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  Foreword




  In an oft-quoted portion from the movie The Princess Bride, the frustrated Vizzini constantly shouts “Inconceivable!” His traveling companion Inigo Montoya eventually comments, “You keep using that word. I do not think it means what you think it means.”




  The popularity and prolific use of the word missional reminds me of this scene. When we begin to talk about “the mission of the triune God to glorify himself,” what do we mean?




  During the past half-century, there has been significant shift from understanding mission as simply the geographical expansion of the Christian faith from the West to the non-Christian world, toward a more expansive understanding of God’s mission—particularly within a trinitarian theological framework. The missio Dei, a Latin phrase for the “sending of God” or the “mission of God,” has become the milestone concept of the twentieth century’s theology of mission. Today just about ­everyone believes in the missio Dei as an idea rooted in Scripture.




  In short, mission refers to its fixed basis—the movement of the Father in sending his Son and Spirit. God is ontologically “missionary,” and as God is the acting subject in his self-­revelation, he maintains the initiative in this activity. We must start with the missio Dei.




  This divine missionary activity includes yet another noteworthy shift in thought: the Father, Son and Holy Spirit sending the church into the world. Mission is God’s work in the world; the church is an instrument for that mission. There is a church because there is a mission, not vice versa.




  The mission of God calls us toward action. Christians, individually and corporately, are called to live pressing toward missional activity in the world.




  My friends Lance Ford and Brad Brisco lay hold of this understanding and challenge in The Missional Quest. They succinctly explain how the church is created and designed to be on mission as its central purpose, not as an auxiliary arm or a program among many others. Both of these men are committed to encouraging the church to good works and to illustrating what it means for a church to be living as sent vehicle.




  Lance and Brad expertly get the conversation about mission out of the weeds and onto the fairway, where the church will have a clear view of the direction with solid theological undergirding. Notable is their method of going beyond definitions and into practical applications churches and pastors can take to further their missional engagement and lifestyle. They illustrate the need for “everyday Christians to be on everyday mission” within the rhythms of the kingdom.




  This “kingdom mentality” draws on the prevailing missionary text of John 20:21. Christ, in his own “sentness,” commands the sending of the Christian community. Missio Dei, therefore, expresses this missionary existence of the Christian community. We are to live sent.




  The New Testament undoubtedly places the mission of the church within the larger context of God’s purpose to restore the whole creation (Rom 8:18-25; Col 1:20). But it also gives the church a focal occupation in the life of the kingdom: God’s biblically mandated vessel for his redemptive agenda in the world.




  Thus, the goal of the missional quest on which we find ourselves is the end-game described in the Scriptures—a redeemed people dwelling with God in a redeemed creation; a creation that will have experienced people of every tribe, tongue and nation responding in lifelong worship to King Jesus.




  I’m thankful that my friends Brad and Lance point us to the ultimate goal of that missional quest.




  Ed Stetzer




  Introduction




  Before the First Step




  • • •




  The illiterate of the twenty-first century will not be those who cannot read and write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn.




  Alvin Toffler




  Whether you have been on it for a while or this is your first venture into the missional conversation, welcome to the journey! While it is a road that many have been traveling for some time, others are just now getting their bearings and are beginning to discover why this is such an important topic for the church in North America. If you are fairly new to the discussion, a word of warning may be in order. Along the way you will experience times of frustration and bewilderment toward outdated and unbiblical ideas woven together with wonderful times of encouragement, discovery and adventure. Regardless of the bumps, however, you will discover this is one journey that must be taken.




  If you are a veteran of the missional literature we hope you will find this book a resource that brings affirmation and additional clarity to your journey. Further we hope you discover The Missional Quest to be unique from other books in the missional genre in at least one way. We have written the book to provide very simple—but not always easy—steps to move an existing congregation in a missional direction.




  Over the past several years we have worked with many dying and stagnant churches that have heard whispers from the missional dialogue. These churches’ leaders may have read something from such authors as Alan Hirsch, Michael Frost, Hugh Halter, Neil Cole or others, but they just didn’t know how to apply it in their local congregation. They knew there was profound truth in what was being written. They realized that the church growth methods on which their church was built were no longer sound or applicable. They acknowledged that there was a more theologically robust way of understanding mission and the church. And they knew their church must think differently about its place in the community and neighborhood.




