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“SOMETHING ISN’T RIGHT.”

There’s been a time or two in my life when I’ve visited my physician and said those very words. Usually, some odd symptoms will show up that cause me to feel a little bit off. Several years ago I had convinced myself I was experiencing heart failure. That may sound overdramatic, except my symptoms seemed to be quite serious.

I was always exhausted no matter what I did. My husband would be content with seven hours of sleep, but I seemed to need ten. My hair started to fall out, and my skin was pale. I was once a triathlete and could run for miles, but even walking up a flight of stairs caused me to be winded.

I then noticed that my heart rate would skyrocket when doing the slightest things like standing up and walking to the next room. Even preaching became difficult.

“Something just isn’t right,” I told the doctor. I explained my symptoms, we ran some tests, and it turned out I was severely anemic.

When I look at the dearly beloved bride of Christ in North America, I see enough concerning symptoms for me to say, “Something just isn’t right.” I’m concerned about us.


CHICAGOLAND

I grew up in the peak of the 1990s youth ministry culture—think DC Talk, Jennifer Knapp, Switchfoot, WWJD bracelets, street evangelism, and my very own homemade bubble paint T-shirt that said “Jesus Freak.”

At sixteen I had a genuine thirst and love for Jesus, my newly discovered Lord and Savior. I grew up in a home of good, cultural Christians. I was baptized and confirmed in a mainline church. Sometime around my freshman year of high school, I developed a thirst for a more meaningful understanding of God. I’m not sure what the trigger was, other than the prevenient grace of God. There was also a sense of curiosity about some of the things I heard from the Christians in school. Something about them was remarkably different. They were close to one another, and I longed for the sense of belonging and community they exuded. They talked about Jesus in almost mystical ways, and I wanted the same experience.

So there I was, in the late nineties, standing in the back of a log cabin—the meeting house for Campus Life—searching for an answer for my yearning. Youth leaders and students testified about the goodness of Jesus, and I wanted more. Soon after, one of the youth leaders invited me to begin reading my Bible, so I did—cover to cover. Every night, as fast as I could, I would race up to my bedroom to plow my way through the story of God. I was completely captivated.

When I arrived at the Gospel of Luke, my mind could hardly comprehend the goodness of Jesus and the horror of the cross. But there in my bedroom, I said yes to Jesus. I had no idea of how that moment would set the trajectory of my life, but it did—drastically.

As a newly minted Jesus freak, I was ready to set the world on fire for Jesus. I started with my own high school. Every week I would illegally pack eleven kids in my Toyota RAV4 and bring them to Campus Life. Mondays were my favorite day of the week. I would come to a school on Mondays with a stack of fliers for Campus Life, and I would leave school empty-handed with a car full of kids. I wanted the world to know Jesus as I knew him. Church was my haven of rest and peace; it was the place I wanted to be nearly every waking moment. If you would have told me the church had flaws, I would have fiercely defended it.

When I first learned about Billy Graham, I wanted to be just like him, but only because Billy was telling people about Jesus by the multitudes. Then I heard about Bill Hybels. Somewhere around 2001, I joined a carload of students to drive an hour north to the Willow Creek campus in Barrington, Illinois. When I walked into the lobby, I saw escalators and food courts. When I walked into the massive ten thousand-plus seat sanctuary, the hair on my arms stood up. Someone gets to preach to this many people every week?

From that day on, Willow Creek Community Church was the epitome of success—through the eyes of a new Christian formed in Western evangelicalism—in the economy of the kingdom: church growth, large buildings, and bodies in seats. In my mind this was the golden vision every pastor ought to strive for.

When I began my journey in ministry in the early 2000s as a Youth for Christ director, we used to compare attendance numbers in staff meetings and then high-five one another when attendance was “crushing it.”1 There’s hardly a pastor that would deny feelings of excitement when numbers are unusually high or when the pastor glances out in the sanctuary and the seats are full. Needing to build more prominent and more state-of-the-art sanctuaries can be a thrill, no doubt.

In my early days of ministry, I recall attending a church growth summit, and as a young associate pastor, I was enamored by one pastor’s account of growing a church from sixty to five hundred people. I couldn’t take notes fast enough and couldn’t wait to someday apply the tactics I learned that day. With a quick scroll through Google, we can learn all about the “easy principles to church growth.”

Numbers tend to be quite a big deal for pastors. This can be a helpful metric and is something we celebrate for a good reason. As someone who has been so profoundly impacted by the gospel of Jesus, I celebrate anytime someone decides to follow Jesus for the first time. I celebrate when lives are transformed within the body of Christ. I celebrate every time someone is newly baptized. These are just some of the few reasons I do what I do. Simultaneously, an emphasis on numbers as the golden metric for success can become unhealthy, especially when we pursue success at the expense of faithfulness or appearance at the expense of authentic community.

