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ABSTRACT

It is my claim that evangelism has become focused on the proclamation of a
message that is presumed to be an accurate expression of the biblical concept of gospel.
Evangelism within the evangelical community, perceived primarily as proclamation, has
become a specialized function of the church. It is too often separated not only from the
normative experience of the average Christian but also from the idea of discipleship, or
spiritual formation. There are possible solutions to this problem, such as more training,
increased efforts at city-wide crusades, more seeker-oriented services, continuation of
church planting, a stronger focus on those “gifted” to do evangelism or even the
dismantling of traditional churches and the releasing of people into natural connections
with non-Christian people. Although many different types of efforts at evangelism
continue to take place, the effects appear to be minimal since researchers show that
church attendance and affiliation with Christian faith is decreasing in the United States. 1
am further claiming that evangelism is properly understood as a multi-faceted expression
of the reality of God’s kingdom that involves human participation in God’s ongoing
ministry in the world and is demonstrated as an outflow of Christian spiritual formation. I
will explore the practice of spiritual direction and suggest how that ancient practice
provides an appropriate approach to evangelism in the emerging culture. I am proposing a
book in the form of a fictional narrative in order to illustrate how the natural expression
of evangelism in the form of spiritual direction might take place in the lives of people in a
way that is very different from more traditional forms of evangelism. My project will

address the challenges that western Christians face in evangelism in terms of both



theology and practice. The story will be a narrative that is formed around the key

elements of my research.

THE PROBLEM

Evangelism has tended to become a specialized function in the western church.
As aresult, evangelism has become increasingly disconnected from the ongoing
experience of spiritual formation in the life of the Christian. Respected writers such as C.
Peter Wagner and Christian Schwarz have supported the claim that only ten percent of
the people in any given congregation have been granted the gift of evangelism. This
unintended categorizing of evangelism as a gift limited to a small minority of Christians
may have helped to create a perceived disconnection between evangelism and the general
character of the Christian life."

While many resources are aimed at evangelism in the United States, first-time
conversions are limited and church attendance continues to steadily decline. Traditional
evangelistic methods are not producing the results seen in years past.2 These methods too
often portray evangelism as a function best done by specialists that are identified as the
ones truly gifted by God to preach the gospel and win converts.” In order to lead people
in the emerging culture to faith in Jesus Christ, new ideas about engaging evangelistically
with people must be considered in ways that connect the work of evangelism with the

ongoing life of spiritual formation that is taking place in the lives of Christians.

"1 will challenge this limitation in the section, “The Ten Percent Rule,” 12-14.

* 1 will explore this claim in the section titled, “Contemporary Effects of Evangelism,” 10-12.

? Even seeker-oriented churches tend to cast congregants in the roles of inviters so that seekers can be
addressed by the team of specialists that leads the service.



A Personal Ministry Journey”

My church—Soulfarers Community—is a Vineyard church located in Fullerton,
California. Our average attendance is under 100. Fullerton’s ethnic mix is about 61%
White, 22% Hispanic, 14% Asian, and 3% Black. The church is about 95% White, with a
small mix of Hispanic and Asian. The congregation’s average education level and median
income is about even with that of the community. The average age of the membership is
about 32. Roughly one-third of the church is new since its inception almost eight years
ago. There are only occasional visitors to the church and only a few people—most from
the newer population—invite friends to attend.

The church’s structure has been very basic. One main worship service takes place
on Sunday mornings at a rented facility. Small groups have taken off only in the last two
years and about half the members are now in groups. Formal discipleship courses have
been done on a rather sporadic basis, ranging from Alpha to spiritual disciplines to Bible
study. One of the most frustrating aspects of attempting discipleship training is the time
limitation that seems to characterize most Southern California households. Helping
people to extend themselves beyond attendance on Sundays and occasional connection
with a small group has been challenging. For many, the commitment of about four hours
a week to the community of the church is overwhelming in light of the other demands of
life.

One of the key symbols of the church is our name: Soulfarers Community. While
we are associated with the'Vineyard movement, we chose a new name to reflect our sense

of corporate journey in the Christian life. It also expressed the desire to invite other

* This section will offer my own ministry context in the “Contextual Dimensions” format described by
Myers. William R. Myers, Research in Ministry (Chicago, 1L: Exploration Press, 2000), 8.



people—even those considering themselves outside the realm of faith—to join us on this
journey. The name change was, at first, a struggle for some of the original members, but
the newer people have associated strongly with the symbolism. The challenge that
appears to be ahead is to bring enough focused structure to this sense of journey that

brings empowerment to the people to whom we are ministering.

OTHER PROPOSED SOLUTIONS
Continued efforts toward evangelism in the United States point to the conviction of
the evangelical church to reach out with the good news of Jesus Christ. There are a
number of possible solutions to the problem of evangelism being separated from the
ongoing spiritual formation of every Christian.
1. Develop more training in evangelism. Training is important, particularly if
people are to learn a new way of sharing the good news of Jesus with people.
The difficulty may be that evangelistic training tends toward a scripted
approach that too often makes evangelistic engagement seem like a one-
dimensional sales presentation.” This type of training also tends to be
grounded in assumptions about the gospel, or good news, of Jesus Christ that

may be in need of radical revision.® A review of some of the basic literature

5 Examples of pre-packaged evangelistic presentations, include Campus Crusades Four Spiritual Laws
(http://www crusade.org/fourlaws/) and James Kennedy’s Evangelism Explosion

(http://www eeinternational.org/DY KFS/dykfs.htm). This is not meant-to disparage these methodologies,
only to let them illustrate a specific kind of evangelistic approach.

¢ Much of western Christianity has centered the message of the gospel in a penal substitutionary model of
the atonement, pitting human sin against God’s justice and allowing Jesus to serve as the sacrifice that
appeases God’s anger so that people can go to heaven when they die. While this issue is not at the core of
this project, I believe that re-examining the various views of the atonement and centering the gospel in the
presence of the kingdom of God rather than in the judicatory interpretation of the death of Jesus will be
crucial for finding new life in the work of evangelism. For helpful treatment of this issue, see Joel B. Green
and Mark D. Baker, Recovering the Scandal of the Cross (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000);



related to evangelism shows a strong emphasis on the need to believe in Jesus
in order to go to heaven upon death. Yet, the core message of the gospel
according to Jesus was that the kingdom of God was at hand (see Mark 1:15
and Matthew 4:17). More training in the message of the avoidance of hell
should be reconsidered in light of Jesus’ message to turn and engage with the
present reality of the kingdom of God.”

2. Renew efforts at city-wide crusades. City-wide crusades (such as the Billy
Graham crusades) have had a strong presence in the United States since the
1940’s. It may be that these crusades have had the greatest impact on people
already oriented toward Christianity through past experiences.® As that
Christian orientation diminishes in the emerging culture, the effect of mass
evangelistic crusades will very likely change. Evangelistic events will
probably continue, perhaps having greater success in the southern hemisphere
than in North America.” These events, due to the high production style of

presentation, still tend to be impersonal and non-relational. The problems

James V. Brownson and others, StormFront: The Good News of God (Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing, 2003); N. T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said (Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing, 1997).

7 Along with George Eldon Ladd’s classic work, The Gospel of the Kingdom (Grand Rapids, MI: William
B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1959), see Stanley J. Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theology (Downers Grove,
IL: Intervarsity Press, 1993) and Lesslie Newbigin, The Open Secret (Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing, 1995) for new considerations of the core of the gospel message as grounded in a
theology of the kingdom of God.

¥ Donald Miller, in observing the attendees of a Calvary Chapel Harvest Crusade, noted that most of the
people were already Christians when they attended the crusade. However, a number of the atfendees
brought neighbors and friends with them. Donald Miller, Reinventing American Protestantism (Los
Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1997), 53-4.

? The effects of evangelistic crusades in North America appear to be minimal. Donald Miller claims that
Calvary Chapel’s Harvest Crusades report that one out of every twenty to thirty people present come
forward for salvation, and only 10 percent of those take these commitments seriously (Miller, 55). Robert
Webber cites a study by Oswald and Leas that claims only .5 percent of North Americans come to the
church through crusades. Robert Webber, Ancient-Future Evangelism (Grand Rapids, M1: Baker Books,
2003), 61.



associated with such work in a post-Christian culture (which seems to respond
more to personal relationships rather than simply the receiving of information)
will require the crusade approach to evangelism to re-invent itself. In addition,
the event venue requires a focus on evangelistic “specialists” who do the work
that others appear unable to do.

3. Encourage seeker-oriented church services. There are churches in the United
States that have grown substantially through seeker-oriented approaches to
church services.'® The seeker-oriented model operates under the assumption
that there are people who have interest in attending church and will do so
given an open, inviting environment. Yet the seeker-oriented services create
difficulties as the focus on authentic worship clashes with the production
demands of such events. In addition, younger generations that are less
imprinted with Christian symbols and concerns may find seeker services
irrelevant to their own spiritual journeys.""

4. Encourage the planting of new churches. The planting of new churches has
been seen as strong mechanism for evangelism. It is true that church-planting
does create new environments for engagement with new people. The planting

of new churches, however, does not necessarily mean that evangelism will

' prominent examples of these kinds of churches would be Saddleback Church in Lake Forest, CA
(http://www.saddleback.com/flash/defanlt.htm), Willow Creek Community Church in South Barrington, IL
(http://www.willowcreek.org/), and Vineyard Community Church in Cincinnati, OH
(http://www_cincyvineyard.com/vinintro.html).

"' Eddie Gibbs claims that the tendency to minimize worship in seeker churches negatively effects both the
returning baby boomers as well as the younger generations of spiritual seekers: “It is the worshipers’
intimacy with God and the genuineness and intensity of their devotion that makes a powerful impact on
seekers, preparing their hearts to receive the message that follows. The shift from anonymous observer to
relational participant in part represents a change in learning styles between many boomers and Gen Xers.
Seeker churches might need to reexamine their approach in the light of changing constituencies.” Eddie
Gibbs, ChurchNext: Quantum Changes in How We Do Ministry (Downers Grove, 1L: Intervarsity Press,
2000), 182.



take place. A newly planted church must have a sense of mission in order to
avoid becoming an environment for the transfer of disenfranchised church
members. The flat or even diminishing reports of numbers of people in
attendance at churches in the United States suggest that, even with the
planting of new churches, there is still a great deal of transference taking place
among church populations.'?

Dismantle traditional churches and release people to connect naturally with
others. Some have reacted against the dominance of more traditional
evangelical churches by suggesting the dismantling of the traditional
institutions of the church in favor of loosely structured (or unstructured),
organic relationships among people.13 It is, however, somewhat presumptuous
that, within traditional structures, new life is not happening or that renewal is
not possible. There is also little evidence that such loosely structured webs of
relationship result in new people coming to faith in Christ.

Seek out the 10% of Christians who are gified in evangelism. There are
undoubtedly people who are more effective than others in helping people
come to faith in Christ. The idea, however, that only 10% of all Christians are
actually gifted to do evangelism may be a false assumption that creates an
artificial barrier for many other Christians. The limiting of the work of

evangelism to those evaluated as the ones gifted in that work may have

2 As one who has planted a church within a church planting movement (The Vineyard), I have seen how
often people from other churches are drawn to new plants where fresh opportunities may be possible for
them. While, in the early stages, such church plants create enthusiasm for outreach, over time they can very
easily settle into semi-closed communities of faith.

" In my own conversations with leaders of Emergent (www.emergentvillage.com) I have heard concerns
expressed over the tendency for some to call for such reactionary steps. Too often the discussion regarding
the need for a new way to live out a corporate life of faith in the context of a changing culture is reduced to
seeking new practices without actually engaging in mission.



inadvertently created the impression that evangelism is a kind of spiritual
specialty. The listing of church leadership roles in Ephesians chapter four
suggests that it is the evangelist who is the gift rather than the work of
evangelism itself. This tendency toward specialization in the role of
evangelism may be measured by the ability of certain people to present some
form of message classified as “gospel,” ask for a response, and lead in a
prayer. This encapsulated view of evangelism may have unintentionally
diminished the profound importance of all the quiet conversations, acts of
kindness and prayer that have very likely preceded such apparent closure. This
possible solution will be explored in greater detail in the thesis portion of this
paper.

Lifestyle Evangelism. This form of evangelism has been a healthy attempt to
draw a larger part of the Christian population into the work of evangelism
through a lifestyle that exemplifies a new way of living that is a result of the
transformational work of the Holy Spirit. Joseph Aldrich, former president of
Multnomah School of the Bible, popularized this approach in the 1980’s,
emphasizing prayer, the building of social relationships, becoming sensitive to
the needs of others and being willing to listen and invite people to relevant
Christian events. This emphasis has very likely helped a number of people
recognize that their lives do indeed have significance in the ongoing work of
God in the world. This approach may have a limitation in that it offers the
opportunity for people to consider their own exemplary lives to be sufficient

in their witness for the good news of Jesus. There is always the danger of



separating from active engagement in the work that God continues to do in the
lives of people. That work may involve more than the example of lifestyle, but
would also include personal engagement with others.'*

8. Servant Evangelism. The recent development of servant evangelism through
“random acts of kindness,” led significantly by Steve Sjogren,15 has allowed a
broad spectrum of people within Christian churches to reach out to others in
very non-threatening, service-oriented ways. While churches employing
servant evangelism have many stories of how that work has drawn people into
the local church, this approach has the potential to be non-relational and
impersonal.16 It will be a challenge for churches involved with servant
evangelism to learn how to authentically engage with the lives of the people

they serve.

