description: They believed that evangelism
is important and ought to be done, but they were not doing it.

I always had a full table! I interviewed at least 80 such
groups, and I thereby discovered the grealest barrier to Evangelism
in our churches. When I asked them why they were not doing
evangelism even though they believed in it, they usually said
something like “I'm not that sort of person.” When I asked them
to describe the kind of person who does evangelism, to give me
the adjectives, adjectives like these surfaced most often: dog-
matic, holier-than-thou, narrow minded, self-righteous, pushy,
aggressive, over-bearing, judgmental, hypocritical, insensitive,
fanatic. Over 90% of the adjectives were negative; sometimes they
added terms like “totalitarian,” and “spiritual fascists!” Once I
gathered such data, I at last understood why so many of our
people inwardly resist serving as “ambassadors for Christ.”

When, however, I asked first-generation Christians in inter-
views and seminars to describe the person(s) who most served
as their bridge into faith, they gave me an astonishingly contrast-
ing set of adjectives—such as loving, caring, informed, under-
standing, acceptipg, affirming, interested, concerned, encourag-
ing, supporting, kind, and credible.

Notice, there is virtually NO overlap between the two lists!
Our people’s folk wisdom (or the Idea planted by the Evil One)
has convinced them that, to do evangelism, you have to become
someone you wouldn’t want to be, someone who you wouldn’t
even want to want to be. Occasionally, a seminar participant
would nail the contrast as follows: “We have been duped into
assuming that you cannot be like Jesus if you want to reach peo-
ple for Jesus!” Sometimes, when they perceived that the kind of
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people who help other people find faith and new life are NOT
like the first list, but like the second, they concluded, “Being an
ambassador for Christ really means being who we are already at
our best, or would love to be!” When enough of our people dis-
cover that, they will realize that they may be the best prepared
generation in centuries to fulfill the Great Commission. If
enough of us discover this, our churches will become unstoppa-
ble movements.

You may have already anticipated the other contrasts. When
I asked my lunch confidantes, “How do the ‘evangelistic’ type
people make non-Christian people feel, the following “feeling
words” were typical: guilty, damned, anxious, inadequate, an-
gry, trapped, pressured, turned-off, uncomfortable, hopeless.
New Christians, however, associated feelings like the following
with their Significant Other: they felt valued, wanted, accepted,
affirmed, respected, important, loved, worthwhile, comfortable,
hopeful. People tend to believe their own data, so when at-
tendees saw the contrast between how effective evangelizers
allegedly make people feel and how they actually make them
feel, they often volunteered, “Well, I would love for my friends to
feel like that!”

When 1 asked Christians what the “evangelistic types” say
and do, they gave many answers, but the most frequent were like
these. They confront people, “invade their space,” sling Bible
texts at people, “preach at” people, and “push” people “to make
a decision, now.” Their message is often an oversimplified single
theme from the gospel, often about “getting born again” or “go-
ing to Heaven.”

What effective evangelizers actually do and say is the subject
of the final section.

Conversations

Traditional Evangelism is “Presentation” Evangelism; our
most entrenched paradigm has programmed us to “present the
gospel” to people. For at least a century, several generations of
evangelical Protestants have been scripted to learn and rehearse
a summary of the Gospel and then orally present it to people in
(say) two minutes. We called it “Personal Evangelism; ” along
with “Public Evangelism” (like Revivals and Crusades), these
two approaches were the two tributaries of the Presentation
River; presenting the gospel was the way to evangelize—to one
person, or to 10,000. So we learned “The Roman Road,” and
“Evangelism Explosion,” and “The Four Spiritual Laws,” while
Latin American Christians rehearsed the “New Life for All”
formula. So the content shifted some over time, but the basic ap-

proach did not. We would talk, they would listen; and then we
would invite them to decide to believe the message and /or pray
the prescribed “Sinners Prayer.” If they did, we declared them
“Christians!”

Most of us learned that we must do Evangelism that way; the
Presentation paradigm was the only game plan in town. The
paradigm did, indeed, fit the personality and strengths of a small
minority of Christians, and through them the approach often
produced some new Christians; but the paradigm did not fit the
personality and strengths of most Christians. Consequently,
most Christians who believed that Evangelism should be done
that way, did not do it much, or at all. Many people felt “guilty,”
throughout their entire Christian life, for their “failure” to do
this.

While Christians, indeed, can fail to do the Will of God, the
model exacerbated the problem. Most of our people have been
unable to deliver “Personal Evangelism,” in Part because the
model was insufficient, for at least four reasons:*

* The formula we rehearsed typically left out too much of
Gospel. Yes, the Gospel IS about second birth and eter-
nal life, but it is also about the Love, Grace, Righteous-
ness, Goodness, Peace, and Kingdom of God, and it is
also about the forgiveness of sins and freedom from Sin,
and reconciliation and redemption, and justification and
abundant life and sanctification, and more. Furthermore,
the Gospel includes Jesus’ own message that calls us to a
New Life, this side of death, in which we live no longer
for our own will but His; and His message’s wider
themes proclaim a vision of Justice, Peace, and a Re-
deemed Creation. So our traditional message often omit-
ted much of the Message! Furthermore, our gospel
summary sometimes refracted a theme that did get in-
cluded; while, for instance, Christianity IS partly about
sharing by faith in Jesus’ resurrection, it is even more
about fitting us for Heaven than merely getting us to
I—Ienven."‘_“’

*  When we presented a single theme of the Gospel as
though it were the whole Gospel, we often observed two
outcomes. First, if our single theme did not "scratch
where they itched,” or if our Answer did not engage any
question they were asking, they often inferred that
Christianity is “irrelevant” to their questions, issues, and
struggles. Second, if they did accept the one truth-claim
that we presented, they often assumed that was all that
Christianity is about; if we told them later that following
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Christ involves (say) faithfulness in marriage, or loving
our enemies, or working for peace, or sharing the faith,
that wasn’t clear in their original contract; they sus-
pected “bait and switch.”

«  The Presentation approach was based on a too-simplistic
model of the Communication of Christianity’s message:
A Source, speaking perhaps a hundred words in two
minutes, should be able to pour enough gospel content
into the Receivers mind, without serious loss or distor-
tion, to achieve “instant evangelism.” The approach as-
sumed that the Receiver already had enough of a Chris-
tian background to wunderstand Christianity’s key
terms—which, in our increasingly secular society, is less
and less a valid assumption. The approach ignored the
many other known factors involved in Communica-
tion—that meaning gets communicated in many ways,
from the credibility of the witnesser and the community,
to the role of liturgy, music, testimony, narrative, drama,
poetry, visual symbols and arts, and the sacraments, and
the Receivers own internal processing of ideas. As we
suggested above, Love communicates volumes. The
Presentation approach was also oblivious to the fact that,
for most people, the process that leads to conversion
takes weeks, months, or years, typically a season or two.

»  The Receivers often experienced what we called “Per-
sonal Evangelism” as impersonal salesmanship, or
propaganda, or institutional membership recruitment—
too much like what they once experienced from a used
car salesman, a political candidate, or a fund drive. In-
deed, the impersonal “hypodermic” approach to Evan-
gelism, in which we give people a “gospel shot” and
hope it “takes,” is often counterproductive. When they
sense that the witnessing Christian does not even know
them, or understand them, or want to, the effort can con-
fuse or alienate them. Sociologist Russell Hale once in-
terviewed un-churched people in the eight most un-
churched counties in the USA. He reported, “Most peo-

3 a7
ple can’t hear until they have been heard.

Russell Hale’s 1979 project prepared us for the bad news and
the good news that, 30 years later, have become even more bla-
tant. The bad news is that the population that is even open to a
one-way religious presentation is a declining market. The good
news is that more people are interested in honest fwo-way conver-
sation than ever before.® The Ministry of Conversation” is the
reproductive approach whose time has come.
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Peter Berger, the sociologist, framed the informed under-
standing of conversion in societies such as ours. His research
taught him that, broadly, there are three essential steps involved
in someone’s Conversion. 1) Everyone has already been social-
ized into some “worldview”—a way of perceiving Reality. 2) In
a pluralistic society (in which there is more than one worldview,
like western society today), the main catalyst that opens people
toward another worldview is conversation with someone who
sees the world, and lives life, through a different worldview. 3)
The process of Conversion is complete when a person has been
re-socialized into the community that lives by the alternative
worldview. So conversion takes place substantially through con-
versation, and not usually without it.”’

Effectiveness in such conversation involves skills that, alas,
some people have acquired in their socialization and others have
not; fortunately, the skills can be taught, and learned. A quarter
century ago, many people became more effective conversational-
ists by studying Barbara Walters’ How to Talk With Practically
Anybody About Practically Anything.*™ More recently, four authors
have reflected from their research in organizations and produced
Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking When Stakes Are High.™
While the book is written especially for people in business, edu-
cation, and other organizations, the insights are astonishingly
relevant to evangelistic conversation. We are already fully aware
that conversation with someone about (say) getting a second
chance, or making sense of their life, or experiencing their pur-
rosc in life through becoming a Christ-follower is, to say the
east, a “crucial conversation.” Our awareness is ratified in the
authors’ definition that qualifies a conversation as crucial: “A
discussion between two or more people where stakes are high,
opinions vary, and emotions run strong.”* The authors teach a
range of rather specific conversational skills, including skills for
staying focused in the conversation (chapter 3), and for making
conversation safe (chapters 4 and 5), and for listening with empa-
thy (chapter 8), and for “speaking persuasively, not abrasively”
(chapter 7). -

The field with the clumsy name of “Symbolic Interaction-
Ism” provides perspectives for evangelizers—whether or not its
founder, George Herbert Mead, had that in mind!!™ For instance,
Mead pioneered the idea that we tend to define our Identity in
ways that reflect how we believe that “Significant Others” have
defined us. (“Mead Lite,” pop psychology’s simplification, says,
“I am not who I think I am; I am not who you think I am; I am
who I think you think I am.”) Evangelism, therefore, would in-
volve knowing some pre-Christian people well enough and liv-
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ing credibly enough that when, in conversation, we told people
who they could become as a follower of Jesus, they would expe-
rience this as affirmation and revelation.

Again, Mead took very seriously the idea that, within each
of us, an “internal conversation” takes place, many times, every
day; we talk to ourselves, much of the time. Moreover, we usu-
ally end up doing what we talk ourselves into doing. Then we
tend to define ourselves as a person who does such things, for
whom such things are important. This is a significant insight
because, when people become new Christians, it is partly be-
cause they talked themselves into becoming Christians. In con-
versational evangelism, it is often useful to ask the seeker what
they say to themselves, what they tell themselves about them-
selves. If they say (for instance), “I'm a loser,” we can often earn
the permission to tell them they are “wrong,” and to suggest
what we believe God wants them to tell themselves, and to sug-
gest who they were created to be and, by the Grace through
Christ, can be. In my interviews with converts in recent years, I
have asked, “How did you start talking to yourself differently in
the season when you became a new Christian?” I discovered that
new Christians can always get in touch with how they used to
talk to themselves, and how their self-talk started to change, and
how their new self-talk helped change them.” We can often
function as Christ’s agent in coaching people on what to say to
themselves. Furthermore, if what we do precedes or reinforces
our self-definition to some degree, it is important to involve
seekers and new believers in scripture, prayer, group life, wor-
ship, service, witness, social involvement, and the other things
Christians do before they define themselves as people of Chris-
tian Faith.

In several ways (at least), the Ministry of Conversation tran-
scends the inherited Presentation model. Conversations can rep-
resent more themes of the Gospel than presentations can. The
interchange in conversations, in which the other person tells us
what they heard us say, gives us the chance to say it differently
and clarify our meaning. In conversation, we are free to draw
from a distilled version of the message we once learned. For ex-
ample, T often share from the affirmations™ in the New Life for
All movement in Latin America:

*  Qod created all people for Life.

* In their Sin, people have forfeited much of what Life was

meant to be.

*  God came in Christ to offer New Life

*  We can accept and experience that New Life through

trusting and Following Christ.

* If we become Christ-followers, we are called to be faith-
ful to that New Life in all of our relationships.

The New Life for All summary is useful, in part because: It
engages people’s increasing interest in experiencing Real Life
Ihis side of the grave; and it begins where Scripture does—with
Creation rather the Fall; and it does not merely imply the com-
mitment to living our lives by God’s will. In conversation, of
course, we are liberated from “parroting” the message; it simply
informs part of our contribution to the conversation. The other
person typically experiences real conversation as wmore personal
than what we have long called “personal Evangelism.” Finally,
in real conversation there will usually be natural moments to
include the Holy Spirit in the conversation. (We usually call that
“Prayer!”) Indeed, people sometimes sense the presence of God
during the conversation, and even more often they know the
Presence as they see the conversation through a rear-view mir-
ror.

The Ministry of Conversation is not a modern (or post-
modern) discovery. It is extensively modeled and reflected in the
New Testament, and conversation across social networks sub-
stantially accounts for a majority of the converts in most Chris-
tian movements in most cultures and in most eras. Historians
consistently credit preaching more than is warranted, and con-
versation (of clergy and especially laity) less than warranted.
While church history remembers “the great evangelists” as pub-
lic preachers (perhaps because most writers of church history are
ordained!), many of them (such as Jonathan Edwards, Charles G.
Finney, and John Wesley) were also known in their lifetime as
engaging conversationalists. Samuel Johnson reflected, “I hate to
meet John Wesley; the dog enchants you with his conversation,
and then breaks away to go and visit some old woman.””’

John Wesley’s Journal reports an extensive ministry of con-
versation, including letter writing. Wesley coached his people to
visit with people in their homes and other places. Wesley taught
that conversation permits us to discern what gospel themes peo-
ple are most open to, and it is the way to “get within” people
and to “suit all our discourse to their several conditions and
tempers.” He concluded that conversation is necessary to reach
most people. “For, after all our preaching, many of our people
are almost as ignorant as if they had never heard the gospel. .. . 1
have found by experience, that one of these has learned more
from one hour’s close discourse, than from ten years’ public
preaching.”“ﬁ

When Christians respond, today, to the unprecedented op-
portunity for Conversation Ministry, they typically experience
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four discoveries:

¢ When, in conversation with us, seekers are free to ask
questions about the issues or doubts that have impeded
their quest for faith and life, they are often verbalizing
this to another person for the first time in their lives.
When they ask the question, or state the doubt, or “name
the demon”—that gets it out into the open, and it often
begins to lese some of its immobilizing power over the
person before their Christian conversation partner ever
says much.

* Christians discover that their time spent studying scrip-
ture and theology, and rehearsing the Gospel in liturgy,
and reflecting upon sermons and lessons and spiritual
experience, has NOT been “a total waste” as far as apos-
tolic ministry is concerned! Indeed, Christians often dis-
cover that in those experiences they have been prepared
with some of the insights and answers the seeker needs to
hear. (Actually, God often gives us “beginner’s Tuck!™)

*  While Christians discover that their Christian formation
has already given them some answers to the questions
that seekers really do ask, they also discover that they do
NOT have answers to some of the other questions that
seekers ask. This discovery drives them back to scrip-
ture, theology, and caucusing with other Christians who
are engaged in witness and, from the questions that they
could not at first answer, they learn more useful theology
than they’d learn in an entire degree program in “desk
theology.” Indeed, experience in apostolic ministry
drives us to a deeper understanding of the gospel than
time spent in church and academy, alone, could ever

rovide.”

* Finally, Christians discover that people ask some ques-
tions for which we do not have, and kind not find, fully
satisfying answers. (Questions around suffering and
natural evil are typical.) But Christians discover that is
okay, that seekers do not need all of their questions an-
swered; they only need some of their questions an-
swered—enough to know that Christianity has some
good reasons on its side. In any case, seekers do not
usually expect Christians to have all of the answers to
life’s persistent questions. What helps them is not our
answers to the questions we could not answer, but those
we could answer. What helps them most is not usually
our answers; years later, they may recall almost nothing
that we said. Most pre-Christian people, after all, have

s -;nn |-u-rr¢

never had the opportunity to be in conversation with a
trusted Christian who cared, and listened, and under-
stood or wanted to understand, and wasn’t defensive or
judgmental in the face of doubts and questions. What
makes the most difference is “the sacramental power of the
ministry of conversation.”

Case: Quest Community Church, Lexington, KY

An increasing number of growing churches are discovering
the imperative and subtle power of the ministry of conversation.
One case will dramatize the point.

Quest Community Church in Lexington, KY, averaged 148
people in attendance its first year. In its third year, Quest aver-
aged 382; in its sixth year 1,025; now nine years old (as this is
written), Quest ranks among the 50 fastest growing churches in
the USA—now averaging more than 3400 in weekend atten-
dance, and another 1000 for Wednesday evening worship and
leaching for believers. The church’s total weekly attendance ex-
ceeds its (3400) membership. The church is building a new audi-
torium, which will almost triple the seating capacity to 2500. By
the end of its seventh year, over 1300 people had become new
Christians at Quest. Then, in the church’s eighth year, 1200 peo-
ple publicly accepted Christ, and in the ninth year 1200 had
committed through September

To reflect from this chapter’s earlier themes, Quest Church’s
outreach is community based, nurtured, and encouraged; the
whole church seems to function as “the evangelism committee.”
Invitation typically takes place across the members’ social net-
works; over 80% of the new Christians responded to one or more
friends. But Quest Community Church was conceived from the
ministry of conversation, and the church is rather obsessional
about the leaders being in conversation with each other and with
the members, and members being in conversation with each
other, and especially with the leaders and members being in
conversation with pre-Christian people and seekers—within and
beyond the church.

Pete Hise, the founding pastor and now the “lead pastor,”
worked his way through Asbury Theological Seminary by wait-
ing tables at an Applebee’s Restaurant, where he engaged in
conversation with fellow waiters and patrons; at least ten be-
came converts. When Pete graduated from divinity school, he
served for several years as evangelism pastor at First Alliance
Church in Lexington. Then, in 1999, about 70 First Alliance
members joined him in planting the new church. From the be-
ginning, Quest targeted un-churched people, including “people
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who don’t like church” and people who have been “burned by
church.”

Quest church has been driven by (what I call) an “apostolic”
agenda from its beginning. The church declares that its essential
mission is “transforming unconvinced people into wholehearted
followers of Jesus.” The church understands itself to be “sent
out” into the community, and the world, for this purpose. Hise
looks upon Lexington as “a mission field.” He believes that the
society is now so secular, and that secular people are so far from
the life of faith, that there are no longer any Church Growth
“tips” or “techniques” that a stagnant church can adopt and
thereby grow; nor is it possible for a traditional church to merely
add evangelism to everything else it is doing and see much dif-
ference. Pete says, “It's got to be the main thing.” Sharon
Clements, Quest’s worship and arts pastor, adds that the church
“has to love lost people; without love, you will do more damage
than good.”

Quest Church embodies the key features of the apostolic
congregation’s worldwide profile. For instance:

* The church has “proliferated” congregations—four per

weekend, a believers’ congregation on Wednesday
nights, a Recovery congregation on Friday nights, and a
second campus in Frankfort, KY.

*  The church has targeted pre-Christian people who aren’t
at all like “good church people,” many with complex
personal “issues.” The miracles that are now apparent,
in some of their lives, have “catalyzed” responsiveness
in many other people.

*  Quest church has virtually reinvented “cultural rele-
vance” to the point of the complete “casualization of
Christianity!” Quest has NO dress code; the drink hold-
ers attached to each seat are for coffee mugs. “Worship
experiences” feature the music, style, films, and humor
of younger un-churched adults. You especially notice
the use of indigenous expression: no King James verbi-
age, no hymnals, no choir (but singing ensembles); the
sanctuary is now an “auditorium,” the testimonies are
now people’s “stories,” the foyer is the “atrium,” the
ushers are “the receiving team.” The church’s audito-
rium features no traditional visual symbols of the faith,
like stained glass windows or even a cross."

* The church is passionate about “emotional relevance.”
Quest targets, welcomes, and engages people with “is-
sues,” like addictions and compulsions, spiritual doubts
and confusion, self-esteem and identity crises, debts and

'Yotirhal of the American Society for Church Growth, Winter 2009

depression. Many visitors say they respond to the “en-
ergy,” the “passion,” the “hope,” and the “extravagant
love” they experience there. Many converts report a new
emotional freedom.

