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	Leader’s Guide - Study 1

All Places Are Mission Fields

All believers are missionaries; all places are mission fields.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Though the word missional has been in use for more than a century, church leaders have recently begun spending more time thinking and talking about what it means. The sending and support of missionaries to unreached people outside one’s national borders remains part of the idea, but only a part. At the heart of the modern redefinition of missionality lies a focus on the mission of God throughout history, rather than just the mission of the church and her missionaries. 

How do we understand the mission of God, and what does this mean for the local church? What does it mean for our families? What is the biblical support for this seemingly new missional emphasis? This study will examine these questions in light of Scripture and the provocative examples of believers who have truly embraced a missional lifestyle. 
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Lesson #1

Scripture:
Matthew 22:36–40; 28:18–20; John 20:19–23; Ephesians 1:3–23

Based on:
“New Ownership,” by Eric Reed, Leadership Journal, Winter 2007, Vol. XXVIII, No. 1, Page 19
PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each person with the article “New Ownership” from Leadership Journal, included at the end of this study. 

Some theologians and church historians have suggested that Christianity as we know it today, especially in America, reflects the DNA inherited from hundreds of years of European Christendom. When church and state became one in key European states, all the citizenry were thought to be “Christian,” regardless of any proclamation of faith or obedience. One became a Christian by virtue of merely living in a Christian empire ruled by leaders blessed, anointed, and ordained by the church. This unified church/state culture led to a view of missions as something the church did for unbelievers living outside of Christendom. Thus, in order to fulfill the Great Commission, the church appointed, funded, and sent missionaries beyond its borders to the far reaches of the globe. In contrast to the biblical model of the Great Commission (where the good news spread in waves from a central starting point), these missions leapfrogged “Jerusalem and Judea” entirely, aiming straight for the “uttermost parts of the Earth.” Missions became a global enterprise, ignoring the local need. Rather than sending its members as missionaries into the community, the local church instead became a “magnet” where believers came for edification, and seekers, if any, came to be evangelized. 

In recent years, however, a shift has been taking place. While denominations still send missionaries beyond national borders, we now see “home missions” and stateside missionary support structures. Further, parachurch ministries have begun to fill the gaps not addressed by denominational agencies, enabling greater cooperation between disparate sending groups, often addressing needs locally as well as globally. 

Lately, the missional movement has begun influencing the local church’s view of missions so that individual churches are now funding and sending missionaries themselves, sometimes forming cooperative networks with nearby churches—even across denominational lines. 

Finally, the new missional approach to faith has compelled families and individual believers to embrace a missionary worldview and lifestyle within their own communities. Rather than seeing missions as a program to give money to, these missional believers are seeing missions as something every believer is commissioned to do at work, at home, and in their neighborhood. 

Discussion starters:

[Q]
What do you think is the primary difference between “doing missions” versus “being missional”?

[Q]
The author notes that missions is now coming full-circle: “Individual Christians in local congregations are taking new ownership of the mission. We are becoming missional.” What do you think?

· Does simply “taking ownership of the mission” truly bring the church’s responsibility full circle? If not, what might be missing from truly going “full circle”?

· How would you describe the early church’s view of missions and the believer’s responsibility for missions work?

[Q]
What do you think is the proper relationship between the “Great Commandment” (Matthew 22:36–40) and the “Great Commission” (Matthew 28:18–20)? How should the Great Commandment color our view of the Great Commission?

[Q]
As you read this article and saw the example of believers fully embracing a missional lifestyle, how were you challenged?

[Q]
Do you think living a missional lifestyle is realistic for everybody in your church? Why, or why not?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: To be missional starts with knowing God’s mission from the very beginning.

The words missions and missional share a common ancestor: mission, which comes to us from a Latin word meaning “to send off.” When Jesus gave us the Great Commission (Matthew 28:18–20), he sent his followers off on a specific mission with four essential tasks: “Go … make disciples … baptizing them … and teaching them to obey.”

Throughout history, the church has done well in focusing on these tasks. We volunteer and are appointed to go as missionaries. We teach well, often setting up translation programs and Bible colleges to train converts. We baptize, teach, and mentor, and have done it so effectively that our mission fields now send missionaries back to America to evangelize us.

Focusing on the task, however, produces missionaries sent to a mission field. However, in John 20:19–23, Jesus welded the heart of missions with the heart of God when he said, “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” Christ the Lord is telling his followers—you and me included—that he is sending us to others for exactly the same reason and purpose as he was sent.

Focusing on God’s mission produces believers who are being sent wherever they are and wherever they go. This is missionality at its core: God has a purpose; God sent Jesus to fulfill that purpose, and the Holy Spirit to empower that purpose. Christ has placed that mantle of mission on every believer who follows him. Every believer individually and the church collectively embody the presence of Jesus in this world—we are his hands and feet.

We are called to do more than the work of missions: we are called to do God’s work, commissioned by Jesus, empowered by the Spirit.

[Q]
Read Ephesians 1:3–23. What does Paul have to say in this passage about God’s mission, goal, or purpose?


Leader’s Note: Key phrases to look for in this discussion include verse 4, “to be holy and blameless in his sight,” verse 10, “to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ,” verse 12, “in order that we … might be for the praise of his glory.”
[Q]
How does a family moving out of their suburban home into a cramped apartment help fulfill these goals? 

· How do tutoring, feeding the hungry, or going overseas to do missions work fulfill these goals?


Leader’s Note: God’s mission is not to make Christians or missionaries, but to bring all of Creation into his kingdom. As Christ was sent to realize and announce the arrival of God’s kingdom (Luke 4:43; Matthew 4:17 ,23; Luke 17:20b–21), we are to carry on that work (Luke 10:8–9).

Thus, you might discuss how true godliness involves obeying the command to love your neighbor as yourself, or that true godliness involves caring for widows and orphans, feeding the hungry, and clothing the naked. Discuss how certain lifestyles help bring “all things in heaven and on earth” under Christ’s lordship. For example, as Adam was given responsibility to care for the earth and its creatures, our responsibility to do the same remains. You could further discuss how our humility and selflessness, our integrity, generosity, and hospitality, all reflect Christ in ways that bring glory to God. 
One pillar of missional thought points to the nature of God as Trinity. Before the world existed, before man was created, even before time began, God existed as a loving, giving, relating member of a community. Being truly missional, therefore, means we must reflect these eternal qualities of God: we must love. First, we love God as a natural response to the Creator who moved heaven and earth to bring us into his kingdom. And we must love others because he also loves them, and they are made in his image. 

[Q]
What is love, and how is this part of God’s mission?

[Q]
What are some practical ways your church could actively express love in your community?

[Q]
Looking back on the Ephesians passage, how do love and fellowship God’s way help fulfill God’s purposes?

[Q]
Perhaps you have heard this expression: “Show me your checkbook, and I’ll show you where your heart is.” How is giving money for missions different than being personally involved in missions?

· If God’s purpose is to bring all things under the authority of Jesus Christ, what does this mean for your finances and spending?

· If God’s purpose is to bring all things under the authority of Jesus Christ, what does this mean for your free time and leisure time?

Teaching point two: Being missional requires unity.

In his article, Eric Reed noted that many missional churches work with other churches across institutional and denominational boundaries. These missional churches don’t focus on whether they align on every point of doctrine and practice. Instead, they focus on forming a community that is active in their local neighborhood. It is worth noting that in Acts 1:1–9, Jesus spent his last few days on earth getting everybody on the same page: “He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God.” This message must have been utterly important for his followers and disciples, for it’s the only major topic Luke records for that time. The apostle Paul also pleads frequently in his epistles for believers to be of one mind, to be unified, to work together, not to argue, not to be divisive.

Perhaps you’ve never heard terms from the article such as “shared parish” or “supra-denominational,” but as Eric Reed notes, anyone who’s ever seen a Billy Graham crusade has already seen this kind of unity in action. When the shared goal is the manifestation, revelation, and expression of the love, kingdom, and lordship of Christ, secondary issues dim in importance.

[Q]
What do you think are the greatest barriers to church unity? 

· Why is it so difficult for churches to work across denominational boundaries?

[Q]
What are the greatest barriers to unity within just one church community? Many churches have split or are threatening to split over matters of policy, practice, or philosophy. What do you think are the primary causes of this intra-church disunity, and how do you think it should be addressed?

[Q]
Even if your church or community doesn’t have an outreach partnership or a “shared parish,” what are some ways you could unite with other believers missionally?

[Q]
What are the most visible needs in your church’s community that could only be addressed by uniting churches together?

[Q]
What would a truly missional church look or feel like? 

· Would you feel comfortable attending a missional church?

Teaching point three: To become missional be generous and hospitable.

In 1991, when Faith Popcorn wrote The Popcorn Report: The Future of Your Company, Your World, Your Life, she described a new trend she called “cocooning”: individuals becoming increasingly more insulated from society via their homes, cars, and cubicles. In an already individualistic society, wired Americans have only become more and more socially remote from each other. Food can be delivered to your door, entertainment piped onto your screen, calls made and e-mails exchanged, all without leaving the comfort of one’s cozy den.

But the Scriptures teach us to do anything but cocoon ourselves away from society. Jesus prayed for our protection while we live “in the world,” even without being “of it” (John 17:1–26). Throughout the Scriptures, we are encouraged to lay hands on one another, to greet each other, to fellowship, to gather together, to exercise hospitality, to be generous, and to share.

The families featured in Eric Reed’s article are anything but cocooned. They attend “churches without borders” and enjoy families without walls. Doors are opened, time is freely spent, and lifetime friendships are formed.

[Q]
Thinking about the “Great Commandment” (Matthew 22:36–40) and the “Great Commission” (Matthew 28:18–20), how does America’s trend toward more and more “cocooning” interfere with these commands?

[Q]
What do you think motivates people to live isolated and insulated lives? For example, how do you account for the following behaviors?


1) Some will spend half an hour composing an e-mail when a five-minute phone call or a walk down the hall might accomplish more in less time.


2) Some choose to “tune out” of church, and “tune in” to televangelists instead.


3) Few people in the church actually confess their sins to each other.


4) The moment the car leaves the church parking lot, Christian drivers are indistinguishable from other drivers, save for their bumper stickers.

[Q]
What are some simple and practical ways families could exercise more generosity and hospitality in their neighborhoods?

[Q]
Dallas Willard has defined a spiritual discipline as “any activity within our power that we engage in to enable us to do what we cannot do by direct effort.” Like the physical disciplines of lifting weights to gradually increase our strength, spiritual disciplines are activities that increase our spiritual strength. What activities would you recommend to help believers strengthen their ability to exercise generosity and hospitality?

[Q]
Many might be generous or hospitable when given the opportunity to do so, but because they have been “cocooned” they rarely get the opportunity to exercise these muscles. What would you do differently at your church to make it easier for members to practice generosity and hospitality?

Optional Activity:

Break your group into twos or threes to discuss one or both of the following scenarios.

Sometimes we run into problems being hospitable or generous when we begin exploring the frontiers of our own uncharted territories. How would you handle the following scenarios?

· Imagine you’re a black business leader, and a fellow church member asks you to lunch. When you meet, your fellow churchgoer confesses that he’s struggling with racist attitudes. He tells you of specific things he’s done or tolerated, and wants to make things right. How do you, as the minority who has been wronged, handle this? How can you exercise generosity and hospitality so that you can both grow together in Christ?

(The black minister who related this story, suggested this: “I need to get to know you, and you need to get to know me … come over to my house. … Bring your wife and meet my wife, and we’ll just sit and talk and get to know each other. I’ll barbecue some steaks, and let’s start there. … Friendship is not cheap. It takes time and commitment.” See: “Racial Reconciliation: Moving Beyond Words” from PreachingToday.com.) 

· Imagine you save money for a monthly dinner at your favorite restaurant and feel a strong impression to share your faith with the waitress. You don’t know much about her life; she’s quiet and seems happy enough, but you feel strongly that you need to demonstrate the love of Jesus for her. What are some practical things you could do to share love and generosity?

(Robert Morris, who described this scenario, relates his decision: He decided at that first meal to forego dinner, and left her the money he had set aside for the meal along with a tract, and he shared a few words with her about how much God cares for her. The next month, he had saved up more money and left an even more generous tip, along with a booklet. The third month, when he visited again, the waitress found him and told him that not only had she accepted Christ, but that her husband, who was in prison, had done the same. See: “Extra-Generous Tip Leads to Server’s Salvation” from PreachingToday.com.)

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

It’s far too easy to get caught up in “doing church” and assuming that the work of missions is done by special people called to a special ministry somewhere “out there.” But what the specially appointed missionaries do is really no different from what you and I are called to do: be the presence of Jesus in the midst of people who do not know him. As Christ’s representatives, we are ambassadors of the kingdom of God. Following Christ is less about being in the pew whenever the doors are open and more about carrying the life-changing power of the gospel outside the church walls.

Jesus got in a lot of hot water over the types of people he hung around. We would do well to follow his example by opening our own homes to our neighbors, performing acts of kindness and generosity, and being genuinely concerned when listening. We don’t have to fix every problem, ease every struggle, and heal every wound—we just need to be sure that we are faithfully representing the ultimate healer, Jesus Christ, and making introductions.
Action Points: 

· What are your strongest gifts and greatest strengths as a missional believer? Are you naturally generous? Are you naturally hospitable? Are you a natural teacher and mentor? Are you adept at giving comfort? Play to your strengths and try to identify one thing you could do in your church community or in your neighborhood to be more missional.

· Who in your church is missionally minded? If you can identify at least one other missional friend, consider approaching them to partner on a project.

· If you were thoroughly missional, fully embracing this lifestyle, how would your prayers change? 

· There are people in your church right now going through struggles; you could help them, even if it’s just by offering a willing shoulder to lean on. Try to identify one need that you can personally make yourself available for over the next two months. If you don’t know of any needs, find someone on staff who could alert you to needs you could help with.

—Study prepared by Rich Tatum, blogger,
freelancer, and former online media managing editor for CTI.

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

- 1 Thessalonians: Sharing the Faith

- Talking About God in the 21st Century Marketplace

- From Personal Faith to Social Action
· “Missional Bricks and Mortar: Can a church be truly missional and own a building?” David Fitch (Out of Ur, December 5, 2006) 

· “Missional Buzz: Will the real church please stand up?” Tim Conder (Out of Ur, January 12, 2007) 

· “Missional Possible: Steps to transform a consumer church into a missional church,” Chad Hall (Leadership, Winter 2007)
· “The kingdom made visible: a missional theology of church,” David P. Gushee (Stimulus, January 2005)

· “Teaching Theology from a Missional Perspective,” John R. Franke (Allelon, June 15, 2007) 

· Announcing the Kingdom: The Story of God’s Mission in the Bible, Arthur F. Glasser (Baker, 2003; ISBN: 0801026261)

· The Open Secret: An Introduction to the Theology of Mission, Lesslie Newbigin (Eerdmans, 1995; ISBN: 0802808298)

· Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission, David Bosch (Orbis, 1991; ISBN: 0883447193)

Article

New Ownership

Missional is more than a trend as today’s Christians recover an old calling.
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By Eric Reed, for the study “All Places Are Mission Fields.”

Talking with Connie Sabo in the living room of her north Atlanta home, you’d think from her poise and easy grace that she might have been a contender for Miss America. (She is first cousin to one.) But when I first meet Connie, her blond mane is pulled back in a ponytail, she’s wearing jeans and sneakers and playing ball with a dozen Latino kids in the muddy parking lot of an aging apartment complex. “We don’t speak a word of Spanish,” she said, “but they know we care. We certainly were not equipped for this, but God has equipped us.”

Her husband, Frank, is there, too. (He is greeted with shouts of “Mr. Frank! Mr. Frank!”)