After serving in ministry for quite some time and after attending seminary, I developed a more robust kingdom theology, ecclesiology, and pneumatology. I knew deep down that the metrics of empire weren’t necessarily the fruit of goodness in the kingdom. I knew it, but it was still so deeply ingrained in the mind of this young pastor.




PASADENA, CALIFORNIA

In 2016 I accepted the new role as senior pastor of First Church of the Nazarene of Pasadena, affectionately known as “PazNaz.” PazNaz is a large and historic church in Southern California with a rich history in Pasadena as well as the Nazarene denomination. However, upon my arrival many left the church, and although there were compounding factors, some of it was over the sheer fact that I am a woman. Many just “couldn’t do a woman pastor” even if their theology agreed with it. For others it was a straight-up “abomination” and “sin.” Some believed that “PazNaz is doomed for failure and will lose the favor of God because they called a woman.” Many simply could not comprehend a young thirty-something woman taking on such a significant role “with small children at home.”

Many stayed, rallied, prayed, and jumped all in for the mission. Those that stayed are some of the godliest, most loving, and most faithful people you’ll ever meet. But they too were trying to comprehend the scale of loss. Many were concerned about the sheer loss. The bottom dropped out of the place, some shared. Concerned members lamented, “Pastor, how will we fill the sanctuary again?” which I interpreted as, “When will we be successful again?”

It has taken much prayer and therapy for me to recognize that the loss didn’t mean the church was wrecked, and for that matter, it wasn’t Tara Beth Leach who wrecked this precious church. What I was experiencing was symptomatic of something much bigger.




THE PROBLEM WITH OUR METRICS

I began to discover that hidden behind the curtains of evangelicalism’s golden crowns of success was a malnourished vision for flourishing in the kingdom. Not only was it malnourished but when lived out, there were problems and disappointments, and sometimes it produced fruit that was the antithesis to the vision laid out in Scripture. Perhaps “success” wasn’t what we thought it was.

Furthermore, what we have discovered in many of evangelicalism’s successful megachurches is that behind closed doors of rising attendance, building, and cash, the situation isn’t what it seems. Take, for example, Willow Creek, Harvest Bible Chapel, and the Southern Baptist Convention. The curtains were pulled back and the light shined in the darkness. We all saw moral failures happening behind closed doors in some of America’s largest churches.

It turns out we had been using the wrong metric all along. Suddenly, we all had to come to terms with the reality that what was once anointed as a success wasn’t successful after all. These old metrics only told some of the story.

Imagine going into a doctor with chest pains and the doctor pulling out a stethoscope. After listening for a moment, the doctor says, “Your heart is beating rhythmically. I think you’re in great shape!” I imagine that you would explain to the doctor that more sophisticated measuring tools are needed. The stethoscope shows only part of the picture.

Or imagine going to the doctor for your child’s yearly checkup, and the doctor measures only the child’s weight and height. If the doctor were to declare your child healthy but your child has aches and pains on a regular basis, you’d ask for more tests.

We are acting like this doctor by measuring the health of the church numerically. Of course, measuring numerically is far easier than measuring faithfulness or love or kindness or hospitality or integrity. Measuring numerically is low-hanging fruit. At the same time, what if our measuring system has been covering up symptoms for decades, and only recently are we coming to terms with the severity of the crisis?

You see, it isn’t just about Willow Creek, Harvest Bible Chapel, and the Southern Baptist Convention. It isn’t only about evangelicals’ propensity for partisan politics. We could find many symptoms: #ChurchToo, segregation, polarization, hypernationalism within local church worship, and a history of systemic racism. These didn’t happen overnight; rather, they are symptomatic of a crisis that has been brewing for decades.

The erosion of the witness in the church began to crumble years ago, and today we are trying to make sense of it all. Through all of this there have been ongoing conversations on the post-Christian context. There is a notable shift happening in churches and communities all around America. PazNaz has been around for decades, which means many of its members have been around for long enough to talk about what they call “the good old days.” To them, the “good old days” are the days when “most people went to church.” Now, most people don’t go to church.

Many look for somewhere or someone to point the finger at, and the finger is often pointed outward instead of inward. Blame the millennials, blame the erosion of Christian morals in America, blame the liberals, blame immoral presidents, blame the decay of culture.

Perhaps we are pointing in the wrong direction. Maybe we ought to honestly and humbly look in the mirror and turn the finger back toward ourselves. Maybe it isn’t the post-Christian culture, and instead we have a post-Christian church. Maybe it’s time for us to look in the mirror, examine our hearts, and ask the Lord to show us where we’ve fallen short, confess, lament, and repent.




LET’S GET UNCOMFORTABLE

I can remember back when I was a young student studying to be in ministry; whenever someone would critique the church, I got uncomfortable. Don’t talk about my family like that, I’d think. Don’t talk about the very people that birthed me, nurtured me, fed me, and formed me. But these days I can see the ways that systems of evil have entrapped us, and I yearn for the church to break free from the systems that entangle us and experience the free, full, flourishing life that Jesus came to teach, live, die, and ascend to the throne for. We were meant for so much more than this. But before we experience freedom, we need to first be uncomfortable. It’s time to name some things, lament some things, repent of some things, and step into new wineskins.