*  Almost half of Quest's people are involved in “Life-
Groups”—in which 20 to 30 people meet, for teaching,
ministry with each other, and (in smaller sub-groups) for
conversation and prayer. Since “authentic community”
is one of the church’s core values, they invite everyone
to discover, through a LifeGroup, “friends who will do
life with you.”

*  Quest features a range of Outreach Ministries to distinct
populations—such as a 13 week support group experi-
ence for people experiencing separation or divorce, and
a Friday evening ministry for addictive people in recov-
ery, and Good $ense ministries of workshops and coun-
seling for people with financial struggles.

« The church is substantially involved in the world mis-
sion of its tradition, The Christian and Missionary Alli-
ance—which is one of the three strongest “mission de-
nominations” in the USA (considering its ratio of mem-
bers to the number of supported overseas missionaries).
Quest sends out multiple short-term mission teams per
year, and supports mission on several continents.

Quest Community Church, however, is not merely a clone of
the generic apostolic congregation profile. The church has devel-
oped its own ways of engaging a city. Take “Questapalooza,” for
example—"“a party for the city.” The church now schedules this
one-day music and arts festival each Fall. The back windows of
church members’ cars become a thousand or more “moving bill-
boards” announcing the festival. The event gives every member
an “excuse” to invite their friends for the weekend’s program—
featuring fire works, carnival rides, and noted Christian rock
bands, singing groups and soloists. The church, during the festi-
val, publicly baptizes a roster of new believers, while each is tell-
ing his or her story on videotape. Going this public with their
commitment has deep meaning for the converts, and the experi-
ence attracts new people toward the church and the faith. Over
1800 people came to the first Questapalooza: over 6500 came to
the third.

Most of all, however, Quest Community Church is about the
Ministry of Conversation. The church was conceived in conver-
sations at Applebee’s Restaurant. The favored mode of Christian
witness is faithful conversation. The LifeGroup meetings split for
a time into smaller groups, for conversation. Quest Church
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modified the Friday experiences for the Recovery community to
include a time for conversation, every Friday night.

Quest Church’s greatest innovation can be observed at the
conclusion of almost every worship experience. The form of the
evangelistic invitation is to come forward and get into conversa-
tion with someone who will help the person, who is now seek-
ing, to process the Christian Possibility for their lives; the
seeker’s conversation partner will listen and talk as long as nec-
essary. All of Quest’s several hundred leaders, and many other
members, are committed, trained, and available for this ministry.
They report profound meaning in “mid-wifing” new life.

The leaders reflect together on their experiences in evangeli-
cal conversation—to improve in the ministry. They discovered
that the conversations are more often about life, and how to live
one’s life, than about doctrine or ideology. Sharon Clements re-
ports, “Often, the single most important thing we do in these
conversations is to ask questions, and then listen.” Quest’s lead-
ers have learned that it is important to take enough time to earn
the right to be heard. With the population Quest reaches, this
ministry requires not being experienced to judge the other per-
son; and it may involve appropriate self-disclosure—such as “I
once had that same doubt.” Quest’s people have learned to listen
for feelings as well as meanings, and then to rephrase what they
are hearing so that the seckers sense and feel that their conversa-
tion partner understands them and empathizes with them.

Sharon Clements reports that, often, “People are moved
when you give them time.” She reports that leaders often experi-
ence a lengthy conversation following a service as “an inconven-
ience;” lunch, or a meeting, or another service, or something is
usually scheduled, and waiting. “But our people take the incon-
venience of evangelism as a joy.” Pete Hise believes that, to
reach pre-Christian people today, a church “must create a culture
of authentic conversation.”
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tepresents a chapter of his forthcoming book, The Apostolic Con-
gregation: Church Growth Reconceived for a New Generation (Abing-

don, August 2009).
NOTES

1. Some churches elevate their “most spiritual” people to leadership
roles. Spiritual devotion is, indeed, a prerequisite to faithful Christian
leadership but (unless the church lives in an unchanging context, like a
medieval village) is never, by itself, sufficient for effective leadership.

Some “saints” make disastrous leaders; they have learned to love God
better with their hearts, but not yet with their minds.

2. That rough Evangelical consensus shifts some over time, but
many leaders in recent history have usually agreed that the Christian
faith should spread through public revivals or crusades, or through
{racts or billboards or bumper stickers, or through radio or television
programs, or through an internet website, or through the Roman Road
ot the Four Spiritual Laws or some other formulaic approach to preach-
ing to people, one on one.

3. See Donald L. Miller and Tetsunao Yamamori, Global Pentecostal-
lsm: The New Face of Christian Social Engagement (Berkeley: University of
(alifornia Press, 2007).

4. C. Peter Wagner, Dominion: How Kingdom Action Can Change the
World (Chosen Press, 2008)

5. See, especially, the writings of Rodney Stark, such as The Rise of
Christianity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), Roger Finke
and Stark, The Churching of America: 1776-2005: Winners And Losers In
Our Religious Economy, rev. ed. (Rutgers University Press, 2005), and
Stark and Finke, Acts of Faith: Explaining the Human Side of Religion (Ber-
keley: University of California Press, 2000).

6. See, especially, Lewis R. Rambo, Understanding Religious Conver-
sion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995). Someone, one day, will
tead the literature on conversion and interview Christian converts in a
range of churches and populations, and will write an influential text in
“applied conversion studies.”

7. Schaller has published over 40 books and has scattered his in-
sights for informing congregational and denominational growth. Five
books are most obviously related to expanding Christianity’s ranks:
Growing Plans (Abingdon, 1983), 44 Ways fo Increase Church Attendance
(Abingdon, 1987), 44 Questions for Church Planters (Abingdon, 1991), 44

Steps Up Off the Plateau (Abingdon, 1993) and A Mainline Turnaround:
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Strategies for Congregations and Denominations (Abingdon, 2005). Two
buoks especially address major paradigm shifts that many churches
noed to experience: The Seven-Day-A-Week Church (Abingdon, 1992) and
From Geography to Affinity (Abingdon, 2003).

8. In McGavran's last major book, he clarified that the years of field
research were primarily to inform “effective evangelism.” See Donald
A, McGavran, Effective Evangelisim: AT heological Mandate (Presbyterian
and Reformed Publishing Company, 1988). Nevertheless, the second
edition of Understanding Church Growth (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
1980) remains his most comprehensive reflection. The 1990 third edition
is essentially a condensed version of the second edition.

9. See George G. Hunter 111, The Celtic Way of Evangelism (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 2000)

10. We know of at least one monastic community in the West that
pre-dated the Celtic movement—the community of St. Martin of
Tours—where Martin launched the first mission to rural people in
Europe. We believe that Patrick, then perhaps in his late 20°s, once spent
time at Tours and reflected his way toward a somewhat different ap-
proach to reaching the Irish.

11. Bede, The Ecclesiastical History of the English People, translated by
Bertram Colgrave (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press,
1969) Book IV, ch. 23.

12. See John Finney, Finding Faith Today: How Does It Happen? (Lon-
don: British and Foreign Bible Society, 1992).

13. Hall introduced his (then) revolutionary idea that “culture is
communication” in The Silent Language (Greenwich, CN: Fawcett Publi-
cations, 1959). The Hidden Dimension (Garden City, NY: Doubleday,
1966) more thoroughly explored how humans communicate through
space, and in The Dance of Life (New York, NY: Doubleday, 1983)
through time. Beyond Culture (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1976) is his
most nuanced treatment of these themes. His autobiographical Anthro-
pology of Everyday Life (New York, NY: Anchor Books, 1994) reflects
upon his experience in discovering other “primary message systems”
within cultures.

14. See Dean M. Kelley, Wiy Conservative Churches Are Growing
(New York: Harper and Row, 1972). Kelley reported that “strict” or
“demanding” churches grow. In this writing, | have revised these in-
sights to reflect how many of us, within Kelley's tradition, now charac-
terize growing churches as “high expectation churches.”

15. The study interpreted by Win Arn, Charles Arn, and Carroll
Nyquist, Who Cares About Love? (Arcadia, CA: Church Growth Press,
1986) reviewed questionnaire data from thousands of laypeople in hun-
dreds of churches. The study demonstrated a compelling positive corre-
lation between a church’s growth and its people’s perceptions of how
loving and caring the church’s people are toward each other, toward
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visitors, and toward the community outside the church. When they
compared data by denomination, the dozen denominations that scored
highest on “the Loving-Caring Quotient” were all growing.

16. Some church leaders regard my chapter on “Recovery Minis-
Iries as a Prototype for Qutreach Ministries” as the best short introduc-
tion to addiction theory, the recovery movement, and recovery minis-
tries. See George G. Hunter III, Radical Outreach: The Recovery of Apostolic
Ministry and Evangelism (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2003) 119-148.

17. To root your mind and soul deeply in the apostolic tradition,
read Robert G. Tuttle, The Story Of Evangelism: A History of the Witness to
the Gospel (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2006).

18, For McGavran’s first and most comprehensive reflection on the
gospel’s spread through social networks, see Donald A. McGavran, The
Bridges of Ged (New York, NY: Friendship Press, 1955). McCGavran's dis-
covery has been replicated many times. “Diffusion” scholars have dem-
onstrated, for instance, that (presumably) all “innovations”—such as
new ideas, technologies, and products spread across “diffusion net-
works. See Everett M. Rogers, Diffusion of innovations, Fifth Edition
{(New York, NY: Free Press, 2003) chapter 8. More recently, scholars
have discovered that happiness spreads across social networks! Indeed,
“Happiness spread outward by three degrees, to the friends of friends
ol friends.” See Maria Cheng, “Study Says Happiness Transfers from
IPerson to Person, Lexmgton Herald-Leader (December 5, 2008) A-3.

19. The book by Win and Charles Arn, The Master's Plan for Making
Disciples: Every Christian an Effective Witness Through an Enabling Church,
necond edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1998) is the most en-
during approach to the ministry of evangelism based upon Church
Growth research and reflection.

20. See Donald E. Miller and Tetsunao Yamamori, Global Pentecos-
talism: The New Face of Christian Social Engagement (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 2007) especially pages 22-25 and 197-199.

21. Willow Creek Community Church has taught converts,
throughout the church’s history, that the ministry of witness is central
lo Willow Creek’s “Seven Step Strategy” for every member. Neverthe-
less, Willow Creek’s recent self-study reported that their more mature
converts are more like to engage in witness than newer converts, See
Greg L. Hawkins and Cally Parkinson, Reveal: Where Are You? (South
Barrington, IL: Willow Creek Association, 2007). | would suggest that
the main reason for this is that Willow Creek’s model expects Christians
lo engage in the ministry of witness alone—on the job, at the health club,
¢tc. Most new converts, however, cannot (or feel they cannot) carry that
much weight, alone. In the following paragraphs I show how, in the
hurch Growth tradition, we recommend that mature Christians join
new Christians in their outreach.

22. McGavran and I once identified these reasons in a lengthy con-
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versation, each of us drawing from our interview data.

23. We lack the sufficient data to validate this claim. | offer itas a
very conservative estimate.

24. For a more complete report on this research see George G.
Hunter 111, To Spread the Power: Church Growth i the Wesleyan Spirit
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1987) chapter 4.

25. This reflection is consistent with Willow Creek Communily
Church’s Evangelism curriculum which, in the first lesson, helps people
to discover that (what [ have called) the Presentation approach 1S one of
eight approaches to faith-sharing we find modeled in the New Testa- -
ment. See Bill Hybels and Mark Mittelberg, Becomting a Contagious Chris-
tian (Zondervan, 1996). | am suggesting, however, that the Conversation
model (which the Contagious Christian project did not feature) is the
model most modeled and reflected in the New Testament, especially in
the ministry of Jesus. (For verification, begin with John 4 and then pe-
ruse the rest of the New Testament!) Furthermore, [ am suggesting that
most (if not all Christians) can engage in the Ministry of Conversation.

26. See my book Christian, Evangelical and . . . Democrat? (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 2006) chapter three, “Christianity’s Gospel and Its
Ethic,” for a more complete discussion of essential Christianity vis a vis
the domesticated Christianity that many church people assume.

27. James Russell Hale, The Unchurched: Who They Are and Why They
Stay Away (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1980).

28. I should have reached this conclusion much sooner than [ did.
In the years when [ was giving gospel presentations, when the receptors
became people of initial faith—it was not because the presentation ac-
complished that objective. Rather, my presentation raised questions in
their mind, and they maneuvered me into conversation, usually multi-
ple conversations over time, and it was the ministry of conversation that
helped make the difference—especially when we included God in the
conversation!

29, See Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construc-
tion of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge (Anchor Press,
1967). This understanding of conversion is spelled out in the second half
of the book, which focuses on “Secondary Socialization.”

30. (Doubleday Books, 1983). As I recall, the word with was a major
theme; we learn to talk with people, not to them.

31. Kerry Patterson, Joseph Grenny, Ron McMillan, and Al
Switzler, Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking When Stakes Are High
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 2002).

32. Crucial Conversations, p. 3.

33. Richard Peace’s Holy Conversation: Talking About God in Everyday
Life (Downers Grove, [llinois: InterVarsity Press, 2006) is an excellent
Christian source for preparing God’s People for the Ministry of Conver-
sion. It is designed to prepare conversationalists for Christ within
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groups, in 12 sessions.

34. Mead was a philosopher and social psychologist at the Univer-
sity of Chicago. His foundational text was actually written, following
his death, from the class notes of several of his students. First published
in the early 1950's, the most available version is George Herbert Mead
and Charles W. Morris, Mind, Self, and Society: From the Standpoint of a
Social Behaviorist (University of Chicago Press, 1967. Mead, son of a cler-
gyman, probably would have liked the Church taking his insights seri-
ously!

35. For some analogous cases and inspiring reading, read some of
the many published testimonies in the “Big Book” of Alcoholics
Anonymous. These first-hand stories consistently feature how the peo-
ple used to talk to themselves when they were in the grip of addiction’s
mysterious power, and how they began talking to themselves differ-
ently that helped lead to their recovery. See Alcoholics Anonymous, 4th.
Ed. (New York City: Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc., 2001)

36. The five affirmations are always the same, but the phrasing var-
s,

37. Quoted in Stanley Ayling, Jolin Wesley (Cleveland and New
York: William Collins Publishers, Inc., 1979) 5.

38. John Wesley, Minutes of Several Conversations, in Samuel Jack-
won, ed., The Works of John Wesley, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House,
1978) 8:303.

39. Vincent Donovan spent 16 years as the (Roman Catholic) Apos-
tle to the Maasai people of East Africa. His Christianity Rediscovered
(Chicago: Orbis Books, 1978) reflects, as in the title, how much he
Jearned about Christianity’s gospel and ethic from the experience of
interpreting its meaning to a pre-Christian population of a very differ-
ent tongue and culture from his own.

40. Quest’s figure for “new Christians” includes people who had
been nominal members of other churches (at least at one time) but had
never been, by their own report, serious Christians. The church’s data
(oes not permit me to say, with precision, how many of these people
represent “transfer growth” and how many represent “conversion
growth.” My interviews with new Christians at Quest would indicate
that about half represent conversion growth; they’d had no prior church
{0 transfer from. My sample, however, is not large enough to validate
my “educated guess.”

41. Quest Community Church is a member of the Willow Creek As-
sociation. That association has been remarkably influential in spreading
the “seeker church” model; the three largest churches in Lexington are
all members of the Willow Creek Association, and we observe a similar
pattern in many cities. Chicago’s Willow Creek Community Church
was founded in 1975 as (what 1 have called) an “apostolic experiment,”
and [ regard it as the most important apostolic experiment in my life-
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time. | was, Lam told, the first professor in theological education to in-
terpret insights from the Willow Creek project to the wider church. My
books, such as How To Reach Secular People (Abingdon, 1992), Church for
the Unchurched (Abingdon, 1996), and Radical Qutreach: The Recovery of
Apostolic Ministry and Evangelism (Abingdon, 2003), introduced Willow
Creek to many church leaders and (I am told) “legitimized” Willow
Creek as a church “worth learning from.” Willow Creek decided, early,
to omit visual Christian symbols when they built their first facility. In-
novative leaders do not get cvery decision right, and I have never heard
or read a compelling argument for the omission of symbols. I suspect
that Willow Creek’s leaders bought, unreflectively, into the widespread
{but unspoken) Evangelical Protestant bias that the sense of hearing is
the only sense that matters, and that werds are the main (if not the only)
medium of God’s revelation. While Protestants are not obligated to rep-
licate Roman Catholic “smells and bells,” I submit that all of the senses
do matter, that multi-sensory communication is often more powerful
that what can be achieved through hearing alone, and that the next pio-
neering churches may show us how to indigenize Christian symbols to
the target population’s acsthetic—as we have already learned to do
with their favored genres of music. In every other major mission field
on the planet, we have already learned how to develop indigenous ex-
pressions of Christian symbols.
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Insights from Communication Theories that Inform Ministry
with Pre-Christian Hispanics in the USA

PDan W. Dunn

Abstract

This article discerns insights from three communication theories lo
inform ministry with pre-Christian Hispanics in the USA. Pearce’s
Coordinated Management of Meaning theory speaks of the co-
construction of social realities in diverse circumstances. Christians
have experienced what it is to be diverse and yet through Jesus’ love be
uble to co-construct an identity thal focuses on our shared commitment
lo Him and His purposes. Combining our experience with insights
from Pearce would equip us to contribute to the process of identity con-
struction that Hispanics engage in. Baxter and Monigomery's Rela-
tional Dialectics Theory could guide congregations in helping familics
plot a course through the complexities of relationships. Finally, Ham-
merback and Jensen's theory of Reconstitutive Rhetoric helps us under-
sland the value of inviting pre-Christian Hispanics to embrace a new
identity that not only tells them how to act but also who to be.

According to the US Census Bureau, the 2006 population of
Hispanics' in the United States was 43.2 million, which repre-
sents 15.5% of the total population in the USA. Between 2000 and
2006, the growth' rate of Hispanics was 24.3%, compared to a
6.1% growth rate for the population as a whole. This rapidity ‘u-f
growth is expected to continue, so that by the year 2010 the His-
panic population is estimated to reach 47.8 million, and by 2020
it will reach almost 60 million.” In 2006 the Pew Research Center
conducted a survey of Hispanics and American Religion (they
refer to Hispanics as Latinos), and in this survey 7.8% of Hispan-
ics self-designated as being secular.” Based on the Census B.ureau
Survey figure of 43.2 million, 7.8% represents 3,369,600 Hispan-
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lon with no religious affiliation. Additionally, even though 92.2%
ol Hispanics say they are religious, only 63% of Hispanics attend
religious services once per month.’ The remaining 37% would
constitute a population of almost 16 million Hispanics. A con-
servative estimate, therefore, is that among the Hispanics who
live in the USA, between 3 million and 16 million of them are
currently not experiencing the joy of a life fully invested in
Christ and lived in relationship with His people. This represents
an enormous mission field to be reached with the transforming
love of Jesus Christ.

Effectively reaching these persons represents a difficult task
due to the complexity of Hispanic realities in America. The ma-
trix of ethnicity, immigration status, language preference, socio-
economic “place” and other factors makes it difficult to know the
“who” for whom a local congregation should contextualize its
ministry. However, with the assistance of social science research,
guided and empowered by the Holy Spirit, I believe it is possible
to address complex issues well enough to glean tentative in-
sights for effective apostolic ministry with Hispanic pre-
Christians. There are a myriad of possibilities for research in
these arenas, so it is impossible to deal with all of them in one
article. My objective in this article is to focus on three specific
theories from the field of communication to gain insights for
ministry with Hispanics in the USA.

The first communication theory that offers promise for our
journey is the Coordinated Management of Meaning theory de-
veloped by Barnett Pearce and Vernon Cronen. The central crux
of their theory is that “persons-in-conversation co-construct thetr
own social realities and are simultaneously shaped by the worlds they
create.”” They view their theory as eminently practical because it
addresses how we can create a better social world together. As
they extend their theory they offer ideas and models to help
teachers, parents, social workers, therapists, and many others
become more effective in a wide variety of communication situa-
tions. Four tenets in particular are germane to CMM:

» The essential social process of human living is the expe-

rience of people in conversation.

* How we communicate is often more important than
what we communicate.