THE THESIS
Although efforts at evangeliysm are taking place all over the country, the effects
appear to be minimal since researchers show that church attendance and affiliation with
Christian faith is decreasing in the United States. I claim that an approach to evangelism

that demonstrates the good news of God’s kingdom as a natural expression of a

' Terry identifies this potential weakness and labels it “presence evangelism.” The idea of simply waiting
for people to respond to the lifestyle examples of Christians through observation is very different than the
highly participatory approach that Aldrich demonstrates. John Mark Terry, Evangelism: A Concise History
(Nashville, TN: Broadman and Holman Publishers, 2000), 194-7.

"% Steve Sjogren. Conspiracy of Kindness: A Refreshing Approach to Sharing the Love of Jesus with
Others. Cincinnati, OH: Vine Books, 2003.

'® Some churches make regular forays into their communities, handing out bottles of water or cans of soda
without engaging with the recipients. At a national pastors’ conference for The Vineyard several years ago,
Bill Hybels of Willow Creek Community Church applauded the work of servant evangelism (an idea that
was developed in a Vineyard church) but also encouraged the attendees to learn how to build relationships
with people rather than to simply attempt to touch a general need or interest on an anonymous basis.
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Christian’s spiritual formation will more effectively reach USAmericans because this
kind of evangelism will impact the emerging culture that tends to value relationship over
truth claims.!” The purpose of this thesis statement is to explore some of the changes
within western culture that have impacted traditional evangelistic practices, reflect on a
theology of God’s continuous work in the lives of people, and consider the art and
practice of spiritual direction as a new way to engage in evangelism within the emerging
culture. While the idea of pursuing evangelism through personal relationships is not new,
the possibility that Christians might serve as evangelistic spiritual directors to people
seeking faith may be new ground. This idea is grounded in the conviction that the Spirit

of God is already at work in the lives of people prior to any evangelistic engagement.

Contemporary Effects of Evangelism
The word evangelism appears to be an increasingly difficult word in western
Christianity. It is not difficult in the sense of meaning—it is the process of
communicating the good news of Jesus Christ to human beings. It is not difficult to
understand the urgency—1Jesus’ words to “make disciples of all nations” (Matthew
28:19) and the admonition to “make your defense to anyone who demands from you an
accounting for the hope that is in you” (I Peter 3:15) are taken seriously by many

Christians. The difficulty seems to lie in determining the appropriate processes of

'7 Os Guinness cites two studies of the role of pastors to support this shift. The first study, done in 1934,
identified five major roles for a pastor: Teacher, preacher, pastor, leader and administrator. The second,
done in 1980 by Hartford Seminary, revealed that pastors were expected to be open, affirming, abie to
foster relationship, experienced in facilitating discussion as well as other interpersonal skills. Guinness sees
this as evidence of a shift from the biblical call of pastoral leadership to a response to a cultural demand for
a more therapeutic and relational approach to ministry. Os Guinness, Dining With The Devil (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1996), 52.
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evangelism within an emerging culture'® that is often characterized as being post-
Christian.

Transmittal of information about Christian faith has been an accepted and
normative practice in the western Church for a long time. Yet, there seems to be a change
in the effectiveness of the practices of western evangelism, a change that some attribute
to not only the process of cultural shift but also to the evangelical church’s reluctance to
move from seeing evangelism as primarily the passing on of information to which the
hearer must respond.

There is not a shortage of resource being directed toward evangelism. Church and
parachurch organizations continue to offer conferences and methodologies for
evangelism. At the same time, church attendance in the United States continues to
decline. Leonard Sweet cites dismal statistics about the state of the church in North
America:

From a statistical standpoint, very few unbelievers are making first-time

commitments to Christ as Lord and Savior. The American church may be working

harder than ever before, but it is getting fewer results than perhaps ever before.

Attendance at places of worship in USAmerica will continue to decline, as it has

since mid-'91, when Boomers stopped coming back to church."

Researcher George Barna has noted a steady decrease in church attendance in the

United States since the late 1980’s, with a leveling off of that trend since 1997 (showing

'8 In making reference in this paper to the emerging culture,  am speaking of the culture that is in the
process of being formed in postmodernity--a philosophical move away from modernism. Sweet, McLaren
and Haselmayer offer a summary of postmodern culture that describes it as “. . . emphasizing conservation
and conversation, . . . living social and organic systems rather than mechanical ones, . . . holism rather than
dissection and reductionism, . . . networks and ‘chaords’ (which combine chaos and order), . . . communal
intersubjectivity rather than individual objectivity or subjectivity, . . . becoming collaborative and
assimilationist rather than polemic, . . . becoming spiritual/scientific.” Leonard Sweet, Brian D. McLaren,
and Jerry Haselmayer, 4 is for Abductive: The Language of the Emerging Church (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2003), 24 1-42.

' Leonard Sweet, SoulTsunami: Sink or Swim in New Millenium Culture (Grand Rapids, M1: Zondervan
Publishing House, 1999) 47.
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roughly 43% of Americans involved in regular church attendance). Over the same time
period, both the percentages of people who regularly share their faith and those
identifying themselves as “born again Christians” have declined.?

In a five-year study of the rise of so-called new paradigm churches (such as
Calvary Chapel, Hope Chapel and Vineyard), Donald Miller identified a significant
decrease in membership in mainline denominations while attendance at these new types
of churches increased dramatically. While these new churches have reported growth
based on conversions, a great deal of transfer growth is also taking place.21

In order to think in some new ways about evangelism, some important questions
need to be asked: How do we understand God to be working in the lives of people who
do not make a claim to faith in Christ? Why does the emerging culture not respond to
evangelistic efforts the way people did 20 or 30 years ago? Is there anything lying
dormant in the genetic code of Christianity that, if rediscovered, would open up new

kinds of evangelistic experiences?

The Ten Percent Rule
Researchers of the dynamics of church growth have often insisted that
approximately 10% of the people in any given congregation are “gifted” in the work of
evangelism.” This conclusion (typically a result of surveys taken to determine people’s

spiritual gifts) may have had the unintended consequence of permitting congregations to

* America’s Faith Is Changing [research on-line]; available from
http://www.barna.org/FlexPage.aspx?Page=BamalUpdate&BarnaUpdatelD=135. Internet: accessed 20 June
2005.

2 Miller, 4.

22 Both C. Peter Wagner and Christian A. Schwarz are examples of ones who propose the hypothesis that
only about 10 percent of all Christians are gifted in the work of evangelism. C. Peter Wagner, Your Church
Can Grow (Ventura, CA: Regal Publishing, 1984), 86; Christian A. Schwarz, Natural Church Development
(Carol Stream, IL: ChurchSmart Resources, 1996), 34.
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segregate the work of evangelism into the domain of the appropriately gifted and to
release themselves from a sense of personal involvement. It may be argued, however, that
evangelism is not truly, in itself, a spiritual gift but it is rather the evangelist—the one
engaging with great effect in the work of evangelism—who is the gift to the church.?

The crucial text for this discussion is Ephesians 4:11-12:

The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some

evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of

ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 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. (NRSV)

In context, the inclusion of the word “gifts” is appropriate. A more literal sense of
verse 11, however, might be seen as, “He gave, on the one hand, apostles, on the other,
prophets, on the other evangelists,” etc. It seems clear that the sense of something being
given is found in the generous act of God, providing certain people to bring leadership
and direction in the church rather than making an exclusive statement about the
availability of certain spiritual gifts. F. F. Bruce points out,

Whereas in 1 Cor. 12:4-11 the “varieties of gifts” are the diverse ministries
allocated by the Spirit to individual members of the church, together with the
ability to exercise those ministries, here the “gifts” are the persons who exercise
those ministries and who are said to be “given” by the ascended Christ to his
people to enable them to function and develop as they should. It is not suggested
that such “gifts” are restricted to those that are specifically named; those that are
named exercise their ministries in such a way as to help other members of the
church to exercise their own respective ministries.”*

So the idea that only a limited number of people are possessors of the spiritual gift

of evangelism may be the result of a misreading pf Ephesians 4:11-12. It may be that the

** In his commentary on Ephesians 4:11, Francis Foulkes affirms this clarification: “The Church may
appoint men to different work and functions, but unless they have the gifts of the Spirit, and therefore are
themselves the gifts of Christ to His Church, their appointment is valueless.” Francis Foulkes, The Epistle
of Paul to the Ephesians (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1981), 117.

Y F. F. Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, The New International
Commentary on the New Testament, ed. Gordon D. Fee (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing, 1984), 345-6.
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surveys used to draw conclusions regarding the gift of evangelism are actually identifying
personality strengths or the ability to bring proper closure to an evangelistic endeavor
rather than truly indicating the presence of spiritual gifts.

In order for evangelism to be recast as a natural expression of faith in the life of
all Christians it must first be released from the domain of the gifted specialists. While
some people may be more effective in the sharing of faith, it does not follow that
evangelism is not inherent in the call to follow Jesus. It will be argued here that the work
of evangelism is truly a natural expression of Christian spiritual formation and is the

appropriate way that Christians engage with people in whom God is already at work.

The Prevenience of God

Deep in the genetic code of Christianity is the practice of spiritual direction. In his
own exploration of the art of spiritual direction—the “cure of souls”—Eugene Peterson
describes the prevenience of God:

The cure of souls is a cultivated awareness that God has already seized the

initiative. The traditional doctrine defining this truth is prevenience: God

everywhere and always seizing the initiative. He gets things going. He had and

continues to have the first word. Prevenience is the conviction that God has been

working diligently, redemptively, and strategically before I appeared on the scene,

before I was aware there was something here for me to do.”

Evangelism in the 20" century tended to focus on proclamation as the primary

vehicle for communicating the good news of Jesus to people.”® In the belief that the

» Eugene H. Peterson, The Contemplative Pastor: Returning to the Art of Spiritual Direction (Grand
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1993), 60.

% Norman Kraus points out the problem of reducing evangelism to simply a verbal presentation of a past
event: “The inconsistency between method and message is most evident at two points. First is the virtual
reduction of evangelism to verbal communication. The emphasis on the past (‘once for all’) reality of
Christ's work has focused our attention on doctrine and verbal communication. Evangelism has been
practically equated with speaking the word--and with a special mode of speaking at that.” C. Norman
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Christian message is the correct message for the human race it has been often assumed
that little if anything related to God is going on in the life of the hearers prior to the
proclamation of the message.27 The goal of the preacher has been to provide information
about God to people presumably unaffected by God prior to the preaching event.?®
Scripture, theological reflection and experience suggest that God is, as Eugene Peterson
points out, working before anyone ever arrives on the scene.”’

There are a number of Biblical sources that give evidence of God’s prevenience in
the lives of people, including: God’s call to Moses (Exodus 3); The Greek inquirers
interested in meeting Jesus (John 12:20-21); the Centurion’s faithful approach to Jesus
(Matthew 8:5-13; Luke 7:3-10); Philip’s encounter with the Ethiopian worshipper (Acts
8:27-39); the account of Peter, Cornelius and the Gentile believers (Acts 10); Paul’s
exchange with the Athenians (Acts 17).

Scripture provides a very engaging opportunity for theological reflection

concerning God’s prior work in the lives of all people. Rather than creating a picture of a

Kraus, The Community of the Spirit: How the Church is in the World (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1993),
171,

*” Gordon Smith cites the work of Paul Hiebert to describe the theory that God is at work in all people, and
that many people are in the process of responding: “The bounded set-model [which suggests that the
boundaries of Christian faith clearly define who is ‘in” and who is ‘out’} implies that God's saving work is
limited to the church and the confines of the church. But the Christian community cannot take this position.
God is always at work everywhere within the world and among all peoples.” Gordon T. Smith, Beginning
Well: Christian Conversion & Authentic Transformation (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2001), 37.
¥ Leonard Sweet redefines the popular notion of preacher in the emerging culture: “Postmodern preachers
don't populate the pews; they connect people to the living Christ. Postmodern evangelism doesn't say to the
world, ‘Come to church.’ Rather, it says to the church, ‘Go to the world’. . . . Postmodern evangelism is
recognizing that God is already at work in people’s lives before we arrived on the scene, and that our role is
helping people to see how God is present and active in their lives, calling them home.” Sweet,
SoulTsunami, 53-54.

