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    We dedicate this book to all our children:

    Simon Francis Everts

    Teya Terese Everts

    Victor Wayne Everts

    Mark Lee Schaupp

    David Lee Schaupp

    Stephanie Haejin Schaupp

    Sadie Elizabeth Gordon

    Tate Alexander Gordon

    Kai David Gordon


    This book is for your generation.

    May God help his church flourish so that as

    you step into leadership in the coming years, you

    will get to be a part of great God movements and

    conversion communities. May God grow

    your faith so that you can lead in faith.

  


  
    Now having been questioned by the Pharisees as to when the kingdom of God was coming, [Jesus] answered them and said, “The kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be observed; nor will they say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or, ‘There it is!’ For behold, the kingdom of God is in your midst.”


    Luke 17:20-21 NASB
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    INTRODUCTION


    
A Case for Hope


    Since the early 1990s there has been an ongoing conversation about what Christian witness looks like (or needs to look like) in our new, postmodern context. This conversation has led some people to a cynical place (Postmodern folks just don’t seem all that interested in Christianity!) and others to a genuinely confused place (Evangelism as I know it just doesn’t seem to be working anymore!). It has led the three of us to a genuinely hopeful place. And that’s why we’ve written this book.


    Our own foray into this wonderful conversation about witness in a postmodern context began as we encountered and interacted with a set of findings called the five thresholds of postmodern conversion.


    The Story of the Five Thresholds


    Let’s go back to the early 1990s. I (Doug) loved using C. S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity to engage with seekers and help them decide to follow Jesus.1 This approach worked for me in college (sort of), so I assumed it should keep working. Except it stopped working. So I began experimenting. I tried all manner of crazy and creative ways of doing evangelism that might possibly connect with my local context of 1990s Los Angeles. Most of these harebrained ideas bore very little fruit.


    But in 1996 things hit a boiling point. I was helping lead an evangelistic small group filled with seekers. Even though the non-­Christians stayed involved for a whopping thirty weeks, no one became a follower of Jesus. Not one. I was at a complete loss, and frankly I was fed up. I had no language or tools to understand what was going on with the non-Christians and what I could have done differently. I was passionate about being more “seeker-sensitive” in order to help lead more people toward Jesus, but my somewhat simplistic lens on evangelism and conversion didn’t give me any insight on how to proceed.


    This seemingly fruitless small group, along with a number of other experiences at the time, led to a significant amount of godly discontentment in my life and in my leadership. Because I like to collaborate and learn alongside others, I gathered a group of fellow leaders for a day-long retreat together and jumped into this important topic. These leaders from the trenches asked, “What if the journey toward Jesus were more complex than we previously thought? What phases do non-Christians seem to go through?” We then shared stories from our own local contexts of people journeying toward Jesus—some who had journeyed all the way and others whose journeys had seemed to peter out—to see what we could learn and try to discern any patterns.


    By taking seriously the stories of these non-Christians and new Christians, my colleagues and I began to discern striking similarities. Not only were there similar thresholds that non-­Christians passed through on their journeys, but (surprisingly) many passed through them in pretty much the same order. My friends and I summarized these similarities in what we called “the five thresholds of postmodern conversion.” And then we set about testing our tentative findings.


    On college campuses throughout Southern California we tested the five thresholds, listening to more stories of new Christians, to see if there really was something to this basic contour of the path to Jesus in a postmodern context. We invited other partners in the gospel to look at the five thresholds in light of conversions they were seeing in their local contexts—to mess with the five thresholds, take away a threshold, add a threshold. We weren’t interested in the five thresholds per se, but we were interested in better understanding how people were becoming Christians in our postmodern context. Surprisingly, five years later the five thresholds were still standing!


    We began to realize that all these new Christians (over two thousand of them) and non-Christians we were talking with had given us a real gift with their honest stories: they had described, it seemed, something real and solid about how people journey to faith these days. Additionally, we were beginning to experience significant fruit from putting the insights of the five thresholds to use. Better understanding our non-Christian friends helped us empathize and better serve our friends right where they were in their journeys. It seemed that more people were becoming Christians. At that point my colleagues and I began actively “giving away” the five thresholds: putting this wisdom tool about postmodern conversion out there to see what others might do with it, how it might be helpful to others, if it really had legs.


