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      “…to equip his people for works of service,

      so that the body of Christ may be built up.”


      ephesians 4:12


      


      God has called us to ministry. But it’s not enough to have a vision for ministry if you don’t have the practical skills for it. Nor is it enough to do the work of ministry if what you do is headed in the wrong direction. We need both vision and expertise for effective ministry. We need praxis.


      Praxis puts theory into practice. It brings cutting-edge ministry expertise from visionary practitioners. You’ll find sound biblical and theological foundations for ministry in the real world, with concrete examples for effective action and pastoral ministry. Praxis books are more than the “how to” – they’re also the “why to.” And because being is every bit as important as doing, Praxis attends to the inner life of the leader as well as the outer work of ministry. Feed your soul, and feed your ministry.


      If you are called to ministry, you know you can’t do it on your own. Let Praxis provide the companions you need to equip God’s people for life in the kingdom.
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    Foreword


    As our best leaders know, in just about every Western cultural setting that the church finds itself, we are facing something of a crisis. The somewhat gloomy situation brought about by long-term institutional and spiritual decline has been forcing church leaders to ask some pretty probing questions about the church’s identity, purpose and practices. It’s fair to say that there has been some panic, as well as a fair bit of denial. But a crisis there is anyway.


    This is not all bad. While the theological, spiritual, organizational and missiological malaise poses a direct threat to Christendom church-as-usual, at the same time it presents us with an opportunity to clean out, to do some necessary pruning. Any decent crisis does this: when it is well-faced, it facilitates for the movement or organization a radical recovery of its defining ideas.


    This is perhaps truer of the church than it is of other organizations. As people who believe in the authority of Scripture and the unique role of our Founder, we must constantly return to the selfsame energies that initiated the early church if we are to truly rediscover a sense of who we are, why we are here and how we must go about being the church that Jesus intended in the first place.


    Learning systems theory asserts that all learning takes place when programming is subjected to questioning (L=P+Q). An organization begins to (re)learn when it applies honest, exploratory questioning to all key aspects of the organization/system. This questioning in turn initiates a search for better answers than the ones currently on offer. Applying the lessons of learning systems theory, then, what are the purposes of the church? What is the nature of our core message, and how do we actually embody and extend it? Is the gospel really capable of renewing the world and transforming the hearts of all human beings? Did God really mean for the ecclesia to be the focal point for the wholesale renewal of society? Are we really called to be a colony of a much-disputed kingdom, or did Jesus actually intend that we become the chaplains of a so-called Christian civilization in the West? Why do we do things the way we do? These are questions that take us to the roots of the church.


    Undergoing such radical questioning initiates a serious pursuit for the rediscovery of our most basic scripts—or, to use another metaphor, our orienting maps—in an attempt to reorient or resituate ourselves in the world. In many ways it can be said this is exactly what constitutes the heart of re-newal. And if we do it well, with all the intellectual integrity and spiritual passion that we can muster, we will recover a much more authentic understanding (and experience) of ourselves as ecclesia than the one we now possess.


    Having spent much of my adult years grappling with the factors that together form a dynamic, distinctly missional ecclesiology, I also fully believe that the ecclesia (church) that Jesus intended was specifically designed with built-in, self-generative capacities, and was made for nothing less than world-transforming, lasting, revolutionary impact (see, for example, Mt 16:18). We were almost certainly not meant to become a domesticated civil religion! As far as I can tell, Jesus intended us to be something of a permanent revolution—no less than an expansive outpost of the kingdom of God. When we are not actually being that, then we have got to take stock in a big way.


    We get glimpses into the design and purposes that Jesus intended for his ecclesia in various texts scattered throughout the New Testament. But few are as clear, authoritative, and significant for the church as those found in the book of Ephesians. Ephesians is rightfully considered the constitutional document of the church. Everything about it has the ring of constitutionality. To use another metaphor, it has long been considered as containing the basic genetic codes of the church—particularly in its Pauline expression. Therefore the images of both constitution and DNA grant us direct clues to the defining nature of the text. This can be no less true for Ephesians 4:1-16 as it is of the rest of the book. I am on record as being utterly convinced of the sheer power of the typologies of ministry (what JR Woodward here calls “the five equippers”—apostles, prophets, evangelists, shepherds and teachers, or “APEST”) laid out in this passage to bring renewal to the life of the church.


    Not only does Ephesians 4:1-16 point us to a dynamic manifestation of ecclesia, but it implies that there can be no lasting effectiveness to the church’s mission without the fully functioning ministry that Jesus has once-and-for-all “given” (v. 7) to his people. We are called to be the fullness of Jesus in the world, and according to Paul’s logic in Ephesians 4:1-16 we achieve this not through the twofold shepherd-teacher model of ministry and leadership that we have become so used to, but through this fivefold, equipping approach.