2% Alan Jones, in writing about spiritual direction, also works from the broad assumption that God is
actively at work in the lives of all people and grounds that assumption in Jesus: “The Christian believes that
God is already at work in every human being--sometimes painfully, sometimes joyfully. God is always
trying to reach us and bring us to himself. God does this primarily through his availability to us in Jesus
Christ, who not only provides us with a pattern for living and growing, but is also our companion and
savior.” Alan Jones, Exploring Spiritual Direction: An Essay on Christian Friendship (San Francisco, CA:
HarperCollins Publishers, 1982), 61.
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God raging at the total depravity of humankind, the Bible seems to offer ample evidence
of a just and gracious God who, in love, is constantly initiating his presence in the lives
of people. Norman Kraus sees in the incarnation itself a model for understanding God’s
intention to be close to the lives of human beings:
The incarnation clearly implies a dialogical relationship between God and the
world of humanity. Jesus came as servant (Mark 10:45), and washed his disciples'
feet (John 13:1-17). The true "Word became flesh and lived among us." The
incarnation implies that God respects and makes himself vulnerable to the human
race. He opened himself to learn what it meant to be a human in first-century
Jewish culture. That is the stance of dialogue.*
To begin thinking about God’s prevenient grace in the lives of people rather than
God’s distance from a depraved humanity potentially changes the way evangelism is seen
as the mission of the church.>' The church of Jesus Christ is, at its core, about mission. >
That missional identity did not originate with the first-century church and its descendants
but rather has always been part of the destiny of the people God has called to be his

people. In a very important way, mission actually precedes the church. Ray Anderson

clarifies this idea:

*® Kraus, 184-85.

3! The Reformed view of prevenient grace focuses on the human inability to turn to God without God’s
grace to motivate such a turn: “God’s grace precedes and constitutes any response people make of faith,
obedience and service.” David J. Atkinson and others, eds., New Dictionary of Christian Ethics and
Pastoral Theology (Downers Grove, 1L: InterVarsity Press, 1995), 418. John Wesley appeared to take a
more missional view of the prevenience of God as he expected the presence of Jesus to be found among the
destitute and poor: “The lengthening of your life and the restoring your health are invaluable blessings. But
do you ask how you shall improve them to the glory of the Giver? And are you willing to know? Then 1
will tell you how. Go and see the poor and sick in their own poor little hovels. Take up your cross, woman!
Remember the faith! Jesus went before you, and will go with you. Put off the gentlewoman; you bear an
higher character.” John Wesley, Letter to Miss March, June 9, 1775. Accessed 7/4/05,
http://wesley.nnu.edu/john_wesley/letters/1775.htm. Wesley Center Online, Northwest Nazarene
University.

32 Kraus indicates that mission, while the essence of the church, does not stand in opposition to nurture:
“The church should be seen as part of the God Movement (kingdom of God). It has been given the mission
to spread the good news that the ‘rule of God is at hand.” The church is to call humans to change their ways
and live in light of the new reality. Of course the church has a life of its own which must be nurtured and
nourished, but it does not exist for itseif. It shares in Christ’s sufferings in order that it might share in his
triumph. It must lose its life for his sake and the gospel's in order to find it. The very essence of the church
is apostolic mission.” Kraus, 102.
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When I say that mission precedes the church I am speaking of God's mission that

began with the gospel proclaimed to Adam and Eve immediately after the fall

(Gen. 3:16), embodied in the people of Israel as the vicarious representative of

God's purpose of reaching “all the families of the earth” (Genesis 12), and

completed and continuing through Jesus Christ and the coming of the Holy Spirit

following Pentecost to reach beyond Judea, Samaria, and to the “ends of the

earth” (Acts 1:9).%

While it is not difficult to make the case for the missional nature of the church,
there still seems to be some confusion regarding what form that mission would take.**
William J. Abraham argues that evangelism is truly at the heart of the church’s mission,
but also that there is fragmentation in the church regarding the character and quality of
evangelism:

Evangelism has been reduced to forms of social action among liberals and to

manipulative schemes of conversion among conservatives. . . . Evangelism must

attend to the arrival of the kingdom of God as absolutely constitutive of the
gospel. It is also clear that evangelism is constitutive of apostolic identity. Any
church that fails to reckon with this has missed a crucial component of apostolic

Christianity.*

To speak evangelistically is to speak with the conviction that God’s kingdom—
God’s rule and reign—is at hand. To live evangelistically is to live with the expectation
that God’s kingdom is a living reality not only in the lives of Christians, but also

potentially in the lives of all people as a result of God’s initiation.’ % Robert Webber links

the missional nature of the church with its origins in the kingdom of God:

¥ Ray S. Anderson, The Soul of Ministry: Forming Leaders for God's People (Louisville, KY: Westminster
John Knox Press, 1997), 162.

3 William J. Abraham affirms the struggle that the church, at large, has with its own identity and purpose:
“Christians are deeply divided on both the content of the faith and on the norms to which we should appeal
to settle disputes about its credibility. Christians, in other words, are in conflict about the status of their
primary narrative.” William J. Abraham, “A Theology of Evangelism,” Interpretation 48, no. 2 (April
1994), 119.

% Abraham, “A Theology of Evangelism,” 119.

36 This is not to suggest any form of universalism, but rather, as Anderson points out: “Does this mean that
all humans will of necessity hear and respond to God in a positive way? No, but it does mean that every
person bears the responsibility of hearing, because the Word of God summons each one into response. The
only way of voiding the Word of God is to hear but not be willing to hear, to see but not be willing to
acknowledge what one sees.” Anderson, 41.
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The church does not “have” a missionary program. It does not “send” missionaries
out to other lands to proclaim the gospel. Instead, its true character is its embodiment
of Christ's mission. By its very existence in the word, it witnesses to the mission of
God (Missio Dei), to the overthrow of evil and to the ultimate reign of God over the
entire created order. This is the eschatological nature of the church. It is the 7presence
of the future in a world hostile to its message and values (2 Peter 3:10-18).?
Evangelism, however, has too often been defined in terms of two primary
activities: A propositional message that is proclaimed and a specialized function within
the church. The emerging, postmodern culture appears to be resistant to authoritative,
one-way messages that demand immediate response and is, rather, more prone to engage
in a dialogue regarding faith over a long-term relationship.38 Brian McLaren offers an
alternative way of thinking about evangelism:
Evangelism is not simply the transmission of information, it is a mysterious
encounter between human beings (and human cultures and institutions too) and
the Spirit of God, who loves, surrounds, and pursues them gently. It is our
privilege to be part of that mysterious encounter.®
Those who have been active in personal evangelism (as opposed to revival-style
crusade meetings) would likely agree that this process is a relational encounter between

human beings. Yet, it is not difficult to find a Christian who resists such an encounter

because to do so often feels like stepping into a sales presentation.*” It should not be

*T Robert E. Webber, Journey to Jesus: The Worship, Evangelism, and Nurture Mission of the Church
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2001), 46.

*% This apparent resistance is analyzed in a British study cited by Abraham: “In that study careful attention
was given to about five hundred people who had come to faith in recent years. The most pertinent piece of
information to the issue at hand is that the majority of people studied came to faith over a relatively lengthy
period of time. The gradual process is the way in which the majority of people discover God and the
average time taken is about four years: models of evangelism which can help people along the pathway are
needed.” Abraham, “A Theology of Evangelism,” 122.

% Brian D. McLaren, More Ready Than You Realize: Evangelism as Dance in the Postmodern Matrix
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2002), 141.

40 Leonard Sweet argues also that the average Christian does not connect well with the surrounding culture:
“Postmodern culture is most accurately described as ‘pre-Christian.” We are in many ways back in the first
century in the midst of a culture that still has yet to hear about who we are and what we believe . . . Few
believers have relationships, much less friendships, with nonbelievers. And our bluntness of touch when
handling the unchurched--how would you like to be a lion in a den of Daniels?--is made even more artless
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difficult to see why evangelism is very willingly handed off to those who appear to be
specialists in that kind of activity. Abraham rightly points out the error of relegating the

work of evangelism to the experts in the field:

Continuing to think of evangelism in terms of mere proclamation fosters the
practice of disconnecting evangelism from the life of the local church. It nurtures
the illusion that evangelism can be done by the religious entrepreneur who can
simply take to the road and engage in this crucial ministry without accountability
to the body of Christ . . . The problem is that this way of construing evangelism
has generally been used to cut evangelism loose from the life of the Christian
community precisely because the responsibility of the evangelist has stopped once
the proclamation has ceased.”!

If evangelism is to be understood in terms of God’s prevenient, initiating activity
in which Christians are invited to participate; if the rapidly changing, emerging
postmodern culture is resistant to authoritative messages claiming to have a corner on
truth; if the work of inviting people into the reality of the kingdom of God is the privilege
and essential work of all Christians, then a new way of evangelism must be explored.
Webber states that this exploration has to take place within the life and resource of the
church if engagement with postmodern culture is to become a reality:

The goal of the church is to be a divine standard, a sign of God's incarnational

presence and activity in history. In a postmodern world the most effective witness

to a world of disconnected people is the church that forms community and
embodies the reality of the new society. People in a postmodern world are not

persuaded to faith by reason as much as they are moved to faith by participation
in God's earthly community.*?

by our interior distractions, effortful compassion, and dependence on the sedimental sentiments of
establishment religion.” Sweet, Sou/Tsunami, 50.

! Abraham, “A Theology of Evangelism,” 121.

2 Robert E. Webber, Ancient-Future Faith: Rethinking Evangelicalism for a Postmodern World (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1999), 79.
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Spiritual Direction as Evangelism
In the early centuries of Christianity, evangelism appears to have been viewed as
holistic in nature.*® Rather than compartmentalizing evangelism as an activity separate
and distinct from spiritual formation, the early church seems to have considered the
process of evangelism and formation to be a seamless process. Abraham affirms this:
It is clear that in the patristic period evangelism included the formation of

Christians . . . It is also confirmed by the extensive use of individual and corporate

spiritual direction focused on the incorporation of converts into the church and
into the life of faith.**

Helping people to recognize and act upon the activity of the Holy Spirit within
their own lives is an ancient practice. Early Christian pastors typically served as
instructors or catechists of small gatherings of believers, shepherding and acting as
spiritual parents to their congregations. While, over time, spiritual direction may have
been an increasingly individual and specialized work of ministry it was still valued as a
means for guiding people toward wholeness in Christ. According to Anderson and Reese,

The ancient work of spiritual direction was, in many cases, the specialist's role,

even as it is today. It was often a highly structured, hierarchical relationship with

a one-way focus--eyes trained on the spiritual formation of the spiritual seeker

alone. We would argue, however, that spiritual mentoring has become a ministry

for the entire priesthood of believers.®’

It is not difficult to speculate about the reasons for the exclusivity of the role of

spiritual director, both in the early church and today. There were and are many competing

belief systems with which to contend, so having a deep understanding of Christian faith

> Webber points out that historically evangelism has been seen as a process rather than an isolated event:
“The theology of evangelism in the early church looks upon salvation as a process that, even if preceded by
a dramatic conversion, still requires a person to develop a responsible and dynamic relationship with Christ
and the church through spiritual formation.” Webber, Journey to Jesus, 40.

4 Abraham, “A Theology of Evangelism,” 118.

%% Keith R. Anderson and Randy D. Reese, Spiritual Mentoring: A Guide for Seeking and Giving Direction
(Downers Grove, 1L: Intervarsity Press, 1999), 55.
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would keep such direction within the arena of Christianity.*¢ Those who would commit
themselves to such understanding—especially in cultures with low literacy rates—would
likely be members of the clergy or authorized laity.*’” At the same time, such direction is
truly spiritual in that it requires the director to have the spiritual awareness to focus on the
activity of the Holy Spirit.

Regardless of the exclusive role that spiritual direction has taken in the past, there
may be signs that both the emerging culture and the western church (particularly the
evangelical camp) are ripe for willingly and sincerely discovering the evangelistic vehicle
of spiritual direction.*® Stanley Grenz sees the recent rise in the focus on spirituality
within the evangelical movement as a rediscovery of what has been diminished by a long-
term focus on doctrinal understanding:

The reemergence of an emphasis on spirituality as the center of the movement

arises out of a broader understanding of the essence of evangelicalism which has

always been present within the movement but often has been overshadowed by
the preoccupation with doctrine.*

The growing hunger within the church for a deep spirituality and the growing

interest of the emerging culture with authentic spirituality may indicate that new methods

“ Alan Roxburgh sees these competing systems within many Christian congregations: “Many of those in
congregations are confused about what it means to be a Christian. As religious hunger increases, people
attending churches bring with them a wide variety of spiritual beliefs. They are testing meanings received
in the church through their own filtering systems. These people make up an increasing percentage of
congregational populations.” Alan J. Roxburgh, “Missional Leadership: Equipping God's People for
Mission,” in Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, ed. Darrell L.
Guder (Grand Rapids, M1: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1998), 206-07.

