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“Reader beware! If you don’t want to be inspired to love quirky, diverse, often unlovable, certainly sinful people—like those in your church—well, put this book down now. Rob Bentz seems to think this is precisely what God had in mind when he redeemed us and planted us in a local church. Personally, I’d rather be entertained in a church full of people like me who are easy to get along with. Bentz says otherwise. Of course, he’s right, which is why this may be one of the most important books on the church you read this year.”


Mark Galli, Editor, Christianity Today


“No one is fool enough to insult a man’s wife and then expect that man’s companionship. But this is the strange spectacle we witness today: men, women, children loudly denouncing or openly ridiculing the bride of Christ, his church, and thinking that Jesus is happy to hear it. Even a careless reading of Scripture reveals the fierce and tender heart Jesus has toward his bride, and his swift judgment on any who seek to hurt her. The Unfinished Church is a clarion call for Christians to be the church, to love the church, and to serve the church until, as the apostle Paul says, we all ‘attain to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.’ Convicting, wise, and urgent.”


Mark Buchanan, author, Your Church Is Too Safe


“If you love the church and are not sure why, you are going to love this book. I’m a cynical old preacher who can’t stay away from the church. Now I know why and I’m a bit less cynical. What a wonderful book! It’s a gift to the church.”


Steve Brown, Host, Key Life radio program; author, 
Three Free Sins: God Isn’t Mad at You


“Bentz is right. Church is a group of struggling sinners who must pursue one another in love as God’s community! It is essential for us to embrace this calling with joy if we are to declare the glory of the Lord to all peoples. There is no greener-grass assembly or ideal congregation; each assembly and every church member is in need of greater grace, patience, mercy, humility, and endurance from the Spirit of God. The church for whom our Savior died has a splendor that works in the midst of messiness. The Unfinished Church is a great exhortation to live out the gospel as people being conformed to the image of Christ.”


Eric C. Redmond, Bible Professor in Residence, 
New Canaan Baptist Church


“In a day when so many Christians doubt the importance of the church, The Unfinished Church is a richly biblical and practical display of what God is doing through his church. The presentation is popular, but not superficial. It is fun to read, but serious business. Every follower of Jesus needs to know what is in this book.”


Richard L. Pratt Jr., President, Third Millennium Ministries


“Here is a deep yet accessible book that paints a vivid doctrine of the church. Bentz’s wide interaction with theologians and pastoral insights will benefit all readers. Excellent discussion material at the end of each chapter makes it ‘small group friendly,’ and his warm and hopeful responses may soften hardened critics of the bride of Christ. I highly recommend The Unfinished Church.”


Chris Brauns, Pastor, The Red Brick Church, Stillman Valley, Illinois; author, Unpacking Forgiveness, Bound Together, and When the Word Leads Your Pastoral Search


“If you truly care about the struggle of integrating your faith into this modern world, please read The Unfinished Church. In this engaging and accessible book, Rob Bentz has woven together rich personal anecdotes, insight from astute thinkers, careful examinations of our ancient Scriptures, and even snippets from contemporary music into a focused, substantive, and tremendously helpful book. Here you’ll find relevant questions, tough answers, and, perhaps most importantly, a pathway to life-affirming conversation about the stuff that really matters.”


Dan Merchant, author/filmmaker, Lord, Save Us from Your Followers


“Rich with wisdom and insight, The Unfinished Church is for every believer desiring an enhanced understanding of the call of Jesus regarding the local church. In this transformational book, Rob Bentz takes us on a historical, practical, and enjoyable journey from an unfinished church on the pink sands of Bermuda to the gray corners of a garage in Michigan. Authentic, honest, forgiving, and humble, Rob writes with a deep understanding of gospel grace and the sovereignty of God while standing on the shoulders of giants like Bonhoeffer and Bunyan. The Unfinished Church paints a beautiful picture of God’s long-term plan for the body of believers living counterculturally in a world gone mad!”


Jimmy Dodd, President, PastorServe


“The Unfinished Church is a refreshing reminder that God uses our unity in Christ as well as our diversity to reach different people for his kingdom. Rob Bentz helpfully outlines biblical truths about God’s church, his bride, that are sure to bring contemplation, conviction, and a change of heart for those of us willing to be challenged.”


Leah O’Brien-Amico, three-time Olympic gold medalist, USA softball


“Rob Bentz has written a clear, responsible, and Scripture-soaked take on the way God interacts with us, and the way we interact with Christ’s bride: the church. Rob’s love for the church is evident on every page.”


Ted Kluck, author, Robert Griffin III: Athlete, Leader, Believer; coauthor, Why We Love the Church: In Praise of Institutions and Organized Religion
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Introduction


In the fall of 2000, my wife, Bonnie, and I moved from Michigan to Bermuda. We weren’t exactly sure why God was calling us to this Nike-swoosh-shaped island in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. But he was. God had woven together a strange tapestry of opportunities, unique circumstances, and relationships that simply could not have been arranged by human ingenuity. For the next fifteen months, we pursued God through his Word, through times of solitude and silence, and through the counsel of friends—striving to figure out just what his purpose might be for a young couple in such a remote location.