  But they wondered how to go about implementing the necessary change. What should be the first step? What church programs needed to be killed? And what new activities did the church need to engage? We believe this book will help you begin to answer those and many other questions you may be asking about leading your church on a missional quest.




  The layout of the book is very intentional. The first section is titled “Fostering a Missional Mindset.” And the first chapter is about how the church should think. It speaks to what we call the theological foundations. As a result of four decades of church growth thinking, most of us have deeply held assumptions about God, church and mission that must to be challenged or realigned.




  Without such realignment, we run the risk of simply attaching the word missional onto everything we are already doing and ignoring the significant changes necessary. A genuine missional movement is not about tweaking the way we do church. Instead, it is a complete and thorough recalibration of the way we understand God’s mission in the world and how we are to participate in it.




  The hearts and minds of the people in our congregations must be captured by a revolutionary way of thinking about and living out the Christian life. And this simply will not happen if we don’t begin the journey with serious theological reflection.




  Before we ask what should we do—or what are the action steps—we must first ask why? Why does the religious landscape in America seem to be changing so quickly? Why don’t the strategies and models for church growth from the past seem to “work” like they used to? And more importantly, why do we need to reconsider the nature and essence of the church? Why does the church in North America need to rethink mission? Why do we need to change the way we live our lives, individually and collectively as the body of Jesus? Addressing questions like these will prompt us to think both biblically and missiologically. We will begin to think like a missionary. Only today the mission field is not in a faraway land; it is in our own backyard.




  The benefit to starting with theological reflection is that it is the only way to fully understand the practices we should be engaging. In other words, this must be a theological process and not just a pragmatic one. Without serious reflection on the missionary nature of the church, we will not completely grasp the fact that we are all missionaries sent into a local context. Without thinking well on the incarnation of Jesus, we will not totally comprehend the crucial posture of humility and sacrifice. Without seriously considering the doctrine of the missio Dei, we will not recognize the importance of discovery and discernment throughout our missionary engagement.




  With this in mind, we simply encourage you not to move to the rest of the book too quickly. Make sure you understand the implications of each of these theological perspectives. Moreover, make certain the people in your congregation are fully aware of the importance and magnitude of these foundational pieces. Without a clear understanding, the changes we make will simply not be sustainable. People will question why the church has started doing certain things and stopped doing others. Without unlearning and relearning, there is no underlying rationale for change. However, we have discovered that when people are captivated by the missionary nature of God and the church and they realize that they were created as a sent missionary people, they are energized to be active participants in God’s mission.




  The second section of the book is titled “Fostering a Missional Posture (What Steps Are Necessary?).” In this portion of the book we take eight chapters to emphasize particular missionary principles and practices. Each of the chapters builds on the preceding chapter to create continuous momentum for equipping and releasing people into their local mission field. While we have made clear that we believe a rethinking of some core theological assumptions must take place, we also understand that we cannot simply think our way into a new way of acting. As important as chapter one is for moving a church in a missional direction, it is also true that people will never fully comprehend the concepts in the first chapter without stepping into mission as proposed in chapters two through nine. The good news is that as we struggle with the ideas from chapter one intellectually, at the same time we are engaging in mission in fresh new ways—and the learning curve for both increases significantly.




  One additional aspect of the book that we hope you will find helpful are the sections we call “Steps on the Quest.” Here we provide to church leaders practical suggestions for both communicating missional values and instilling core practices in a local congregation. There is no silver bullet for turning an inwardly focused, self-centered church into one that is fully engrossed in God’s redemptive purposes. But we believe “Steps on the Quest” will give you specific and concrete ideas for moving in the right direction.




  Alan Hirsch is well known for saying to the church in America, “We are perfectly designed to achieve what we are currently achieving.” For anyone who has been paying close attention to the impact—or lack thereof—the church is having on the culture today, the achievement is clearly nothing to cheer about. The church must recapture its missionary identity and activate every Jesus-follower to engage wholeheartedly in the ongoing mission of God. Our hope is that this book will give you the practical tools to lead the church in getting the job done.




  - Section One -




  Fostering a Missional Mindset




  (How Should My Church Be Thinking?)
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  The Starting Line




  Where the Missional Journey Begins




  Brad Brisco




  • • •




  Mission is not primarily an activity of the church, but an attribute of God.




  David Bosch




   




  If mission defines who Christ is, and if Christ sends us as he was sent, then mission defines who we are.