» The conversation interaction is experienced reflexively,
so that we are continually being formed in relationship
to our conversations.

» Persons-in-conversation are curious participants in a
pluralistic world - curious rather than certain, partici-
pants rather than spectators, and pluralistic truth rather

ves.apu.edu/liascg/vol20/iss1/15

than singular truth.®

Because we live in a pluralistic world as curious participants
and are continually involved in formational processes, Pearce
recommends a style or form of communication he terms as dia-
logic. An important piece of dialogic communication is that per-
sons distinguish between their personal identities and the rela-
tionship that exists between them. This enables persons with
different perspectives (each shares his or her own identity) to
nevertheless communicate with one another respectfully (honor-
ing the relationship between them as co-participants). As per-
sons engage in dialogic communication they are able to coordi-
nate meaning in the social world they are creating. Coordination
s the word chosen because this theory honors that persons will
disagree with one another so the goal is not to achieve common
interpretation but shared action. The notion of sharing is particu-
larly important because “the reconstruction of contexts, and
most other things worth doing, cannot be done unilaterally or in
a single act. Social change, just like its apparent opposite, social
order, is co-constructed in a recursive process that reconstructs
us as persons, relationships, and institutions.””

This theory has strong potential for informing our ministry
with pre-Christian Hispanics. Due to complex issues such as
immigration, language, and identity, Hispanics continually ex-
perience the kind of co-constructive process to which Pearce and
Cronen refer. Consider identity, for example. | have a friend who
moved to America from Puerto Rico seven years ago. He mar-
ried a girl from Salvador who has been here four years. They are
both bi-lingual but are far more comfortable speaking Spanish,
and yet they also both work with companies where English is
predominant. If they continue living in America, they will expe-
rience a constant co-construction of their identities. The “play-
ers” involved in this co-construction will include them, their
Hispanic friends, their Anglo friends, their co-workers, their
bosses, American cultural influences, their work environments,
and many more. How will “meaning” in their lives be con-
structed and coordinated? Who will help them in that process?

Geoffrey Fox has written about the construction of Hispanic
identity in the midst of such dizzying complexities. He notes that
Hispanics in America are constantly shifting their identities, and
he asks a penetrating question: “If identities can be shifted that
casily, how deep and important can they be? What is the rela-
tionship between my identities and my ‘self’? Or are they the
same thing?”® 1 submit that the Coordinated Management of
Meaning theory can assist Christians in helping pre-Christian
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Hispanics navigate their lifelong journey of identity co-
construction. More importantly, as this journey is shared with
non-Hispanic Christians, I believe we can remind ourselves that
virtually all persons experience lifelong identity shifts. This is
not limited to Hispanics. Felix Padilla writes that “people may
shed, resurrect, or adopt ethnicity as the situation warrants,”’
and Ilan Stavans proposes that “we are currently witnessing a
double-faceted phenomenon: Hispanization of the United States,
and Anglocization of Hispanics.” '

I suggest that a deeper understanding of the co-construction
of social realities could bear tremendous fruit in evangelization.
For example, as Pearce develops his theory in more detail, one of
the issues he deals with is “consensual rules.” He offers three
coordination strategies related to consensual rules; casting, mir-
roring, and negotiation.'’ Space does not permit a deeper inves-
tigation of these strategies. I simply want to emphasize that there
is much gold to be mined in Pearce’s work, and Christians
would benefit greatly from digging more deeply into his theo-
retical veins. These kinds of insights could provide wise counsel
to Christians in their ministry with pre-Christians Hispanics. As
persons united in Christ, we have experienced what it is like to
speak different languages or come from different geographical
locations or share different ethnic backgrounds and yet through
Christ’s love be able to co-construct an identity that focuses on
our unity in Him and our shared commitment to His purposes.
Combining our experience with insights from Pearce would
equip us to contribute to the process of identity construction that
pre-Christians engage in. Local churches could take the initiative
in this kind of endeavor and proactively form communities united
in Christ rather than waiting to reactively respond to conflicts
within their communities.

Our second communication theory is the Relational Dialec-
tics Theory, which is designed to help make sense of the “dy-
namic knot of contradictions”™ that we experience in our more
intimate relationships with family and close friends. Leslie Bax-
ter and Barbara Montgomery note that in these relationships
there is “a ceaseless interplay between contrary or opposing ten-
dencies.”"” The three dialectics that most commonly impact in-
timate relationships are integration-separation, stability-change,
and expression-nonexpression. Baxter notes that these three
“families of contradictions” are by no means the only ones which
people experience in their intimate relationships, nor are they
simplistic entities. Rather, they “have multiple strands of mean-
ing that are constituted differently depending on the particular
kind of reIating...."”
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In later development, Baxter focused on Mikhail Bakhtin’s
thoughts concerning dialogue and began to highlight five em-
phases from his work: e

« Dialogue is a constitutive process — communication 1s

not a part of the relationship, but is what creates and sus-
tains the relationship.

« Dialogue as dialectical flux - it is complex and messy, so

don’t expect it to be otherwise

+ Dialogue as an aesthetic moment — in the midst of the

complexity, we experience those peaceful and exuberant
times when we know that we have truly communicated
together .

+ Dialogue as utterance - this highlights that multiple

voices are necessary in communication

+ Dialogue as a critical sensibility — we must criticlue

dominant voices, we must allow all voices to be heard ¥

The theory of relational dialectics provides a sense of relief
lo some people because it helps them understand that the ten-
sions which they experience in their close relationships are nor-
mal. The five strands of dialogue also provide insights that assist
people in navigating the complexities of our intimate re‘lation-
ships and experiencing those blessed exuberant aesthetic mo-
ments. More recently Baxter has developed a second-generation
view of Relational Dialectics in which she has nuanced her un-
derstanding of aesthetic moments. She identifies three types of
“consummatory [sic] moments” that are experienced in intimate
relationships, “the wholeness of temporal continuity with the
past and with the future, the wholeness of a relationship forged
out of distinct selves, and a sense of oneness with the flow of the
conversation or with the immediate surroundings.”"’

Baxter’s three “consummatory moments” offer fresh possi-
bilities for ministry with Hispanics. Concerning the “temporal
continuity with the past and with the future,” I am thinking par-
licularly of congregations that are located in communities with a
mixture of first-, second-, and third-generation immigrants.
Many studies have revealed the changes that occur between
these immigrant generations and the resulting problems that can
ensue. For example, Helen Ebaugh and Janet Chafetz address
the dilemmas that immigrant congregations face in terms of
which language(s) to utilize in ministry settings.'” Recognition of
the wholeness that comes when people experience temporal con-
tinuity with the past and with the future could prompt congre-
gations to develop events that provide such continuity. If the
congregation is comprised of Venezuelans they could celebrate
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Venezuelan Independence Day on July 5%, in addition to cele-
brating America’s Independence Day on July 4* This would
provide continuity with their past experience in Venezuela and
their present experience in America. To offer a sense of continu-
ity with the future, in conjunction with a new understanding of
their identity in Christ, they could celebrate Conversion Days or
Spiritual Birthdays. Similar ideas could be generated around the
themes of the other two consummatory moments.

Another important facet of the Relational Dialectics theory is
the foundational premise that contradictions and the interplay
between them are normal for people in close relationships. As
Christians minister with Hispanics they would benefit from an
awareness that the American portrayal of the “ideal family” that
always gets along well and seldom disagrees is simply not con-
sistent with reality. This is especially pertinent in regard to the
Hispanic cultural value of famlialism, which refers to “the im-
portance of relatives as referents and as providers of emotional
support.”'® Churches could help families plot a course through
the complexities of relationships; a course that honors the esteem
they have for one another while at the same time acknowledging
that contradictions and disagreements are the norm for rela-
tional dynamics and thus are not to be viewed as automatically
damaging or sinful.

A spinoff of this part of Baxter’s theory is her realization of
the role that ritual can play in creating wholesome moments.
“Rituals are repeating events in which parties pay homage to
some object, often their relationship.”"” Think of what a creative
congregation could do with that idea! They could host a Family
Day, not just for the church but for the community as a whole.
They could have the families express appreciation to one an-
other. They could anoint family leaders with oil and pray a
blessing over them. They could highlight the oldest members of
the families and also the youngest. They could celebrate bap-
tisms. They could reaffirm marriages. They could connect these
and other activities with the Biblical theme of the great cloud of
witnesses. An imaginative congregation could use Baxter’s con-
cepts as a springboard to create ministries that would have a
huge impact in their community.

The final communication theory we will investigate is the
Reconstitutive Rhetoric theory advanced by John C. Hammer-
back and Richard ]. Jensen. Based in large part upon the influ-
ence of Cesar Chavez upon the Mexican-American population in
the Southwest in the 1960s and 70s, they suggest that Reconstitu-
tive Rhetoric moves beyond rhetoric’s traditional goal of persua-
sion to the formation of a new social identity. Persons are not

simply persuaded to adopt a certain point of view, but rather are
“reconstituted” in terms of their social identity to the degree that
they “act out a new way of life.”®” To underscore the critical dis-
linction between persuasion and constitution in rhetoric,
Maurice Charland uses “conversion” to describe what occurs in
constitutive rhetoric. “The process by which an audience mem-
ber enters into a new subject position is therefore not one of per-
suasion. It is akin more to one of conversion that ultimately re-
sults in an act of recognition of the ‘rightness’ of a discourse and
of one’s identity with its reconfigured subject position.”*!

Hammerback and Jensen name their theory Reconstitutive
Rhetoric to convey their particular interest in how rhetoric helps
create social identity among a group of people who already have
a social identity. They utilize a three-part model to describe the
primary dimensions of the theory; the first persona, the substan-
live message, and the second persona.”* The first persona refers to
how the audience views the communicator. Audience perception
I8 influenced by several factors, including the communicator’s
character, personal history, and intelligence. In situations such as
that of Cesar Chavez, personal history can aid in the process of
(dentification as the communicator engages with the audience
through shared experiences. The second component of the
model is the substantive message, which refers to the central
themes, explanations, and arguments that the communicator
both shares and embodies. The embodiment of the message by
the communicator works in consort with the identification re-
ferred to above. If the rhetor can demonstrate that he or she truly
personifies what is being communicated in the themes and ar-
guments, and if that rhetor has already achieved a personal iden-
lity match with the audience through shared experiences, then
“the rhetorical potency of identification is therefore magnified,
with both the rhetor and message connecting closely and per-
sonally with the audience.”* The third aspect is second persona,
which refers to the rhetorical portrayal of who the audience is
encouraged to become. They are invited to reconstitute them-
slves as someone different from who they are now, and the
rhetorician delineates the characteristics and actions of the “new
person” or “new group” that they are urging them toward. “By
identifying with the rhetor and message, audiences can be ad-
Justed to a second persona that tells them who to be and how to
act. "

This model has vast potential for ministry with Hispanics. [
am especially interested in the “second persona” concept as it
relates to persons’ continual search for identity. I believe that
Christians could take the lead in their communities to communi-
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cate the Biblical portrayal of the “new people” that God is calling
them to be. Identity is a complex notion for most people, and
even more so for Hispanics in America, because identity is so
closely related to ethnicity. George Hicks provides useful in-
sights for discerning the complicated strands of identity and
ethnicity. He notes that in spite of past attempts to devalue the
role of ethnicity in peoples’ lives, it sometimes remains an essen-
tial component of human identity. Conversely, however, ethnic-
ity must be seen as only one facet among several that contribute
to a person’s identity, and it must be considered within its con-
textual matrix. This perspective allows persons to value and util-
ize their ethnicity in ways that make best sense to them in the
particular roles they assume within particular contexts, which
provides them with more flexibility in role choice. “People often
have a repertoire of ethnic attributes from which they can select
the ones most suitable to a given situation. The possibility is
opened for people, as it were, to leap back and fortﬁ across sev-
eral ethnic boundaries.”*

“Leaping back and forth” is an appropriate image for many
American Hispanics. In Living in Spanglish Ed Morales invites
Hispanics not only to be aware of the transitory nature of the
formation of their ethnicity and identity, but to joyfully embrace
it. In so doing, they will discover that “Spanglish is the state of
perpetual, chameleonlike flux”* and “a fertile terrain for negoti-
a:-‘fng a new identity.”* In conjunction with Reconstitutive Rheto-
ric’s call to portray a second persona for people to embrace,
these insights from Hicks and Morales encourage Christians to
invite pre-Christian Hispanics to adopt a new identity as people
created and loved by God, redeemed in Christ, and both shaped
and used by the Holy Spirit. Hispanics are already living “in the
hyphen.” They are already in “chameleonlike flux.” They are
already “leaping back and forth across several ethnic bounda-
ries.” Let the church not only join them, but guide them, so that
the church calls them not to new identities that the world will
offer them but rather to their most important new identity as the
people of Cod.

A strong and imaginative portrayal of a new identity as the
people of God could have tremendous appeal for many Hispan-
ics, especially if that portrayal includes the Biblical themes of
release for the oppressed, help for the poor, and the end of
domination and subordination. Daniel Carroll has written an
article that is quite pertinent to this discussion. In the face of
globalization and its economic impact worldwide, he points us
toward a “hermeneutics of responsibility.” He (along with many
others) contends that globalization has brought greater wealth to
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some people, but that it has also widened the gap between the
rich and the poor, and “led to pauperization of the masses, cuts
in social spending, heavier foreign debt, higher inflation, a wor-
risome upsurge in unemployment, and greater political un-
rest.”* This is especially true in Latin America, so he recom-
mends that we attend to some of the emphases found in Latin
American liberation theology as we share Christ in this era of
globalization. In this context, then, the continual plight of the
poor “prods us to seek how globalization might acquire a kinder
face as well as to expose its capacity for evil; they remind us that
globalization is a finite creation by fallen creatures in a fallen
world and that our ultimate hope lies beyond and above this
economic system, in the kingdom of God's son.”*

There are at least two reasons that Carroll’s “hermeneutics of
responsibility” informs ministry with Hispanics in America. One
is that many Christian Hispanics have been influenced by libera-
lion theology or at least have awareness of its predominant
themes. A second reason is that many Hispanics experience pov-
erty, prejudice, and oppression in America just as do their coun-
terparts in Latin America. Following Carroll’s guidance, there-
fore, any portrayal by the church of a second persona would
need to include ways to address the social, economic, and politi-
cal realities of life as Hispanics in America experience it. We
cannot ignore those realities and expect to reach pre-Christian
Hispanics effectively.

Daniel Ramirez would strongly agree with this assessment.
In an article titled “Public Lives in American Hispanic Churches:
Expanding the Paradigm,” he urges us to shift our thinking so
that we conceive of culture and religion as politics. “By taking
seriously Latino believers’ cultural artifacts and thickly describ-
ing the course of their life-in-community, we will arrive at a
fuller, more complex understanding of the stakes as they see
them at the intersection of faith and civic life.””” We get more
assistance from Bryan Stone regarding this issue because he
merges the two concepts under discussion. He deals with the
need to address social, political, and economic realities and the
Biblical view of the “people-hood” of God -

Jesus talked about the reign of God as a radically new
order that comes to put an end to the age-old patterns of
wealth and poverty, domination and subordination, in-
sider and outsider that are deeply ingrained in the way
we relate to one another on this planet. But in order for
that new order to become a serious option for the world,
it must be visibly and imaginatively embodied in the
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world. And if Scripture is a faithful witness, the purpose
of God throughout history is the creation and formation
of a new people whose mission is to do just that.™

Resources like Carroll, Ramirez, and Stone offer promising
guidance for Christians who set about the task of portraying a
new identity for pre-Christian Hispanics that will take them and
their life contexts seriously.

An additional issue that must be included in this discussion
is the relationship between identity and behavior. Based on my
ministry experiences in Latin America and among Hispanics in
the USA, T would suggest that too often Christians invite pre-
Christian Hispanics to change their behaviors rather than their
identities. To use Hammerback and Jensen’s language, we tell
them how to act without first telling them who to be. We speak
with them about the ethical implications of a relationship with
Christ much more than about the identity implications of that
relationship. I do not propose that we ignore the ethical implica-
tions of a restored relationship with God through Jesus. They are
of utmost importance. However, if our primary focus is on be-
havior then we will not touch pre-Christian Hispanics deeply in
their “inner core.” More than inviting them to stop drinking—
start praying—stop gambling—start attending church—stop il-
licit sexual behavior—start reading your Bible—stop gossiping—
start participating in a small group, etc.,, we could invite them to
embrace a new identity in Christ and with Christ’s people, and
Jesus-honoring behaviors will grow out of that identity.

How specifically contextualized should we portray the iden-
tities we ask pre-Christian Hispanics to embrace? 1 honestly
don’t know. This is a question which invites wisdom from many
persons who have experience with evangelistic ministry among
Hispanics. What I believe I do know, however, is that effectively
apostolic ministry with pre-Christian Hispanics in the USA will
require a strong shift toward an identity-based framing of the
gospel and away from a behavior-based framing of the gospel.
invite all servants of Christ who are passionate about reaching
these persons with the good news of Jesus’ love to pray, observe,
research, and develop additional insights along these lines.

To a certain degree we have now come full circle, for our
first two communication theories offer insights for how to actu-
alize the “second persona” concept of the third theory. Chris-
tians engaged in the process of developing a contextualized sec-
ond persona would need to commit to constantly manage and
coordinate their meanings (Pearce’s Coordinated Management
of Meaning) and also remember that conflict and contradiction
are a normal part of intimate relationships (Baxter’s Relational
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Dialectics). As they recurrently participate in this co-constructive
(Pearce) process they will be embodying (part of the first per-
sona of Reconstitutive Rhetoric) the kind of ongoing journey of
identity formation which they are trying to portray, and thus
they will both model and experience what it means to be Christ’s
pilgrim people.

As we conclude our investigative journey, we can celebrate
the insights we have gained through this research and we can
also celebrate the awareness that we have only scratched the sur-
face of what can be learned from the social sciences to enhance
our evangelization efforts. Many new understandings related to
Hispanics in America have come to light as a result of social sci-
ence research, and the church of Jesus Christ must avail itself of
these understandings and utilize them to reach pre-Christians
with the life-transforming gospel. The Apostle Peter told Chris-
tians that “once you were not a people, but now you are the
people of God.”” May we commit ourselves to a continual quest
for fresh insights concerning how we can encourage pre-
Christian Hispanics to accept Jesus’ invitation to become a part
of the people of God.
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NOTES

1. There is no single term that serves as an adequate descriptor of
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changeably: “Hispanic” and “Spanish-speaking” (or “Spanish speak-
ers”). | have chosen Lo use “Hispanic” simply because that is the term
the Census Bureau has adopted. I use it knowing that other terms will
be preferred by some readers, most prominent of which would be “La-
tino/a.” I have chosen to occasionally use “Spanish-speaking” to honor
the fact that not all Spanish speakers that congregations might reach
through apostolic ministry will consider themselves Hispanic or La-
tino/a, and also to acknowledge that amidst complex issues such as
ethnicity, immigration status, and citizenship, the most common factor
present among the population this project relates to is their preference
for experiencing Christian worship and ministry in the Spanish lan-
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The Evolution of Missional Church Characteristics

Derrick Lemons

Missional Church

The missional church movement pivots on the statement
that a church in mission is being sent out and called beyond to
interact with the outside culture, share Christ, and serve the
community (Barrett et al. x, Bevans and Schroeder 8-9). The his-
tory of the missional church movement provides an informative
starting point for understanding how existing cultures should
change to embrace these ideals.

The modern missional church movement began in 1932 with
a paper that Karl Barth gave at the Brandenburg Mission Con-
ference. In his paper he said the following:

The congregation, the so-called homeland church, the
community of heathen Christians should recognize
themselves and actively engage themselves as what they
essentially are: a missionary community! They are not a
mission association or society, not a group that formed
itself with the firm intention to do mission, but a human
community called to the act of mission [emphasis
authors]. (Guder, “From Mission”)

From Barth’s paper Karl Hartenstein in 1934 coined the term
missio Dei to intentionally make the point that churches do not
exist for themselves. They exist to participate in God’s mission to
the world. After World War 1I, the missional church movement
remerged at a meeting in 1952 in Willingen, Germany. One of
the historically significant parts of the Willingen, German meet-
ing was that Lesslie Newbigin began to help guide the discus-
gion about the missional church movement (Bevans and Schroe-
der 290).

