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Studies in becoming like Christ and ushering in His kingdom in your daily life
October 25 2009
Moving the Church Closer to the World
This Week’s Essential

Church: We believe the church, the com-munity of believers, is the primary catalyst for accomplishing God’s purposes on earth today.
Ephesians 4:15-16 Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.

I

n his provocative book, This Present Future, consultant and church leadership developer Reggie McNeal contends that the church in North America “has failed to call people out to their true potential as God’s priests in the world.” One of the battle cries of the Reformation was Luther’s emphasis on the doctrine of the priesthood of believers. Luther preached that all the people of God are called and gifted for service. McNeal believes the church got this part right. However, he contends this powerful biblical theme has been truncated in its impact because the church has interpreted it almost solely for its own use. “This myopic vision,” McNeal states, “has resulted in ministry being defined largely in church terms and lay people often being viewed as functionary resources to get church work done. Pastors have waged an enduring campaign to convince the laity to support church programs with energy, prayer, talent and money.” 
M

cNeal goes on to say that the typical church strategy for recruiting and deploying lay ministers is missionally counterproductive. The idea that God has gifted people only for jobs inside church programs flies in the face of his redemptive mission in the world. McNeal points out that many laypeople are voting by not lending their time, energy and money to ministry “vision” that has the church as the primary beneficiary or recipient. Church activity to them is an add-on activity to an already crowded life. They wonder why God can’t use them where he has already embedded them–in their homes, neighbor-hoods, workplaces, and schools. If we are going to correct this, McNeal says, we are going to have to pursue a quest different from turning members into ministers. We will need to pursue the quest of turning members into missionaries–both local & foreign.
A

s Pastor Ken recently stated, NLBF has raising up and sending missionaries into foreign mission fields in its DNA. What then are some implications or issues we must tackle in pursuit of reimagining and reengineering NLBF so that raising up and sending missionaries into local mission fields is just as much in our DNA? McNeal has some suggestions for us.
The Need for Missiology

Missiology – that area of practical theology that investi-gates the mandate, the message and the work of the Christian missionary. 
T

he need for Missiology applied to local missions can be argued, says McNeal, from pure demo-graphics. North America is the largest English-speaking mission field in the world. It is the fifth or sixth largest mission field of any stripe. If we are not focusing on Missiology regarding local mission, McNeal suggests we are being disobedient to the Great Commission.
M

issionaries do cultural exegesis–they under-stand that being culturally relevant is critical to an evangelism strategy. As McNeal says, the point is not to adopt the culture and lose the message; the point is to understand the culture so we can build bridges to it for the sake of gaining a hearing for the gospel of Jesus. 

W

hat does it mean to do cultural exegesis? McNeal says for starters it means we need to go to language school. Here at NLBF we know that that is what missionaries do who are interested in reaching a foreign culture with the good news of God’s saving work in Jesus. According to McNeal, this is more than just checking our church talk against street understanding. The call for us to go to language school also is a call to study the cultures in North America. A continuing failure to engage the cultures, says McNeal, will doom the American church into a death spiral as the members of the church culture die off in the next twenty to thirty years.
A

 missiological approach to the emerging North American world will take into account the largest cultural shift under way and its implications for the church. It is the transition from the modern to the postmodern world.

(over)
The Modern World

T

he “modern” world came into existence roughly 500 years ago. Newton and Descartes gave us the scientific method and a rationalistic view of the universe. Moderns asserted it was time for humanity to move past superstitions and musings about unseen forces and worlds. God took a beating in the modern world. From beginning to end the modern world has challenged the idea of God and what his role in the universe really is. Throughout the modern centuries God has been increasingly relegated to religious ceremony. 
T

he church inevitably changed in response to the modern world. The Reformation, the spiritual counterpart to the Enlightenment, shifted the basis of leadership. No longer would church leaders hold their positions based on their knowledge of spiritual and otherworldly things. The Reformation requalified the pastor as a leader by virtue of education, particularly as a scholar of the ancient Hebrew and Greek texts. 
A