    This was about the time that I (Val) encountered the five thresholds. I was working with college students and staff with InterVarsity Christian Fellowship in New England who were intentionally asking this question: How do we meet students on campus who might never set foot in an InterVarsity meeting? I have always been committed to evangelism but am in no way a natural evangelist. When I first bumped into the five thresholds in 1999, it gave me a basic framework to carry around with me. I found myself referencing the five thresholds in my head as I talked with non-Christians. I had a better sense of what kind of conversation the person I was talking with might be ready for. While my mind had always been filled with an endless list of things I could potentially talk about, the five thresholds helped me discern which of those things might actually be helpful. I could almost feel and hear the thresholds during my conversations. Learning which threshold someone might be at began to shape which part of my own story I would share and which Scripture story might have the most impact.


    I also found the five thresholds helping me mentor younger Christians as well, and over time I started using my God-given leadership gifts to equip and train others with the five thresholds wherever I went. My consulting and training work, informed by the five thresholds, began to lead to more natural and fruitful witness for hundreds of people and dozens of Christian communities across the country. Through this process I have become a shameless fan of this wisdom tool that non-Christians and new Christians have given the church through their honest stories.


    The same is true for me (Don). Introverted by temperament, I have always struggled with witness. I grudgingly participated in a few “contact evangelism” experiences in college in Tacoma, Washington, but felt very awkward and over time had become somewhat allergic to witness. Even when I became a Christian leader and missionary on campus with InterVarsity, sharing my faith with others and engaging with non-Christians always remained on the back burner for me. To be honest, I preferred to interact with Christians.


    This began to change in 1997 when I moved to Boulder, Colorado, and found myself surrounded by fascinating, engaging, non-churched “normal people” who knew nothing about Christianity and Jesus. Interacting with non-Christians and helping them learn about Jesus was no longer avoidable, and I began to ask this question: How do you introduce people to Jesus in ways that aren’t cheesy or cliché or rude? Wrestling with this question not only led me to write my first book, Jesus with Dirty Feet,2 but also fueled a curiosity to learn from other leaders how to engage in natural, helpful witness.


    So when I encountered the five thresholds, I began applying them personally in my relationships with non-Christians and introducing them to my fellow campus missionaries and students in Colorado. I not only found my own witness growing more free and natural and fruitful but saw the effect this portable framework had in growing the empathy, compassion, and witness of the staff and students I worked with.


    By the time Doug and I had a chance conversation in 2005, the five thresholds had made their way into ministries throughout the United States and several other countries by word of mouth. The five thresholds seemed to be genuinely helpful as people asked two important questions:


    
      	How do people come to Jesus in our postmodern context?


      	How can Christians best help their friends on that journey?

    


    To help fuel that ongoing conversation around those two questions Doug and I gathered stories, insights, practical applications, and findings that had grown up around the five thresholds over the last decade and published them in I Once Was Lost: What Postmodern Skeptics Taught Us About Their Path to Jesus.3 This introduced the church and Christians in the United States and beyond to the five thresholds of postmodern conversion.


    A Summary of the Five Thresholds


    I Once Was Lost remains the most comprehensive description of the five thresholds and the most in-depth exploration of how Christians can apply these insights to better understand and serve their non-Christian friends. Video training on the five thresholds is also available through InterVarsity Christian Fellowship.4 However, the five thresholds are simple enough to be remembered with five basic pictures, shown in figure I.1.
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      Figure I.1. The five thresholds

    


    Based on our friends’ stories about their own journeys to Jesus, it seems that quite often skeptics must face five relatively distinct thresholds as they make their way to faith in Jesus.


    Threshold #1: From distrust to trust. Because of the amount of distrust that exists toward Christianity, the church, and Christians, it is paramount that trust be established between a non-Christian and at least one Christian. Most of our friends’ conversion stories begin something like this: “I had been hurt by the church and didn’t want to have anything to do with Christians. But then I met this guy at work . . .” And then they tell the often unremarkable story of developing trust with an actual Christian. Given the amount of church-hurt that exists in the world, this is a crucial part of a non-Christian’s journey that needs to be understood.


    Threshold #2: From indifference to curiosity. Even when someone trusts a Christian for the first time, it doesn’t necessarily follow that there will be an interest in that Christian’s faith. Many people today are actually quite indifferent about Christianity and, even worse, about Jesus himself. Our friends have told us a variety of ways that their interest in Jesus was piqued and how that was a crucial part of their journey forward. Note that crossing the second threshold does not mean that someone understands Jesus, is convinced of his divinity, comprehends the cross, etc. It just means the person has become curious about Jesus or faith topics. And crossing that threshold is a wonderful miracle to celebrate.