://digitalarchives-apu-ed gAvol204s

ournaf/oj?stﬁ‘t’-' ‘}"%"ﬁ-'[é'ff:églu/ég Giety for Church Growth, Winter 2009 Journal of the American Society for Church Growth, Winter 2009 28



McMahan: Full Issue Journal of the Amer

52 Derrick Lemons

ciety of Church Growth Winte

The Evolution of Missional Church Characteristics 53

The missional church model of ministry continued to build
momentum in 1958 at Achimota, Ghana at the International Mis-
sions Council meeting. After this meeting, Newbigin published a
pamphlet which summarized the current understanding of a
missional church. The following quote highlights the heart of
Newbigin’s message:

(1) “the church is the mission”, which means that it is il-
legitimate to talk about the one without at the same time
talking about the other; (2) “the home base is every-
where”, which means that every Christian community is
in a missionary situation; and (3) “mission in partner-
ship”, which means the end of every form of guardian-
ship of one church over another. (Bosch 370)

Newbigin’s understanding of these issues grew and culmi-
nated in his seminal work The Gospel in a Pluralist Society, pub-
lished in 1989. This work opened the gates for David Bosch,
Darrell Guder, and others to expand the influence of the mis-
sional church movement. Guder et al. should receive credit for
coining the term missional church. They hoped to forever marry
the church identity to mission (Guder, “From Mission”).

At the present, one focus within the missional church
movement is on describing what a missional church looks like,
e.g., what patterns should be seen in a missional church. Al-
though 57 years passed between Barth’s paper and Newbigin's
sketch of missional church characteristics, the 16 years since 1989
have involved a flurry of activity to recast and expound upon
Newbigin’s work.

Patterns of a Missional Church

Many people are confused about what are the essential char-
acteristics of a functional church. The two most popular figures
who set forth the essential characteristics of a functional church
are Rick Warren and Christian Schwarz. Warren focused on
what he called the five biblical purposes of the church: worship,
fellowship, discipleship, membership, and evangelism. Schwartz
introduced eight quality characteristics of a healthy church: em-
powering leadership, gift-oriented ministry, passionate spiritual-
ity, functional structures, inspiring worship service, holistic
small groups, need-oriented evangelism, and loving relation-
ships. Warren and Schwartz filled a niche by encouraging failing
churches to become purposefully healthy.

However, the major problems with the focus of becoming
purposely healthy are that these church models assume that (1)
the goal is to attract people to church, (2) the task of ministry is
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to take care of those who have been attracted, and (3) mission is
just one of many activities of the church. In contrast, the mis-
sional church movement sees the Church’s biblical call as pre-

aring laity to be sent as missionaries to their own communities
FGuder et al. 5). The Church’s biblical call as a missional com-
munity ministers to its larger community setting and prepares
its members to be sent as missionaries. Therefore, mission be-
comes the all-encompassing vocation of the church instead of
just one of many activities of the church. The fact that Lesslie
Newbigin’s list of characteristics pre-date any list from other
missional church proponents verifies his influence in the mis-
gional church movement; other missional church proponents
built on and made more explicit Newbigin’s characteristics
(Guder, “Dissertation”).

Newbigin listed six characteristics of a missional church (see
Table 2.1) which assumed the Church’s missional nature. The
term missional was coined by Guder et al. although missional
clearly fits what Newbigin articulated in his works (Guder,
“Missional Church” 11-12). Newbigin’s six foundational charac-
teristics of a missional church are the following: the missional
church (1) praises God, (2) stands on Christian truth, (3) engages
with secular community, (4) empowers to disperse, (5) models
exemplary community, and (6) is grounded in Christian history
and focused on the eschaton (227-232).

From Newbigin’s genesis, people have been further defining
these characteristics. In order to communicate the living nature
of these characteristics, missional church proponents have called
them patterns, practices, indicators, elements, and principles. In
the paragraphs that follow I describe the work of missional
church proponents, particularly as they relate to the work of
Newbigin (see Table 2.1). Admittedly, most missional church
proponents are very resistant to their missional ideas being lim-
ited or confined lest the richness of meaning be lost (Frost, “Dis-
sertation”). However, these categories and patterns will be re-
fined as they are tested in the real world.

Darrell Guder et al. at the Gospel and Our Culture Network
in America were the first to expand upon Newbigin's character-
istics. They came up with twelve indicators of a missional church
that connect with all six of Newbigin’s characteristics: (1) engag-
ing celebrative worship, (2) proclamation of the gospel, (3) dis-
cernment of God's specific missional vocation in order to be sent
as missionaries, (4) hospitality, (5) visible impact on community,
(6) growth in discipleship, (7) informed by Bible, (8) community,
(9) distinctively Christian (10) Christian behavior, (11) loving
accountability, and (12) community in process (Guder, “Empiri-
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cal Indicators”).

Tim Keller articulates nine elements of missional churches:
they (1) discourse in the vernacular, (2) enter and re-tell the cul-
ture's stories with the gospel, (3) theologically train lay people
for public life and vocation, (4) hold Christian community as
counter cultural and intuitive, (5) practice Christian unity as
much as possible on a local level, (6) live in the city, (7) stand on
doctrinal-truth /experience, (8) live in kingdom hope, and (9)
work for the common good of the whole city (“Missional
Church”; “Dissertation”). Keller's elements connect with five of
Newbigin’s six missional church characteristics, and his third
element (i.e., theologically train lay people for public life and
vocation) bridges two of Newbigins characteristics (engages
with secular community and empowers to disperse). Out of all
of the missional church proponents surveyed in this review,
Keller has created his missional approach to ministry while serv-
ing an existing church. He summarizes his missional develop-
ment by saying, “I'm doing this stuff as [ write it” (“Disserta-
tion”).

Two other missional church proponents, Michael Frost and
Alan Hirsch, cite the work of Guder et al. and then add three
principles to “give energy and direction” to Guder et al.’s indica-
tors (Hirsch, “Forge Mission Training Network”). They say that
the missional church is: (1) incarnational, (2) messianic, and (3)
apostolic (Frost and Hirsch 11, 12). Interestingly, by mapping
these three principles alongside Newbigin’s characteristics (see
Table 2.1), one can see that their ideas are not novel, but rather
help to expound on Newbigin’s characteristics. The term “messi-
anic” straddles Newbigin’s characteristics of praising God and
engaging with the secular community. Frost and Hirsch believe
that messianic means God is worshipped in all places and God's
prevenient grace covers even the secular arena (Frost, “Disserta-
tion”). In order to prescribe more than describe, Frost and Hirsch
use different language from the indicators of Guder et al. and the
characteristics of Newbigin. They feel that merely describing
what a missional church looks like is not enough. Frost and
Hirsch believe that missional churches must radically critique
existing church structures, and they hope to communicate this
need by adding more action-oriented words (Hirsch, “Forge
Mission Training Network”).

Milfred Minatrea outlines nine practices of a missional
church: (1) rewriting worship, (2) living apostolically, (3) expect-
ing to change the world, (4) sending out for mission, (5) teaching
to obey, (6) holding a high threshold for membership, (7) being
authentically Christian, (8) ordering actions according to pur-
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pose, and (9) placing kingdom concerns first §2?-139). Minatrea
correlates or expands on all but one of Newbigin's characteristics
see Table 2.1).
( Lois Barrzztt et al. (also part of the Gospel and Our Culture
Network), in their work Treasures in Clay Jars, discerned eight
patterns of missional churches. These church patterns are: (1)
worship as public witness, (2) missional autho‘rlty,,_(:’t) _mlssm_nal
vocation, (4) biblical formation and discipleship, (5) risk-taking
as a contrast community, (6) practices that demonstrate God'’s
intent for the world, (7) pointing toward th(:’ reign of God, (8)
dependence on the Holy Spirit (xii-xiv). The eight patterns corre-
late well with Newbigin’s characteristics (see Table 2.1). Perhaps
the most significant contribution Barrett et al. have made to mis-
sional church understanding is that they drew their patterns
from actual missional churches. Using Guder et al.’s indicators,
Barrett et al.’s group identified several churches thi}t are consis-
tent with the missional idea, and extracted their eight patterns
from the study of these churches. Therefore, the theoretical char-
acteristics of a missional church were more practically consid-
ered. From this study three new themes emerged to ej‘ﬂphasme
risk-taking, group prayer and leadership (Guder, Disserta-
tion™). nn
After reviewing and comparing all of these characteristics,
indicators, elements, principles, practices, and patterns, | see an
apparent move by missional church proponents to synthesize
the basic pieces of a missional church. To date, no one qha_s ex-
panded outside of Newbigin’s foundational six characteristics of
a missional church. They have helped to further explain New-
bigin's characteristics. Although Newbigin’s characteristics still
seem to control the understanding of what a missional _ch‘ur::h
looks like, the missional church movement on the whole is in its
infancy. Therefore, in the future someone will surely add an ad-
ditional characteristic which will be woven into missional
churches.
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Fit Churches Missionally Engaged
Phil Stevenson

Dr. Gary Mclntosh made the following observation in a lec-
ture he was giving regarding the connection between a healthy
and fit church: If I'were to go to the doctor for a physical I would be
deemed healthy. There is nothing to indicate that I might be unhealthy.
However, if 1 was to attempt to run one or two miles I would be very
winded, as T am not fit (this is not to say he is not fit as of this writing).
I wonder if there is a difference between a healthy and a fit church.

This concept of church health and fitness has intrigued me.
Is there a difference between a healthy church and a fit church?
Might a church move from unhealthy to healthy, but fall short of
fitness? If a church can be healthy, but not fit, what does that
mean? How does a healthy church move toward fitness? Does a
healthy church need to be fit in order to be effective? My short
conclusion is that a church can be healthy but not fit. And just as
in our physical being, fitness can enhance health. Therefore,
healthy churches should move to fitness.

What does a fit church look like? In a broad stroke, a fit
church is a missional church. I will go into further detail as to
what it means to be missional, but as a beginning point I provide
a list taken from the book, Breaking the Missional Code. In this
book the authors; Stetzer & Putnam, make the following contrast
between healthy and missional. I have inserted “fit” as a descrip-
tor of missional.

Healthy Church Missional (Fit) Church’
Members as ministers Members as missionaries
Discipleship Missional living
Development Programs People Empowerment
Team Leadership Personal mission
Reaching Community Transforming Community
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Releasing
yroup multiplication  Church planting multiplication
Mosaic
theocentric
il Commandment Missio Dei

Defining Fitness

The Stetzer/Putnam list highlights the distinction can be
made between that which is healthy and that which is fit or mis-
stonal, Using fitness and missional interchangeably, let’s delve a
bit deeper into what it means to be missional.

To be missional is to participate in the ministry of Jesus to
the world, and to be the “incarnational” presence of Jesus in the
world. A missional church moves outward as a rescue force. A
missional church is unwilling to stay safely sequestered in the
confines of its “building,” but it has as its passion to connect
with those in the community in which it has been placed. To be
missional is to live a transformed life in front of those outside the
walls of the church.

Being missional is going out into the culture to engage the
culture in order to connect those in the culture to Christ. In es-
sence it is Great Commission living (Go and make) with a Great
Commandment heart (Love your neighbor). It is in going out a
church gains a level of fitness. Just as a healthy person may not
do any intentional exercise, a healthy church can become self-
absorbed and unwilling to be intentional in its exercise...going
out!

Being sent and going out is central to the ministry of those
who follow Christ. It is an extension of Jesus being sent by the
Father into the world. God the Father sent God the Son and God
the Son sends us empowered by God the Spirit. As Jesus was the
incarnation of God in the world, the church is to be the incarna-
tion of Jesus in the world.

The need for churches to become fit is huge. We must get
ourselves on a fitness program. Reggie McNeal states: “The need
of the North American church is not a methodological fix. It is
much more profound. The church needs a mission fix.””

* The combined populations of the United States and
Canada comprise the third largest mission field of
unsaved persons in the world (only China & India have
more)

e There are an estimated 350,000 churches in the United
States, with an average attendance of about 125 persons
per church

* If every church in America doubled its attendance, there
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would still be 190 million people not in church on an av-
erage Sunday

*  The number of Americans who have “no religious pref-
erence” has doubled from 1990 to 2001, reaching 14% of

the population®

The church cannot afford to do business as usual and make
the impact that is needed. We cannot afford to remain in our
healthy, but flabby, state and expect to have long-lasting impact.
“The current church culture in North America is on life support. It is
living off the work, money, and energy of previous generations from a
previous world order.” It is time to get on a fitness program. It is
time to stop telling ourselves we will begin tomorrow. It may
begin with walking before running, but it must begin now!

Fitness as Lifestyle

A mentor once told me that a one-word definition for moti-
vation is dissatisfaction. Until a person is dissatisfied enough,
they will never be genuinely motivated to change. My dissatis-
faction came at the end of 2005. I know [ had put on weight, but
unless [ saw a picture of myself I had all kinds of rationale as to
why I wasn't really overweight. T was having yearly physicals
and everything was fine. The key indicators (blood pressure,
prostate, cholesterol, etc...) were alright. Yet when it got to the
point I didn’t want a picture taken, or if [ did I would not look at
it, then it was time to change. I was dissatisfied. I realized I was
healthy (free of disease) but I was not fit.

Churches need to become dissatisfied with themselves. They
need to look at a different picture of themselves. A church may
be alright in some key areas (unity, Bible teaching, small groups,
pastoral care, evangelistic events, etc...), but are they engaging
their community? Are they serving outside of themselves? Are
people coming to Christ? Are people being baptized? It could be
there is a refusal to get their picture taken in these areas; and if
they do, they prefer not to look. A church may be healthy (free of
spiritual disease), but is it fit?

Out of my dissatisfaction came choices: 1) Eat differently,
but not diet; 2) Exercise regularly. The idea was to begin with
what could be handled and take small consistent steps. I wanted
a different lifestyle, not a quick fix that would be lost. So in Janu-
ary 2006 the determine course was set: eat differently, exercise
regularly.

Churches need to make choices out of their dissatisfaction.
These choices will result in changes. The first choice is to be hon-
est. Churches tend toward one of three corporate mentalities
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1. Anemphasis on membership. This is the “club” mentality.
Much like a club, the church exists for its members. This
keeps the church ingrown and tends toward ill-health.

2. Anemphasis on ministers. This is the “community” men-
tality. There is a desire to understand gifts, talents and
service, but typically the service is for those in the
church. People are mobilized, but in a limited capacity.
This church may be healthy, but since most of its energy
is to serve those who enter in they may not be fit as it
has been defined here.

3. An emphasis on missionaries. This is the “cultural” men-
tality. The church exists for those out in culture they
have been called to serve. Members are mobilized to
minister, but the ministry is outward focused.

A church must know the mentalities with which it functions.
A proper understanding allows for the opportunity to make cor-
rect choices. It will be a challenge for a chrch to move from the
“club” mentality to the “community” mentality and more so to
move to the “cultural” mentality. “Member values clash with
missionary values.” :

The present mentality dictates the course of action a church
needs to take. It also dictates the pace at which it can go to make
the necessary changes. It's one thing to move from minimal ac-
tivity to more frequent activity, and something completely dif-
ferent to move from a sedentary lifestyle to an active one. A fit-
ness lifestyle can be undermined if one begins too quickly. Early
encouragement helps a person, or a congregation, stay on course
to the life they want.

A second choice is to identify and remove roadblocks. One
major roadblock for me was exercise. I needed a place to do this,
so I joined a local YMCA. That helped for a time, but soon it be-
came easier to not go than to go. The big reason: it was not con-
venient. Next, I tried walking/running outside. That lasted only
as long as the weather was good. And in Indiana, that is not al-
ways the case, so this too waned. So, T had to choose to overcome
two major roadblocks: inconvenience and inclement weather.
The solution was to buy a treadmill. It was convenient, (in my
house), and I got to stay inside to avoid the problems of the in-
clement weather.

In my Wesleyan tradition there are three big roadblocks that
keep us from becoming fit. They are heritage, holiness and
houses.

We neglect our heritage. The Wesleyan movement was
birthed in going. John Wesley claimed the world as his parish,
not four walls of a church. He proclaimed, “We cannot expect them
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lo seek us. Therefore, we should go and seek them.” Social action and
involvement in the ills of society are not just Wesleyan, they are
Christian. It is who we are as Christ followers. We have ne-
glected this too long. It is time to rediscover our spiritual roots.

In reality any movement could have the same roadblock.
Our entire Christian movement was birthed in encountering the
society in which it found itself. Throughout history those who
called themselves followers of Christ railed against injustice,
immorality and abuse of others. A fit church will recognize this
roadblock and demolish it.

We compromise our holiness. This may seem odd, but we
have used holiness to disengage from the world. Historically we
have fled the “hotbeds” of sin (e.g. cities) to remove ourselves
from its influence. We have removed ourselves to be “set apart”
unto the Lord.

This is a misunderstanding of the holiness doctrine. We are
sanctified to be in the world, not drawn out of it. We are set-
apart not to depart, but delve deeply into society. Holiness in-
forms us that we can have a clean heart, even though we have dirty
hands. We are sanctified to serve with confidence in the Savior
we have committed ourselves.

Call it what you will: Holy Huddle, Circling the wagons,
pulling into purity; the result is the same...we remove ourselves
from the world. The church is an investment in its cultural set-
ting. It is placed there to return Kingdom dividends. Fear of be-
ing compromised by sin results in being diluted in impact. Peo-
ple in a fit church will move out in faith even though they have
fear.

We build our houses at the expense of ministry. We have
shifted from building up people, to builiding bigger and better
houses, or places of worship. We do this at the expense of ne-
glecting the needs around us. We might take to heart the words
of the prophet Haggai when he declares, “You hoped for rich
harvests, but they were poor. And when you brought your har-
vest home, I blew it away. Why? Because my house lies in ruins,
says the Lord Almighty, while you are all busy building your
fine houses” (Haggai, 1:9).

In this passage Haggai is referring to the neglect of the tem-
ple, but we know, now, that the true temple is a spiritual house.
“And now God is building you, as living stones, into his spiri-
tual temple...” (I Peter 2:5). We can get so caught up in the
“building” (facility) of the church that we forget we are called to
the building (people) of the church. The building of the spiritual
temple begins with connecting people to Jesus. “... And God has
given us the task of reconciling people to him” (I Cor.5:18).
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Il van happen to any church. The emphasis on having a nice
Bulldling at the expense of ministering to those we are called to
sngage. There is not one thing wrong with a building as long as
It 18 viewed in the proper context as a tool, not an end in itself. A
fit church views their facility as a sending center not merely a
gathering place. It is an outpost, not a fortress. It is the hub of
ministry activity, not a hangout for saints.

Once choices have been made, you have to live with those
choices. John Maxwell says, “You make a decision once... then you
manage it daily.”® A church that has chosen to move toward fit-
ness must manage this choice. In my example I have managed
the choice by stop eating when I.am full, run 4-5 days per week,
and track my progress. These three things have helped manage
my one choice. It has been in the daily management changes
happen.

How does a church track its progress? There are three track-
ing systems that may help: 1) Equip people for mission; 2) En-
gage the culture; 3) External focus.

Equip People for Missionary Work

A fit church will equip their people as missionaries to their
culture. They will be given tools to better understand the post-
modern, post Christian world in which they live. Training in
conversational evangelism will be a critical component of this
equipping. Leaders of fit churches are not content with past
methodologies they understand that culture shifts, so do the
rules of engagement. People should be culturally-equipped to be
Jesus in their world. Evangelistic methodology is not about get-
ting people out of their indigenous environment into a new en-
vironment; it is about enabling believers to recognize their in-
digenous status and sharing the Good News within the context
of that status.

Engage the Culture

Fit churches strive to view their community through the eyes
of a missionary. The culture is “exegeted.” That is, you figure out
what the culture says, and what the culture means, then meet
what it needs, not what you think it needs. A missionary at-
tempts to understand the culture they are sent to without as-
sumptions. They don’t assume their culture, they want to under-
stand it. A culture that is understood is better engaged. Ministry
can flow toward the actual needs of the community, not per-
ceived needs.

