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Strategies for
Church Involvement

The ﬁi.m The Dream Team is an imaginative if unlikely comedy about
four patients in a mental hospital and the psychiatrist who leads their
group-therapy sessions. The psychiatrist gets the daring idea to take
these four guys to a Yankees baseball game to help them to loosen
up and relax with him and one another. Through a freak coincidence
and unfortunately for his plan, the psychiatrist ends up witnessin z:
IT:IUI‘dE‘I‘. Having been beaten up by the criminals, /
discovered and taken away in an ambulance, while t
obediently stay in their car.

. Ir? the bizarre chain of events that follows, this group of semifunc-
tioning, mutually hostile adults eventually come to realize that they
must rely on one another and work together in order to find their
doctor and, as it turns out, save his life, They face enormous obstacles
(they are wanted by the police for their doctor's beating and for the
murder he witnessed), but in the end—and to great comic effect—
each of the members of the “dream team” uses his particular gifts and

he is eventually
he four patients
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quirks to find and save the doctor. The result is their best therapy ever,
as each comes to understand his own gifts and also his need for the
others. Through the ordeal they all make progress in their emotional
growth and healing.

Though it is hardly flattering to say it, part of what I enjoy about
that film is that it reminds me of the church. Not thé Church Trium-
phant but the church at Fifth and Main. Not the Church Universal but
the church particular. A group of people who without the Spirit of God
in their midst might be at each other's throats. A group of people
some of whom can barely function in society. A group of people with
little quirks that make them very funny, if you could stand back and
see them from the tight angle. Yet somehow, through the grace and
power of God, this odd collection of people, when they come together,
are called to be the very incarnation of Jesus on the earth. And as they
struggle to become what they are called to become, each grows and
experiences much-needed healing.

Unfortunately, no one really wants to identify with such a weird
assortment of people. In the movie each member of the group
thought that he didn’t belong there and it was the others who had
problems. If you have recently graduated from college, you too may
also be tempted to view the church (that is, the one you attended last
Sunday) as a group of strange individuals very much different from
yourself. And yet everything in Scripture tells us that if we are Lo follow
Jesus we will participate in his body, the church. That church is not
the church invisible but rather the church all-too-visible, the one
down the block with all the sinners and hypocrites in it. And if we aré
honest with ourselves, we fit right in at such a church!

Models of the Church

Before we consider practical strategies for church involvement, we
need to examine the nature of the church. What is it supposed to be?
The answer to this will help us to know how to relate to the church.
In a short book on the nature of the church, The OQutward Bound,
Vernard Eller uses two contrasting images to describe how the church
sees itself,
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A commissary is an institution which has been commissioned to dispense
particular goods, services, or benefits to a select constituency. The
tommissary church, then, sees itself primarily as an institution, 3
divine institution franchised by God. God has stocked the institution
with a supply of heavenly graces (Bible truths, correct theology, the
Sacraments, etc.) which the clerical proprietors, through proper
transaction, can disburse to the customers, The measure of a com-
missary, it follows, lies in the legality of its franchise, the warranty
of its goods, and the authorization of its personnel.
A caravan, on the other hand, is something entirely different. It
is a group of people banded together to make common cause in
- seeking a common destination. . . . The being of a caravan lies not
in any signed and sealed authorization but in the way it funciions.
Its validity lies not in its apparatus but in the performance of its
caravaners—each and every one of them. A caravan is a caravan
only as long as it is making Progress—or at least striving to make
progress. Once the caravaners stop, dig in, or count themselves as
having arrived, they no longer constitute a caravan,!
Eller says that the early church understood itself as a caravan; the
people of God were banded together on a trip to the City of God. The
book of Hebrews makes a clear statement of this. Emphasizing the
continuity of faith in Jesus with authentic Judaism, the author reviews
the lives of many Old Testament heroes and heroines of faith:
All of these died in faith without having received the promises, but
from a distance they saw and greeted them. They confessed that
they were strangers and foreigners on the earth, for people who
speak in this way make it clear that they are seeking a homeland.
If they had been thinking of the land that they had left behind,
they would have had Opportunity to return. But as it is, they desire
a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not
ashamed to be called their God: indeed, he has prepared a city for
them. (Hebrews 11:18-16)
We can also understand the tension between Eller's two models of the
church through the conflict between Jesus and the Pharisees. The
religious establishment of Jesus' day had a “commissary” understand-
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ing of Jewish religion, especially of the synagogues and the ternpl'e.
According to them, Jesus was not an authorized purveyor of the i
itual goods available in their system; he seemed to setup a compeut{ve
shop where anyone, including nonauthorized customers, coulc; rel_cl.ewe
i ing— the sabbath day, when such things
forgiveness or healing—even on ‘
wef; not supposed to happen. Jesus called people to follow hlr? and1
hence to join one another in doing so. His caravan took on a 1.tem
form as he walked ahead of the pack of fearful and amazed disciples
on the way to Jerusalem (Mark 10:32). After jes-usj deaf‘h and resu;:
rection, he reiterates his initial call to his first disciple: Fo?lou‘ m;l
(John ;1.19 922). The caravan doesn’t stop untl we all arrive in the
heavenly city. N . _
e;ln Epf]esians 4 Paul describes a clear vision for the church mlvolv
ing both “common cause” and “common destination. Paul depicts la;
caravan of people who thrive and grow and progr'ess together as e;:(':
contributes. Paul expresses the common destination of the church in
arious ways: '
‘Ir:I “until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge
of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of
Christ” (v. 13) . : . .
O “we (rnust grow up in every way into him who is the head, into
Christ” (v. 15) o ' )
O “promotes the body's growth in building itself up in love™ (v. 16)
He likewise expresses the “common cause” of the church: -
[ “there is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the
hope of your calling” (v. 4) N
Eim‘a'tthgifts i;e gave . . . to cquip the saints for the work of ministry,
ildi ist” (vv. 11-12)
for building up the body of Christ” (vv. . )
O “the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament (v.
at ki ly” (v. 16)
[ “as each part is working properly” (v. N
The church Paul describes sounds pretty exmtmg_! The leaders ar(c:l
gifted in training the saints for ministry. That mlmsFry gTOWS att;
develops the entire body, both qualitatively and numerically. GI;O: 11,
speaking the truth, love, each member working properly—wow! Pau
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envisions an attractive dynamic of change; this is what the church is

supposed to look like,

The image of a caravan can be connected to the image of commu-
nity developed in chapter five of this book. A caravan is a community
on the move. Some communities may be tempted to settle down, becom-
ing rooted, permanent and perhaps complacent. But the caravan com-
munity of disciples will continue to take risks to follow Jesus to the
heavenly city. This perspective profoundly affects our lifestyle choices.
(See chapter seven.)

We may be tempted to assume that certain denominations will show

_Up at certain locations on the spectrum of commissary to caravan, Yet
the reality is that God is at work in churches all over. The most
historically institutional church in the West is the Roman Catholic
Church, but even that is changing. Avery Dulles, a Jesuit theologian,
reflects on this change:

Vatican Council II in its Constitution on the Church made ample

use of the models of the body of Christ and the Sacrament, but its

dominant model was rather that of the People of God. This par-
adigm focused attention on the Church as a network of inter-
personal relationships, on the Church as community. This is still
the dominant model for many Roman Catholics who consider
themselves progressives and invoke the teaching of Vatican II as
their authority.?
God is at work renewing his church, bringing new life into structures
that have become institutionalized. God desires that his church be a
“people of the Way,” as the early church was called. And God sends
his Spirit to urge the church forward.

If the caravan madel more closely reflects God's desire for his
church than the commissary model, that has implications for us as
participants in it. We are not members of churches the way people are
members of discount shopping clubs. Membership in the church
looks more like membership on a football team, Our fortunes rise and
fall as a team, and we all must work together to fulfill our purpose.

The rest of this chapter focuses on the practical implications of this
model.
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Take Your Place in the Body N
What are you doing when you join a church? Why should you jail
one? You may take the answers to these questions for gr‘anted, but if
finding a church after college proves difficult, the que:stlons beccm?e
relevant. To find a clue to the answer, consider the pivotal event in
the apostle Paul’s life: ‘

With [pursuit of the Christians] in mind, I was traveling to Damas-

cus with the authority and commission of the chief priests, .when

at midday along the road . . . I saw a light from h(.iaVEIl, brighter
than the sun, shining around me and my companions. th:n we
had all fallen to the ground, I heard a voice saying to me in the

Hebrew language, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me? It':nurts

you to kick against the goads.” I asked, “Who are yc‘m, Lord?” The

Lord answered, “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting. lBut get up

and stand on your feet; for [ have appeared to you for Flus purpose,

to appoint you to serve and testify to the things in which you have
seen me and to those in which I will appear to you. I will rescue
you from your people and from the Gentiles—to whom I am send-
ing you to open their eyes so that they may turn from darlmess.m
light and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may seceive
forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by

faith in me.” (Acts 26:12-18) o
In this passage Paul recounts his conversion in his defense before
King Agrippa. Prior to this he has told AgTipp? t.hat as the Phamseg
Saul, he had been a furious persecutor of Christians, zez%lous. to see
them punished for their “blasphemy.” But then something literally
knocked him off his horse. He met Jesus. .

The conversation Jesus and Saul have is an interesting one. Jesus
asks him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” Imag1{1e what
goes through Saul’s mind at that point. He has been persea'mng atltcl:nt
of people. He watched as Stephen was stoned by the cguncll. Yet the
question is odd. How can Saul be expected to answer it? So he begs‘
for more information: “Who are you, Lord?” Whoever the. source of
this voice is, he is no mere mortal. So Saul calls this cosmic stranger
he has never met “Lord.” It won't be the last time.
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cug;n;,l‘]y Jesus introduces himself: “T am Jesus whom you are perse-
‘Of course Saul isn't too happy to hear this. He wasn't prepared for
this answer. The last person he expected to have to address as “Lord”
e Jesus. Furthermore, even with all the people he had been perse-
cuting, Jesus was not one of them; Saul had never actually metjisus
SD- the conversation gets a bit one-sided at this point. Saul ha.s
nothn?g left to say; words and sensibility fail him. Jesus continues with
some instructions for him, but I have a feeling they were repeated
lattlEI‘, under conditions more conducive to comprehension. At thi
point Saul is taking in very little. . ’
“I am Jesus whom you are persecuting.” I think Saul/Paul spent
many of his next few days and weeks thinking about that one. As
result of his meditations Paul came to a deepk understanding c‘)f th::l
nature of the church. From this experience Paul got his favorite ima
for the church: the body of Christ. .
Jesus doesn't say, “I am Jesus whose friends you are persecuting,”
or “T am Jesus whose disciples you are persecuting,” or “I am jei:s
w‘hose-church you are persecuting.” Rather, Jesus identifies so closel
with his people that he equates himself with his followers corporatel .
In ot_‘her words, when the church is persecuted, Christ feels the aixsll‘
The “body of Christ” image is not simply metaphor; it is realit pat .
qundarr;er;tal level. To be a member of the church is to be joilz;ad ti
esus. And vice versa: to hav i i i
N gTatan I P e anything 10 do with Jesus requires
Jesus tells Saul why he has appeared to him. He is going to send
[S;tttl to the Gex.1tiles. Saul's appointed task is to open people’s eyes and
5 l—lrfa:i?nhng: Satan to God, so that they will receive forgiveness
No, receiving forgiveness from sins is not the ultimate destiny of
those who respond to Paul's preaching, as important as that is Ratz;er
Jesus goes to all the trouble to call Paul in this dramatic way .in orde :
to accomplish a further goal: “so that they may receive forgiveness ;
sins and a place among those who are sanctified by fuith in me” (v. 18) ’
For the Gentiles who will respond to Paul’s preaching, al-‘ld f(;r us
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today, the process is not complete uniil people fake their place within
the body. Taking a place means more than finding a church to attend
on Sunday mornings when nothing else is going on. It means more
than finding a pew to sit in. It means entering the community of the
people of God and taking up your role in God’s plan for his people.
It means being a functioning member of the body of Christ.

Several amitudinal barriers can make it difficult to find our places
within the local body of believers. Each of these can keep us from
satisfying involvement in church. No one will find a perfect church.
If we have eyes to see all the things wrong with a church, we quickly
will. That reaction can prevent us from receiving what God wants us
to receive.

1. Consumer versus participant. The consumer attends a church service
and rates it the way a reviewer might blurb a movie: “Two thumbs up!”
“Very moving!” “A total snooze.” The consumer is there to purchase
a product, whether the product is strong biblical teaching or rockin’
worship. The consumer pays for this product by the time he spends,
and perhaps by giving to the weekly offering—fair (if nominal) pay-
ment for services rendered. The consumer reads the church bulletin
looking for goods and services that might be interésting; a Bible study
(his week, a singles night next week, a monthly men’s prayer breakfast.
The consumer feels free to come to the service (or any activity of the
church) late and to leave early whenevera prior engagement or other
work interferes.

The participant views the church service or activity as much more
than something just to enjoy or evaluate. The participant expects to
contribute (and hence enjoys the experience much more). She con-
iributes to the worship by her own singing, contributes to the church
budget by her tithing and contributes to the warmth and friendliness
of the church by her greetings to visitors after the service. The par-
ticipant comes early and stays late, as there are always little ways to
help prepare for the activity or to clean up afterward.

9 Attender versus member. The atiender makes numerous decisions
every week regarding the church: “Will I go to the 8:30 service today,
or the 11:00, or not at all?” “Do I have time 10 make it to the young
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adults Bible study this evening?” “Do T really have time to stay for th
mm‘lt‘hly potluck? (If so I need to go buy some potato chips.)” 3&1] the :
decisions are evaluated against the list of other priorities ti1e attendie
has. Most weeks she may well choose to go to church and go to B'blr
study~—she may look to others like a very faithful membfr B her
mentality is one of an attender. b
Th.e member makes a commitment to join the life of the church in
cert.afn ways. This makes the member’s life much simpler. Many fewer
devclsmns. need to be made every week. He will attend tl;e sanfe vw:;*1
ship service, the same small group and the same activities every we k-
not bfzca‘use he has an uneventful or routine life but becauslg me{ren,
bershl.p in the community of the church is top priority for him. H ‘
z:gamzcjs his work schedule around his church involvements lang
er ’on . . . '
o h??:}jiii f;z;il r::n 11111111(: t}E:.fter the commitments he has made to and
ifhe attender asks the question every week, every event: “Am I
gt?lng?" The member asks different questions: “Whom can.l bri
with me? Whom can I invite to join me?” Since the member k ot
on Wt_?dnesclay morning what he will be doing Thursday night, hnoWS
ask his friend at work, “Bill, would you be interested in 'iinine e
z}t?ter work tomorrow for pizza and then a Bible stud ! ith L
friends from my church?” o
4 C?:zzzc versus partner. The critic keeps a mental scorecard of th
churc‘:h s strengths and weaknesses. He analyzes how people perf .
certain roles: how the worship was led, what songs were cl;msinr :f;m
prays and how well they did. He appreciates quality special musi;: 3
is a.ble o ide‘ntify real talent when it is present or absent. The czrtlic
I;]OUCES the ﬁ":eucl}ine-ss of the greeters, the quality and abundance of
the f.'ooci offered during fellowship time and the confidence of th
pianist. The critic discerns the wisdom, warmth arid humor of he
pastor. And certainly the critic evaluates the biblical depth 2 exe.
getical rigor of the sermon. P and exe
) If you were 1o talk to the critic about his reflections. he would ask
“Why does the church do it this way?” “Why do you guys ,pra like thi 5?":
Why do they sing these songs?” He may compare the chug:h with!lsl'is
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former group: “Back home we do Communion this way . . ." In each
statement the critic makes it clear-that he is on the outside of the
church looking in, making critical evaluations (positively and nega-
tively). He keeps himself standing apart from the people of God.

The partner also has a critical, evaluative capacity but uses it very
differently. The partner, as an insider, wants the worship service, the
small group experience, the service activity, even the fellowship time
after worship to be the best it can be. The partner may have heard
a new song she wants to introduce in worship, so she speaks with one
of the worship leaders. Or she may be concerned that new people are
not being welcomed effectively, so she talks with her small group
about making a conscious effort to do so. Or she knows that the
pianist is new and a little uncomfortable, so she makes it a point to
affirm and encourage him afier worship every week. Or, noticing the
church’s lack of interest in missions, she brings a concrete proposal
to the church leadership or congregational meeting for discussion.
While the critic says, “Why do you guys do it this way?” the partner says,
“Would it be possible for us to do it like this?”

Paul’s ministry was to open people's eyes, to call them to turn from
Satan to God so that they might receive forgiveness and to take their
place among those being sanctified by faith in Jesus. Consumer, attend-
er, critic: these attitudes prevent people from taking their place in the
body. They are the attitudes of clients of an institution rather than of
fellow travelers on a journey. People who adopt these attitudes do so
to protect themselves, their schedules and their prior commitments.
They may do so out of fear of losing control of their lives, yet they
lose out.

Participant, member, pariner: adopting these postures toward the
church makes taking a place that is satisfying and rewarding. These
attitudes make us into fellow caravaners, people who have joined others
on a journey toward the heavenly city. This approach makes it possible
to experience true community in a church setting. Deeper friendships,
greater spiritual growth, more profound understanding of Scripture,
daily reliance on God—the door to all of these is opened when you
take your place among those who are being perfected by God.
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Opgnness o Church Renewal
iY] .sajd in the first section of this chapter that God is at work renewin
: Oli z;vz;ssi i]l::rchhand many of his local churches. It is impossiblir
e I:;Jgt bs.heer effort and planning to bring renewal to
il pal-ticis tnflg it thfough a f-resh outpouring of his Spirit.
il v pa € in Go'ds renewing work in a church, if we
! it and can see it coming,
bur:i?honekl Puts new wine. intf) old wineskins; otherwise, the wine will
e s ans, and the wine is lost, and so are the skins: but one t
newbvlwn.e into fresh wineskins” (Mark 2:22). Jesus te,lls this sll:zri
glzplzsxxeizﬁfgsz to a question abou_t his religious practices. His
e erci ng rt?gularly e?ccorchng to the fashion of the day.
1ge 10 Justify their behavior, Jesus says that it wouldn’t b
apfropn?te for hlj‘r disciples to fast “as long as they have the brideff
g; cén;(;wlt)h then?. Fastmg 15 supposed to help you focus your heart
. , .ut Vf'hl]e Jesus is around the disciples have God in thei
midst. Fasting is not necessary at this time, e
" fl:hﬂ;leenggs;s tells ‘t‘he parable of the wineskins, a commentary on
s e E tension belnveen Jesus and the Pharisees. In this
R e :);; dt ai ;f}}i; t::r:; mTI\l/]Iark],dthe central issue is the conflict
v. The old is t isees
fast and the way they observe the sabbathr.h "T"li:l P:;:f f: :]te};zsw;zdt }lljy
i};];:os;l—iet?r;;ese same things. Invthe words of the parable, the Phaf
’ g
tures.l Jesus says that to do that will ;;:;'jyngorﬂ?‘;:f:dlzengmus e
Nothing of value will remain. soidundihenew
SkizfsleT;;arable gakes a distinction between the wine and the wine
- 1he new thing God is doing, its essence, is the wine. Th -
ruf“e that holds the new thing, the vehic ¢ LIS y StTUC‘
slu;. This distinction is somf{hing that Lllfeull’?lla(;‘::;zy;ailll,e:; tius?t;::1 o
ph.;.; 3;:5& ;)ri i?tfzﬁ‘];a;r ::éhbd;e GospiI\s itis easy to forget that the
; . ad guys. A century or so previ
_!:Zti appea.rarfce in l?alestine, the Pharisees wge a t‘adir::al lr:lfljr:g
ment within Judaism. After the return from the exile, this group
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wanted to keep Israel faithful to God so that God would once again
look favorably on his chosen people: They expected the imminent
return of the Messiah, who would restore Israel to its former glory.
Their zeal for the sabbath, the law and religious observance was
originally motivated by a desire to see God move with power among
his people.

So at one point these structures (strict observance of the sabbath,
rigid fasting practices) were themselves new wineskins into which God
had poured his renewing Spirit. But by the time of Jesus’ coming they
were old and in need of replacement with fresh structures. Any at-
tempt to force the new outpouring of God's Spirit into old structures
was sure to result in destruction. In the death of Jesus we see the most
graphic depiction of the destruction that results when the old and the
new come into conflict.

This process has happened repeatedly throughout the history of
the people of God and will continue to happen. The new structures
into which God pours his Spirit become old as his people begin to
trust in the structures rather than in him. The Pharisees took the
Mosaic law, given by God to point his people to faith in him, and they
began to trust in that law—its codification, objectification and proper
execution—rather than in the God who gave it. They pursued the law,

a law of faith, as if it were based on works (Romans 9:31-32).

This same process happens today when any church begins to rely
on the structure rather than the Spirit who inhabits it. A few hundred
years ago, singing English hymns rather than Latin chants was an-
innovation that brought greater fervor in worship. Yet those same
hymns today, for many, can kill rather than release joy in worship.
The monthly church potluck, while at one time a loving reenactment
of the early church’s fellowship meals, may in some churches have
become a chore that only the most dutiful members are willing to

endure. In each case meaningful worship and satisfying fellowship
are God-inspired goals, but the particular structures used to achieve
these goals will need to change over time. At any point a church may
grow to trust in its structures of worship, fellowship, service, disciple-
ship or leadership more than in the God who directs and shapes and
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energizes those structures through his Spirit. If this happens, then th
church has undergone potentially deadly institutiona]izat,io The
church has ceased to be a caravan, It needs to experience ren:x.v ] )
A church is like its individual members: imperfect, with stre -
as well as weaknesses. We want to be able to see the church 'ngtthh5
light of growth and renewal, just as we want to experience owtlln ;
renewal in our own lives. If we have become participantsgrmer;l?nd
and pa@ers in the churches of which we are a part, we wiil be gi on
Opportunities to participate in the renewing work o’f God amon%;vlfirsl
g);c;}p:le. God may give us eyes.to identify some of the old wineskins
fhe church. With the commitment of a member we will be able ¢
perceive weakness and need for change without impatience or revulo

sion. More than simply identifyin :
g the problem, we wil
called to be part of the solution. will find ourselves

Elusive Community and Everyday Churches
Many Christians active in college fellowships have a difficult i
Joining churches afier college. This is not necessarily simply bec e
of poor mt?u'vation on the part of recent graduates. Below I}’offe;fl ltlffe
recent stories Pf several highly motivated graduates who experience;
albumpy .transu;io.rf into a variety of churches, Each entered his or her
::nlvi.;l;l;l :Itth.a partxc1pan.t-mem}ner-paltner posture, but all found their
il nt in church disappointing, See if you identify with any of
Maya: My church involvement since graduation has been one of
extremes. When I first came into contact with my church, I felt(;il-iJ
I had c0fne home and became a member immediately ’The 5 le
of worship was similar to that of the churches I grew u in Atyi
stayed, though, it became increasingly difficult to put ?Of’tl.l tile
elr]leligy to meet Pe?p}e. For a while I considefed changing
chur ch:::‘s, aftfer deciding that many people were not very interested
;r: ;iatllonshlps. I had expended a Iot of energy in the beginning
p € p-eople and got about 5 percent of that back—it was very
discouraging. 1 prayed and decided that [ was going to stop ex
Ing people to return my phone calls and initiative, P
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Kendall; While I learned a lot through my involvement with my
church and respect it in many ways, discipleship and community are
noticeably lacking there. I saw an endless group of people coming
in without the base of partmership with which to minister to them.