    Threshold #3: From being closed to change to becoming open to change. Many people have developed a trusting relationship with a Christian and even become quite interested in discussing faith topics but have never become Christians. There is, our friends have told us, a big difference between being a Jesus fan and actually being open to having Jesus change your life in some way. People who get stuck at this threshold are involved in a serious spiritual battle: so much in our flesh and in the spiritual realm makes us resistant to any kind of change in life. It is a significant spiritual breakthrough when someone’s “Hey, I think Jesus is pretty fascinating!” becomes “I wonder if Jesus could help me improve my relationships. Maybe there’s actually something I could get from this.” We’ve found that unless someone is actually open to change, all our best apologetics and gospel presentations are falling on deaf (or happily content) ears.


    Threshold #4: From meandering to seeking. Once people are open to change, they may begin to look for ways to incorporate Jesus into areas of their life where they have holy discontent, but it does not necessarily follow that they will start a quest to come to ultimate answers and conclusions about Jesus. There is a big difference between meandering toward Jesus (genuine interest but no urgency) and seeking after ultimate answers. Someone who has crossed this threshold is on a quest to come to a conclusion about Jesus. This active seeking, this quest season, is actually quite exhausting to be in, and we’ve heard numerous stories of people who regressed backward in their journey if they weren’t able to come to some solid conclusions. This is part of why recognizing when someone is at this threshold is so important.


    Threshold #5: From lost to saved. For everyone who becomes a Christian there is a time (or season) when they start to follow Jesus. Whatever language you prefer to use (make a decision for Jesus, invite Jesus into their heart, become a Christian, convert, show evidence of regeneration, be born again), it’s this final threshold that marks someone’s “yes” to Jesus. Non-Christians don’t necessarily know how to cross this threshold, which underscores how important it is that they have Christian friends helping them as they journey along.


    Understanding where your friends are on their journey can help you discern how to best love them and help them. Our friends have told us, for example, that when they were at threshold #1 urgency from Christians was very off-putting and only dug the hole of distrust deeper. Patience and trust building were needed. But at threshold #5 it was helpful when Christian friends joined them in their urgency to come to a final decision about Jesus. Knowing where our friends are helps us love and serve them better. That’s why the five thresholds have been so helpful to Christians.


    Back to my (Doug’s) small group in 1996. How do the insights of the five thresholds shed light on that thirty-week evangelistic gathering, which produced many amazing conversations about Jesus but not one person becoming a Jesus-follower? When I look at that group through the lens of the five thresholds, I realize that all those wonderful people who came faithfully to look at Jesus were not seekers, but were merely curious. They were not even open to personal change yet. At the time I did not know this about their process, nor did I know how to help them become open. They were unfortunately pretty much stuck at threshold #2.


    The Woman at the Well


    But is that process really unique to a postmodern journey? This is a fair question. On the one hand, it would appear that how people journey toward Jesus today is quite similar to how they have journeyed to faith for two thousand years. In John 4 we have the account of the woman who encounters Jesus in the heat of the day at the town’s well—smack-dab in the middle of Samaria. We’ll look at this story in greater depth later, but for now just consider the various steps this woman takes toward Jesus:


    
      	She naturally distrusts Jesus as a Jewish man. (Jesus builds trust by coming to her in her own setting, asking her—a Samaritan woman!—for a drink.)


      	She then asks Jesus a natural social question. (Jesus fans her curiosity by cryptically claiming to have “living water” she should be asking him for.)


      	She shows interest in the water but not in any kind of life change. (Jesus brings up the topic of the men in her life to get right at the discontent she is living with, to probe at an area of needed change.)


      	She doesn’t run from Jesus when he implies change, but she does ask a detail question about where Samaritans and Jews are supposed to worship. She’s trying to figure out Jesus and his claims. (Jesus honors her seeking by answering her question.)


      	She declares that when the Messiah comes, conclusions about all this will become clear. (Jesus prompts a sense of urgency by claiming to be the Messiah—she can come to conclusions then and there.)