    For reasons I (and my co-author Tim Catchim) have tried to explain in The Permanent Revolution, by effectively exiling the apostolic, prophetic and evangelistic (APE) functions from the life and structures of the church, we have done terrible damage to the church’s capacity to mature. In order to respond to the missional challenges that we now face, we have to learn again what it means to operate with all five equippers. In particular, we must work doubly hard to integrate the exiled ministries of apostle, prophet, and evangelist back into the functioning imagination, language, leadership and ministry structures of the church. In the end I do believe that without these more generative and adaptive ministries, we will neither advance the cause of the church in our time nor achieve any significant and lasting missional impact.


    JR knows this from deep personal reflection on the Scriptures, as well as from being involved in leading-edge church planting in difficult circumstances. As a result, you are holding a hard-won treasure. This is not some fluffy, shallow, exploration of the topic—those caricatures abound already. This book is well written, theologically well considered, and peppered with the kind of missiological insights that only an apostolically inclined leader can bring. As a long-time practitioner of these ideas, JR brings a distinctly practical edge to the equation, and so the reader is given real, live possibilities to implement locally. But by uniquely combining missional theology with the concept that each equipper creates a certain culture, which in turn shapes meaning and practices in the community, JR has developed an excellent heuristic for leaders to actually make Ephesians 4 a living reality in the local churches. By actively enhancing each distinct equipper-culture, and by developing what he calls polycentric leadership, he provides churches with a direct pathway to activating the dormant energies contained in Jesus’ ecclesia.


    The sociologist Alvin Toffler once rightly observed that the illiterate of the future will not be those that cannot read or write. Rather, they will be those that cannot learn, unlearn and relearn. If you are indeed willing to unlearn the cloying, missionally impotent ecclesiology of the traditionalist paradigms, and subsequently relearn what the Bible itself (and the history of missions) directly says in this matter, then there will be much hope.


    


    Alan Hirsch
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    Introduction


    How would you characterize the typical person in the congregation you serve? A mature follower of Christ? A consumer of religious goods and services? Or something in-between?


    In your attempt to make disciples, do you ever feel as if you are swimming against the current? Do you have a desire to see the congregation be a greater blessing to the neighborhood and to those far from Christ?


    When you consider the congregation you serve, would you say the community is full of love, joy and peace? Do you ever feel overwhelmed when it comes to equipping the church to live in the world for the sake of the world, without being of the world?


    As a church planter, I have been haunted by these questions. I’ve started churches that continue to thrive, multiplying disciples and churches around the country. I’ve also started churches that have been slow to get off the ground. I’ve celebrated with church planters whose churches have thrived and are a great blessing to their neighborhood. I have also walked with church planters through the agony of having to close church doors. Through much reflection, reading and many sleepless nights, I’ve discovered that effective church planting requires thinking about the culture of the congregation.


    More than a strategy, vision or plan, the unseen culture of a church powerfully shapes her ability to grow, mature and live missionally. Successes and failures alike in church planting confirm the role that the culture of a congregation plays. The unstated assumptions embedded in a congregation’s culture either aids or hinders it in its mission.


    Culture is like gravity. We never talk about it, except in physics classes. We don’t include gravity in our weekly planning processes. No one gets up thinking about how gravity will affect their day. However, gravity impacts us in everything we do, every day. Like gravity, the culture of a congregation can either pull people down to their base instincts or lift people up to their sacred potential. We create culture, and culture re-creates us.


    If we want to create a missional culture in the congregations we serve, we need to understand how the different elements of culture work. The language we live in, the artifacts that we make use of, the rituals we engage in, our approach to ethics, the institutions we are a part of and the narratives we inhabit have the power to shape our lives profoundly. In addition, we need to cultivate learning, healing, welcoming, liberating and thriving environments. We do this by yielding to the work of the Spirit in our lives by developing communal rhythms of life—grace-filled spiritual practices which engage our senses, grab our hearts, form our identities and reshape our desires toward God and his kingdom.[1]


    It’s not enough to simply manage the culture we operate within. For while management acts within culture, leadership creates culture. In fact, our very approach to leadership shapes culture in profound ways. Hier­archical leadership tends to breed an individualistic approach to spiritual formation, while polycentric leadership lends itself to a more communal approach. If we desire to connect with the digital generation, we need to learn to live as a community of leaders within the community.


    Back in 1998 my friend Pavi Thomas and I started meditating and thinking deeply about the book of Ephesians, in particular the first half of Ephesians 4. When planting our churches in LA, we sought to experiment in how to inhabit this text, because in this passage the apostle Paul makes a direct link between the spiritual maturity of the church and the five kinds of equippers operating in the church: apostles (what I nickname dream awakeners), prophets (heart revealers), evangelists (story tellers), pastors (soul healers) and teachers (light givers). As the equippers incarnate their lives and ministries within the body, the whole body will be aroused and awakened to live in the world, for the sake of the world, in the way of Christ.