Leslie: Tve done most of the things organized churches do—
social groups, service groups, outreach groups, study groups and
leadership groups. I spent almost three years on a parish vestry.
Most of my work in the church didn’t help me or strengthen me
to be more of a Christian in daily life—not directly, anyway. And
it all took up incredible amounts of energy, leaving other areas of
my life neglected for far too long.

Jan: 1 was involved in a Korean church as the youth pastor, but

I couldn't foresee the lack of care I would receive in this environ-

ment as opposed to my college days. The church had no conscious

ministry of caring for its leaders. In my case, T was expected to

perform and supply the kids with teaching each week. But I was

totally alone. This was a difficult, lonely and spiritually dry year.
Each of these people joined a church with the expectation of active
participation, and they all jumped in. But each found church involve-
ment disappointing (or worse) because of, in par, the failure of the
church to offer satisfying community.

In many churches God is already bringing renewal in the experi-
ence of community. Yet many churches still have a long way to go.
If you have enjoyed community in the college setting, you may even-
wally be able to participate with God in his renewing work in the
church you join. But in the short term you must ask, “Where can [
find the quality of community within the church context that I need
to grow in my own faith?”

The previous chapter outlined a model for community with critical
commonalities: common commitments, common vision and common
life. These form the basis of any healthy community, Christian or oth-
erwise. Ideally, your local church should offer community according to
these principles. Yet as we have seen, the reality is often far different,
Can you ensure an experience of community as you enter a church?

The most certain way of finding community in a new church is to
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bring it with you. Then at least you know it is there. That is the b
chance you will have of experiencing community, I say this not I:St
cause of a pessimistic view of churches but because of a reOI' i
tfnc.lerstanding of community: it takes work and a lon time to ?‘ -
So if you have community available, bring it with you. i o
How do you bring community to a church? The concept is simple:
you start with community and then, as a community pQu oin a
c.hurch‘ It involves calling together a group of people V:’h)(; haJ D“; y
cided to be the caravan-type community of God's people whowlil "
made a decision to follow God together after college Ea;h me Eve
of the group may need to subordinate some of his or- her own tm 5 s
and preferences in order to find a church where the commu f“*’“?s
able t.o fvorship God and grow in love for one another and for olzilgrés
y :hls 18 a strategy for planting a seedling community, This small groul;
‘ thj IIIE?.iIlI to be full-grown, fully developed shady-oak-tree commu-
\r;;ty, hul simply a seedh.ng,.already sprouted and prepared for growth,
ur hope would be to invite others into your group, so that the se
of community can grow numerically as well as in depth. Over tinse
your seedling community may become the shady—oak-trega i
rooted in the soil of the church. e
[ know of Christian households of four graduates where the
;ri:néb}elts ?.ttend three cllifferent churches, Any potential for bringing
.y 1rlsua.n community they could enjoy into their church js lost
use their church commitments do not overlap.
. I want to emphasize at this point that this recommendation doesn’
n.ng.)ly L?mt deep community is not available in most churches MmEsm
p1c10n.1s that satisfying community is possible in more churcl‘lesyt}sus-
one n.nght expect, but that it will take work to discover and devel ;lan
e'ven in Lh‘e.best church with the most satisfying community, th: I:.: Et
;1eme. of joining the church and its community will be érnt;oﬂler )::r}u:l
ai:er 1;’ done by_a group who themselves are a growing community
o th t :3 s?ame.nfne [ realize that this isn't always possible. You may
t have access any longer to the community and partnerships you
ZnJoyed while in college. The rest of this chapter offers some help and
ope for you as well. A case-study approach will allow us to explore
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specific strategies for church involvement.

Church Inveivement Case Study

What do you want in a church? What do you look for? On what criteria
do you evaluate churches as good or bad, worth joining or not? These
are fundamental questions for any Christian, but especially for people
making the transition beyond college. Read the following descriptions
of three churches, thinking as you read about what you might do to
get involved in them.

University Baptist Church. UBC is a relatively young church, planted
about ten years ago., Currently it has a regular attendance of about
195. Appropriately named, it is situated near a university, and about
one-third of its attenders are undergraduates or graduate students.
Many of the rest are young professionals and recent college grads. (It
has few families with older children.) The worship style is contempo-
rary, with some hymns. A variety of people are involved in the worship
service, through leading worship, reading Scripture, sharing ministry
highlights and making announcements. The sermons are Bible-
based, relevant and challenging. )

UBC is a church with vision to reach out in love and compassion
to the poor in its neighborhood. It sponsors a clothes closet and food
pantry, serving over 150 families per month. A few people have be-
come Christians and have joined the church through this ministry.
The closet/pantry also serves the church as a place to call new attend- |

ers to get more involved. Some of the closest relationships that have
developed in the church have done so in the closet/pantry ministry.
Many of the leaders of the church came into leadership through
consistent involvement in this ministry.

UBC also places a priority on getting people into weekly small groups,
and the pastors advertise them extensively during the fall of each year,
when new groups are forming and old ones are changing membership
or dividing. Perhaps 30 percent of the church body is in a church small
group (many of the students are involved in on-campus Bible studies
instead). The small groups vary in size, format and leadership; some of

them foster deep relationships and a form of community while others
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h
ma;;e ﬁzzled. A couple. of these groups have offered some accountabili
oy e1r. meml;ers, butin the other small groups that has not been 3 glr;aa:ly

Te 15 no development strategy for new .

i oup lead i
tr:u‘;ung for those who are in leadership aJreag-criy. P e ey
o ;:na@tarféECOk?‘utmn Fellowship, VCF is a charismatic church that has
0 In attendance in the last ten
: , although j
rate has slowed in the e s e
past year. The worship service fi
temporary worship band with cally lfed and ey
electronically amplified and mi

sound. The casual style of dress and seeker-friendly format malf‘:en:;:

;:iit:et?e t};:‘)wer of God and give people an experience of his
» 1N this way the church ministers hoth isti
they tom 10 G . ! Oth to non-Christians ag
ell as to Christians as th i
; o 2 asto ¢y need healin
ngowt.h in their ljefdtiOﬂShlpS with him. The Sunday-mornin teaf:{h?nd
is ;ﬁz;necl m quality but is focused on Scripture i o
i ;?pm;: dlsc.lpleship and community structure of the church is the
up, in which eight to fifteen

. ‘ people gather weekly f
:{\;ors‘hlp, prayer, sharing and teaching in a mix varying from yot?r
° (iglip an_d week to. W"eek. Just over half of all the attenders frre irl:
Finh };T i} Oup or ministry group, though commitment levels in the

§ ups vary widely. Some of the kinships f;

) focus “ifi

needs or populations. One kinshi 1 e g s
i nship, for single i
leadership trainin : g T
§ component, a second meeti
who want trainin i ive Bi boll e
_ g to lead inductive Bible studies

: i i Gt and care for peopl

1n a kinship setting, Other kinships deal with adu]t survivors ofieziaT
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Trinity Episcopal. Trinity Episcopal Church is an older church in
fransition, operating with its second interim rector in two years. The
worship style is liturgical, with singing of psalms and prayers, and
includes some contemporary music and choruses. The congregation
participates actively in worship, with hearty singing and congregation-
al open prayer. The teaching is always based in Scripture, and the
sermons are expected to impact daily life. The church has about 150
in worship, of whom about sixty are in “sharing groups”; most of these
sixty are young professionals, single or married with no kids.

The weekly sharing groups include some Bible study, and account-
ability of some kind is at least a goal for them. Fellowship is an artic-
ulated goal and definite strength of these groups. The church has
maintained several service ministries to children and the homeless, but

these programs are in flux until the new rector is chosen. Leadership
for the ministry groups is self-selected, and little strategic direction or
training is given to leaders. The other main relational group is the
choir—about thirty are involved. The choir population is something of
a cross-section of the church by age and socioceconomic background.

Study your own church. The next section will loek back at the three
example churches and offer strategies for church involvement. But
before you go ahead, take some time to think about the church you
are in (or any church with which you are fairly familiar). To receive
the most benefit from this exercise, consider the following questions
before you look at the next section.

1. Assess the strengths and weaknesses of the church in light of the -
basic elements of community—accountability, partnership and fellow-
ship (see chapter five).

2. How do people enter relationships in the church? What types of
relationships do they have? (Factors: size of church, type and frequen-
cy of small group gatherings, geographical tightness of community.)

3. Who are the leaders? What does the leadership structure of the
church look like? How do people become leaders? What are the cri-

teria for leadership?

4. What opportunites are there to find people open to or eager for

community and able to be real partners?
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O teaching Sunday school

O small groups

U involvement in an adult Sunday-school class
0 membership on a committee

U local outreach

ShiW:l;:"; “t'oc;xld you find peoplel with whom you could build partner-
the}; : hat do you do to enter into partnership and friendship with
5. Keeping in mind the priorities discussed in this and the previous
,czlllapter, wh.at would you do if you were going to attend this church
| 'alone, without anyone else you know?
0 in partnership with one or two others from your campus?

Fm.' group reflection. 1f you are in a small group, you may war;t to co
up with and. discuss your own case study of church involvement. H e
one person 1n your group describe a real church (home church currave
or for,mer church) with real strengths and weaknesses The’ ch 61;1[
doesn’t have to be either a paragon of perfection or thE: ve essurC
of cleath,‘but probably is best somewhere in between. Peo I;_Y will Z?Ce
ka ques!?ons o.f the person familiar with the church ‘and Iﬁy to ansv.-ee?
me quesuans' given abfzve. Obviously this kind of exercise can be even

ore useful if the entire small group attends the same church, Mak
real plans and commitments as you study your own church ‘ )

Strategies for Invoivement

1My[ }‘101;:1.3 is that you have given some thought to the questions in the
ast secuon and that you have familiarized yourself with the case-stud
churches I've described. Now let’s turn to specific strategies fi “ ‘
volvement, using the case studies as illustrations. e
ha?o;)!: io;'l ;z s:rnal! gv‘vup. Each c-)f th? three churches mentioned above
B Sna 1,S }:::.[i) structure. Kinship group, home tellowship, singles
o g;nan ng group—whatexter.the name, find a small group
o - omall groups vary even fmthm the same church according
eadership styles and personalities, so it would be best to meet th

le.ader(s) or key members even hefore you visit. If you enter a ch s
with a “seedling community” (a few friends who share your \fls:l(;i;l
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you all may want to join the same small group. If your “seedling”
community has five or more people,-plan to divide into a couple of
small groups, rather than all joining a single group and inundating
it. But at least try to join groups in pairs. In this way you can bring
some of the relational strength you have with one another into the
context of the small group, strengthening both your prior relation-
ships and the quality of your new small group experience.

Get involved in relationship-building structures. 1f the church doesn’t
have a small group structure (though fewer and fewer churches don't),
other structures may foster relationships in the church. Even if you are
able to find a small group, participation in other activities as well may
give you greater opportunity for relational breadth. For example, in the
Episcopal church you could join the choir. In the Vineyard you might
join one of the ministry teams. Some churches have new members
classes or adult Sunday-school classes. These involvements may
change over time, but investment early on will help you get i know
more people and enter more quickly into the life of the community.

Tahe initiative in relationships. People may or may not take initiative
with you—don't wait for them to make the first move, and don't judge
the church by the standards of your student fellowship. Go ahead and
invite people out for lunch after church. If you gear up for a period at
the beginning during which you will take a great deal of initiative with
people, you will find opportunities to develop growing friendships.

Join ministry that is already happening. Eventually you may have vision

and ability to begin a new ministry within the church, but at the
beginning it's more important to join what is already going on. This -
will help you understand the reasons behind the church’s particular
ministry emphasis; it will help you to be a better partner—unot a crit-
ic—to the church. For example, UBC emphasizes involvement in the
clothes closet and food pantry; get involved there. VCF uses ministry
teams for warship, prayer and outreach; based on your gifts and
interests, join one of these ministries. (Again, if you have friends
entering the church with you, invite them to join you in one of these
ministries.) The Episcopal church is undergoing transition—it may be
that soon you will be able to contribute or implement your ideas as
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the church struggles to move forward in ministry.

E?nter @ a servant. Look for small, simple ways to help, to chip in:
semng. up chairs or helping to clean up after a meetiiil or ; Hi.
col?et':nng the bulletins left in the pews, volunteering for nugrse I::llea]
assisting certain elderly or needy members with simple tasks Tge I;Jty,
thing you have to offer at first is simply your availability. ' *
) Con;zdef minasiry to the least of all. Ofien churches have a difficult

me ndmg. enough teachers and helpers for children’s Sund
school. Consider becoming a helper among the children. I knoy a)ti
1o grf:ater way to enter a church with a humble servant alﬁ.mde Dv E:
Jur_?ap 1 as the teacher; be the helper, whose main job is hel i;l (:111”
c%u.ldren glue the face on a paper plate. The adults who arepalrge de
giving their lives to these children have learned something fu E:Iy
mem;a] about the gospel. Don't shoot for the elder board; s?moi1 fi "
working alongside the people who love children. Leam, fro L[?r
tf.?achers and the children in that setting. To such as these bel iy
kingdom of God (Mark 10:14). ongsthe
. Dzn Tfl enter leadership qm;?k.ty. Any church in which leadership is an
pp rtunity for healthy spiritual growth will not put people into lead.
ership too quickly. If the church is desperate for leadership you ;
ask why—probably leaders are not being developed trainpeg e
ported. Even if you have led small groups before y(;u will rOLS];JIIJ-
want to experience one in the church setting befor;: you take ir‘: i l);
g“f"oup leadership. Your willingness to come in on the ground leveslmz'lll
dlsam'] those who might otherwise have resented ym; and event a“;l
you wn'll gain greater freedom to lead and innovate. ’ Y
istﬁmf:gi Iz;}pwrlz:.ciund. .Stay in one small group and in one area of min-
il ile t?'y‘u.]g to develop partners. Jesus told his disciples,
€y were visiting towns twa by two, to stay in the first hous
Fhat rec?lved them until they left the town (Mark 6:10). The priori .
is to-buﬂd partners and deep relationships, the foundz.ition pfnomy
nmm'ty. Your first friends and partners in ministry in a churohcom-
rer;ram s0 even if your interests and ministry focus eventually ccha;n ?
mw:ﬂ );n:;r your church. As you pray, God will give you a soft hegr;
rd the quirks and problems of your church. He will make you into
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a participant-member-partner and will give you his eyes for the
church. God may direct you to peoplé who need encouragement. And
he will show you how much you have to learn from the wisdom and
maturity of the leaders.

Be patient and expect God to work. Be patient with yourself—you are
building the foundation for a lifetime of church involvement. Be
patient with other people—they may not share all of your convictions,
yet God may be very much at work in them. You may have more to
learn than you think. And be patient with the church. God is more
committed to this church than you are. If God intends to renew the
church, one good sign of that is that he is raising up people to pray
for the church, If you aren’t praying, then don't be judging.

Keep your youth in proper perspective. Expect to learn, and be open
about your need for growth and development. Enter the church as a
learner, not an expert. Ask yourself, “What are the things this church
has that I need?” Acknowledge to yourself and others that you are
new at postcollege life and that you are still in transition.

Look for people from whom you can learn. You may find an older man
or woman in the church who exudes love for God. This person may
be booked up with activities and involvements and initially may not
have much time to meet personally with you. But perhaps you could
join one of his or her ministry committees or small groups. This may
give you opportunity to develop a relationship that could prove fruitful
for your own discipleship over time. The same could be said for peer.
relationships and potential partnerships. When you identify people .
you think you could learn from and enjoy, take steps to build relation-
ships with them. Expect that your church will have people you can

learn from, and it probably will.

Be prepared to learn from many different people. In college we are
exposed to a relatively narrow spectrum of people from whom we are
expected to learn: professors and students (we aren ! expected to learn
from janitors and lunch-line servers). That's why we need to open our
minds: many of the people we meet in church may possess less formal
education than we do but much more wisdom. If we met these people
on the campus we might be tempted to ignore them, but in the church



1
36 + FOLLOWING JESUS IN THE “REAL WORID®

they are our brothers and sisters—our older brothers and sisters. If we
CE.HT}': any educational elitism into church, we are likely to resist or
dismiss the leadership and insights of men and women who have
been gifted by God.

Criteria for Evaluaiion

‘The fact that God is at work in a particular church doesn’t necessarily
.lmply that you should join it. Many factors contribute to preferences
in church selection; debating preferential factors would be like saying,
“You should eat only chocolate-chip ice cream.” ’
. But some aspects of a church are not like eating chocolate-chip ice
cream—they are more like bread and butter or meat and potatoes (or
fc'nr some people, sprouts and tofu). They are essential for a healthy
diet, not simply dessert after the meal, If you are not certain about the
church you plan to join, you may find it helpful to reflect on the
following questions.

W?rem can { find communily? Much of this chapter has focused on
finding satisfying community in the context of the church, Yet in some
churches this may not be possible. Do community-forming structures
exist? Church small Group structures vary, but most of them ar least
offer the hope (and desire) for community. Obviously small groups
that meet only once per month or every other Sunday evening for one
hour will not be conducive to the kind of community you are hoping
to find in a church. This may be a good indicator that the church
doesn’t really value coinmunity.

W'r’eer"e is Seripture being studied? Some degree of happy fellowship
may exist in a church without a true sense of common convictions and
Ct?mmon commitments. Community itself is based on a corporate life
with God, including both prayer and Scripture study. If there is no
place in the church where Scripture is being studied-in a way that can
be transformative, then you will want either to start such a study (if
you plan to commit yourself there) or else to move. Corporate Scrip-
ture study may look different from what i looked like in college.
Sermon§ on Sunday morning may be a part of the corporate Scripture
study of the church, but hopefully not the whole thing. Are people
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willing to spend time to study the Bible? Is the Bible authoritative in
people’s lives? '

Many churches would like to have Bible study in small groups, in
Sunday-school classes or at other times, Church leaders are not usually
resistant to the idea of Scripture study, but some have little idea about
how to make it practical and accessible. Often the limiting factors are
time and desire—people don’t value Bible study enough to set aside
the time. If you desire to introduce your church to transformative
Scripture study, then start small and invite people who will be willing
to give the time it takes to do it right. Over time this will win a hearing
among others, as people share about the experience they have,

Ultimately, if there is no hope for common Scripture study in the
church you are considering, then what shapes that church is simply
the opinions of its members. If the church is not listening to God
through his Word as a body, it would be better to keep looking for
a church that is.

Can I invite my friends to worship here? It is critical to attend a church
where you feel comfortable inviting other people, including non-
Christian friends from work (or your chosen ministry arena, if it is not
within the church). Different factors come into play. For example, you
may be willing to drive forty minutes to attend a church with a hap-
pening worship service. But will it be possible for you to drag your
work friends all that distance? Would a more geographically accessi-
ble church make a significant difference? Very probably.

Other factors include the style and length of the worship service
and the ethnic composition of the church. If you are living in an
urban neighborhood with the intention of doing ministry there, it's
crucial to attend a church in which friends and people from the
neighborhood would feel welcome and at home. That may mean
choosing a bilingual church if your ministry is to nonnative English
speakers. That may mean that the style of worship of the service
doesn’t quite match your preterred style—that you are less at home
there so that your friends can be more at home, That may mean that
you as a Korean-American choose not to join a Korean church if your

friends at work are mostly Caucasian.
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In other words, the vision of the church should roughly overlap or
relate to your own vision for ministry. If your vision is for student
ministry, your church should be attractive to students. If you minister
to the homeless, the church should be a place you feel comfortable
bringing them to. Ask yourself, “Is the church attractive and open to
the people I would want to bring?”

Will this church help me grow as a Christian? The church should be
challenging to your own spiritual growth. Many churches are better
at getting people to do things than at helping them to grow spiritually,
Many are better at using leaders than developing them. You may have
learned how to lead a Bible study through the training program of
your college fellowship. Many churches don’t have such a training
program; their trained leaders all come from other fellowships and
churches.

Pray to see this church with God’s eyes. Ask yourself, “What are the
strengths and emphases of this church that T see lived out in the
character and choices of its core members?” If your list is a short one,
then perhaps you should look for another church,

Whai is this church’s doctrinal statement? Are there any doctrinal peculiar-
ities? It is beyond the scope of this book to describe or prescribe a
certain set of doctrines to look for, beyond the basics of belief in Jesus
Christ as God incarnate and a reliance on Scripture as the Word of God.
Every church thinks that its doctrines are the best or truest summary of
God's revelation to humankind, However, one warning sign is a church

or group that essentially teaches that every other church is apostate and
that to be saved people must be members of this particular church body

or denomination. Often this will come out of a peculiar focus on an
aspect of the Christian life or a weighted emphasis on obscure passages
in Scripture. An emphasis on the right baptism or the right sacramen-
tal meal, an addition to the historical “salvation by faith alone” for-
mula or a focus on the teaching of some recent “prophet” or addi-
tional “scriptures”—any of these things can take a church out of the
mainstream of historical Christianity and into cult status.

Ifyour previous growth as a Christian is not valued in the church you
have begun attending, that is a good indication that this church sees

139
STRATEGIES FOR CHURCH INVOLVEMENT

itself as the only true church. Look instead for a Chul‘d:l that 1;33 a hg;r;
ble recognition that it isn’t the only group of people trying toth ;)v:n s
faithfully, is open to new understandl.ng as G.od pours out (;s p .
new ways, yet meanwhile is still committed to its doctrines an pl:ac i
Is the church open to God’s agenda for renewal? A church that 1sd0peg
to renewal sees the structures as servants of the people of Gc: ]ank
not the other way around. Openness doesn’t mean ’th_at people act
strong orthodox convictions—biblical renewal doe.sn tinvolve mven“-,
ing new beliefs about God. Openness to renewal is openness Lo ne
structures, new ways of achieving time-honored goa-tls. I

As you see the need for renewal in your own life and .the_ ife o
the church, ask yourself, “Do the leaders seem open to moving 1n.n1:=.‘w
directions?” Even if these new structures, small‘ groups or worship
elements aren’t the ones you might have chosen, if the chur,ch ;15 opzz
to change at this level that is a good sign. If Lhe. church hasn'tc alégno
its format or its ministry and care structures 311. tw.ent? y§ars,l:anﬁ :
change is on the horizon, this is a sign of ngxd. 1lnsutfnmna I:'la (;1 S
Go to a church where the hand of God is more visible in shaping hi
people.