No longer can we ignore our symptoms or turn a blind eye. It’s time we courageously poke at the things that may sting a little. Actually, you may get angry, and I’ll be honest, that makes me a bit nervous. I once heard someone say that good rabbis make their listeners mad. If a doctor pokes and prods and I suddenly yell, “Ouch!” then the doc has exposed a painful symptom. I’m not a rabbi, and I’m certainly not a doctor, but I do see concerning symptoms these days. I’d rather poke than turn a blind eye.

But after some of the poking, I want you to know how much I think Jesus believes in us. I actually think it’s a gift that our symptoms are being exposed. Perhaps the curtains are being pulled back so that the Spirit might do a new thing in our midst. Perhaps this wilderness will bring us to our knees so we might experience new humility, new dependence, and new freedom. Lisa Sharon Harper says it best about evangelicals:


What if the process of repentance—restitution and repair—is the way of God, the narrow road to the health of our world?

And what if repentance is the way to the restoration of the image of God in a people twisted by hubris?2






WHO AM I CRITIQUING?

I am a child of White evangelicalism, and I am speaking primarily to both pastors and lay leaders of the White evangelical church. While I know that not all evangelicals are White and certainly have diversity, I am speaking to a generation of believers who have historically worshiped in White evangelical churches. It is my hope that we as pastors and leaders can name and acknowledge the places where we have become entrapped by “the powers not of this world.” The apostle Paul names this for us, “Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Eph 6:12).

There is indeed a struggle happening within the White evangelical church; there are places where we are under the grips of dark powers of this world. It’s time we move away from dismissiveness and denial, and face reality. I hope that we don’t just name our problems, but I pray this brings us to our knees. I pray we lament, confess, and repent. I pray we lean into the creative and missional imagination of the triune God. Lisa Sharon Harper poses an important and uncomfortable question for us, “What if the call to White evangelicals is to stop trying to be God, to control everything and everyone and to join the rest of humanity—the beloved dust? . . . Will lament lead to surrender?3

Are you squirming yet? I am.

Dear reader, perhaps you find yourself a bit uncomfortable like I was years ago. I get that. The church is my family. Week in and week out I get to worship with, journey with, and live in a mutually edifying relationship with a local church. The church is the radiant bride of Christ, and I too get defensive when others trample on the bride’s garment. But the way I see it, the bride’s garment is tangled up and entrapped in ways that are holding us back from the free, full, and flourishing life we were meant to live.

I pray you hear my words like a mother or aunt who deeply loves her family and wants to see her family live into its full potential—that is, the radiant church in all its beauty. I believe the whole church is called to total radiance, and while I may be critiquing what is primarily White evangelicalism, I am calling the whole church to radiance. May we come alongside our brothers and sisters of color and partner to be radiant people.




WHO IS RADIANT?

The writer of Hebrews says this about Jesus, “The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven” (Heb 1:3). Jesus is in the radiant image of the glory of our majestic God. No one is fully radiant but God, and we see this embodied in the person of the radiant King Jesus. We are the bride of the King, called to bear witness to this radiant gospel and this radiant kingdom where Jesus rules. In Christ, we are brilliantly radiant. Throughout history, Jesus’ radiant bride has shined with luster and brilliance, but at times it has waned. As a pastor I lament when our light is pale, and I rejoice when we shine with brilliance. There is nothing more that I long for than a radiant church that blazes in the darkness. My hope is that throughout these pages I’ll be able to name the places our light is diminished, and paint a vision for a church that illuminates in a weary world.

I write this book with much fear and trembling, but also with a push from the Spirit that I can’t ignore. So I can’t think of a better way to start this book than with a prayer.

Lord, I am ill-equipped to write this book, and yet words are birthing in my mind and heart that I can’t seem to shake. So I give the pages of this book to you. I pray this book will be a tool to help expand the imagination of the church. Help us to see, name, and flee from the things that entrap us, and help us to lean into the radiant vision of the kingdom rooted in Scripture, held together by the covenant of God the Father, fulfilled by King Jesus, and birthed by the Spirit. Amen.




QUESTIONS FOR INDIVIDUALS AND GROUPS


	1. What do you love about the church?


	2. Considering there is not a perfect church, and the church is certainly imperfect, what are some of the symptoms you notice of the imperfect church?


	3. In what ways has the church ignored the symptoms? How has this been harmful?


	4. In what ways has the church measured success that has been harmful?


	5. In what ways has the church measured success that has been helpful?


	6. What are your laments for the church?


	7. What are your hopes for the church?













1

THE CALL TO RADIANCE
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“YOU’RE NOT ONE OF THOSE born-again Christians, are you?”