    My Hopes for This Book


    In this book you will


    
      	understand what missional culture is and why it is important


      	discover the five environments that unleash the missional imagination of God’s people


      	learn how to assess the culture of the congregation you serve through the cultural web


      	understand how the culture of the congregation you serve will help or hinder the maturity of the church


      	learn how to identify, cultivate and multiply the five equippers in the congregation you serve


      	learn why polycentric leadership makes more sense than hierarchical leadership or flat leadership


      	discover the power of stories, liturgies, rituals and rhythms in developing a discipleship culture that reshapes peoples desire for God and his kingdom


      	get practical tools that will enhance your ability to lead as a team of cultural architects, cultivating environments where good things run wild

    


    I hope to add to the rich conversation about the missional church. While some think it is just another fad or strategy, people like Craig Van Gelder have helped us to understand that the missional church has a rich history and has been in the making over the last century.[2] One important development has been the refusion of church and mission, ecclesiology and missiology.


    As a person who seeks to love the church (warts and all) as Christ does, and understanding that “he gave himself up for her” (Eph 5:25), I try to refer to the church throughout the book as “she” or “her” instead of “it.” Not only is the church referred to as the bride of Christ throughout the New Testament (e.g., Jn 3:29; 2 Cor 11:2; Eph 5:27; Rev 18:23; 19:7; 21:9; 22:17), but by using a personal pronoun we are likely to hold the church more dear. This metaphor for the church lends itself to a stronger ecclesiolgy in a day when, in some people’s writings, the church seems to have vanished. On top of that, I’ve always been fond of St. Cyprian’s saying, “You cannot have God for your Father unless you have the church for your Mother.”[3]


    My hope and prayer is that this book will help the church to be a faithful sign, foretaste and instrument of God kingdom, that is here and coming. As Lesslie Newbigin has said,


    The question which has to be put to every local congregation is the question whether it is a credible sign of God’s reign in justice and mercy over the whole of life, whether it is an open fellowship whose concerns are as wide as the concerns of humanity, whether it cares for its neighbors in a way which reflect and springs out of God’s care for them, whether its common life is recognizable as a foretaste of the blessing which God intends for the whole human family.[4]


    As you read this book, ask God to show you what is helpful that you should apply, what is unhelpful that you should disregard, and for the wisdom to know the difference.


    Shalom.


    JR Woodward


    Hollywood, California
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    What Is Missional Culture and Why Does It Matter?


    The Church is called to be a provisional demonstration of God’s will for all people.


    Presbyterian Book of Order


    Don’t become so well-adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix your attention on God. You’ll be changed from the inside out. Readily recognize what he wants from you, and quickly respond to it. Unlike the culture around you, always dragging you down to its level of immaturity, God brings the best out of you, develops well-formed maturity in you.


    The Apostle Paul, Romans 12:2 The Message


    I was driving in Columbus, Ohio, when I came upon a hitchhiker who alternated between holding his thumb out and clasping his hands together as if he were praying. I picked him up.


    His name was Mike, and I soon discovered he was a hardcore Aryan (white supremacist), pointing to a passage in Scripture about being “a chosen people” as the reason for his convictions. I asked if he would be willing to reread the passage in context. He agreed. As I reached in the back seat to grab my Bible, he pulled a gun and pointed it at my head. I assured him I was just getting my Bible, so he put his gun away, and my heart started to beat again.


    I realized Mike had no place to stay that night, so I invited him to stay with me.


    “You mean you would trust me to stay with you after pulling a gun on you?” he asked.


    “Yes,” I said, “because God has given me a love for you that I can’t explain, and he loves you.” As I was saying this, I was saying to myself, Yeah, what am I thinking?


    Tears welled in Mike’s eyes.


    We got back to the hotel where my roommate Tom and I were staying. I woke up my roommate to ask him if Mike could stay with us, mentioning that he had a gun. He wasn’t favorably disposed to the idea, so I ended up getting Mike another room. Mike didn’t want me to, but I insisted. It gave me the chance to share more of the gospel with him.


    We talked until 4 a.m., and I told him about the Jesus the apostles wrote about, this Jesus who had become my hero, my Savior and my example. I told him how Jesus was the liberator of those oppressed, the lover of those rejected and the deliverer of those seduced by consumerism, and Mike responded with tears of surrender.


    Later that week he took me to a Chinese restaurant and continued to inquire about Jesus. I told him how Jesus lived his life for the sake of others, how he died so we could live, and how he rose again to show what God was going to do for the world.


    Something in Mike changed that evening; he understood in a profound way who Jesus was and what he had done for him and the world. When I left Columbus, Mike had a heart to share with his Aryan friends what he had learned, hoping they would let go of their racism and be part of a community that included people from every race, tongue, tribe and nation.


    As I reflect on my encounter with Mike, it reminds me of two realities: we live in a messed-up world filled with violence, prejudice, racism, poverty, greed, pride, envy, lust and gluttony; and Jesus has invited messed-up people like us to partner with God in the redemption of the world.