The first church I pastored was in Southern California. Ken
was a member of that church. Ken loved sports. He oversaw the
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church’s athletic ministry. When 1 arrived, we had a softball
team and basketball team, both of which participated in local
church leagues. He was well-connected to city softball leagues.
He umpired for many years and competed on city teams.

One day as we were chatting, Ken shared his heart to use
sports to reach men and women in the city. I looked him in the
eye and said, “Ken, God wants to use you to do just that. I will
do all I can to help you.” Tears welled up in this bear of a man. It
was at that point he felt a release to engage the sports culture of
that city.

God honored Ken'’s heart. We grew from one softball and
basketball team competing in church leagues to five softball
teams (men’s. women’s and co-ed), two co-ed volleyball teams
and one basketball team. Most of the teams were in the city
league and were largely populated by un-churched people.
Many came to Christ as a result of those teams.

What happened? Ken was released to engage his culture. It
was the “culture” of city sports. He was freed to engage people
where they were with a method they could connect. People
played on a church team, but did not have to attend the church;
yet many began to attend. People played on a church team, but
did not have to confess Christ as Lord; yet many began to do just
that. A church with a missional approach does ministry to con-
nect with people, not simply connect them to church.

External Focus

It is easy for a church to become preoccupied with itself. In-
ward musing is much easier than outward ministry. This is
where the importance of placing emphasis on members-as-
missionaries is critical. A missionary mentality focuses exter-
nally. It strategically looks outside itself to determine the best
methodology to engage the culture.

In recent years local churches have ramped up their mem-
bership expectations. Membership has become a statement of
higher commitment, not merely increased privilege. This begs
the question: Why would “membership” in the Kingdom be any
less demanding then membership in a high-expectation church?

Believers will never be effectively mobilized apart from a
deep sense of service. Salvation is both personal (saved from our
sin) and community (saved to engage in purposeful service).
This common, but divergent salvation results in active participa-
tion in mission. It is the mission of responding to our “sentness.”

We are saved to be a missionary people. The church is to
equip its people for this salvation purpose. This equipping is
about three things: community, spirituality and mission. Each is
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separate, but intimately connected in their role of mobilization.

The challenge is balance. Salvation can be, selfishly, an end
point; but service can be misconstrued as the only indicator of
our salvation. Salvation is not just for us, but for others; yet we
must not forget it is for us! However, our salvation is best lived
out in our service for others. God saves us personally, so we
might serve publicly.

This is the emphasis the community of believers must place
on membership. Members are to be missionaries in their world.
Missionaries are not those who venture cross culturally, nor
overseas. Missionaries are people who boldly engage their world
in purposeful living.

A missional (fit) church invests beyond itself. It is recogniz-
ing that the “scoring system” is much more than measuring
what happens on the property, or in the building. Keeping score
is not the issue. We do, and should, keep score. What changes is
the scoring system. “Our definition of church is what we do
seven days a week, almost twenty-four hours a day, all year
long! It is just who we are.””

For example, I am not a fisherman, but it would seem logical
that the success or failure on a fishing outing would be based on
the number of fish caught. This makes sense, but it is not neces-
sarily the case. | came across this definition of a successful fish-
ing trip, “Spending a day without a cell phone or a pager and
not missing it.”

This definition changes the effectiveness of fishing. Once the
score is understood then the necessary steps can be taken to be
effective in the scoring system. A church that determines to ask
this question of mission is moving from programs to process,
models to mission, attraction to incarnation, seating to sending,
and decisions to disciples. It is moving toward a corporate life-
style of fitness.

Conclusions

The prayer had to be said. Words were not enough. Jesus
was soon to be arrested, tried, abandon, crucified, dead, buried
and, eventually, resurrected. But what he had shared was too
much. His disciples may have thought they understood what he
was sharing (John 16:16-28). They told him so when they de-
clared, “Now we understand...” (John 16:30). But he knew they
really did not understand. How could they? They were about to
enter one of the darkest times of their “follower-ship.”

They would see him dead on a cross. The vividness of his
death would extinguish their hope like a bucket of water poured
on a lit match. And once hope is gone discouragement, disen-
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gagement and disinterest are not far behind. It would be easy for
them to compromise on their call. The words they said they had
understood would be lost in the hollowness of his death. They
needed prayer. A prayer that would empower them once the
realization of his resurrection shattered the reality of his death!
They would need to be reminded that they are a missionary,
sent, people; because he was a missionary, sent, Savior.

The prayer of Jesus, recorded by John in the seventeenth
chapter of his gospel, clarifies missional ministry. In this prayer
of commissioning, Jesus vividly portrays the missional aspect of
ministry: His, the disciples and ours.

The missional ministry of Jesus: God gave (sent) His Son into
the world out of His love for the World (John 3:16-17). God did
this out of a heart of salvation, not condemnation. Jesus under-
girds this in his prayer when he declares, “And this is the way to
have eternal life— to kiow you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, the
one you sent to earth” (John 17:3). Jesus makes clear that the
strength of his followers is that they understood his being sent.
“Now they know that everything I have is a gift from you, for I have
passed on to them the words you gave me; and they accepted them and
know that I came from you, and they belicve you sent me.”

The missional ministry of the disciples: Jesus” physical ministry
on the earth was limited to a three-year span. He was going to
depart and leave them behind (John 17:11). They would now
need to take up the “sent” mantel. They are not to be taken out
of the world (John 17:15), but sent into the world as Jesus mod-
eled for them. “As you sent me into the world, 1 am sending them
into the world” (John 17:18). Being sent, going out is central to the
ministry of those who follow Christ. It is an extension of his be-
ing sent by the Father into the world.

The missional ministry of the twenty-first century: He extends
the same ministry to us today. The same prayer he prayed for his
followers in the first century he prayed for us. “I am praying not
only for these disciples but also for all who will ever believe in
me because of their testimony” (John 17:20). We are part of the
“all who will ever believe.” Our acceptance of the message! Our
decision to believe should result in the same “sentness” of the
first disciples. The time distance between us and the death and
resurrection of Jesus does not negate the commission to being
sent.

The church has lost this missional mentality. We have for-
gotten it is not about people coming to us, but us going to peo-
ple. When we go! When we fully engage in being sent we extend
the ministry for which Jesus prayed. It is in our going that we
fulfill the prayer of Jesus. In a sense, it is in our “sentness” we
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are an answer to Jesus’ prayer.

“My prayer for all of them is that they will be one, just as
you and I are one, Father—that just as you are in me and
I am in you, so they will be in us, and the world will be-
lieve you sent me” (John 17:21).

“l in them and you in me, all being perfected into one.
Then the world will know that you sent me and will un-
derstand that you love them as much as you love me”
(John 17:23).

“Q righteous Father, the world doesn’t know you, but I
do; and these disciples know you sent me” (John 17:25).

It is clear that when we respond to our missional call the
world catches glimpses of Jesus. The church’s willingness to en-
gage the world in the world is a singular clarion call to the real-
ity of God! People best see God and engage God when His
church is going out.

It is the church acting in its “sentness.” Salvation is not an
ending, but a radical beginning. When we stop at “our” salva-
tion we negate our deep felt gratitude. It is out of our gratitude
our call to serve springs. Service is more than an activity we en-
gage in, but it is a responsibility in which we must immerse our-
selves. Service is a tangible living out of being sent. Missional
engagement is the earmark of a fit church.

Writer

Phil Stevenson: Director of Evangelism and Church Growth, The
Wesleyan Church.
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Evangelism and Social Action—Revisiting an Old Debate:
Good News for Immigrants and Evangelicals Too

Norman G. Wilson

How did evangelicals come to debate whether or not there is
a connection between evangelism and social action in the first
place? And why is this question so crucial regarding the ministry
of evangelicals among immigrants? In this essay, 1 will address
the character of this debate, call attention to the inadequacies of
modernist theological responses, suggest ways in which post-
modern evangelicals can provide a more adequate and blbllgally
faithful approach, and explore its implications for ministry
among immigrants.

Laura's Parents Would Not Understand

Karisa, an innocent little Hispanic girl in our church, is cry-
ing on the floor in the corner until Laura gives her a gentle hug,
assures her that it was just a little bump on the elbow, and then
dries her tears with a Kleenex'. As I watched them, I remem-
bered Laura’s words to me the day before in my office at the
university. “I don’t think I can talk with my family over the
school break about what God has been teaching me here at Igle-
sia Amistad Cristiana. Even though they are good Christians,
they just wouldn’t understand.”

Each semester several students from my evangelism class,
including Laura, complete their ministry practicum at the His-
panic church to which my wife and I belong. Most of them come
from middle class evangelical homes and are preparing for
cross-cultural careers in North America or abroad.

When little Karisa’s sobbing had subsided, I overheard her
say to Laura, “My daddy doesn’t have to go to work anymore.”

Later at the church dinner, I sat beside Karisa's dad, Jaime,
and asked him how things were going. After a brief pause, he
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poured out his heart. “My boss of ten years had to lay off most of
his workers due to the economy,” he confided in me, “so a
month ago I went to another company. But last Thursday they
told me that my documentation wasn’t approved and that I
couldn’t work for them anymore.”

God continues to speak to Laura and use her in ministry
among these marginalized immigrants and their children. She
knows deep in her heart that God has called her to serve here,
even though she still struggles with how to explain it to her par-
ents.

In recent years, many Hispanic pastors in the United States
minister to significant numbers of undocumented immigrants in
their churches and thus carry heavy burdens for families that are
affected every day by the protracted immigration controversy.
Meanwhile, most are feeling isolated from other Christian
churches in their communities.

At the same time, other evangelical pastors and their con-
gregations are generally unaware of the suffering in immigrant
communities, and even if they are, many seem reluctant to get
involved. Occasionally I will hear a pastor say, “Sure, I'm con-
cerned, but I don’t want to break the law by helping illegals.”
And that seems to settle the question in their minds about get-
ting involved.

The Rationalistic Captivity of Evangelical Theology in Modernism

So how did evangelicals come to debate whether there is a
connection between evangelism and social action? The answer to
this question is related in large part to the rise of modernism and
what I call “the rationalistic captivity of evangelical theology.”
For a major part of the last century, evangelical theology was
largely shaped by an immense confidence in human reason. This
resulted in a “rather loose and disorganized collection of factual,
propositional statements”” drawn from the Scriptures and
shaped by a rationalistic Western worldview.” Theology was
only to be known cognitively, with little or no consideration of
other ways of knowing. This reductionist and simplistic ap-
proach impoverished evangelical theolo%y, because “...the heart
has its reasons which reason does not know"... [and] we kuow truth,
not only by the reason, but aiso by the heart, and it is in this last way
that we know first principles.”®

These developments greatly influenced the way that the dis-
cussion about evangelism and social action was framed and the
terms were defined. During the early part of the past century,
liberal mainline theologians overemphasized social action while
minimizing evangelism. In reaction, evangelicals went to the
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other extreme, emphasizing evangelism and distancing them-
selves from social action. In the heat of the controversy, the
meanings of both terms were truncated. On the one hand, the
concept of “evangelism” or “ministries in Word” came to be de-
fined predominantly as “soul winning.” This reductionist per-
spective often was expressed by the popular phrase “Keeping
the Main Thing the Main Thing.” On the other hand, the concept
of “faith in action” or “compassionate ministries” or “ministries
in deed” was referred to as “social action” and considered unre-
lated intrinsically to one’s spiritual salvation. Thus in practical
terms, the controlling rationalistic paradigm of twentieth-
century evangelical theology separated “the ministry of recon-
ciliation” from “the message of reconciliation.”® Even many of
those who considered social action important still did not see it
related in any intrinsic way to evangelism.’

Three Modernist Models Regarding Evangelism and Compassionate
Ministries

In order to resolve the modernist dilemma that arose regard-
ing the relationship between evangelism and social action, at
least three models have typically been offered.” First, some con-
sidered compassionate ministry to be a means to evangelism,
thus viewing compassionate ministries as “pre-evangelism.”
With this approach, compassionate ministry serves as “the bait”

r “the sugar on the pill.” In response to this model John Stott
writes, “While in its best form it gives to the gospel a credibility
it would otherwise lack...the smell of hypocrisy hangs round
our philanthropy.”

A second model for relating compassionate ministries and
evangelism saw compassionate ministry essentially as an out-
growth of evangelism. People are saved first, spiritually speak-
ing, and then outward changes take place as a result of this spiri-
tual transformation. While this understanding is sounder bibli-
cally and theologically, seeing evangelism only as the cause and
compassionate ministry as the effect doesn’t accurately and
completely reflect the all-encompassing way that God works in
and through us.

A third and more adequate model for relating compassion-
ate ministry and evangelism considers both to be mutual part-
ners. As such, we are charged with both the ministry and the
message of reconc:harlon thus proclaiming Christ in both deed
and Word. ? Note, however, that evangelism and compassionate
ministries are still considered to be two separate, essentially un-
related activities, brought together into a partnership only for a
pragmatic outcome, which is effective ministry. Thus, this model
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still belongs to the modernist perspective, which is oriented to
dichotomistic ways of thinking and knowing in contrast with
more connected, integrated, holistic approaches."

In response to all these modernist models taken together,
several observations are appropriate. First, the motive of each
was generally to promote greater understanding, faithfulness
and effectiveness in fulfilling the Great Commission of our Lord.
Second, each represented a serious theological attempt to engage
the rationalistic modernist world in a contextually relevant way.
Notwithstanding the inadequacies of these modernist ap-
proaches, the scriptures give clear guidance to all believers re-
garding evangelism, social action, and compassionate ministry
among immigrants, as can be seen in the following section.

Scriptural Principles for Ministry among Immigrants

Throughout the Bible, we are called to love and reach out to
the marginalized in our midst, with particular attention to so-
journers and pilgrims regardless of their legal status." It is par-
ticularly ironic for evangelicals to turn their backs on their im-
migrant brothers and sisters in need, considering that their name
itself—Evangelical—comes from the biblical phrase “Good
News.” Christ used this word at the beginning of His ministry,
when He announced His purpose for coming to earth:

The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed
me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to
proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight
for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the

year of the Lord’s favor."

Then later in His ministry, our Lord made a clear connection
between the way we respond to those who are hungry, thirsty,
strangers, naked, and prisoners, and how we will be ljudged in
that final day when we stand before the throne of God."

As followers of Jesus Christ, we cannot turn our backs on the
sojourners and immigrants among us, even though some of
them may be undocumented. No Christian, least of all a pastor,
ought to say, “Sure, I'm concerned, but I don’t want to break the
law by helping illegals.” First, the Bible sets forth a number of
important kingdom principles that provide guidance regarding
how believers ought to relate to immigrants,'* of which an im-
portant one is “...respect [for and submission] to the laws of the
land, except when they are in contradiction to biblical principles [The
italics and emphasis are by the author].”'” Second, we must not
overlook the innocent dependents of all immigrants, including
millions of vulnerable children. Third, our Lord Himself admon-
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ished us not to judge others."® Rather, our citizenship in God’s
eternal kingdom calls us to witness visibly to all its eternal reali-
ties today, even as we envision our mutual celebration someday
with that “great multitude that no one [will be able to] count,
from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before
the throne and in front of the Lamb... [and erying
out]...’Salvation belong to our God, who sits on the throne, and
to the Lamb.””"”

Thus, while a modemist lens may cause believers to lose
sight of the intrinsic connections between both Word and deed
in the proclamation of our Lord’s “Good News,” even then, to
hold back from responding to those who are in need would be to
disol;ey the clear teachings of Scripture and our Lord’s com-
mands.

Modernist Approaches are Found Wanting

For a growing number of believers including many younger
evangelicals, the modernist approaches to evangelism and social
action have been weighed in the balances and found wanting in
a variety of ways. “What's the point of this conversation?” my
students often ask as we discuss the relationship between evan-
gelism and compassionate ministries. To them, it is clear from
Scripture that they go together. According to author James
Choung about the Good News, “..when we oversimplify
it...then we only share one side of the story, even if we don’t
mean to. We miss the big picture.”'®

These modernist approaches often raise serious questions
from the perspectives of coherency and common sense when
applied to a number of social problems such as “illegal immigra-
tion.” Something is amiss when a theological system takes one
kingdom principle—submission to the law—and uses it without
discretion to trump a host of other kingdom principles, as when
a Christian pastor or believer can ask “But what if they're ille-
gals?” and then think that this possibility excuses one from re-
sponding compassionately to the sojourners and foreigners
among us."” How can only judgment and condemnation by
evangelicals be offered as “Good News” to those who are hope-
lessly trapped in a political and economic quagmire?

The sad irony is that instead of proclaiming good news
in today’s immigration crisis, our disorganized and divi-
sive voices have been lost in the cacophony of sounds
coming from the world. Our nation and churches have
not heard a prophetic word from the Lord on this mat-
ter. As a result, evangelical Christians are missing a
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huge opportunity to make a significant difference in the
lives of millions of individuals who have chosen to come
and live among us.”’

Writing about the popular consensus among modernist
Christians as to what evangelism is and is not, Bryan Stone
states:

Christian evangelism, as it is commonly understood and
practiced in North America today, neither lends itself to
compassionate ministry nor, if it is consistent with itself,
even coexists with compassionate ministry. On the con-
trary, it fxcludes and even undermines compassionate
ministry.”’

He then sets forth the following six fundamental features of
the prevailing consensus among evangelical modernists regard-
ing the meaning of evangelism:

It stands upon the pedestal of a fundamental dualism
between an immortal soul and a perishable body that
houses this soul during its relatively short journey on
earth.

2. It has a clear preference for personal salvation over cor-
porate salvation.

3. It views human existence as a test rather than a construc-
tive project.

4. It has a predominantly (if not exclusively) otherworldly
or next-worldly understanding of salvation.

5. It emphasizes the quantitative rather than the qualitative
view of our salvation.

6. It measures the normative Christian experience of salva-
tion in terms of an instantaneous conversion experience,
referred to by phrases such as “accepting Jesus as your
personal Savior,” “allowing Jesus into your heart,” or
“being born again.”

While each of these six features has roots in the scriptures,
their overall effect taken together has been to reduce the entire
experience of salvation to a single momentary decision and ex-
perience, Salvation itself is characterized basically as dualistic,
individualistic, private, and otherworldly. As such, the broader
message of God’s Word and Jesus’ example that calls for an
authentic response to a compassionate God is greatly diminished
or totally lost.” Plainly stated, any conceptualization of the Gos-
pel that does not consider evangelism and compassionate minis-
tries to be thoroughly integrated is not biblical.”

These questions and concerns regarding the inadequacies of
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modernists’ approaches to evangelism and social action ought to
serve as prompters for all evangelicals to reexamine their theo-
logical approaches, explore other alternatives, and consider their
implications in the light of the Word of God.

Shifts in Post-Modern Evangelical Theologies And Ministry among
Immigrants

In recent years, a number of shifts of emphases are begin-
ning to emerge among post-modern evangelicals, as they seek
more authentic and faithful ways of understanding God’s Word
and obeying Him.* In fact, many of them really represent a re-
turn to earlier perspectives, values, and traditions from twenty
centuries of our Christian heritage and teachings. Following are
five of these shifts that have significant implications for ministry
among immigrants, presented such that each flows from and
builds upon the previous one.

Shift from Propositionalism to Story-oriented Theology

One key shift among post-modern evangelicals is from read-
ing the scriptures primarily as a sourcebook of propositions to
reading the Bible as narrative. On one hand, evangelical modern-
ists developed systematic theologies based primarily upon ra-
tional analyses of the written Word. Typically, this involved tax-
onomies that were shaped by a western worldview.

On the other hand, post-modernists place their primary trust
in the Sacred Story to communicate God’s multidimensional and
transcendent Truth. To them, given that compassionate minis-
tries and evangelism are intrinsically interwoven in the narra-
tive, it does not seem appropriate to try to parse them out and
analyze them. In fact, doing so seems to violate their spiritually
nuanced and intrinsically interdependent relationship that is
portrayed in the sacred text. Whereas modernists focused on
precisely defining evangelism and compassionate ministries in
rationalistic ways, post-modernists are more willing to allow the
biblical narrative to bear witness holistically regarding the mean-
ings of these terms.