Soon daughter Taylor arrives with her high school classmates for an afternoon of tutoring, a Bible lesson, and games in the parking lot with the kids of Wyndham Creek apartments. For the past six years, this has been their Wednesday afternoon ritual.

“Definitely, it’s a big, long-term commitment,” Taylor said.

“Mostly we love kids,” Frank said. “And they love us back.”

The Sabos represent a shift taking place among believers and churches in North America. Frank and Connie lived in several cities during his career in corporate management with a major restaurant chain, and now, settled in Atlanta, they enjoy a comfortable lifestyle. As members of Perimeter Church, a megachurch in the Presbyterian Church in America, their family grew under the teaching of pastor Randy Pope and a wide variety of ministries for their girls. Then their older daughter, Chelsea, now in college, participated in a junior-high outreach to an apartment community of immigrants with lots of kids, few English language skills, and deep need. That in-town mission sparked a desire in the Sabos to move beyond their comfortable faith.

Theirs is part of the story of a church that awakened to the spiritual and physical need of their neighbors and the birth of a service ministry that now includes 90 churches of all denominations in the area.

It is a good picture of what happens when a church and a family go “missional.”

More than Buzz

The word missional has been in the dictionary for 100 years, defined in the 1907 Oxford English dictionary as something that is of, or pertaining to, missionaries. But those who use the word today have broader applications, focusing on the church’s role in the culture.

It refers to a philosophy of ministry: that followers of Christ are counter-cultural, on a mission to change the culture. Missional refers to the specific activity of churches: to build the kingdom of God in all settings where church members are at work, rather than building up the local congregation, its programs, numbers, and facilities.

Many users of the term refer to a change of heart—that missions is not a distant program to which we send a check or boxes of used clothing—but instead something we’re personally involved in. The whole life of a believer is to be dedicated to faithful sharing, giving, and going—more than studying, hearing, and sending others.

Those steeped in a missions tradition would contend it is the recovery of an old ethic. If the number of websites and recent books using the word are any measure, missional is hot and spreading. Time will tell if it is the successor to “church growth” and the antidote to consumer-driven church.

Nigh Society

A missionary returning from South America to teach at the seminary I attended predicted the demise of the monolithic agency that sent him and funded him for nearly 30 years. “The denominational mission structure has grown large and unwieldy. The churches are losing connection with the missionaries they fund,” he told our class. He spent a week teaching on the missions societies that grew up around the work of Adoniram Judson and other missions pioneers.

“The forces that led to these ad hoc groups of people from various church backgrounds and the passions that kept them together proved effective in spreading the gospel,” he said. “I think we’ll see the reemergence of the society method of missions sending in the next generation.” Not only as a funding and sending method, I would tell the professor today, but also as a congregational and personal ethic.

For congregations, the missional concept means:

1. Local churches (and the networks they form) replacing the denominational boards and parachurch organizations as missions senders.

2. The shared parish concept in local communities.

3. Personal ownership of missions responsibility.

From local congregations and missions societies supporting a few missionaries in the 1800s, the seat of Christian mission responsibility moved to denominations in the 1900s, to parachurch organizations in the latter half of the last century, to entrepreneurial megachurches in the past generation, and increasingly back to congregations and individuals in ad hoc groups that often want to do the work themselves.

Yes, professor, we are coming full circle. Individual Christians in local congregations are taking new ownership of the mission. We are becoming missional.

Going to People Afar

Roberta Hestenes’s account of a missions trip to East Africa is just as gripping for the audience who hears it today as it was eye-opening for the church that supported it in 2000. Rather than another short-term trip that makes do-gooders feel good and leaves the missionaries on the field to mop up afterward, this trip was the first venture in the adoption of a distant, unevangelized people by Hestenes’s Southern California congregation. Solana Beach Presbyterian Church (PCUSA) chose the Afar in Ethopia.

After extensive research and prayer, the church took these remote and little-known people to heart and began fundraising. Hestenes told the story of a woman named Vera, who waffled over going. Finally she joined the team.

After months of planning, and two days on cramped planes, the team was journeying several hours across the desert to find the Afar when one of their drivers swerved to avoid a collision. The van flipped. Three people were severely injured.

In the hours they waited for help to arrive, a group of boys came by. “Afar?” Roberta asked of the boys who were hours from the Afar village. “Afar!” the leader said, point to himself and several others. “Afar,” he scowled, pointing to one boy and shaking his head. Apparently not Afar. Seeking some connection with the kids who knew no English, Roberta eventually led them in singing “Alleluia.”

And undecided Vera found her purpose on this trip. Vera is a nurse. She tended the injured.

The group was led to the Afar town and met an entourage of 50 leaders, a door that had never been opened to Christians before. “We know you really care about us and our needs,” Hestenes quoted the top official as saying, “because you came. Even though it was hard and even though your colleagues were hurt in the accident.” This was the first trip in a multi-year relationship with the Afar.

Hestenes now urges other churches to personal involvement in mission work, not merely missions support. Our personal formation in the image of Christ demands hands-on ministry, she said. Everyone is important in the work, even those like Vera who are at first unsure of their contribution. These are recurring themes in the missional conversation: hands-on, personal involvement, a purpose for everyone.

The monolithic sending agencies are admitting, “We can’t do it alone.” The Southern Baptist Convention’s International Mission Board, which has for decades prided itself for fielding the world’s largest team of missionaries, turned to local congregations for assistance in reaching “unreached people groups.” In SBC life this is a remarkable change from the decades in which all the churches supported all the missionaries in order to reach all the lost people—in the process losing close contact between missionaries and the people back home.

This is the supra-denominational approach to missions—local churches working above and beyond the reach of the sending agency, and often outside the denominational or even parachurch structure.

On the local level as well, the new watchword is partnerships. “In the ’80s and ’90s, the national agencies would come up with the ideas and fund them. On the local level, we participated in what they funded,” said Keith Draper, a church planting strategist who was recently named executive director of the Chicago Metro Baptist Association, an alliance of Southern Baptist congregations. “Now, the national leadership wants to know what is working on the local level. Then they join in and may support it financially.”

This, too, is a significant shift for a denomination with a top-down missions strategy. “Today our work is about creating partnerships on the local and regional levels,” Draper said.

“In some ways this is nothing new,” he pointed out. “There is historical precedence for local congregations leading regional, national, and international missions. Before denominations coalesced 150 years ago, local churches took responsibility for global missions. They were ‘glocal’ two centuries before the word was coined. We are getting back to that.”

Shared Parish, Shared Purpose

What the Billy Graham organization pulled off in the cities where it crusaded—bringing churches of different stripes together for a common purpose—is beginning to happen organically and for ongoing ministry. Think of it as the church without borders.

In Columbia, South Carolina, they call it a “circle of accountability,” the responsibility shared by churches to reach the 600,000 unchurched people in their city. Jeff Shipman founded Columbia Crossroads Church six years ago with the intention of reaching every lost person. Realizing the enormity of the goal, Shipman enlisted fellow pastors to subdivide the region and tackle the task together. His church has even supported the planting of 20 churches in five denominations, none of them his own. Today 70 churches partner.

In Cedar Rapids, Iowa, 30 of the 80 evangelical churches are working together under the banner “Loving our Communities to Christ,” a project of Mission America. The alliance is one of nine in cities across the nation. In each city, the churches focus on issues specific to their location, including reconciliation, justice, and strengthening marriages and families.

A community-wide work in Little Rock, Arkansas, has become a model in more than 20 other cities. Started eight years ago when 31 pastors prayed for a way to demonstrate Christ’s love to their city, Sharefest annually brings together dozens of churches in Central Arkansas for repair work in rundown schools and neighborhoods. Fellowship Bible Church continues to spearhead the annual event.

These are a few examples of what may be called a “shared parish,” the desire to build the kingdom together with other congregations.

The church that inspired the Sabos to become a missional family is part of Unite!, 90 churches sharing a parish and resources in North Atlanta. The ministry centers around International Village, an area that has seen an influx of thousands of immigrants from more than 100 language groups.

When Churches Work Together

About the time the Sabos’ daughter was asking dad to drive the van for that junior high mission project, pastor Randy Pope was asking God for clarity for Perimeter Church’s next season. At their 25th anniversary, the church had quality teaching and strong faith (head and heart, as Jonathan Edwards put it), but what was missing was involvement in ministry to people in the area (the hand, as both Edwards and Pope point out).

“Our church is in an area where the spiritual need is great, but the physical need may not be so obvious,” said Chip Sweney, Perimeter’s Metro Outreach pastor. “We began looking in a larger ring around our community.” A demographic study showed that big changes were happening around them. Along Buford Highway the black-owned businesses and mom-and-pop shops were becoming ethic stores: Korean, Chinese, Vietnamese, Laotian, and Latino from a dozen countries.

“There are 400 apartment complexes around here, and each nationality settles together in a few apartment complexes,” Tim Cummins of Whirlwind Ministries explains. “Every complex is like visiting a different country. In every one, people need help talking with the landlord or reading the letter from their kids’ school. A tremendous opportunity for the gospel here. Talk about going to the world? The world is coming to us!”

In that environment, leaders of a few churches said, “We are each doing some good things in the community, but what if we were to do it together?”

A core of eight churches formed with Sweney and Bryan White of Hopewell Missionary Baptist Church, a historic, black congregation, taking the point.

Now, almost four years later, Unite! involves more than 90 churches—black, white, and Hispanic—from a range of theological backgrounds. They lead prayer initiatives and adopt schools. The Unite! churches took in 1,000 families who fled to Atlanta after Hurricane Katrina. And they support a clinic for indigent people.

Sweney is still a church staff member, although much of his work is outside Perimeter. He is their gift to the community. “The churches with resources have responsibility to lead out,” Sweney said. “We just need to love on people, and let them know that we care.”

And much of their work centers on the people of International Village.

Moving Into the Neighborhood

Like the Sabos, Ben and Julie Sawyer are members of Perimeter Church who heard a calling.

“It was just like a finger in the eye,” Julie said of the prodding they felt from their pastor’s teaching and from the Lord. “We had a strong family life. It kept coming to us that it’s natural to serve in an area where you’re already strong.” So when they heard of an opening at an apartment complex in the International Village, where one of the their children’s teachers had lived and led ministry to immigrant children, the Sawyers packed up, left their suburban home, and squeezed their family into a four-room apartment. The downstairs living area becomes a kids’ club a couple of afternoons a week.

A marker board in the window, with the Unite! logo, says “Homework Help, 4-6 p.m., Welcome!”

Ben comes home from work in time for the tutoring and games on the asphalt drive. “We felt it was important to move into the community itself because it lends credibility to what we’re doing here,” Ben said. “The problems and issues and struggles of the community are now our problems and issues and struggles.”

“It grabs me every time I drive into the complex,” Julie said in her makeshift dining room, surrounded by immigrant children struggling with simple math. “This is important. I need to live here because it’s important and it keeps my heart tender toward my neighbors. And I fear leaving, that my heart would harden again.” 

—Eric Reed is managing editor of Leadership.

“New Ownership,” by Eric Reed, Leadership Journal, Winter 2007, Vol. XXVIII, No. 1, Page 19
The stories of the Sabos and the Sawyers are told in the video “Intersect Culture,” produced as part of The Christian Vision Project by Christianity Today International. The video is a six-part series profiling people who are changing their communities. It includes a study guide for small groups. For information, visit www.ChristianVisionProject.com.
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	Leader’s Guide - Study 2

Reach Your Community

Making a difference in your community will require getting outside the church walls.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	New Life Church in British Colombia places a premium on caring for the needy and celebrating the often-unappreciated people who serve their community. Whether they are providing backpacks full of school supplies for children of single mothers or hosting a cookout for the police, they are involved in reaching out to people outside the church. Their influence is felt because of their commitment to work as a redemptive force in the world.

These successful efforts may stir up a desire to reach out where we live. If so, it will involve some careful evaluation and intentional action. However, if we are willing to make some changes, God can transform us into people and churches that reach our communities.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #2
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Scripture:
Psalm 24:1–2; Isaiah 58:1–10; Matthew 12:9–14; 1 Corinthians 10:23–30

Based on:
“Wreck the Roof,” by Mark Buchanan, Leadership Journal, Winter 2007

PART 1

[image: image15.png]


Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each person with “Wreck the Roof” from Leadership Journal (included at the end of this study).

Dan Kimball recently wrote a book called They Like Jesus but Not the Church. Increasingly, both statistics and anecdotal evidence suggest that many people in our culture agree. There are some who are actively antagonistic toward the church, but a larger number of people are ambivalent—they hardly even notice it’s there. In many instances, local churches are irrelevant to their communities because they are not making any effort to reach out to them.

When a church exists primarily for its members, one of the unintentional outcomes is that people outside the church believe that Christians don’t care about anyone but themselves. No one sees the transforming power of Jesus at work because it is hidden inside the walls of the church. Even worse, people may look at the Christians they see on television or hear on the radio and think that Christianity is just about rules and morality. Morals are important, but following Christ is about so much more. It’s about new life—the life we were meant to live, a life reconciled to God and in relationship with him. We are called to be the light of the world, but the light will not make a difference in our world if we don’t let anyone see it.

This is not a good place for a church to be. Individually and collectively, followers of Christ are called to be a blessing to the world—to care for the needy, to celebrate the underappreciated, and to seek justice for the oppressed. How will we be faithful to this in the places where we live?

Discussion starters:

[Q]
In what ways have you seen the church succeed in impacting the community? 

· How have you seen it fail? 

[Q]
What kind of impact should the church have on the community around it?

[Q]
What kind of opinion would you like your community to have about your church?

· How would such an opinion promote the gospel of Jesus Christ?

[Q]
If your church disappeared overnight, would the surrounding community care or even notice? Why or why not?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Evaluate what you are protecting in your current way of doing things.

When God delivered the Israelites from Egypt, he gave them laws to guide them (including the Ten Commandments). God promised to bless them if they obeyed his commands and discipline them if they disobeyed. In the following centuries, the Israelites disobeyed many times and spent many years in exile, far away from the land God had given them. These times of exile and other consequences from God convinced the religious leaders of Israel that they needed to find a way to make people obey God’s laws. Over time they developed a “fence” around the laws God had given them. They did this by making a huge number of laws to define each law from God. They thought that by doing this, people would be obedient to God’s laws and God would bless them. 

For example, one of the Ten Commandments says, “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy” (Exodus 20:8). To make sure people obeyed, the religious leaders put restrictions on what a person could do on the Sabbath. They decided that many things, including baking, building, and making two loops, were all forbidden. By the time of Jesus these additional laws had become the focal point for many of the religious leaders, called Pharisees. A list of 39 activities that are unlawful on the Sabbath can found at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/39_categories_of_activity_prohibited_on_Shabbat 

Read Matthew 12:9–14.

Rather than rejoicing in this man’s healing, the Pharisees were angry that Jesus “worked” on the Sabbath. They became so obsessed with their traditions that the traditions turned into an idol. They confused the laws they had created with the Law of God. They blinded themselves with unnecessary restrictions and missed out on what was truly important to God.

We may not add laws to our faith as obviously as the Pharisees did, but that doesn’t mean we don’t do the same thing. We develop our own way of doing things and begin to view it as the way things should be done. If someone questions our way of operating, we get defensive and refuse to consider the validity of other perspectives. Our traditions can become idols just like the extra laws were for the Pharisees. 

We exist to carry out the mission of God in the world, not to uphold our traditions. This doesn’t mean that all traditions are bad, but they should be readily dispensed if they have become idols that keep us from fulfilling our role as the people of God. It is important to identify these things and decide how to break away from them.

[Q]
Have you added things to the gospel, like the Pharisees did to the Law, that you see as non-negotiable?