    The Federal Aviation Administration once developed a cannon-like device to test the strength of windshields of airplanes. They actually shot a dead chicken (I’m serious) into the windshield at the approximate speed of a flying plane to simulate a bird hitting a plane while in flight. Well, a British locomotive company heard about this test. So they asked the FAA if they could borrow the device. They had just developed a high-speed train and they wanted to likewise test their windshield.


    They loaded the bird up and shot it at the locomotive at its approximate running speed. The bird went through the windshield, knocked over the engineer’s chair and put a dent in the cab of the locomotive. They couldn’t understand what had happened. So they asked if the FAA would please review all the things that the locomotive company had done. The FAA’s final report said, “You might want to try the test with thawed chicken.”


    Why did everyone in the locomotive company conclude that a frozen chicken was used in this experiment? There wasn’t even a debate about whether this should be a frozen chicken or a thawed chicken—regular or crispy? No one asked this most basic question.[1]


    We often jump to conclusions about how to make the church work better or how to develop a missional strategy—without asking some of the most basic questions. Questions like What does it mean to be the church today? What does it mean to create a missional culture and why does it matter?


    Creating a missional culture is more than just adding some outward programs to the church structure. Creating a missional culture goes to the heart and identity of God, to who we are and who we are becoming.


    Missio Dei


    One of the most influential theologians of the last century, Karl Barth, was instrumental in the reintroduction of the classic doctrine of missio Dei.[2] We find missio Dei in Scripture: God the Father sends the Son and the Spirit into the world, and the Father, Son and Spirit send the church into the world for the sake of the world. In other words, mission does not originate with the church but is derived from the very nature of God. As Jürgen Moltmann has said, “It is not the church that has a mission of salvation to fulfill in the world; it is the mission of the Son and the Spirit through the Father that includes the church.”[3]


    When we read the Scriptures, we learn that it is God’s mission to set things right in a broken and messed-up world. God’s mission is to redeem the world and restore it to its intended purpose. The church exists to fulfill God’s mission, and when we participate in God’s mission we become living signs of God’s intended future for the world, bringing glory to God. In other words, mission exists because God is a missionary God. And “a church which is not on mission is either not yet or no longer the church, or only a dead church—itself in need of renewal.”[4]


    If we seek to create a missional culture, it is imperative that we understand that God created the church as a sign, foretaste and instrument by which more of his kingdom would be realized here on earth.[5]


    Church as Sign, Foretaste and Instrument


    Sign. The church is to be a sign of God’s coming kingdom, pointing people to a reality that is right around the corner. Jesus said, “You are the light of the world.” We are called to be lights that point others toward God, his Son and his future. So what kind of sign are we? What kind of sign do we want to become?


    Foretaste. The church is called to be a foretaste of God’s kingdom, a place where people can get a taste of the future in the present. When the church is a foretaste, it demonstrates what life is like when men and women live under the rule and reign of God, when the people of God love one another, exhort one another, encourage one another, forgive one another and live in harmony with one another. In this way the church becomes a concrete, tangible, though not perfect, foretaste of the kingdom that is to come.


    Instrument. Creating a missional culture requires not only understanding that the church is called to be a sign and foretaste of God’s kingdom, but also an instrument. When writing to the church in Ephesus the apostle Paul talks about how the church is God’s chosen instrument to show the manifold wisdom and grace of God to both the visible and invisible world. He says, “His intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms, according to his eternal purpose that he accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Eph 3:10-11). We see throughout the letter to the Ephesians that the church is to be like a preview or movie trailer of what is to come. The church is an instrument through which God’s will for justice, peace and freedom is done in the world.


    Creating a missional culture helps the church live out her calling to be a sign of the kingdom, pointing people to the reality beyond what we can see, a foretaste of the kingdom where we grow to love one another as Christ loves us, and an instrument in the hands of God to bring more of heaven to earth in concrete ways. For the church is to be a credible sign, foretaste and instrument, it needs to be a community rich with the fruit of the spirit.


    The Problem


    Yet in our most honest moments we recognize that we aren’t the kind of people that God wants us to be. We aren’t even the kind of people that we hope to be. To be honest, sometimes when I look at the worldwide and local church, including churches I have pastored, I think, God, this is just one big mess! And apparently, I’m not the only one who thinks this.


    In March 2009 we received the results from the widest religious survey conducted in the United States, the ARIS (American Religious Identification Survey) study. There is much to gain from this report, which is based on over 54,000 interviews conducted from February to November 2008. This survey was a continuation of the ARIS surveys in 1990 and 2001, which are part of the landmark series by the Program of Public Affairs at Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut.


    The report indicates major shifts in the American landscape in the past eighteen years, including the fact that the percentage of people who call themselves some type of Christian has dropped more than 11 percent in a generation. One of the most widely cited results from this survey is the significant rise in the number of those who claim no religious identification or faith. This group has grown from 8.2 percent in 1990 to 15 percent in 2008. Ariela Keysar, the associate director of the study, says that the none’s (nonreligious) are the only group to have grown in every state of the union.