  Albert Curry Winn




   




  The mission is God’s. The marvel is that God invites us to join in.




  Christopher Wright




  For nine years I taught a course on evangelism at a small Christian college. There was an exercise I would do every year to illustrate to the students just how inwardly focused most churches are. I would divide the whiteboard into two large columns. I asked the class to list all of the programs and ministries that their church had for those inside the church. In other words, activities just for church members. They would quickly create a very long list of things like Sunday morning worship, Sunday school, small groups, prayer groups, men’s ministry, women’s ministry, children’s ministry, sports leagues, special fellowships—you get the picture. Occasionally a student might argue that some of the activities were open to those outside the church, but inevitably they agreed that each of the activities was tailored with church people in mind.




  The next step was to list the ministries that their church had exclusively for those outside the church family. Beyond that, I would ask them to consider any training that the church provided for members to equip them to engage those outside the church. The contrast was striking. In more than one case a student couldn’t name a single activity that his or her church had for those outside the church walls. All of the church’s planning, finances and energy were spent exclusively on church members.




  The vast majority of churches in America are not missional. But despite this reality, some people believe using the phrase “missional church” is redundant. “Of course the church is missional,” they quip. The truth is that it should be redundant, but it isn’t. The church in North America, generally speaking, is clearly not missional. Both individually and collectively, it simply does not consistently live out of its missional identity. So please don’t say that missional church language is redundant. It is not.




  So how are we to best understand the language of missional church? Unfortunately the word missional today seems to be connected to just about everything in the church world. Missional leadership. Missional evangelism. Missional youth ministry. Missional parenting. Missional denominations. Even missional clothing! Moreover, people are using the word missional to describe “new” ways to think about church growth, outreach, social justice and discipleship. Lance likes to refer to this crazy use of terminology as “applying missional paint.” Buy a can of missional paint and brush it on to whatever the church is already doing. Just like that, it’s missional!




  But if we reject this overuse, what then does the word missional mean? Moving forward, how are we to best understand it? I usually respond by saying that I have a short answer and a long answer to this question.




  The short answer is that missional is simply the adjective form of the noun missionary. Therefore when we use the language of “missional church,” the word missional is used to describe the church as a missionary entity. The church doesn’t just send missionaries, the church is the missionary.




  Now for the long answer. When considering a more theologically rooted definition of the word missional we need to examine three chief distinctions. These are the theological foundations of a missional approach, which we believe must serve as the starting line to our journey. Each point deliberately confronts long-held assumptions most Christians have about God, the church and mission. Without serious attention to each of these three points, the missional journey will inevitably end prematurely.




  The Missionary Nature of God and the Church




  The first shift in thinking that must take place relates to our understanding of the missionary nature of God and the church. When we think of the attributes of God, we most often think of characteristics such as holiness, sovereignty, wisdom, justice, love and so on. Rarely do we think of God’s missionary nature. But Scripture teaches that God is a missionary God—a sending God.




  What’s more, the Bible is a missionary book. Scripture is generated by and is all about God’s mission activity. The word mission is derived from the Latin missio, meaning “sending.” And it is the central theme describing God’s activity throughout all of history to restore creation. While often overlooked, one remarkable illustration in Scripture of God’s missionary nature is found in the “sending language” that is prominent throughout the Bible.




  From God’s sending of Abram in Genesis 12 to the sending of his angel in Revelation 22, there are literally hundreds of examples that portray God as a missionary, sending God. In the Old Testament God is presented as the sovereign Lord who sends in order to express and complete his redemptive mission. The Hebrew verb “to send,” shelach, is found nearly eight hundred times. While it is most often used in a variety of nontheological sayings and phrases,[1] it is employed more than two hundred times with God as the subject of the verb.[2] In other words, it is God who commissions and it is God who sends.




  In the book of Exodus there is a fascinating dialogue surrounding God’s prompting of Moses to confront Pharaoh. God is sending Moses to convince the king of Egypt to release the Israelites from bondage. In just six verses there are five references to sending. The Lord says:




  “So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt.”




  But Moses said to God, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?”




  And God said, “I will be with you. And this will be the sign to you that it is I who have sent you: When you have brought the people out of Egypt, you will worship God on this mountain.”




  Moses said to God, “Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ Then what shall I tell them?”




  God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to you.’”