    


    This sure sounds similar to a lot of the conversion stories our friends have been telling us. So, on the one hand there is much that has not changed in how people journey to Jesus—and how to help them on that journey. On the other hand, there is something about our postmodern context that accentuates and affects how each threshold works and feels. The kind of distrust postmodern folks carry with them is quite different than what the woman at the well had. And it therefore needs to be addressed and handled differently. The kinds of questions postmodern folks are asking are very different from the woman’s question about which mountain to worship on. And they therefore require very different answers.


    Ministering in a Postmodern Context


    Our postmodern friends are journeying to Jesus in a way that is quite different than what their modern counterparts did in previous generations (see appendix A). This means the church needs to adapt and learn how to help them in their postmodern journey rather than blithely continuing to “do evangelism” in the modern way it’s been done in the West for three hundred years. This is precisely where the uniquely postmodern features of the five thresholds are proving so helpful to Christians throughout the country as they genuinely wrestle with the two questions that are central to this ongoing conversation about evangelism:


    
      	How do people come to Jesus in our postmodern context?


      	How can Christians best help their friends on that journey?

    


    Being a part of that conversation has been invigorating, enlightening, challenging, and humbling. It has brought us as students, teachers, trainers, and consultants into campus fellowships, mission organizations, evangelism movements, and numerous churches and denominations. And these experiences have forced all three of us to stare a third important question square in the face:


    
      	How can whole communities become more fruitfully, joyfully, and regularly involved in helping people come to Jesus?

    


    This community-oriented question has pushed us in the last few years beyond a mere personal application of the five thresholds (the primary focus of I Once Was Lost) to grapple with the community-wide implications of our postmodern context. What is possible for Christian communities in our postmodern context? Is it possible as leaders to help our communities grow as a whole in witnessing in this age?


    During training sessions we’ve led on the five thresholds, participants move quickly from personal application questions (How do I tell where my friend is on their journey? How can I pique my friend’s curiosity without seeming pushy? How do you help someone “cross the line” and become a Christian?) to more community-oriented questions. Some of the recurring questions we’ve heard are:


    
      	I love the five thresholds, but how do I help my whole church understand all this?


      	We have a few faithful evangelists, but for the most part our fellowship is fairly apathetic about evangelism. How do we change that?


      	Is it really possible to change a church’s witness temperature? Isn’t it better to just plant a new church with evangelism built into its DNA?


      	We’re used to relying on events to share the gospel. How do we become a community that is building relationships and trust with non-Christians?


      	We are seeing people come to faith every year now, but we remember a time when there were conversions every month! Is that still possible these days?


      	We’re seeing an increase in people coming to faith, but how do we disciple and incorporate them into our community?


      	We want to be more of a witnessing community and are looking for our next pastor. What kinds of attributes should we be looking for?


      	Do we need to completely change everything we’re doing in order to become more relevant in this postmodern age?

    


    While we have loved engaging these questions individually, we’ve seen great fruit in coming together to compare notes and wrestle through a more community-oriented application of the five thresholds. As the three of us have done that, two things have become clear to us. First, people are looking for solid answers to very practical questions about helping their community grow its witness. Second, the answers they need depend a lot on what kind of community they are leading.


    Three Types of Communities


    Some Christian communities are almost completely unengaged in witness while others are joyfully active and purposeful in their witness. And many Christian communities are somewhere in between those two poles: they are engaged in witness on occasion but not necessarily aligned around witness all the time.


    What leaders need to ask, do, pray for, strive after, change, and implement varies a lot depending on where their community is. What it looks like to lead a fairly indifferent witnessing community forward is very different than what it looks like to lead a somewhat witnessing community forward. While every community is unique in its own way (and presents its own unique leadership challenges), we’ve found that when it comes to witness, there are three basic types of communities that call for three different leadership responses (figure I.2).
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      Figure I.2. Three types of communities

    


    These three types of communities are pictured as different types of trees, for the following reasons. First, throughout the Bible God’s people are likened to a tree, and the relative health of God’s people is characterized as either a healthy and fruitful tree or an unhealthy and barren tree. We find this way of imaging God’s people (and Christian communities) to be quite compelling when looking at the relative health of a community’s witness. Second, while God is the ultimate author of salvation (we recognize that conversions are not something that can be controlled by humans), communities with healthier witness tend to see more people come to faith. There tends to be more evangelistic fruit. In this way, too, picturing trees that are more or less leafy and fruitful seems an apt way to characterize the three basic types of communities we’ve worked with over the years. Understanding what type of community you are in goes a long way in helping discern specific steps and strategies for growing your community’s witness. So, what are the three basic types of communities when it comes to witness?