# * # .

The problem in joining any church is a %itﬂf bit like ,Grou(t:}iz
Marx’s problem in joining a club. He once sald‘: T wouldn't “trar}l o
join any club that would have me as a me'mber. We z?ll wz(tjn't .oEd ‘
the perfect church, yet the reality is that if we found it and join _—

in it. ;
Weﬂ‘;’}?}‘i‘;é’;‘ are often like the Dream Team, with each of ‘us e;nba;:
rassed by the actions of fellow team merflbers.. Perha:ps w*lthﬂf3 eaIm"
vision we would see that our brothers and sisters in Christ aredo Ilhf; ve
barrassed by us as well. So we must do the best we can—and we Ve
no choice but to find a church where we can band togeth-er as we
tend and receive God’s grace through his people gathered in his name.

W For Reflection

Models of the Church . . .
[0 How have you viewed your church as a commissary, dispensing
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goods and services as you have need of them?
O3 By what aspects of your church have you tended to evaluate it (its

community life, its performance of certain functions, its ability to meet
your needs)?

Take Your Place in the Body

Consider the three contrasts: consumer-participant, attender-member,
critic-partner. Obviously these pairs form continuums. Most of us
probably fall somewhere in the middle.

U Think about the church community of which you are a part. How

, would you rate yourself on each scale? Perhaps you could make a list

of things you do or think that are characteristic of each of the attitudes
contrasted.

O What would it mean for you to move more to the participant-
member-partner side of the charts?

Openness fo Church Renewal

] Have you grown to rely on some structures of God’s grace instead
of God in your college fellowship or in your current church?

[ Is it possible to imagine God'’s grace administered to you through
other structures?

00 How can you be an agent of renewal in your current church or
community?

For Further Reading

Eller, Vernard. The Outward Bound. Grand Rapids. Mich.: Eerdmans
1980. ,

Hauerwas, Stanley, and William Willimon. Resident Aliens. Nashville:
Abingdon, 1989.

Petersen, Jim. Charch Without Walls. Colorado Springs: NavPress, 1992,

Snyder, Howard A. Liberating the Church. Downers Grove, TIl.: Inter-
Varsity Press, 1983,

T

7 |
A Mobilized Lifestyle
for the Kingdom

Glenn and Matt live together in a studio apartment in the Ten-
derloin district, one of the most economically depressed areas of San
Francisco. They live in a five-floor building that has seventy studio
apartments, most housing families of five or more. The population of
the building is predominantly recent immigrants from Southeast Asia.

Glenn and Matt had a vision to begin a tutoring program for the
kids living there. When they moved into the building, they made a
radical decision. Instead of each moving into a single studio, they”
both moved into one studio. They rented an adjoining studio apari-
ment as a study center, opening it up as a drop-in library, lounge and
hangout for the kids in the building and the neighborhood. Each of
them staffs the study center one night a week, and others from their
church join the rotation. Glenn and Matt are teachers at the local
Galileo High School and see many of the kids from the neighborhood
in class. At school they have become friends with a number of the
teenage boys, and about a year ago they began a Bible study on Friday
nights for these guys. Recently four of them became Christians, and
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eight or ten others have Jjoined the study.

GIemjl and Matt are not alone in their vision to incarnate the love

c.)f Glod in this place. Paula and Sandy, also recent college graduates
live in another studio apartment in the same building. They attenci
the same church and are also involved in tutoring kids in the buildin
at the study center. Paula recently left her former job to work for thg
local Family Literacy Program. She teaches English and helps immi-
grant families learn about the resources available to them. Paula her-
self is a Chinese immigrant via Vietnam; she speaks Cantonese and
can empathize with the people with whom she works.

Glenn, Matt, Paula and Sandy have made choices about their life-
styles which are allowing them to have radical impact on people in
need. Tproughout this chapter we will examine how our Iifestyh!:s can
be mobilized for the kingdom of God. We will look more closely at
the choices and decisions these four people have made. b

A Definition of Lifesiyle

Lifestyle is an amorphous word, the heading for our lives' miscellaneoys
category. Questions of lifestyle include the following:
[0 What do you spend your money on?

O How do you spend your time?

[0 At what pace do you live?

L] Where and how much do you eat?

O Where do you live?

[0 What spiritual disciplines do you practice?

00 What do your vacations look like?

O What do you do with your leisure time?

Let me offer a sim iti i
stmple definition of lifestyle that brings these div
elements together: ’ e

Lifestyle:
the outworking of our values in our lives.

11310 you a.gree? When confronted with this definition, I want to claim
that my lifestyle may include things that don't really reflect my values
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But if T take a hard look at them, I would have to agree that they do
reflect my values. For example, I used to eat fast food perhaps four
times per week. That says something about the relative values I placed
on nuirition, time and money. I may claim to value healthful living,
but if T fail to eat healthfully or cannot ever seem to allocate time to
fitness disciplines, then I must admit that I don't truly value what I
claim to value.

Our lifestyles don't lie. They accurately reflect the value we give to
competing interests and priorities. We cannot ignore people and claim
to value them; we cannot disregard God and claim to honor him.

Jesus’ Style
A young man walked up to Jesus one day as he was teaching in the
temple. “Teacher,” he said, “what is the greatest commandment?”
Jesus scanned the man's face. He listened intently to the man's
tone. After a day of trick questions aimed at trapping him, it sounded
as if this questioner was refreshingly sincere. Jesus was pleased to
respond to a humble, uncontrived question. “The first is, ‘Hear, O
Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord
with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and
with all your strength.’ " Then Jesus added, “The second is this, ‘You
shall love your neighbor as yourself’ There is no other command-
ment greater than these” (Mark 12:28-31).

All of Jesus' teaching can be summarized by these two command-
ments, reduced simply to “Love God and love your neighbor.” All of
Jesus’ calls for obedience, all of his ethical teachings, all of his par--
ables, imperatives, rhetorical questions—everything Jesus said can be
summarized by these simple (though not easy) commandments.

To Jesus, relationships were everything. Obviously simply knowing
the commandments does not mean that obeying them is easy. So Jesus
lived and taught, modeled and articulated what it means to love God
and love people. Jesus’ relationship with his Father displayed the nature
of a true child's love relationship with the Father God. Jesus' servant-
hood to others illustrated what neighbor love is all about. Jesus' follow-
ers became disciples as they apprehended his model and teaching,
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Jesus called his disciples to live by two priorities only: to love Cod
and to love people. If we are to follow his teaching and example, these
value.s should have the shaping impact on our lifestyles. Yet too‘ often
our lives reflect a multitude of other competing values at war within

us; we make attempts to live consistently, but obstacles appear that
undo our best efforts.

God, .Work, Communily, Church and Lifestyle
The dla.gram below illustrates how topics of the past four chapters and
Fhe topic of lifestyle fit together, The first set of circles graphicall
11!usrmte Fred's scattered life. Fred wants to have a place for God ir):
hgs world, but God is not at the center of his life. God has a lot to do
W-lth church, has some overlap in his community and is factored into
his !if‘estjlrle. But God is not at the center of any of these things. Fred's
community includes some of his church world but also his work world
:T:lnd these two worlds don’t intersect at all, Fred’s lifestyle is more,
lnﬂl.lEE}lCed by his non-Christian friends and his work than by his
Christian community or church. Fred's work has nothing to do with
God. He cenainly doesn’t see himself as striving for the kingdom of
God as he heads off to work each morning. : ’
Compare this with the depiction of Susie’s life. Susie has, at the
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center and focus of her life, her relationship with God. She gives
priority to her time in prayer and Scripture study, and it affects all she
does. God is at the center of her closest friendships with other Chris-
tians. This deep community is found in her church and is central to
her involvement there. Her “work”—that is, striving for the king-
dom—includes her involvement in the church but goes beyond it to
encompass her ministry and job outside the church. Finally, her life-
style is centered on her active working for the kingdom, so that her
time, money and value choices reflect her priorities of loving God and
loving people.

The five circles can be understood as follows:
[ The inner circle, relationship with God, is the heart of discipleship.
If God is at the center, then we have rejected the world’s lies regarding
how life is to be lived and joy is to be found. The worship of God
alone is the foundation of true joy and contentment.
0O Community is our most vital human resource. It is the core of a
satisfying experience in a church but also of a connected and sats-
fying life in the world.
O Church includes our core community as well as other relationships
with and ministry to Christians in the local congregation.
O Work includes ministry in the church setting but also ministry in
a secular environment and tentmaking. It involves all the ways we
actively strive for God’s kingdom.
O Litestyle goes beyond active striving to the implicit choices we
make and practical ways we mobilize our resources for our work, -
church, community and relationship with God. '

Just 2 word about the diagrams. What is significant about the circles
is what they include or exclude, not their size. The God circle in
Susie’s diagram is the smallest, but that doesn’t mean it is least impor-
tant. It is the center of each of the other circles, and hence it is the
focus of her life as depicted here.

Susie is a fictitious character, but Glenn, introduced at the begin-
ning of the chapter, is quite real. How does the set of circles work in
his life? Having graduated from college with a degree in engineering,
Glenn moved to San Francisco with some college friends. He became
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involved in a church right away and began looking for an opportunity
for ministry. Meanwhile he was commuting two to three hours every
dr:fy by train to his work in Silicon Valley. As Glenn joined a local
mlniF‘Uy, he began to see himself as a missionary to the city. But his
multifocused life was becoming frustrating. So Glenn, with his friend
Matt, made several key decisions:

D Glenn and Matt decided to move into the Tenderloin area, where
they had already begun to get involved in ministry.

[ -They switched to a church that had ministry involvement in their
neighborhood and was very supportive of their efforts. There they
met Paula and Sandy, and the four of them became the core of a

* community of people praying for and ministering in the Tenderloin,

O Glenn decided to earn a teaching credential. Afterward he found
a teaching job at the local high school, where Matt had been teaching
for a couple of years. Though Glenn had enjoyed his work as an
engineer, he found that his sense of purpose required more focus
'Lhan the commute and the work would allow. Since he began teach-
ing, Glenn has spent a summer back at his engineering firm as a
consultant. He enjoyed the short-term assignment but was glad to
return to teaching in the fall.

Glenn was unsatisfied with a life that looked something like Fred's
fiescribed above. So Glenn made conscious choices to bring his life,
into focus, centered on his relationship with God and his i;ense of
God’s call on his life. Now his lifestyle supports his work, which is
C(?ntered in his church and the core community living in and involved
with the Tenderloin.

. It is possible to choose not to live a scattered, distracted, undirected
life. Each of us can begin to make choices that bring our lives into
focus around the things that matter most,

The Cenfered Life

Jesus speaks about the impossibility of living a consistent life that has

more than one center. He uses three images to make the same poin:
Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and
fust consume and where thieves break in and steal; but store up

i i —
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for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust
consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where
your treasure is, there your heart will be also.

The eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is healthy, your
whole body will be full of light; but if your eye is unhealthy, your
whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light in you is
darkness, how great is the darkness!

No one can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one
and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other.
You cannot serve God and wealth, (Matthew 6:19-24)

Jesus says that the things you most value will be at the center of your

life. You cannot live in the light of God if your focus is on other things.

You cannot serve God and any other master. Jesus says that the un-

focused life is an impossible one—your focus will return, but usually

on something other than God. Jesus calls us to live our lives focused
on, devoted to, fixed on God. It is no surprise that at this point in his
teaching Jesus continues with a call to strive for the kingdom of God

(Matthew 6:25-34).

Paul speaks of his single-focused life with the metaphor of the
runner who is running a race in order to win'the prize:
I have become all things to all people, that I might by all means
save some. I do it all for the sake of the gospel, so that I may share
in its blessings. Do you not know that in a race the runners all
compete, but only one receives the prize? Run in such a way that
you may win it. Athletes exercise self-control in all things; they do
it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable one. So-
[ do not run aimlessly, nor do I box as though beating the air; but
1 punish my body and enslave it, so that after proclaiming to others
1 myself should not be disqualified. (1 Corinthians 9:22-27)

But this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining
forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize
of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus, Let those of us then who
are mature be of the same mind; and if you think differently about
anything, this too God will reveal to you. (Philippians 3:13-15)

The athlete is an apt image of someone whose entire lifestyle reflects

&
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his or her values and priorities, Serious athletes in training will spend
most of their day mentally fixed on their goal. What they eat tﬁl:n

they sleep and how they spend their time—everything thE})/F do ,rel te "
to and supports their overall objective. Paul i saying that he has 2tlhffs
sarfv? kind of focus. He can say that he does one thing, that a;l h::
;;:\;lgdc?;}:e I:;guflaﬂzed as a pressing toward the finish line in hig
i i;l rin S::Hl::id;f these passages Paul calls his readers to

God's Economy and Our Resources
Qne c'layjesus told a particularly shocking tale of graft and corrupti
in which the bad guy turns out to be a model for Christians! -
There was a rich man who had a manager, and char.ges we
brought to him that this man was squandering his property, So I:e
summ.o‘ned him and said to him, “What is this that I he;u: abou‘:
yf)uP Give me an accounting of your management, because you
I(:c-mnot bf: my Manager any longer.” Then the manager said to
iimself, “What will I do, now that my master is taking the positio
away from me? I am not strong enough to dig, and I am a!:ha 3
to beg. T have decided what to do so that, when I am disrni:sser(;le
-mana.ger, people may welcome me into their homes.” So summoas
ing his master’s deblors one by one, he asked the first “fiow m f;
d? ’?'ou owc? my master?” He answered, “A hundred,jugs of o;jiz
_Oﬂ' He said to him, “Take your bill, sit down quickly, and ake
it ﬁf}y." Then he asked another, “And how much do YC}:;.I ow :n HE
replled-, “A hundred containers of wheat.” He said to him e‘:Tak:
zti)slll]rozzitand make it eighty.” And his master commend’ed the
o thi:larmger because he had acted shrewdly; for the chil-
. age are more shrewd in dealing with their own gener-
ation than are the children of light. And I tell you, make friend
for yourselves by means of dishonest wealth so Lhatﬁw:hen it isnen S
they may welcome you into the eternal homes, (Luke 16:1-9) s
How do we understand this parable? What was Jesus thinkiln ?
The manager, or steward, in this parable could be compar{id to
accountant and investment manager combined. This steward was ;:
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cused of wasting his master’s goods, through either faulty accounting
or poor decision-making. He was fired and told to wrn over the
accounts, the written records of business transactions. It is as if he
were given two days’ notice and told, “Have the records up to date and
be ready to turn the books over to me at that time.”

So he decided to fudge the books before lurning them over to his
master. He made friends essentially by giving away his master's mon-
ey. By decreasing the amounts of debt people owed, he was making
his master poorer and his master’s clients wealthier. He hoped he
could later turn these transactions into contacts and friendships he
could “take to the bank.” His plan was that these clients would be
indebted to him and would welcome him into their homes when he
was turned out.

The confusing part of this parable comes in verse 8, where the
master discovered the dishonest steward’s plan. Contrary to what we
expect, the master commends the steward on his shrewdness. Why?
Why wasn’t the master angry with this steward who was giving away
his goods?

Consider the personality of the master. This is a wealthy merchant,
used to buying low and selling high, making money every time. The
master is a shrewd businessman himself. He had fired the steward
because the guy was wasting his money. Essentially he had fired the
steward because he was not shrewd in his dealings. So in a moment
of desperation, this inept steward has developed a plan that s unchar-
acteristically shrewd. When the master discovers the plan, he no doubt
is not happy about it, but his own appreciation for shrewd thinking-
makes him commend his former steward for a sudden, unexpected
display of shrewdness.

Here the parable ends and Jesus speaks to his listeners: “The chil-
dren of this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation
than are the children of light.” To retranslate, “Worldly businessmen
know how to use money to make friends, but Christans don't.” Then
Jesus goes on to say perhaps the most confusing thing of all: “And I
tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of dishonest wealth so
that when it is gone, they may welcome you into the eternal homes.”
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First let’s consider what Jesus means by a few of these phrases,
“Dishonest wealth” could be translated simply as “worldly wealth."
Jesus is not speaking about wealth gained illegally. A few verses later,
in Luke 16:11, Jesus contrasts worldly wealth with true riches, treasure
in heaven. Second, Jesus speaks of “when it [worldly wealth] fails,"”
Worldly money fails when life itself is over, when only true riches or
treasure in heaven matters, It is not a question of “if it fails,” since
for all people money fails at the point of death. Finally, Jesus speaks
of “the eternal homes.” Here he is referring to heaven, where his
disciples will live eternally with him and with one another.,

So what is Jesus trying to tell his disciples? Jesus urges them to use
noney to make friends who will welcome them into heaven Is Jesus
telling people to buy friends?

The steward understands something about the resources he has
available to him. First of all, ke knows that his wealth isn’t his, He has
access to large amounts of wealth that he can give away at no cost to
himself because it isn't his to begin with. Second, ke understands that
he will not have access to this wealth Jor very long. He wants to invest these
fleeting resources in something that will last far beyond his access to
them. He invests in relationships, in friendship with his master's
clients.

The situation of this steward is our situation as well. Since we are
disciples of our Lord Jesus, and created beings owned by God, none
of our money, wealth or possessions are really ours. Our possessions
and “the cattle on a thousand hills” {Psalm 50:10) are all God's, We
are simply stewards of God’s resources. So we can give them away at
10 cost to ourselves—they weren't ours in the first place! And like the
steward in the parable, we have access (o these resources for only a
little time. Money will fail; life itself will fail,

If we understood what the steward understood, we too would be
investing God’s resources, on short-term loan to usin eternal enter-
prises, in projects that will develop eternal wealth, treasure in heaven,
On this earth the only eternal things around us are people. Cars,
houses, boats, even companies and governments—none are eternal.
They will all one day come to an end. Jesus told his disciples to invest
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their temporary, worldly wealth in other. people who would become
friends and welcome them into the dwelling p}aces of hear;clzn. -
How does this happen? How do we make friends who w1 WE come
us into heaven? By spending our resources so that people wi corcr:;:
to know our generous and wealthy God. As we spend our rlnonf.eythaL
people, we communicate that they are valuable. The gospe fl?yscmss
God so loved people that he spent his only begotten' Son onh ewollld
to save them. God used his resources tq? make fnf:nds Whi roud
celebrate with him in heaven. Jesus, in this parable, is telling us
th_?eiilr:?onn‘asts Christians (“children of light”) to mfarchzu-lts lee tl:;
master. Merchants of any era know all about making ﬁ:len thev;n —
money. Money is the way palms are greased, .dea]s are n.la c;; g o
ment officials are satisfied. Money makes fnend; .But mft ew le,
money is not simply a means, it is the end of all L‘lCthty. In fact, peop
are too often simply a means to the end of mak.mg more money.. o
Jesus turns that relationship around. Money is not permanentt, i .
temporary and will fail. One way or the other, peo;;lle z;re t;e:;; "
beings; people are an end in themselves. Wcirlc'lly mere az: u.sf?esus
to love money. Money is their goal and their, idol. D.ISCII]) esho s
instead use money to love people. Serving peoplf? and bnngmg t rEm =
the kingdom is the goal. This is the greater joy by far: 1o'v1r.1;,,l pe(lagve
into the kingdom, in part through the use of money. Dlsc;p es
what is worthy of love and use what is only mealnt to be use - _—
Albert Einstein made most of his discovene.s throug.h . tlou.géd;
experiments.” A thought experiment is an experiment that is carrie

Worldly businessmen Disciples of Jesus
Shrewdness: Duplicity, cunning Generosity
Goal: Gain money Love people
Tool: People Money
Motto: “Use people to gain money”  “Use money to fove people
otto:
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out only in the mind but that yields helpful insights. Consider this
thought experiment: Suppose we were 1o pool all of our money in one
bank account. Anyone who needed anything could have access to it
at any time, and all income would be deposited jointly, And suppose
we decided that this decision was irreversible. How would this change
your own spending and saving patterns? What would be easy to spend
money on? What purchases would be more difficult?

It would be much easier to spend money on one another, and it
would be easier to be generous to those outside the community to whom
we want to be a servant or a witness. Members of the group might move
into shared housing, decreasing the monthly housing expense for the

- group. People would choose to share things, rather than each person
having to own his or her own appliances, games, tools and luxuries. The
most difficult purchases would involve personal spending on selfish
wants beyond simple needs. Every dollar T spent on myself would mean
a dollar less for the community and its ministry to others.

Now you might think this kind of community would become a grim
place. Not so! Instead of sneaking off to buy myself some ice cream
when I am down, T would have others who are looking to my interests
and are aware of my discouragement. And since all of us would be
eager to share the abundant resources of the community with those
who are outside, “making friends for ourselves by means of worldly
wealth,” people on the fringes of our community would take great
interest in what we are up to. The power of this approach to life would
draw people in.

I began this discussion considering a simple thought experiment.
Yet reflecting on Luke 16 helps us see that the hypothetical situation
is, in important ways, reflective of reality. We are simply stewards of
God’s resources. As we begin to see our resources as God's, on loan
for us to use wisely (though not stingily), it becomes easier to spend
God’s money on others. It becomes more difficult to spend money on
myself, because God will hold me, his steward, accountable for the
decision. It becomes a privilege and a joy to handle God’s resources

in this manner,

This mindset creates a new economy, God’s economy. For example,

a
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when 1 buy ice cream for myself, nothing very eternal happm?s—if you
don’t count weight gain. But when [ share God's resources w?th others
in God'’s name, they are served genuinely and in a way that bnflgs glory
to God, the true provider. I benefit as well, as I receive the joy Jesus
wants for his disciples as I too become a lover of people, not money
or things (or ice cream). This then is God's economy: s e serve people
with our money, they are brought into relationship with God. Goc.l, the
engine of this economy, is glorified. We receive joy as we experience
community with God’s people and deep dependence on God.

Generosity . .
Viewing our resources the way the steward did in Luke 16 will ha've
a liberating effect on our lifestyle: it frees us to be as ge1:1er0us with
others as God has been with us, Yet during the transition beyond
college it can be very tempting to have a tight hold on our money.
Most of us are making the transition from net spenders (college tui-
tion, room and board) to net producers (wages or salary). We are
tempted to think that it will just take a few years to get on our fe'et
financially, and then we can become very generous—or at least begin
tithing., Yet now is the time to allocate resources toward our stated
values, Don’t wait for the distant future to begin to set the pattern of
using money to love people. -
Consider setting aside money in your budget for generosity. You
may want to set aside 10 percent (a tithe) for giving to your chuth
and supported ministry and then a second 10 pex’cer}t for spec_ml
needs and spontaneous generosity. If you will be earning $1,500‘ or
more per month, it would be exciting to have $150 every month just
to spend on people! As you are in ministry you may .meet peoph.a
whose needs God is intending to meet through your faithful gener-
osity. God may intend to use you to minister to them on multiple
levels, both physically and relationally. If you set money as;de Bt yo0
earn it, before long you will find plenty of creative ways (o give it away
nd it wisely on people. .
Orélzflerosity inycomxl;)mr?ity is contagious. One year I lived vn'tu'c.zlly
rent-free because of the generosity of a friend. I was able to set aside
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‘ghat I would have paid in rent, about $200 a month, to give awa
: l:e;:z:ss{e I rez;\;led the generosity of another, T was able to be genm)-’.
urn. as I live thi i i i _
o n 1s way, it makes it easier for others to do
. O{]e form of generosity T have both received and given is to share
] ntina hO}ISf‘.‘hOld according to income and ability rather than accord-
;lzlg L.t;]) [ht? size of-the bedroom. While at one time I lived rent-free, at
hozse;:]r :lc;nl;: I paid nearly twice as much rent as another person in ;r1y
old because of the difference in our income in f;
: s, though in fact we
Islii;tedﬁltﬁe §ame‘bfaclroorn. My generosity enabled Brian to participate
r? tully In ministry. My resources were part of the way God was
providing for my friend while he tog sought first the kingdom of God

Hospitality
The importance of a lifestyle of hospitality is obscured because of the

domestic “Good Housekeeping” images the term o

: . spitality conjures
tp: an aproned 1950s mom taking a steaming apple pie out 0% the

;va:n, or a table set for a fancy tea complete with dainty napkins
nes and an as§om‘nent of jams and preserves. But this does not’
;ow;:r ihe scope of the biblical notion of hospitality Inl Timothy 3:2
aul says that a bishop or overseer m . :
‘ ust be, among oth i
: . or ; ! g other things,
;o]sgiltable. Wl-lat 1s hospuahty that it would rank as a qualification fir
olding the highest church position mentioned in Scripture?