    So why are more and more people in the United States no longer identifying themselves as Christians? What is turning people off to the church, or at least some forms of the church? And why is the digital generation the least involved?


    While there is no simple answer to these questions, I want to suggest that at the heart of the matter is the lack of mature missional disciples, not just as individuals but as communities of God’s people. We need to be more like Jesus.


    Neil Cole makes a good point when he says,


    Ultimately, each church will be evaluated by only one thing—its disciples. Your church is only as good as her disciples. It does not matter how good your praise, preaching, programs or property are; if your disciples are passive, needy, consumeristic, and not [moving in the direction of radical obedience,] your church is not good.[6]


    Stanley Hauerwas says the same thing in another way, “[The most important social task of Christians] is nothing less than to be a community capable of forming people with virtues sufficient to witness to God’s truth in the world. . . . [T]he task of the Church . . . is to become a polity that has the character necessary to survive as a truthful society.”[7]


    So why do we lack mature disciples and mature communities of faith? One reason is that we fail to understand the hidden power of culture in life transformation.


    Individualism saturates American culture to the point that we no longer notice it. Individualism tells us we can become more like Jesus by ourselves, through a self-help program or more effort. But the gospel tells us transformation happens as we embrace the work of the Spirit in our lives together. Becoming more like Jesus is not a matter of trying but yielding, setting the sails of our lives to catch the wind of the Spirit. It happens when we develop a communal rhythm of life—a collection of thick, bodily practices (liturgies) that engage our senses, grab our hearts, form our identities and reshape our desires toward God and his kingdom. As we collectively engage in grace-filled spiritual practices, we cultivate particular environments that help to create a missional culture, which in turn reshapes us. As coworkers with God, we create culture and culture reshapes us. Understanding the transformative power of culture is vital if we want to have mature communities of faith.


    Phillip Kenneson, in his book Life on the Vine, gives a vivid picture of what it means to be a mature community of faith. Using the fruit of the Spirit listed in Galatians, he offers a picture of what Christ is seeking to do in and through us. A mature community cultivates a lifestyle of love in the midst of market-style exchanges: a lifestyle of joy in the midst of manufactured desire, peace in the midst of fragmentation, patience in the midst of productivity, kindness in the midst of self-sufficiency, goodness in the midst of self-help, faithfulness in the midst of impermanence, gentleness in the midst of aggression, and self-control in the midst of addiction.


    The Power of Culture


    In Theories of Culture, Kathryn Tanner makes this remarkable statement,


    Although less than one hundred years old, the modern anthropological meaning of “culture” now enjoys a remarkable influence within humanistic disciplines of the academy and within commonsense discussions of daily life. “In explanatory importance and in generality of application it is comparable to such categories as gravity in physics, disease in medicine, evolution in biology.”[8]


    In other words, the idea of “culture” shapes everything we do as humans, from our thoughts while alone to how we develop family systems, to our interactions at the workplace, to the ways a specific country does its politics.


    Kenneson understands the power of culture in the development of character. Culture has particular narratives, institutions, rituals and ethics that shape us as people. The dominant culture seeks to squeeze us (the church) into its mold of market-style exchanges, manufactured desire, self-sufficiency and addiction. The apostle Paul puts it this way,


    Don’t become so well-adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix your attention on God. You’ll be changed from the inside out. Readily recognize what he wants from you, and quickly respond to it. Unlike the culture around you, always dragging you down to its level of immaturity, God brings the best out of you, develops well-formed maturity in you. (Rom 12:2 The Message)


    Paul tells us that the dominant culture shapes who we become. According to cultural theory, culture is largely made up of artifacts, language, rituals, ethics, institutions and narratives. In other words, the language we live in, the artifacts that we use, the rituals we engage in, our approach to ethics, the institutions we are a part of and the narratives that we listen to have the power to shape our lives profoundly.


    As we look at the culture around us, here are some questions to help us understand how we are being shaped:


    
      	What is the guiding narrative of our host culture?


      	Which institutions most shape our lives?


      	What ethics are we developing in light of the stories and narratives that bombard us from every side?


      	What rituals, practices and liturgies are we engaging in that shape our desires, our idea of the “good life” and the kind of people we are becoming?

    


    If we take a quick look at American culture, we can see that an individualistic and consumer narrative shapes much of our culture and thereby socialized us. We are all socialized beings.


    Socialization—the process of growing up within a culture—involves internalizing our culture’s way of seeing things. . . . The result is that we do not simply “see” life, but we see it in enculturated ways. . . . We are likely to feel good or not good about ourselves on the basis of how well we live up to the messages and standards of culture internalized within us.[9]


    Our narrative of growth and success includes the ability to purchase comfort, security and stability. We are socialized from a young age to believe that fulfillment comes through products. Research indicates that children can identify a brand as young as eighteen months, and youth influence about $600 billion of adult spending.[10] Some of our strongest institutions are chain stores. We create rituals around product consumption and hold closely to our brand-name artifacts.