    First, there are huddled communities. They have limited witness. These communities tend to look inward more than outward, and as a result, their concern for people inside the church often supersedes seeing and addressing needs of people outside the church. In these communities conversions are rare.


    Other communities we work with have definitely (and explicitly) decided to be more outward focused. They are engaged in witness. They see witnessing as a key part of a Christian’s discipleship and growth over time. It is normal in these communities to see multiple conversions every year. We call these witnessing communities.


    Finally, some communities are comprehensively aligned around witness. They are filled with non-Christians throughout their events, folks who are relationally connected to the community through a friend. They tend to allow the Great Commission to shape all that they do, and it is normal to see adult conversions happening every month. Witnessing to Jesus is the “new normal” in their culture, saturating all they do. All the members talk about their faith with their non-Christian friends. We find it most clarifying and descriptive to call these conversion communities, for these reasons:5


    
      	One of the most important observable distinctions between witnessing communities and conversion communities is how many people are becoming followers of Jesus for the first time.


      	These conversions truly are conversions, and this regular influx of new faith and new life marks and even distinguishes these communities.


      	Many communities do a lot of evangelistic activity and strive to grow their witness but do not make conversions their explicit goal. In this third type of community conversions are an explicit goal and explicitly prayed for.

    


    Each type of witnessing community has its own habits and features, as shown in figure I.3. For example, if you were to visit five separate witnessing communities, they might look quite different from each other on the surface, but you might be surprised to discover that they tend to share similar habits and leadership challenges. It is the same with huddled communities; a great variety of churches and fellowships could be described as huddled, but they tend to share certain undeniable features with each other. This is what part one of Breaking the Huddle is all about.
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      Figure I.3. Characteristics of the three types of communities

    


    In chapters one to three we will describe these three types of communities in detail, sharing stories and insights from the different huddled, witnessing, and conversion communities we have worked with over the years.


    Understanding your own community is a key first step in helping it to grow. But understanding your community’s current witness health is only the first step.


    Breaking the Huddle


    It is actually possible to help a community grow its witness: tepid huddled communities can learn to mobilize witnesses, and witnessing communities can become red-hot conversion communities (see figure I.4).
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      Figure I.4. Leadership in the three types of communities

    


    Is this kind of change easy? No way. In fact, over time there is a tendency for communities to wither in their witness. Left to themselves, witnessing communities will tend to regress back to being merely huddled; such is the reality of our flesh and our very real enemy. But the great news we have experienced firsthand is that it is possible for communities to grow their witness.


    Just consider what happened to an InterVarsity community at the University of California San Diego (UCSD). Back in 2000, they were a very huddled community. They loved Jesus, they were devoted to digging deep in their lengthy Scripture studies, they had sincere prayer lives, they were passionate about urban ministry and serving the poor, they went to church faithfully, and they really enjoyed honest friendships with each other. They were a smart, sociable, passionate, huddled group of about two hundred members. Meanwhile, there were an additional 25,000 students on campus, most of whom had no experience of God’s transforming love.


    This huddled community had a powerful narrative about why this was the case. People at UCSD are focused on science and too intellectual to be open to God. This is hard ground. The harvest is not ripe here. We are not good at evangelism—other communities are better at that. That is not our thing. We are focused on Scripture and serving the poor. In fact, people would join InterVarsity for this very reason: they did not want to be challenged to make non-Christian friends. They did not want to be around the “E-word.” For some of them evangelism was a dirty word. These members chose the huddle because they loved the feeling of the huddle.


    UCSD was not the only huddled community in San Diego. As all the InterVarsity San Diego leaders looked at their ministries, they began to face the empirical facts. They were very honest with themselves: Why are we so ineffective at helping those far from God become followers of Jesus? How come only two people became followers of Jesus through our ministry last year? That is just 1 percent of our whole group. That should bother us. Let’s listen to God and see what he puts on our hearts.


    They wrestled with God over the internal question that plagued them as they looked at the facts and asked, What’s wrong with us? How did we let ourselves get so huddled? They decided they needed to break the huddle. They decided to believe God for more. They shook off the old narrative that their context was simply not very open to God. This godly discontent was a profound turning point.