I wasn’t sure how to answer that question. Was it a trap? What did they think “born-again” meant? I leaned over the fence that stood between my neighbor and me, and we both watched our children play together in the yard. “What do you mean by that?” I tried to ask in the most nonjudgmental tone as possible and instead take the posture of curiosity. “Well, those born-agains talk about a God who loves you, but they live their lives as anything but loving. They only care about their own political agenda and not the people that they have politicized.” I can’t remember exactly how I navigated the conversation that day, but perhaps it’s familiar to you.

Some circles project hostility between the church and culture. While plenty of people have the opposite and more loving view of the church, I think it’s safe to say that there’s a growing tension between the church and culture in the Western world.

There’s been a pulling away of sorts, however. No longer do we enjoy easy approval from Western culture, and going to church on Sunday mornings is no longer the thing to do. According to Gallup, the most dramatic shift is those who don’t identify as religious at all.1

Aside from decline, our reputation has been put to the test. If we were to dial the conversation back to 2007, David Kinnaman, president of the Barna Group, noted this from an outsider to Christianity, “Most people I meet assume that Christian means very conservative, entrenched in their thinking, anti-gay, anti-choice, angry, violent, illogical, empire builders, they want to convert everyone, and they generally cannot live peacefully with anyone who does not believe what they believe.”2 A few years later, in 2011, David Fitch declared that evangelicalism was coming to an end. He writes, “Evangelicalism’s influence within American society is painfully on the wane. As recent as just this past decade, evangelicalism had carried a significant amount of political influence within society and seemed confident of its identity as a church in America.”3

The influence the church once had is waning, the light that once shined bright is diminishing, and the salt that was once salty is losing its saltiness.

Over a decade ago, as many influential church leaders and theologians saw the future of the church they gathered to create manifestos. Many called for a redefining, a rebirthing, and a reidentification of the church. It was time for renewal and revival, and for the evangelical church to embrace the God who births new things. Fast forward a decade and it would appear that the church has missed the moment, or perhaps it’s something that “gets worse before it gets better.” Either way, I think it’s safe to say we have reached a crisis moment.

The crisis, however, is not just the decline of those who declare faith in King Jesus—though that is certainly to be lamented. The crisis, instead, is an issue that must be dealt with in our own family room. This is not the time to point the finger outward, and it’s not the time to blame the world. Instead, I pray that we take this opportunity to look in the mirror.


SYMPTOMS OF THE CRISIS

Moral failures. In the last few years, moral failures of pastors and so-called Christian politicians alike are being brought to light at a rapid rate. But what’s troubling is how quickly we defend the perpetrator rather than the victim. Perhaps even more troubling is that at times the world is defending the victim while the church defends the perpetrator. This was an alarming reality when Bill Hybels was first accused of sexual abuse and harassment from a number of female staffers at Willow Creek. The leadership was sadly quick to defend their pastor and blame the victims. Rachel Held Evans tweeted this about the #ChurchToo movement, “The Church in America, and specifically evangelicals, are going to have to muster up some humility and take a serious look at how patriarchy, sexism, and toxic masculinity have infected their culture.”4

In many ways it would appear that the curtains have been pulled back on systems of power—power often held by my brothers in Christ—that are wrapped in toxic systems. We have learned in recent years that behind closed doors things weren’t what they appeared to be behind the glimmer and glamor of the large auditoriums, fog machines, and rapid growth of butts in the auditorium seats. Maybe all along the very things we anointed as success weren’t successful after all.

Then we started to hear whispers from the mouths of trembling, broken, and fearful women. At first we asked them to keep quiet; we must not ruin the witness of the church. Some quieted down, and some got louder. When American culture started the #MeToo movement, the church had its own movement, #ChurchToo. Thousands of stories emerged—gut-wrenching, painful, and devastating stories. Take a moment to scroll through Twitter’s #ChurchToo feed and grab a box of tissues while you read. If it doesn’t make you weep, I don’t know what will.

Many did gather ’round to listen while others continued to silence the voices of the hurting. Some who held the power had plenty of opportunities to call for the church to repent, apologize, and work toward reconciliation. I was especially grateful for leaders like Dan Meyer, senior pastor of Christ Church of Oak Brook, JR Rozko, director of Missio Alliance, Rich Villodas, pastor of New Life Fellowship in Queens, New York, and New Testament scholar Scot McKnight for the ways they and countless others prophetically called the church to confession, lament, and a better way.