[Q]
What practices or programs are beyond questioning in your church? 

· Who do these practices and programs benefit?

· What would happen if you discontinued those practices or programs? 

· What would replace them?

Optional Activity

Use a whiteboard or poster board and list all the ministry areas of your church. Under each ministry list the programs that ministry employs (or just pick a few if you don’t have time to cover them all). For each one, ask the following questions:

· Who does this program serve?

· What impact does this program have on the community, directly or indirectly?

· How would it impact your church if this program were discontinued?

What does this exercise tell you about your church’s current ability to reach out to the community? Which things could be morphed to better encourage community involvement and reaching out to the needy? Are there things that would discourage this kind of involvement?

Teaching point two: Consider reaching out to the needy.

When someone asks how we are doing spiritually, we are likely to respond by focusing on the frequency of our prayer and Bible study, the ways our lives are being transformed, or how close we feel to God. Few of us would respond by evaluating our sacrificial efforts to serve the needy. We may believe that serving the needy is good, but it doesn’t take a prominent place in our conception of being a Christian. However, this is one of the ways in which God judges his people’s faithfulness.

Read Isaiah 58:1–10.

The Bible references the poor more than 170 times. These passages refer primarily to those who are physically poor. Despite all our studying of the Bible, we often fail to comprehend God’s heart for the needy. There are many aspects to the Christian life, and caring for the needy is an essential one that often gets relegated to the back burner. Spiritual disciplines, study, and worship will not please God if we are hardhearted toward those in need.

Reaching out to the needy is not as difficult as you might think. In most towns and cities, there are numerous organizations that provide assistance for the needy and need volunteers. There are needy people in our churches and neighborhoods. We may miss people in need because we’re not really looking. Caring for the needy can mean a sacrifice of time, money, and energy, and there may be a part of us that doesn’t want to sacrifice. However, if we open ourselves to being used by God to provide for the needy, and observe the people around us, we will find ample opportunities to participate in this important part of our faith.

Serving the needy will increase and strengthen our faith in ways we might not expect. If you’ve ever been on a short-term mission trip or participated in a service project, it probably changed you more than you changed the people you were serving. Service has a way of giving us a different perspective and showing us what is important to God. As we respond to God’s call to serve the needy, it will bring us closer to him.
[Q]
Have you been a part of a church or heard of a church that is good at reaching out to the needy in their community? What did they do? How did they make this a priority?

[Q]
What are some organizations in your community that provide for the needy?

[Q]
What keeps you from being more aware of the needy?


Leader’s Note: We often insulate ourselves from the needy. One idea to help make ourselves aware of the needy is to go where they go—visit resale shops, discount food places, or simply walk through neighborhoods where the needy live.

[Q]
Are there certain groups of people in your church who are in need? In your community? If so, what might you do to help?

Teaching point three: Look for the ways God is already at work in your community and join him.

Read Psalm 24:1–2.

The Bible affirms many times in many ways that the whole earth is the Lord’s. It is easy to agree with this, but how does it apply to life? One of the applications is learning to see how God is working everywhere, not just in places that are “Christian.” We must avoid the misconception that Christians can only please God by participating in church activities and avoiding “secular” things. God is at work in ways we might not expect.

1 Corinthians 10:23–30.

In this passage, Paul uses the example of meat offered to an idol. He gives reasons why Christians might want to avoid eating meat if they know it has been sacrificed to idols, but he concludes that the determining factor in this situation is a Christian’s attitude toward God in the midst of eating the meat. Because the whole earth is the Lord’s, anything we do in his name can bring glory and praise to him.

When someone told pastor and author Rob Bell that they were going to take God to the world, he told them they’d get tired because God is really heavy. The point of his satirical comment was that we don’t have to take God anywhere. God is already at work everywhere. One of the most important things we can do as individuals and churches is to be aware of the ways God is already at work in our communities and to join in his work wherever we see it happening. To do this, we will have to ask God for discernment to see what he is doing. It may not look the way we expect it to.
[Q]
Do you agree that we can join secular organizations in the work of God? 

· What about organizations from other churches? 

· What about organizations from other religions? 

[Q]
Is it better for churches to start their own programs to make an impact in their communities, or to join organizations that are already doing things? Are there certain situations in which each approach might be better?

[Q]
What secular organizations in your community are doing good things?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

Serving others, individually and collectively, is a choice. It will not be easy, but it will be rewarding, because it will place us in God’s will for us as a people. It may just take the courage to break some roof tiles.

Action Points: 

What are some reasons or excuses you have given in the past for not serving people in your community? How can you find ways around these things?

Would your Bible study group be willing to serve together in this way? Discuss a way to make this happen.

Having completed this study, do you have any big ideas for how you could reach out to the needy and underappreciated in your community? Share your ideas with the group.

—Trevor Lee is a husband, father, and founding member of Infuse, a missional community. 

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

- 1 Thessalonians: Sharing the Faith

- Talking About God in the 21st Century Marketplace

- From Personal Faith to Social Action
· The Church of Irresistible Influence, Robert Lewis (Zondervan, 2003; ISBN 0310250153)
· The Externally Focused Church, Rick Rusaw and Eric Swanson (Group, 2004; ISBN 0764427407)
· Justice in the Burbs: Being the Hands of Jesus Wherever You Live, Will Samson and Lisa Samson (Baker, 2007; ISBN 0801068096)
· Practical Justice: Living Off-Center in a Self-Centered World, Kevin Blue (InterVarsity, 2006; ISBN 0830833684)
· Under the Overpass: A Journey of Faith on the Streets of America, Mike Yankoski (Multnomah, 2005; ISBN 1590524020)
· http://www.externallyfocusednetwork.com/
Article

Wreck the Roof

Are you willing to take apart the church to bring people to Jesus?

By Mark Buchanan, for the study “Reach Your Community.”
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I’ve never met a pastor who didn’t agree in some measure with Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German theologian during WWII. From his cell in the Flossenburg concentration camp, he wrote, “The church is only the church when it exists for others.”

Every pastor I know speaks well, stirringly even, of serving and blessing and winning those outside the church walls. But let’s be honest, it’s difficult at times to reconcile our speaking with our doing. If action is the fruit of conviction, if “by their fruit you shall know them,” then the conclusion is inescapable: many pastors and churches could not care less about their communities.

I call this “Roof-tile Syndrome.”

I derive that from Mark 2. Jesus is speaking inside a house, and “some men” bring a paralyzed man to the place, carried by four of them. They’re trying to get their friend to Jesus. But a crowd knots the door, creates a barricade of backs. There’s no getting past them to reach Jesus. So the men take the building apart. They rip open the roof and lower their friend through the hole. Jesus, seeing their faith (these are some men), forgives the paralyzed man, and then heals him.

And, of course, controversy breaks out among the religious folk.

Roof-tile Syndrome is when we are so caught up in the preaching of Jesus, we turn our backs to the needs of those still outside the building. We become barriers and not gateways. It’s when we care more about keeping things intact than about restoring lives that are shattered. It’s when we’re more upset when stuff gets broken than excited when the broken are mended. It’s when church gets reduced to the preaching of Jesus so that we fail to notice that we’re seeing very little of the forgiveness and healing of Jesus. It is when we are so fearful about upsetting the religious folk (or homeowners) in our midst that we stop taking risks to get people to Jesus.

It’s when my program, my office, my title, my privilege, my influence, my comfort takes precedence over others’ needs.

It’s when the church exists for itself; to hell with the rest of you.

Years ago I was invited to speak at a small church in a semi-rural lakeside community. I arrived a half-hour before the service, and the building was still locked. So I drove down the town’s main drag, which the church was on. There, between the main street and the lake, were thousands of people gathered for a community-sponsored half-marathon. A local band was already playing on a flatbed. Coffee kiosks were doing a booming business. Runners were stretching, limbering up. The local radio station was giving live color commentary.

It was a festival.

I drove back to the church and found the building open. A church deacon met me at the door, took me to a small office and, before we prayed, told me how upset he was: on Friday, the church’s parking lot had been freshly paved. On Saturday, someone (“probably one of those people here for the marathon”) had driven an RV into the lot. Turning it around, they’d creased the soft asphalt.

The deacons had called an emergency meeting for Sunday night, and the outcome would likely be that they’d use the church’s savings (they had over $50,000 in the bank) to hang a chain across the entrance of the church parking lot and prevent any further damage.

I decided, there and then, to preach Mark 2. I stood up, read the text, and asked, “What roof tiles do you need to break? What are you willing to suffer the loss of for the sake of reaching the thousands of people right outside your door?”

The parishioners sat unmoving, unmoved.

It was a dirge.

I’ve never seen a congregation clear out more quickly. I don’t think it was to join the festival outside.

What Are You Protecting?

Good story. Problem: it’s taken me a long time to heed its lesson. I went back to my own church and happily resumed the business (in my own way) of guarding roof tiles, all the while speaking about how important it is to care for our community.

And then one day I realized: this entire church body could perish overnight, and the community wouldn’t notice us missing. It was doubtful they would care.

We were huddled together, a barricade of backs, enjoying immensely the preaching of Jesus, but seeing very little of the bone-deep, heart-turning forgiveness of Jesus, lesser still of the heart-stopping, crowd-stirring healing of Jesus. We were avoiding controversy, to be sure, but by avoiding those who needed the forgiveness and healing of Jesus.

Thus began my own revolution. In word and deed (slowly, slowly), I am changing. In word and deed (slowly, slowly), so is our church.

We are repenting of being a barricade of backs, and training to be a posse of roof-tile breakers.

Here’s some of what that means.

We started to ask two questions about our community:

1. What are their needs and how might we do good unto them (contra, what are our needs and what would make us feel good)?

2. What are they already doing and doing well that we can celebrate and thank them for (contra, what are they doing wrong that we should protest and denounce)?

The first question—what are their needs—led us to discover two groups, hidden in plain sight, within our community: low-income families (mostly single moms) and First Nations (Canadian for Natives or Indians).

For a variety of reasons (low housing and rental costs, at least until recently, a year-round mild climate, easy access to health care, etc.), our community has been a magnet for single mothers on welfare and other low-income families.

A few years ago, a lady in our church went, with abrupt suddenness, from being married, owning a new home, taking nice vacations, to being divorced, renting a cramped basement suite, and worrying about having enough gas to drive to church.

She worked all day, then picked up her daughter and used what little time and energy she had left to be chef, housekeeper, bill-payer, faucet-fixer, and both mom and dad. She never got enough sleep. Never had enough time. Never made enough money.

She’s happily remarried now, and expecting her second child. But she’s not forgotten those days. As we asked people in the church to dream about reaching and blessing our community, whatever the cost in roof tiles, she came forward (at this point, still a single mom), and described that there were two seasons of the year she loved when she was married and dreaded as a single mom: back-to-school and Christmas.

What were once times of excitement and anticipation became seasons of panic and guilt.

She couldn’t afford new shoes and backpacks and jeans for her daughter to start school. She couldn’t buy her a new bike or doll or dress for Christmas. She couldn’t even afford haircuts and basic car maintenance.

So she started something we call JumpStart. We began with the back-to-school season. We set up a large free clothing and shoe store with new or as-new items, all free, in all sizes. We assembled our mechanics and worked out a deal with local auto parts suppliers. The mechanics work on peoples’ cars while they and their children shop, get haircuts from our church’s stylists, and then, on the way out, receive a new backpack stuffed with school supplies for each child.

We’ve done that for three years. Though some people abuse it—roof tiles, so to speak, get broken every time—we are also tasting and seeing more and more of the forgiving, healing presence of Jesus in our midst.

Last year we launched our first Christmas Jumpstart, two free stores, one for parents to gift-shop for their children, one for children to gift-shop for their parents. We’ll even do the gift wrapping. We’ll also provide a lunch, with live music and gourmet food.

Whenever we do this, I rally our church people with a speech that goes something like this:

“Today, you are Christ’s voice, his hands, his feet, his eyes, his heart. If these people see Jesus, it will be in you. And, like Christ, we are doing more than rendering a service. We are loving them as ourselves. We are not just serving, but having Jesus’ attitude—being in very nature servants.

“Life and circumstances, and often their own bad choices, have taken many things from these people. But what each of them needs most today is not clothes or a new backpack or an oil change. We can give all those things and fail to give the one thing needed, or even worse: we might give all those gifts with one hand, and with the other strip them further of the one thing needed.

“The one thing needed is dignity. It is their sense of being loved and worth loving. It is their sense of their infinite value in the eyes of God, and in the eyes of God’s people.

“If we give all those other things today but don’t give them dignity, we fail.

“Today, give the one thing needed. Today, we host kings and queens, princes and princesses. Let us act accordingly.”

Third World in My Backyard

The other group—and many of these are among the low-income families—is First Nations people. It would take another aritcle to tell the story about how I changed my mind and my ways toward aboriginal peoples. But in the summer of 2005, God broke my heart over this, and then he commanded me to get up and to act.

I wanted to book passage to Tarshish, but I knew that was the way of storm and sea-beasts, with the same results in the end. So I picked up and headed to Nineveh.

Only it wasn’t Nineveh. What I discovered was the Third World in my own backyard.

I discovered people with humble hearts and noble but wounded spirits who should hate us but don’t. We stole their land (literally: all the land in our community was taken from the tribes in 1862 and, though promised compensation, they never received it).

We stole their languages and their culture—outlawed their dancing, singing, feasting, their traditional garb. We stole their children—removed them by force from their families and sent them to residential schools, where many were sexually, verbally and/or physically abused. We taught them religion, but with a whip. And yet they don’t hate us.

If all we ever do in this community is change for the better the lot of our First Nations neighbors, it will be enough. I hope and believe we will do more, but it is clear that, God being our witness and our helper, we must do this. So I am calling our church and other local churches (as I am invited), to this: Let God break your heart and open your heart to love our First Nations peoples.
And then use what power you have to make a difference.

We work to create meaningful opportunities for this to happen. Again, that story requires another article. But in just over a year, we have seen the churches of our community go from apathy, inertia, fear and prejudice, all veiled beneath token prayers and pious speech, to a real desire to love, serve, and befriend our First Nations neighbors, regardless of what roof tiles get broken along the way.

I can’t wait to see where this one goes, and I’m willing to tear the whole roof off if that’s what it takes.

Thanking the Mounties

The second question we’ve been asking is, What is the community already doing and doing well that we can celebrate and thank them for? This has also led us to two groups: the RCMP (Royal Canadian Mounted Police), and teachers. Here are two groups of people who, though modestly paid, pour themselves out, often putting themselves in harm’s way. Yet they rarely get thanked and often get blamed.

We decided to do the thanking.

The RCMP are Canada’s federal police force, those men and women who are famously depicted in their red serge outfits and wide-brimmed Stetsons, astride tall horses. That’s now only their ceremonial garb, not how they dress to go to work, but the icon remains vivid and captivating.

The reality is otherwise. The RCMP perform vitally important work in our communities, yet they’re usually recognized only when one of them either fails or dies in the line of duty. Scandals and tragedies make us pay attention, but little else.

A RCMP chaplain attends our church, and so we began to work with him to change that, to express our genuine thankfulness in an ongoing and concrete way. During the summer we launched a barbeque, on site at the police detachment, one Friday a month. When we started, a few wary officers would come out, grab a burger, have a quick but guarded chat, and quickly leave. But repeated effort pays off.

Now, virtually the whole force shows up. Officers off-duty will stop by, and they talk to us and each other openly. We’ve become friends.

What changed the tone of those barbeques, besides our consistency in doing them, was a banquet we hosted last year for the officers and their spouses. I called up a financial planner from our church and told him I needed several thousand dollars to do this right. He immediately raised the money, and we set up a team, working with the RCMP chaplain, to organize the event.