Once we unpacked our boxes, figured out the island’s bus routes, and got accustomed to the sound of tree toads, we made a tiny cottage on Bermuda’s South Shore our home. That’s when we went to work pursuing God’s direction for his newest islanders. We prayed. We engaged with a local church. We established relationships with other Christ followers. We served the Bermudian people in civic activities. We invested ourselves in the day-to-day lives of others. We asked God to use us any way he wanted.


And that’s exactly what he did.


Our stay on the tiny island was nothing short of amazing! God did powerful things in us—stretching our faith, causing us to be more dependent upon him, and giving us the courage to reach out for help from the Christian community.


He also did his work through us. He used us to help others truly experience Christ-centered community and to encourage others to engage in a deeper level of intimacy in worship. Yet our time was not all Bermuda shorts and pink-sand beaches. We experienced many relational challenges, more than a few personal doubts, and many fears. Quite simply, the months we called Bermuda our home were the best of times and the worst of times.


When we said our good-byes, gave our island friends our final hugs, wiped the tears from our eyes, and boarded the plane back to the States, we had a deep sense that God had changed us. And he used us to change others. Yet we were just beginning to get a glimpse of why God had plopped us in the middle of the Atlantic for nearly a year and a half. We hadn’t built an orphanage. We hadn’t planted a new church. We hadn’t led hundreds of people to Christ. Yet a few specific images from Bermuda will forever be etched in our minds—the faces of friends, the beauty of God’s creation, and a building. That’s right, a building.


On the northeast tip of the island of Bermuda stands a massive nineteenth-century Gothic structure that is both beautiful and haunting. The walls stand tall and strong. But there is no ceiling. The columns are in place. But there are no windows. It’s a ruin known to Bermudians as the Unfinished Church.


Construction on this historic landmark began in 1870, but parish infighting, financial difficulties, and a major tropical storm halted its progress.


Construction was never completed.


[image: Image]


As long as we lived on the island of Bermuda, I was drawn to this structure. Its bizarre past. Its timeless strength. Its glaring weakness. Its imposing majesty. And its future.


One of Bermuda’s most recognizable historical sites had a magnetic pull on me. I didn’t know why. I enjoyed simply walking around the aging grey structure. I listened as the breeze whistled through its openness. I was drawn in by the unique angular shadows that were created by light pouring through places where there should be no light. I often took photos of the Unfinished Church under a bright Bermuda sun—or as a dark, foreboding cloud hovered above.


I loved to imagine what might have taken place within these walls had it ever been finished.


This structure caused me to consider questions that didn’t seem to have easy answers. How could this have happened? Why was it never finished? What could God’s people have done differently? What does it say about God’s people? What does it say about God? This impressive though disturbing structure stirred something within me. Yet I couldn’t quite put it into words.


Until now.


I’ve come to see that Bermuda’s Unfinished Church serves as a brilliant metaphor for a similar building project that God is working on today—his church.




	His church is a beautiful historic structure and a vivid picture of brokenness.


	His church has a long and often sordid past.


	His church has shown great strength—in spite of its obvious and glaring weaknesses.


	His church is covered by the majesty of Christ.


	His church has a bright future, because Jesus is building his church!





To live within—and to love—God’s church, requires an experience with God and his amazing grace. It also requires a solid biblical understanding of the church. It calls those within the church to make the intentional decision to forgive and love people who are often less than loveable. It demands faithfulness and commitment to God and to his people.


The Christian life isn’t meant to be lived with a beat-up Gibson guitar tossed over your shoulder, and with a tattered leather-bound Bible in one hand and a Clif Bar in the other as you rest on a mountaintop somewhere in the Rockies. Christ’s followers, made in God’s image, are created for community with each other.


Rich, authentic, life-enriching, heart-shaping relationships are formed and nurtured within the community of faith—not outside of it. The encouragement and challenge for those who are disgruntled, frustrated, bewildered, or just plain ticked off at what’s happening within God’s church today is to stick around and do something about your frustration. Love God more deeply by loving his people more graciously.


Few things are as difficult! God’s church is a gathering of broken people who do messy things. Yet the church is the beloved bride of our Lord Jesus. It’s something that has captured his heart. While that’s certainly enough of a reason to treat the church with heightened reverence, there are plenty of biblical exhortations to love Christ’s followers with the same heartfelt passion that Jesus does. This alone makes God’s church something we must not turn our collective backs on.


Bookstore shelves are filled with new titles telling the church what it ought to be and what it ought to be about: intentional discipleship, cultural engagement, missional living, and so on. Great ideas, but few address the biggest issue facing the church in our day—that few believers truly understand the significance of God’s church, what God is doing in and through his people, and his long-term plan for the church.