“"While I do not share his view, Thomas Merton, writing in 1960, went as far as to say that both the giving
and receiving of spiritual direction were exclusive: “Strictly speaking, spiritual direction is not necessary
for the ordinary Christian. But wherever there is a special mission or vocation a certain minimum of
direction is implied by the very nature of the vocation itself.” Thomas Merton, Spiritual Direction and
Meditation (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1960), 21.

*® Leighton Ford stepped away from his successful career as a vocational evangelist to invest himself in the
evangelistic work of spiritual direction: “People’s quest for spirituality takes such diverse forms,” he says.
“There is a hunger for spiritual depth today, and spiritual direction can be a very powerful form of
evangelism . . . Spiritual direction, then, is a way of evangelism that can be very important.” Lauren F.
Winner, “From Mass Evangelist to Soul Friend,” Christianity Today 44, no. 11 (02/10/2000), 59.

* Stanley J. Grenz, Revisioning Evangelical Theology: A Fresh Agenda for the 21st Century (Downers
Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 1993), 38.
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of evangelism may be opened through the rediscovery of the art of spiritual direction. It is
not difficult to find people who have been negatively impacted at some point by
Christians who stood firm on their own truth claims but were not interested in listening to
the views or insights of others. In contrast to this experience, the art of spiritual direction
presupposes that the Spirit of God is already at work in the life of the person and requires
deep listening in order to discern what God is doing. Gordon Smith includes spiritual
direction within his own understanding of evangelism:
Evangelism is essentially encouraging others to respond to the work of the Spirit
in their lives. The primary responsibility of the community of faith is to encourage
conversation about how God is already at work in our lives . . . Evangelism then
includes spiritual direction, helping others discern and be attentive to the
prompting and direction of God, the rhythms of grace in their lives. Rather than
telling them what they should do and experience, we walk beside them, asking
them what they are experiencing and helping them make sense of what is
happening.*®
In order for evangelism to be reexamined in light of the practice of spiritual
direction, new settings and expectations for evangelism must be considered. Eugene

Peterson proposes the appropriate environment for spiritual direction:

Spiritual direction takes place when two people agree to give their full attention to
what God is doing in one (or both) of their lives and seek to respond in faith.”!

At the core of this environment of full attention is the intentional discipline of
listening. If Christian witness is portrayed as a non-listening claim to truth, then it
becomes guilty of disregarding the possibility of God’s prevenient work in the life of
another person. Christian evangelism has for so long seen the competing truth claims of

other religions as adversaries to be defeated that the sense of listening for the voice of

50 :

Smith, 230.
! Eugene H. Peterson, Working the Angles: The Shape of Pastoral Integrity (Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1987), 150.
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God within those truth claims has been neglected. Norman Kraus sees true dialogue as
crucial in giving clear witness to Jesus Christ:

In contrast to monologue, where one person speaks and the other person listens, a

dialogue takes place where people listen and speak to each other. Listening is a

primary and indispensable part of dialogue. In the monological stance, the

“superior” one knows and speaks, the “inferior” one is ignorant and listens . . . In

a period of history when religious fundamentalisms--Hindu, Islamic, Christian,

Shinto--have again become major rivals on the international scene, it is important

to underscore this dialogical character of the witness to grace.”

The discipline of listening operates under the assumption that, regardless of the
person’s religious affiliations or life situation, God has been actively at work, drawing the
person into God’s story. For people involved in the vocation of pastoral ministry,
retranslating evangelism into a relational process of listening and spiritual direction is a
challenge to the tendency toward quantification of ministry. Denominational end-of-year
reporting forms might ask about number of conversions, baptisms and new members but
very likely do not inquire about the quality of redeeming conversations of spiritual
direction and deep listening. While the need of organizations to analyze data requires
information that is quantifiable, it does not necessarily follow that pastoral ministry will
be authentic when the right numbers are met. It is apparent that Peterson has had to
wrestle with this in his own ministry:

The question I put to myself is not “How many people have you spoken to about

Christ this week?” but “How many people have you listened to in Christ this

week?” The number of persons listened to must necessarily be less than the

number spoken to. Listening to a story always takes more time than delivering a

message, so I must discard my compulsion to count, to compile the statistics that
will justify my existence.™

52 Kraus, 187.

% Peterson, The Contemplative Pastor, 21-22. Peterson also offers a stern warning about quantifying
ministry: “The moment we begin to see others in terms of what they can do rather than who they are, we
mutilate humanity and violate community.” Peterson, Working the Angles, 71.
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An additional challenge is revealed when the work of spiritual direction is seen as
a process that may be undertaken by anyone within the Christian community. It is not
uncommon for people to be identified as evangelists—either vocationally or in terms of
gifting—because of their persuasive skills. While this is not universally the case, the
perception of that more specialized, evangelistic role may have the effect of allowing the
general population of Christians to pass off that work to these specialists. Recovering the
art of spiritual direction may open the way for a larger population of Christians to accept
the invitation to enter into what God is doing in the lives of the people around them and

to take part in the process of evangelism that God has already initiated.

Spiritual Direction as an Expression of Spiritual Formation

Of course, with this great privilege comes great responsibility. The work of
spiritual direction—holy listening—does not take place in a vacuum. Spiritual direction
comes as a result of a person engaging deeply with God in a life of devotion and spiritual
discipline.” This is not another form of specialization but rather a call for Christians to
become what God is calling them to be: A people for God, for the sake of the world.
Peterson clarifies this tension between privilege and responsibility:

Any Christian can do this, and many do. Spiritual direction is no prerogative of

the ordained ministry. Some of the best spiritual directors are simply friends.

Some of the most famous spiritual directors have been laypersons. But the fact

that anybody can do it and that it can occur at any time and place must not be

construed to mean that it can be done casually or indifferently. It needs to be
practiced out of a life immersed in the pursuit of holiness.”

> Roxburgh believes that immersion in the spiritual disciplines is crucial, beginning with those who lead
missional churches: “Jesus shows that leadership in the reign of God only comes from obedience to the
Father. Therefore missional leadership requires a spirituality that lives in close relationship with and
reliance on the directions of the Father through the Spirit. The practice of regular spiritual disciplines (the
ecclesial practices) is essential for such a life in Christ's footsteps.” Roxburgh, 186.

35 Peterson, Working the Angles, 156.
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In order for this kind of engagement with the world—an engagement
characterized by the expectation of God’s ongoing work and the willingness to dialogue
and listen—to be pursued by Christians, the understanding of personal and corporate
spiritual formation will need to be reconsidered. Deep engagement with God will have to
become increasingly important to the teaching and leadership of church communities.

Writing in the late 1960’s, Elizabeth O’Connor saw the lack of spiritual
leadership in church structures as a failure to invite people into that which God desires
for them. It was a failure that interfered with God’s intentions for the people he was
calling:

It is true that the structures of the Church have little to do with the need of the
world. That is half the problem. The other half is that they so often have little to
do with the need of those within a church. They do not help us to realize our
essential selves—to follow Christ, who saves us from being other than who we
are. The Church has too often told us what to do and failed to help us become who
we can be. The new forms of the Church will be shaped by the need of every man
to become the person he can become. It is our common humanity that we affirm
our need of one another, and above all our sonship--we are joint heirs with Christ.
It is the glorious freedom of the sons of God to which all men are called that our
structures are to proclaim.’®
The fundamental call of God in the life of a human being is not so much a call to

do something as it is a call to become what God desires. Engaging with people in the
emerging culture in the work of spiritual direction has little possibility if those seeking to

bring such direction are not immersed in the life of God.”” In order to be about the

business of seeing and hearing that which God is doing, spiritual formation must be an

36 Elizabeth O'Connor, Journey Inward, Journey Outward (New York: Harper & Row, 1968), 32-33.

>7 Thomas Green focuses on prayer and discernment as the key elements of spiritual direction: “Prayer is
indeed the heart of the matter, just as the love-relationship between spouses is the heart of their whole life
together. Prayer is at the heart of a life of faith; it is not apart from, or in opposition to, the other aspects of
that life. Discovering the link between formal prayer and the ‘marketplace’ dimension of our lives is
precisely what we mean by discernment. Thus the spiritual director’s work is one of discernment.” Thomas
H. Green, The Friend of the Bridegroom: Spiritual Direction and the Encounter with Christ (Notre Dame,
IN: Ave Maria Press, 2000), 34.
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ongoing reality. Eddie Gibbs affirms that spiritual formation provides the inner life that
allows evangelism to become normative and authentic:

If evangelism means those who know Christ introducing him to those who don't,

then those who are seeking to make him known must themselves reflect an

intimate relationship with the Lord. Otherwise the introductions are likely to
prove abortive.*®

The theological assumption that God is at work in the lives of all people provides
the environment for rediscovering the ancient practice of spiritual direction as a new way
to consider evangelism. The emerging post-Christian, postmodern culture tends to view
proclamations of dogmatic truth claims with suspicion, thereby making informative,
persuasive evangelistic approaches difficult. At the heart of the work of spiritual direction
is a life immersed in the present reality of the life of God that results in the valuing of all
people and approaching them with a willingness to listen deeply, expecting to hear what
God is already doing in their lives.

Looking for what God is already doing in the lives of people is risky business
because it requires entry into cross-cultural areas. Even within North American culture,
postmodernity is becoming a new kind of culture with new language and perceptions. In
bringing spiritual direction to people (as a mode of evangelism) there is always the risk of
running into uncharted territory in the process of seeking to connect with what God is
doing in that person’s own sphere of life.”

Evangelism is, at its heart, a relational activity. It is the work of proclaiming and

demonstrating the good news of Jesus Christ to people in whom God is working. The art

*¥ Gibbs, 58.

>? A helpful Scriptural precedent for entering this uncharted territory may be found in the encounter of
Peter and Cornelius in Acts 10. Peter’s conviction that God’s work of salvation through Jesus was reserved
for the Jewish people was upturned as he entered a realm, which was new to him, where God was
graciously reaching out to a Gentile worshipper.
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of spiritual direction, grounded and nurtured in a life of spiritual formation, provides a
model of interpersonal engagement that puts listening—to both God and the speaker—at
the center of the evangelistic enterprise. Learning to listen deeply and sensitively is an art
that many can learn—certainly many have learned it.

In order for people to learn to pursue spiritual direction as evangelism,
communities of faith will need to continue considering how much weight they put on
leading people toward spiritual formation. As interest in the art of spiritual direction
grows, further work will need to be done in the area of providing training for people to
learn how spiritual direction can become a new way of defining, practicing and

experiencing the work of evangelism.
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THE PROJECT

My project will be a fictional narrative about a group of three Christian leaders
who meet regularly in a pub to discuss their own struggles with both the theology and
practice of evangelism in the emerging culture. One of the leaders interacts with the
bartender who turns out to be a follower of Jesus who is practicing evangelism in a very
organic fashion. The story will be a narrative that is formed around the key elements of
my research. The narrative will take the form of a novella.*

The following possible projects were also considered:

eStandard dissertation. 1 chose instead a track 02 project in order to create an

artifact that would be accessible to a broader group of readers. My concern was

that a standard dissertation format would find a very limited audience for my

topic.

eWeb-based project. While an increasing number of people are becoming

comfortable with web-based products, there is still a sufficient amount of

resistance in the general population to using such products for purposes other than

basic research and shopping.

eOther computer-based genres. Products such as DVDs and CD-ROMs were not

considered primarily due to my own limitations in these creative technical areas.

I chose the vehicle of the short novel because I believe that illustrating my thesis
in this narrative form will create the opportunity for greater engagement by a larger, non-

academic audience. I am also interested in experimenting with a literary approach that

% The Gotham Writers’ Workshop describes the novella as falling between the short story and the novel—

between 15,000 and 80,000 words. Alexander Steele, ed., Writing Fiction (New York: Bloomsbury, 2003),
4.
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evokes thoughtful consideration by inviting people into a story that imagines new
possibilities.

Business authors such as Patrick Lencioni® and Spencer J ohnson® have
successfully used a fictional, narrative approach to helping people deal with important
issues in the marketplace. Brian McLaren has invited a broad audience to join in a
conversation about rethinking Christian faith in his fictional series that begins with what
he calls “A Tale of Two Friends on a Spiritual Journey.”® It is my hope that my own
effort into this genre will help Christian leaders and the communities they influence to

consider and engage in evangelism in a new way.

PROJECT SPECIFICATION
Goals and Strategies

¢To produce a short fictional work that explores the content and practice of
evangelism.
oTo make that work available to people who are seeking to look at evangelism in new
ways in the context of the emerging culture.
oTo test a “beta-version” of the project through my own community of faith and
measure its success through the responses of the readers.
oThe project can only be maintained over the long-haul as ongoing experiences with
non-Christians in the emerging culture are responding to the sharing of the good

news, and as those responses are tied to specific efforts.

® Lencioni, Patrick. The Five Dysfunctions of a Team. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2002.