Allegiance. And then the curtains were pulled back on our own allegiance. I think somewhere along the way we got confused. Of course, the history of this is deeply rooted. Is it God and country? Is my citizenship first in the kingdom of God or in my country? Or are they the same? Flags on altars next to the cross were on equal footing, and the gospel according to the empire began to collide with the gospel of King Jesus. The church fell in love with the empire, and the witness suffered because it wasn’t sure which was which. Patriotism trumped the values of the kingdom, and eventually it seems we developed multiple personality disorder. On the one hand, we loved Jesus and the gift of salvation, and on the other, we sought more power, more strength, more dominance, more prestige, more wealth, more flourishing, and more gain. Eugene Cho warned,

I would submit that the greatest challenge is actually within Christianity: It’s the temptation to build the structures and institutionalism of Christianity but without the parallel commitment to Jesus. It’s politicians and even Christian pastors and leaders who sprinkle on a pinch of Jesus into our thinking, speeches, or sermons but often in a way that fulfills our agenda or goals. In other words, using Jesus to promote nationalism is simply not the way of Jesus.5


We abandoned the imagination of Scripture and instead adopted a Western political imagination that we tried to keep firmly hitched to the Christian way. But if we were honest, it’s a dimly lit version of the early church—if lit at all.

A polarized church. Instead of falling to our knees, we took to larger platforms and louder megaphones to make our views known. We took to Twitter with hateful words and memes. Instead of peacemaking, we took to dividing and violent speech. We were more interested in being right than unified, so we drew harder lines in the sand and pushed the weak, marginalized, and hurting away.

Meanwhile, young ears were listening, and young eyes were watching. What was meant to be beautiful slowly eroded away. As the pastor of the second oldest church in my denomination, many grandparents are lamenting over the decline of the attendance of young people, and many are fearful for the future of the church. Perhaps many decided that the radiance of the church wasn’t what they thought it was.




IT’S NOT THEM; IT’S US

No longer can we point the finger away from ourselves and put the blame on culture wars. No longer can we say, “It’s because they took God out of our schools,” and, “That generation is ruining everything!” Instead, dear Christians, we have a few things to sort through and talk about.

We’ve been exposed, and the curtains have been pulled back. Instead of saying, “To hell with the church!” I cling to the promise of Scripture that declares, “The gates of hell shall not prevail against [the church!]” (Mt 16:18 KJV). I know how this story ends, and I know that the bride of Christ will never fully crumble. I hope that this exposure would lead us to our knees, crying out for the Spirit to birth something new, alive, beautiful, and radiant.

I believe this more than anything: what isn’t revealed can’t be healed. It’s time to embrace what has been revealed and lean into a new kind of healing that can only be explained by the faithful presence of Jesus.




BORN-AGAIN

Somewhere in the mid-1990s, when I was a new Christian, I came across a popular bronze statue by Dean Kermit Allison. The sculpture was called “Born Again,” and it depicted a man shedding his old self with a bronze layer of skin, and his new self was being born anew as a radiant, glassy, crystal version. I remember staring at that statue mesmerized and in tears. I was the statue, I thought. Newly in love with Jesus and recently beginning my life in Christ, God was doing a radiant new thing in my life. But today, that statue seems more prophetic, and it tugs at my heartstrings as I long for the church of the future.

I pray that the church would begin to see, acknowledge, and name the bronze layers that are saturated with worldly beliefs and behaviors and flee from them. I pray that the church would know that we have not been destroyed—it’s not too late. I pray that we would reclaim, be renewed and revived, and allow the work of the Spirit to birth something new and radiant. Like the bronze statue, may the layers of our own systems that have hurt and harmed others begin to peel away, and may the lamp of truth, love, and righteousness be placed firmly on its pedestal and shine in all of its illuminating beauty. Not beauty for the glory of ourselves but for the glory and majesty of our King and Creator. May we shine in such a way that instead of hard lines in the sand being drawn, those who once felt excluded are now drawn to the radiant light of the church.

But birthing isn’t easy work. It’s painful, it’s laborious, it’s long, and it literally brings blood, sweat, and tears. On the early morning of April 17, 2010, I woke up at 6 a.m. to discover that my water had broken. Fortunately, I wasn’t feeling any pain yet, so I decided I could take a shower, put on makeup, and grab breakfast on the way to the hospital. By the time my husband and I arrived at Panera to pick up some breakfast on the way, the labor pains began to kick in. I’ll also confess that I had no idea that when the water breaks, it isn’t just a one-time occurrence; rather, it keeps on coming. This was rather problematic standing in line for my bagel. After a minute or two of waiting in line, I turned to Jeff with my lips curled and my teeth together and said, “We have to go now!”

By the time we got to the hospital, I was in full-blown labor. Before having Caleb, I thought of myself as a tough woman with high pain tolerance. Turns out, labor was much more painful and difficult than any friend or textbook or Lamaze class could have prepared me for.

At one point during labor, my husband and parents were in the hospital room having a good old time, sharing, eating, laughing, and watching Ghostbusters on TV. I was angry that I was suffering and they were enjoying the moment. My husband came over to me with an angelic and peaceful look on his face, gently put his hand on my shoulder, and said, “Hey, babe, I was thinking that the next baby . . .” and before he could even finish his sentence, I angrily interrupted him with what probably seemed like demon eyes and the voice of his worst nightmares, “Next baby? Next baby? You think I’m going to go through this again? There will be no next baby!”