We invited the entire ministerial alliance of our city to serve the meal. Then we had a banquet to end all banquets—an evening of prime rib and creamed potatoes and deep-dish apple pie. We had our drama team tell, in a fast-paced and funny sketch, the history of the RCMP. We had a taped interview with an RCMP couple, reflecting on how their faith had strengthened their marriage throughout their career (the divorce rate for police officers is very high). We had a slideshow of local officers and office staff doing their job well.

And then I closed, not by preaching, but by thanking them. The closest I came to preaching was when I compared them to the first-century police force, the Roman centurions.

“Jesus,” I said, “met a lot of religious people he could barely stomach. But he never met a centurion he didn’t like. Thank you for being our centurions.” To close, and we had gotten prior approval for this, I invited the police chief up to the front and prayed for him on behalf of the entire detachment.

There wasn’t a dry eye in the place. Officers who had come in skittish and suspicious left joyful and freshly proud of their calling and their work. The chaplain told me that the next day at work, all anyone talked about was the banquet and the churches.

Turning to the Teachers

Now we’re about to do something likewise for the teachers in our public schools. Here’s another group that does a vitally important work in our community but who hear more complaints than thanks.

We’re gearing up for a banquet for them and their spouses, but we also encourage parents to make it a habit of thanking and helping teachers on a weekly basis. Our personal commitment to do that has earned our church a growing credibility with the schools.

Recently, I’ve been invited as a “motivational speaker” to address the teachers at two of our city’s public schools. There’s a possibility I may get to address the entire district at one of their professional development days. At such opportunities, I neither hide my deepest convictions nor crusade for them.

Mostly, I go to bless, trusting, as Jesus taught us, that “if a man of peace lives there,” the gospel can take root and flourish (Lk. 10:5–7).

Of late, I’ve been reading Jonah, chapter 1, side-by-side with Acts, chapters 27 and 28. Both are about a God-worshiper aboard a ship with a pagan crew. Both involve a violent storm, such that the crew must jettison the cargo to keep the boat from capsizing.

But that’s where the similarities end. Jonah is on board because he’s fleeing from God. When confronted by the pagan sailors, he’s boastful about himself, disdainful toward them. It turns out, there’s only one way for those pagans to survive the storm: they have to toss the God-worshiper overboard.
Not so in Acts. There, the apostle Paul is on board precisely because he’s been following God. He’s a prisoner of Rome, but an angelos of heaven. When the pagan sailors panic, Paul is wise, humble, and helpful. He lets them know he cares deeply for them. It turns out, there’s only one way for those pagans to survive the storm: they have to put the God-worshiper in charge.

We’re finding that the more we genuinely care for the people in this storm-wracked community—the less we boast and denounce, the more we bless and serve—the more they let us drive the boat.

These days, by the week, we’re seeing single mothers and their children, First Nations people and their families, RCMP officers and their families, public school teachers and theirs—and many more besides—come through the doors of our church.

All it’s taking is the willingness to break a few roof-tiles.

—Mark Buchanan is pastor of New Life Church in Duncan, 
British Columbia.

“Wreck the Roof,” by Mark Buchanan, Leadership Journal, Winter 2007 , Vol. XXVIII, No. 1, Page 52 

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Leader’s Guide - Study 3

Reach Out to Different Cultures and Ages

How can I reach out to younger unbelievers and welcome those from different ethnic backgrounds?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Jesus ministered to a wide swath of people of various ages, ethnic backgrounds, religious beliefs, and socioeconomic statuses. Unfortunately, we often struggle to interact positively with those who do not look, talk, think, act, or dress like we do. It’s not necessarily because we don’t want to try; it may seem like a daunting task to share God’s love with those who seem so different.

In this study, we’ll look at ways to creatively address this challenge. We will examine how to engage unbelievers through acts of social service; how to communicate in relevant ways, especially to younger people; and how to find ways to be more multicultural. 
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Lesson #3

Scripture:
Isaiah 58:1–11; Matthew 25:31–46; Mark 4:1–20; John 17:20–23; Acts 17:16–34; 22:1–21; 1 Corinthians 9:19–23; Galatians 3:26–29; 

Ephesians 2:8–10

Based on:
“Reaching the Post-Christian,” by Daniel Hill, Leadership Journal, copyright 2004

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, distribute “Reaching the Post-Christian” from Leadership Journal to each participant, included at the end of this study.

In our post-Christian, postmodern world, the chances are high of encountering unbelievers who are disillusioned with Christianity or highly suspicious of organized religion in general. Some may feel betrayed by their church-going parents who, nevertheless, got a divorce; others may have gotten fed up with apparently hypocritical church members. Still others may have indirect knowledge that’s distasteful enough, through media stories of Christians who have said hateful things or leaders who have fallen from grace. More generally, relativism rules the day in our culture. Truth claims can be dismissed as personal choices that do or do not work for different people.

Given this state of affairs, many traditional approaches to evangelism will be unsuccessful at best and repugnant or ridiculous at worst. Simply laying out an overly tidy presentation of the gospel will probably not persuade the modern unbeliever. People long to see the gospel truth lived out in life-transforming action, and if we’re honest with ourselves, so do we. 

Discussion Starters

[Q]
Are your non-Christian friends interested in talking about Christ? Why or why not?

[Q]
Were you interested in talking about Christ before you became a Christian? Explain.

· How did you come to faith in Christ?

[Q]
Share a time when you felt like you shared your faith well with an unbeliever. 

[Q]
Give an example of a time when you or someone you know had a less than positive “evangelistic experience.”

[Q]
How does God call us to interact with those who do not yet know him?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Look for ways to engage in social service.

Considering that over 75 passages in both the Old and New Testaments reveal God’s concern for the poor and oppressed, issues of social justice should be important to believers as well. Historically, Christians have played major roles in addressing the injustices of the time—consider British abolitionist William Wilberforce or Bono’s One campaign. 

Sometimes God’s people need a wake-up call. To that end, theologian Marva Dawn provides some startling statistics in Unfettered Hope: A Call to Faithful Living in an Affluent Society: “Basic health and nutrition needs of the world’s poorest people could be met for an estimated $13 billion more a year. U.S.ers and Europeans spend more than that on pet food yearly (United Nations Development Program).” 

Read Isaiah 58:1–11.

Leader’s Note: This later portion of Isaiah’s prophecy to the nation of Judah follows their Babylonian captivity. While the community of believers faced economic challenges in the rebuilding of Jerusalem, God called them to create a new city free from violence and terror. In this passage, Isaiah’s prophecy challenges the people’s hypocrisy and complacency, especially with regard to oppressing the poor.

[Q]
What definition of fasting does God give in the passage? 

· How does this definition expand the traditional definition of fasting? 

[Q]
What connection does this passage make between spiritual disciplines and practicing justice? 

· Is this connection emphasized today? Why or why not?

[Q]
What reward is promised for acting justly?

[Q]
What are some practical ways that we can respond to God’s call for justice today? 

Optional Activity: Research several local mission-based and/or humanitarian organizations. Choose one and coordinate an event with them and invite unbelievers to come: e.g. build a house with Habitat for Humanity or listen to a speaker from World Relief talk about the needs of the immigrant communities in your area.

In a memorable scene from the musical Godspell, Jesus’ parable of the sheep and the goats is acted out by his disciples, complete with all the accompanying animal noises. While the scene is entertaining, the truth behind the scene is serious.

Read Matthew 25:31–46.

[Q]
Why do you think that Jesus chose sheep and goats to illustrate his point? 

[Q]
By helping the hungry, thirsty, stranger, naked, sick, and imprisoned, who are we really serving, and how does this truth motivate you to attend to the less fortunate?

[Q]
Read Ephesians 2:8–10. Paul clearly states that we are saved by faith through grace, not by works so that no one can boast. If that is so, what did Jesus mean by this parable? Is social justice related to eternal life or eternal punishment? 


Leader’s Note: The Quest Study Bible says, “True faith is more than just claiming to have faith. Genuine love for God will be expressed through service to others (1 John 3:16–18)—not to earn salvation, but because a heart that truly loves God will be filled with compassion for others.”

[Q]
In the “soup kitchen” model of service, those in need must come to be served. How can believers invert this model and go to serve the less fortunate right where they are? 

· What effect might such acts of service have on our unbelieving friends?

Teaching point two: Look for what communicates to younger people.

The remarkable success of Donald Miller’s collection of spiritual essays, Blue Like Jazz, reveals what resonates in today’s culture. Patton Dodd notes in his Christianity Today article “A Better Storyteller,” “[Miller] asks just enough questions, with just enough gravity to attract readers who have similar reservations about their faith culture.” 

Asking the right questions has always been a good method to get to the root of the issue (thank you, Socrates), but this approach is especially helpful today, as younger people’s defenses are quick to spring up if they sense a whiff of overconfident proselytizing. 

Additionally, as the title of the article suggests, telling stories is a popular and effective method to reveal the truth of the gospel. An individual’s experience is more powerful than dry propositions. Unbelievers generally perceive sharing an experience as non-threatening, as it need not imply “I’m right and you’re wrong.”

Read the parable of the sower in Mark 4:1–20.

[Q]
Why did Jesus frequently speak in parables? What effect did they have on his listeners?

[Q]
What effect does this story have on you? 

· How do you feel after Jesus’ clarification of what the story means?

[Q]
What was Jesus trying to communicate to the people? 

· To the disciples?

[Q]
This parable is an example of an allegory, where elements in the story have a one-to-one relationship with things outside the story. Not all of Jesus’ parables come with such a complete explanation; why do you think he chose to explain this one?

Read Acts 17:16–34.

Leader’s Note: Areopagus was a rocky hill near the Acropolis and Agora in Athens, named after the Greek god of war (it is also known as Mars Hill, after the Roman god of war). During the Roman era, a council met here that was responsible for various educational and philosophical/religious concerns, as well as legal matters. 
[Q]
What do the verses in this passage indicate about Paul’s knowledge of his surrounding culture? 

· What does this suggest about the importance of being informed about culture today?

[Q]
Paul was unafraid to debate with some of the most thoughtful and learned unbelievers of his time. What fears might keep you from engaging in such discussions?

[Q]
How does Paul begin his speech to those gathered at the Areopagus? 

· What do his words indicate about his attitude toward his audience?

[Q]
Early on we learn that Paul was “greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols.” How does Paul skillfully address this concern?

[Q]
What religious paradigms was Paul willing to shatter?

[Q]
How does Paul conclude his speech? What call to action does he give? 

· Is it important to conclude a spiritual talk with a call to action? Why or why not?

Read Acts 22:1–21.

[Q]
What is compelling about Paul’s testimony? What elements strike you as particularly significant?

[Q]
What can you incorporate from his approach as you share about your own faith journey?

Teaching point three: Look for ways to be multicultural.

Take it from a brother who knows what he’s talking about. In his winsome new book Reconciliation Blues, black journalist Edward Gilbreath explains that while the church in America—as well as the culture at large—has made significant progress in racial reconciliation, it’s still “business as usual” in a startling number of cases. 

Some of these cases may be examples of institutional racism, such as the quality of education in primarily black inner-city schools or charging higher interest rates on loans to blacks or Latinos. But some cases stem directly from the white majority’s lack of awareness that to be both a minority and an evangelical is a distinctly difficult experience. 

Read 1 Corinthians 9:19–23.

[Q]
Why does Paul try to “become all things to all men”? What does this mean?

[Q]
Why is it critical to understand the experience of those with whom we want to share the gospel? 

[Q]
How can you practically gain more knowledge and experience about people from cultures different than your own?

Optional Activity: As a group, attend a church that is ethnically diverse or ethnically different than your own. Debrief afterwards and share what you learned.

Read John 17:20–23.

[Q]
What is Jesus’ heartfelt desire in this prayer? 

· Is this your heartfelt desire? Why or why not?

[Q]
What are some practical ways that you can work toward this ideal of unity with your brothers and sisters from different cultures?

· Read Galatians 3:26–29.

[Q]
Given this text, what is our motive for seeking racial reconciliation?

[Q]
How does this passage offer hope in the face of what may seem like a monumental task? 

Part Three

Apply Your Findings

Reaching out to unbelievers and living out an authentic Christian life can take many forms, as this study suggests. But before making an action plan, it’s wise to first consider the “state of the union.” Honestly evaluate yourself and your church by answering the following questions:

[Q]
How active is your church in social justice work? 

· How active are you individually?

[Q]
How effectively is your church reaching the younger generation? 

· Are you reaching out to younger folks yourself?

[Q]
How diverse is your congregation? 

· How many friends do you have that are of a different race?

Now that you have considered where you are, take some time to consider where you want to go and how you’d like to address each area of outreach. 

Action Point: Make a goal for yourself in each outreach area and share your goals with at least one other person for the sake of accountability. Make some goals for your church and begin to work with other church members to accomplish these goals. 
—Study prepared by Adrianna Wright, who works as a publicist and freelance writer and plays by riding her pony and doing improv comedy.

Additional Resources 

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

- 1 Thessalonians: Sharing the Faith

- Talking About God in the 21st Century Marketplace

- From Personal Faith to Social Action

- Multiracial Congregations
· Unfettered Hope, Marva Dawn (Westminster John Knox Press, 2003; ISBN 0-664-22595-0)

· Reconciliation Blues, Ed Gilbreath (IVP, 2006; ISBN 0-8308-3367-6)

· Good News About Injustice, Gary Haugen (IVP, 1999; ISBN 0-8308-2224-0)

· Jim and Casper Go to Church, Jim Henderson and Matt Casper (Tyndale, 2007; ISBN 978-1-4143-1331-3)

· A New Kind of Christian, Brian D. McLaren (Jossey-Bass, 2001; ISBN 0-7879-5599-X)

· The Heart of Racial Justice: How Soul Change Leads to Social Change, Brenda Salter Mcneil, Rick Richardson John M. (FWD) Perkins (IVP, 2004; ISBN 978-0830832699) 
· Blue Like Jazz, Donald Miller (Thomas Nelson, 2003; ISBN 0-7852-6370-5)

· Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger, Ronald J. Sider (Word Publishing, Thomas Nelson, 1997; ISBN0-8499-1424-8)

Article

Reaching the Post-Christian

They’re today’s non-seekers, who’ve seen Christianity and think they have reasons for rejecting it.

By Daniel Hill, for the study “Reach Out to Different Cultures and Ages.”
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The scene was surreal. In the middle of a busy rush at Starbucks, one of my fellow baristas discovered that my “real job” was working at a church down the street. Acting as if she had never come in contact with a live pastor before, she began squealing with delight, telling every customer and employee of her discovery.

This revelation caused a spontaneous spiritual combustion at the store, and I listened as a group of people circled around the espresso bar and regaled me with stories of their spiritual history.

Selma went first: “I think Christianity has an important place in society. I don’t personally follow it, but I figure, whatever makes you happy, do it.”

Matt quickly followed, revealing the painful interactions he had experienced: “Christianity is for simple-minded people. When they talk to you, they act as if you are a robot. They have an agenda to promote, and if you don’t agree with them, they’re done with you.”

Tatia thought about Matt’s comments for a moment, and then added her own. “I don’t know if that’s what bothers me so much. What really gets under my skin is that all the church really wants from you is your money.”

Justin put the finishing touches on the conversation, and seemed to summarize everyone’s feelings when he said: “Look, we all know that ‘God’ is out there at some level, but no one has a right to tell another person what ‘God’ looks like for them. Each person is free to express that however they want, but they should keep their opinions to themselves.”

Such was my baptism by fire into the emerging culture. In that moment I realized most of the training I had received in “evangelism” didn’t fit my Starbucks friends. The biggest barrier wasn’t their lack of information; it was their attitude. They were biased against Christianity. How could I engage these people in a way that bridged the gap between their current spiritual condition and a vibrant relationship with Jesus Christ?