s a result of this shift the North American church is thoroughly modern. McNeal observes that the Bible has become for the modern church the supreme manifestation of the Word of God (not Christ) because it is “objective” truth (a modern distinction). The approach to spirituality in the modern church has been to adopt the world’s educational model. Sunday “School” reflects the basic assumption that the path to Christian maturity involves the acquisition of biblical information. (This assumption means that there were very few growing Christians before people could carry leather-bound, codex versions of the Scriptures. Of course, they couldn’t have read them even if they had had them.) We focus on the Bible, says McNeal, because the thing-in-itself (God) is really beyond us. In the premodern world spiritual maturity did not rely so much on human reason’s ability to grasp, understand and explain. The result of the modern church’s form of spirituality, says McNeal, is a North American church that is largely on a head trip. The test for orthodoxy typically focuses on doctrinal stances, not character and spiritual connectedness to God and others. 
A

t the advent of the modern world the church was frantic in its questioning, “Where is God?” in a universe suddenly shown not to be fixed, not to revolve around the earth, not tied to an unmoved Mover. Initially the church responded by declaring astronomical discoveries to be heresies. “Where is God?” is again the fearful cry of Christians who are afraid of losing God in the new, emerging world. Because the church clings to the modern world, says, McNeal, we now have a church in North America that is more secular then the culture.
The Postmodern World

A

t its heart the emerging postmodern worldview supports two seemingly contradictory notions about the way the world works. The first is the power of one. In the modern world nations fought wars against nations. In the postmodern world the only superpower in the world has been searching for more than 8 years for one person, Osama bin Laden, who has declared war on the United States and we went to war and defeated another person, Saddam Hussein. And in this internet dependent world, more than once, a single hacker has launched a single computer virus that had global impact and cost more to clean up than the GDP of many countries.
T

he second notion of the postmodern worldview is that we are all connected, that no one is isolated. The digital revolution brought in by the power of personal computing has made individuals both independently powerful and amazingly connected at the same time. What once required a team of office workers to produce is now accomplished on a single PC (or MAC). The entire world can be touched by a few keystrokes. Where you are doesn’t matter as long as you have “access” to the internet, the global platform of connectedness.
T

he science of quantum physics also contributes to this new way of thinking. The quantum universe is not a universe of things but a universe of relation-ships. The modern mind viewed the universe as a giant machine that could be explained if you could strip it down to its component parts. The quantum vision of the universe is more interested in the whole, in how things interrelate. Its fundamental unit is not even single, but plural. The subatomic world comprises quarks in relationship to other quarks (they do not exist outside of community). The quantum universe is a created universe, a giant thought, not the giant thing of modernism. It evidences design and intentionality, not randomness and natural selection. Room for God is growing in the postmodern world. 

P

ostmoderns are wildly spiritual–a spiritualism that reflects a hunger for meaning and connectedness. But it is a spiritualism that starts with an affirmation of the basic goodness of humanity (in direct contrast to the “depravity of man” doctrine of the Bible.) Redemption in postmodernism is about loving others and serving others. Righteousness is not coming to terms with a perfect God who is concerned about holiness. It is about getting relationships right with other people. A relationship with God is assumed. The cross is a symbol of brokenness. Brokenness is what unites people in the postmodern world. It is the common ground. The postmodern definition of sin is stunted life and stunted potential, a sense of corporate guilt that the world isn’t the loving place it should be. 

Enter the Church?
T

hese developments are part of the reason McNeal says we have a church in North America that is more secular than the culture. For centuries our approach has been to try to hold on to God in a scientific, technological, mechanistic universe intent on destroying Him. To survive in that environment we have adopted the modern mind-set. We can argue for the existence of God, for the veracity of Scripture, and for the reality of the Resurrection. But it’s cold, mental and passionless. Now the world doesn’t demand what we offer anymore.