This shift from reading the scriptures primarily as a source-
book for theological propositions to reading them as sacred nar-
rative has huge implications regarding ministry among immi-
grants and all marginalized peoples. The evangelical modernist,
taking the perspective of a third party rationalistic analyst, is
more predisposed toward a detached consideration of the sacred
text and its meaning,

In contrast, post-modern evangelicals are more inclined to
see themselves as participants in the sacred story of salvation
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history within which all believers find their identity. This change
in perspective involves a radical shift from being a passive ob-
server to becoming an active participant and thus comprehend-
ing a more holistic sense of the meaning of the text.

As believers and spiritual pilgrims ministering among im-
migrants in North America, our individual stories merge and
become part of the sacred story of God's people. We are first and
foremost citizens of an eternal kingdom and are journeying to-
gether with them in this land that is not our permanent home.

Shift from Ahistorical lo a New Appreciation of Tradition

A second shift among post-modern evangelicals is from the
ahistorical attitude of the twentieth century to a new apprecia-
tion of Christian tradition. This refreshing change in perspective
comes from reading the Scriptures as narrative, bringing us back
to a key biblical truth, namely that all of God’s people are so-
journers and pilgrims.

In contrast, many evangelical modernists in America lack an
awareness and sense of connection with God's people through-
out Christian history and around the world. Many Christians
have become enmeshed in the surrounding culture, such that
today they are virtually indistinguishable from other North
Americans. This definitely is 1ol Good News, considering the nu-
merous similarities between evangelicals and other Americans in
areas including sexual disobedience, physical abuse in marriage,
divorce, materialism, selfishness, and racism. The disconnect
between one’s profession and witness is appalling.”

Meanwhile, post-modern evangelicals are rediscovering
what it means to live in but not be of this world. The Bible tells
us that we are citizens first and foremost of God’s eternal king-
dom that He is establishing on earth and in heaven rather than
of worldly kingdoms. Younger evangelicals, in their spiritual
pilgrimages, are drawing fresh inspiration and insights from the
sacred narrative and bringing a wealth of resources from the
Christian tradition into daily disciplines, worship, and life.

The scriptures tell the story of nations and peoples in con-
tinual movement and flux, often in search of a better home and
life. We are repeatedly reminded that God is ultimately in
charge. He is the one who “...made all the nations, that they
should inhabit the whole earth; and he marked out [our] ap-
pointed times in history and the boundaries of [our] lands...so
that people would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and
find him...For in him we live and move and have our being.”*’

As believers become active participants in the sacred narra-
tive, they come to understand their true identity as part of God’s
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people and discover how they should live out their faith in rel:-
tionship with their immigrant brothers and sisters. Pau l, speak-
ine of Christ, was explicit about the implications of this truth in
his letter to the Ephesian believers:

For through him we both have access to the Father by
one Spirit. Consequently, you are no longer foreigners
and aliens, but fellow citizens with God's people and
members of God's household, built on the founi:iatmr} of
the apostles and pI’OEJ:]'I.E'tS, with Christ Jesus himself as

the chief cornerstone.”

Shift from Rational Arguments to Truth Verified through
Communal Embodiment

A third shift among post-modern evangelicals is from ra}:l
tional arguments to an appreciation for truth verified throug

communal embodiment. Robert Webber says:

The question “How do we know Christianity is true?”
will continue in the postmodern world to be a matter for
discussion. But... if reason and science are no longer
able to bring us to truth, what will? ... The goal of postl;
modern apologetics is to recover the role of the churc

as the interpreter and the embodiment of tru_th,_ Thus
faith is not born outside the church but within the
church as individuals see themselves and th;;ll’ world
through the eyes of God’s earthed community.

As believers today take seriously the sacred story of God’s
people in the scriptures and throughout the centuries, a growing
number are coming together into vif.:;ibie communities, cha_rftctmi—
ized by (1) significant daily interactions, 2 socso-ecup_umu[, lr:u -
tural, ethnic, and enerational diversity, (3) uncond.lhona dogi
and acceptance, (4% mutual care and generous sh_armg,d eu-ln1 !
joyous living and celebration. Their sense of identity an }i are L
purpose inspires and empowers them to embody thmugc cgm
munity life the principles and realities of the kingdom of Go ?5
a testimony to their unity in Christ. They seek practical wayds to
show hospitality to strangers and ‘respond to those in nee :tr;
their community and beyond. In this way, strangers, 1mm|gralr_1.
and all who are marginalized are invited to become partof a wci
ing, affirming, caring body of believers, thus giving a cogent an
visible witness of the truth that sets us free. ‘

The purpose of involving Laura and my qther students in
ministry among immigrants is not merely to give them ;_mque
ministry opportunities. Rather their experiences in dIVerse
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Christian communities are crucial to their spiritual and profes-
sional formation for effective ministry in a hurting world. A key
requirement is for each student to ask God to bring at least three
new people into their lives with whom they can share their faith
in deep and significant ways. Every semester my students report
that they receive fresh new insights and perspectives and are
deeply transformed through these relationships.

Shift from Theory to Action

A fourth shift among post-modern evangelicals is from the-
ory to action. For decades, many evangelicals have seemed more
predisposed to analyzing, debating and quibbling. However,
younger followers of Jesus are no longer willing just to talk
about how true Christians ought to live. Instead, they are eager
to radically follow and obey Christ in both Word and deed.

The story of the Good Samaritan is particularly appealing to
younger believers because the contrast between theory and ac-
tion is clearly illustrated.” To begin, Jesus’ response to the law
expert’s question “And who is my neighbor?” is very instructive.
Instead of getting drawn into an abstract debate, Jesus takes his
inquisitor for a walk down a dusty pathway between Jerusalem
and Jericho. Promptly they come upon a man abused by robbers
and left by the wayside. Soon, a priest and a Levite had passed
by and disappeared down the path, and only a Samaritan was
available to help.

Interestingly, Jesus asks the question, “Which of these three
do you think was a neighbor?” in such a way that the scribe was
compelled to imagined himself to be the one laying by the way-
side, needing to accept a helping hand from a despised for-
eigner.

In responding, the scribe could not even bring himself to ut-
ter the despicable word “Samaritan.” Instead, he could only
mumble, “The one who had mercy on him.”*

The message was clear. True followers of Christ cannot al-
low themselves to get caught up in endless philosophical de-
bates. Instead we are called to put our faith into action and reach
out to all those in need, including strangers, foreigners, and im-
migrants too. The Samaritan’s role in this story was not a coinci-
dence. Nor is it a coincidence today that God has brought immi-
grants from all over the world to our doorstep. Our role as true
followers of Jesus is not to engage in endless debates, but rather
to reach out with love and compassion to those who are in need
and searching for Good News that will transform their empty
lives.

Shift from Church Growth to Missional

A fifth shift among post-modern evangelicals is from Church
Growth to Missional. Missiologist Gailyn Van Rheenen states

The Church Growth and Missional movements repre-
sent two very different emphases. The Missional per-
spective accentuates theological reflections and historical
perspective and the Church Growth movement cultural

analysis and strategy formation.™

While recognizing our indebtedness to the Church Growth
movement, Van Rheenen asserts

The seeds of syncretism were rooted in the very princi-
ples of cultural analysis and strategy formation em-
ployed by this movement. Practitioners succumbed un-
intentionally to the humanistic suppositions of_the Mod-
ern Era. Assuming that they could chart their way to
success by their ingenuity and creativity, Churc_h
Growth practitioners focused on what hlimans do in
missions rather than on what God is doing.™

For centuries, the Western church had allowed the cultural
context to shape both her structures and practices in many subtl.e
and pervasive ways.™ As a corrective to the ‘modermst evar"ngeh-
cals of the previous century, there is a growing awareness in re-
cent years among missiologists and younger evangelicals that
churches ought to be Missional at their core.

The younger evangelicals, on the other hand, are recov-
ering the church as a counterculture. Th_e churgh, this
view argues, should not seek to integrate itself with cul-
ture or to baptize culture. Instead, the church should see

; A 34
itself as a mission to culture.

This shift to seeing the church as Missional and North Amer-
ica as a mission field is providing fresh perspectives and oppor-
tunities regarding how to minister faithfully both at home and
abroad.

The Missional church is not just another phase of church
life but a full expression of who the church is and what it
is called to be and do. The Missional church builds upon
the ideas of church growth and church health but brings
the lessons learned from each into a full-blown missions
focus—within their local mission field as well as the
ends of the earth. To be Missional means to move be-
yond our church preferences and make Missional deci-
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sions locally as well a globally.”

What a great time to be a Missional church in North America
today, where the world has come to our doorstep! The Hispanic
church that my wife and I attend is a microcosm of the growing
multiethnic and multicultural fabric of our nation. On a typical
Sunday we worship with people from The Dominican Republic,
Mexico, Peru, Colombia, the United States, Puerto Rico, Argen-
tina, Guatemala, El Salvador, and a multitude of other nations
both Hispanic and otherwise. Throughout each week North
Americans join our immigrant brothers and sisters in Christ
praying for and interacting with their family members from all
over the world. Witnessing God's Kingdom coming to pass on
earth as it is in heaven in the lives of these new believers and
their families brings genuine joy beyond description!

These five shifts in post-modern evangelical theologies,
when taken together, provide fresh, new opportunities to wit-
ness to our faith and engage our world in more appropriate,
relevant and transformational ways. As such, they also offer
evangelicals more biblical approaches for relating to the immi-
grants among us as witnesses of the Good News of Jesus Christ.

Getting Laura and Her Parents Back on Speaking Terms

Meanwhile, here is the advice that I am sharing with Laura
as she prepares to head home for the school break. First, recon-
nect with your parents in your shared stories, as a family and as
members of the Body of Christ. Talk again about how God so
loved the world that He sent His only Son for us all and how this
Good News has transformed your lives and family. Recall with
them how we are part of this old, old story together with pil-
grims and sojourners spanning nearly twenty centuries. They
will be thrilled to hear how you are growing in your faith and in
your walk with Jesus Christ.

Second, share the joys that you have experienced in reaching
out to others in Jesus’ wonderful name—to friends and acquain-
tances nearby, to strangers across the street and downtown, and
to peoples from around the world. Tell them about little Karisa
and how fulfilling and thrilling it is to see God at work through
you as you are investing in her life and family. If questions arise
about her family’s legal situation, admit that you do not under-
stand the whole situation and that you do not know the answers.
Then tell them more about little Karisa, an innocent child grow-
ing up in a complicated and unwelcoming world. Assure your
mom and dad that you know at least one thing for sure—that
God brought you into this little girl’s life to hug her, to wipe her
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inally, ask the Lord to equip and empower you as you min-
isterFtl':r P}I;im in both Word z:;ndpdeed. Seek His guidance by ex-
amining the Scriptures and walking in Obed_lEROt?.'He will speak
to you through the gentle promptings of His Spirit and in com-
munion with the body of believers in Christ. And as you pray,
ask Him to allow His whole Truth to speak in fresh ways to your
mom and dad, about His kingdom coming to pass on this earth,
which is...

Good mews [for] the poor...freedom for the prison-
ers...recovery of sight for the blind, [and release for] t}}l:a
oppressed... [proclaiming] the year of the Lord’s favor.”

Writer

Norman G. Wilson: Professor in the College of Arts and Sci-
ences, Indiana-Wesleyan University.
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1. The persons in this story are real but their names have been
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2. Grenz and Franke 2001, 13

3. See Webber 2002, chapters 1 and 2, for a very helpful analysis of
the modern history of evangelicals.

4. Pascal. 1660. Section IV “Of the Means of Belief”, No. 277

5. Ibid., No. 282.

6. 2 Corinthians 5:18, 19 NIV

7. See Mclntosh 2004, pp. 7 ., for a helpful summary of the back-
ground of these ideas.

8. Cf. Wilson (2005) for a fuller discussion of these models and their
implications. The author is influenced regarding these three views by
John R.W. Stott (1975), in Christian Mission in the Modern World.

9.2 Corinthians 5:18, 19 N1V

10. See Wilson 1997, 70 ff, for a discussion regarding how cognitive
and learning styles can shape theology in diverse cultural situations.

11. E.g., Exodus 22:21, 23:9; Leviticus 19:34; Deuteronomy 10:19,
16:12, 24:18, 22 NIV

12, Luke 4:18, 19 NIV

13. Matthew 25:35-46 NIV

14. E.g., The Wesleyan Church “Position Statement on Immigra-
tion” (June 2008) identifies eight biblical principles to guide the re-
sponses of believers regarding the immigration situation, including (1)
the Creation Principle, (2) the Great Commandment principle, (3) the
Sovereignty Principle, (4) The Submission Principle, (5) the Hospitality
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15. Ibid, 4-5

16. E.g., Matthew 7:1-3; Luke 6:36-38

17. Revelation 7:9, 10

18. Choung, 2008, 52.

19, Cf. previous section and footnote regarding kingdom principles.

20. Wilson 2006 (Fall)

21. Stone 1996, 143

22. Ibid, 143-7

23. James 2:14-26

24. [ am indebted to Robert E. Webber (2002) in his book The
Younger Evangelicals: Facing the Challenges of the New World regard-
ing my discussion of these shifts in post-modern evangelical theologies.

25. Horton, in Sider 2005, 17.

26. Acts 17:26-28 NIV

27. Ephesians 2:18-20 NIV

28. Webber 2002, 104

29. Regarding the following discussion of The Good Samaritan, |
am indebted to David 1. Smith (2009), having drawn from ideas in an
earlier draft of the fourth chapter of his forthcoming book entitled
Learning from the stranger: Christian faith and cultural diversity.

30. Luke 10:25-37 NIV

31. Van Rheenen 2006, 3

32. Ibid, 1

33. Cf. Guder 1998, 5 ff. and Carter 2006, 14 ff.

34. Webber 2002, 132

35. Stetzer and Putman 2006, 49

36. Luke 4:18, 19 NIV
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Over the years my wife and [ have attended several different
churches. In every one of them the welcoming process was quite
different. Right after we were married, we began attending a
small church. The church averaged about fifty people at its Sun-
day morning worship service. People greeted us warmly before
and after the worship service, and the pastor’s wife invited us to
lunch at her house. Only later did we discover that this was a
normal practice for the pastor and his family. Each week they
planned on having someone over for lunch. If a guest came fo
church, which was not often in their small congregation, the
guest was invited. When no guests were present at the service,
they invited one of the church families. The second time we at-
tended, one of the leader’s families asked us to go to dinner. All
of these lunches and dinners provided a personal welcome that
we appreciated, and which eventually helped us join the church.

A few years later my wife and I moved to a new city and be-
gan looking for a church home. One of the churches we visited
was quite large, averaging over 1,000 people at worship each
week. We never met the pastor face-to-face, nor spent any time
at lunch or dinner with his family. Greeters met us at the en-
trance to the church, and then escorted us down the church
hallways to Sunday school classes and into the expansive wor-
ship auditorium. An information table provided brochures on
several church ministries, and we received a letter from the pas-
tor later in the week thanking us for our visit, as well as inviting
us to return. Getting involved in the church took place through a
formal membership class that newcomers were expected to at-
tend. The organized process for welcoming visitors was quite
impressive.
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The church we finally settled into was a medium size church
averaging about 200 people each Sunday. Two worship services
allowed the church to squeeze more people into the rather small
facility. Even though the church had no formal welcoming proc-
ess, we were invited to attend a bowling and pizza night with a
class of younger married couples. As we developed friendships
with people in the class through other social events, we gradu-
ally found ourselves involved in church activities and ministry.

Our experience of being welcomed in these three churches il-
lustrates the fact that churches operate differently depending on
the size of the congregation. “Right sizing” the various minis-
tries and processes of communicating, welcoming, training, in-
volving, and a host of other activities is crucial for smooth opera-
tion, as well as increased growth, of a church. As a church
grows, it cannot simply employ business as usual practices.

Larger churches are not simply bigger versions of smaller
churches, but in reality an entirely different structure that re-
quires different operational procedures.

Impact of Size on Organizations

The impact of size on organizations and organisms is recog-
nized in several disciplines. Various researchers in such diverse
fields as economics, business management, sociology, biology,
and missiology have all acknowledged the impact of size on or-
ganizational development. For example, studies in biology speak
of “power scaling relationships,” which are mathematical de-
terminations of how characteristics change with size in different
species. Geoffrey B. West, writes,

...metabolic rate increases as the % power of mass. Put
simply, the scaling law says that if an organism’s mass
increases by a factor of 10,000 (four orders of magni-
tude), its metabolic rate will increase by a factor of only
1,000 (three orders of magnitude). This represents an
enormous economy of scale: the bigger the creature, the
less energy per pound it requires to stay alive. This in-
crease of efficiency with size — manifested by the scaling
exponent %, which we say is “sublinear” because it's less
than one — permeates biology (2007: 34).

The following are brief summations of the research from the

arenas of management, sociology, and church growth on the im-
pact of size in organizations.

Business Management

nificance of size in managing a business. Larry Grefner,fl;?ifﬁ:
sor of Management and Organization at tl'_ne University EA vl
ern California’s Marshall School of Business wrltel.:s,dl S
pany’s problems and solutions tend to chang_e marke P);o]:;lems
number of its employees and its: sal'es volume_ increase. e
of coordination and communication magnify, ngv;.r u~.d o
emerge, levels in the management hierarchy mthp;l Y, }':1; ; b}eeﬁ
become interrelated” (Greiner 1998:56). _Anyone who sy
involved in small and large companies can ‘res.oi:af‘e i
Greiner. The ease with which one communicates wtlt ::r;l: <
ployees is very different than trying to communicate w y
5 or with 500.
empll{csz; Mintzberg, Bronfman Professo.r of Manage;'nf:éee:
McGill University, also acknowledges the importance 0 Lo
standing the impact of orgamzatwr}al size on marfagek?'lie apc;n_
tices. “The size of the overall organization appears to h.?[ e oo
siderable effect on what senior managers do, wnttlals i anizi
“Specifically, we find that chief executives of sma ﬁr olgre e
tions engage in fewer formal activities pu{ are r_nu‘t:‘ m bl
cerned with the operating work of their organization S
berg 1973:104). Mintzberg observes 'that in business en :*)po o4
senior executives of smaller companies tgnd to focus on‘ntair]?in
ating the organization, 2) internal issues, Il3} ma:: ey Iﬁ
workflow, 4) real-time concerns, and ‘.:'»] informa -;:o?ne . l)'di—
contrast executives of larger companies tend to focus o e
recting the organization, 2) external issues, 3) mmrlltammgc <sives
perspective, 4) future-time concerns, and B) for;ln‘a -conm::‘.emin A
In a later book Mintzberg su gg[es;ts tl:rri:.- hypotheses con g
i n oreanizational structure. _ ]
effeclt,s O'Er?\l: Ei.e?rg,er ﬁm organization, ti:le more elaborate its str;}:
ture—that is, the more specialized its tasks, the more di
ferentiated its units, and the more developed its admin-
istrative component. :
2. 'llir:t]l:rger thlfe organization, the larger the average size
i nits. ‘ i

3. %’;gsl:rger the organiz;’;i;):,lakéc; more formalized its be-

avior (Mintzberg 1983:124- - _

An :dditingmi examgie from the business field comei f::::;?
Theodore Caplow. Writing in Hoz'v to Run Any Ofrgmtluci 0%
Caplow introduces the concept of “discontinuities ol scale.
notes,

The diminution of consensus about organization VE-‘:)UCE
and goals is a normal consequence of gmw;h, attln u\r
able in part to the inherent difficulty of getting 2 alrlget_
number of people who know each other less well to
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agree about anything, in part to the importation of new
people and ideas, but mostly to the brute fact that as an
organization grows, its relationships to its members and
to the environment necessarily change, so that its origi-
nal values and goals become somewhat incongruent
with its current program. These problems are magnified
by discontinuities of scale. An organization cannot grow
indefinitely in small increments. Sooner or later it makes
a quantum leap that transforms its whole character: the
company acquires a second factory in another state; the
family has its first child; a summer camp adds a winter
program. Often the people involved do not realize that
anything significant has occurred until they discover by
hard experience that their familiar procedures no longer
work and that their familiar routines have been bizarrely
transformed (Caplow 1976:178).

As organizations grow, Caplow submits that one can expect
theft to rise, original members to become obsolete, and an in-
creased dependence on outsiders. He offers five standard meth-
ods for coping with organizational growth: team management,
decentralization of operations, standardization of procedures,

centralization of financial control, and expansion of communica-
tion (179).