This encounter happened in the late 1990s while I was working at Willow Creek in Axis (the ministry for 20-somethings). Willow had been on the front lines of evangelism since its inception in the 1970s, but as the church aged, we began to notice a trend: the attitudes of the not-yet-Christians in the emerging generation were changing. Amid increasing interest in spirituality, fewer and fewer 20-somethings were translating that spiritual interest into church attendance.

Axis was born in 1996 to wrestle with the question: “What does it take to effectively engage the emerging generation with the message and life of Jesus?”

I was privileged to work with Axis for five years. To speed up my learning, I also took a part-time job at Starbucks. Since I had grown up as a pastor’s kid, I thought I understood evangelism. But my three years at Starbucks taught me that simple formulas and canned presentations were woefully incomplete if we were to connect with this generation.

So Selma, Tatia, Matt, Justin, and others at Starbucks became my new instructors on evangelism. I began to re-think the whole process of engaging the emerging culture for Christ. This journey has since led me to leave Willow Creek and plant River City, a new church in inner-city Chicago. Here we continue to experiment with ways to introduce this generation to Jesus.

Pre- and Post-Christians

People are way too complex to put into boxes, but it helps to describe two very different spiritual portraits, and then ask which portrait best describes your friends who don’t yet know Christ.

First, “Pre-Christians.” These are individuals who at some level are open to the idea of Christianity and, given the right circumstances, could see themselves embracing it. Maybe this is a man who grew up in a Catholic home but had never grasped the message of grace. Maybe this is a woman who grew up in a church youth group, lived the crazy party scene in college, and after graduation begins looking again for spiritual roots. Maybe this is a person who had no church experience, or at least no negative impressions.

There are a variety of hues in the Pre-Christian portrait, but the common element is a relative openness to the gospel that, with the right approach, could be cultivated.

Second, “Post-Christians.” These are people who have seen Christianity somewhere along the way and have decided they are not interested. For example, a young man who grew up in a Christian home and was disillusioned by his parents’ messy divorce. Or someone who had attended church but witnessed something as painful as a nasty split or as subtle (yet subversive) as hypocritical Christians who said one thing and did another.

Other Post-Christians have no church experience at all, but their experiences with Christians, even if only through the media, have been negative—they consider Christians preachy or legalistic or untrustworthy.

Sometimes it’s as simple as negative interaction with the idea of Christianity; after seeing public scandals and watching a diminishing reputation, they decided they didn’t want to be associated with it.

The common element is that they, rightly or wrongly, feel like they already understand Christianity and are not interested.

After explaining these two categories, we ask people at our church to identify which portrait more aptly describes their friends who are not Christians. About 25 percent will say their friends are Pre-Christian. Yes, there are plenty of Pre-Christians out there, and they matter to Christ as much as anyone.

But 75 percent indicate their friends are Post-Christian, with a huge trust crater that needs to be overcome in the journey toward Christ. The 75 percent seem almost relieved to have a lens by which to understand their friends. They are grateful to discover that the slow trust-rebuilding process is no reflection of their doing something wrong, but is actually the only way to engage a Post-Christian.

These differences require distinct approaches. Pre-Christians tend to be open to the idea of going to church if it is relevant and they can meet other people their age. The absence of Christ in their lives is not usually out of anger at God or broken trust with Christians. God just hasn’t been a priority so far.

Post-Christians, on the other hand, have a decided bias against organized religion. A well-meaning River City person might say, “Hey, I’d love to invite you to my church this weekend to hear a great message and meet other cool Christians. It’s a very powerful service and very relevant to our lives.” The Post-Christian would just shrug and say, “That’s cool that you’ve found something that works for you. I’m not into Christianity though.”

How are we to reach this person?

“Awake and Invite”

For friends who are Post-Christian (we emphasize this group not because they are more important, but because traditional methods of evangelism have missed them), we suggest an approach we call “Awake and Invite.” It parallels the vivid imagery Jesus used to describe contagious evangelists: salt and light.

Salt is a powerful metaphor, because it is all about proximity and time. For salt to cure something, it needs to be right up against the surface, and it takes time to have its desired affect.

We often teach the truth from Ecclesiastes that “eternity is in the heart of every man and woman.” For that eternal center to be awakened and connected to the truth of Jesus, however, someone has to be salt in that friend’s life. Through skilled question asking, the witness of a transformed life, powerful love, and the guidance of the Holy Spirit, every Christian has the ability to be a powerful salt-carrier that helps each of his or her friends awaken to spiritual realities.

Light, on the other hand, is that force that breaks through the darkness and calls people to itself. Light is an environment you invite your friends to in the hope that something will happen to open their soul to a spiritual moment where God can meet them in a powerful way.

This is our philosophical framework. We need both contagious Christians and creative environments to make up our church’s “Awake and Invite” opportunities. Here are some of those opportunities:

Serving/Social Justice. It’s interesting that Jesus never once called someone to become a Christian. He simply laid out a powerful two-word invitation: “Follow Me.” This is important to remember, because if our Post-Christian friend declines an invitation to church, this isn’t the end of the road in our spiritual friendship. There are lots of ways to invite someone to experience Jesus besides attending a church service.

One of the most powerful of these opportunities is when we invite friends to discover God’s heart for the poor, disadvantaged, and oppressed. These experiences are often reserved for the already-convinced in church life, but we emphasize that many times a Post-Christian’s problem is with church, not with the activities of a Jesus-follower.

This kind of thinking shapes almost everything we do. For instance, in April 2004 we put all of our collective energies into an event hosting Princess Kasune Zulu, an international spokeswoman for the hiv/aids crisis.

Princess lost both of her parents to aids, and then contracted hiv from her husband before losing him as well. Instead of getting knocked out by this, she made it her life mission to let people know about Jesus, and to raise awareness around the world of the aids pandemic.

An event like this would normally galvanize Christians to respond in mercy to this crisis, but it would often be overlooked for its evangelistic potential.

We made this event a rallying point for all of our Post-Christian friends. Not only did we invite them in force, we even invited our Post-Christian friends to the pre-event training with World Vision (the sponsoring organization for Princess). We gathered as believers and not-yet-believers to learn how the child sponsorship program worked in Zambia.

We estimate that at least 20 percent of the 500 participating in the Princess Zulu event were not Christians, but they all accepted badges designating them as River City/World Vision Ambassadors.

It was an important point of contact, a common cause, and a trust-building experience.

We also do monthly serving projects through River City, ranging from neighborhood street cleaning to hanging out with the elderly, and we urge our people to use these as opportunities to awaken their Post-Christian friends to the civic responsibilities of “spirituality” and to invite them into an environment where they will interact with Jesus followers (and, we hope, to have an encounter with Jesus himself).

The Spoken Word. I quickly learned that many approaches we’d used in a suburban environment didn’t cross over to the urban context. We had to start over. As we looked for things that were already attracting the emerging generation and carried some sort of spiritual element, we discovered a movement that was particularly successful in the hip-hop community: the Spoken Word (also called Soul Poetry Café).

This is a place where creative minds gather to artistically express everyday realities like politics, relationships, and spirituality through the spoken medium. Anything goes at a Spoken Word café, and attendees are ready to hear artists’ opinions on everything from current policy to spiritual convictions.

After attending several of these, we felt that doing our own Spoken Word was a great way to reach Post-Christian friends. Our worship pastor began actively recruiting artists and mainline acts from other events. He then used those commitments to publicize our event. Spoken Word now happens on the fourth Friday of every month. We bring together anywhere from 50-80 people from our community, most of them strongly Post-Christian.

Trans-ethnic Community. This one is more of a “feel” than an activity, but we are strongly committed to a multi-ethnic effort to reach lost friends. Simple logic now dictates that if we are going to reach the full spectrum of our Post-Christian friends, we need a ministry that can reach people from a variety of backgrounds.

Chicago is one of the most diverse, yet segregated, cities in the country. This means that despite the fact you live among myriad nationalities, chances are low that you will ever share life with them in a meaningful way.

At River City we’ve seen that you can produce all kinds of programs to reach people, but if the ministry is not bathed in love, it will be, as the apostle Paul said, “a clanging cymbal.” We also are committed to the prayer of Jesus in John 17 that His body would be “One” as the Trinity is One, so that the watching world may know of the power of Christ.

Many of our Post-Christian friends have commented that this racial reconciliation is what drew them to River City well before the desire to be a part of any kind of organized church.

Sunday Services. Emphasizing the need to be “salt” to our Post-Christian friends does not downplay the role of the Sunday services. The truth is, if the outside-the-church stuff is working, the Post-Christians, at some point, will reconsider the idea of Christianity. When that happens, it is crucial that they experience God when they visit the church.

Here we’ve learned from one of the greatest “worship” leaders of our generation: Bono. In an interview in the early days of U2, he was asked what made their band unique among all of the others.

“Our goal,” he said, “is to blur the line between the stage and the audience. We want to create a shared experience for everyone there.”

That’s our desire for those who visit River City. We hope that through engaging worship, authentic teaching, and a primal sense of the presence of God in our community, they will have a shared spiritual experience.

They may not be able to put it into words, but we hope the service touches their spiritual center in a way that draws them back again.

—Daniel Hill is pastor of River City Community Church in 
Chicago, Illinois.

“Reaching the Post-Christian,” by Daniel Hill, Leadership Journal, copyright 2004

[image: image4.jpg]CURRENT ISSUES

Courses




	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Leader’s Guide - Study 4

Get to Know Unbelievers

Reaching out needs to start with getting to know
those who don’t follow Jesus.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	With the increasing busyness of life and all the activities of the Christian subculture, we’ve become more and more disconnected from those who don’t follow Christ. We’d all nod our heads to the fact that sharing our faith requires intentionally getting to know those around us, but how do we do that?

This study will explore how to seek and serve unbelievers by asking them questions that reveal their hidden needs.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


[image: image20.png]




Lesson #4

Scripture:
 Luke 10:25–37; 18:18–27; John 4:1–42

Based on:
“What Are They Really Asking?” by Judson Poling, from Leadership Journal, Fall 2002

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each person with “What Are They Really Asking?” by Judson Poling, from Leadership Journal, included at the end of this study.

Anyone who has been in the church for any length of time has probably attended an evangelism class or two. Or twelve! In these classroom settings, participants are usually given the motivation and the tools to go “out into the world to share the gospel.” But once out in the world, it doesn’t look so easy. It may be that, subconsciously, we see those around us as “targets” on which to drop our message, or as opponents against whom we must win an argument. 

Judson Poling suggests in his essay, “People ask spiritual questions because something in their lives isn’t working … Snappy, pat answers don’t satisfy these inner struggles. Nobody wants a two-cent answer to a million-dollar question. Behind every question is a person asking that question, and we need to minister to that person—if we can find him.” 

Instead of seeing those around us as “targets” or “opponents,” we must see them as real people—as neighbors to love. Through intentionally becoming friends and neighbors with those around us, we naturally share the most important things about us, and the words and deeds of the gospel flow.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
There is an oft-quoted statistic that four years after their conversion, 90 percent of Christians don’t know any unbelievers.  Is there any truth to that? Why or why not?

[Q]
Do you think you see unbelievers more as people or as projects? Explain.

[Q]
What spiritual questions did you have before you followed Christ?

[Q]
When was the last time you shared your faith? What happened?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Go to where unbelievers are and look for ways to serve them.

At the beginning of the Gospels, our Lord comes alongside us in the flesh—the incarnation. Jesus’ last word to his disciples in the Gospels is “Go” (Matthew 28:19). Through these model and command bookends, it’s clear that Christ’s expectation is for us to move out and into others people’s worlds. It’s curious, then, how much of Christian outreach is church-building centered. We expect that our neighbors will come to hear a Christian comedian or musician, but many times it becomes a night of Christian entertainment with few, if any, unbelievers in attendance. Why is that? Maybe Jesus was right that the simple acts of going and neighboring are the most authentic and life-altering. Read John 4:1–42.

[Q]
Have you ever had to cross social, economic, or racial lines to be a “neighbor” to another? If so, what difficulties did that entail?

[Q]
What do you know about the way Jews viewed Samaritans? Women? 

· What does Jesus’ intentional route through the heart of Samaria tell you? 

· What does Jesus’ interaction with a “loose” pagan woman tell you about him? 


Leader’s Note: The Jews considered Samaritans as “half-breeds” and pagans. They were lumped in with sinners and tax collectors and were viewed as unredeemable; thus Jews were forbidden to interact with them. Samaritans were so despised that Jews who traveled from Judea to Galilee would actually travel around Samaria. And in their morning prayers, Jewish men would thank God that they were not born a Gentile, a slave, or a woman!
[Q]
Jesus initiated the conversation with a request for what he needed: “Will you give me a drink? (v. 7).” Imagining all the other possible remarks that he could have made, how does this disarm and give dignity to the woman? 


Leader’s Note: Evangelism can be a power play. Christians can approach others with an “Us vs. Them” or “You’re wrong about everything & I’m right about everything” attitude. Thus, we may be tempted to act “perfect,” launch into proofs for the gospel, or be condemning. Initiating a relationship of mutual respect and openness goes a long way.

[Q]
How did Jesus pique the Samaritan woman’s interest, or make her thirsty, for what he had to offer (vv. 10–26)? 

· Does your life make people thirsty for Jesus? 

· What things make people thirsty for him? 

[Q]
Verses 28 and 29 show the woman was impressed that Jesus “told me everything I ever did.” What does this intimate knowledge of the Samaritan woman tell you about Jesus and his love for us? 

· How well do you really know your neighbor? 

· How well do they know you? 

· How can you get to know them?

[Q]
What barriers do you need to get over to be a good neighbor to those around you? 

· What needs do your neighbors have? 

· What needs do you have that your neighbors could fulfill?

Optional Activity 1: How can you get to know your neighbors and their needs? Maybe your small group or family could host a monthly soup night in the neighborhood. Let your neighbors bring something to share. Families can take turns providing the soups. No frills. No agenda. Any show of hospitality—not to be confused with entertaining—in our culture may be powerful enough in itself to cause people to fall on their knees!

Optional Activity 2: In his book More Ready Than You Realize, Brian McLaren says, “If we take Jesus’ teachings to heart, neighboring is a pretty essential spiritual practice. But too many of us Christians are invisible, absent neighbors, no neighbors at all—always running to church, to Bible study, to committee meetings, never having time to play golf or go for a walk or catch a cup of coffee with a neighbor.” 

Break routine this week to connect with those around you. Go out after work with your colleagues. Or instead of the weekly lunch with church friends on Sunday, invite a neighbor over for a cookout. Instead of Wednesday night church service, go for a walk around your neighborhood and stop to talk to those on your block. 

Teaching point two: Learn to understand what unbelievers are thinking by asking good questions.

Evangelism can be scary stuff. We may hesitate to share the gospel because we don’t want to say the wrong thing, or we don’t think we know enough. Much of evangelism training has to do with making sure we communicate the facts of the gospel. Throw apologetics in there, and it can feel as if we are presenting a geometry proof, rather than the Good News. While we want to communicate the gospel without adding or subtracting from it, we can’t forget the centrality of love. Love can sometimes be communicated without saying a word, or by asking a simple question. Epictetus, a Greek philosopher, wrote, “Nature gave us one tongue and two ears so we could hear twice as much as we speak.” Listening communicates love and gets to the depths of another’s soul. Jesus models this throughout the Gospels. Read Luke 10:25–37. 

[Q]
What do the lawyer’s questions and responses tell you about him? What’s his motivation?

[Q]
Why do you think Jesus turns the question back on the lawyer instead of just answering it? 

[Q]
Why would Jesus use a story—this story—to answer the question? 

· What might be going on in the lawyer’s head as Jesus tells the story?