%2 Johnson, Spencer. Who Moved My Cheese?: An Amazing Way to Deal with Change in Your Work and
Life. New York: Penguin Putnam, 1998.

 McLaren, Brian D. 4 New Kind of Christian. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2001.
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Audience for the Project
sMy own community of faith
sPastors and church leaders

oConcerned church members

Project Scope and Content
My project will address the challenges that western Christians face in evangelism
in terms of both theology and practice. The story will be a narrative that is formed around

the key elements of my research.

Budget
¢Copying and binding initial manuscript: $100.
oSelf-publishing set-up and production of first text: $1,500-$2,000, plus cost of
additional copies ($5.00 — 10.00 per book).
o]f project is accepted by a commercial publisher, then costs would be covered by the

publisher.

Marketing Strategy
o[f accepted by commercial publisher, marketing would be handled by the publisher.
*An alternative would be to find acceptance by my denominational publisher for

marketing within my own association of churches.
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oIf self-publishing is the only viable option, then the book will be beta-tested on my own
congregation and on the congregations of some of my colleagues. Future copies will be

made as that demand is identified and evaluated over time.

Standards of Publication
eStandards will be set by publishers if the project is accepted for publication.
o[f self-publishing is elected, then the standards will be set by the company that does the
initial production of the text.
oIf use of the project is focused on my own local congregation (and possibly other

congregations), then standards will be set based on that local usage.

Action Plan

eJune 30 — Submit Written Statement

eJuly 30 — Submit Chapter One for review
eAugust 30 — Submit Chapter Two for review
eSeptember 30 — Submit Chapter Three for review
¢QOctober 30 — Submit Chapter Four for review
eNovember 30 — Submit Chapter Five for review
sDecember 10 — Submit Introduction for Review
eJanuary 6 — Submit Penultimate Draft

eApril 1 — Submit Archival Version of Project
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POSTSCRIPT

Having submitted my final written statement and doctoral project in time for the
January 2006 deadline, I now feel like a man who set out on a journey with a vague sense
of direction. Having come relatively close to a satisfactory destination, the surprise has
been not in the arrival but in the journey itself. The road I set out to travel was not the
road I finally found.

In August 2003 Dr. Chuck Conniry asked me, during a telephone interview, what
my topic would be for my dissertation. Since I had only discovered the Leadership in the
Emerging Culture cohort a few weeks earlier, I had no idea how to answer his question.
So I did what any dedicated scholar might do when faced with such a question: I made
something up. My answer came out so convoluted that even I didn’t understand it.
Chuck, in his graciousness, quickly assured me that whatever I decided upon would very
likely change as the program progressed.

Starting immediately with research and writing forced me to wrestle with my own
convictions. I truly wanted to learn to write well but I also wanted to write things that
people would actually read. Sharing my work with members of my cohort—not ones to
shy away from critique and wit—was an experience of challenge, growth and terror. It
was through my dialogue with them and in the generous interaction with Dr. Kent Yinger
that I found my convictions about evangelism and the gospel finding refinement.

I initially planned to write a standard dissertation. I expected it to lead to the
development of a curriculum of sorts that would help pastors and leaders wrestle with the
ongoing challenges of proclaiming and demonstrating the gospel in an uncertain

emerging culture. As the time approached to distill my module essays into an outline, I
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shared my plan with my colleague, Troy Dean. Over lunch he read my notes and said, “1
really like where you’re going with this, but I don’t see any of you in it.” I had no idea
what he meant. He went on: “I don’t see the creativeness or the storytelling abilities that
you have. I don’t think you should write a dissertation; you need to write a fable.” That
conversation changed the direction of my writing plan. I started experimenting with Dr.
Ray Anderson’s claim, “Before the theologian there was the storyteller.”®*

When I merged onto the track two dissertation road, I planned to write
systematically with regular monthly submissions to my advisors. What I did not
anticipate was that my new expert advisor, Gina Oschner, really intended for me to learn
to write fiction. As easy as 1 thought this new experience would be, it ended up requiring
me to try to learn a set of skills I knew virtually nothing about. I didn’t understand what
Gina meant when she kept pushing me toward the development of my characters. This
wasn’t about character development—it was about theology!

However, Gina was right. As [ began to learn to develop the characters I found
that they took on lives of their own. Now my theological theories and research found
their ways into the minds and experiences of characters I had invented. As I tried to force
my characters to go one way they would demand to go another. I attempted to manipulate
them in order to make my theories work the way I wanted only to find that they often
shoved my theories back in my face and showed me how things would work in real life. |
never knew writing could be such an exciting, fulfilling and agonizing experience.

In the summer of 2004 1 came close to exiting the doctoral program. 1 felt
overwhelmed by ministry issues that caused me to despair for my own vocation. I sought

counsel from some key friends in the cohort and even shared my concerns with Leonard

 Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology, 11.
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Sweet. They all encouraged me along my way and suggested there was more going on for
me than [ might imagine. My own two daughters—both dedicated English teachers—
simply informed me that I could, in no way, quit. It just wouldn’t be right. I am now
grateful and happy that I stayed.

One casualty of my writing experience was my own writing plan and schedule,
which was created prior to the writing itself. My work refused to follow the outline I had
submitted. When Kent Yinger reminded me in December that 1 was due to send him my
five chapters for review, I had to inform him that I now had thirty chapters and an
epilogue. We seemed to agree that the writing plan is to the project what the menu is to
the meal. We chose to eat the meal and set the menu aside.

My journey in writing essays and wrestling with both the texts and my colleagues
in the cohort have clearly stretched me in important ways over the last two-and-a-half
years. | believe, however, that God has spoken more directly into my conscious
awareness through the writing of this piece of fiction. The spiritual experiences of my
characters became my own, albeit vicariously. Engaging in a story of faith drew me into a
greater sense of God’s ongoing story that continues to be written in the lives of human

beings. | was reminded that my story is still being written.
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ONE

Isaw all the deeds that are done under the sun;
and see, all is vanity and a chasing after wind.

--Ecclesiastes 1:14



In the mind of Paul Philips it seemed like a noble act to start up a new church. It
was risky, it was bold—and it was probably insane.

Music City Community Church seemed, at first, like an honorable endeavor. As
part of a larger association of churches, it shared with those churches values such as
authenticity in worship and style, cultural relevance and openness to all who would come.
The church even attempted to relate to the local community by adopting a name that
linked it with the long-standing history of music and art development that characterized
the city. It was also grounded in a form of Christian evangelical orthodoxy that put Music
City (as the church was commonly nicknamed) in a very respectable tradition.

Paul founded and pastored this church, launching out with a desperate hope that
this new little faith community would truly make a difference in the lives of people who
had given up on God. He’d read a dozen books on church growth and studied the
statistics about how often people move from one church to another (“transfer growth” is
what they called it). Paul was distressed to learn that most of what passed for church
growth was actually this kind of transference. He would frequently hear of a new church
that had grown rapidly, giving the impression that the local atheists and agnostics had
finally found what they were always looking for. In the end the truth would unfold: The
new churches were typically growing at the expense of the other churches in the
community. For Paul, this was a form of spiritual misrepresentation. He felt like the
church landscape was cluttered with facades that advertised new life only to offer
recycled existence.

Paul was not interested in starting up another venue that gave people the

opportunity to move from one church building to another. His hope was that this church



would be different. He longed for a church that would seek to touch the lives of people
disenfranchised from church and, by implication, from God. This church would seek to
reach out to those who lived their lives as though God did not exist. This church would
proclaim and demonstrate the good news of Jesus Christ.

And, ten years later, the church looked almost nothing like what he had imagined.

Even in his disappointment, Paul recognized that this was not a bad church. It was
made up of people who were committed to being involved not only as members but also
as workers and leaders. The people truly seemed to care for one another. He was grateful
that they weren’t religious phonies or, as his dad used to say, “Bible-thumping crazies.”
They were real people learning to follow Jesus. He was thankful for that. He was also
thankful that they were people who could put up with him. He seemed to hover around
the edges of respectability, never quite leaking past the margins of propriety but often
willing to move the boundary markers. Paul liked to think it was his visionary wiring that
made him this way. His wife claimed it was because he was natural-born agitator.

While Paul appreciated the congregation’s faithfulness in corporate worship, he
also occasionally stopped to identify the hidden radicals and subversives of his church.
He thought of Louise Simmons, a grandmother who worked in the library of a local
community college. She was conservative and quiet, yet when one of the student workers
was diagnosed with AIDS, she met with him weekly to console and pray with this young
man until the day of his death. There was Roger Davis, a middle-aged, recovered
alcoholic who volunteered to lead a twelve-step group each week in one of Music City’s
meeting rooms. And, of course, there were the kids in the high school group who

faithfully traveled down to Mexico twice a year to help at the orphanage that the church



helped to sponsor. Yes, Music City had plenty of people who sincerely desired to trust
their lives to Jesus and to follow him into some fairly challenging places.

But most of the people of the church were Christians the day they showed up at
Music City. They had church backgrounds. They had good reasons for coming to this
new church but they were, for the most part, seasoned veterans of the faith. There were a
small number who had gone through very difficult life circumstances, had given up on
God, and then found new life through an invitation to the church. They seemed to hope
that they could like God again. That was something to celebrate.

At the same time, Paul was disappointed that there were not significant numbers
of people coming to faith in Christ through the ministry of the church. The pastor had
hoped to see a church, after ten years, filled with people who would not have called
themselves followers of Jesus before they connected with Music City. Instead, those
people were a small and diminishing minority. His continuous reminder that this church
was called to be “a people for God, for the sake of the world” began to seem like an
idealistic dream that could not awaken to some kind of reality.

Paul and other leaders had tried to work through all the blaming and rationalizing
that comes with the process of self-examination. They attempted to address the
deficiencies that were readily correctable in the church. Some suggested that the vision
was flawed in the first place. Others claimed that the chemistry of the congregation was
actually quite fine as it was, and maybe it needed to stay that way. Still others hoped that
learning to reach out to those on the outside of the church would still somehow hépben.

Paul’s leadership team consisted of eight people. There were four members who

served as the church’s board of directors, which was chaired by a straightforward



businessman named Frank Osborne, who also devoted a Saturday a month to overseeing
the church’s outreach to single mothers; Dean Mori, a young man with a sharp mind and
a love for learning who served as his associate pastor; and three non-paid volunteers who
brought oversight to significant areas of ministry in the church. A woman named Gracie
Kline was one of these volunteer leaders and, although she and Paul often butted heads
on issues of theology and church life, Paul appreciated her sharp mind and her dedication
to the church. While the team experienced inevitable conflicts, most issues were resolved
without bloodshed.

One particular exchange, however, that took place on that team over a year ago
continued to haunt Paul. It involved a man named Ralph Bennett who had just recently
agreed to serve on the board. Paul had asked the team to engage in an open discussion
about how the church might reach out to the local community. It was Ralph who
responded first.

“Paul, why is it so important to you to bring outsiders into our church?”

Paul could feel his defenses rising up. “Ralph, it’s only important to me to the
extent that I believe it is important to God. I think the Bible is pretty clear about our
mission in the world.”

“But I think your first priority as the pastor should be to take care of the people
who are already here,” said Ralph.

“I agree that caring for the church is important, but that’s something we all share

in together. The pastor isn’t necessarily the only one who does that,” said Paul.



“Paul, you are the pastor. It is your job to take care of the spiritual needs of the
people of your church. This talk about reaching outsiders is fine—if that’s really what
God wants—but not at the expense of the people.”

“So are you saying that I neglect the people of the church?” Paul could feel his
face redden.

“Well, let’s just say that I think you are in danger of that. Besides—how do you
know that God doesn’t want our church to be small?”

“And why would God want that?”

“Maybe God wants us to find out who we really are. Maybe we need to be in a
safe place to do that. What if God doesn’t want us to bring in outsiders to mess with the
chemistry that we have,” argued Ralph.

“I just can’t identify with that, Ralph. I believe we are to care for one another, not
to be a group that sees the pastor as some kind of parent figure. And I believe we are here
to impact our world, and sometimes that will mean changing the chemistry.”

Ralph leaned back in his chair and looked steadily at Paul. “I think you should
really pray about this, Paul. There might be people who don’t agree with what you are
saying and could even leave the church.”

This exchange was uncomfortable for everyone in the room. Finally a couple of
the other team members spoke up, fortunately coming to Paul’s aid. Frank Osborne was
one who addressed Ralph directly.

“Ralph, I can appreciate your concern about the people within the church

receiving pastoral care—something that I hope we are all involved in—but I have to say



that Paul’s interest in outreach is hardly something new. As I recall, it was a fundamental
reason for starting this church in the first place.”

When Ralph realized that he didn’t have the allies he had hoped for, he crossed
his arms and remained quiet for the remainder of the meeting. Within the next month he
and his family left Music City, taking a handful of people with them. On one level the
departure saddened Paul. On another, it was a relief.