    At UCSD, Megan, Ramiro, Ryan, and Serene formed a new team. Loving those far from God and investing in these new friendships became their top priority. They invited others from their community to join them. Very few did. But together they took risks. They failed. They learned. They had conflict with each other. They got new mentors. They prayed. Some other members of their huddled community accused them of turning their backs on their core values, like serving the poor and the oppressed and caring about God’s heart of justice. This rift got worse, to the point that it threatened to split their community in two.


    But Megan, Ramiro, Ryan, and Serene saw the change process through. They hung onto each other and onto the mission. They insisted on being aligned around witness, and God used this persistence and rugged faithfulness to indeed break the huddle. You might find it hard to believe what happened next.


    If you visit InterVarsity at UCSD today, you would never guess they were once a huddled community. They have a thriving conversion community. For each of the past five years, they have helped over a hundred students per year become followers of Jesus. (This has tipped toward a whopping two hundred per year in the past two years.) Amazing! Today, no one says that people at UCSD simply are not very open to God. But it took a small community of four to begin to break the false narrative, to break the huddle.


    Ryan, Ramiro, and Serene have each become leaders of this conversion movement. In addition, they now help inspire and equip other movement leaders across the country to believe God for more. To shake off the old narratives. To pray and go deeper with the Holy Spirit. And, ultimately, to break the huddle in their respective communities. In fact, several of the stories in this book come from conversion communities they have helped lead. (This is all the more amazing when you know that back in 2000, you would never have picked any of these folks out to be movement leaders.) God can use the most unlikely leaders and risk-takers to help a community break the huddle and grow its witness.


    Ryan and UCSD’s story has become for us a case study of what is possible. It is a story of hope for those of us who are still in the trial and error, depressive, head-banging-on-the-wall stage of trying to help a huddled community grow its witness. In short, Ryan, Ramiro, Megan, and Serene’s story ought to give us hope that real change is possible. But this community is not alone. This is what truly gives us hope. We have seen God use a variety of teams, with a wide variety of temperaments and gifts, to help a community’s witness grow over time. These stories form the backbone of Breaking the Huddle.


    We’ll introduce you to these communities, these leaders and more. The great news these testimonies point to is that real community-wide change is possible, and that purposeful (not magical) practical steps and influence and leadership can help make that change possible. A community really can grow its witness. Huddled communities can become witnessing communities. And witnessing communities can become conversion communities. While we keenly appreciate that every community is different, we have also become convinced that certain practical habits and strategies are typically helpful in a variety of contexts. There are real ways that we can help our communities grow their witness. But a couple caveats are in order.


    Caveat #1. Does this mean that an increase in conversions is guaranteed? No. While it is possible for leaders to help their community grow its witness, and while this quite often corresponds to an increase in conversions, we cannot ultimately control conversions. No one can come to Jesus unless the Father draws that person, as Jesus put it (John 6:44). This doesn’t release us from the exciting call to do all we can to help our community grow its witness, but it does release us from the heavy weight of eternal responsibility that we were never intended to shoulder.


    Caveat #2. Is a healthy Christian community solely marked by being actively and fruitfully engaged in witness? No. God is shaping his people into vibrant communities that are engaged in sharing the good news—as well as living the good news, caring for the poor, comforting the sick and lonely, bringing reconciliation to those who are divided, enjoying the light of God’s revealed Word, etc. In a sense, we’ve come to see witness as being a bit like kimchi, the wonderful, spicy Korean dish. It is marinated cabbage, a bit like sauerkraut. Kimchi isn’t eaten on its own, but it makes the other parts of the meal more tasty. The same is true of evangelism: it is meant to be present throughout the robust life of a Christian community—not pitted against our other wonderful biblical values and practices but integrated with them.


    Christ’s body on earth is a stunningly beautiful thing. Witness is one part of that beauty. It is central to our calling as God’s people and something that, without leadership, we tend to shy away from. That’s why we’ve written this book.


    When it comes to community-wide witness, leadership matters dearly. Leadership can keep a community’s witness from withering. And (even more exciting) leadership can be used by God to grow a community’s fruitfulness in witness. We really can be used by God in greater ways than we have in the past. By the end of Breaking the Huddle we hope you’ll be just as inspired and equipped as we have been by learning from leaders who really are helping their communities grow in witness. That is our prayer for this book.