[Q]
How might the priest and Levite have justified their actions (vv. 31–32)? 

· Count up all the ways the Samaritan sacrifices. What motivates his actions?

[Q]
Does Jesus ever answer the lawyer’s question from verse 29? 

· How does Jesus reframe the question (v. 36)?

[Q]
Poling, in his article, suggests a few questions he often asks unbelievers. What kinds of questions could you ask those around you this week? 

· With whom do you need to be a better listener?

[Q]
Who is the best conversationalist you know? Why?

Teaching point three: Learn to understand the need behind an unbeliever’s response.

There are many good tools that help us communicate the gospel message. Along with those tools, though, may come the temptation to simply switch to autopilot. We want to get it all right, so we may feel the need to get through the gospel outline in order to “close the deal” (ever hear that one in evangelism training?). In More Ready Than You Realize, Brian McLaren reminds us, “Count conversations, not just conversions … Next time you are on an airplane, don’t hurry to stand squashed in the center aisle to deplane … Just sit there and look at the people … Imagine the story behind each face—where they have come from, where they are going and why, whom they love and who loves them, what they want and need and dream about … You are a story in progress surrounded by stories in progress, and at any moment, your story could intersect.”

In the Gospels, Jesus lovingly gets to the core of a person’s need. Read Luke 18:18–27.

[Q]
Why do you think Jesus objected to the title “good teacher” from this man (vv. 18–19)?

[Q]
Jesus focused on the last half of the Ten Commandments, which deal with human-to-human issues (v. 20). What was he zeroing in on by obviously excluding the first four commands?


Leaders’ Note: The man approached Jesus based upon Jesus’ popularity (“good teacher”). It sounds like “networking” for business or politics. He asked about inheriting the kingdom. Jesus then directed him toward the first commandments—loving God—by highlighting the man’s idolatry of wealth, thus exposing his spiritual need.

[Q]
Think about this rich ruler. What needs might be behind his question? What does it tell you about his view of God? Of himself?

[Q]
How does Jesus’ statement in verse 22 get to the core of this man’s need? 

· Why this particular remedy for this particular man? Why did he walk away sad?

[Q]
Did Jesus miss this evangelism opportunity by not asking the man to repent and follow him? Explain.

[Q]
How does Jesus’ response in verses 24 and 25 encourage you in your interaction with unbelievers?

[Q]
What are the needs of those around you? Think about that annoying guy at work, or the antagonistic woman in your book club. What is behind all of that? 

· What was behind all of your questions and “stuff” before you came to Christ?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

Christ commands us to love our neighbor. But it’s been said that before we can love our neighbor, we must be a neighbor. Thus, we intentionally get to know the people around us—their joys and their pains. The best way may be to put away some of our canned evangelism answers and ask a few questions. That means spending time with unbelievers, listening to their hearts and their questions. Poling writes, “Behind every question is a person asking that question, and we need to minister to that person—if we can find him.” What a joy to come alongside Jesus and plumb the depths of people’s hearts.

Action Point: Get to know someone better this week. Think about those people you see fairly often, but whom you don’t know beyond “Hi, how are ya?” such as: the check out lady at the store—ask if there’s anything you can pray for her about; that guy at the coffee shop who is always there by himself—invite him to sit with you, or ask if you can sit with him; your “Hi/Bye” neighbors—ask them over for coffee and dessert on your porch. Nothing big or too risky. Just choose to wade out into deeper waters this week. See what God does.

—Study by Kyle White, director of Neighbors’ House, a ministry to at-risk students in DeKalb, Illinois

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

- 1 Thessalonians: Sharing the Faith

- Talking About God in the 21st Century Marketplace

- From Personal Faith to Social Action
· Blue Like Jazz: Nonreligious Thoughts on Christian Spirituality, Donald Miller (Thomas Nelson, 2003; ISBN 10: 0785263705)
· Girl Meets God: A Memoir, Lauren Winner (Random House, 2003; ISBN 10: 0812970802)
· Growing Your Faith by Giving It Away: Telling the Gospel Story with Grace & Passion, R. York Moore (IVP, 2005; ISBN 10: 0830832629)
· More Ready Than You Realize: The Power of Everyday Conversations, Brian McLaren (Zondervan, 2002; ISBN 10: 0310239648)
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What Are They Really Asking?
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By Judson Poling, for the study “Get to Know Unbelievers.”

One of my colleagues told me the story of a professor, a brilliant man, whose father couldn’t support the family. As a boy, this professor listened as the extended family argued over who was going to get stuck with raising him. In the middle of their arguing, feeling abandoned and unwanted, he slipped away to his room. There he found solace and escape in books.

His initial reaction to Christianity was to ask skeptical questions. He’s not the only one for whom intellectualism becomes a way to mask pain. More than he needed his thinking corrected, he needed his heart mended. That brilliant boy did find healing in Christ, and today teaches seminary courses.

My ministry has brought me into contact with thousands of curious, questioning people. I’ve discovered that people ask spiritual questions because something in their lives isn’t working. Uncertainty, fear, and pain provoke their questions. What they really want isn’t information, but relief.

Most seekers’ questions, whether intellectual or emotional, indicate underlying issues. Choosing to believe in Christ carries major internal ramifications. Snappy, pat answers don’t satisfy these inner struggles. Nobody wants a two-cent answer to a million-dollar question.

Behind every question is a person asking that question, and we need to minister to that person—if we can find him.

What do you think?

A great irony in Scripture prompted me to rethink how I answer seekers’ questions. When the Son of God walked the earth, people came to him with dilemmas, doubts, and questions. He had all answers available to him. And yet he met their questions with questions of his own.

In Luke 10:25–26, “An expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. ‘Teacher,’ he asked, ‘what must I do to inherit eternal life?’”

Jesus didn’t give the answer. Instead, he asked a question in return. “‘What is written in the Law?’ he replied. ‘How do you read it?’”

In Matthew 18:12, Jesus asked, “What do you think? If a man owns a hundred sheep, and one of them wanders away, will he not leave the ninety-nine on the hills and go look for the one that wandered off?” The heart of the parable is nothing but two questions!

In Matthew 22:41–46, Jesus conducted a little Bible study on Psalm 110 with the Pharisees. “What do you think about the Christ? Whose son is he?” Through this conversation Jesus affirmed that the Christ would be more than an earthly son of David, but also the Son of God. Jesus’ answer was to recite one verse and ask four questions.

He responded not to the question, but to the person behind the question.

I remember overhearing a college professor talking to a student about spiritual matters. The student claimed she didn’t believe in God. Rather than argue, the professor asked a probing question. “What is this god like, the god you don’t believe in?”

The student described a vengeful god, a god who looked to punish her as soon as she steps a little out of line.

By asking a probing question, the professor uncovered the underlying fears that caused the student’s doubt. She wasn’t looking for proof of God’s existence. She was looking for relief from condemnation. Up to this point, only her claim that God didn’t exist provided that relief.

“Well, I don’t believe in that god either,” said the professor. “Let me tell you about the God I do believe in, the God of Jesus Christ.”

What to ask

I’ve found several specific questions effective at reaching the underlying issues. Now, when someone asks me a spiritual question, I almost always reply, “That’s an interesting question. What do you think?”

This is the approach Jesus used when he asked, “What’s written in the Law? How do you read it?” It gives me an opportunity to understand the person. It also affirms that I care for him or her, even more than I do about having the “right” answer.

Often, exhibiting care for the questioner is a greater ministry than answering the question.

Another good question: “What situation in your life makes you wonder about that?”

Kathy had tried Christianity before. It didn’t work out. Her husband, Jim, was raised in a secular Jewish home. When I met them, they had lots of pointed questions about God, Christianity, and faith.

Jim, a logical man, said he wanted proof of Christianity’s claims. How should I answer his skeptical and sometimes antagonistic questions? I thought. Is he really after more information? Why is he asking in the first place?
We could have spent our entire evening lost in theology. Instead, I asked what situation prompted their questions. That’s when we discovered they were uncertain about their children’s upbringing. Should they be brought up Christian, Jewish, nothing, or a little bit of each? Knowing the key issue directed our conversation toward cooperation rather than theological debate.

Sometimes, however, a seeker’s questions and thoughts do require challenge. For instance, many seekers today are struggling with Jesus’ claim to be the way, the truth, and the life. “No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6).

They ask, “Does Jesus really mean he’s the only way? Isn’t that kind of narrow-minded?”

“If I were to say that he really meant it,” I reply, “would you rule out the possibility that it’s true? Why won’t you even consider that a possibility?” Such questions help them examine their skepticism.

When I was in college, students often boasted phantom objections and rationalizations to discount Jesus. Cutting through these smokescreens, I sometimes asked: “If you found out you were wrong, what would be at risk?”

Many times what keeps people from faith is fear of the consequences. Many of my college friends were living with their girlfriends. They knew if they accepted Christianity, they’d have to stop. So they put up diversions. As long as they could keep God looking silly and Jesus looking less than divine they could continue their unexamined lives. Their doubts had little to do with theology and everything to do with morality.

Once the objection is uncovered, it can be addressed with compassion and truth. “In Hebrews 11,” I might say to one who fears what God will demand, “it says they who seek God must believe that he is and that he is a rewarder. He rewards, not tramples, those that serve him. His character is not to make you miserable, but to give.”

—Judson Poling writes small group studies for Willow Creek Community Church, South Barrington, Illinois.

“What Are They Really Asking?” by Judson Poling, from Leadership Journal, Fall 2002
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	Leader’s Guide - Study 5

Help Others to Repent

Define sin, encourage confession, and learn to listen to help lead others to repentance and salvation.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Repentance. Sin. Confession. Hard words, aren’t they? Most people today, both believers and unbelievers, would much rather hear words like love, peace, blessing, and prosperity. However, the doctrines of sin, repentance, and confession are foundational to the Christian faith.

A clear definition of sin is imperative in today’s morally compromised and confused society. Confession and repentance for sin are essential because they open the door to forgiveness, healing, and salvation.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Lesson #5
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Scripture:
John 3:1–21; 8:1–11; Romans 10:13–17; Galatians 6:1–10

Based on:
“Three Ways to Bring About Repentance,” by Lyle Dorsett, Leadership Journal, October 2002

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each person with the article “Three Ways to Bring About Repentance” from Leadership Journal, included at the end of this study.

“Turn or Burn” was a popular Christian slogan at one time, but it would hardly work in today’s politically correct culture. The concept of sin has become almost a joke, and repentance for sin is practically unheard of. Repentance isn’t regularly discussed over a cup of coffee, nor often preached from the pulpit. Even books about repentance seem hard to come by. It seems that repentance is relegated to a dusty corner of Christian life and theology. Yet according to the Bible, repentance is foundational to the Christian faith. 

For some believers, it’s hard enough to talk to sinners about the Christian faith. But when we do, we often focus on achieving the end result of getting the individual “saved”—somehow glossing over the awfulness of sin and the transforming power of repentance. Have we forgotten that genuine repentance must precede salvation? A true understanding of sin and repentance must be reintroduced to our culture—but how?

In his article “Three Ways to Bring About Repentance,” author Lyle Dorsett writes, “No one has ever liked being called a sinner … but the great revivals in history began when people were convicted of their sin … we need a way to help today’s listeners to confess and turn from their sins.” 

He also says, “Martin Luther, John Wesley, and Dwight L. Moody in their respective centuries found ways to communicate the doctrines of sin and repentance to reluctant people. They transformed churches, universities, and nations with their message. Their approaches can help us.” 

Following the models of these three men, we will examine how we, enabled by the Holy Spirit, can help to bring about godly repentance in others.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
How would you define sin? 

· Why do you think believers often shy away from talking about sin? 

[Q]
What is repentance? 

· Is there a difference between repentance and confession? If so, what? 

· What are some common hindrances to repentance and confession? 

[Q]
According to James 5:13–16, what is the main purpose for confession and how is this purpose accomplished?

[Q]
Dorsett says, “We need a way to help today’s listeners to confess and turn from their sins.” Do you agree with this statement? Why or why not?

· How have you encouraged others to come to repentance in the past?

[Q]
What are some long-term results of true repentance? Describe the transformational results of repentance that you have observed in your own life or someone else’s. 

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Explain sin in terms an unbeliever can understand.

Dorsett writes, “[Martin] Luther put together a teaching device that he called a small catechism … Luther’s catechism included the Ten Commandments, the Apostle’s Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and instruction on sacraments. The commandments in particular were the mirror into which many people looked and realized, ‘Oh, look how I have offended God. I’ve sinned.’”

Sin has taken on the connotation of something naughty but fun, paired with little cartoons of the devil holding a pitchfork. In our nation’s past, most people were aware of the basic tenants of Christianity, even if they chose not to follow them. We cannot assume the same for today’s society. Our post-Christian culture needs to know what sin really is—an offense against Almighty God. For this reason, Dorsett suggests that churches deliberately teach a catechism similar to Luther’s, sowing these teachings “as the seed of future repentance.”  

Believers are charged to spread the gospel to all people (Matthew 28:19–20). Leading people toward repentance is part of preaching the gospel. By offering the measuring stick of God’s Word to others, we give them both the knowledge and the opportunity necessary for repentance and salvation. How can we expect sinners to follow God’s principles if they don’t know what those principles are?

Read Romans 10:13–17.

[Q]
Verse 14 asks a series of rhetorical questions. What are these questions, and what point do they make about a believer’s role in teaching the gospel?

[Q]
“It’s much easier to talk about sin with someone who was taught a catechism earlier,” Dorsett writes. Explain why you agree or disagree with this statement.

· How does this statement relate to Romans 10:17? 

[Q]
Dorsett calls a catechism “the mirror into which many people looked and realized, ‘Oh, look how I have offended God. I’ve sinned.’” How does hearing God’s Word help to expose sin? Give an example of when you were brought to repentance by biblical teaching or preaching. 

[Q]
Why do you think so many churches have stopped teaching a catechism? 

· What are some results of biblical illiteracy? 

· How does deliberately teaching the basic tenets of the Christian faith “sow the seed of future repentance”?  

[Q]
Many people would never step foot in a church. What are some specific ways you could reach sinners with God’s Word outside of the church? 

Teaching point two: Explain and encourage confession in terms an unbeliever can understand.

“[John] Wesley’s genius was realizing that when people came to Christ, they needed to change and grow, not merely stand on the terms of a contract … Wesley concluded that the people of the church needed to be regularly confronted and challenged to confess their sins and repent,” Dorsett writes.

Our role as believers is to explain what confession is in terms that an unbeliever can understand. Some people might think of confession in a formal way, such as “going to confession.” To others, confession is a completely foreign concept. Confession literally means to admit or acknowledge something, usually a fault or a crime.

Though confession can seem like a scary concept, its benefits are well documented, even outside of the Christian faith. For example, Alcoholics Anonymous groups around the world are well aware of the benefits of confessing, or admitting, one’s faults and failures. Members are encouraged to engage in regular, public self-examination and confession within the context of a supportive group. John Wesley accomplished this same goal by putting new converts in small groups. These small groups provided accountability, encouragement, and a safe place for confession of sin. 

Galatians 6:1–10 describes the attitude and atmosphere in which believers should encourage confession and repentance from others. This Scripture speaks of confession within the church and between believers, but it is applicable for unbelievers as well. Read this passage aloud.

[Q]
In verse one of the Galatians passage, we are admonished to gently restore others. What are some ways we can accomplish this? 

· What is the heart attitude that should accompany this restoration process? 

· In what way does confession help bring about repentance and restoration? 


Leader’s Note: The NIV Study Bible says, “The Greek for this verb [restore] is used elsewhere for setting bones, mending nets, or bringing factions together.” Also, the word “gently” as used in this verse has a connotation of “with great humility.”