    If we hope to experience transformation, we need to develop a culture in the congregation that encourages people to live in the world for the sake of the world, without being of the world. Gerhard Lohfink, in Jesus and Community, makes a strong case that it has always been God’s intention to work through a visible, tangible concrete community that lives as a contrast society in the world for the sake of the world.[11] Tim Keller concurs when he says, “Christians are truly residents of the city, yet not seeking power over or the approval of the dominant culture. Rather, they show the world an alternative way of living and of being a human community.”[12] When we grasp the power of culture, it gives both perspective and fresh hope for transformation.


    Leadership and Culture


    Leaders of God’s people uniquely contribute to the cultivation of a culture distinct and different from the dominant culture. For it is the role of Spirit-filled leaders to create a missional culture within the congregation. If we hope to create a missional culture, we must understand the power of culture in shaping the life of the congregation, and learn the basic elements of culture.


    In addition, we must examine our very approach to leadership. For an individualistic approach to leadership often leads to an individualistic approach to discipleship, while a shared approach to leadership often leads to a communal approach to discipleship with an appreciation of the life-shaping power of culture. To change the ethos of the church we also need to change our approach to leadership. I will address this later. But first we need to understand the nature of culture and how it works.


    

  


  
    2
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    How Culture Works


    The idea that one can or could at any time separate out by some process of distillation a pure gospel unadulterated by any cultural accretions is an illusion. It is, in fact, an abandonment of the gospel, for the gospel is about the word made flesh. . . . There can never be a culture-free gospel. Yet the gospel, which is from the beginning to the end embodied in culturally conditioned forms, calls into question all cultures, including the one in which it was originally embodied.


    Lesslie NewbigiN


    So here’s what I want you to do, God helping you: Take your everyday, ordinary life—your sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking-around life—and place it before God as an offering. Embracing what God does for you is the best thing you can do for him. Don’t become so well-adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix your attention on God. You’ll be changed from the inside out. Readily recognize what he wants from you, and quickly respond to it. Unlike the culture around you, always dragging you down to its level of immaturity, God brings the best out of you,

    develops well-formed maturity in you.


    The Apostle Paul, Romans 12:1-2 The Message


    Culture is considered one of the two or three most complicated words in the English language.[1] We talk about pop culture, high culture and folk culture. Different people groups (ethnos) have different cultures (ethos). But what does the word mean? Simply put, culture is what humans make of creation.[2] In Culture Making, Andy Crouch makes the case that being culture makers is at the heart of what it means to be made in the image of God. For Crouch, we become culture makers when we create cultural goods (artifacts) to be shared with the public—from omelets to poems, from building bridges to making laws. Cultural influence is related to the degree to which the specific cultural goods that we create shape and affect specific groups of people.[3] While there is a place for condemning, critiquing, consuming and copying culture, the primary posture Christ followers are to have in the world is as culture makers.


    In regard to history, the word culture is Middle French and comes from the Latin cultura, which is borrowed from the Latin word colere meaning to till, cultivate or tend.[4] Thus you have horticulture, the science and art of cultivating plants, agriculture, the science and art of cultivating land and livestock, and in regard to anthropology (study of humans), culture is about cultivating or developing a way of being in the world. The anthropological sense of the word only developed within the last century, primarily in America, and refers to the idea that different people groups have particular ways of life.[5]


    Elements of Culture


    Anthropologists and theologians with an informed philosophical anthropology give more detailed definitions of culture, sharing the various elements that make up culture. William Romanowski defines culture as “a collection of ideals and beliefs, values and assumptions, that makes up a kind of master plan for living and interpreting life.”[6] Philip Kenneson, while conceding that there are numerous strengths and weaknesses to varying definitions, says, “cultures are distinguished from one another by those shared practices, convictions, institutions and narratives that order and give shape to the lives of a particular group of people.”[7]


    As I’ve read on this topic I’ve noticed that some authors make it very simple while others make it so complex that the average person has difficulty understanding what they are saying. Choosing to live between complexity and simplicity, my approach to understanding culture involves six elements—language, artifacts, narratives, rituals, institutions and ethics. These elements interrelate to create culture and make up what I call the “cultural web.”[8]


    The Cultural Web


    Language. We are born into a world filled with words. The world was created with words. Words create worlds. Words bring life and death. Words shape us and form us.


    When someone says, “Let’s go to church,” it reveals ignorance of the nature of the church. The people of God are the church. Church is not something we go to, it is something we are. We go to a weekly gathering, we attend a worship service, but we are the church. The language we speak, and the language that is used in the congregations we serve, reveals how missional the culture of the church is. With our tongues we can build a missional culture, and with our words we can destroy it. Language is central to any culture. It is through language that we have a narrative to inhabit.


    So, what does the language of the congregation you serve reveal? Do the words people speak reveal an understanding that God is missional in his essence, and that we, like him, are a sent people, and that we are to live in the world for the sake of the world?