Sociology

Early insight on the impact of numbers in social life comes
from Georg Simmel (1858-1918). A translation of his work by
Kurt H. Wolff, The Sociology of Georg Simmel, published in 1950
contains a large section on “Quantitative Aspects of the Group”
(Wolff 1950:87-177). In this work Simmel acknowledges that
larger groups must develop new forms, forms that smaller
groups do not need. He comments, “It will immediately be con-
ceded on the basis of everyday experiences, that a group upon
reaching a certain size must develop forms and organs which
serve its maintenance and promotion, but which a smaller group
does not need” (Wolff 1950:87). Additionally, Simmel recognizes
that some groups have sociological structures that make it im-
possible for them to increase in size. For instance, he mentions
“the sects of the Waldenses, Mennonites, and Herrnhuter” (89-
90). The social structure of such groups demands a tight solidar-
ity that cannot be experienced in larger group structure. Simmel
notes that the larger an organization becomes the less inclined it
is to radicalism, the more important simple ideas become, and
the greater the decrease it experiences in inner cohesion (93-95).

One insight Simmel mentions that I have not found in other
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works is the relationship of absolute and relative numbers. For
instance, he asserts that the relative impact of key individuals
increases as the group grows even if the number of key people
remains proportionally the same. Thus, “it is easier for an army
of 100,000 to keep a population of ten million under control than
it is for a hundred soldiers to hold a city of [10,000] in check, or
for one soldier, a village of 100...in spite of the fact that the nu-
merical ratio remains the same” (97-98).

Simmel also introduces the concept of the intermediate
structure, which is neither small nor large. “The character of the
numerically intermediate structure, therefore, can be explained
as a mixture of both: so that each of the features of both the small
and the large group appears, in the intermediate group, as a
fragmentary trait, now emerging, now disappearing or becom-
ing latent” (Wolff 1950:116). According to Simmel, the interme-
diate structure shares the essential character of both the smaller
and larger structures. The amount of sharing, however, alter-
nates between the smaller and larger characteristics (i.e., the in-
termediate structure moves back and forth between small and
large aspects).

David O. Moberg reviews several aspects related directly to
church size in The Church as a Social Institution (1962). Regarding
church conflict he remarks, “Some evidence indicates that petty
jealousies, bickering, back-biting, spites, and personal or fac-
tional quarrels are the most prevalent in small congregations
which stress intensely emotional types of religious experience
(Moberg 1962:270). Speaking about people’s commitment he
writes, “Increasing size of a church congregation appears to be
accompanied by a diminution of the average member’s sense of
obligation to work, give, and participate” (41). Addressing the
importance of evaluation he reports that one study found four
factors of church vitality: youthful vigor, financial giving, in-
creased membership and baptism, and consistent growth. He
then notes that, “the larger churches outstripped smaller ones on
all four measures” (219-220).

Another sociologist, Paul E. Mott, addressed the impact of
population size on organizational development. In The Organiza-
tion of Society (1965) Mott outlines thirteen propositions regard-
ing population size and social structure. In the interest of space,
just a sampling of his ideas will be mentioned. Mott attests that
as organizations increase arithmetically, “the number of possible
channels of interaction increases geometrically” (Mott 1965:49).
Or, put another way, as the size of a group increases by addition
the number of communication pathways multiplies. Thus, the
larger the organization the more difficult the communication
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process. Furthermore, as the organization grows larger the num-
ber of roles increase and become more formalized. While one
leader may be sufficient for small organizations, it will take more
leaders fulfilling more formal, specialized roles as the organiza-
tion becomes larger. Lastly, Mott states that as the organization
enlarges, the authority structures become decentralized, which
in turn creates increased levels of influence and rank in the or-
ganization (Mott 1965:38-70).

Sociologist Ronald L. Johnstone builds on Mott's analysis in
Religion and Society In Interaction (1975). Summarizing Mott's ma-
jor thesis, Johnstone comments,

As groups increase in size, the degree of consensus
among members concerning goals and especially norms
decline. In great part a basic problem of communication
and interaction is involved here. As groups grow, a
point is reached when not everyone can interact with
everyone else; nor can any one person interact with all
the others. Levels of understanding and commitment to
goals and norms cannot be maintained. Not only can’t
people share as fully with one another and reach truly
common understandings by involving everyone in deci-
sion and policy making, but also problems of increasinﬁ
diversity arise as more members come in. In fact, eac
new person is a potential disrupter, if not a potential
revolutionary, inasmuch as the ideas he brings with him
or that he may develop may challenge fundamental ten-
ets of the group. Obviously, the tight-knit, integrated,
primary-group-like relationship that may have existed at
a group’s inception and during its early development
begins to submit to increasing diversity and more spe-
cialized interests as different elements enter (Johnstone
1975:106-107).

Johnstone discusses several additional issues that organiza-
tions face as their size increases: declining norms, increasing de-
viance, development of specialized roles, greater role autonomy
and coordination, and increasing bureaucracy (107-108).

Church Growth

No one in the church growth field has addressed the issues
related to congregational size as widely as Lyle E. Schaller. As
early as 1973, Schaller differentiated his advice on the basis of
small, medium, and large church categories. In The Pastor and the
People (1973, 1986) he defined a small church as one with fewer
than 100 people at worship, a medium church with 100-200 wor-
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shipers, and a large church with over 200 worshipers (Schaller
1973/1986:145-147). Two years later he observed in Hey, That's
Our Church! that churches tend to group at four size levels or
plateaus: 30-35, 70-85, 115-135, and 175-200 (1975:39-50). This
appears to have been the first time that the natural gathering of
churches around certain size measures was recognized in church
growth literature.

In most of his books Schaller discusses the impact of size as
almost a side issue. For example, in Effective Church Planning
(1979), it is within the context of a discussion of small and large
groups that he introduces some of the same findings noted by
several sociologists. He writes, “In the well-managed small
group the internal communication system usually is informal,
unstructured, and highly effective. In the large group the inter-
nal communication system must be intentional, systematized,
structured, and redundant (1979:29).

Schaller wrote three books in the 1980s specifically targeted
to different sized churches. The first was The Multiple Staff and
the Larger Church (1980). This was followed by The Small Church
IS Different (1982) and The Middle Sized Church (1985). Not only
did these three books signal a new approach to church growth
(i.e., one based on size), but they also communicated new defini-
tions of small, medium, and large. Schaller classified churches
into seven categories: fellowship (35), small (75), middle-sized
(140), awkward size (200), large (350), huge (600), and minide-
nomination (700) (1980:27-35). This division eventually devel-
oped into the following widely used analogy of church sizes.

Average Attendance Type Analogy
<35 Fellowship Cat
35-100 Small church Collie
10-175 Middle-Sized Garden
175-225 Awkward Size House
225-450 Large Mansion
450-700 Huge Ranch
700+ Mini-denomination Nation

Schaller presented basic church size strategies to increase
church membership in Growing Plans (1983). This book is built
around three major questions: How do small churches grow?
How do middle-sized churches grow? How do large churches
grow? Each of the chapters presents ideas for growth founded
on size theory. Finally, writing in The Very Large Church: New
Rules for Leaders, Schaller claims, “...next to the congregational
culture, size is the most revealing and useful frame of reference
for examining the differences among congregations in American
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Protestantism” (2000:27).

Along with Schaller, an early church growth writer who in-
fluenced church size thinking was David A. Womack. In The
Pyramid Principle of Church Growth (1977) Womack introduced
the concept that churches tend to cluster at certain sizes. Build-
ing on earlier research by statistician George Edgerly, Womack
wrote that churches tend to cluster at 35, 85, 125, 180, 240, 280,
400, 600, 800, and 1,200 average worshipers (1977:17). The
growth problem, according to Womack, is that churches do not
expand their organization to fit the needs of the next size of
church, and they plateau at predictable size levels. Thus, he
writes, “If a church wishes to serve more people, it must first
expand its base of organization and ministry (1977:15).

While completing his study of the Church of the Nazarene
for his doctoral program at Fuller Theological Seminary, Bill Sul-
livan became interested in the challenge of assisting churches to
break the 200 barrier. A statistical analysis of Nazarene Churches
in 1983 discovered that “nearly 90 percent have fewer than 200
members. Indeed over half of the churches have fewer than 75
members” (Sullivan 1984:15). After conducting further research
to see what factors caused churches to remain below two hun-
dred in size, as well as how churches effectively broke the 200
barrier, he published Ten Steps to Breaking the 200 Barrier (1988).
This book provided practical insights on how church leaders
could manage the growth of a church beyond two hundred in
size. It was later revised as New Perspectives On Breaking the 200
Barrier.

During the 1990s church consultant, Carl George, wrote two
books based on the hypothesis that as churches grow they must
change their organizational structure. Prepare Your Church for the
Future (1991) focused on answering the question “How can a
church be large enough to make a difference in the world while
remaining small enough to care about people?” George shares,
“Almost every growing church I've encountered faces insur-
mountable limits on its ability to expand its structure without
serious disruption in quality” (1991:43). He further attests,
“Churches find that each time they grow a little, their quality
lessens, so they must scramble to implement a new organiza-
tional system geared to their current size” (1991:42). The answer
to this organizational dilemma, according to George, is to be-
come a meta-church.

The name Meta-Church, then, is quite distinct from
megachurch. This new label allows for greater numbers,
but its deepest focus is on change: pastors’ changing
their minds about how ministry is to be done, and

D ImY +=l A las 2000
Jourral of the Ariérican Society for Church Growth, Winter 2009

churches’ changing their organizational form in order to
be free from size constraints. A Meta-Church pastor un-
derstands how a church can be structured so that its
most fundamental spiritual and emotional support cen-
ters never become obsolete, no matter how large it be-
comes (1991:51-52).

Meta-Church theory calls for a new social architecture that is
people-centered, ministry-centered, and care-centered. It builds
on the analogy of yeasts (geometric growth of small groups over
time), which allows for continual growth and personal care re-
gardless of how large a church becomes. George says, “The
Meta-Church can grow to any size without revising its social
architecture for ministry or sacrificing quality of discipleship
(1991:177).

Building on Schaller’s analogy, George offers the following
breakdown of churches by size.

Worship Attendance Analogy

<35 Mouse-Size Church

35-50 Cat-Size Church

100-200 Lap-Dog-Size Church

200-1,000 Yard-Dog-Size Church

800-1,000 Horse-Size Church

3,000-6,000 Elephant-Size Church

30,000+ Metropolis-of-Mice Meta Church

At the time George wrote this book, less than fifteen
churches had grown larger than 6,000 worshipers in the United
States. He predicted, however, that “one day soon, North
American churches of 25,000 to 50,000” would appear in every
metropolitan area, a prophecy that has come true in part. Lead-
ership Network reported in January 2007 that there are 1,170
churches with worship attendances between 2,000 and 9,999, as
well as forty churches averaging over 10,000 in worship atten-
dance (Leadership Network 2007:35).

In a follow-up book, How to Break Growth Barriers (1993), Carl
George specifically deals with the 200, 400, and 800 size barriers.
He declares that, “Churches have more in common by their size
than by their denomination, tradition, location, age, or any other
single, isolatable factor” (1993:129). After demonstrating the
predictable barriers, or sizes, around which churches cluster, he
addresses several issues of organizational capacity necessary to
break the 200 barrier: parking availability, space for classes and
seating, and expansion/relocation. To pass the 400 barrier,
George recommends changes in the roles of the board and staff.
Essentially, operational functions must begin to be shifted to the
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staff, while policy-setting functions remain with the board.
Growing beyond 800 requires changes in marketing, facilities
usage, and organizational design. In part leaders must establish
reasonable spans of care, use niche marketing to reach new peo-
ple, focus on life-stage ministry, and offer multiple worship serv-
ices (see 1993:129-164).

Two other books appeared at the end of the 1990s by church
growth authors that continued to enhance our understanding of
church sizes. Elmer Towns, C. Peter Wagner, and Thom S. Rai-
ner authored The Everychurch Guide To Growth: How Any Pla-
teaued Church Can Grow (1998). Wagner offered insights on
breaking the 200 barrier, Rainer ideas on breaking the middle-
sized (400) barrier, and Towns thoughts on getting over the 1,000
barrier. The second book, One Size Doesn’t Fit All: Bringing Out
The Best in Any Size Church (1999), also addressed moving
through the small, medium, and large forms of church. In this
book I attempted to bring together all of the church growth
thought up to that time related to small, medium, and large
church sized strategies.

The most recent books to reflect on the implication of size on
church growth were published in 2003, 2005, and 2006. Overcom-
ing Barriers to Growth by Michael Fletcher submits that there are
really only two barriers to the growth of a church: the 100/200
barrier and the 700/800 barrier (2003/2005: 20). The Myth of the
200 Barrier, written by Kevin E. Martin, takes a contrarian ap-
proach. He rejects the thesis of a 200 barrier, but espouses a di-
vidin%l line (barrier?) at 150. However, Martin does admit that
churches tend to cluster at predictable sizes (2005:11). While not
strictly a study on church sizes, Confession of @ Reformission Rev.
(2006) by Mark Driscoll is a testimony of how God worked in the
ministry of Mars Hill Church in Seattle, Washington. Driscoll
writes, “Churches, like children, have a shoe size that they will
grow into. As a church grows, it must accept it size” (2006:28).
The bulk of the book is a description of the challenges and
changes that Mars Hill Church went through at predictable size
levels: 0-45, 45-75, 75-150, 150-350, 350-1,000, 1,000-4,000, and
4,000 to 10,000.

A summary comparison of the breakdown of church sizes
according to church growth writers is as follows:

Schaller Womack  Schaller George Meclntosh
(1975) (1977) (1980) (1991) (2007)

30-35 50 <35 35 35
70-85 90 35-100 50 85
115-135 120 100-175 100 125
175-200 200s 175-225 200 200
300s 225-450 400 400
600 450-700 800 800
1,200 =700 1,000 1,200
3,000 3,000
6,000 6,000
30,000 10,000

My listing above is not based on any scientifically gathered
data, but a summary “best guess” based on the observations and
studies I have gathered. Several researchers already mentioned
above agree on the general barriers up to 800 in size. A recent
D.Min. dissertation, by David B. Vasquez, confirms the existence
of predictable clusters of churches at 1200-to-1500, 3000, and
5000-to-6000 in size (Vasquez 2006:122-124).

David Vasquez suggests that the points at which churches
tend to cluster are not hard numerical numbers, but rather are
“ranges” of numbers around which churches tend to cluster. For
example, the 200 barrier is not a hard number, but is more of a
range, say between 150-250. Thus a church, which plateaus at
150, is still struggling with the 200 barrier, as is the church that
plateaus at 250. Martin’s statement that the 200 barrier is a myth,
based on his reading of The Tipping Point (2002), by Malcolm
Gladwell, is moot. While, there clearly is no research data that
supports a hard numerical barrier at 200 (as Sullivan’s study of
the Church of the Nazarene pointed out in 1985), there is re-
search data that supports numerical ranges (or clusters), which
can be spoken of as barriers. The same holds true for 400, 800,
1200, or any other point on the chart above.

Leadership network reports the following percentage break-
down of churches in the United States as of 2007.

Worship Attendance Protestant Churches
1-99 177,000 (597%)
100-499 105,000 (35%)
500-999 12,000 (4%)
1,000-1,999 6,000 (2%)
2,000-9,999 1,170 (0.4%)

10,000+ 40 (0.01%)

(Leadership Network. Innovation 2007).
Based on research by John Vaughan, the following chart
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gives evidence that churches are continuing to grow above 2,000
in size, and at a faster pace than ever.

Year Total Mega Churches
> 1970 10

> 1980 50

= 1983 74

= 1985 100

> 1990 250

> 1998 400

= 2000 500

> 2003 700

> 2004 850

= 2005 1,200
= 2007 1,400+

(Unpublished statistics from John Vaughan, 2007).

While it used to take a church from 15-50 years to grow
larger than 2,000 worshipers, it now appears to be happening in
a little as five to ten years in several reported cases. Given cur-
rent trends, we are most likely going to see even more large
churches in the future. Thus, it is pivotal that we understand the

dynamics of how larger organizations, including churches,
Zrow.

What Have We Learned?

Leaders like to talk about a church’s DNA, and how it con-
trols the growth and development of their church. In living or-
ganisms DNA is the nucleic acid that contains the genetic in-
structions used in the design of all known life. Some compare
DNA to a set of blueprints, a recipe, or a code since it contains
the directions to build organisms cells. Thus a church’s DNA
carries the information that quietly guides the way a church is
formed.

Part of understanding a church’s DNA is appreciating the
rules that appear to govern the growth, decline, and fruitfulness
of social organizations. Although church growth is ultimately
the work of God the Father (See I Cor 3), there are general con-
nections between a church’s size, relationships, and organization
that have crucial implications for its growth. The following are a
dozen essential facts that we have learned about the impact of a
church’s size on its DNA.

First, the larger a church becomes the more numerous and
complex the relationships and organizational structure. For ex-
ample, in a small group consisting of ten people there are forty-
five potential relationships. However, in a church of one hun-
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dred people there are 4,950 potential relationships. And, in a
church of five hundred there are 124,750 potential relationships!
This is why, as a church grows larger, the leaders sense the need
to work harder at communication, long-range planning, and
building unity.

Reflecting on the organizational needs of a growing church,
Lyle Schaller explains, “It probably will need a more complex
organizational structure” (1985:129). He goes on to suggest that
as a church grows larger it needs a longer time frame for plan-
ning, a heavier emphasis on outreach, and a greater reliance on
large group organizing principles.

Second, the larger a church becomes the more it must break
down into midsized and smaller units to maintain care and
communication. Carl George addressed this issue in this pace
setting book Prepare Your Church for the Future. George predicts,
“All churches, no matter what their size, must deal with a certain
organizational issue if they’re to experience the ongoing, quality
growth that stems from Christ’s Great Commission to ‘make dis-
ciples’ (Matthew 28:18-20)" (1991:42). Later George defines this
certain organizational issue as “Churches find that each time
they grow a little, their quality lessens, so they must scramble to
implement a new organizational system geared to their current
size” (1991:43). As churches increase in size, and in the number
of relationships as found in the first point above, it becomes in-
creasingly difficult to provide care for and involvement of addi-
tional people. George discovered that churches must become
ever smaller as them grow ever larger. Thus, the larger a church,
or any organization, becomes the more it must break down into
smaller units to maintain an actable level of care for its members.
Thus, an emphasis on small group ministry is absolutely neces-
sary, as a church grows larger if it hopes to maintain a positive
flow of communication and pastoral care to all of its worshipers.

Third, the larger a church becomes the more it must develop
specialized roles and functions, as well as increasing the total
number of roles. Jethro’s advice to Moses in Exodus 18 is the
classic biblical illustration of this point. Observing the struggle of
Moses caring for the concerns of the people of Israel, Jethro sug-
gested that he break down the oversight into subdivisions of
leaders. Jethro recommended that Moses select leaders of thou-
sands, hundreds, fifties, and tens (See Exodus 18:21). Minor dis-
putes among the people of Israel were handled at the lowest
level, while major disputes were pushed further up the path of
leadership. Thus, not only did Moses expand the number of
leaders, but also those at the different levels took on more spe-
cialized roles. Likewise as churches grow up and beyond each
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step or plateau, they must increasing add additional leaders
while expanding the types and functions of roles. In smaller
churches evangelism, assimilation, and pastoral care all take
place in one unit. However, in larger churches these elements
become specialized, each functioning as separate units. This puts
a premium on specialization, association, and cooperation in
larger churches.

Fourth, the larger a church grows the more specialized and
diverse its subgroups must become. When churches are small it
is normal to find that they offer a limited number and array of
small group studies. However, as churches grow larger they be-
gin offering an ever-growing number of specialized groups—12
step groups, support groups, task groups, etc. This is tied to the
issue of critical mass. A smaller church may have only one or
two families with a special needs child. While the church leaders
are no doubt concerned for the special needs of the two families,
there will not be sufficient critical mass to offer a small support
group or specialized class for them. As a church grows larger,
however, it will soon amass a number of families with special
needs children. With the increased critical mass it will be able to
offer a support group and/or special needs class aimed directly
at this need.