    Since our own work and conversations have taken place in a variety of contexts, we have endeavored to include stories and illustrations from a wide variety of contexts as well. Whether you are in a church or a small group, a campus fellowship or a mission field, whether you are filled with hope or despairing as a leader, our hope is that this book will involve you right in the middle of the ongoing conversation about Christian witness in a postmodern context. For us this conversation, while exhausting at times, has filled us with genuine hope for God’s mission on earth and for his chosen tool in that mission: his people.


    In that sense, we hope that this book really helps us all break the huddle. Every athlete needs to take a knee for some time as she circles up with her teammates to figure out the next play. But then the team breaks the huddle and heads back out to the playing field. Breaking the huddle is an inherently hopeful, purposeful thing to do. May all our communities break the huddle and engage in the next play God has for us.


    Prayer


    Father, please give me greater hope for what you can do in my community. Give me greater awareness that you are at work in the people around me. Give me discernment for where my friends, neighbors, and extended family are in their journey of moving toward you. Please have mercy on my community and on your worldwide church. Help us share Jesus with a hurting and broken world. Use this book to open my heart in new ways. Amen.


    Discussion


    
      	Where are you feeling inspired and hopeful about your community growing and changing?


      	Where are you feeling godly discontent? Where are you dissatisfied with your community?

    


    As you pray, ask God to show you how he wants to transform you. Share with a friend. (For those who want concrete application in a small group, after reading each chapter see the online “Exercises and Activities for Getting Practical” for some specific growth steps. They can be found in the supplemental materials at ivpress.com/breaking-the-huddle as well as at the end of this ebook.)

  


  
    
Part One


    
THREE TYPES OF COMMUNITIES
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HUDDLED COMMUNITIES


    
Limited Witness


    A few years ago a Protestant denomination invited me (Don) to spend a couple days with pastors and key church leaders to help them think through how to become more engaged in evangelism. For decades the numbers of conversions in their churches had been flat, and the leaders were becoming discontent with this.


    We met together in a church in Illinois in late winter, and I could tell that the pastors and leaders in the room were faithful, creative, passionate people. They clearly had a heart to be involved in front-line kingdom work and reach the communities where their churches were situated. A buzz of excitement and passion filled the room. But the atmosphere changed when I asked them to describe their congregations to me.


    Their faces grew somber as they described how introverted and satisfied their congregations were. Many of their congregants had gone to church with each other for decades, and they all knew each other and loved their fellowship with each other. The pastors’ love for these families was very clear, but so was their frustration as they described how rare it was to have anyone new involved in church activities and how long it had been since they had seen anything approaching a conversion. It was clear that most of these pastors were leading huddled congregations, and they couldn’t shake the feeling that this wasn’t as it was meant to be.


    From the time Jesus began to build his church, he proclaimed that it would be beautiful, meaningful, and powerful—the “gates of hell” would not even prevail against it. A Christian community is a family of brothers and sisters united in Jesus, a place where those who are weary and heaven-laden come to find healing and hope, an instrument for world change as the light of the world. The church is Jesus’ beloved bride.


    But the unfortunate truth is that the bride isn’t always in the best of health. Not every local church or Christian community is thriving. Some Christian communities can become, over time, more marked by division than unity, the cause of hurt rather than healing, and so insulated from the world around them that one might be tempted to describe them as a light that’s been hidden under a bowl. Of course, as Jesus reminded his disciples, no one lights a lamp and then hides it under a bowl. That’d be ridiculous! But it’s not so rare among Christian communities. These are huddled communities (figure 1.1).


    
      [image: Figure 1.1. Three stages of witnessing communities]

      Figure 1.1. Three stages of witnessing communities

    


    Huddled Communities


    A huddled community is exactly what it sounds like: a Christian community that is, for the most part, insulated from the world around them. Huddled communities vary greatly in size and culture and worship style, but they share one feature: they have little impact on the people and world around them. And for the most part, they are fine with that.


    In a huddled community, having deep relationships with people outside the church is not necessarily a high value, and conversions are rare. This may sound sad, but there are real distinct advantages that come from being in a huddled community: it feels safe, it is familiar, and it works. There can be a great and robust sense of “belonging” that comes for those who are in the community—people know your name, and you know those around you. You know what to expect.
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