Let me define hospitality i
ospitality in a way that wi _
portance: ¥ vill make sense of its im-

- Hospitality:
the ability to make a welcoming space for relationships to grow

TlTe gospel is a relational gospel; those who foster growing relati

ships provide a fundamental ministry. Though Jesus had gnoelftlom
h.e was hospitable—he gathered people together and drew th by,
simply to himself but also into relationship with one another. elfllj):p?t

tality is the ability to make spa i i
e space. Relationsh i i
e 15 besth e a e 1ps need different kinds of
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Hospitality may involve many things:
O Physical space—a clean, neat living room, dining room or kitchen;
a guest room, game room, TV room. Even a small apartment can be
a warm place for people to gather, or it can be a disaster area no one
enters without a hard hat.
O Time—setting aside time to encourage relationships to form. Invit-
ing people over, visiting people, planning trips around seeing people.
O Social space—thinking about what would help people be at ease as
they are forming new relationships: snacks, games and the like.
O Emotional space—asking questions in group settings that open peo-
ple up or take the discussion to a deeper level. This also includes
knowing which questions are appropriate and which may feel forced.
O Spiritual space—spending time in prayer and reflection to discern
deeper needs in people, helping them enter more fully into relation-
ships with others.

If you seriously want to mobilize your resources for the kingdom,
begin to see things you already have as tools for hospitality, Tather
than as possessions that own you. For example, a house or apartment
may be a wonderful kingdom asset, but it all depends on the attitudes
and priorities of those who live there.

Hospitality requires that resources be set aside for it. You may have
the most hospitable house imaginable, but if you have no time to
invest in relationships, nothing will happen. The next section will
examine simplicity as a means to mobilizing our resources for the
kingdom, Yet you may decide to buy some expensive things in order .
to strive for the kingdom through hospitality. A TV with a VCR seems .
like a necessity in the materialistic acquisition race of our culture.
Purchasing one thoughtlessly or selfishly would involve participation

in that form of idolatry. Still, your household may decide that you want
to be able to entertain others and provide a gathering place where
relationships can form. For groups, a video night is far less expensive
than a theater movie. For this economy of hospitality, as a group you
might decide to purchase a VCR.

Taking another look at Glenn and Matt, we see the high value they
placed on hospitality. Each could have afforded to rent a studio apart-
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ment for himself, and no one would have faulted them for extrav
gance. Or they could simply have chosen to share an apartment E:ﬂ
people would'have marveled at their frugality. But instead they c’hi):e
lto dou}xle Up In one apartment and rent a second so that they could
1ave space for a study center and drop-in lounge. They set asid
physical s.pace so that relationships could grow. And they have se "
much fruit. Kids, used to the cramped quarters of their family a aen
Iments, love to come by, whether for English tutoring or other a}::ag =
ic help or simply to enjoy some attention and a safe place to re?arr}i-
The extra rent Matt and Glenn pay each month is small compar d
to the study center’s value to the kids. Glenn and Matt are usin pthe'
worldly wealth to make friends for the kingdom of God e

Simplicity

The T:\rord simplicity summarizes the kind of lifestyle we are to b
pursuing as Idisciples of Jesus Christ. If our lives are centered on G s
alone, 'we. \:vxll live simply. If our sole pursuit is the kingdom of Good
Em pncurftles ‘and values and the lifestyle choices that reflect them,
: e;ome 51mpi.1ﬁed. In Celebration of Discipline Richard Foster says this
: : e“floundaum? of simplicit?r: “Simplicity begins in inward focus and
‘ HILY.' ‘In the diagrams earlier in this chapter, simplicity is depicted
in Susie’s conc‘entric circles. Each expanding circle of concern iI: cei
Itfafred 101? the_ inner and more fundamental circle, untl our entire
1iestyle is built around God and our desire to strive for his ki

above all else, nom

On th\.e other hand, if our lives have multiple centers, the resulti
.compliemfy will prevent us from experiencing the joy thz;tjesus N
ises his disciples if they live by his Word. We will find ourselvesprom“
tt;red }?nd disjointed. It may very well be failure in this area abov:c:.lti
EVS:S.[ at robs postcollege Christians of joy and satisfaction with their
. zoster distinguishes between inner simplicity and outer simplicity.
DEs g good to pursue outer simplicity (living and eating without

spending much money, avoiding extravagances and comforfori mzl
gadgets, enjoying and preserving nature, and so on) without an f::::r

—
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focus. All our efforts are asceticism without purpose. But if we are
pursuing God’s kingdom and his -righteousness first, we may buy
things or not buy them, based not on legalistic criteria of simplicity-
holiness but on our goals and the proper means to achieve them. We
will reject many purchases as unnecessary extravagances. We will pur-
chase some things for their usefulness to the kingdom. Decisions
regarding these things will not be fraught with guilt or lust or regret
but with joy in the chance to love God and serve others better.

One year nine of us moved into a house with five bedrooms. We
were all involved in ministry together, and we were working at devel-
oping community in our relationships with one another. Because of
age and experience, I was the leader of this household (and the new
owner of the house). Given the mathematics of the situation, I could
have asked to have the single room as my own. Instead, as a house-
hold we decided to set aside one bedroom as a guest FOOmM. That
meant one of the four remaining rooms had to hold three people. As
it turned out, relationally it made sense for me to share the triple with
two other guys. At age twenty-seven I was living in a room with two
roommates, and I loved it! If this sounds odd, that's only because of
our cultural assumptions regarding the need for privacy.

The choice of hospitality aver privacy is an example of simplicity.
Simplicity means preferring the purposes of the kingdom of God to
personal comfort. Simplicity yields resources mobilized for the king-
dom of God, and it also yields the experience of joy contradicting any

-

sense of sacrifice.

Referring again to the example at the beginning of the chapter, the
choices Glenn and Matt have made have lefi them embracing simplic-
ity very easily. Because of the size of their apartment, they simply
cannot accumulate a lot of stuff. And because of the potential of theft,
they are discouraged from buying expensive things. On the other
hand, Matt recently purchased a second car, an old van, from a friend
at church. While a second car in a city is something of an extrava-
gance, the van fits into Matt's simple (that is, single-focused) lifestyle.
Matt bought the clunky but working van in order to be able to trans-
port kids. On Bible study nights and at other times throughout the
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g;:ek, the car is repeatedly filled with and emptied of kids as Matt or

fe;:n shuttles their young charges around the city. The single focus
0 .t €se young men's lives guides their purchasing choices and their
attitudes toward the things they do have.

Justice and Compassion
Exarr.nning]esus’ surprising story of using money to make friends fo
the kingdom in Luke 16, we discovered that disciples love people anfll.
use money. In fact, there is much danger in inverting this pri')nci le
: ﬂfzw \;erses after the parable of the shrewd steward, Jesus tells l::m-
peoprles: Ory to warn against the love of money and the neglect of
There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen
and who feasted sumptuously every day. And at his gate lay a poor
man named Lazarus, covered with sores, who longed to satisfs hi
hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table; even the d :
would come and lick his sores. The poor man died’ancl was carr(i] gds
by t-he angels to be with Abraham. The rich man also died and wE
buried. In Hades, where he was being tormented, he looked : S
imd saw Abraham far away and Lazarus by his side. He called ou?
.Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip th ’
.tlp of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am in apo .
in Lhefse flames.” But Abraham said, “Child, remember that dugrixrl1 4
your lifetime you received your good things, and Lazarus in lil«:g
manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, am;l you are ie
agony. Besides all this, between you and us a great chasm has be ]
fixed, so that those who might want to pass from here to you cannﬂ:
do so, and no one can cross from there to us.” He said, “Th .
father, I beg you to send him to my father’s house—for I l;ave f:l ,
.brorhel'"s——that he may warn them, so that they will not also ¢ .
into this place of torment.” Abraham replied, “T};éy have Mome
and the prophets; they should listen to them.” He said, “No fa?ljes
Abraham; but if someone goes to them from the de;d t};e 1.*‘:1;
repent.” He said to him, “If they do not listen to Mose,s a.nﬁ th
prophets, neither will they be convinced even if someone rise:
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from the dead.” (Luke 16:19-31)

It is as if Jesus told this parable fo illustrate the principle of his
previous parable. Here is an example of someone who loved money
rather than people and therefore had no one to welcome him into
the eternal dwellings. The tich man had resources that he could have
used to care for people around him. Specifically, Lazarus would gladly
have eaten the scraps from his table. The rich man’s wealth eventually
failed when he died—all of his worldly wealth suddenly counted for
nothing. He had failed to love God and love his neighbor. Being a
child of Abraham (v. 25) and therefore expecting to enter heaven, he
was tragically surprised to find himself in perpetual torment.

In his death the rich man discovered an eternal and uncross-
able gulf. Yet this gulf was formed during his life. The gate and
fence around the rich man's property were a physical picture of the
yawning chasm. The rich man probably saw Lazarus at his gate every
day, yet never did anything to help him. His complete lack of con-
cern for Lazarus widened the gulf further. Perhaps if the rich man
had made efforts to break down this economic and social barrier in
his lifetime, he wouldn't have ended up on the wrong side of it in
death. '

As college graduates (or soon-to-be), we all have wealth and edu-
cational capital that places us in a position to identify with the rich
man of this story. Jesus calls us, his disciples, to break down the gulf
between rich and poor. As we make choices to direct our resources
(time, money, professional training, spiritual gifts) toward the poor, we
begin to break down the barriers. This is a part of suiving for the-

kingdom of God:
O The kingdom of God is advanced in our own lives as we declare

allegiance to God alone.

0 The kingdom of God is advanced in the lives of the poor as they
receive their material needs as coming from God's provision, not
simply from the benevolence of nice people like us. What we ultimate-
ly want for the poor is not wealth or even justice but inclusion in the
body of Christ and participation in the economy of God through the

community of God’s people.
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The story of the rich man and Lazarus is unsettling, because it
suggests that the requirement for admittance into heaven,is simply t
have suffered poverty while on earth. But when we read the stc? yirc:
the context of the entire chapter, the requirement is simply faitli'ly in
G(ll(l rather than money. “You cannot serve God and wealth " Jesu
said (.v. 13). The rich man served money by allowing it to contr’ol hirn5
He did not invest in eternal treasure. Though in this world he v :
wealthy, in heaven he was bankrupt. .
. We could imagine a different end for the rich man. Suppose he had
invited Lazarus in for a meal. As they talked, he would have noticed
Lazarus’s sores. The rich man might have asked about medical care
Lazarus might have said, “The clinic won't treat me.” The rich manl
at' ﬁ.rst might have offered to pay, but also might have asked why the
cl{nlc wouldn’t help him. Out of his concern for Lazarus, the richj:na
mlg}?t have begun to do what he could so that Lazarus'could et rhn
mrt'dlcal care he needed. As Lazarus began eating regu]arlg ans
g_amed access to medical care, his health would have impmveg The
}1ch man would have begun to see his wealth in a different li‘ ht
;;1 the hg}ht of the purposes of God on earth. If he had begun ti u;;

" i :

. t}f:r;yei' ;vfeé];];. differently, he might not have died impoverished
ll‘v‘(&j’e too cannot live a life of faith in God if we use wealth of any
;1:1 ~it=-‘tlf;?shlelcl ourselves from the poor. So how can we cross the
0J If you pursue professional training (education, medicine, law)
n?ake choices to use that training for the kingdom of God. If G(;d ha ,
given you a desire to pursue medicine, for example, consider takins
yaus training and skill to the poor in an urban or rural underserveg
Setting or even overseas. This will probably affect what medical schoo]
you attend, the specialty you choose and the residency program

l:;eel:i (If 1ifc'u fa.re planning to work among the poor in the iirng tgl?nli
inugi: y;itrs ;ix; t affected your choices in the short term, you are deceiv-
0O If you don't know any poor people, begin to take steps to put
yourself in a place where you can get to know them. Personal involljre-
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ment in the lives of others often begins to break down walls of iso-
lation. _
O It is beyond the scope of this book to talk at length about the proc-
ess of racial reconciliation, but any effort to break down barriers of class
will address issues of race as well. Regardless of your race or class
hackground, pursue relationships that will help you face these issues
personally. Also take time to read books that will help you understand
the depth of the challenge and to find hope for your own process.’
] Don't enter into this alone but with a community of people who
are called to break down walls of alienation between rich and poor.
Glenn, Matt, Paula, Sandy and several others from their church have
become a prayer and ministry team supporting one another as they
cross language, racial and social barriers to communicate the gospel.
For all of them, this partnership has been crucial to perseverance and

joy in ministry.

Mobilizing Your Lifestyle

Now let's return to the list of questions at the beginning of the chap-

ter. It would be possible to answer those questions and feel pretty

good about how we are doing if we were aiming for 10 percent better

than the average. We might take pride in being able to say,

O 1 spend less money on nice clothes and fancy restaurants than my
non-Christian friends.

O 1 am only half as stressed out as my peers at work.

O I don't live in the most expensive part of town.

O I don’t spend as much money on expensive vacations as my non-
Christian friends do.

O 1 try to watch only the best programs on TV.

Yet what would our lives be like, and what would our satisfaction
with life be like, if we could say, with Paul, “One thing I do™? “For-
getting what is in the past, every day I strive forward for God's king-
dom for that day. All of my energy, time, money and thoughts are
spent seeking God’s kingdom in my own life and in the lives of people
around me.” What would that involve? What would be the result?

0 Where 1 live, how I receive my income and the focus of my ministry
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Efncl relationships would overlap more. This probably would mean
UI{IE Spent commuting and more time pursuing and enjoying relati -
ships. 1 Rrobably would live with other people and might nit haveon-
much privacy as T would prefer, but these choices would fost as
deeper experience of community. o
[0 I wouldn’t have to ration TV watching, because I would be doj
e purposeful things most of the time. Even rest and restoratimg
might take a more meaningful form than couch potatodom. Gl On
and Matt, Paula and Sandy don’t even have TV sets and t.ht; dﬁIlfl
feel the lack. Their lives are full, loving and being lov:ed by th s
around them. P
g-l x_w:ouldn't takc? on stress at work, because I know that my work is
strive t."or the kingdom of God, letting God take care of the
and worries of the day, et
EleThe 1’vcihsaplnrle of prayer woul.d be focused and purposeful. For
10 rntn, att, Paula and Sandy, daily personal prayer and regular cor-
Eeez:j : u?,r;lyer really matter—they are routinely aware of a depth of
el al most of us feel only rarely. So discipline in prayer comes out
eir own need for God and not some tenuous sense of duty to God.
H * W
Our lifestyles reflect our values, If our lifestyles are going to reflec
a wh_olehearted striving for God’s kingdom, perhaps we ngeed o re.
consider the answers to these lifestyle questions in light of s re:
values and God’s call on our lives. As we do 80, the circles of co}}lf:z:;

of our lives will come more into f ;
; ; ocus, our lives wil g
our joy will be multiplied. es will be simplified, and

B For Reflection
God, Work, Community, Church and Lifestyle

g I}_)Iraw a diagram' like the one on page 144 describing your life
ow are the various circles related to one another? -

like that to change? How would you

The Centered Life

O Can you say, “This one thing I do . . "™ How could your life
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(community, church, work and lifestyle) be more focused on God?
[1 What lifestyle decisions would you need to make?

God's Economy and Our Resources
] What would have to change for you to view yourself as a steward

of God’s resources?
[0 What steps could you take now to use worldly wealth to invest in

eternal friendships?

Generosity
O Do you have a line in your budget for generosity? Are there ways

that the resources God has entrusted to your stewardship could be
more shrewdly mobilized for his kingdom?

[0 Think about your car—are you willing to loan it out, give rides to
people and so on? Are you willing to be slightly inconvenienced in
order to help someone who needs to borrow a car or who needs a ride?
[0 What about your books, records, tapes—are you willing to give
them to people who borrow them, rather than expecting them back?
What would this reflect about the relative value you place on things
and on people? '

[] What about your computer, tools, stereo equipment—are you wil-
ling to let others use your stuff? Do you get anxious that someone
might break it? How attached are you to your possessions?

Hospitality )
Evaluate your current (or anticipated) living situation tegarding its,
potential for hospitality.

O Are your living room, dining room and kitchen clean and usable
for entertaining? Are there enough comfortable chairs and furniture?
Are these areas typically free of miscellaneous piles, laundry and dirty
dishes? Would people enjoy hanging out in these rooms?

O Does your meal policy include a provision for guests? Do you have
regular meals together as a household? Could someone just drop in
and be invited for dinner? Would someone fee! free to do that?

O Is your place close to public transportation (if in an urban area)

- Ll
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ic:)rri ea;xly accessible by car (if not)? How available is parking? Will your

ends or the people you reach out to be likely to want to
your place? e
0 Do you have s i

! pace for overnight guests? How
receive people without warning? Prepaedmeyone
O Do you often h i
ave food available fi i

el gl or snacks, spontaneous parties
0 ;
van-DD YO}I have group games that are easy to learn and tun for a

.ety of. ;?:?ople? How do you do at inventing or initiating partici-
patve activities that don't cost a lot of money?

Simplicity
S How would your life be improved if you lived more simply?
- What'steps could you take to bring your life more in line with 1
Engle-mmded pursuit of the kingdom of God?
What are some outward expressions of simplicity your life can take

on now? If you haven't i
L graduated, how will that be more difficult

Justice and Compassion

SD'{]'ESL;S mentions two specific manifestations of the rich man’s life-
toyue <‘) lu;c‘ury: his beautiful apparel and his daily feasts. How have

é‘ﬁ‘r spending patterns on food and clothing made it easier or more
itticult for you to be generous with the poor?

LI What opportunities exi
exist for i ;
rich and poor? you to bridge the chasm separating

For Further Reading

Foster, Richard ]. £ implict i
s J. Freedom of Simplicity. San Francisco: Harper & Row,

Peterson, Eugene H. A Lon jence i
A 1 g Obedience in the Same Directi
Grove, Tll.; InterVarsity Press, 1980. " Pt Downers
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Embracing a Lifestyle
of Ministry

COnsider the stories of three recent college graduates who have

embraced a lifestyle of ministry.

David. God originally had very litle to do with David's lifelong
dream to become a doctor. But while David was in college, his involve-
ment in a Christian fellowship renewed his faith and gave him a love
for ministry. So after being admitted to medical school, he deferred

his program for one year in order to continue in ministry with his

college group. Now he is in medical school, leading a Bible study for
med students. David seeks out one-on-one time with the members of
this growing study, and he is helping several of them to become more
serious disciples of Jesus even while they pursue a rigorous academic
program.

While in college, David committed himself to regular involvement
with a homeless shelter. He continues to have regular contact with the
poor through a soup kitchen near his medical school, which is situ-
ated in an inner-city neighborhood. He hopes one day to become a

7
-
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.surgef.m and to take his skills and training into an underserved a
12 city or perhaps overseas, But David has not postponed invesgea’
::, izteherrl\peop]e untl after he finishes medical school. He says "I’:E
s lik i :
e & aj ;_l;}elzz lh':_-lp me keep perspective on why God has called me
Jen‘m'fer. Fulfilling a longtime desire to work with preadolescents
hl[;;mffer became.a sixth-grade earth science teacher, Her ministry to'
s 1s reflected in comments their parents bring back to her. Th
A gr'flteful for the personal attention and care she gives. She is.a 0 5
with kzds. and available to them; she has been a source o‘f strengtllq]en
isse\;;al g1rlljs w}ilen ]they suspected they were pregnant. Jennifer herset](;
rom a broken home; this has given i i
and interest in kids from a simiir bail;;rzjgz‘.ng]hzogpa::;?on -
ab'out her subject and finds satisfaction in helping kids tg dis over
science and to enjoy school, ‘ o
at_{lenmlier ha's also been a jtfnior-high youth leader for several years
er church; a few of the kids she sees daily in class are also in the
youth group. Watching kids make meaningful decisions to follow
sus has been exciting for Jennifer, since she didn't ETow u 'Je_
church. She is gaining a vision for how kids can become discipl ein
a church context. Besides leading the Sunday school jenniff:res 12
h.er husband, Randy, have begun a weekly discipleship,gmu withan'
Efg.hth-gra-ders. They invest other time throughout the weelic) with 15 5
gla\:dua] kids and attend many of their plays and performances. Th;1 -
 biave alsP come to know some of the kids' families, enterin ly
into their lives. ’ T
ﬁogt:::l 3;1;1 grz;d:}]]ated from college in 1989 as a speech communica-
. ;;] m,iafl en he mo-ved to Oakland to volunteer with Harbor
. v nistry to recent immigrants and other poor people. Hay-
glg put hlm'self t_hrough college by running a housecleaning business
an took his skills, tools and contacts and expanded his business t '
employ other people. Over two years Dan hired several tea . cf)'
workers, most'!y Latinos, each team with its own manager and r;ngi]:r
::::)srtlc’}r;]e.rs. His hf)pes were .(1)' to give people relatively new to the
< force the skill and discipline to succeed and (2) to be an active

—— -
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gospel witness to those he hired. Later he sold parts of the business
to the team managers as each gained the skills necessary to Tun the
operation, Two of these businesses continue to thrive, and Dan still
supports his ministry through his own business.
Dan and several other volunteers with Harbor House have moved
into an ethnically mixed apartment complex. After spending time
getting to know some recent immigrant families, they began a disci-
pleship group for Cambodian boys ages ten and eleven, trying to
reach them before they made a choice to join a gang. The group
involves seven kids and three leaders. Dan sees the kids quite often.
He and his partners offer tutoring a couple of nights a week and have
a Bible study on Friday night. The group attends church together and
spends the whole day together on Sundays, with outings and activities
after the service. Dan has specific goals for the kids: that they become
Christians (a few have) and that they become productive members of
their community. The group encourages hard work in school, obe-
dience to parents and school authorities, and leadership develop-
ment. Already Dan has seen the group make a real difference in the

lives of the boys.

Definition of Minisiry
The word ministry could be defined in many ways for many purposes,

but for our purposes this definition will be most helpful:

Ministry:

spending our lives on others to direct them toward God.

The three people whose stories are told above are spending their lives
on others to direct them toward God. None of them is in “profession-
al” Christian ministry. But they all see their lives as vehicles for the
advance of the kingdom of God, in themselves and in others.