[Q]
What does it mean to “carry each other’s burdens” (v. 2)? Describe a time you cared for someone else in this way. 

· Describe a time someone cared for you in this way. 

· How do you feel when you allow someone to help carry your burdens? 

· How do you feel when you don’t allow others to do this?

[Q]
Read verses 3–5. Verse 5 says, “each one should carry his own load.” What does this directive mean in light of verses 3 and 4? 

· In relation to carrying the burdens of others? 

· Considering verses 4 and 5, how could regularly practicing public confession help you to carry your own load?


Leader’s Note: Concerning verse 5, the NIV Study Bible says, “The ‘for’ at the beginning of the verse connects it with verse 4. Each of us is responsible before God.”

[Q]
Considering this entire passage, what are some specific ways the church can encourage confession, authenticity, and spiritual growth in new converts? 

· How would this lead people to repentance?

Teaching point three: Take time to listen.

“Despite the flood of conversions under his preaching, Dwight L. Moody kept his focus on the individual. Moody had … trained workers. He told those workers, ‘When someone comes up [for prayer], I want you to look at her. I want you to listen to her. I want you to pray. Listen to the Holy Spirit, and ask him to help you to listen to her,’” Dorsett writes. He goes on to say, “Some people don’t know what they want to say or ask, but as we seek the Spirit, he can work in the unseen things of their hearts.”

Jesus, too, was focused on the individual. Many times throughout Scripture, we observe him taking the time to listen and respond to people as they expressed their needs to him. Hurting people are all around us—coworkers, friends, neighbors, church members—waiting for someone to take the time to really listen and minister to them individually.

Read John 3:1–21 and 8:1–11.

[Q]
In John 3, a man named Nicodemus sought out Jesus to speak with him privately. After reading the passage, describe Jesus’ attitude toward Nicodemus. 

· How did Jesus model good listening skills? 

· How did Jesus’ responses help to point Nicodemus toward repentance and salvation?


Leader’s Note: For example, Jesus welcomed Nicodemus’ questions. He didn’t seem hurried or distracted, but gave Nicodemus his full attention and answered his questions in detail. He laid out the plan of salvation in a way that Nicodemus could understand it.

[Q]
In the John 8 passage, Jesus ministered to an adulterous woman. What do you think the woman needed most from Jesus?  

· How was Jesus able to understand what she needed, though she hadn’t asked? 

· What did Jesus give her? 

· What was her responsibility after receiving what Jesus gave her (v. 11)?  

· In light of Jesus’ example in this passage, what can we learn about ministering to hurting individuals?

[Q]
What are some practical ways we can follow Jesus’ example of focusing on the individual? 

· How can being a good listener help us to lead someone to repentance? 

· What role does the Holy Spirit play in helping us to effectively minister in a one-on-one situation?

Optional Activity:

As he did with Nicodemus in the John 3 passage above (see v. 8), Jesus often used object lessons or “word pictures” to explain spiritual concepts. Believers sometimes ask, “But what should I say?” or “How do I explain this to an unbeliever?” 

Invite your group members to brainstorm ideas for word pictures that would help them explain the concept of sin and repentance to an unbeliever. For example, you could talk about a caterpillar and a butterfly—the caterpillar experiences a total metamorphosis in order to become a butterfly. Or you could illustrate repentance with a road map. Talk about driving toward New York, then turning around completely and heading toward California. 

After brainstorming some more illustrations, ask for a couple of volunteers to role-play a conversation about repentance. One person should play the part of the believer and use a word picture or object lesson to explain the concept of repentance. Another person should take the part of the unbeliever. (To further extend this, you could do two role-plays. In the first, the believer would be “in your face” and dogmatic when relating to the unbeliever. In the second the believer would respond to the unbeliever with humility, love, and compassion. Then compare and contrast the two approaches.)

After the role-play, discuss the interaction between the two actors. What did this exercise bring out that the group hadn’t thought of? How did the believer’s attitude affect the conversation? Did the word picture help the unbeliever understand repentance? Why do we need the Holy Spirit’s help to have these kinds of conversations in real life?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

The “Turn or Burn” folks were missing an important part of repentance. Romans 2:4 says, “Or do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads you toward repentance?”

As we learn to follow Jesus’ example as ministers of his grace and reconciliation, we need to remember that we can never bring others to repentance on our own. God’s love for every individual must not be left out of the equation. The working of the Holy Spirit is also vital if repentance is ever going to be genuine. Our task is to humbly and diligently share the gospel using the tools and resources God has given us. Only then will repentance come.

[Q]
Why might you find it difficult to talk about sin and repentance with an unbeliever? 

· What role does the Holy Spirit play in drawing people to repentance? 

· How can you work with the Holy Spirit as you minister to an unbeliever?


Leader’s Note: The Holy Spirit convicts sinners of their sin. When we follow the leading of the Holy Spirit as we work with an individual, we are partnering with the Holy Spirit to accomplish God’s will for that person.

[Q]
What is the relationship between God’s love and his call to repentance for sin? 

· How can our love for others make a difference in their response to the gospel? 

Action Point: Regular personal confession and repentance are necessary for you as a believer. What might you need to confess so that you can lead others to repentance? 

Who might God be leading you to gently restore to a relationship with God by explaining sin and repentance? 

—Amy Rognlie is a freelance writer in Littleton, Colorado. She especially enjoys writing about God’s Word.

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

- 1 Thessalonians: Sharing the Faith

- Talking About God in the 21st Century Marketplace

- From Personal Faith to Social Action
· The Walk of Repentance: A 24-week Guide to Personal Transformation, Steve Gallagher (Pure Life Ministries, 1993; ISBN 0970220286)
· Seeking Him: Experiencing the Joy of Personal Revival, Nancy Leigh DeMoss, Tim Grissom (Moody Publishers, 2005; ISBN 0802413668)

· Penance, Contemplation and Service: Pivotal Experiences of Christian Spirituality, Patrick Madigan (Liturgical Press, 1994; ISBN 081465911x)

· Repentance: A Cosmic Shift of Mind and Heart, Edward J. Anton (Discipleship Publications International, 2005; ISBN 1577821984)

· Repentance in Christian Theology, Mark J. Boda and Gordon T. Smith, editors (Liturgical Press, 2006; ISBN 0814651755)

· Repentance—Turning from Sin to God: What It Means and Why It’s Necessary, Thomas Boston (Christian Focus Public, 2005; ISBN 1857925173)

Article

Three Ways to Bring About Repentance
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By Lyle Dorsett, for the study “Help Others to Repent.”

“Whatever happened to repentance?” Frederica Mathewes-Green asked in Christianity Today (2/4/02). “We live in a time when it’s hard to talk about Christian faith at all, much less about awkward topics like repentance … Try telling a person who’s been discipled by modern advertising that he’s a sinner.”

No one has ever liked being called a sinner, she said, but the great revivals in history began when people were convicted of their sin. Mathewes-Green is right—we need a way to help today’s listeners to confess and turn from their sins.

Martin Luther, John Wesley, and Dwight L. Moody in their respective centuries found ways to communicate the doctrines of sin and repentance to reluctant people. They transformed churches, universities, and nations with their message.

Their approaches can help us.

Luther’s sin detector

Martin Luther knew the power of simplicity. He used simple tracts, art, drawings, and even cartoons.

Luther also put together a teaching device that he called a small catechism. Once widely used, the catechism has been gradually abandoned. But our post-Christian culture is beginning to resemble Luther’s–biblical illiteracy and confusion over who God is and what constitutes sin.

Whereas the Victorians were supremely aware of their sins, today’s culture rejects sin and denies guilt.

Luther’s catechism included the Ten Commandments, the Apostle’s Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and instruction on sacraments. The Commandments in particular were the mirror into which many people looked and realized, Oh, look how I have offended God. I’ve sinned.

In the church plant I’ve recently taken part in, we teach a catechism similar to Luther’s. For the children who later walk away from their parents’ faith, or for adults who need to renew their own, the catechism they learn here prods their spirits like the prodigal son’s memories of home. We deliberately sow this catechism as the seed of future repentance.

I was at Bodleian Library in Oxford, England, researching to write a biography of C. S. Lewis’s wife. A woman asked me, “What are you studying that for?”

“I’m a mid-life convert to Christianity,” I said. “Lewis and his wife were also mid-life converts, and his writings had an impact on bringing me to my faith.”

I asked her if she was a believer.

“Oh, no.”

“Have you had any exposure to the faith?”

“I was raised a Methodist, but I have nothing to do with it anymore.”

“Since you grew up in the Methodist church,” I said, “you must be familiar with the Ten Commandments.” I was using Luther’s principle of the catechism as a mirror. “Ma’am,”—and I don’t know why I picked this commandment—“have you ever committed adultery?” She was shaken. “Don’t answer that question. But if you have, because you’re created in the image of God, I can’t help but believe you’re dealing with some deep guilt.”

Then I said, “The beautiful thing about my Savior, is that he can clean you and bring you back to God.”

It’s much easier to talk about sin with someone who was taught a catechism earlier. She looked at me stunned. Her eyes began to tear, and she said, “I need to think about that.”

Wesley’s confessional

When John Wesley looked across Great Britain’s Anglican Church in the 1700s , he saw a dead formalism. Pastors had about as much zeal as a dead ’possum. Why?

Wesley’s genius was realizing that when people came to Christ, they needed to change and grow, not merely stand on the terms of a contract. In other words, they may have been converted, but their lives were not transformed. They were baptized, confirmed, and churched on Sunday. Yet they lived like hellions the rest of the time. Wesley concluded that the people of the church needed to be regularly confronted and challenged to confess their sins and repent.

Wesley realized that the Great Commission is not to make converts; it’s to make disciples. As he preached, people gave their lives to Christ in droves. And then Wesley did something we often do today–he put them into small groups.

The purpose of Wesley’s small groups was not simply encouragement and Bible study, but to provide a safe place for confession and accountability, an intimate environment for transformation into Christlikeness.

In 1995, God brought revival to Wheaton College. It broke out in a student-led Sunday night service. Confession and repentance continued Sunday night and every night through Thursday. Eight or nine hundred students got right with God that week.

During one of those evenings, a student stood and confessed that she’d lost her virginity the summer before. She was carrying terrible guilt, and she just wanted to confess her sin. The man sitting next to me elbowed me and said, “Prof, get this thing shut down. This is terrible. She didn’t sin publicly. She shouldn’t be confessing publicly. If that was my daughter, I’d feel terrible.”

I said, “You’re right. She didn’t sin publicly. But she’s having to confess here because …” I paused, “because I’ve preached in your church, and it’s not a safe place to confess sin or to be held in loving accountability.”

That night’s events and conversations were the seeds that inspired my wife and me and some friends to plant a church. And every Sunday after the service we provide trained prayer and communion ministers, so people have a safe place to confess sin.

We don’t forgive their sins, but we tell them, “Jesus Christ forgives your sins and cleanses you from all unrighteousness.” And then we try to follow up with them next week. “How are you doing on this? Staying clean on this thing?”

Moody’s listening team

Despite the flood of conversions under his preaching, Dwight L. Moody kept his focus on the individual. At the end of the service he would say, “If anyone here has questions or they would like prayer, I’ll be in another room and we can pray for you.”

Moody would go to that other room where he had trained workers waiting. He told those workers, “When someone comes up, I want you to look at her. I want you to listen her. I want you to pray, listen to the Holy Spirit, and ask him to help you listen to her. As you’re working with her, another person might come up, too, and be looking at her watch. But don’t worry about her. Take the first person seriously and keep working with her.”

As soon as the people were heard and prayed with, Moody made sure they were connected with local pastors and lay leaders who would continue that kind of listening.

At a conference on the eastern seaboard, I was challenged to ignore the multitudes and focus on one person.

I had just read an intriguing, little, second-hand book written for Catholic priests who were going to hear confessions. The book focused on listening to people while seeking the Spirit to hear what they’re not saying–like Moody instructed his trainees. The book contended that some people don’t know what they want to say or ask, but as we seek the Spirit, he can work in the unseen things of their hearts.

The night of the conference, the preacher concluded his message by asking people who desired to pray to come forward. As soon as he said it, people streamed forward. So many came forward, he said, “I want the ministry team to come up and help me pray.”

I went up to the altar rail, and a man in a sports coat and tie knelt down. “How can I pray for you?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” said.

I had just read that little book a few hours before. I prayed, Lord, show me what I might do with this man. Show me how to pray for him. I put my arm around him, and I began to pray. I just started praying in a way that I felt led.

He began to weep uncontrollably. “How did you know how to pray for me?”

“I didn’t,” I said. “The Lord knows your need. He told me how to pray for you.” This man wept and wept. I didn’t minister to anyone else that night. For five more days at the conference I got together with him regularly. And for six years, every year at that conference, we met and we talked. And he has grown in the Lord.

As Moody had taught, “Listen well. Take this soul seriously. And listen to the Holy Spirit as you do.”

In her article Mathewes-Green wrote, “The more we see the depth of our sin, the more we realize the height of God’s love.” This vision of sin and love transformed the life of my friend from the conference. Luther, Wesley, and Moody can help us offer the same vision to our churches.

Lyle Dorsett is professor of Christian ministries and evangelism at Wheaton College and pastor of Church of the Great Shepherd in Glen Ellyn, Illinois.

“Three Ways to Bring About Repentance,” by Lyle Dorsett, Leadership Journal, October 2002
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	Leader’s Guide - Study 6

Touch Broken Lives

Jesus reached out to a cynical generation, and he teaches us how to do the same.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	We live in a generation marked by distrust. Stable, lifelong marriages can no longer be taken for granted. Governments, which once symbolized justice, are now targets for cynicism. Churches have suffered too—their credibility brought down by scandals, hypocrisy, and silence in the face of injustice.

This distrust stirs many questions. And churches that speak to the suspicions of non-believers are seeing a great return on their work. Following the experiences of a pastor who encountered those suspicions first hand, this study asks, How do we reach out to a cynical generation?
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Lesson #6

Scripture:
Matthew 9:9–13; Luke 7:18–23; John 11:1–37

Based on:
“Starbucks Spirituality,” by Brett Lawrence, Leadership, Fall 2002 

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the article “Starbucks Spirituality” from Leadership Journal (included at the end of this study).

Dashed hopes and disappointments are nothing new. Today’s come in all shapes and sizes: if your parents are still married, and you successfully navigated the maze of drugs and alcohol that pervade youth culture, then you still face the limits of debt and an economy that rewards skills, not loyalty. Survive all these, as some manage to do, and you will still face the timeless trials of life—friendships and relationships that are unhealthy and let you down, and doubts about purpose and significance. 

Jesus’ generation faced doubts and disappointments too, although of a different shape and size. Jesus lived 400 years after Israel’s last prophet. Those centuries were, in essence, a period of divine silence—for a nation whose very identity was in God. This was particularly hard to bear given the crushing economic burden and military occupation the Romans imposed on the Jews. To these disappointments, add the dashed hopes placed on several men who claimed to be the Messiah and promised to restore honor and power to Israel. Most of those men were executed by the Romans.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
What can you learn about a society by understanding its disappointments? 

· What are some disappointments of our society? 

[Q]
What is the relationship between disappointment and cynicism? Give an example.

[Q]
What would you say that you are cynical about? Why?  

[Q]
When you feel let down by something or someone, what helps you recover?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Jesus proved that he was trustworthy by being fully present during the difficulties of life.

Read John 11:1–37. Mary and Martha experienced one of the greatest disappointments of their lives. Their brother, whom they loved, and the person legally responsible to care for them and their affairs, suddenly took ill and died. This was a traumatic loss. With the death of Lazarus, their future took the shape of a question mark.   