Perhaps the scariest and most challenging moment came during what many call transitional labor, which is the stage between active labor—labor pains that are a few minutes apart—and actually having to push for delivery. It’s intense, and the only way for any sort of relief is to push and potentially scream. I did both. The nurses and my family surrounded me saying things like, “Breathe, and keep your eye on the prize! Caleb is coming! Breathe; keep your eye on the prize! Focus! Caleb is coming!”

Breathe. Keep your eye on the prize. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. Dear church, creation is groaning. The labor pains can no longer be ignored. It’s time to push and birth something new, something radiant, something wrapped in love, truth, and grace.

There is nothing glorious about labor; there is nothing easy about pushing. It hurts. It’s hard. But push we must. That is, we must repent, we must name, we must rid ourselves of toxic systems, and we must abandon the imagination of the principalities and powers of this world. Let us push, breathe, keep our eyes on Jesus, press in, lean in, and reclaim the radiant vision that comes alive in Scripture.




A CALL TO RADIANCE

In Matthew 5, Jesus steps on a mount and begins to teach. His prophetic words are drenched in love and wrapped in vision. It was a sermon unlike any other that has now found its home in what we call the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5–7). In it, Jesus shares his dreams for the already-but-not-yet people of God in Christ. He paints a vivid vision of how the people of God are to live, love, act, and care for one another. His words are no doubt piercing, and they likely make us squirm at times, but what Jesus proclaims is an illuminating and radiant vision for the bride of Christ.

Jesus’ words are no mere suggestion; rather, they are passionate and piercing commands for the people of God to live into no matter where they live.6 That is, those who are citizens of the kingdom of God.

Following Jesus’ declaration of those who make the list of the blessed life, Jesus calls the church to lean into the radiant vision of the church. He calls us salt and light.


You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot.

You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead, they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven. (Mt 5:13-16)



Like other popular passages of Scripture, we sometimes miss out on the fullness of what Jesus is calling us to. Often we read this passage through the lens of I instead of we and then interpret it as, “I should do more good deeds.” However, this prophetic declaration of Jesus should push and pull the church into the radiant church it was meant to be. While one star is certainly something to behold, a sky full of sparkling stars is stunning. Our witness is corporate, found within congregations and communities. Our witness is a collective presence and voice and light rather than individuals.

This passage isn’t a random call to do good things; rather, we are called to lean into the missional imagination of the triune God—that is, the imagination that unfolds beginning in the book of Genesis.




WE ARE THE STARS

In the first eleven chapters of Genesis, the problem of sin, brokenness, darkness, and evil is rather glaring. Murder, betrayal, division, pride, and havoc, even from Mother Nature, are just a few examples. However, we don’t observe a planless God scrambling to heal God’s broken creation, and neither do we observe God lashing out in anger. Instead, we discover a redemptive God who moves in with acts of love and grace. By the time we arrive at Genesis 11, we discover the beginnings of God’s rescue operation. God doesn’t run from the problem of sin; rather, God moves in and addresses it.

God calls Abram and Sarai to a foreign land, a place of discomfort, in a posture of trust. Without the full picture, Abram shows us a life of faithfulness, even in the midst of ruggedness and the unknown. God then unveils this grand plan:

The LORD had said to Abram, “Go from your country, your people and your father’s household to the land I will show you.



“I will make you into a great nation,

and I will bless you;

I will make your name great,

and you will be a blessing.

I will bless those who bless you,

and whoever curses you I will curse;

and all peoples on earth

will be blessed through you.” (Gen 12:1-3)



Through a series of trials, tests, and tribulations, Abram and Sarai learn the radical call to faithfulness. Though they constantly sought reassurance from God and showed many symptoms of doubt and distrust, they continued to put one foot in front of the other. God appeared to Abram with a fuller and more radiant vision of the role Abram’s family would soon play: “Sovereign LORD, what can you give me since I remain childless and the one who will inherit my estate is Eliezer of Damascus?” Abram said, “You have given me no children; so a servant in my household will be my heir” (Gen 15:2-3).

But then the Lord responds and assures the doubting Abram:

“This man will not be your heir, but a son who is your own flesh and blood will be your heir.” The Lord took Abram outside and said, “Look up at the sky and count the stars—if indeed you can count them.” Then the Lord said to Abram, “So shall your offspring be. Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness” (Gen 15:5-6).

Abram and God then partake in an incredibly bizarre but telling covenant ceremony that included blood and animal halves. What we discover, however, is just how deathly serious God is about keeping God’s end of the covenant. That is, that God would be faithful to bless Abram’s family and bless the world through God’s family.

As a result of this covenant, God’s people would shine brightly as they live counterculturally in a decaying world. By living out the covenant demands, the world would see the goodness of this covenant community, and the character of God would be revealed in attractive ways.

As the story goes, however, time and again the people of God harden their hearts and fail to keep up their end of the covenant. And yet God moves in, God calls, God summons the people of God to return. But they struggle to do just that.