This definition of ministry has several implications.

Ministry is God-directed, not self-directed. Our goal is not that people
respond to us in awe of our self-sacrifice but that they respond in awe
of the great God who provides for us. Our goal is not that people like



o L
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ijs bec‘ause we are so kind and giving but that people love God and
ruﬂs;.h%m bc?cause he is so praiseworthy and trustworthy
5 n;;stry zs.God-dwected, not simply other-directed. Jesus says that to
ipenc you(l;vfhfe on any other cause than the advance of the gospel
5 a waste (Mark 8:34-35). Even s i ife 1
' : pending your life in service of
with no thought for the kin i el
I gdom is a waste according to Jesus. M
. . Man
i)eo.ple do go.od deeds but ulimately lose their lives. Their good deedz
Hevsuf)tr‘ to the-lr ,own greatness, not God's. Only those who lose their
es for Christ's sake, relying on his strength and guidance, gain
promised eternal life. e
ail;fimutry' cm‘z take a ua_riezy of forms. Evangelism, social justice, com-
z)vm .on(,: a?rv.lce, teaching and training, accountable relationships
" hin Christian community—each has as a goal that the people we
Tve move closer to God, see Jesus mor
s , e clearly, follow him mo
:lly. So:]ne ministry strategies may be more etfective than oi:l'u:;se
asured on certain scales. But it is i ’
. d possible to spend your lifi -
mg oth-ers to grow toward God in a thousand diffle)rent Z"ays S
1 Es;;ﬁcalli:, ml::istry is not simply verbal communication lIt certain
ves that, but getting people to “know” i ; !
: certain propositional
i%{t)z:’t_ements 113 not our only goal. Simply speaking the truth aI}))art frorz;
ing people encugh to spend ourselves fi
them can be d
for us and for others. U oy it
: . Unfortunately, much “ministry” i i
without the love necess i § o e o O
without ary to validate it, and the recipi is
ministry " often feel angry and resentful, recipients of th
. f}iﬂstm;; c;mfmunizy @ both @ source and « destination of our ministry
world. It is a source in that it fuels our mini i
i - Tt istry—gives us en
Zt:]r it and gives it momentum and vitality. Community provides us f\fg
couragement and partnership and clari isi
ura rity of vision. But thi
munity is also a destination or ini il
goal of our ministry. Paul w:
convert Gentiles so the i i sl
y would receive forgiven
° i TEY ¥ giveness and a place amon
di::i sgncmhed by faith in Jesus (Acts 26:18). If people are properlg
o cte .towaltrd God, they will be directed toward the body of Christ.
ministry is complete until people take their place in the body of

Christ, which will h :
elp them continue to :
grow
of a mature Christ-one. up into the full stature
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Ministry is a total life involvement. We spend our lives, not simply a
little bit of money, an hour or two of time, or one week per year.
Ministry involves the full circle of our lives—our lifestyle choices, our
work, our church and Christian community—all of our lives centered
on God and the advance of his kingdom in us and in the lives of

others around us.

The Blessings of Minisiry
In the middle section of the Gospel of Mark Jesus teaches his disciples

about the paradoxes of life in the kingdom of God. Jesus understands
and sympathizes with his disciples’ fundamental motives and drives.
Peter at one point tells Jesus to save his life; Jesus responds with a
paradox showing how life is really to be gained. Later Peter is feeling
insecure because he has lefi everything to follow Jesus; Jesus responds
with a paradox showing how we find true security. Later still the
disciples are arguing about which of them is the greatest; Jesus re-
sponds with a paradox showing how true greatness 1s achieved.
He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any
want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take
up their cross and follow me. Tor those who want to save their life
will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the
sake of the gospel, will save it. For what will it profit them to gain
the whole world and forfeit their life? Indeed, what can they give
in return for their life?” (Mark 8:34-37)

Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house
or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields, for ’
my sake and for the sake of the good news, who will not receive
2 hundredfold now in this age—houses, brothers and sisters, moth-
ers and children, and fields with persecutions—and in the age to
come eternal life. But many who are first will be last, and the last
will be first.” (Mark 10:29-31)

So Jesus called them and said to them, “You know that among
the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over
them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. But it is not so
among you; but whoever wishes to become great among you must
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be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must
be slave of all. For the Son of Man came not to be servgd bututf)
Lifsexge, an::d to give his life a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:42-45)
€. oecunty. Greatness. The astonishing thing in each case is tk
Jesus‘.‘doesn’t scold his disciples for wanting these things. He d 1'“:‘
say, “You shouldn’t care about saving your life!” “Chgri-stians ch sn’t
need security!” “You shouldn’t want to be great!” Rather, he tuz,lnt
appeals to their desire for these things but redirects their én a'c “i}’
you really wa.nt to save your life, lose it!” “If you want tm: zge]:: i .
;ea;'e everything that represents security' and follow me.” “If you u:g;
aiting greatness, you must become a servant.” These are fundamental
Fl(;ltfvatfm?s——we all desire these things, Jesus appeals to us, as he did
0 his disciples, to obey him and live the way he did in order to sat;
our deepest desires, e
fT:e path to life invalves spending our lives on others for the sake
ic; :v] ::h ggspei. The only lasting security is found as we throw our lot
i S::{z ;:Shgffggizv:s{is;s. Wle experience true greatness as we
s of o €sus’ name. Ministry is the paradoxica]
path to the satisfaction of our deepest longings. Th ontls i
undetstood this. He tells us why he lives theg:vag i’le dz s P'aUI
;1;&;‘;3;;;0 fm?r and al.!: “I do it all for the sake gf the gZZ;)EECsi)n:K;%
i e-m ts blessings” (1 Corinthians 9:29).
_Ies‘u‘s Inmvitation to become a S€rvant, a minister of the gospel, i
;o;(;lluonal: only those who want to be great need bother to beio;nles
| heSitata;?Lw\;V:t all wang the things Jesus talks about. So why do we
Obstade. a E.Ets In our way? Let's consider some of the common
§ to ministry and look at what Scripture has to say about them

Obsiacles fo Ministry
Perhaps at one ti
ume or another you have he

; ; ard, thought. i
one of the following statements: Frroreren sid
EE]] I don't have energy for ministry.”

nI:m . i ¥
In transition and can't give myself to new relationships.”

O “I have to work on
i my own problems before T am ready for min-

X
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O “I am afraid of becoming burned out.”
[0 “I don't have time—my schedule is too booked as it is.”
O “I don't know what my gifts are.”

How does Jesus respond to these statements? Somehow, if the par-
adox promises are true, then choices to give priority to ministry should
yield a return. Life, security, greatness, joy: we know Jesus promises
these things. So let’s briefly examine these obstacles and hear the
words of Jesus in response,

Ministry is sustenance. On a hot, dusty desert day at noontime Jesus’
disciples are concerned for his health and urge him to eat. But he tells
his disciples that ministry itself sustains him.

Meanwhile the disciples were urging him, “Rabbi, eat something.”
But he said to them, “I have food to eat that you do not know
about.” So the disciples said to one another, “Surely no one has
brought him something to eat?” Jesus said to them, “My food is to
do the will of him who sent me and to complete his work. Do you
not say, ‘Four months more, then comes the harvest’? But I tell you,
look around you, and see how the fields are ripe for harvesting.”

(John 4:31-35) ‘

Jesus calls his disciples to see life the way he does. He says, “Look
around you and see” all the people who are ready for the gospel. The
disciples could literally turn and see; as jesus spoke these words, a
crowd from a nearby Samaritan town was being led to him by a
woman with whom he had been speaking a few minutes before. Jesus
himself is energized by the chance to see the dynamic spread of the
kingdom of God. He gains energy as the gospel is proclaimed and
people show interest. The disciples are concerned only about food for
their journey; Jesus wants his disciples to be sustained the way he is,
by doing God’s will and completing his work. Jesus wants his disciples
to live and thrive on striving for the kingdom of God.

Itis indeed possible to live this way today. I expect that most reading
this book have experienced the food of doing God’s will. How many
times have you heard someone report regarding a summer mission
trip, “We went over there to serve in God's name, yet we received more
from them than they did from us"? Repeatedly we are surprised that
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we are served by God even as we serve others in his name. As we give
of ourselves to others, God supplies us with his strength, peace and
jov.

This then is the economy of God: as we serve others in Jesus’ name
and with his resources, (1) God is glorified, (2) others’ needs are met
and they are directed toward God, and (3) we receive joy, peace,
strength and more resources with which to continue to serve. If we
are not experiencing this economy, we probably are not drawing on
the resources of God. At such times ministry becomes draining and
exhausting, and we may very well not have enough energy to do it.

We should expect to receive from God as we enter into ministry. God

doesn’t call us into ministry at the expense of our spiritual life, We
shouldn’t enter into ministry situations where the conditions are likely
to be costly to us in the longest run. If this seems likely, probably
something is wrong—either our attitude toward the situation or the
situation itself. Often a lack of partnership and accountability is es-
pecially dangerous, making pride or abuse of authority more likely.
Jesus always delegated ministry responsibilities, even simple tasks, to
pairs of disciples. Amazingly, the only time the Gospels record any of
Jesus’ disciples doing anything alone was when Judas betrayed Jesus.
Be wary of entering into solitary ministry situations!

Ministry is mobile. During the years right after graduation from col-
lege it can seem that your life is in such transition that you need to
delay involvement in ministry. Yet if we have responded to Jesus' call
to be his disciples, we are called to a life of ministry in the midst of
our transition.

He called the twelve and began to send them out two by two, and

gave them authority over the unclean spirits. He ordered them to

take nothing for their journey except a staff: no bread, no bag, no
money in their belts; but to wear sandals and not-to put on two
tunics. He said to them, “Wherever you enter a house, stay there
until you leave the place. If any place will not welcome you and
they refuse to hear you, as you leave, shake off the dust that is on

your feet as a testimony against them.” (Mark 6:7-11)

Sending his disciples out to nearby villages, Jesus told them to travel

—
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light and be prepared to move around, but when they amv:;:d 1111 a
tc?wn that welcomed them, they were to stay in one place and. ;\;e op
i t say,
relationships there. If Jesus were speaking to us today, heh'rmgl . JI.
“T know you will feel unsettled the next few years and may ve in o
different apartments in as many years, but wherever you arf_-,1 lmvav ;
S e ‘ b B
relationships there. Get involved in ministry there untl [ call yo
n
IMove Om. .
If we wait for the transition to be over, we may-never get mvoll'vec;
in ministry. By the time the transition is over (if it ever is), our live
1 . ]
may have become so comfortable and settled that we won [L want tdo
5 o . ; ¢ grad
i i Don't wait until you get into tha
orient them toward ministry. . ! .
i i ! til you pay o
til you finish! Don't wait un .
uate-school program, or un . i . ;
our school loans. Don't wait until you get married. I.m.res't in mlmstz
felationships where you are. God will lead you when it is time to mo
on. .
Ministry fruts problems in perspective. Some people are terr;]ptedhto
think that their problems are so consuming and confysmsl t at ;hzz
ili ter into ministry relationships.
have no energy or ability to en : i
knesses and sinful patterns
assume that problems, wea : alte R
i ake on ministry. Yet that is no p
eradicated before they t . i ¥ people
grow up as disciples of Jesus. Paul gives a different model in Ephe
sians 4 ‘ _
So then, putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the truth gotostcr}
neighbors, for we are members of one another. Be angry Lu o
not sin; do not let the sun go down on your angf:r, and do nlo Itlll-l =
room for the devil. Thieves must give up stealing; rather let B
labor and work honestly with their own hands, so as (o hatve ;; ol
i i dy. Let no evil talk come out o
thing to share with the nee ev d
mou%;hs but only what is useful for building up, as th;rﬁ dlsdgenot
so that your words may give grace to those who hear. o
i iri ith which you were marked wi
eve the Holy Spirit of God, wi ' .
fgal for the day of redemption. Put away from you al_lll bm?::ﬁsmal_
ling and slander, together wi
wrath and anger and wrang ¥ "
ice, and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forglvmg‘ m-mm,‘s
oth,er as God in Christ has forgiven you. Therefore be imit2
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of Godz as beloved children, and live in love, as Christ loved us and
?E;i ;:;:::Ef: 2115p _f;:{'2 )us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God,
In the larger context of these verses Paul is challenging the Ephesian
to get beyond their moral and spiritual problems. Paul says fhat theS
were taught “to put away your former way of life, your old self, corru )t(
and deluded by its lusts, and to be renewed in the spirit of youl" mindp”
(vv. 22-23). To show them how to do this, Paul gives these rules f ;
a ol life, mostly paired commands modeled after the “put off, ?1:
zfterc?mm;{nd;h'{‘hs negative command in each pair involves a C’hl:lr-
Issue in the lives i iti
rolies e uc;f the people, while each positive command
00 “let all of us speak the truth to our neighbors”
O “let [thieves] labor and work honestly with their own hands, s
to have something to share with the needy” e
01 “[only speak] what is useful for building up, as there is need, s
tha‘t‘ your words may give grace to those who hear” ’
a “'t?e k_ind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another”
O “live in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us”

The fact is that a call into ministry is often exactly what we need
to get beyond our problems, addictions, temptations and fears I:ne
sens?]esus’ words to the man at the pool in John 5 are his woll'ds ta
us. He asks the man, “Do you want to be healed?” The man gives hic;
excuses regarding why he hasn't been healed for so lon But J
simply says to him, “Get up!” ¢ -

Sometimes a focus on our problems can actually paralyze us. Jesus
warfts us to get beyond them by taking our focus off ourselve's and
calling us to see the needs of others, Fach of us can find people II:
are worse off than we are and offer them something in Cl;aod‘l: 1’131:;] .
Our own healing will come as we begin in humility to-look not to oue :
Own interests but to the interests of others, :

.In .f.acl, entering into ministry often shakes up our schedule and
priorities enough that some problems or temptations simply get
sc!ueezec} out of our lives. This happens in romantic relat‘tonsiiy =
friendships marred by exclusivity and idolatry. As the two people 5;2;

BT e~
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into ministry, the best part of the relationship gets better, while the
worst parts (exclusivity, sexual temptation and so on) they no longer
have time for. While entering into ministry is not an easy solution to
all problems, it is often a part of the process of moving toward a more
spiritually healthy lifestyle.

Ministry with Jesus prevents burnout. We may be tempted to avoid
ministry because we have had experiences of ministry that have led
to burnout. Or we may have been in ministry and are “taking a break”
in order to prevent burnout. But this attitude toward ministry is one
of the surest ways to produce burnout.

The clearest example of burnout in the Gospels comes after the
feeding of the five thousand, when the disciples row all night. When
Jesus comes out to them walking on the water, their hearts are so
hardened that they fail to recognize him: they think he is a ghost| The
process leading to burnout began earlier that day, when Jesus prom-
ised his disciples rest after they had returned from their preaching
tour of the cities of Galilee. Instead of finding a deserted retreat place,
they found a crowd of people waiting for them. The disciples’ hearts
were hardened because of their sarcastic and resentful response to
the ministry opportunity Jesus presented to them: “You give them
something to eat.” Jesus was trying to give the disciples the eyes of a

shepherd, wanting them to see the crowds as he did: “They were like
sheep without a shepherd” (Mark 6:34). But the disciples wanted Jesus
to send them away; after all, they thought, he had promised them rest.
Feeding five thousand people didn't sound like rest to them. ‘
But I think that is exactly what Jesus had in mind. He wanted them
to learn that rest and ministry aren’t incompatible. If the disciples had
had a different attitude, the whole experience could have been very
exhilarating and rejuvenating. How exciting it could have been to
listen to Jesus’ teaching and then to see so many fed with so little and
to participate gladly in the miracle. Instead their hearts were hard-
ened. In their attempt to cling to Jesus’ promise of rest, they failed to
trust in Jesus. In their desire to be renewed afier a lime of intensive
ministry, they missed the chance to be renewed through a rewarding

experience of ministry.
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Of o -
o cou;se not all ministry opportunities are equally valid. Perceiv-
;ﬂfﬂy ?;:e d;);s not mean receiving a call. Some situations are mare

an others to result in burnout. But o i
- : ; ne certain way to b
out 1s to resist and resent “call i ini i
o sent Jesus' call into ministry out of fear of bum-
. EI;eexan:nning the stories that opened the chapter, we might wo
: .jenn(lfer could be prone to burnout: she has been in the sar:(}e/
ministry (church youth leader) for fi
) Ive years, and she teaches

5 ‘ es the

(’;121@ c;ixge g;oup in her work. Wouldn't she get tired of junior-highers?
€ day she may, but now she is experienci .

Qg - » but noy periencing partnership and sat-

;slfyl_nhg ministry and is being renewed by God through th:: proce:s
1e hasn't decided to "take a break” ‘
out of fear of burnout; sh

presses ahead because she doesn’t want to miss out on wl A has

P et what God has

Du:t‘l ‘pmn.jzd.lgfﬁa s a fruitful life. Jesus does not want us to be burned

SElLi‘m_ ministry. In fact, he calls us to live in a way that is deepl
; sfying. He wants us to experience a meaningful and 4

s purposeful

I .

mam the true vme,-and my Father is the vinegrower. He re-
iy ove.-s every branch in me that bears no fruit. Every branch that
hears flrult he prunes to make it bear more fruit. You have already
° :E;n f; fe;ns?ed by the word that I have spoken to you. Abide in me
o a ide in }ro.u. Just as the branch cannot bear fuit by itself
o cIss it ablde's in the vine, neither can you unless you abidé in
anec.l ; zunt ;he v;ne, you are the branches. Those who abide in me

In them bear much frui
i it, because apart from me you can do
. You d;dbnot choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you
BO and bear fruit, fruit that will last
; , so that the Father will gi

. you wl?atever you ask him in my name. (John 15:1-5 " 16) e

njr;zevme neec:s to be pruned so that the energy of the plant does

consumed in producing a lot of bran
. ches and leaves. A pl

can appear vigorous and vital becau i e
- se of its many leav

dedicated to leaf i iy of o
growth that it produces a piti i

: rowtk pitiful quantity of small

sour fruit. So the wise vinegrower will prune back the \’iﬂZ allowing:
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the plant to focus its sap on the remaining branches and the devel-
oping fruit. -

Surprisingly, the pruning process is somewhat arbitrary. Sometimes
it is sick branches that are pruned away, but often the cutting back
is simply random. The trimmed branches weren’t harmful in them-
selves—they simply took away energy from the fruit-bearing activity
of the plant.

Jesus says we are like branches of the vine, Our lives are meant to

be fruitful, but that involves pruning—allowing God to channel our
me and energy toward the commitments and activities that will be
most fruitful. The logic of our culture is to fill the emptiness of fun-
damental purposelessness with an abundance of activity, Our days are
filled with busyness that seems critical at the time but on an eternal
scale withers away to insignificance. Our nights are filled with club
meetings, hobbies, church events and TV shows. Our weekends are
filled with a relentless pursuit of recreation and a drivenness to enjoy
our leisure time. All of these things are like leaves on the vine. They
fill our time with activity, and from a distance our lives look healthy
and vital. Yet with all the energy going into sheer activity very little
is directed toward developing fruit. '

David, the medical student who is pursuing ministry (see the begin-
ning of this chapter), is probably as busy as anyone, But he makes
time in his schedule for the ministry involvements he has chosen, and
he is not the loser for it. He has less time to study, but his ministry
involvements put all of his time into perspective.

Jesus says he wants our lives to bear lasting fruit, eternal fruit. ~

“Heaven and earth will pass away,” he says, but human beings are
eternal. The only activity with potential for eternal fruit is investment
in the lives of people. Ministry—spending our lives on others to direct
them toward God—is the fruitful activity that should fill our lives.

1f you don’t have time for ministry, your life is too full. Don't allow
even good things to get in the way of spending your life to have
eternal impact on other people.

Discovering gifts through ministry. Perhaps you feel ready to get in-
volved in ministry but haven't really identified what your gifts are. It's

?

Y
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easy u? t'hink this way after leaving the convenient structures of ca
pus mm.ls-try involvement while finding no obvious replacement "
Surprisingly, when Jesus called his band of disciples togeﬂ'te.r h
seemed to disregard their specific gifts and personalities in favo;' 0:'
a Ofle-experience-ﬁts—all model. He told each of them, “Follow me and
Twill mfike you fish for people.” He promised that they would bec
sotnething they were not. When he sent them out two by two, h -
th.e‘ Twe.lve only one set of instructions. Yet over time theilj ;Ea"e
ahnes,_ gifts, sensitivities and talents emerged to give diﬁ'erenf sh e
to their ministries, Peter and John had almost the same amou :l pef
EXposure to Jesus, but their different temperaments and gifis led :}11 O
into ministry in different ways and to different groups of people -
Severa.l years ago a half-dozen new college graduates moveci into
a house in an economically depressed and racially mixed neighb
l?ood only a few miles from their college campus. They all founi p;‘i
]U'I,Ijle work and spent the rest of their time building relationships with
tc; 5. They. started three Bible clubs. Over time more graduates joined
b ::;n. \f:‘h]le the group began with a single leader, eventually other
leadership roles were formed and a variety of ministries were be
}ncludmg after-school tutoring and a summer day camp, As the f:im,
istry grey gnd as those involved grew personally, their roles We:‘l(;
glrther differentiated: some focused on older kids, others on chil-
bre-:lrzl;' some WOI‘ktj:d mo§ﬂy in a predominantly Latino apartment
! uilding, others with African-American kids. Some worked part-ti
Jobs, some worked full-time jobs. Some focused on group intzracticr)n Y
others gave priority to one-to-one friendships with children. So .
werf: better ‘teachers, others were better administrators. Som.e w:;e
cr;1c>t1.va.ted by the big vision, others were meticulous and faithful in Lh:
etails. Several became full-time staff of this newly incorporated non
profit, and .fundraising became an added responsibilify for them -
.TP.{-: reality is that if each of these people had waited for the e.rf :
ministry role to come along before jumping into ministry, the pm' e}cxt
still be waid‘ng today. Instead they all joined a ministry Lha:t t.hey lulageutr
was somet?-ung'of atisk, and over time it paid off, They all had aydesire
to work with kids, but certainly not all of them were naturally gifted
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as youth workers. As time went on, each of them gained a greater
confidence in their gifts and contribution to the team.

Jesus calls each of us to follow him and to fish for people. As we
join him and enter into the work he is doing, we will grow in an
understanding of our specific ministry gifts and interests. Then, as
opportunities develop, our greater self-understanding will help us to

discern God's leading.

Ministry, Evangelism and Community

In the first section of this chapter I said that small group Christian
community is both a source and a destination of ministry. The chal-
lenge of ministry is to put our resources to work to give others greater
confidence in God so that they draw near to him. An experience of
satisfying Christian community gives us resources upon which to draw
and gives us a tangible direction toward which to encourage those we
minister to.

When this kind of ministry happens with peaple who are not yet
Christians, we call it evangelism. When the process happens with
Christians, we call it discipleship. Yet it is the same process. Our goal
is the same: that people will draw near to God and find their greatest
desires met in him, in part through the tangible expression of the
body of Christ.