Facing this profound loss, they began to ask: Why does God allow unjust suffering? If he is good, how can God stand idly by in the face of evil? Why didn’t Jesus, who has power to heal, come when we sent for him?

Compare the disappointment and loss in John 11 with that which was risked when Debbie, the mother from the article, took her first shift at her local Starbucks. When she met Daniel Hill, a pastor who works part time at Starbucks, she blurted, “Three years ago my 16-year-old daughter was raped and murdered. Tell me, what kind of God would let that happen? I believe in God. I just have a real problem with him.”

[Q]
What are the similarities between Debbie’s loss and Mary and Martha’s loss? What emotions do they share?

[Q]
Explain how Debbie’s (or even Mary and Martha’s) loss could turn into anger and cynicism.

[Q]
Look again at John 11:33–36. What is significant about Jesus’ response to Mary’s grief? 

· How can those lessons translate into a situation like the one Hill faced with Debbie?

    [Q]
How would you answer if someone asked you why God allows unjust suffering? 

Teaching point two: Jesus answered the important questions of his day, but not necessarily within the categories of his contemporaries.

In his part-time job at Starbucks, Hill observes that most of the people he’s around live with a “whatever works for you” mindset. “I’ve never been able to persuade someone intellectually to abandon the relativistic mindset,” he says. “What’s more likely to happen is that they’ll see the power of a transformed life in another Christ follower and be transformed.”

Jesus, before Hill, chose transformed lives as a sign of his message. Relativism was not something Jesus fought; rather he faced suspicion regarding whether or not he was, in fact, the Messiah, and therefore worth following. Read his response when John the Baptist’s disciples asked him who he really was, in Luke 7:18–23.

[Q]
Do Christians lose something when their apologetics consist only of intellectual arguments, not real-life examples of transformation? Why or why not?

[Q]
How would an early Christian likely have answered the question, “How do you know Jesus is the only way?”

[Q]
How did Jesus approach the important questions of his day without giving in to his society’s search for someone who would bring political strength? 

· How are his followers called to do the same, and what does that mean for outreach efforts? (Compare John 6:14–15 with Luke 6:17–26.)

Optional Activity: Consider how God has transformed your life. Take a few minutes and make a list of five tangible ways that God has changed your life. Then share your reflections with each other.

Teaching point three: Jesus reached out to his generation by addressing relevant topics in a way that only he could speak to them. 

Jesus’ generation vehemently debated the hot topics of religion, politics, and worldview. The New Testament records, for example, questions about how to interpret Old Testament laws about work (Matt. 12:1–13); questions about ritual cleanliness (Matt. 15:1–2); questions about the true definition of marriage (Matt. 19:1–12); and debates loaded with political significance (Matt 22:15–22).

It is remarkable that Jesus—a person who was fully God and fully human, and who was on a mission to redeem humanity from its enslavement to sin—had the time and energy to enter into debates about passing issues with nameless people. Yet his willingness to speak about himself and his father in the midst of a particular generation was central to his ministry. As the early church grew, it adapted a similar strategy for spreading the gospel (1 Cor. 9:19–23).

[Q]
How are these principles embodied in Katy, the Washington, D.C. consultant who volunteered as an inner-city mentor and went on to become the full-time caretaker for two girls who had lost their mother?

[Q]
What are the issues or struggles that affect the day-to-day lives of the normal (“nameless”) people that we encounter? Make a list of some of these issues, and then consider how Jesus gave us an example of how to address each situation.

[Q]
What is our core message about God? 

· How does it alter our approach to hot-button issues if we enter conversations with our view of God at the center?

Teaching point four: Jesus reached beyond issues, debates, and surface-level conversations by showing love to all people.

Daniel Hill, when asked how to reach people who are suspicious and cynical, and who direct much of their cynicism at the church, responded, “Be intentional and authentic in your friendship.” Rather than entering into friendships and then letting them go if the person doesn’t convert, Hill suggests patiently entering into a journey of faith with non-believers, extending them a hand of grace.

Read Matthew 9:9–13. Notice how Jesus laid the foundation for this paradigm with his disciple Matthew. Matthew was a tax collector, a title that in some contexts was interchangeable with “robber.” Not only did Matthew symbolize the oppression and idolatry of the Roman government, he was likely dishonest, given to bribes and extortion. 

Matthew follows Jesus’ call, but Jesus surprises the crowds when he agrees to a public banquet with tax collectors and a host of other “sinners.”

[Q]
What kind of people would compose a group of tax collectors and “sinners” in our society?

[Q]
What impact does Jesus’ quotation of Hosea 6:6 (“I desire mercy, not sacrifice”) have on how we approach outreach, especially to people who have been disappointed by the events of life?

[Q]
What kind of statement does it make about a church if it is willing to allow a non-believer to describe her struggles with God before a room of other seekers, as Hill’s church did? 

[Q]
What is one disappointment, dashed hope, or struggle in your life that you long to see God at work in? 

· What does Matthew 9:9–13 teach about your situation?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

The points above show Jesus as fully present in his generation and involved in the issues, debates, and disappointments of his day. Jesus knew the sorrows of loss; better than anyone, he knew the consequences of sin. Yet he himself never gave in to the cynicism and discouragement of his day. Instead, he transformed lives, restored dignity and hope, and fully communicated to us something at the core of God: God is love.

[Q]
What do the points and examples above teach us about the true nature of reaching out?

[Q]
How does God’s love—the kind that transforms, restores, and fellowships—break down cynicism and suspicion in your life or the lives of people you know?

Action Point: What is one situation where you will try to put some of these examples to work in the next week?

—Study prepared by Chris Blumhofer, assistant editor of BuildingChurchLeaders.com.
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Article

Starbucks Spirituality

A new way of reaching out.
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By Brett Lawrence, for the study “Touch Broken Lives.”

Daniel Hill holds a steady part-time job working one or two shifts a week at Starbucks. It’s hardly a career-track position, and it’s not that he needs the extra cash or battles a secret caffeine addiction.

It’s the people.

Purple hair, belly-button rings, tattoos, black-painted fingernails—those people.

For Hill, whose day job is ministering on staff with Willow Creek Community Church’s Axis outreach, Starbucks provides a context to build meaningful relationships with postmodern, Gen-Next twentysomethings who are far from God.

“Nothing has been more transforming for me than working at Starbucks,” says Hill, “These people matter to me.”

But the moonlighting gig isn’t a free pass to easy evangelism. His coffee colleagues are like a good cup of triple espresso—plenty of steam, a little bitter, and enough kick to knock you on your backside if you aren’t careful.

Exhibit A: “The first day Debbie worked at Starbucks, one of the shift supervisors points at me and asks her, ‘Did you hear what his real job is?’ After she hears I work at a church, Debbie freaks out. She says, ‘Three years ago my 16-year-old daughter was raped and murdered. Tell me, what kind of God would let that happen? I believe in God. I just have a real problem with him.’”

Hill isn’t alone in facing these kinds of questions. Suspicion and distrust of Christians, and wariness of God, are readily observed.

Consider the bumper sticker: “Dear God, please save me from your followers.” Or the ubiquitous Christian “fish” that has mysteriously grown feet courtesy of the Darwinian crowd—a symbol of faith sarcastically twisted by the culture.

Even Christian bookstores carry such titles as: Following Jesus Without Embarrassing God, Toxic Faith, and The Subtle Power of Spiritual Abuse.
With fingers pointed at Christians, we’re obliged to identify the underlying accusations and offer a response. Three questions are at the core.

Why should I trust you?

Daniel Hill suggests that 90 percent of the accusations Christians face are rooted in mistrust. “I don’t find that people have a problem with Jesus,” he says. “They have a problem with Christians.”

Anyone who claims authority today—politicians, parents, or pastors—will face the question of trust.

Rick Richardson, author of Evangelism Outside the Box and InterVarsity Christian Fellowship’s national field director for evangelism, observes: “When people ask questions about homosexuality, for instance, we’re tempted to think they’re asking questions about right and wrong. But they’re not. They’re asking about dominance and oppression.

“Homosexual strugglers look at what the church has done to women, they look at slavery, at this history of collaboration between Christian faith and Western dominance—and they say, ‘In light of that, how can I trust you?’”

If that’s the question, how can we respond?

The answer requires more than words. Christians, with PowerPoint presentations and four-point evangelistic outlines, have mastered the art of proclamation. But words alone aren’t going to answer the trust question.

Trust is built by actions, not words.

“We’re supposed to proclaim the kingdom of God and demonstrate the kingdom of God,” says Soong-Chan Rah, pastor of the Cambridge Community Fellowship Church near Boston. “Evangelism for our generation means learning to do both.

“Part of proclamation means that we speak the whole gospel of Christ, not just the Westernized version of it. We also need to be good at demonstration—bringing healing to our sick society and at-risk neighborhoods, bringing wholeness not just to the spiritually lost but also to those who are under economic oppression.”

One of the most fundamental ways to represent God’s kingdom is by being kind to the disaffected, even when we have genuine disagreements with the way they choose to live.

For Valerie Zander, who works with a team to develop neighborhood churches in the San Francisco area, this means working with people who are homosexual.

“The question is, ‘Do I offer genuine friendship and companionship to people who are gay?’” Zander says. “If you’re a believer, the answer to that question is yes.

“I have a lesbian friend who told me, ‘I’m expecting.’ She was watching closely to see how I responded. Would I tell her she shouldn’t be raising a child, or would I be excited for her?

“I had to ask myself, Does my friend want my approval? Does giving it to her salve her conscience? Will she say, ‘Oh see, look, she’s a pastor’s wife and she thinks it’s okay?’”

Zander came down on the side of kindness.

“I decided in my life, in profound ways, I believe children are a gift from God. I truly believe that I would not be the kind of person I am becoming if I had not had children. So I said, ‘I’m happy for you because children are a gift from God.’”

In whatever way we respond, the one thing we can’t do is ignore the trust issue.

“It’s often the question behind the question,” says Richardson. “Because a lot of these are accusations against the church. Whenever you try to address them without addressing the trust issue they can’t hear you,” he says. “So I always start by listening and validating the questions and identifying why people would have trust issues.

“I’m not going to defend Christianity’s marriage to Western European domination. I don’t care where you come down on specific issues, such as sexism, for instance. You have to take seriously the trust issues people have with the church.

“Let people know you’ve heard them and that you have compassion for the hurts people experience.”

Isn’t that just your reality?

In Evangelism Outside the Box, Richardson tells about an encounter with Bob, a philosophy of science student at the University of Illinois. Bob was dating a girl from Richardson’s InterVarsity group, and she asked Richardson to talk with him.

After Richardson began discussing evidence for the resurrection and Jesus’ desire to have a relationship with us, Bob responded with an extended monologue of his own.

He touched on Einstein’s theories and introduced the findings of scientists Niels Bohr, Max Planck and Werner Heisenberg. Then Bob got downright evangelistic.

“Quantum theory has immense consequences for our view of reality,” Bob explained. “First, logic can no longer be seen as either/or. You can’t say either Christianity is true or it’s false. Reality is also/and. Light is a wave, and it’s also a particle.

“So when you give me your arguments, you’re operating with that old-time dichotomizing logic that went out with the downfall of Isaac Newton’s world of simple, certain scientific truth.

“Second, all reality is participant reality. There is no such thing as an independent, objective world that you can observe without changing it. You can’t measure light particles without changing them, without creating the reality you observe. You probably want to make me think the early Christians just reported the historical facts.

“They helped create the facts they observed, and then reported them out of their interpretation of reality. Scientists do that. Writers do that. Religious people like you do that.”

The good news, Richardson says, is that accusations related to the radical changes in science during the twentieth century and objections to Christians’ claims of truth don’t necessarily require a doctoral-level understanding of quantum physics.

“What you’re really arguing for,” says Richardson, “is an acknowledgement that reality isn’t just inside you. It’s also outside you.

“The reality of God is out there. I work hard with people here—to get them out of their total experience orientation. If all you seek is experience, if you’re just looking for what’s true for you, it’s a self-defeating search. Reality is something you find while you’re seeking something else.”

The Starbucks-serving Daniel Hill says that the “whatever works for you” mentality is a foundational part of the postmodern mindset. Still, he says, it can be fruitless to engage that argument directly.

Hill calls the postmodern mindset “kind of the air they breathe” rather than a deep-seated philosophical barrier to faith.

“I’ve never been able to persuade someone intellectually to abandon the relativistic mindset,” he says. “That’s never the doorway I get someone to walk through. What’s more likely to happen is that they’ll see the power of a transformed life in another Christ follower and be transformed.”

Hill says we also do well to remember that relativism has its plus side.

“People are open to Jesus,” he says. “They just don’t consider him the only way. I try to engage them in who Jesus is and not that the others aren’t correct.”

What good is Christianity?

Richardson calls this the question of utility and relevance. Does your belief change lives? Does your religion work? Does it help me, whether I’m in your group or not? Or are you just another self-serving group?

“The question of the uniqueness of Christ is not primarily philosophical,” he writes.

“People are not looking for theological comparisons but for attractiveness, relevance, and usefulness.”

Katy, a business consultant in Washington, D.C., had been hearing the rat-a-tat-tat of a recurring message for five years.

“Our role on earth is to take on suffering and allow ourselves to become agents of God’s redemption,” her young adult pastor would say. “Seek out the pain of the world so you can engage it and see the Lord redeem it.”

Today, two young girls in Washington’s inner-city are grateful that Katy was listening.

“Our young adults group started a mentoring program in Anacostia, the murder capital of the murder capital of the country,” explains Bill Haley, the source of Katy’s five-year echo.

“It became very clear that at one point, the mother of the little girl she was mentoring was going to need alcohol rehab, and the little girl and her sister were going to need someone to take care of them.”

Katy volunteered, thinking it was a six-week commitment, and then watched that short-term assignment stretch into more than two years.

“She eventually needed to quit her job as a business consultant to take care of these two children,” says Haley, director of urban ministry at the D.C.-area Falls Church. “We lay down our own interests for the sake of coming to the aid of those who would have no other help. That’s an incarnation of the life of Jesus.”

It’s also an effective response to the third question of the postmodern culture.

“I believe the greatest apologetic for this day is the apologetic of Jesus and the early church,” says Haley, who lives with his wife in inner-city D.C.

“Simply put: Being a Christian means following Jesus. If our discipleship is not leading us to continue to give away our lives to other people, at great personal cost, then we are not following Jesus.

“There is a fundamental call to Christians to be involved in generous compassion to the poor and the broken and the underprivileged. There’s more in the Bible about justice and compassion than evangelism.”

What they can’t argue with

In today’s culture there will always be questions and accusations—some fair, others unfair; some informed, others ignorant.

As ministers of the gospel, what is our response?

Hill suggests the best way may also be the simplest.

“Be intentional and authentic in your friendship,” he says. “Their response to my overtures can’t determine whether we stay in friendship. If it does, then it’s not a friendship but a manipulative ploy to get them to become a Christian. It’s a difficult paradox to reconcile.”

Especially when abstract discussions about cultural accusations turn personal, and real people and eternity hang in the balance.

Remember Debbie, the woman whose daughter was raped and murdered? More than a year and a half after they met, Hill is still working on that friendship, reaching out, extending a hand of grace. He asked her to tell her story at church.

“During one of our Axis messages recently, we were asking, ‘How do you find God in the midst of pain?’

“I asked Debbie to come and share her story, and she did. She tells this gripping story of loss and hurt and pain, and everyone was waiting for the end of the story,” he explains. “But she finished by saying, ‘I have a real problem with God.’

“It’s not the end of the story,” Hill says. “It’s the middle.”

Brett Lawrence, a former youth minister, is a writer in Newark, Ohio.

“Starbucks Spirituality,” by Brett Lawrence, Leadership, Fall 2002 
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