Fifth, the larger a church becomes the more its roles are for-
malized, and the number of levels of lay and staff roles increase.
When small churches begin adding staff members it is quite
common to use simple names like associate pastor or assistant
pastor or director of children’s ministry. These simplistic titles
cut wide swaths of understanding the role and function of these
staff members. However, as a church grows larger the titling of
each staff member becomes more specific and formal, such as
associate pastor of assimilation, administrative pastor, or direc-
tor of preschool. The formalization of the role and title narrows
down the exact function that each person does in the perform-
ance of his or her role. The same occurs with lay roles and titles.
Smaller churches may have elders and deacons, but larger
churches have administrative elders, ruling elders, ministering
elders, shepherding elders, and a host of other more specific ti-
tles and functions.

Sixth, the larger a church becomes the more important regu-
lar communication of its vision, values, mission, and philosophy
of ministry is in order to maintain common norms. Maintaining
unity of purpose and direction becomes ever more difficult as a
church grows larger. The increasing number or relationships
means the use of the grapevine, which was used to effectively
communicate when the church was smaller, no longer works. In
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addition the natural process of communication creates loss a
every level on the communication chain (see figure #1).

Figure 1

\30%

At the top level, a message is shared with an expectation that
the people will remember 100 percent of it. But, as one can see,
the second level of leadership actually catches only about 90 per-
cent of it. As the message is communicated further down the
various levels of church leadership, more and more of it is lost
until fewer and fewer people understand it. At the third tier of
leadership, only about 67% of the message is heard. The fourth
tier receives only 50%. When the commumcat:on_read'nes the
congregation, only about 30% of the message is received. A mes-
sage in a small church only has one level to travel to reach the
entire congregations, which is why the grapevine works so well.
Yet, as can be seen from the figure above, the large church has
numerous levels that a message must traverse before it reaches
the entire congregation. Thus, growing churches find that re-
dundant systems must be put in place to insure permeation of
communication throughout the entire church. _

Seventh, the larger a church becomes the more authority key
influencers gain. The decision-making processes in srpaller
churches is often.driven by the entire congregation, that is the
congregation desires, and feels they must have, a say in almost
all decisions made on behalf of the church. Such an organiza-
tional approach to decision-making can work very well because
the church is small enough for members to have a sufficient
breadth of knowledge about the entire church ministry to make
wise decisions. As a church grows, however, members of the
congregations begin to realize they no longer have the breadth of
understanding of the church program to make good discussions.
When the church becomes mid-sized many decisions are handed
over to a board and various committee. But, when as a church
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moves on to become a larger size, the congregation and board
gradually come to understand that only the senior pastor and
members of the pastoral staff have enough knowledge of the
total church ministry to make day-to-day functional decisions.
The larger a church grows the more the senior pastor and pas-
toral staff gains authority as the key influencers of ministry di-
rection. The larger a congregation becomes the more the congre-
gation follows the senior pastor’s vision.

Eighth, the larger a church becomes the more potential exists
for conflict among various parts of the organizational system.
The relational character found in smaller churches allows for
good communication and coordination of ministry functions.
While smaller churches do experience conflict, there appears to
be a greater opportunity for disharmony as the church grows
due to the increased difficulty in communicating with larger
groups of people. Conflict arising from the use of facilities, dis-
tribution of finances, coordination of plans, and a host of other
related issues becomes more probable as a church increases in
size. Therefore larger churches must focus on assisting subunits
to co-relate, and function with harmony and less friction.

Ninth, the larger a church becomes, the more decentralized
the ministry. It is possible for a single person to oversee, coordi-
nate, and control a church while it is small. But, once a church
mid-sized, it becomes increasingly impossible to do so. As lead-
ers share ministry leadership with others, push care giving and
decision-making down to the lowest levels of lay ministry, de-
centralization beckons.

Tenth, the larger a church becomes the more necessary it is
that it learn from other churches of equal or greater size, even
from churches of different theology, polity, or any number of
identifiable aspects. Its size is the primary definitive characteris-
tic. Other than a church’s cultural context, its size is the main
determinant of its organization. Growing churches soon discover
that fewer and fewer churches are available from which they can
learn. Since most denominations and church associations are
made up of smaller churches, as a church grows it may find very
few churches in its own theological family from which it can
learn. Thus, larger churches look to churches of their same size
in other church families as a place to learn how to take it to the
next level.

Eleventh, the larger a church becomes the more it must focus
on issues and needs further removed in time and space. A small
speedboat can be turned around in a very short space. However,
to turn an ocean liner around takes many miles and a longer
time frame in which to do so. The same is true of churches.

Smaller churches are like speedboats in that they can turn very
quickly if the pastor and people desire to do so. Larger churches,
much like ocean liners, need much more time to communicate
the necessity, the plan, and the procedure for turning in a new
direction.

The same is true regarding a church’s span of ministry im-
pact. Smaller churches generally focus on ministry needs close to
home in their neighborhood, city, or state. Larger churches look
to meet ministry needs in the nation and world due in part to
greater resources and vision. To reach the next level a church
must solve problems in a smaller space before it can concern it-
self with issues in a larger space. This means that the larger the
space (city, state, nation, world) and the longer the time (week,
month, year, multiple years) the fewer churches will be involved
in solving problems at that level. Thus, the leaders of larger
churches must increasingly be more adept at strategic planning
(see figure #2).

=
A G

World
Nation
State
City
..
Week Month Year Multiple
Years
Figure #2

Twelfth, the larger a church becomes the more important it
is that that it continue to innovate. As churches grow larger in
size they demonstrate economy-of-scale relationships, that is, a
doubling of size requires less than a doubling of resources. For
example, a small church can add a second worship service, and
include more people, without needing to add a second worship
leader. One worship leader can lead two or three different wor-
ship services, which allows the church to double or triple with-
out increasing its cost for paying an additional worship pastor.
An opposite effective occurs regarding creative output. A phe-
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nomenon called “super linear scaling” takes place regarding
creativity, that is, as a church increases in size it expands its abil-
ity to innovate. Thus is it no surprise that most of the new minis-
try programs are designed, tested, and developed by larger
churches rather than smaller ones, Not only are larger churches
more innovative than smaller ones, it apparently is important
that they continue to innovate. Geoffrey B. West, president of
Santa Fe Institute in Santa Fe, New Mexico, declares, “In the ab-
sence of continual major innovations, organizations will stop
growing and may even contract, leading to either stagnation or
ultimate collapse. Furthermore, to prevent this, the time between
innovations must decrease as the system grows” (2007: 35).

Sumimary

From numerous fields of research, it is apparent that the na-
ture of all organizations and organisms is to change as they in-
crease in size. This is no less true in the churches we love and
serve. As we continue to grapple with the challenges of under-
standing and applying church size strategies to impact our
churches, it will have far reaching effects.

Writer

Gary L. McIntosh: Professor of Leadership and Church Growth,
Talbot School of Theology.
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NOTES

1. Portions of this paper were presented at the Association of Naza-
rene Researchers and Sociologists annual meeting in 2007,

2. There is a mathematical formula that can be used to calculate
how many potential relationships are possible given a certain number
of people in a church. If n is the number of people, then 1 (n-1) equals
the total number of possible relationships.
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Evangelism Lessons Learned Abroad that Have Implications at
Home

Tom Steffen

After months of culture and language acquisition, medical
work, and teaching literacy we were finally ready to present the
gospel to the Antipolo/Amduntug Ifugao an animistic tribe
with a Roman Catholic veneer residing in central Luzon of the
Philippines. These are the people we had laughed with, cried
with, eat with, sweat with, and yes, shivered with from Decem-
ber through February for almost 8 years. They invited us into
their lives, providing multiple opportunities to learn from and
serve them in word, deeds, and signs (Lk 4:16-19; 19:9-11).

I began as | was taught—start with the authoritative source
of the message, the Bible. Then move to God and Satan, contrast-
ing the two’s attributes—something often missed in most con-
temporary evangelism. From there, address the creation of the
world, animal life, and people, then the fall, and the resulting
consequences—broken relationships (human, material world,
spiritual world) in desperate need of restoration. When the Ifu-
gao understand the above concepts, present the solution to the
dilemma created, the Restorer, Jesus Christ. To make sure the
Ifugao understood each lesson, I reviewed it through a series of
questions that were designed to capture the central points.
Rather than relymg on the oft-accepted evangelism ritual of

“pray this prayer,” I looked for transformed behavior that would
include an allegiance change, desire for the Word, reordered re-
lationships and use of resources (time and finances), and the de-
sire for public baptism (Steffen 1997a, 146). Authentic followers
of Christ change beliefs and behaviors.

To complete the discipleship process (from the crosscultural
church planter’s perspective driven by an exit strategy) a general
outline for ongoing follow-up followed evangelism. It dealt with
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the Christian walk, teachings on the universal and local church,
leadership, and a number of Christian doctrines, e.g., reconcilia-
tion, the Holy Spirit, prayer, eschatology. Just as the evangelism
was presented from a systematic theology perspective, the same
was true of follow-up. Doctrines were often presented randomly.
Sometimes current needs dictated the content covered; other
times, the preset order of the topics in the curriculum ruled.

In my mind the linear logic of the above evangelism model
flowed freely and purposely from point to point—Word, God,
Satan, humanity, sin, judgment, Jesus Christ. The concepts built
to a climax as they moved through the topical sequence from
innocence to separation to solution—Bible as source, protagonist
(creator, initiator, love, sovereign, just...) and antagonist (con-
niver, deceiver, jealous, liar...) contrasted, creation, fall, and solu-
tion.

Ifugao narrative logic, to my great surprise, did not perceive
it that way. In fact, they found it extremely boring, difficult to
follow, and hard to communicate to others. So much for starting
a sustainable church-planting movement!

It finally dawned on me—people learn differently and 1 must
adjust my teaching style accordingly. Perplexed but not paralyzed I
began to rethink the failed evangelism model, considering more
contextual models that would move beyond my preferred
propositions while at the same time guard the gospel (1 Ti 6:20).

This article will address my journey in evangelism among
the Ifugao of the Philippines and years of consulting and teach-
ing on the topic at home and abroad. It will seek to take the
things I've learned in cross-cultural settings and demonstrate
possible implications and applications for a postmodern, post-
Christian, post-literate, post-denominational, post-commitment
generation in the USA.

Ifugao Preferences with Possible Western Implications

While receiving teaching on socialization (enculturation) in
pre-field training, somehow it never registered to study this as-
pect of Ifugao culture in-depth. How do Ifugao prefer to learn?
How do they teach each other? Here are a number of the differ-
ences discovered. It’s little wonder why the Ifugao were not im-
pressed with my evangelism model.

While working a missionary candidate school a couple of
years ago, one of the accepted candidates queried: “Don’t we
need to teach people to think linearly so that they can under-
stand Scripture?” The candidate eloquently articulated what I
had previously considered a basic need of the Ifugao. Rubem
Alves (1990) captures what I inadvertently attempted to do

pedagogically to the unsuspecting Ifugao.

‘Please, tell us your stories’, the villagers said to the
newcomers. The villagers were all silent and sml!ed as
the Enlightened began telling the truth. But they did not
tell stories. They opened thick books, treatises, commen-
taries, confessions—the crystallized results of their
work. And it is reported that, as they spoke, the stars
began to fade away till they disappeared, and dark
clouds covered the moon. The sea was suddenly silent
and the warm breeze became a cold wind.. )
When they finished telling the truth of history and in-
terpretation the villagers returned to their homes. And,
no matter how hard they tried, they could not remember
the stories they used to tell. And they slept dreamless
sleep.

As to the members of the order, after so many years of
hard scientific work, they had their first night of sound
sleep, also without dreams. Their mission was accom-
plished. They had finally, told the truth. (71)

The Ifugao wanted stories; I gave them systematic theology.
They wanted relationships, I gave them reasons. They wanted a
cast of characters, | gave them categories of convenience. They
wanted events, I gave them explanations. '

While 1 succeeded initially in dimming the stars, covering
the brightness of the moon, calming the churning sea, and turn-
ing warm winds into cold, cutting ones, unlike the people men-
tioned in the quote, the Ifugao would have no part of it—they
did not want dreamless nights. Fortunately, they refused to take
part in the mental gymnastics I had inadvertently asked them to
participate (Steffen 2005a). Following are some of the challenges
that changed my evangelism approaches, each of which has
some implications for western evangelism. What do the post-
moderns want? What are we giving them? What do they really
need?

Ifugao Preference: Whole to Part

Reflecting back over the western evangelism model revea}ecl
a part-to-whole approach. While I followed the western teaching
style that preferred to approach a lesson from part to whole, the
Ifugao found their attention focused not on the present lesson,
but rather trying to discern the metanarrative that supposedly
tied the lesson (and lessons) together, and defined the lesson(s).
The western approach forced the metanarrative to evolve over-
time, in this case several months of teaching, the exact antithesis
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of th'lt:hway Ifugao preferred to learn—whole to part.
g e Irfugao love to hear the sweep of Scripture or select slices
plel (;fs:;]c_s ‘astia “g?gie book or letter, storied or sung. One exam-
is is the Bible story from creation to the ascensi i
th ‘ sion. U
a trajtn}?nal Salidumay tune, the lead singer (often female) :.i::r::\%
Eloste the story as she went along (creativity within boundaries
a promotes' mygtery) with the first stanza being a short sum-
;:;IaFy of the direction of the story (whole to part)* and those lis-
(r-;nng t?mg the chorus (participation) after each of the 52 stanzas
respEtlt fcm). The formulaic end of the song demonstrated a high
Um;c);_-; or the abll:”ty of each participant to discern truth without
. side pressure: “Ngenamung hu nemnem yu tep ag pepilit
J&'ﬁz ‘;155;1?:::;.1?3 kay.lt{n tuu” (“Your minds are free to decide
: orce, it’s up to you”). This song offers sin :
%erz:lrtiheg E)flpulsurt; tlo the Source of Truth; they sign g their w:r"l;sfeti)
. Similarly, 5 i i ibii
s y, followers of Jesus sing their way to biblical
Whole-to-part thinkin i
: g and processing was foreign to mos
ofhmy expensive formal education. My teachers rewa%ded 3:3;;
‘a\; 0}::0uld best unpack meaning, not just from a chapter, para-
l§Iap }; sentence, phrase, or even a word, but from the very sylla-
piziutmatssvompnsed the word in question. Consequently, the big
> sweep never seemed that important to me, m ’
= - . 4 9 b 3
:ausia] it seemed :‘mpu_-smble to grasp? Or, that I was me‘\fne}li rt:‘:al:l‘:3
aught to appreciate it? Or maybe, because western cult -::l'jr
not reward it? i
Seminary professor David Wells (1993), commenting on the

fragmenting of knowled ithi
i e within th i i
makes this insider’s obsen%ation: SRS SR

Subjects and fields develop their own literatures, work-
ing assumptions, vocabularies, technical terms riteria
for what is true and false, and canons of what I; terature
and what views should be common knowledge amon

those m:’orking in the subjects. The result of this is a rog-
found increase in knowledge but often an eq.uall pro-
found loss in understanding what it all means l'my;.vpthe
knowledge in one field should inform that in another
Thlls is the bane of every seminarian'’s existence. The dis-
sociated ﬁf:lds—biblical studies, theology, ch1-.1rch his-
tory, homiletics, ethics, pastoral psychology, missiol-
pgy;become a rain of hard pellets relentless bombard-
ing those who are on the pilgrimage to graduation. Stu-
dents are left more or less defenseless as they run this
gauntlet, supplied with little help in their efforts to de-

end, the only warrant for their having to endure the on-
slaughts is that somehow and someday it will all come
together in a church. (244-245)

As 1 reflect back on how I learned Scripture it was definitely
random and piecemeal, a little from here, a little from there.
Even Old Testament Survey and New Testament Survey classes
did little to catch the sweep of a Testament, the combined two
Testaments, or the individual books and letters in either Testa-
ment. Teachers seemed to prefer spending significant time dis-
cussing controversial parts of a book or letter than capture its
theme or its relationship to the big picture. We certainly never
would have thought to sing our way through the Bible. Sadly, I
bought into my teachers’ biases, something the Ifugao had fre-
mendous difficultly processing, much less accepting. Fortunately
for both of us I took a learner role. | soon learned that relevant
curricula for the Ifugao calls for lessons, and series of lessons,
that move from the whole to the part (Steffen 1997b).

Possible Implications for Western Evangelism

1. In a post-Christian society evangelists can no longer as-
sume that the metanarrative of Scripture is still known much less
understood. The comments of this western seminary student
should give us pause in continuing to use a fragmented, com-
partmentalized approach to communicate Scripture and the
gospel.

In my own life, I question if 1 have let myself become too
bogged down in the details of seminary. It has seemed
as though each course has been a separate piece of the
puzzle, which I have had to figure out how to arrange in
my understanding of the gospel. This fragmentation has
caused me to lose sight of the big picture—the overall
story of the God'’s plan, the gospel. Could this compart-
mentalization be the reason why I have struggled to
maintain a vibrant relationship with God throughout my
time in seminary? Could this be related to the fact that I
have forgotten the stories of my powerful God and re-
duced Him to a subject that I study in seminary? Have
our congregations done the same because we've failed to
communicate the awe-inspiring stories of God working
throughout history?

Perceptive. This wise student understands that he is likely to
perpetuate such fragmentation to those he witmesses to and
teaches because teachers tend to teach as taught.

termine h s : : : ’ .
ow to relate the fields one to another. In the A correction is needed. Typical seminary Bible curriculum
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be:gh:ls withkan OT Survey class in the first semester followed by
NT Survey in the second semester, signaling to students that the
last quarter of the Scripture supercedes the first three-quarters in
thaF both receive a semester of study. Many other courses are
sprinkled in both semesters, causing some of the confusion ex-
pressed in the above quote. This is particularly true when more
attention is given to minutia in the survey classes rather than a
book’s or letter’s contribution and connection to the metanarra-
tive. When teachers of other courses fail to show their connection
to the sweep of Scripture, fragmentation ferments.

It seems a better curriculum schema that could help improve
evangelism would be to begin with a course that covers Genesis
tprpqgh Revelation in the first semester entitled Bible Survey
(Trinity Evangelical Divinity School now does this). Teachers of
other courses would then show how and where each of their
courses fit in with the Bible Survey course. If curriculum design-
ers believe that more depth should be added, layer it by adding
OT and NT survey classes later. Such training for evangelists
should help provide postmoderns vital background necessary
for grasping the gospel.

2. Evangelists should reintroduce key characters over time to add
depth to familiar themes. For example, NT writers reintroduce OT
characters, Adam, Abraham, Moses, David, to highlight aspects
of doctrines and values. This should be true of individual lessons
or a series of stories. ‘

~ Commercial advertising has become astute at doing this by
using a single character and following his or her life over time
while emphasizing a certain theme or product. One of my favor-
ite examples of this is the fat, uptight PC representative dressed
in a stuffy suit and tie who is always trying to undermine the
relaafed, youthful, thinner, casually dressed Macintosh rep, but
continues to make himself and his product look foolish and infe-
rior, advertisement after advertisement. Repetition with creativ-
ity will speak loudly to postmoderns.

3. Evangelists should be able to state the theme of the Bible in a
couple of sentences.” Capturing the metanarrative of Scripture in a
few sentences is a difficult challenge but here is an attempt:

God’s persistent and passionate pursuit to glorify him-
self through the institution of his rightful rule through
grace and justice by defeating spiritual powers, restoring
broken relationships with repentant people, resulting in
Spirit-comforted communities of loyal, enthusiastic, will-
ing worshipers-co-laborers that enjoy refreshing rest in a
material world that impatiently awaits final restoration.

blished HArchives; 200
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How could this be rewritten to be more memorable rather
than attempting to capture content? What questions could be
asked that will help highlight some of the overlooked concepts
of the metanarrative, such as, the cosmic battle being fought be-
tween God and Satan? The issue of justice so prevalent in the
on?

How could art be used to communicate it? Drama?* Song?
Dance? Poetry? Proverbs?® One of the most memorable student

presentations in the Theology of Mission class® was a girl who
danced her understanding of the metanarrative of Scripture.
There were few dry eyes when she finished.

4. Guard the identity of each member of the Trinity by covering the
sweep of Scripture. Without such a sweep, the