JESUS IS THE BRIGHTEST STAR

Then, somewhere on the margins of Bethlehem, a child is born. A bright star attracted magi from the East who wanted to see the astonishing light for themselves. Right in the middle of chaos, decay, darkness, and oppression, this child moves into the neighborhood filled with chaos and he shines. The new Israel, the second Adam, fully divine and fully human, prophet and priest, and the fulfillment of all of Israel’s history, reveals the very heartbeat and character of God. And we discover just how serious God is about keeping this covenant.

This King, after living a perfect life of love, healing, revelation, and wonders, meets his death on a cross. And there on the cross, the end of an evil era collides with the nails, the crown of thorns, and the body broken. And every spring the church gathers together to proclaim the good news, “He’s not dead! He’s alive!” We join the chorus of angels and the sermon of Mary at the tomb, “He’s alive!” The King is raised to new life, and the floodgates burst forth. We discover the promises to Abram are now fulfilled, and we are the stars in the sky. No longer is ethnic Israel the only recipient of God’s blessing; the dividing wall has been destroyed, and Jews and Gentiles, men and women, and slaves and free persons are all one in Christ. The re-creation of a people of God is expanded to all who are in Christ. The apostle Paul says, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!” (2 Cor 5:17). And the apostle Peter says, “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special possession, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy” (1 Pet 2:9-10).




WE ARE CALLED TO SHINE

Paul says to the Philippians, “Do everything without grumbling or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, ‘children of God without fault in a warped and crooked generation.’ Then you will shine among them like stars in the sky” (Phil 2:15). We are the stars in the sky—shining in all of our radiant glory as the love of God bursts forth. We—all who are in Christ—are the royal priesthood and God’s special possession. And the news only gets better! In Christ, we begin to reflect God’s glorious image as Paul says, “And we all, who with unveiled faces contemplate the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his image with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit”(2 Cor 3:18).

We are heirs of God’s promises to Abraham, and we are included in God’s blessed people. And just as God called Abraham to faithfulness and obedience, God also called the church. As children of Abraham and sons and daughters of the King, we’ve distorted the story of the perfect gospel to be a ticket to heaven—or else.

But the radiant gospel is about a people leaning into and reflecting the goodness of God to an embattled world. The radiant gospel is about the people of God in Christ extending the table and gathering as an alternative community in a world gone awry. We are to embody the power of blessing—that in the middle of a chaotic, prideful, sinful, decaying, embattled, broken world, we would embody the promises of Abraham and live the vision of Jesus as salt and light. As a covenant community in Christ, we don’t just randomly do salt-and-light kind of things; rather, we are salt and light. As salt and light, we are called to mediate the goodness, light, love, and holiness of God. What a radiant call God has entrusted to God’s people.




A DIMLY LIT STAR

However, Jesus declares this word with a warning: “But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot” (Mt 5:13). A very honest, practical, and difficult warning for the church. Jesus reminds the church that there is a strong possibility of a diminished witness and impact. We see this repeatedly with moral failures in Christian leaders and pastors. When their sins are exposed, their witness abruptly crumbles and rarely returns. Let’s expand this thought for the church in North America. If we damage the impact we have been entrusted with, will it ever be regained?

Dear church, we have been invited to participate in such a marvelous mission, which was first unfolded with Abraham, was revealed in the pages of Scripture, and culminated in King Jesus. This mission is still unfolding in our weary world, and the marvelous wonder of it all is that we are summoned to participate.

Have we been too busy worrying about being correct instead of loving? Have we been consumed with being in control and in power rather than laying down our lives? It seems we have been more wrapped up in the ABCs of empire (attendance, building, cash) than we have in participating in the mission of God. Do we love the thrill of power at the expense of loving our neighbor? It seems we have bought into a warped vision for the Christian life. Money and consumerism are central to our vision for the good life. We sometimes bow at the altar of nationalism. Have we forgotten who we are?

When I was in high school, I was a competitive swimmer—very competitive. At the end of the day, I was interested in winning. During my senior year of high school, it was possible I would be conference champ in two different events. However, we knew that the results would be close.

Like most typical angsty teenagers, I was a train wreck at home. I projected my anxious emotions onto my family and made everyone in the house miserable. Eventually, my dad sat me down and gave me a talk:





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


    

      Sommaire



      

        		

          Cover

        



        		

          Title Page

        



        		

          Dedication Page

        



        		

          Contents

        



        		

          Introduction: A Dim Light

        



        		

          1 The Call to Radiance

        



        		

          2 The Radiant Story

        



        		

          3 The Radiant Vision of Jesus

        



        		

          4 The Radiant King and Kingdom

        



        		

          5 The Radiant Witness

        



        		

          6 The Radiant Partnership

        



        		

          7 Radiant Evangelism

        



        		

          8 Radiant Practices

        



        		

          9 The Radiant Future

        



        		

          Acknowledgments

        



        		

          Notes

        



        		

          Praise for Radiant Church

        