The conflict with Ralph brought up a number of Paul’s fears. He knew he had
strong feelings about certain things, like the purpose and goals of his church. But he
feared the conflicts that seemed to inevitably come with his convictions. Paul’s greatest
- fear was to find himself facing a showdown with the leaders of his church only to find
that he had been off-base the entire time. He hated that his self-confidence was so fragile.
The confrontation with Ralph was, in retrospect, survivable for Paul because of the
support of the rest of his board. Paul’s additional fear of finding himself standing alone in
his beliefs was, at least for the time being, put back in its dark closet. But he was
concerned about the effects of Ralph’s departure on Gracie, since Ralph’s wife, Sue, was
Gracie’s close friend.

Paul assumed the church could address its internal organizational issues without a
lot of difficulty. Churches did it all the time and it was probably a good thing to go after
the obstacles that might have surfaced in the life of the church. He also was aware that
the overall culture had changed over the years. It was harder to reach unchurched people
than it might have been in years past. The echo of Christian memory was diminishing in
American culture even though the language of faith remained alive. This cultural change

both alarmed and excited Paul because he was ready for change himself. As much as he



loved the church in all its various expressions, he knew that its forms and sometimes
distorted messages were not resonating with the people of the western world. There were
bigger issues out there that went beyond the friendliness of the greeters or the
comprehensive nature of the children’s programs. Stem cell research, cloning and even
issues related to American foreign policy were things that Christians were only beginning
to come to grips with. The more pervasive sense of distrust in the larger, dominant stories
of Christian faith and American destiny were on the block. They no longer held the
prevailing consciousness of the culture. Paul often compared this cultural environment to
trying to do business during a recession: One might need to use smarter business
practices, but would still have to accept the larger reality that the economy waé ina
recession.

As he considered some of those bigger issues, Paul began feeling like a man who
had learned too late not only that he had caught the wrong bus, but that it was also

heading off the edge of a cliff.



TWO
“Paul, thou art beside thyself: much learning doth make thee mad.”

--Acts 26:2, KIV
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Paul Philips often felt like a spiritual misfit. How he ever got into the situation of
starting up a new church still puzzled him. His faith in Christ had come alive when he
was a young high school student and by the time he started college he was pretty certain
that some sort of vocational ministry was to be his path in life. He considered becoming a
youth pastor and did some part-time youth work while he went to school. Being a youth
pastor had seemed adventurous and exciting. He knew some youth leaders who were
almost like celebrities among church groups. Paul thought that wouldn’t be a bad way to
serve God.

In high school Paul joined a parachurch ministry that reached out to kids in his
school. It was fun and he felt like he had an increasing number of comrades in his new
faith. The leaders were, for the most part, college students who served part time in this
work. They were edgy and cool and the kids really responded to them. He loved how they
kept everyone’s attention when they had group events, all of which ended with the
inevitable call to follow Jesus. Somehow responding to that call when it came from
trendy people made standing up and going forward for prayer a little easier to do. Paul
thought he might enjoy being admired by so many kids. He also thought that working
with adolescents would fit nicely with his own love of fun.

Over time, however, Paul discarded his celebrity fantasy and finished college.
Even though he attended his denomination’s Christian university and even majored in
Biblical Studies, he knew he wouldn’t fit his church’s view of what a pastor should be.
He asked too rﬁany questions and was always trying to fool with traditional conventions
of church life. Very often his questioning was rooted in his own youthful arrogance but

there was also something authentic about his resistance toward religious convention.
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When Paul announced to his academic advisor that he was considering a change
in his vocational direction the reaction was not what he expected. Dr. Grayson was also
Paul’s favorite professor and had deeply influenced Paul by his life and teaching. Paul
often wondered how a man of such depth and integrity could survive in the
denominational fishbowl that had become threatening to Paul. He thought Dr. Grayson
would be upset, even reflecting back to him his own sense of somehow letting God down.
Instead, he listened to Paul carefully as he described his disconnection from the
conventions of church life that he feared would not only cause him turmoil in his
professional life but would also consume his soul in the process.

“Dr. Grayson, I keep having this fear that I just don’t fit in church life, at least not
as a pastor. | watch guys not much older than me who probably were as idealistic as I am
right now, and they seem to end up landing out at the margins of religious life and
forgetting what was in their hearts. I ran into a guy who graduated two years ago—he
was an aide in one of my theology classes—and he’s an associate pastor now. Do you
know what his big issue was? It was working with the congregation to switch the
locations of the piano and organ in the main sanctuary. The church was upset about
changing what had always been and he was actually taking the debate seriously! I just
don’t think I’m cut out for that kind of work. They’d just end up firing me.”

Dr. Grayson smiled. “Well, Paul, it’s true that church issues can sometimes get
stuck on conventional behaviors that are not the essence of the church’s life. But do you
think it always has to be that way?”

“No, maybe not always,” Paul replied. “But there seems to be a lot of it going

around. Have you watched these TV preachers? I don’t mind the ones that are just
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televising their church services. It’s the ones who grab everyone’s attention by claiming
to know when Jesus is returning or telling everyone how to vote or just demanding that
more money be sent in so that their ministry doesn’t collapse. Who cares about any of
that? [ know I don’t. But it seems like too much of church life gets caught up in all that.”

“Paul, why are you afraid that what you observe will end up happening to you?”

Paul shook his head. “I don’t know. But I just wonder if those other people
actually saw these things coming up on them or if the focus on non-essential stuff just
sort of snuck up on them. How do I know this kind of thinking won’t sneak up on me?
I’'m afraid I’ll start out as a passionate missionary and end up giving out demerits to
people who don’t come to church dressed the right way.” Paul realized he was sitting on
the edge of his chair as though he was pleading his case to a judge. He sat back and took
a deep breath. “I think maybe I’ve misunderstood what God really wants for me.”

When Paul was finished, Dr. Grayson removed his glasses and stroked his white
goatee. “Paul, whether you pursue a life of ministry as a paid vocation or through
whatever vocation you choose, you will be continually in the process of learning what
God wants for you. Mostly what he wants is you. You might or might not survive the
demands of the denominational world as a pastor. I think you’ve got a better chance at
success in pastoral ministry than you think. Maybe you’ve got a kind of unconventional
approach to things that is not what you would expect in a ‘traditional pastor...”

“My girlfriend says the same thing. She told me that I’m probably going to get

into trouble because I tend to be an agitator.”
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Dr. Grayson chuckled. “Well, I might have put it a little more delicately, but your
girlfriend may have a point. At the end of it all you will just have to be true to what God
has placed in your heart. Once you put your hand to that you will find rest.”

“But for now, ’'m ready to begin my senior year and I’m wavering about my own
direction. Do I just complete my degree and then get a job at a grocery store?”” Paul heard
his own voice rise as he felt desperation.

Dr. Grayson smiled. “Paul, you’ve done well in your studies. If I were to base
your prospects of survival on your performance in school, then I would say you have an
above average chance at success as a pastor. On the other hand, there’s a lot of honest
work in the world—including working in a grocery store—and you could just as easily
end up there. So, you can take your chances and finish your Biblical Studies degree or
change to some other field. Don’t let academics box you in the way you think the
denomination has boxed you in. There are more possibilities to life than you probably
think.”

Paul left that meeting wishing that Dr. Grayson had just given him some easy and
direct answers, yet knowing that wasn’t really possible. He wondered, How can I be true
to what God has placed in my heart when I don’t really know what that is?

That same day Paul decided to talk to his girlfriend, Sheila, about his conflicted
feelings. Paul really loved Sheila and looked forward to the day when they could finally
get married. They had agreed to put off a formal engagement so that they could focus on
their studies. He wondered how she would take the possibility that he might change his
vocational direction. He picked her up at her dormitory and drove to their favorite

Mexican restaurant. The place was an out-of-the-way, family owned diner that served
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homemade Mexican food. Paul was nervous as they slid into the booth. As his jeans
connected with the vinyl seat, an embarrassing sound barked out. Sheila smiled.

“Better avoid the burrito today, Paul.”

“Hey! That was the seat ...”

“Don’t make it worse by explaining it.” Sheila laughed and grabbed a menu.

Over lunch Paul told her what he had been struggling with. He hoped she didn’t
notice his sweaty palm as he held her hand. When he was finished she fixed him with that
look that meant she was about to say something that Paul had better listen to.

“Paul, I know you’ve been struggling with this for a long time. I’'m conflicted too,
because I believe God has put some kind of call on your life to lead other people in the
life of the church. At the same time, I see how you fight against all the structures and
craziness that happens in the church. Maybe it’s just that the time isn’t right for you.
Maybe God’s timetable is just different from ours.”

Different from ours. Paul wondered if she was referring to a timetable about his
life’s work or a timetable for their marriage. He suddenly feared that she might be seeing
his personal conflict as weakness. Maybe she found that unappealing.

Paul asked, “Will you be disappointed in me if | take a different career path?”

Sheila glared at Paul, giving him that look that both caused him to fear for his life
and also made him want to grab her and kiss her passionately. “Listen, buster. I love you
because of you, not because of your job. Get that straight, OK?” Paul got it.

Within the week Paul made the decision to step away from his Biblical Studies
program and work instead toward a degree in history with the hope that he could teach in

a high school somewhere. After he graduated he completed a teaching credential and
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landed a job, as he had hoped, at the high school in Eisington—also known as Music
City. After his first year of teaching, he and Sheila were married. Their daughter Lindsay
arrived two years later. Tyler showed up eighteen months after that. They had settled into
a comfortable, respectable middle-class life. In some ways Paul felt that this kind of life
liberated him from the concerns about church and faith that had dogged him in his earlier
years.

L4

By the time Paul hit his early thirties, a familiar restlessness began to visit him.
While he enjoyed teaching, he had this strange sense that God was drawing him to a
riskier place in life. It felt like a call to really trust God and follow what was percolating
in his heart. This terrified Paul. He had a young family. He had a good job. This was
insane.

After Paul and Sheila were married, they began attending a church that was much
less conventional than the church Paul had grown up in during the 70’s. The people
dressed casually, the music was on the rock ‘n roll side and the sense of God’s presence
and the call to be a part of God’s mission in the world was engaging. It was also part of a
church movement that valued the planting of new churches—a concept to which Paul had
never given much thought.

Something both wonderful and disturbing happened to Paul during this time. The
wonder came as Paul began to recognize God’s deep and pervasive love for the world
and as he considered the possibility that God was very much at work in human lives.
During times of corporate worship with this casual crowd Paul often felt like God was

really present as the people sang and raised their hands upward in expectant adoration.
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He believed that God was always present no matter what. These times of worship,
however, made that belief tangible and real to him.

What was disturbing to Paul was the growing conviction that following after this
ever-present, ever-working God was the most important thing in the world. His old fear
of being absorbed into marginal life activities resurfaced. It wasn’t that he despised his
work or his life with his family; it was that, for him, following Jesus was a call that was
demanding more of him than his comfortable life seemed to permit. He realized that he
would rather be uncomfortable in following Jesus than to remain comfortable at the
margins of his faith.

When their children, Lindsay and Tyler, were born, Paul wondered if he would
become more cautious in his sense of risky faith. Lindsay was almost two years older
than Tyler. She was so bright and athletic—volleyball would become her sport of
choice—that Paul never ceased to marvel at her. Tyler was the thoughtful and artistic
member of the family. Paul loved Tyler’s budding creativity. Paul was concerned that his
own zeal in following Jesus might somehow derail the beauty and wonder that he saw in
his children.

Nevertheless, after a great deal of agonizing prayer, conversation, consultation
and argumentation, Paul and Sheila lurched toward the conclusion that God was leading
them to invest themselves in the planting of a new church on the other side of town. Their
own church leadership agreed with this and helped them get started. Paul began attending
a local seminary on a part-time basis. There was great hope that Music City Community
Church would have a huge impact on the people it wanted to reach.

Ten years later, Paul began revisiting his original assessment: This is insane.
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THREE

1t is grace, nothing but grace, that we are allowed to live in community with Christian
brethren.

—Dietrich Bonhoeffer!
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By most Friday afternoons, Paul was ready for Sunday. His sermon had been
prepared and practiced, the players were all in place and the volunteers were ready.
Saturdays were usually taken up with morning meetings with people who were not
available during the week. Paul also made some attempt to join Sheila in getting the
house in order. There were still lawns to mow, repairs to be made and clutter to be
eliminated. If Lindsay had a volleyball game—which seemed, during her senior year in
high school, to be every weekend—then he would try to go. If Tyler needed to practice
with his band or go somewhere with his friends from the youth group, then Paul usually
volunteered to drive.

On Sunday mornings Paul rose at 5:30, made coffee, and talked through his
sermon two or three times. When he arrived at church at 9:00, there was still an hour to
go before the service began so he had time to make sure everything was in order.