But I want to extend the relationship between community and min-
istry a little further. Community is not only the source and the des-
tination of ministry but also the most effective ministry tool. The <
chapter opened with three personal stories. Not surprisingly, David,
Jennifer and Dan (along with millions of other people involved in

ministry) have focused their efforts on small groups of people, wheth-
er kids or medical students. A community of people gathered in Jesus’
name is the most effective tool for shaping, developing, training and
encouraging the spiritual growth of mature disciples, new believers or
people who aren’t yet Christians. It is the tool both Jesus and Paul
used, to great effect. It is a tool we have available to us as well.
Imagine a small group of disciples who are trying to reach out to
their non-Christian friends. Suppose each of them reaches out to wo
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friends in a one-to-one strategy. Each group member tries to invite
these friends to the small group of Christians. When the non-Chris-
tian friends arrive, they look around the room and each knows only
one person, the friend who invited him or her. This makes the group
dynamic difficult, and unless relationships form quickly, the non-
Christian may be too uncomfortable to come back.

Now imagine a different strategy in which the community is seen
as a tool for evangelism, not simply the final destination after success
has been achieved. The small group discusses and prays for a list of
people who are all known by more than one group member. In sub-
groups of two or three, group members spend time with these friends,
demonstrating the love of Jesus. When responsive people are invited
to the small group, they show up and find that they already know
several members, In a sense they have been invited into the commu.
nity, and that itself is an attractive part of the evangelism process. As
one former atheist said to a group doing this kind of evangelism,
“Your love for one another is the strongest proof I've seen for the
existence of God.” Shortly thereafter he became a Christian,

A ministry that is only feeding people with no concern to give them
the gospel is incomplete (and vice versa). Likewise, if a ministry is
focusing on evangelism but not on bringing people into a community
of believers, it is incomplete. Evangelism and discipleship have as
their goal that people be brought into deeper relationship with Gad.
And that happens, as we see repeatedly in Scripture, only as people
are brought into meaningful relationship with the body of Christ, the
community of faith that together is striving for the kingdom of God.

B For Reflection

Definition of Ministry

L How does your life reflect the priority of ministry?-

U Who are the people you are spending your life for in order to
direct them toward God?

The Blessings of Minisiry
[0 Have you seen the paradox promises hold true in your own life?
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How have you found life, security and greatness by choosing to give

them up? _ ;,
O How do you struggle with that nows

Obstacles to Ministry _
0 Which of these obstacles to ministry are relevant to you?

lack of energy for ministry -
transition and unavailability for new relationships

personal problems preventing ministry

fear of burnout
lack of time—an overbooked schedule

tainty regarding ministry gifts
O ‘;3;?{' chatjlgeg in your life would be necessary to break through

these obstacles? . -
0 Where can you get the resources you will need:

Minisiry, Evangelism and Community

O How have you seen community serve o
as a source of evangelism? (as the encouragement and imp

outreach) .
as a destination of evangelism? (as the place to which you drew

eople) 3
aspa tﬁol for evangelism? (as the means by which people were

attracted to the gospel)

Further Reading ‘ B
gtt::arvens R. Paul. The Equippers Guide to Every-Member Ministry.

Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1992,
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Finding God’s Will
for Your Life

diTﬁl:; moi\;: The Blues Brothers offers a tongue-incheek portrayal of
vy A}%l:r ‘ CI;CB'Jake and Elwood Blues, played by John Belushi and
(e Penguin) ho ised thers 3 Ciage o e
: n a Lhicago orphanage. These me

turned out bad. After Jake is released from prison, he returns wi h
E:;::dﬁ:)e f;izi Fror:i} ;the Pe.ngui.n” that the orphanage will be clc)::c]l
o sand dollars is raised to pay the tax assessment on the
uilding, Jake offers to steal the money, but “the Penguin” will

:lecewe stolen funds, and she chases them out of her office tellin: :
1€m not to return until they have “redeemed themselves,” , ;
) Jz;l:enand .Eh\‘food feel a certain affection for “the Pengt;in" and the
d:)]:l o :f‘i {3;:30:; ;h;: ;Ely fi.hmily they have. They want to help but

; a - Then they receive their “call from God” whil

attendullg an African-American church service, Duri e
L}; rousing p.reach.ing/singing/ dancing, a directl:c-lmbge?; i‘}l]rit:]‘::a_r“
rough a high window onto Jake, and he “sees the light": he aiig
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Elwood are to revive their old blues band and put on a concert in
order to raise honest money for the orphanage. This revelation is the
unlikely but entertaining premise for the rest of the movie, which
ends with the entire band in jail but with the tax assessment being
paid minutes before it was due. Throughout the movie, as Jake and
Elwood pursue their quest in the face of many obstacles, they confi-
dently reiterate, “We're on a mission from God.”

We all want to feel we are “on a mission from God.” Who wouldn't
want to have a sense that God had appeared to them and appointed
them to do something purposeful and specific, something with his
stamp of approval and his promise of success? Yet most of us must
consider and make all of our decisions, from the trivial to the weighty,
without receiving God's specific, personal, voice-in-the-clouds type of
guidance. Nevertheless, given all that we have seen in Scripture re-
garding the big decisions of life, we can expect God's hand to be at

work.

Just Do It

One day a graduating senior, full of hope and possibilities, came to
Jesus and asked him, “Jesus, what is God's will for my life? I just want
to do whatever God wants me to do.”

Jesus, characteristically responding to a question with a question,
replied, “You've done Bible study; how do you read it?”

The woman, taken aback only momentarily, recovered and said,
“You mean, ‘love God’ and ‘love your neighbor”

Jesus replied, “Yeah, that's how I read it too. Just do it.”

The woman saw through this simple, naive, almost rite response.
She wasm’t about to let Jesus off that easily. She didn’t want to look
like an imbecile in front of the other graduating seniors waiting in
line to ask Jesus for advice. “Just do it? 1t’s much more complicated
than that! Jesus, you fail to grasp the intricacy of the question.” Hav-
ing regained her composure, she paused, then added slowly, empha-
sizing each word, “Exactly who i my neighbor?”

At this point, Jesus told the young woman a story of a man who was
beaten, robbed and left for dead in a back alley, and of an illegal alien
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who s'topped to help him and nurse him back to health. It wa
shocking .story, a very modern story, complete with random. viol s
;\ﬁ)t}e racism, an unlikely hero, religious villains and exn‘avagantizjz
b ough the woman had he_ard this story in Sunday school a thousanci
mes, somehow she heard it as she never had before. She was caugh
up in the powerful images that Jesus' stark words portrayed .
Sf.1€ stared at Jesus, taking nothing in for a moment ‘ until sh
realized that he had asked her a question. She snapped 011; fi "S .
what was that? Could you repeat the question?” ’ ot
Jesus restated his question: “Which of the characters in the st
acz;:s. as a neighbor to the man who was beaten and robbed?” -
€ womz inni i -
e, Show:};t{:;iifnmg to feel ashamed, replied, “The one, I guess,

Jesus’ patient, loving, simpl 18 N i
e 8 sumple reply came to her: “Do this and you
] lOf course this story, taken from Luke 10:25-37, originally involved

rawyer, not a graduating senior. But other than that the details are
}1 erty- much the same. Both the lawyer in Luke and the woman above
;Oer;e |rI1]tere.5tedlln knowing God’s will for their lives. And both were
ewhat insulted by Jesus’ implicati i
R et y Jesus’ implication that the answer is rather
Wh\;\lfte _\:'ant to Sthink that we would gladly do God's will, if we only knew
1t was. Since we don’t know, we stand sti :
. : A till, paralyzed that
| nu'gfht do’sonlaethmg that's not part of God’s game plan. Or we proce‘:z
as 1hGod s will a?’ld the prudent choice were one and the same, unless
w; ear sorr.lethmg contradictory directly from God. One wa}: or the
?; e,r, “te thu}k, “The hard part is knowing God's will; if T only kn
od’s will, doing it would be easy.” ’ r

W P

. & are 'JLIST. like the lawyer. The lawyer didn't want to waste his
E) Ciois tl,me and resources loving people who didn’t count in the
yzz;g::‘o; bcategory. So he wanted Jesus to get more specific. “Love

ighbor” is too vague. “I want categories! I imits!
b ki) : gories! I want limits] I want
ghbor? Is it all educated i
\ i : people? Is it all
pe\c:é)le In my city? Is it all the homeless? All the ‘dierving pZorl’f‘Edy
€ pray to God, “Let me know your will and I will follow you."’ Yet
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we don't learn God’s will and then examine it, weigh it, considering
whether to follow it. '

Suppose God appeared one morning at the foot of your bed as your
alarm was about to go off and said, “I want you to prepare to become
a missionary to Japan. I have great things planned for you there.”
This kind of experience would impress upon you the need to prepare
to go as a missionary to Japan. Perhaps this is what we hope for when
we pray these words: “Let me know your will, God.” God doesn’t work
that way in our lives very often. But he has revealed much about his
will.

Think about the difference between the lawyer's question and Je-
sus’ question. The lawyer asked, “Who is my neighbor?” Jesus asked,
“Who was a neighbor to the man?” The lawyer’s question focused on
obligation, seeking a limitation to the onerous command to love one’s
neighbor. Jesus’ question focused on opportunity: “There was an op-
portunity to love this man as a neighbor; who seized the opportunity?”
The lawyer’s focus was right knowledge; Jesus’ focus was right action:
“Do this, and you will live.”

None of us need to ask God, “God, is it your will for me to love
people today?” He has made his will plain. It is neither complex nor
confusing. He has only two main priorities for us: to love him and to
love other people. The only question is the details, how it will be lived
out. Actually we have it backwards. The hard part is not knowing God’s
will, Tt is doing what we already know is God’s will.

Jesus affirms here, as we have seen before, that his two priorities “
in life were simple ones: to love his Father Cod and to love his
neighbor. He calls us to live by these as well. What does he mean?
These commands can be restated simply:

Love God = Trust God
Love others = Serve others
We love God by placing the whole of our lives in his hands, by
trusting him entirely for all that we need, have and hope for. We love
others by serving them in God's name, by spending our lives on others
to direct them toward God. This is the summary of God's will for our

lives.
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. What should the lawyer or the graduating senior learn from the
] ory!;]esus told? In the original story, the Samaritan knew whom to
ove because of two things: (1) he i
. ; perceived a need—a person in real
;eed crossed }Ins path, and (2) he recognized that he had resources
) .czltlr; ﬁ:tr this person in need. So he responded in love for his
reeslf . or.m need. The %cind of love he offered was costly. It cost his
res l’.ll(;]es. rlngney and oil for the wounds, and he even picked up the
n's hotel bill. It cost his comfort: the wound
) : d man rod hi
donkey while he had to walk d - iy 1
own the hot, dusty road to the i
cost him time: all of the care th i i
; e Samaritan gave the man took ti
. . m
zr;:m Irllns btﬁsy schedule. Caring for this man didn't help the Samaritax‘:
where he wanted to go. It cost him his racial prejudi
to help a man from a race that consi ” A i
onsid i
e nsidered him a dirty half-breed, truly
) V\_fhen we fa.ce choices with no clear “God's-voice” guidance, we can
egin to _e!lmmat_e some options and focus on others based’ on the
opgomﬂlln.mes to live by the priorities Jesus has for his disciples
ut this does not mean that God’s will for all of us is exactly the

same. We also need to take i
€ 1nto account i
created us. the unique way God has

When | Run | Feel His Pleasure

rl"he movie Chariots of Fire won the Academy Award for Best Pi

in 1981. It is the story of the British running team in the 1924 (l)clture

ili;:s, and particularly the story of two men, Eric Liddell and Har};ﬁ

&O;zhgis,lf;[?ll ‘Trorld-?lasts runners but with very different motiva-

oo th me ell and his s;su.er_]ennie were Christian missionary kids

T worrizsdx;ere preparing for the mission field. At one point

g ; scause }t seems that Eric has neglected his ministry
1s spending all of his time preparing for the Olympics. One scene

shows Jennie and Fric on a beauti
eautiful ; . PR
fret for me, Jennie.” Scotland hill. Eric says, “Don’t

She says, “I do fret for you, Eric.”
T;)en Eric gives his memorable line: “Jennie, T know God has made
me lor a purpose, but he has also made me fast. And when I run. I
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feel his pleasure.”
“] know he has made me for a purpose”—and it is not to win the

Olympic gold medal. That is the implication. Eric is saying to his
beloved sister, “Jennie, I am with you. I know God has made me for
a purpose, and my whole life is given to it. I want to love God and
love people as well as I know how.” Eric Liddell went on to become
a missionary in China, spending his life and dying there for the
advancement of the gospel.

“But he has also made me fast, and when 1 run I feel his pleasure.”
What a great sentiment! Liddell takes enormous delight in running
very fast. What a contrast to the drivenness of his rival Abrahams, who
knows no peace as he runs, and who competes in a never-ending
quest to prove himself.

When I taught computer science at Stanford University, [ felt God’s
pleasure. 1 loved to get up in front of students, most of whom were
somewhat afraid of computers, and begin to light a fire of interest in
the subject. This was in the early 1980s, before personal computers
were commonplace. Most of my students had their first real experi-

ence of computers in my class. I loved to spend late nights in the
compulter center with students as they worked on programming as-
signments due the next day. Whether from the front of the lecture hall
before a hundred or looking over the shoulder of an individual—
when I saw the spark of understanding in the eyes of students, I felt
the pleasure of God.

I taught computer programming for three years as a part-ime “tent-
making” job to support my full-ime but volunteer ministry to college
students. I knew God made me for a purpose, to strive to advance the
gospel in the lives of students. But he also made me a teacher and
gave me skills to enable me to do it well, and he allowed me to thrill
in teaching as I was exercising my God-given gifts. T was good at it,
1 enjoyed it, and ministry happened through it.

Eventually I decided that, as much as I enjoyed teaching computer
programming, enjoyed student ministry more, and I moved into a
full-time position with InterVarsity Christian Fellowship. As T look
back, it’s clear that God used my experience of teaching programming

v
a
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and all that came out of it to prepare me for my current life and
ministry, in which teaching still plays a central role. I didn't leave
behind teaching as T left Stanford’s computer science department.
When I teach, T still feel God's pleasure.

God wants us to be free to enjoy the work we do, when work is
understood in the sense of striving for God’s kingdom. When we
remove “making a living” from our notion of work (see chapter four),
we begin to experience freedom to pursue what we enjoy. We don't
want to be satisfied just making a living when we can be using our
gifts and talents to strive toward the kingdom, Once that is our focus
and desire, we can discover the kinds of things in which we feel God’s
pleasure and can pursue those things and trust God to guide us the
rest of the way.

Let me get specific for a moment. You may be pursuing, as I once
was, a high-status, high-income (and high-stress) Jjob because of the
material compensations and rewards. You are unlikely ever to expe-
nience “God's pleasure” if this is your purpose and desire. You may
as well be honest with yourself. For example, if you enter law school
simply because after three years you can expect to command a high
salary and a respectable status, you will be the biggest loser. Is it God
or your own pride and idolatry that has called you to law school?

On the other hand, God may have given you a desire to seek justice
and an ability to think clearly and logically. God may have fashioned
you in such a way that you could really enjoy law school and the
profession of law. But don't forget that God made you for a purpose:
1o love him and to love other people, Use your skills to love others,

An attorney can serve people in many ways and love them through
skills made available in servanthood. Honor Cod by being generous
with your earnings as you trust him alone for your provision and
sustenance. o

Ifwe let go of cultural assumptions about what is supposed to make
us happy (such as a status career or a high-income job), we can make
choices that will bring us happiness as we do what God created us to
do. And we can fulfill God’s purpose in creating us and calling us to
himself as we love him by trusting him and love others by serving them.

—-*ﬁm&%
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Most likely you will not go into ”profess:lonal Chnsm:;ldm:cllztrg(.n
Perhaps some people who are planning on it really s:,hnu tethe oot
to. Full-time, paid Christian ministry is the excepton, 1o e
Choosing that path is not more noble or hono.red than mt Choi o
other faithful choice. Some people may.ble unfaithful by no B
10 direct their lives toward full-time ministry, but .:)rhelt';.l m?\ymmu N
faithful by not channeling their love for God anc?lo. ers e go '
doing carpentry, teaching in elementary scho_ol, PI olimg é)st -l
being an accountant. For many people, paren.nng is the mthou‘ e
ing ministry, job or work situation they experience, dfaxvrenon ! gaymg

culture doesn’t place as much value on parenthood as p
caiel?;).pe all of us will be able to enjoy what we do w1ti11 our lntrzs;a&;f;
some of us may do tentmaking wnrllt that does not‘ al.o?vfu:tion e
“the pleasure of God” while on the job; ouk d‘eepeat satisfa ton
come, as it did for Paul, in being able lo minister thef gc:spliveq BI)]'t

Many of us will have full-time jobs, at 1ea?t for part (,J, our lives.

may we not be satisfied untl we “feel God's pleasure.

Lives That Don't Make Sense - ) o
A couple of chapters back I invited you into a “thought experiment

regarding money. Now I would like you to n-y. _another.d(.ax;:efrc:fle(r:::
Imagine that a video camera is ﬂxefl on your life, recor mz o pthe
terity all the major choices and decisions, a:ll the Eumlng p that,our‘
forks in the road. For the sake of peace h?f rrf;nd,t::; es a;;?i: ! tapye -,
i ivate sins are omitted from this videotape.
gzzt;iul;)z: history. The videotape inclm.ies so.und bu; n‘;t thoughts,
so everything an eyewitness would experience 1s recorce t.o o exper
Now assume that we turn this (very, very lc'mg) tape over oan cxper
video editor. Her job is to remove any a-udso and v1c!e0 1';1 :n i
God, Jesus, your spiritual life and'the Bllble. Th(? edlfo'r e
the tape and we replay it, watching with eager anticipa
our life unfold before our eyes.
ev%fa?ﬁnd of a story would we see? Would the storyt e
sense? Would the choices you made and the path you to

line make
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sense? i
atte:;if;;Would tht? viewer 1-mderstanr.l your choice of which college to
e ;Zu‘:i Z}:m;e of which job to take after college? your choice of
whom to live? the direction of i i
nherean your life? Consider
W;?;c;s;. t;m:t L:Jleby completely predictable? You may think that {’}‘::;
obivated by God, but could someone lookj i
choices on tape understa i e s s
nd :
s on | everything you've done on the world's
Thi ;
meal:: t‘lflfnught €xperiment reveals something of what a life of faith
plete]y.im:rzl;(;;]d regularly be making choices that would be com
€ apart from God. Like Abraham’ i -
N b | aham’s choice to leave his
g0, not knowing where. Like Noah’ i
i ! . - Like Noah’s choice to build
o ;g;: boa.-t in Lhe- deserL.lee Moses’ choice to reject his adopted
i g’ir]pfilan heritage to identify with God’s enslaved people. Like
s sL(':k mﬂce. to .leave,behind the biggest catch of his life to f-oIlow
. bb. ike Eric Liddell's choice not to run in an Olympic heat on th
sabbath, so that he was disqualified for the medal he .
years to win. | preparedioro
Wi :
aCan izl:dmezgat ;o be confusing and confounding to those who don't
ledge God'’s work in the world. If we ¢a i i
: ‘ d n easily edit out fift
minutes of prayer here and two h 4 ere
. ours of church or Bibl
and still make sense of our choj vl
At choices and motivati ith i
1sn't much of a factor in our lives, e
eisifogowers of Jesus we are designed to live in such a way that if
:nay ;?l;hilte.rred God out of our life’s story, they would look at it anld
) § 1s crazy. This is senseless.” Or o | it i
: . ) . . ook at it in reve
Gr:dd;mgned to live our lives so that people cannot reasonablrsgl;w :
‘ .dut of our.story. We are meant to live in such a way that onyr li -
p (3’! € undeniable testimony to the reality of a faithful God "
h . . i
i eﬂv::y to 'make choices counting on God to work is to voluntaril
— yR f)puons.'lrlx the world this is always considered a foolislz
gmm; “us.s, ha G.hnsnan graduate, applied to several different pro-
A at eig t dlﬂ"e‘rent graduate schools. On top of that he sent out
- ,:S to twen'ty different firms in six cities acrosg the United States
5s was exploring future plans as if God were not in the picture t
a

all. § i
ure, God could work by opening the right doors to get him into

-
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the right program or job. But how would Russ be sure that it was God,
and not just the law of averages, that opened up a particular job or
study program in a particular city? Some people have an idolatrous
inclination to pursue a multiplicity of options as if God couldn’t guide
them through a limited set of options. Most people in the world would
be happy with two options for the future.

Take risks and expect God to come through; don't plan your career
with all sorts of contingency plans. Plan as if God must be present in
your life, and you will not be disappointed.

This is not to be presumptuous or to test God. Don't assume he will
get you into your preferred graduate school because you think he
wants you in a certain program. While limiting your options, be ready
for God to work through disappointment, not simply success. You may
need to look for work, any work, if you do not get into the grad school
of your choice. It may even be that God didn’t want you in grad

school, In that case rejection could be a form of God's mercy.

A Lamp fo My Feet

Going to college often begins a process of making long-term plans
and encourages having long-term aspirations. As you have probably
found out, this process is only exaggerated as you prepare (o graduate.
Emphasis is placed on getting on the right career track. You are told
to get on the fast track. Once you have a job, you are encouraged 0
get on the management track. With more education you could even get
on the executive track. Lawyers get on the pariner track, physicians the<
specialist track, academics the tenure track. Fach of these tracks lays out
your required choices and scheduled achievements, as well as spec-
ifying obstacles in your path. If you work hard, the promised rewards
of these tracks will be yours in just a few years.

But as followers of Jesus, we need to be on the discipleship track.
Following Jesus is what it implies, following someone who is moving,
We need to have the same attitude toward Jesus’ words that the psalm-
ist did toward the Scripture available to him: “Your word is 2 lamp to
my feet and a light to my path” (Psalm 119:105). God's Word is not
a spotlight down the whole multidecade freeway of our lives; it's more
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like a hand-held flashlight illuminating the next few steps on a narrow

path. When we are on the discipleship track, we have received prom.

ises about our ultimate destination but no assurances about the path

(other than that the way will be hard and few make it). So we have

to stay close to the path as it is illuminated for us a ste

God's Word.

Some people are nearsighted and some are farsighted regarding
their lives. Some people can only focus on the events of today. Next
week is far off—forget about ten years from now! Others have vision
for where they want to be in ten years but may be a little fuzzy on
what God may want for them today. Whatever our vision problem may
be, we need the helpful corrective lens of God's Word to give clarity
as we look at the world and our choices. God’s Word should shape
the values by which we live daily as well as the long-term direction
our lives will take,

One way to gain some clarity about God's design for your future is
to reflect on past experiences that have prepared you for a particular
work/ministry direction. If God used a youth ministry worker to touch
your life while you were in high school, perhaps God is preparing you
to work with high-school kids, either in a career as a teacher or as a

volunteer through a church or parachurch ministry. Paula, one of the
four whose story opened chapter seven, is an ethnic Chinese immi-
grant from Vietnam. This background gave her compassion for and
a desire to work with people in need from a similar background. Her
volunteer ministry to this group of people led her to find full-time
work in a public agency addressing their needs. Another recent grad-
uate, Karen, began lo gain vision for ministry to prison inmates when
her own brother was imprisoned.