        		

          About the Author

        



        		

          More Titles from InterVarsity Press

        



        		

          Copyright

        



      



    

    

      Pagination de l'édition papier



      

        		

          1

        



        		

          1

        



        		

          2

        



        		

          3

        



        		

          4

        



        		

          5

        



        		

          6

        



        		

          7

        



        		

          8

        



        		

          9

        



        		

          10

        



        		

          11

        



        		

          13

        



        		

          14

        



        		

          15

        



        		

          16

        



        		

          17

        



        		

          18

        



        		

          19

        



        		

          20

        



        		

          21

        



        		

          22

        



        		

          23

        



        		

          24

        



        		

          25

        



        		

          26

        



        		

          27

        



        		

          28

        



        		

          29

        



        		

          30

        



        		

          31

        



        		

          32

        



        		

          33

        



        		

          34

        



        		

          35

        



        		

          36

        



        		

          37

        



        		

          38

        



        		

          39

        



        		

          40

        



        		

          41

        



        		

          42

        



        		

          43

        



        		

          44

        



        		

          45

        



        		

          46

        



        		

          47

        



        		

          48

        



        		

          49

        



        		

          50

        



        		

          51

        



        		

          52

        



        		

          53

        



        		

          54

        



        		

          55

        



        		

          56

        



        		

          57

        



        		

          58

        



        		

          59

        



        		

          60

        



        		

          61

        



        		

          62

        



        		

          63

        



        		

          64

        



        		

          65

        



        		

          66

        



        		

          67

        



        		

          68

        



        		

          69

        



        		

          70

        



        		

          71

        



        		

          72

        



        		

          73

        



        		

          74

        



        		

          75

        



        		

          76

        



        		

          77

        



        		

          78

        



        		

          79

        



        		

          80

        



        		

          81

        



        		

          82

        



        		

          83

        



        		

          84

        



        		

          85

        



        		

          86

        



        		

          87

        



        		

          88

        



        		

          89

        



        		

          90

        



        		

          91

        



        		

          92

        



        		

          93

        



        		

          94

        



        		

          95

        



        		

          96

        



        		

          97

        



        		

          98

        



        		

          99

        



        		

          100

        



        		

          101

        



        		

          102

        



        		

          103

        



        		

          104

        



        		

          105

        



        		

          106

        



        		

          107

        



        		

          108

        



        		

          109

        



        		

          110

        



        		

          111

        



        		

          112

        



        		

          113

        



        		

          114

        



        		

          115

        



        		

          116

        



        		

          117

        



        		

          118

        



        		

          119

        



        		

          120

        



        		

          121

        



        		

          122

        



        		

          123

        



        		

          124

        



        		

          125

        



        		

          126

        



        		

          127

        



        		

          128

        



        		

          129

        



        		

          130

        



        		

          131

        



        		

          132

        



        		

          133

        



        		

          134

        



        		

          135

        



        		

          136

        



        		

          137

        



        		

          138

        



        		

          139

        



        		

          140

        



        		

          141

        



        		

          142

        



        		

          143

        



        		

          144

        



        		

          145

        



        		

          146

        



        		

          147

        



        		

          148

        



        		

          149

        



        		

          150

        



        		

          151

        



        		

          152

        



        		

          153

        



        		

          154

        



        		

          155

        



        		

          156

        



        		

          157

        



        		

          158

        



        		

          159

        



        		

          160

        



        		

          161

        



        		

          162

        



        		

          163

        



        		

          164

        



        		

          165

        



        		

          166

        



        		

          167

        



        		

          168

        



        		

          169

        



        		

          170

        



        		

          171

        



        		

          172

        



        		

          173

        



        		

          174

        



        		

          175

        



        		

          176

        



        		

          177

        



        		

          178

        



        		

          179

        



        		

          180

        



        		

          181

        



        		

          182

        



        		

          183

        



        		

          184

        



        		

          185

        



        		

          186

        



        		

          187

        



        		

          188

        



        		

          189

        



        		

          190

        



        		

          191

        



        		

          192

        



        		

          193

        



        		

          194

        



        		

          195

        



        		

          197

        



        		

          198

        



        		

          199

        



        		

          200

        



        		

          201

        



        		

          202

        



        		

          203

        



        		

          I

        



        		

          II

        



        		

          III

        



        		

          IV

        



      



    

    

      Guide



      

        		

          Cover

        



        		

          RADIANT CHURCH

        



        		

          Start of content

        



        		

          Contents

        



      



    

  

OEBPS/images/TP_graphic_gray.jpg





OEBPS/images/AI_IVP_Academic_G_1.jpg
==
Vp

An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, lllinois





OEBPS/images/CH_ding_gray.jpg
Sl

7//

Z NS

=7





OEBPS/cover/cover.jpg
TARA BETH LEACH

AUTHOR OF EMBOLDENED

RESTORING THE CREDIBILITY
OF OUR WITNESS