Paul looked over the rows of chairs in the sanctuary. Their dark blue upholstered
seats and backs satisfied the comfort needs of the members while the clips that held the
chairs together in a line satisfied the demands of the fire department. He adjusted one of
the rows, giving in to his private obsession that required the rows to be straight. Paul
thought back to his old home church, constructed with old-fashioned pews that were
forever fixed in the 90-year old building. As antiquated as that model of church seemed
to him now, he still missed the sound of the creaking wood and the smell of the oil that
was used to keep the depth of the wood grain alive. As a young person, those were the
aromas and images of faith to him.

Even though Music City lacked any sense of antiquity, its converted warehouse

chic had its own aura of tradition. Paul recalled the centrality of the pulpit and altar in the
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church of his youth, with-the organ and piano placed tastefully to each side. That seemed
to speak of the church’s value of the spoken word and the sacrament of communion, with
the music of worship as the supports to the message of the pastor. In contrast, Music
City’s stage was littered with musical instruments—three guitars, a drum set, a keyboard
and various percussion instruments—pointing to the central place that corporate worship
held in the church. His pulpit, so different from the large, immobile, wooden edifice that
his own pastor had used, was a simple music stand that often got lost in the clutter of the
stage.

While the leased industrial space that made up the facilities of Music City lacked
traditional trappings such as stained glass windows, there was no lack of artistic
expression. The walls of the entry and main sanctuary were decorated with various
commercial prints and even original works by members of the church. Paul glanced at
one of his favorites: The Return of the Prodigal Son, by Rembrandt. The sense of
acceptance and grace represented in that painting always gripped him. Below that print
was a collection of drawings contributed by a group of fourth-graders, offering their own
interpretations of that poignant story told by Jesus. Paul reached out to reattach the corner
of one drawing that had separated from the wall. The texture of the construction paper
felt as sacred to his touch as an ancient stained-glass window.

Paul loved how this simple warehouse facility-—a building that could just as
easily have been used by an office supply company or a widget manufacturer—had
become a kind of sacred space in which people gathered on a regular basis to worship and
share in one another’s lives. It spoke to him of the way God transforms the mundane

things of the world into the wonders of creation. Even though the building lacked the
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relics that suggested an ancient faith it still offered a sense of physical holiness that
stirred him.

Paul’s sense of smell often triggered memories for him. Anytime he and Sheila
would wander through an antique store the smell of the old wood would remind him of
his old church. His morning arrivals at Music City would usually lead him to the
dominant fragrance of his new faith tradition: Coffee. Freshly ground coffee was almost a
religious value for the people of his church. Not only did the people enjoy the coffee
itself but it also symbolized and even fostered relationship. For Paul, the smell of coffee
would always be linked with friendship and personal connection. He wondered if the kids
of his church would grow up making the same association. He hoped so.

Paul stepped up to his designated music stand to arrange the notes for his
message—a message he spent ten to fifteen hours preparing. He looked out at the empty
chairs and thought of the people who would soon fill them and hoped they would enjoy
the very sensory experience of it all. Paul closed his eyes and imagined the sounds of
people settling in their seats after worshipping in song, the smell of coffee from the cups
that found their ways under the seats and the sight of the people themselves, coming
together intentionally as a faith community even when others were out pursuing interests
that were probably much more entertaining. The experience never failed to give him an
adrenalin rush.

With all of its weaknesses and quirks, Paul loved this church.
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FOUR
If you would be a real seeker after truth,
it is necessary that at least once in your life you doubt, as far as possible,

all things.

— René Descartes?
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“Why do we keep meeting here? I always feel like I’'m on the set of an old Cheers
rerun.”

“It’s because there’s an important community that comes here—one we ought to
be connecting with.”

“They don’t look much like the people in our church.”

“That’s just the problem.”

Paul and Gracie met every week at a pub in the local historic downtown area. The
building that housed the pub was formerly a warehouse as were the neighboring
structures that lined that particular street. The brick walls and heavy roof beams had been
repaired and restored but left exposed, giving the pub a connection with the city’s early
history. The chairs and tables were all mismatched antiques, sometimes wobbly but
always offering space for long lunches and conversations. In the center of the long,
rectangular structure was an ornate oak bar that stretched out over 20 feet, with a carved
back section that held bottles and taps that reached from floor to ceiling. While the pub
was more of a restaurant than just a bar, the drinking area provided the hub from which
the rest of the seating area emanated.

The old wood smells and feeling of an earlier era filled Paul with a sense of
community and human connection. There was a kind of social charm to the place that
drew Paul back week after week.

Gracie Kline was in her mid-thirties and a key leader at Music City Community
Church. She had come to faith in Christ while in college and soon joined with a large
campus ministry. Over time she saw a number of friends become followers of Jesus

through that ministry. After college she became a stockbroker and now worked for a
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large business consulting firm. Even with her demanding schedule, Gracie was a
committed and active member of Music City. Because she was single she seemed to have
more flexible time than many other people in the church. Gracie was part of Paul’s
leadership team and she was typically a great contributor, even though she and Paul often
disagreed. Gracie seemed uncomfortable with Paul’s frequent willingness to question not
only the way the church operated but also the so-called rightness of some theological
positions. Yet he appreciated her ability to function in a competitive business
environment and her persistent objectivity.

“Why is that a problem?” Gracie made a face that revealed her suspicions about
the quality of the menu items.

“Look at the population of our church. We end up looking like one another. Most
of us are white, fairly well-educated and able to make a living in this part of the
country—which takes a fair amount of money. Yet our community is much more diverse
than we are.” Paul had expressed this before. It was not a new complaint.

Gracie looked around the pub—an old brick and wood warehouse that had been
reclaimed and transformed as the city attempted some form of redevelopment. “OK, so
the people who come here are multi-generational, ethnically mixed and immersed in a
culture that tends to be foreign to us. What are we supposed to do about that? Should we
implement some sort of affirmative action program? Or maybe we should impose racial
and age quotas on membership?” Gracie was becoming irritated by Paul’s frequent
revisiting of this subject.

“No, I’'m not saying that at all. You’re right—it would be artificial to start forcing

diversity to happen in a church. And maybe it doesn’t have anything to do with age or



24

ethnicity, but with people in general. It’s just that we seem very unconcerned about the
people outside of us.”

“I don’t think it’s lack of concern that’s the issue.” Gracie moved her menu aside.
“I just think people don’t know how to get there from here.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look. What does the average Christian in the church think about evangelism?”

Paul thought for a moment. “Well, they’re probably for it, as long as somebody
else does it. My experience is that most people see evangelism as a kind of spiritual
specialty.”

“Right. But even if they thought it was something they should do, how would they
go about doing it? You’ve spoken a lot at church about the change in our culture—from
modern to postmodern and all that stuff. If you read about these changes as much as you
do, and yet you don’t really know how to proceed, then how do you expect the average
member of the church to reach out?” Gracie sat back, victorious in making her point.

As Paul sat thinking about what she had said, Dean Mori entered the pub. A
recent college graduate, Dean was 10 years younger than Gracie and almost 20 years
younger than Paul. He was third-generation Japanese-American. Dean was raised in a
conservative evangelical church and his college experiences at the state university had
served to not only deepen his faith but also to open him up to the complexities of culture,
faith and church life. He was on Paul’s staff and served as the youth pastor and associate
to Paul. He was also attending classes at a local theological seminary which gave him

continuous material for controversial conversations.
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“Hi guys. Sorry ’'m late.” Dean sat down and looked at his friends. “Did I miss
something important? You look pretty intense.”

Gracie filled him in on the discussion, trying to downplay Paul’s social
commentary and focus more on his question regarding evangelism. Dean looked at Paul.
“I’m interested in your answer to Gracie’s question. I’ve been thinking about this quite a
bit lately.”

Trying to buy a little time in order to frame a possible answer, Paul pressed him.
“So what are you thinking about?”

Dean leaned in closer. “Well, I don’t mean this to be a criticism, so don’t take this
personally, OK?” Paul knew this meant it would be personal.

Dean continued. “Anyway, you know how you are always saying that our church
is supposed to be ‘a people for God, for the sake of the world’? Well, I’ve been thinking
that the way we operate as a church doesn’t really support that.”

“What do you mean?” Paul started to feel slightly queasy, taking this quite
personally. He had been thinking the same thoughts; it just sounded threatening to hear
someone else verbalize them.

“Don’t get me wrong. I think the intent is right on. But how are we really helping
people to be that kind of community?”

Gracie jumped in. “Right. We do a lot of good things. Our gatherings on Sundays
might need some work, but overall they seem to be meaningful experiences for the
people. We have small groups that help people connect with each other and, hopefully,
with God. But we don’t really have a way to help them become the kind of community

we claim to be.”
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Paul broke in. “I have to admit that this is really frustrating for me, but I know
you’re right. Even though we’re a relatively young church, we’re just as prone to falling
into comfort zones as anyone else. I’ve always wanted us to be a church that grew with
people who came to faith in our midst rather than by transfer growth. Instead, we have a
church that struggles to grow at all. The people we have are great, but I don’t think I
know how to help them—us—become who I believe God wants us to be.”

“I’ve got an idea about this,” said Dean. “I was reviewing my notes from the
Spiritual Formation conference I went to a couple of weeks ago.” Dean attended this
ecumenical conference as part of a seminary class assignment. “There was so much great
stuff there about truly becoming authentic followers of Jesus. And I know we keep trying
to help people with that through the Sunday messages and in our small groups.”

“Do you think we need to do more than that? Aren’t people already pressed for
time? Just showing up for church a couple of times a month seems too much for some.”
Gracie sounded a bit cynical, but still interested in where Dean was going.

“I don’t know about more, but maybe different,” said Dean, leaning forward in
excitement. “For example, what if our small groups became places of intentional spiritual
formation—real, authentic discipleship—rather than being simply places of connection?
And what if our primary ‘programs’ focused on real spiritual formation before anything
else—even marriages, child raising or whatever?”

“I’m assuming you mean that we should have more of a focus on teaching people
to be authentic Christians—which we usually call discipleship. I’'m always for that. So
finish making your connection.” Paul felt a growing sense of anticipation, even though he

was slightly annoyed that someone as young as Dean was coming up with these ideas.
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“Well, that would help us learn more about being a ‘people for God.” But the
problem is that spiritual formation can become a very self-focused process. Unless there
is some kind of outlet for our formation, then we risk stagnation.” Dean was on a roll.

Gracie broke in. “I’m a little confused here. What exactly is spiritual formation? I
think I know what discipleship is, but this is a new term for me.”

“Well, in a sense spiritual formation is discipleship. It is about intentionally
orienting your life around God through prayer, worship and spiritual disciplines like
fasting and solitude so that you continuously open yourself up to God and invite him to
form your life.” Dean caught his breath and smiled a little sheepishly. “At least, that’s
how I see it. The problem with the term discipleship is that it has come to refer to a
process of learning. It is used too often to refer to the idea of being a student of Jesus
rather than one really involved in the life of Jesus. Discipleship is still a good word as
long as we use it right.”

“Is some kind of intentional outward service the answer to avoiding the
introspection trap?”’ Paul sensed that something was really happening here.

“Well, I think that’s an important part. And some sort of corporate service project
would be a great unifying thing for our church. But I think that a renewed look at spiritual
formation can help everyone learn to see themselves as part of a larger community that is
truly for the sake of the world—or, to use the nasty word: Evangelistic.”

Gracie looked skeptical. “Are you saying, Dean, that everyone has the potential to
be evangelistic? Doesn’t that fly in the face of the idea that only a small percentage of

any congregation is actually spiritually gifted that way?”
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“What if that research is grounded in a wrong assumption?”” Dean had that I’m-
coming-up-with-something-nobody-has-ever-thought-of-before look on his face. “What
if it defines evangelism in such a way that only the extroverts or fearless people qualify?
What if that assumption—probably coming from all those spiritual gifts inventories that
are floating around——is based on defining evangelism as making a presentation, getting
agreement, and bringing everything to closure through a prayer of faith all in one
encounter? If all that is off base, then there is the possibility that a much broader
spectrum of people can be involved in leading others to faith in Jesus.”

Paul fumbled for his PDA and started making some notes. “So how would you
redefine evangelism?”

Dean looked down. “I don’t have a strong handle on that yet. But I think it has to
be a much more natural thing than we’ve made it to be. I think it has to pour out of our
lives as we are being formed in the character of Jesus. Since we’re all wired a little
differently from one another, I guess that means evangelism will look different person to
person. | really believe we’ve got to help people learn how to live in such a way that their
entire lives are evangelistic. I know that concepts like ‘lifestyle evangelism’ and ‘servant
evangelism’ have helped along this path, but sometimes I think they still risk allowing
people to remain unconnected to other people while trying to let their lifestyles and
service speak for themselves.”

Paul looked up. “So evangelism, based on what you’re suggesting, is potentially
the natural outflow of a life of spiritual formation?”

“I think so. I hope so. And isn’t that the kind of spiritual journey we want to invite

people on?”