We may be tempted to get off the discipleship track by trying to pay
for present-day faithlessness with a promise of future faithfulness. We
say, “God wants me to be a missionary, but first I must find a wife.”
Such a goal may be quite legitimate, but putting our faithfulness to
God on hold creates a very real danger. We may easily be tempted to
justify our present inconsistencies with the rationalization that in the
future our lives will be more faithful. So we allow stinginess with our

p at a time by
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resources, an unavailability for ministry, sexual impurity or dnverlz:t:,s
and anxiety at work to persist because we‘hope one day t;‘mz;“ ¢ i
for it with a heroic decision to yield our lives fully to Go ; w .near
if we live this way today, we will be likely to er.!d up nowhere fm
where he wants us later. Present faithlessness 1s no foundation
fut;;;:zl?ﬁfuc];;;; loans. Alan graduated from college nearly D::?z
thousand dollars in debt. His loan paym.ent was .'1323.2 per moncme '
ten years. Alan thought of using his eng?neen.ng- trammg t? l:e e
position in the Middle East as a tenunakj.ng missionary, bu dea an
feel ready to go until he had eliminated his debt. So he secur:e xesg o
job, earning over thirty thousand dollars a year before ar m.o wr
hoped to make payments of nearly one thousand dollars pe
he loan in less than two years. - .
° E?znoi;nd it hard to make payments as he'd hoPed. Egls .Wt;}‘lal;
schedule was grueling, so he ate out fairl.y often. His Pmdif;? e
friends lived more extravagantly than he did, but hf: m')tme N
tastes in food, entertainment and clothing. were bf:'gmnmghto «:lcl(i)n :
more expensive. As his tastes changed, his spending on these thing;
gr%v:'.entually Alan forgot why he'd even wanted to go to the Middle
Fast. He took a vacation tip to Asia, an area that was muFl; cr)r:lzre
fascinating to him, but he never thought of becoming 121 x;usr earrsy
there. Alan did pay off his college loan-s early, after c'm f}l; 101; )y w“_h )
To celebrate, he purchased a new car (like th.mm of his : en sr,ne_m.S
monthly loan payments slightly higher than his college loan pay
ha\cfl‘fE:: ‘did Alan’s plans go wrong? Among od;er things, he lacked
to hold him accountable to stay on track. .
Pa;n;;i are graduating with s;:vsrlal h;lntdr(t:d (ti;)llljz;r; g&ry?;ni bl:;
i be a helpful goal to try -
bai:kimyslze;t; I}taor:llaZvill be mgre a%iai]abie for mini?ny, especially
giflerseyas missions. But you will need to find partnership and Z;lé);})i?:
during this process. It's very easy to become tr:apped by ups::fast
style choices when your income stream starts high and grow !
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Finding Parinership
WI: ~li;:m good tha[. [anyone] should be alone” (Genesis 2:18). What
ua; e.f_for Adz.tm in the Garden of Eden is as true for college grad-
u s trying to. discern God's will for their lives, or at least for the next
" 1;1 or two. It is not good to be alone. In each of the last five chapters
" :SS ::;et }sieen ho&r };armership is an essential foundation for faithfiil
€ gospel. Partnership in the work setting wi ili “
. Tt g will facilitate min-
:)s;rz the%“e. %’artnershlp 1S @ Necessary component of community anril
Chojﬂ::tjl;iy;ng tl(;hum:h experience. Partnership in faithful lifestyle
Xes those choices possible and mo i
ship in ministry fuels and ren Aty iy
. ews those who are doing it. P i
provides accountability in all these thi o Tl Toon
. - ings. If you want to follo
in ‘:vhese areas of your life, you will need to look for partners e
-, it;: :je]nd to take partnership for granted and expect that finding a
o ! ; real ﬁf;h:;llenge of graduating from college. Rather the re-
s ore likely: most jobs could lend th ivi
o : i emselves to striving for
: u;l;:ideog;; bl;l:ti fin(img satisfying partnership is surprisingly flifﬁ-
ould make decisions that reflect the i
relative scarcity of i i Fiobortt pagt
partnership. If the limiting factor i i
rather than jobs, that implicati P
o, J may have implications for the decision-making
Find; : ; ,
- ;Zz;i‘lfzg any kind of partner is a litile scary. People are always less
In particular than in general. It is a lot like iojn
we all want to find a church to whi . o il
' which we can contrib
which we can learn, but wh s b
| : 2 €n we are confronted with real
(and not simply the ideal e
. s we uphold), commitment b
Likewise with marriage: ’ e i
ge: probably most of us want to b ied (i
general), but as we get to know s speci com rf““‘”"d i
el o W someone specific, commitment can
lh:’lartn?'ship is confining. It requires us to say, “I'm wilting to decide
o ay ife ar.xd future will be affected by your choices.” Whether in
hl:;l:try, ‘housmg, Job or marriage, commitment to rea] flawed, sinful
s 15 scary because as w < e wil
i g € get to know people we will not like

Of cou i
rse the reverse is also true. We make ourselves vulnerable

—*_Iiﬂw—
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when we invite someone into our life enough to let them matter to
us and to make plans around their choices. “Will you live with me?”
is almost as vulnerable a question as “Will you marry me?” The fear
of rejection can erode faith in God. We think, What if mathematically
it all works out for everyone else, but I am left out? What if God doesn't plan
to give me the kind of parinership and experience of community that he
generously gives to others?

Above I suggested that to live as if God makes a difference might
involve limiting our options rather than pursuing many different pos-
sibilities for life after college. One practical way to limit options is to
decide to stay in or move to a certain location based on the church
and meaningful partnership you would enjoy in that city. Consider
deciding your location first, then look for a job (or apply to graduate
school). It limits the options, but God’s call on your life may be more
to a group of partners than to a particular job or program in a far-
off city.

T know two guys who decided to apply to the same graduate schools
and made choices to attend the one that accepted them both. The
world would understand this kind of self-imposed constraint in the
case of a married or sexually involved couple. But for Christian

friends who want to help each other be faithful after college, this kind
of choice is a powerful testimony to the priority of God in their lives,

Probably the most difficult thing about finding partnership is mak-
ing the transition from the possible to the definite. We look around
at church or in a Christian group and think about people as potential
partners. Having lots of possibilities is exciting. But our tendency is
to postpone the point of commitment until all the pieces fall into
place. It is as if everyone is waiting until everyone else is committed

before they are willing to commit themselves. And no one is ready to
he committed until all the pieces of his or her own life (job, housing,
church, ministry) fall into place. So we all dance around each other,
wanting to keep the others interested but preserving our own freedom
from entanglement as long as possible.

This dance of ambivalence can derail God-inspired vision for part-
nership and community. I have seen this with groups interested in

LY
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r!::;\;zg ftorw;tllr]d in ministry together, groups considering overseas
ns together and groups lookin i
g for housing together. Th
out of the commitment dilemma i O s
- a is also the way of faith. Th
- m . The chal-
lea:njge 15 to make a faithful decision without all the pieces in plac::: al
i iving i :
o l;l:j,:; ggrr::uate st;dsm living in a household of people in ministry
uates, had the vision to bepi imi
; gin a similar household
S{adu.ate students. It was difficult to imagine leaving his very sati(;fyirf ;
bep:;llence of ht:.’usehc.lld community unless he knew that he woulfl
oo t;]:eto.e;((;pet:lence it again. Yet it would never happen unless he
sk and committed himself to try. So Ti
! ; 1m found
lgrgziuate student, Ken, and the two of them said “We'reoil:ln" T?r[;loltlh i
i : . \
thz:.ec Ign%an?ir, an: ti:ie two of them began to talk with others aho:t,
Of household community they were looki i
‘ - ng for. Tim's will-
;r;g‘nf—:s]s1 to leave behind what was comfortable made all the di;;l:-
ce: t e graduate-student household formed around Tim d Ken'
commitment and vision. e
Wh
- at‘tlw'vo?lc'l ]l;)e the effect on your friends and partners if you were
° Gz,d \ m in; how about you?” As you make that statement you testify
b pm\.rer.to make the possible real. Faith is exactly that, “the
cor \;;th): of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1). This kind of faith calls
€rs a response of hope, and before lo
. ’ t
becomes tangible reality through the grace of Gs:rdg it s uiseen

Discernment and Community
is di ; s
o (;n:rn{:e% nilssentmlly an individual’s task? Is it true that even
g that God is calling you into com ity wi
iding munity with other le i
an individual process? In fact, i s e
: act, In a sense this is true. Al
an nd ] e. All of us nee
ne;igclde [or ourselves that we intend to follow Jesus, and each of ud
- : to personally own the decisions involved in living that out 5
u i i -
o }fer)}fl often in S.cnpture we see people making ‘decisions a5 a
ke ths é);' t. ::: gmfjpc,iwlthout a specific sense that the individuals came
cisions independently. Paul and B
th ' i arnabas were sent 5
missionaries by the Antioch chu e o
rch as a result of i

s : . a prayer time amon
e :Iz:lders. NO time was wasted helping Paul and Barnabas come tg
ent with the decision God’s Spirit had revealed to the leaders
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in prayer (Acts 13:1-4). When Lydia was converted by Paul’s persua-
sion, her whole household was baptized (Acts 16:15). Later the Phi-
lippian jailer was converted and his entire household was converted,
all at once in the middle of the night (Acts 16:38). It is certainly not
necessary to think that the other members of these households did
not believe; rather, the decision was not at its core each individual's
decision.

This kind of radical individual participation in the corporate means
that the community will impinge on the plans and decisions of indi-
vidual members. Certainly the community will make decisions regard-
ing its corporate life, and these will impinge on individuals. But the
community may also offer wisdom and counsel on upcoming deci-
sions in the individual's life. It may even challenge and call into
question decisions the individual has already made or is about to carry
out. This is meaningful accountability and partnership in action.

A few years ago my wife and 1 were considering a CToss-country
move in response to a call to minister with InterVarsity at Harvard
University. We were excited about the potential but aware of the cost
of the move: the loss of community, the potential danger to our faith,
We were a part of a team of TVCF staff who took their relationships
with one another very seriously. As a team we spent two days praying

about and talking through the option, one day in May and another

in September.
In May our partners brought up a number of issues that we decided

we needed to talk through with our prospective supervisor before we-
made the decision to move. In September, having heard the responses -

to these and other questions, the team became convinced that God
was indeed calling us to go to Boston. This certainly confirmed our
own sense of call to Boston and gave us the reassurance we needed,
especially later, during a difficult first year of transition to the East
Coast. Without the confirmation from our partners it would have been
easy to doubt God's call when things became difficult,

My hope is that each graduating senior or recent graduate seeking
God’s will for his or her life will have and submit to the kind of
community that can ask tough questions about plans, hopes, goals and

-
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the moti i i i

e otives b:?hmd them. This community serves not simply to police
fSIZICfere motives but also as a confirmation, to affirm our own sense

of calling and to identify spiritual gifts and encourage their use

B For Reflection
Just Do il
EI ‘Nhflt woulId it look like to think through decisions about your
DtuTr:k in Lhe. light of Jesus’ story about the good neighbor?

e an inventory of your gifts, abilides, interes -

] 1 ts and
gow can they be used to love people? o
- ('il"hﬁl‘;sfl:) same gifts and abilities, given by God, can become a snare
nd mhibit trust in God. How are you tem

ibi : pted to rely on yourself
your abilities for the things God has promised to provide };s a_ﬂd
for his kingdom? o
0 I;/Vh:at wctuld it look like to take a bold risk, a step of faith?

(;::} t wait until you know God's will perfectly, but simply do what
you . ow. As you begin to move, God will guide you further. Make
an effort to leave God freedom to bless your gifts for his service or
to remove them as stumbling blocks in your life,

\I#]Vhen I Run | Feel His Pleasure
How would you express what
- ; you know about in Eri
Liddell’s words: “God has made me Ouan};louiself e
I feel his pleasure™? , e
00 How could this understandi

nding of yourself guid i
about choices you have before you? pEE——

Lives That Don't Make Sense
Saz\ihen was the 1;5[ time you made a choice that, apart from God
no sense at all? When was the last time C :
g you made a pl
uunless God were real and active, would surely fail? S
- Have you ever experienced a closed option as mercy from God?
1"ch ;VG.EI'E you given perspective to see it in those terms? (Have ycn;
prayed in Lha‘nksgwmg to God for his wisdom in closing a door yo
might otherwise have walked through?) -

Finding Partnership
[J Reflect on the nature of your current par
pects for the future. Think about people who are curren

ful partners to yow:

O How could your effectiveness an
crease as your experience of meanin
O If you lack partnership in one or more areas,
appro
would it involve for you?

1 What would it mean for you to say,
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A Lamp fo My Feei
[ Is your own life vision nearsighted or farsighted?

1 How could your vision be corrected?
[0 Do you have college loans to pay off? How quickly do you plan to

pay them off? What help will you need to maintain your goals?

tmerships and your pros-
tly meaning-

in your job or academic setting
in your community or church
in your living situation

in ministry

d satisfaction in these areas in-
gful partnership increases?
whom could you

ach to see if God could build partnership with them? What risks

“I'm in. How about you?"

Discernment and Communiiy
O Identify decisions currently fa

cing you in the following areas:

job, grad school, career
church and community o
living situation and geographic location
lifestyle and the use of money
ministry
romance and friendship
[] Which of these areas would be more or less difficult for
allow your partners ot community to be involved in?
O How have you submitted your decision-making process regar
of these issues to the wisdom and accountability of your community?
[ If you haven't already done 5o, what active steps could you take to

seek out guidance and accountability?

you to

ding any
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10
The Joy
of Obedience

Graduau'ng from college is a little like comﬁeting in the Olympics.
You train and prepare for years, with long days of practice and count-
less choices to postpone other gratifications in order to achieve your
goal. You compete in and sometimes win smaller matches to qualify
for ever more elite competition. Finally when your day arrives and you
compete and win, you feel that release, that satisfaction, that...

Emptiness. The emptiness that comes when you realize that it was’
not the Olympics you were competing in but just the qualifying heats.
The preliminaries. In fact, for you the Olympics aren't over, they have
just begun and will take another forty or fifty years to complete. Sure,
you've accomplished something, but the real test and validation of all
your past effort is still in the future, the far-distant future.

It is almost impossible to sustain energy and movement toward
lifelong goals. Only a few historical greats seem to have been able to
do so. Certainly those of us who grew up on TV with its half-hour
sitcoms have enough trouble mustering up an attention span for a six-
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hour miniserj
es, let alone workin i
the g g toward goals that are a lifetime in
So we i i
Madll ﬂj:: ;ntermedaate goals: graduation from college, a trip to
s ITst promotion, getting marri :
ed, home o hi
on. But unless we accasi i : e g
casionally lift our sights and i
- _ ghts and consider the trajec-
) tt?; . Etej;vels, we may find in the end that we have accomplisi]led
e a 1{311.?6 over the course of our lives even though we
eded in achieving all of our short-term goals in the process

Let’s listen to the
apostle Paul one final d
e ; me as he hel
sights on the things that matter most, Ps us set our

Press On Toward the Goal

. k n

Flr';‘ally, my brothers and sisters, rejoice in the Lord

© write the same things to you is ;

Pioiks il - ¥y not troublesome to me, and

B
Whoewart.e of the dogs, beware of the evil workers, beware of thos
e ;;lm_ﬂa[e the flesh! For it is we who are the circumcision whe
" !:; dl{i: in t.he .IS]plgt of God and boast in Christ Jesus and ha;e nz
nce in the flesh—even th
TRty n though I, too, have reason for con-
_ jlt::n}./one e!se has reason to be confident in the flesh I have
Israe!. S;:Emm?ad on the eighth day, a member of the pe:ople of
; e tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to

the ]a a hari : or O € churc as to
H see; as (o Zeal, a Persecut

‘ W, P f th h h.
nghtEOus“ESS under the !aw, b]ame[ess. T J

¥ ;
et whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss
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and elsewhere that there is nothing you can do that gives you favored
standing with God. Those who took confidence in the works of the
flesh thought that simple ritual observances earned points with God
and obligated him to bless them. Paul gives the Philippians a stern
warning against those who would foist this kind of legalistic religion
on them.

Paul, 2 master debater, preempts one of his imagined opponents’
responses. They might say, “Paul, you are just saying that you take no
confidence in the flesh because you have no reason to take confi-
dence in the flesh anyway.” That would be like someone without a
college degree saying college education is worthless. When an outsid-
er to an elite system says the system is flawed, he or she cannot be
taken seriously.

So Paul preempts their attack by claiming, “No, actually, if anyone
s an insider to the ‘confidence in the flesh’ system, it is 1.” He goes
on to list all his qualifications for critiquing the system. His ultimate
qualification: “as to righteousness under the law, blameless.” Rather
than a critique of the system from one who couldn’t make it, this
critique comes from one who formerly excelled in the system. This
stance gives Paul's warnings and evaluation added weight

So Paul lists his credentials under the old system simply so he can
junk the old system with authority. How does he feel now about his
“flesh” résumé? He says he counts it all as loss. He speaks in account-
ing language. It as if he had been going over his books, feeling great
about all of his accomplishments, summing their value: “$500,000! <
Wow, I'm rich!” And then, as God revealed to him the true value of
his actions, he realized that the gain he thought he had was really loss.
He discovered that the amounts weren't positive sums, but negative.
A half-million surplus became a half-million deficit! He came to re-
gard it as loss.

But Paul doesn't stop there.

] blecause of Christ. (Philippians 3:1-7)
aul calls the Philippians to “rejoice i

Hisithe joice in the Lord,” i
who rejoice in the flesh—those who take coc::’ o —

marks of fai . o dence in the outward
f faithfulness to God, like circumcision, Paul is vehement here

More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpass-
ing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have
suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them a3 rubbish, in
order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a
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righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but one that
comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God based
on faith. I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection
and the sharing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his
death, if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the dead.
Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached
the goal; but T press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus
'has made me his own, Beloved, I do not consider that T have made
it my own; but this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and
straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for
the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus. Let those of
us then who are mature be of the same mind; and if you think
differently about anything, this too God will reveal to you. Only let
us hold fast to what we have attained. (Philippians 3:8-16)
Here Paul continues to use the accounting metaphor to talk about
how he views his Past and his future. He regards everything as loss
for the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus his Lord. In other
words, he is not trading away something of surpassing value in order
to get something of mediocre value, Rather, he trades away things he
considers “rubbish” in order to receive something of surpassing
worth. Hardly a difficult trade, from Paul’s enlightened perspective,

His summary of this process is found in verses 13 and 14: “This one
thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what
lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly
call of God in Christ Jesus.”

In an Olympic race a runner runs toward the goal line in order to
win the prize. The prize cannot be taken by the runner; it must he
given to the runner after he or she has successfully completed the
course. (In other words, the runner does not run toward the Pprize—
that would result in disqualification.) In the race Paul-has in ming,
the prize is resurrection from the dead (v. 11). This is something he

must be given; he cannot claim it.
In order to win the prize Paul runs toward the goal (vv. 12, 14). The
goal is that Paul share in the sufferings of Christ and b

ecome like him
in his death (v. 10). This is Paul’s language for wh

at Jesus refers to

E 3
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" . ! ot f 1
as “losing your life for my sake and the gospel's.” It mvcilv.es lflalﬂlol;l
striving for the kingdom of God to the point of death.. T;l; is lt : ecglear

i ing all that lies behind. Paul is
d which Paul presses, forgetting behi :
:;)1‘:? ;13 has not yet finished the race; somehow it l?ught be possible,
if he did not press on, that he indeed woulc.i not f'mu?h. N
Remember, Paul is writing to the Philippians. He t; Lheirdem‘; Paug!
; i as made i, .
ight be tempted to think, If anyone e
ko g isn’ i retire: “Not that
] Paul isn’t planning to
; he should be able to retire. But o that
;mhave already obtained this or have already reached Eie lgoatez?nd
i Tk that forgetting what lies
to make it my own.” Paul says i ‘ ehi
P;?Ss;Zining forward to what lies ahead are critical to his achtem;g)
h i ; nerw
is in the athlete analogy: a run
i . We can understand this in al -
?tl; iojlnnfng and turns around to gaze on the distance helgms cov
erePZl is likely to lose. But what does this image meian fffn P;T .Sake y
1l things as loss for the
Paul says he has had to count a =t Io
Christ: hii zealous persecution of the church, his nghteois;esze
u‘nder. the law. We easily understand why Paul had to cc:)un hose
things as loss—they were pre-Christian and in fact were o St;.i. !
. .
f;ithg in Christ. But then he says, “1 regard evleryt‘fung as“ioss, dlllin %
the present continuous tense. What is included in th;al ;vl::}'y it
' loss? Here Paul means all of his e
that he continues to count as . N rece
i i : h-planting efforts,
‘ just his Pharisee past): his churc ‘
B i Paul must count as loss not just
i work, all those conversions. Pa it o . !
:f)rﬁ?hteousness“ under the law but also his nghtf‘:m.nsnes.s unflz: )
tlii: gogspel Not just his Pharisee résume, but his Christian resume ;
We‘t\la;h would Paul have to count these glood thingb? as 1055?1.1 miglr:t
it wou};d be tempting for him, at this point in -hls life, to rle ax,d s
on his laurels. We get that image from the ancients, who pSacihe g
eaths on the heads of victorious warriors or athletes. So . Pau};
xlz; to rest on your laurels is to have completed your race, z]mt o
say):; that he hasn’t completed his race yet. He has no laurels to
' i i been
onﬁ‘ anyone had had reason to stop pressing o, it w:‘mflclll ha::e <
Paul. Yet Paul knows he can win the prize only if he finishes
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by dying in obedience to Jesus. He must continue to strive for the
kingdom of God, not stopping until he has literally lost his life for the
sake of the gospel, so as to receive it back in the resurrection of the
dead. He must count as loss even the good that he has done to
advance the gospel, lest it become a snare for him, a point of pride,

a subtle means to complacency, preventing him from completing his
race.

As for Paul, so for us, As far as we have come in obedience to Jesus,
as much as we have learned about discipleship, as long as we have
been following Jesus—it will all be for nothing if we do not persevere
to the end. Paul tells us to view life the way he does: “Let those of
us then who are mature be of the same mind; and if you think dif-
ferently about anything, this too God will reveal to you. Only let us
hold fast to what we have attained” (vv. 15-16).

Paul wants us to think about life as a race, and to press on, running
toward the goal for the sake of the prize. But we need to understand
how we may be tempted to stop running the race.

The Faces of Disobedience

Paul’s urgency in Philippians is rooted in his awareness of the very
real possibility that people who begin as disciples may turn away from
the path of discipleship. A couple of verses afier the end of the pas-
sage we've examined, he says, “For many live as enemies of the CTOSS
of Christ; I have often told you of them, and now I tell you even with

tears” (Philippians 3:18).