    Artifacts. In addition to language, the use of and creation of artifacts (cultural goods) are central to creating culture. An essential artifact for Christ followers is the Holy Scriptures. Within this divine-human artifact is the narrative that shapes the missional congregation. As we read the history, poems, proverbs, psalms, prophetic utterances, Gospels, letters and apocalyptic literature, we discover that God is on mission in the world. We learn from Scripture that the Holy Spirit is breathing on people to write the artifacts (scriptural books) as they are on mission, so that we gain an understanding of how the good news incarnates itself into various cultures through the passage of time.


    How do the members of the church you serve approach Scripture? Do they seek a theology of mission in the Scripture, or do they recognize that Scripture is a byproduct of mission, revealing a missional theology, which is forming them to join God in his mission? Do they look to the Scripture to inform or transform them? Do they spend more time critiquing the Scriptures or allowing God to critique them through Scripture? Does the community understand the Scriptures as static or dynamic?


    The bread and wine are primary artifacts as well. They are earthy and divine. Jesus takes these elements of the Passover meal, by which the Hebrews remember how God rescued them from the Pharaoh, and transforms them into his body and blood.


    When people come to the Table in the congregation you serve, do they remember that Jesus’ body was broken for all and that his blood was spilled for the whole world, and thus seek to be bearers of God’s saving purpose for his whole world (see Col 1:20; 1 Jn 2:2)? Or do they view themselves as exclusive beneficiaries of God’s grace? Jesus takes the table of fellowship and extends it to include the tax collectors, prostitutes and those left out by the religious system. How well does the congregation you serve do this?


    The rich hymns and the liturgy that the church has inherited are artifacts that have shaped the culture of the church through the centuries. Examining the songs we sing and our approach to liturgy are important if we want to develop a missional culture. In fact, congregations with missional cultures take their cue from former generations and seek to write new songs for new times and new places, and thus become culture makers.


    Narratives. The dominant story of a particular culture gives meaning to the language and artifacts of a culture, and the narrative shapes and forms a community in powerful ways. The narrative of Scripture provides the church for “a sufficiently truthful account of our existence” by which the community of faith can navigate the ambiguities of our lives.[9] The presuppositions that we hold, knowingly or unknowingly, as a community, are based on the primary narrative we live by. The narrative is the guiding story that helps the community answer the question What is God’s calling for our church?


    Stanley Hauerwas writes, “Just as scientific theories are partially judged by the fruitfulness of the activities they generate, so narratives can and should be judged by the richness of moral character and activity they generate.”[10] As you consider the congregation you serve, is the narrative of the community shaping people to love Christ more, be more like him and deeply engage the world in order to see God’s kingdom become a greater reality?


    Elements strongly related to the narrative include theology, stories and doctrine. Theology is a systematic approach to understanding the story, taking into account various theological disciplines, such as biblical, historical, contextual, practical and philosophical. If we want to develop a missional culture, we need to move from a theology of mission to a missional theology, understanding that Scripture is created by people on mission, for people on mission.


    When I say stories, I mean the primary stories that are shaping the community. What are the Scripture stories that the group focuses on, and how do these stories help them love God, their neighbors and their enemies more? What stories or testimonies are discussed within the community? What stories from the church’s history are rehearsed? What current missional stories are being retold? These stories convey what is valued in the community. Developing a missional culture requires sent people to share how God’s mission is shaping their story in everyday life.


    Finally doctrines start to form within a community as they develop areas of conviction in regard to the substance of their faith. The primary authoritative teachings of the community, both formal and informal, are the doctrines of the community. Do they reflect a missional theology?[11] In his letter to Timothy Paul says, “Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers” (1 Tim 4:16). Notice that for Paul, doctrine is a practiced theology and a lived spirituality—which reminds us of the interrelatedness of each of the elements of culture.


    Rituals. Rituals are procedures or routines that are fused with meaning. Ritual actions include various rites of passage (birth, marriage, death) or calendrical rites (religious holy days, national holidays), and are characteristically formal and traditional, engage the attention of an audience, and are marked by precise repetition with an appeal to supernatural beings.[12]


    A ritual never exists alone. It is usually one ceremony among many in the larger ritual of life of a person or community, one gesture among a multitude of gestures both sacred and profane, one embodiment among others of traditions of behavior down from one generation to another. In other words, for each and every ritual, there is a thick context of social customs, historical practices, and day-to-day routines that, in addition to the unique factors at work in any given moment in time and space, influence whether and how a ritual action is performed.[13]


    Rituals answer the question What are our core practices? When talking about rituals, we will look at rites, practices and liturgies. As we do, continue to assess the congregation you serve in these areas.


    Some ritual actions include rites of passage, ceremonies that accompany and dramatize major events as birth, graduation, marriage and death. When the early church started to connect with non-Jews, it was common to bring new Christians through an intense catechism, which had four phases of formation and growth marked by three rites of passage: welcome into the church, enrollment of names, and baptism. This is documented in The Apostolic Tradition, written by Hippolytus around a.d. 215. Developing a missional catechism with various rites of passage is a way to instill a missional DNA in the congregation. Does the congregation you serve have a missional catechism with rites of passage?