  God also said to Moses, “Say to the Israelites, ‘The Lord, the God of your fathers—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob—has sent me to you.’” (Ex 3:10-15, emphasis added)




  The prominence of sending language is not only seen in the books of Genesis and Exodus; throughout all of the historical books God is a sending God. Throughout the poetic books God is a sending God. Throughout the prophetic books God is a sending God. When you consider the books of prophecy in the Old Testament, it is easy to see that the prophets were first and foremost people sent by God.




  Perhaps the most dramatic illustration of sending in the Old Testament is found in Isaiah 6. In this passage we catch a glimpse of God’s sending nature: “Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?’” To this Isaiah responds, “Here am I! Send me!” (Is 6:8, emphasis added).




  Further, in the prophetic books it is interesting to note that the Old Testament ends with God promising through the words of the prophet Malachi to send a special messenger as the forerunner of the Messiah: “I will send my messenger” (Mal 3:1). Then the New Testament begins with the arrival of that messenger in the person of John the Baptist, described in the Gospels as a man sent by God (Jn 1:6).




  In the New Testament, sending language is found not only in the Gospels but also throughout the book of Acts and each of the Epistles. The most comprehensive collection of sending language, however, is found in the Gospel of John, where the word send or sent is used nearly sixty times. The majority of uses refers to the title of God as “one who sends” and of Jesus as the “one who is sent.” All the way through John’s Gospel we see God the Father sending the Son. God the Father and the Son sending the Spirit. And God the Father, Son and Spirit sending the church. In the final climactic sending passage in John’s Gospel, Jesus makes clear that he is not only sent by the Father, but now he is the sender, as he sends the disciples: “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” (Jn 20:21).




  With this sentence Jesus is doing much more than drawing a vague parallel between his mission and ours. Deliberately and precisely he is making his mission the model for ours. Our understanding of the church’s mission must flow from our understanding of Jesus’ mission as reflected in the Gospels. Geoffrey Harris states it this way:




  The Gospels reflect the fact that mission is the essence of the Church’s life and not just an aspect of it. The life of Jesus is invariably represented as being enacted in the world at large (and not in religious settings), among ordinary people of all sorts (and not just among believers) and, in particular, as reaching out to those beyond the normal scope and influence of the religious establishment. Jesus’ early nickname, “friend of sinners,” is transformed in the Gospels from a term of abuse into a badge of honour and respect.[3]




  The sending language in Scripture not only emphasizes the missionary nature of God, but it also stresses the importance of understanding the church as a sent, missionary body. God is a missionary God who sends a missionary church. As Jesus was sent into the world, we too are sent into the world.




  At the core of the missional conversation is the idea that a genuine missional posture is a sending rather than an attractional one. Our friend Linda Burgquist likes to point out that Jesus did not assign the seventy to become a core group that would function as a new “come-to” structure; he instead sent them out by twos to engage the surrounding towns and villages. Likewise, we should be sending the people in the church out among the people of the world rather than attempting to attract the people of the world in among the people of the church. This is a crucial distinction because most people in the church today do not think of their congregation in a sending, missionary manner.




  In the book Missional Essentials we highlight the two most prominent ways people today understand church.[4] The first view is what some call the “Reformation heritage” perspective.[5] The point is that Protestants have inherited a particular view of church from the Reformers, which emphasizes the right preaching of the Word, the right administration of the ordinances and the proper exercise of church discipline. This view has left us with an understanding of the church as a place where certain things happen—a person goes to church to hear the Bible taught “correctly,” to participate in the Lord’s Supper and baptism and, in some cases, to experience church discipline.




  The second view is a slight variation on the “place where . . .” definition of the church. This “contemporary variation” view is perhaps the most prevalent way people in America understand the church today—that it is a vendor of religious goods and services. From this perspective, members are viewed as customers for whom religious goods and services are produced. Churchgoers expect the church to provide a wide range of religious services, such as great worship music, preaching, children’s programs, small groups, parenting seminars and so on. If you are not convinced that this is the prevailing vision that most churches operate from, read the words of George Hunsberger as he critiques the church built on this foundation:




  Most of us value the use of many businesslike techniques and procedures in the life of the church but would be aghast at the suggestion that we fundamentally operate out of a model of the church as a business, a vendor of religious services. But consider the unconscious and unquestioned form of many of our carefully worded mission statements. It is amazing how many are cast something like this: “The mission of Anytown Community Church is to nurture its members in Christian faith and equip them for service and witness to Christ in the world.” What follows tends to detail the educational, worship, witness, and justice commitments of the church. But notice how the text reads. The mission of this church is to nurture its members. . . . The members are not conceived, in such a statement, as being the church and themselves having a mission on which they have been collectively sent. Instead, they are the customers, the regular consumers for whom the religious services and goods produced by the “church” are intended.[6]