Paul isn't telling the Philippians that there are many non-Christians
or anti-Christians out there—that's not news. He's telling the Philip-
pians that some people who used to be partners and Christian friends
now live as enemies—they have repudiated the faith. That is why Paul
thinks of them with tears. These are people who meant a great deal
to Paul and who now oppose him or the gospel message. (See also -
2 Timothy 4:10, 14.)

Many friends have told me that the person who was instrumental
in their conversion is no longer walking as a Christian. Sometimes it
was a youth worker, sometimes a high-school friend or teacher, some-
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times a college roommate. But in each case, those who were iiic:'ineﬂy
so committed to their faith eventually found reasons to give : -tl;ﬁmy
I myself know a number of people who followed ]e:u:ist ﬂa o
while in college but hit a snag somewhere afterward an loﬁkz e
as enemies of the cross of Christ. Probably you knuwlpeoi e N
as well. We pray for these friends. 1 a}so know pf:c:)}:(.\:l 1 wt tclxl,en ¢ the
prodigal son, left the care of theii loving Father Go dl.fl coesind
to their senses and have returned to God. We Lhank- God for
hold of his own when they are ready to Iet.go of him, S
The reality is that we face many temptations not to press .onout e
life of faith. I want to identify four different ways we cau; 1:11;135 -
the best God wants for each Oi us :hdo havi blfg:; et: 0? d?;easi;lg
will discuss the four “faces of disobe ience” § ;
i d increasing subtlety and likelihood. Jesus, Paul an
ii;‘:: ;]f::s'l”a;;tament authirs all warned their a‘udiences thfit :;,Z_tt ill
who begin the process of discipleship complete it. Mly hotp;l ;s a 0);
identifying faces of disobedience, we can better mark ourf P
faithful obedience—that hard, narrow road that lead‘s to li e(;l.ate i
Repudiation. We may not think i; likely Lhz!n 1;\;{: :gii;ii?y xit - and
i ith within five years,
?122;2:3.1 }Ir\dfgic;fﬂ:}?efzateﬁai in this book is designfzd to mak.e tha;
possibility less likely. Maintairclling a(]:?,ti.\trfl: LT)vc:ngrf;?rtC? jﬂrlnlf;i:ll;g:e
Christian community centered in a Bible-bas ar .
ility we need to keep on track. But if we think we are ’
?;fmzrrizlg;iﬂtgn;mﬁon to repudiation, we are actually more vul:_leT— 4
able to it. . X
Perhaps surprisingly, repudiation (l)lt:lthe fﬁ:hald?szz :1 ;ngil:yot;‘oglli
e the theological or philosophic
Eft;?l?th:zal‘)l:en shattered through intellectual chal}englal. R;lt:fe:ﬁ ;‘lz
iection of the faith often comes about when there is a clas o dwi;
Jmine and God's. People leave God when they wan{fJ t(:i sleipo;na ld '
irlfri r marry a non-Christian. They leave God ou
;gcllrg? it:]i:z nonl-:ghristian peer group. Or people leave G;d::iill;;ee
of some promise they think he made to them and then bro
allowing a loved one to die or suffer tragedy.

e e e — - - —
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Again, 'the point isn't to dwell on the dismal possibility that we migh
E:AIld oElr 'hves in rejection of God, but to acknowledge, as Paul did tg t
SInce 1t 25 a possibility, we want to run the race to t]:le end. We icd
to put ourselves in the place where we have the best shotl at e
verance. This involves all the faithful choices I have talked ZEI:S;
;llnce chapter one: ‘rejecting the kingdom of the world and embracin
e' culture of the kingdom of God, participating in the body of Ghri :
losing our lives for Christ's sake and the gospel's. ’ >
Compromise. OK, so perhaps repudiation of the faith is not too likel
]at least for you who are motivated enough to get all the way to th}:
dajst_ gha_pter Sf a book on discipleship. But a more likely “face of
¢ (;szb;;]:gnce is comprorni.se. Not outright repudiation. Not a rejec-
Lon o aut;:] cljePers fog Ll?e faith. Not a denial of the deity of Jesus or
o the Com,;?; ;»S c'npt:;re. Just a whittding away, an erosion over
e gained about God and our practical obedience to
Pe{;iussteils Lhe familiar stf)ry of the sower and the soils in Mark 4.
e gO]: d); Dlixl 1iwe- Feard this stor?r before and sought to identify with
e ; earm'g and acce'ptmgjesus’ teachings and responding
to them m, the 'obedlence of faith. But let’s face it; it may be that yo
jlust haven't seriously tangled yet with “the cares of the world and};’h:el
];11:: ;i :Z;:?; aild the desire for other things” (Mark 4:19).)(Sounds
lon from college to me . . . ) Perhaps these weeds hay
yetto come in and choke the Word. How would you know? :
miiau!‘\\jams the Philippians of those “whose minds are set. on earthly
85 1n contrast to those of us whose “citizenship is in heaven,”
Jesus warns us .of those who would try to please two masters Wherle
zslglolur loyalty: in the world or in God's kingdom? If it is diflﬁcult to
ell, octk at your schedule, your money and your relationships, Ar
these_dlrected toward the purposes of the kingdom or towardp ihe
w fit in to the world? As you leave college, are you tempted to :T' se
your own hopes for your relationship with God in view of th 'ew'se
of the "real world"? .
Wa?nlle“egea of pote‘nual compromise is in the business world. Payl
» Do not be mismatched with unbelievers, For what partnership

47‘_5-“7
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is there between righteousness and lawlessness? Or what fellowship
is there between light and darkness?” (2 Corinthians 6:14). (This is
often taken as a prohibition of Christians marrying non-Christians.
While it certainly applies, that is probably not the intended applica-
tion.) It is easy to become mismatched with nonbelievers, especially
in business. While I don’t think this means we should never work for
non-Christians, it does present a warning. When we are hired by
someone, we make ourselves tools toward the accomplishment of our
employer’s goals. (Rarely will people hire us in order to satisfy our
goals and desires. That may be a byproduct, but it is not their pur-
pose.) Sometimes their goals aren’t antithetical to God's goals. But
often the motivation and the ends pursued sound more like “the lure
of wealth, and the desire for other things” than like striving for the
kingdom. While it's possible to be faithful to the job we were hired
to do without falling prey to these motivations, that may make us less
than the best company worker. In order to succeed in such an envi-
ronment, we are tempted to compromise.
In many areas of our lives we’re tempted to compromise as we face
the imagined cost of faithfulness in an unfz}ithful world. Of course,
ultimately it is faithlessness that is costly, but in the short term things
look different. Celibacy before marriage and faithfulness in marriage
seem costly in a culture committed to immediate and total gratification
of sexual desire. (AIDS, divorce, abortion and sexual violence are
some of the long-term costs of our culture’s practices.) Choices to
serve others and spend your life directing them toward God mean*
taking on their pain and struggle as your own. When we focus on any
of these short-term costs and forget the long-term rewards, we can be
tempted to lose heart. Simply seeing the prosperity of those who don't
acknowledge God can raise doubts that cause us to compromise.
Psalm 73 is the story of someone who “almost slipped” while seeing
the success of pagans who don’t acknowledge God. And we battle
compromise the way the psalmist did: by regaining a true vision of
reality. The psalmist writes:
But when I thought how to understand this [the success
of the wicked],
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it seemed to me a wearisome task,
until I went into the sanctuary of God;
then I perceived their end. (Psalm 73:16-17)
T-ht? psalmist’s vision was restored as he moved from an envious, self-
plt.ymg reflection on his circumstances and those of others to a, wor:
shfpfu] reflection on the character and work of the Lord God Wor:
ship, Scripture study, and the help and accountability of pa:m;ars all
can.heip us see through the deception of the world and perceive
rt?allty clearly. An accurate vision of reality promotes motivated ob
dience. -
T-h_e psalmist gets off track when he takes his eyes off God and

begins to’ look around at others and their lack of faithfulness. And we
can-g(‘:t Into trouble by comparing our lives to the lives of other
Chl:lsuans. If they are not as far along in their discipleship, we can
begin to feel proud of the choices we have made, or we mz;y resent
and envy the choices they have made. If we decide to settle for what
other Christians are doing, the result may be compromise.

' For some people a certain way of life may involve incredible faith
in God, while for us the same lifestyle would be compromise. Different
peoplfz will be called to live out the gospel differently, base;l on their
experiences and gifts. We will meet people who have not been ex-
posed to what we've received from Scripture but who are living faith-
fully. to x:rhat they've received. They are taking steps of Dbegience
| ;?:;i(t;;d in their work and church commitment; they are involved

Both of my parents, for example, became committed Christians

aﬁer_their college years. They are living faithful lives, and while I was
growing up they gave me a great spiritual heritage, the foundation of
my current discipleship. I love them. They are generous, hospitable
people and inspiring Christians. But comfort, co:}venier;ce Ellfd ri-
vacy are more important to them than they are to me. I have of[t)en '
sugg:est.ed, only half in jest, that they sell their house, give the mone
to missions and move in with another couple in their church whosz

hi
; 1lc.iren are als:o all grown up. My parents appreciate my choice to
1ve in community, but for them it would be unthinkable.
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Much of the difference between us is a difference in our experience
of Christian discipleship. We each have responded in faithful ways to
God's call, Yet if T were to live like my parents, it would be spiritual
compromise for me. And for me to judge them and say that they must
follow Jesus the way I do would be wrong as well. They are running
their race and are faithful in it. T am running my race, on a different
track. I pray that I may be as faithful over the years as they have been.

This is not a Christian relativism (“what’s right for me may not be
what's right for you”) but simply a recognition that we are not accept-
ed by our actions but by our response in faith to the word we have
received. The thief on the cross and Peter the apostle were saved in
exactly the same way, according to the same standard: they both re-
sponded in faith to the word that they heard. This has several impli-

cations for us:
[0 We cannot judge people by the word that we have received.

1 We cannot assume that the specific call God places on our lives is

for everyone. Indeed, in Scripture we see a diversity of faithful ways

to respond to God.
] We must not resent other Christians because they have things we

don't. To the extent God has given those things as gifts, they should
be grateful. We should be grateful for God’s generosity to us, which
2 moment's reflection will reveal. (In Matithew 20:15 Jesus warns
against resenting God because of his generosity to others.)

00 We must not judge ourselves by the standards of others. In order
10 finish the race, we look toward the finish line, not toward those in /

the other lanes.

The race analogy falls short in one key respect In the Olympic
only one runner gets the gold medal. But in the race Paul speaks of,
everyone who presses on to the end wins the prize. “Let those of us
then who are mature be of the same mind. Only let us hold fast to
what we have attained.” No compromise.

Complacency. Complacency is perhaps the most dangerous face of
disobedience, because it is the most subtle. In five years a small per-
centage of your college Christian friends may have repudiated the
faith. Perhaps a slightly higher percentage may have compromised in
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Ifcefy dea?lons. But we c.az? easily imagine that in five years half of your
riends from your Christian fellowship or church group will be livi
complacent lives, satisfied with the level of “radicalness” or commriltg
lr}nent a:.hey have. achieved, and not moving on. Not necessarily slidin ;
: ack, just holding steady. They don't start running backwards; th ;
Just stop, take a look back and relax. Take a stretch in the i el
Watch the rest of the race, " e
. 'I’]hl:;l Is the heart of what Paul is warning about. Think of it, this is
aul the apostle. In any five years of his Christian life he accom
plished more than any of us do in a lifetime. So what if the last terI
g;a.r_s of his life he spent watching TV and doing crossword puzzles?
€ want to say, “Paul, chill out, man, you've made it.” We'd give hi .
a gold watch and let him relax and enjoy life. s
- tBut it’s Jrl?portant to forget what lies behind and continue to venture
b mek areas of trust and dependence on God. It doesn't matter if
we are giving 25 percent of our income, living in economic com 1
mty_ and heavily involved in our church. We must forget what?'m-
behl_nd, not thinking about how great or how radical we nd
conunue to press on to what lies ahead., e and
bu{t;: tz; ;w())rltii a};}out forgettingl. Paul says he forgets what lies behind,
i estament God's people are told to remember.! What's
When th‘e people of Israel are told to remember, what they are
remember is the faithfulness of God, not their own noble or riyht m‘
a:cts. So when we look back on our lives, we are not meant toge e‘tjl?b
list of wonderful choices we have made for God, but the rnark;r: an;
:::(rile;nbrances of God’s faithful presence in our lives. We look back
and e;zember, nolt to ﬁrm‘!{p our fragile egos but to enlarge our
gn‘ on of God's glory, faithfulness and grace. As we remembe
our attitude should be gratitude, not pride. ”
aniocl;a;i s;: ctic)r.urna.nd to us to join him in forgetting what lies behind -
Of. o cnc];nand to the people of Istael to remember are two sides
ey s ; 1.n—we forget what we have done, we remember what
0 .aa one, and both spur us on to continue in the race and T
on, without compromise, without complacency, eager to reac}? :;S:
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goal for the sake of the prize.
Joylessmess. Prolonged joylessness is the fourth face of disobe-

dience—

“Wait a minute. Are you saying that even though we don't repudiate
the faith, compromise our values, or remain complacent, we can still
be living disobediently simply by being joyless? Is joylessness really a
face of disobediencer”

Paul begins Philippians 3 with the words “Rejoice in the Lord.” Let’s
examine both parts of that.

O “Rejoice”: Paul challenges his readers: don't be bitter, don’t resent
the choices you've made. Others will look as if they are doing better,
but think about the long run. Rejoice!

O “In the Lord"™: of all the things in Paul’s life, only one thing he
counted as gain: Christ and becoming like him. We could choose to
rejoice in many different parts of our lives, but we are to Tejoice in
the Lord. Not in our achievements, not in our college degree, not even
in our Christian accomplishments. “Rejoice in the Lord."

Paul challenges the Philippians toward joy.

The fact is that prolonged joylessness s a sign of disobedience.* It
is evidence of a lack of faith in God to provide and guide, to care for
us as his Word promises. If we don’t experience God's love for us,
then how can we be gladly growing toward him? How can we minister
effectively to others in his name and with his resources? Instead we
will grow to resent God throughout the process. Or simply be satisfied

with less than joy. o 2

Have you ever thought of joylessness as sin? By joy I don’t mean
a light, fluffy happiness. If we experience joylessness, there is usually
something we need to repent of. We may need to repent of the idol-
atry of the thing we don’t have. We may need to repent of our inse-
curity regarding the thing we do have. We may need to repent of our
attitades toward God, who hasn't produced answers to our prayers in
the way we thought he should.

When our hope is not in God, our hope will often disappoint and
leave us joyless. The solution is not to find a different temporal object

“of hope (a new, better job or a more sympathetic boyfriend, for ex-
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axfxple) but to repent of placing our hope anywhere but in God. Many
misplaced affections can rob us of joy. But we can experience a con-

sistent con_tentmem, a deep, abiding joy. We want to be people who
are not satisfied with less than joy.

Dissaiisfied Contentment
How do we do this? Paul discovered a secret:
Not that 1 am referring to being in need; for T have learned to be
content with whatever 1 have. I know what it is to have litle, and
I'know what it is to have plenty. In any and all circumstances I!have
learned the secret of being well-fed and of going hungry, of havin
plenty and of being in need. I can do all things througl"x him whg
strengthens me. (Philippians 4:11-18)
Consider these contrasting images:
E'F a runner, fixed on the goal, driven to complete the race completel
single-minded in pursuit of his stated objective , ’
S a rr;zlm at peace, content with his life and anything that comes his
a;g,;l Ez ::,}3 ;ejmce in abundance but content in the face of privation
In the last half of Paul’ ilippi
these images to describeu:}:ules:;: S PSR BT bl
This is Paul’s ethic of “dissatisfied contentment.” Paul is dissatis-
fied, not complacent, always moving forward, yet he experiences dee
contentment. This dissatisfaction is not a restlessness of spirit, of z
I?ETS(-)H moping about wondering what his life is for. This dissatisfac-
uon is one of motion: he moves forward out of deep inner motivatio
‘t‘o d.r;%w ever nearer to his Lord Jesus, but the abiding emotion is '0n
R;_]m;:? in the Lord always!" (Philippians 4:4). r
aul is conten i ; i
il t, but never satisfied; always pressing on, but always
. We e too often the exact opposite of Paul. We experience a “sat-
isfied c}lscontent," a complacency of spirit that leads to inertia and
stagnation, coupled with an inability to experience Joy or deep con-
tentment. We are not dissatisfied enough to press on toward thtl: oal
but we are not content with our lot either, The world says, “If I %ml;r

— ___H
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had _______, then I'd be happy.” Fill in the blank however you
want: more money, a boyfriend, better sex, more recognition at work,
more free time, an opportunity to travel. The world says, “The right
mixture of circumstances and material comforts is the key to content-
ment.” Paul says that the secret of contentment and joy has nothing
to do with things and circumstances (“I know what it is to have litile,
and I know what it is to have plenty”). In fact this must be true,
because circumstances change like the weather, but contentment im-
plies an abiding joy, a fundamental condition not subject to hourly
updates, Paul's secret lies in valuing the things that God values, striv-
ing for his kingdom, living in his will. He can indeed do all things
God has called him to do through the empowerment of God's Spirit.

We want to live like Paul did and to learn, over time, his precious
secret. We want to press on toward the goal but to experience peace
and contentment in the process.

Go for il
Jesus tells two stories of people who took the plunge and went for it:
The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which
someone found and hid; then in his joy he goes and sells all that
he has and buys that field.
Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in search of
fine pearls; on finding one pearl of great value, he went and sold
all that he had and bought it. (Matthew 13:44-46)
Jesus communicates deep truth with an economy of words in these
short but powerful parables. The first man, probably a day laborer
working in a field, is not particularly looking for anything when he
comes across the treasure. In order to own the treasure (rather than
simply steal it), he scrapes together his life savings, liquidates all assets
and purchases the land in which the treasure is hidden (unbeknownst
to the seller). The second man is not a casual laborer but a middle-
class merchant, an expert in pearls. He has been looking for fine
pearls, but he never expected to find anything quite like the pearl, the
end of his search. He liquidates his entire collection in order to

purchase this single pearl.
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In these two simple stories Jesus summarizes the experience of all
people who have encountered God. Some spend years looking for
him; others bump into him with no prior awareness of their need for
him. But both kinds of people respond in the same way: they go and
sell all they have in order to acquire the supremely valuable.

This story is compelling because of the ultimate worth of what is
obtained in the bargain. Yes, both men must go and sell all they own,
In order to acquire the treasure they must part with everything. They
can hold nothing back. But this seems to them merely a minor de-
tail—what is crucial is that what is purchased is worth far more than
its cost. Clearly it's not an even trade. This explains their attitude in
the process: joy.

When we bring aur lives to God, we tao can hold nothing back, We
embark on a lifelong process of selling all, of losing our lives for
Christ's sake and the gospel’s. The “obedience of faith” (Romans 1:5)
involves sacrifices like those the laborer made to purchase the field
and the merchant made to acquire the pearl. But in a real sense, no
sacrifices are ever made. It is no “sacrifice” to trade away decaying
things of temporary value to obtain the thing that never loses its
supreme value. When we see the transaction with the eyes of faith,
the only possible response is joy. Deep, abiding joy. The kind of joy
Jesus had. The joy he wants for us.

When jesus came onto the scene in Galilee, he preached, “The
time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and
believe in the good news” (Mark 1:15). This is the summary of the
good news: God's King is finally on center stage, intervening in this
world. He comes with all the authority, wisdom and power of God, yet
he comes as a servant to call people to Jjoin the kingdom and swear
allegiance to himself, the Servant-King.

Striving for the kingdom of God is a sure thing—because the outcome
is assured: God's kingdom is indeed coming! We are not betting on
a long shot. We are not joining the side likely to lose. This is not some
obscure, utopian solve-the-world’s-problems campaign. The kingdom
of God is a sure thing. Jesus’ resurrection proved that.

What's more, striving for the kingdom of God is a good thing. Not only
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is the outcome assured, but the process yields satisfaction of tl'le df[\::}[l)e-
i : i i eatness, purpose, Joy.

est desires of our hearts: life, security, gr' e

i i is God's King, God's good, righteous,

King of the kingdom 1s e
i like a shepherd knows his sheep,

Servani-King, who knows us 1 e

i tures and cool, clear water.

ho will lead us and guide us to green pastures e

) Sc; go for it! Press on toward the goal, counting as loss all that lies

behind. Want even more than you have yet experienced in your "
: God and in your experience of the body of Christ.

lationship with process lay aside

i ish the race. And in the
Strain forward, press on, finis : : -
all attachments that would keep you from knowing the joy Jesus de

iding j : nent of
sires for you. Experience the abiding joy, peace and contentr

being in the care of God.

B For Refleciion _
e Faces of Disobedience - '
TEr: We battle complacency by continually taldng steps forward in our
i i ken recently?
discipleship. What steps have you ta ty> .
Ell S(li)curitypbreeds complacency. Is your SGCLII:IEY in (%od andkhxs pe:u
ple? Does that security inspire you to take fa}lthful risks or keep ¥y

from rocking the boat?
) What faith-inspired tisks have you taken recently?

Dissatisfied Confeniment . Ny |
O Joy is not a minute-by-minute monitor of our spiritual progress

i er

Day to day it isn't necessarily to be our focus. But reflecting bactI: ov

i { ent:
time, ask yourself: Do 1 experience a fundamental contentm e
0 V;"hat (in me, not in my circumstances) needs to change 50

’
; s

can experience joy: o
1 What does repentance mean for me at this point:

For Further Reading o
Clinton, ]. Robert. The Making of a Leader. Colorado Springs: NavPress,

1988. This book addresses the process God uses 10 nfake 132(3?2
over a lifetime. Tt is helpful to give a long-term perspective on

work in a person’s life.
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(New York: Vintage, 1993}, p. 107.
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*John Perkins, A Quiet Revolution (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1976), pp. 33-34, cited

in Sine, Mustard Seed Conspiracy, pp. 140-41.
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My understanding of community has grown over many years and comes from
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3Gerhard Lohfink, fesus and Community (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), pp. 157-
63.

‘Home ownership by those under nventy-five years of age decreased by over

30 percent between 1973 and 1990, according to the Joint Center for Housing
Studies of Harvard University. This study was cited by Neil Howe and Bill
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"Robert Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart (New York: Harper & Row, 1985), p.
115.
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I have been speaking of a community, a word that | am using to refer to what
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more security one felt. Jesus says to his disciples, “I know you have left
behind your social security net. Don’t:worry, because the network of relation-
ships you have entered into will be a hundred tmes larger. You will have

family, fields and houses far beyond your needs.”

Chapter 10: The Joy of Obedience
I am indebted to Daniel Fuller and John Piper for my understanding of the

proper connection between joy and obedience. Piper's Desiring God (Portland,
Ore.: Multnomah Press, 1936) and Fuller's The Unity of the Bible (Grand Rapids,
Mich.: Zondervan, 1992) provide a wealth of insight into this connection and
its application in the life of a Christian. The title of the chapter and some
of the foundational insights again derive from Greg Read.
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you came out of Egypt, out of the house of slavery, because the LORD brought
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*Both Jesus and Paul command us to rejoice. Jesus, in the Sermon on the
Mount, calls us to “rejoice and be glad” even in the face of persecution

{Marthew 5:12).
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1981