    Calendrical rites, which “give socially meaningful definitions to the passage of time,” is another way to create a missional culture in the congregation.[14] The Christian calendar is a great example of this. By observing the Christian calendar we concretely and creatively remember what is central to our faith—the birth, life, death, resurrection and second coming of Christ, along with the birth of the church at Pentecost. The season of Advent helps us prepare for Christ’s second coming, and reminds us to live incarnational lives. In observing Epiphany, we are reminded of Jesus’ desire to redeem the whole world and are freshly motivated to join him on this mission. Ash Wednesday prepares us for the season of Lent, where we travel with Christ on the way to the cross, in deep self-examination, prayer, repentance and fasting. We consider the ways we have failed to join God in his mission to redeem the world. Maundy Thursday and Good Friday prepare us for Easter and the following Easter season, the fifty days where we celebrate the victory that Jesus won at the cross. During the Easter season we remember how Jesus conquered death and celebrate the evidence and first fruits of the new creation. Pentecost is a reminder of the gift of the Holy Spirit and how we can taste the future in the present as we live in Spirit-transforming communities.


    In what way does the congregation you serve use calendrical rites to bring a missional meaning to time in a habitual way?


    Practices or spiritual disciplines reshape our desires and point our hearts in particular directions. Embedded in practices is the telos to which we are being oriented.[15] Practices help us to grow to become mature human beings. Dallas Willard defines spiritual disciplines as “activities in our power that we engage in to enable us to do what we cannot do by direct effort alone.”[16] People through the ages have engaged in the spiritual disciplines hoping that these practices become habits that reshape them into the image of Christ. What practices is the congregation you serve engaging in, in order to reshape their desire for God and his mission in the world?


    Liturgies are a certain kind of practice. They are thick practices. James K. A. Smith, in his book Desiring the Kingdom, makes a good distinction between thin and thick practices. Some practices or habits we engage in are thin, like exercising or brushing our teeth. We do these habits toward a particular end, to be in shape and have clean teeth. Thin practices don’t touch on our identity. “It would be an odd thing, for instance, for me to think of myself first and foremost as a ‘tooth brusher.’ These practices or habits don’t touch our love or fundamental desire.”[17] Thick practices or (liturgies) are rituals of ultimate concern, rituals that are identity-forming and telos-laden, that embed particular visions of the good life, and do so in a way that seeks to trump other ritual formations.[18] So what kind of liturgies do the people in the congregation you serve in embody? How do they increase people’s honesty and love for God? How do they help shape people for God’s purposes in the world?


    Institutions. Some may consider that thinking about the church as an institution runs contrary to creating a missional culture, but the fact is that institutions shape and mold us in substantive ways and represent an element of stability. Institutions can be an ally to movements. The issue is not institutions; they will be with us forever. The problem is institutionalism, when the institution takes on a life of its own and starts rewriting the story that gave it birth, or when an institution oversteps its bounds and becomes so bureaucratic that death is inevitable. Families, church and government are good; the wrong use of them is what is bad. Institutions answer the question How will we fulfill God’s calling together?


    The church is a living organism as well as an institution. Institutions are necessary for life. Miroslav Volf, with the help of Peter Berger and Thomas Luckman, defines an institution as “the stable structures of social interaction” that develops when at least two people do the same thing together repeatedly.[19] With this definition it is clear the church is an institution. According to Volf, two primary factors shape the life of an institution: the pattern of power distribution and internal cohesion and unity. Understanding how a congregation handles power distribution and how they maintain unity when it comes to their vision, strategy and marks of faithfulness helps discern the culture of the church. If the church as an institution is going to be missional, I believe the church needs a polycentric approach to leadership, where the equippers enable their fellow priests to live to their sacred potential. Thus the entire body is activated for God’s mission in the world. We have all been sent; all of us are to teach one another, share our faith, live in the Spirit and administer healing to one another. How many people in the congregation you serve understand that they are “a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special possession” (1 Pet 2:9)?


    Structures, symbols and systems are closely related to the institution. Structures deal with the various ministries of the church. They deal with the following questions: How is power distributed? Who makes what kind of decisions? What is the strategy of the group, and how is the group organized to fulfill that strategy?


    As you assess the congregation you serve, ask yourself these questions: Does the congregation take a hierarchical or grass-roots approach? Does one person wield authority, or is authority revolving and dispersed (a polycentric approach)? Is there a bottleneck in the structure, or does the church take a more open-source approach? Is cohesion maintained by rigid authority or through relationships and collaboration?



OEBPS/Images/Praxis_Quarter.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ShortLine.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9780830866793.jpg
JR WOODWARD

foreword by ALAN HIRsCH

CREATING
A MISSIONAL
CULTURE

W I Y i

EQUIPPING THE CHURCH

for the

SAKE OF THE WORLD





OEBPS/Images/IVP_Books_Quarter.jpg
VP Books