  One of the major issues with both of these views of defining the church is that the church is seen as an institution that exists for the benefit of its members. Or, as Hunsberger states above, many people believe the mission of the church is to “nurture its members.” But that is not the essence of the church! In fact, it is the exact opposite. In the words of Archbishop William Temple, the church is the only organization that exists for the sake of its nonmembers.




  The alternative vision of the church is to see it as a people called and sent by God to participate in his redemptive mission for the world. The nature of the church—rooted in the very nature of God—is missionary. As William McAlpine puts it, “Rather than seeing ourselves primarily as a sending body, we must see ourselves as a body that is sent.”[7] The church still gathers, but the difference is that we gather not for our own sake but for the sake of others. Or better yet, for the sake of God’s mission. We come together regularly as a collective body to be equipped through teaching, prayer, worship and study, and then to be sent out into the world. The church is both a gathered and scattered people.




  

    Steps on the Quest




    Create opportunities to teach on the missionary nature of God. Highlight the missionary, sending language of Scripture on Sunday mornings and in small groups. Prominent sending passages include Genesis 12:1-3; Isaiah 6:1-9; 61:1-3; John 17:18; 20:21. Also refer to the appendix for a complete survey of sending language in John’s Gospel.


  




  Incarnational Mission Versus Extractional Ministry




  While the first theological distinction deals with the missionary nature of God and the “sentness” of the church, the second key concept has to do with how and where we are sent. The language of “incarnational mission” represents the embedding of our lives and the gospel into a local context. If the essence of missional living is sending, then the heart of incarnational mission is staying.




  The word incarnation comes from a Latin word that literally means “in the flesh.” It refers to the act whereby God took it upon himself to enter into the depths of our world so that the reconciliation between himself and humanity could be brought about. The incarnation is God’s ultimate missional participation in creation (Jn 3:16-17). When God entered into our world in and through the person of Jesus, he came to live among us (eskenosen—literally, “set up a tent”): “The Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighborhood” (Jn 1:14 The Message).




  As Alan Hirsch writes, “The Incarnation not only qualifies God’s acts in the world, but must also qualify ours. If God’s central way of reaching his world was to incarnate himself in Jesus, then our way of reaching the world should likewise be incarnational.”[8] However, not everyone believes that the incarnation should serve as a model for mission. Some believe that the phrase “incarnational mission” is misleading or even dangerous. They are afraid that the use of such language will diminish the theological integrity of the incarnation of Christ.




  Acknowledging these concerns, we should note that there is absolutely no doubt that the incarnation of Jesus was a special, unrepeatable event. As we enter into the world of others, we certainly cannot take on another’s identity in the way that Jesus did. He literally became one of us. Jesus was fully incarnated, taking on human flesh to rescue us from sin and death. But having said that, surely we can make a distinction between the incarnation and incarnational mission. As theologian Darrell Guder states, there may be a risk, but it is one clearly worth taking:




  Just as any theological concept is susceptible to distortion, there are ways of misconstruing the linkage of Christian mission with the incarnation. It is possible to dilute the uniqueness and centrality of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ when his incarnation becomes a model for Christian behavior. A primary ethical or moralistic interpretation of the life of Jesus, such as was characteristic of nineteenth-century liberal theology, often downplays or dilutes the event-character of the gospel.




  But it is that event character, the historical “happenedness” of Jesus’ life that both enables and defines Christian witness. As we seek to explore the missional significance of the incarnation, we need to resist every temptation to dilute the centrality of the incarnation event. The risk represented by the concept of incarnational mission is worth taking, I think, especially as we are challenged to develop a viable mission theology for the Western world, which by common consent is now a very challenging mission field.[9]




  There is much more that could be said concerning the use of incarnational language as a way to frame our understanding of mission. However, because there are several good resources that deal with the topic,[10] we want to move to the practical implications for existing congregations. If the incarnation provides a helpful way to understand how we should engage our local setting, then in what ways does this incarnational approach integrate with the principles of the church growth movement that has so greatly influenced the church in America over the past several decades?
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