29

“I think we need to start writing this down,” said Gracie. “It’s probably going to

take awhile. Can we order lunch?”
*

Paul waved to the waitress, signaling that they were ready to order. She was
young, in her early twenties, and usually took care of the section where Paul liked to sit.

“Hi, Angie. I think we’re finally ready to earn our keep here.”

Angie smiled, and rolled her eyes in mock-exasperation. “Well, it’s about time!
At this rate you may as well stay for dinner.”

“Sorry. It’s just that we’re racking our brains to solve cosmic issues. We’re on a
mission from God.”

Angie put on a look of feigned interest. “So you guys are the Blues Brothers. Er,
and Sister.” They all laughed.

Gracie looked up over her menu. “So, Angie—got any solutions for us?”

Angie looked down at her order pad. “Nope. No views on the God thing. So what
are you going to have today?”

Suspecting they had just moved into sensitive territory, they ordered their lunches.
As Angie finished up and left to place the order, another figure moved to the table.

“Hey, everybody. What’s going on today?”

“Hi, Emil. Good to see you.” Paul brightened up at Emil’s arrival.

Emil was the pub’s main bartender. He and Paul had gotten acquainted over the
years and even ran into each other on 6c§asion at a local coffee shop. Paul really liked

Emil and had even invited him to church. Emil always politely declined.
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“You guys look like you’re in an intense conversation today. Lighten up—this is

supposed to be a fun place!”

Dean laughed and said, “Yeah. We’re here talking about church stuff. No fun
allowed!”

“Ah, yes. Church stuff. Now I know why you’re intense. It does always seem like
a lot of work to me.” Emil looked sympathetic.

Paul suddenly had a revelation. “Hey, Emil. You might be able to help us with
something. You just might have a point of view that would give us a way to get out of a
box we think we’re in. Would you be willing to get together to talk with me?”

Emil replied, “Sure. Just don’t expect anything really deep from me! How about
tomorrow morning at 7he Grinder?” Since that was both Emil’s and Paul’s favorite
coffee shop, it was a natural meeting place. It was also close to the pub and made it easy

for Emil to head to work afterward. They agreed to meet at 9:00, giving Emil two hours

before he had to be at work.

“I’ll be there. Thanks, Emil.”

As Emil went back to his post, Gracie looked over at Paul. “Doing a little market
research, Paul?” Gracie had obviously put on her consulting hat.

“I just have a feeling that someone like Emil could offer a perspective that we
don’t have. And there’s just something about that guy. He seems to see the world in a
different way.” Paul looked over to the bar, watching Emil serve his customers another

round of beers. He was somewhat surprised that Emil had agreed to meet him so quickly.
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FIVE

“’Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!' Yet wisdom is
vindicated by her deeds.”

—Matthew 11:19
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As Emil poured the drinks he wondered once again about his place in the work of
tending bar. No longer desiring the alcohol himself he found it easy to distance himself
from the effects it was having on the people he served. He always looked into their eyes
as they sat at the bar. The people often acted happy and even relieved to be there but Emil
sensed things behind their eyes that belied their apparent contentment. There was even
something in him that suffered in the pain that he knew dominated many of the lives that
came to sit before him. Yet he continued to give them what they asked, knowing that a
kind of leanness was being poured into their souls.

Angie brushed by Emil as she began getting drinks for a table of four. “Hey,
Angie. You were sure in a hurry to get away from Paul’s table. Everything OK?”

Angie kept pouring and spoke so softly that Emil had to strain to hear her. “Yeah.
They’re nice people but the “God questions” they always slip to me sort of bug me. It just
hit me wrong today.”

“Sounds like something is eating at you.”

“No, I'm OK.” She arranged the drinks so they would balance on the tray. “I
don’t know. I’ve just got some stuff going on. It’ll all work out.”

“You mean, it will all work out all by itself?”

“Yeah, all by itself. That’s the way my life works most of the time.” Angie picked
up the tray and hurried off. It was evident that, at least for now, the conversation was
over.

It had been twelve years since Emil got sober. Before that he had been medicating
the pain in his own life so regularly that clarity of thought and vision was a rarity. After a

two-day alcohol-poisoned blackout he got scared. When his sister convinced him to
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attend his first AA meeting, he had little hope for any change in his life. But change did
come, and the Anglican priest that led the group had helped Emil to start hoping again.

Having his mind clear in the early days of his recovery brought both relief and
fear. He was relieved because he felt more in control of his life. But he was also afraid
because this new clarity opened up the arena for him to wrestle with his own demons.
And Father Tom had helped him with that. Tom had been a good friend to Emil over
these difficult and yet healing years.

Emil often wondered how a priest could use the “higher power” language of AA
when there would have to be a bias toward the idea of the more personal God of
Christianity. He asked Father Tom about that in the early days of his recovery, but the
answer was always, “If there really is a ‘higher power,” then ask that power to give you
the answer.” The priest was being cagey, but Emil suspected that this man would help
him to find some answers in his life. Over the years, his suspicions proved to be right.

So now, twelve years later, Emil was clean and sober and making a living by
serving up drinks to people who were probably just like him. At times Emil felt like he
ought to quit and stop helping people to medicate their painful lives with booze, but
something kept him desiring to stay close and connected with these people. He had come
to believe that it was this “higher power”—which had indeed become quite personal for
him—that compelled him to stay. And Emil daily looked for where this power might be
at work in the lives of the suffering people he served.

Emil headed for the door of the pub’s office to pick up a fresh order pad. Angie
caught him before he went in and stopped him.

“Emil, I’m sorry I was rude to you. I shouldn’t have just run off like that.”
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He smiled at her. “Don’t worry about that, Angie. Hey, you’re at work! You’re
supposed to be in a hurry!”

She smiled. “I’m just in a really rough place right now. I’ll try not to let it show so
much here at work.”

The sadness in her eyes captured Emil and that familiar feeling that something
important was going on hit him. “Angie, I don’t want to intrude on your life so it’s OK if
you tell me to back off. But I want you to know that I’d really like to hear about what’s
going on for you. I don’t want to tell you how to live your life, but sometimes it just helps
to get someone to listen to you. I’'m learning to be sort of good at that. I also need you
know that while I like you, I'm not trying to hit on you. I’'m at least fifteen years older
than you and I don’t want to come across like a dirty old man.”

Angie laughed and shook her head. “No, you’re not the dirty old man type.” She
looked at the ground and became quiet. “I don’t know. Maybe. No, I ... Well, let me

think about it.”

“No probllem, Angie. You know where to find me.”
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SIX
The church with no great anguish on its heart has no great music on its lips.

—Karl Barth®
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“I think your friend Emil is hitting on our waitress.” Gracie sent a disapproving
glance in the direction of the office. Emil seemed to fit the stereotypical lusty male that
Gracie found so offensive. The bartender was tan and good-looking, with a blond
ponytail that reached down the middle of his back. “You men are so predictable.”

Dean looked offended. “Hey. Don’t lump us all together, please. Just because a
bartender flirts with a girl in the pub—hardly a big surprise—doesn’t mean we’re all
animals. Except for Paul here, of course.”

“OK, you two. Very funny,” said Paul. “Let’s leave the drama for a minute and
talk this through some more before our time is up. Dean, go back to what you were
saying, about evangelism flowing out of a life of spiritual formation. Why is that any
different from what people have been saying for a long time? It’s not new information
that our lives, as Christians, are supposed to have a quality to them that speaks of what
God has done in us and what he can do for others.”

“No, that part is nothing new. After all, Jesus says to let our lights shine before
the people around us so that they can see our lives and learn to recognize God. But I've
just been thinking that so much of what I read and see regarding evangelism is often
event or project-oriented rather than just something natural. I’'m probably over-
generalizing because I'm only responding to what is visible to me, but I know [ really
feel the lack in my own life and I think we see it in the life of our church.”

Gracie finished up something she was writing in her pocket notebook. “OK, I get
the outflow idea. I don’t think anyone would argue that point with you, but I also don’t
see what it changes. Do we just eliminate all the structured attempts at evangelism—no

more crusades, no more canvassing, no more ‘seeker services’—and just hope everyone
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starts overflowing with great energy for personal evangelism? So maybe my years in
campus ministry were just a waste of time?”

“No, of course not, Gracie. I didn’t mean to offend you. I know it would be naive
to suggest something like that.” Gracie gave him a conciliatory smile. Dean continued
uneasily. “But ... here’s what has been on my mind: Have you guys ever heard of
spiritual direction?” He leaned forward as he regained his momentum and spoke with an
almost conspiratorial tone.

“Sure,” Paul answered. “Spiritual direction is something practiced mostly by
Roman Catholics, I think. I know it’s been around a long time. I seem to remember
reading something Thomas Merton wrote about the subject. I don’t think you find it
much in the Protestant part of the world.”

Dean started to get excited. “Yes! In my Spiritual Formation course Merton’s
Spiritual Direction and Meditation is one of our textbooks. He talks about spiritual
direction as a kind of joint effort between two Christians, where one talks and one listens.
The listener isn’t an advice-giver, but instead listens for what God is trying to 'say in the
life of the other person. The direction isn’t focused on controlling the person’s life. It’s
about helping someone respond to what God is doing.

“And this isn’t really limited to Catholics. There’s a great series of books called
The Starbridge Series, by an ex-lawyer named Susan Howatch. It’s a collection of six
books that traces the lives of some Anglican priests from the 1930’s through the 1980’s
in England. And spiritual direction is how they get the help they need when they get into

trouble.”
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Gracie looked puzzled. “I don’t get what this has to do with evangelism. Spiritual
direction sounds like something Christians do for each other. How does someone who
isn’t a Christian end up in that kind of relationship?”

“Thomas Merton would probably agree with you. He pretty much limited spiritual
direction to those who were already Christians.” Dean hesitated. “I really like Merton, but
I think that his limitation has to be challenged. I think we have to start realizing that God
isn’t just at work in the lives of Christians. God’s at work in everyone, whether they
know it or not.”

“So God was at work in Hitler?”

“Gracie, I’m not going to try to figure that one out. But if God really loves the
whole world, like Jesus said, then that means something for every person, doesn’t it?”

“It’s prevenience.” Dean and Gracie both looked at Paul.

“It’s what?” asked Gracie.

Paul smiled. “Prevenience. It’s an old theological term that refers to God being at
work in the world before any of us show up. It assumes God’s prior presence in all
things—creation, redemption, salvation, everything. It’s funny——I’ve never thought about
applying that to evangelism. I’ve usually thought about people being a kind of blank slate
in terms of God until someone shows up to explain that God exists, Jesus died for them
and so on. The idea of God already being at work is interesting.”

“But that’s no big deal.” Gracie was getting impatient. “In campus ministry we
always assumed that the people who respbﬁded to us were already being impacted by the

Holy Spirit. Isn’t that the same thing? I don’t think this is anything new.”
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“But don’t we usually think that way in terms of God preparing someone to hear
our message? What if it’s much bigger than that?” Dean smiled as his own sense of
discovery came to the surface. “What if God, who loves the world—even though it’s all
screwed up—is still working to guide, to comfort, to redirect, to correct and even to help
people respond to the good news of Jesus? What if, instead of looking for people who
want to sit still for our pre-recorded message, our role as Christians was to pay attention
to the people around us, to look for what God is already doing and then help people
recognize that? What if our role was to cooperate with God instead of expecting God to
cooperate with our programs?”

Paul had been writing while Dean spoke. “Dean, I think I’m getting your point.
But take me to a practical level. We’ve got this church of busy, well-meaning people.
How does this begin to happen for them? How do they start to take this on? If there is
training for becoming ‘evangelistic spiritual directors,” or whatever, then haven’t we just
created another program for evangelism?”

“Paul, how about if we just started re-teaching all of us what it means to be a
Christian, to follow Jesus, to go where he goes. What if we started really teaching about
spiritual formation, not as some new technique, but rather as how to order our lives so
that we love God and love others? Maybe incorporating the art of spiritual direction into
discipleship training would just give us a way to practically follow Jesus. Didn’t he say
that he only did what his heavenly Father was doing? Why wouldn’t we want our
approach to evangelism to look like that?”

Gracie had a distant look on her face as old images from her university days

flashed through her mind. “1 remember walking through my campus, wondering about all
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the students around me, many of whom were unresponsive to our evangelistic attempts. I
so often grieved over them, considering them to be Jost people. If what you are saying has
any merit, Dean, then I might have been the lost one. I might have lost out on so many
opportunities to spend time with people and looking for signs of God’s presence. Instead
of being a message-proclaimer, maybe I could have been more like a detective—Ilearning
to really listen to people and then sort of dust for God’s fingerprints. I have to really ...”

Angie approached the table with their orders. “Anything else for you guys? Are
you OK with drinks?”

“We’re great, Angie. Thanks.” Paul made a mental note to leave a good tip.

Gracie watched Angie as she hurried away. “So let’s take her as an example.
What do you see going on for her? Do you see signs of God being at work?”

Paul followed Gracie’s gaze. “That girl’s a bit of a puzzle <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>