That’s a problem.


And even fewer believers actually live out the grace-centered love that we are encouraged to practice within this Christ-following community. Many of us tend to find the “one another” and “each other” passages, so prevalent throughout the New Testament, to be mere suggestions. They’re things we might want to do, if it’s convenient, for those we like to hang out with.


Our recollection of these passages changes, of course, when we are on the receiving end of a “one another”/“each other” exchange. That’s when we often remember, with stunning clarity, the way Christ’s followers are exhorted to live in community.
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Bermuda’s “Unfinished Church” (Lawrence Kent Photography)





Similar to the struggles that kept Bermuda’s landmark unfinished, man’s sin, cultural issues, and even the struggle to overcome natural disasters present challenges to God’s building project. Yet one primary life-giving difference separates the man-made structure in Bermuda and the building project that God is working on—God promises that he will build his church.




God’s church is unfinished. But he’s working on it, and he’s using you and me in the process.
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As I write, more than a decade after we first moved to Bermuda, God continues to reveal his purposes for bringing us to the island. Some we’ve seen played out in our lives already. Some we may never know or fully understand. Yet none is more significant, more clear to me, than the imagery detailed on the pages of the book that you’re about to journey through.


It is my prayer that you’ll find truth, hope, and encouragement in these pages as you live in community with God and with his people—the unfinished church.











PART 1


THE FOUNDATION













1


God’s Called-Out Community






But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.


1 Peter 2:9, NIV












When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.


Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship








Each spring, the National Football League holds its draft of the best college football talent in the nation. Quarterbacks everyone knows and offensive lineman that only close family members recognize hear their names called by the league’s commissioner. Every major sports media outlet captures these larger-than-life moments of the select few who have been chosen.


It’s a big deal!


Thousands of talented college football players are eligible to be selected in the draft every year, yet only about 250 hear their names called. So, whether you are the first player selected and will soon be signing your name to a multimillion-dollar contract, or you’re Mr. Irrelevant (the last player chosen in the draft) who’ll have to kick and scratch and claw your way onto a team—you are significant. You’ve been called.


I’ve often wondered what it’s like to be chosen in the NFL draft. What it’s like to hear your name called as one of the most wanted, sought-after college football players in the country. What it’s like to know that an entire city, state, and national fan base celebrates your arrival. What it’s like to know that kids and adults alike will soon be wearing jerseys with your name sewn on the back. The magnitude of the experience and the fanfare that lies ahead must be exhilarating—and a bit overwhelming.


After a few moments of NFL dreaming, I realize that in a much more significant way—I am that guy! I have been chosen. I have been selected. I have been called to something new and exciting and much bigger than I can fully grasp.


You see, I have been drafted. I’ve been called out of darkness into God’s wonderful light (1 Pet. 2:9–10). As a believer, I am now part of God’s one-of-a-kind community of called-out men and women. I’ve been chosen, not by a professional football team, but rather by the God of creation. If you’re a believer in Christ, you’ve been called too.


But this calling is different than any professional sports league draft. There are no team representatives for the Christian faith who’ll quickly put a hat on your head fashioning an ichthus or a hip-looking Celtic cross. There are no reporters quick to ask how you feel about being called. And there’s no large lump-sum signing bonus for the chosen. (Though, I’ve come to understand the eternal-benefits package is beyond imagination!)


Picture this; a holy, righteous God has called you. He has rescued you from darkness. God has given you his righteousness through the payment of his Son on the cross. He has freely given you his amazing grace. If these realities don’t cause you to fall to your knees in humility, praising God, you simply don’t understand.1


It’s a really big deal!


Being called out by God, you have become part of a unique community of people called the church. This call is nothing short of amazing, but it does come with a few significant thoughts to consider, and a few challenges with which we must wrestle. First, we must consider the holier-than-thou issue. Then, we need to take seriously and embrace the weight of responsibility. And, last, we must acknowledge that we are a peculiar people.


Let’s examine all three.


THE HOLIER-THAN-THOU ISSUE


So you’re called out by God? You’re one of his chosen people? You’re part of a select club of holiness? Nice thoughts. Try wearing that badge of honor around when you start talking about your faith in Jesus with your nonbelieving friends. Curiously, these conversations tend to end rather abruptly because nobody wants to hear about how much God loves you. What your friends need to hear, see, feel, and experience is how much God loves them!


This, too, is a really big deal! (It’s actually a huge part of why God called you, but we’ll get to that in a moment.)


Humble recognition and acknowledgment of our called-outness is imperative when we interact with our nonbelieving friends. It’s not that you and I were smarter than our friends and therefore saw something they couldn’t. No. We didn’t do the choosing, God did. This ought to bring us to our knees in gratitude and humility before our holy God. From this position of humility, we must submit everything about ourselves to him. We submit who we feel we should have been, who we truly are, and who we can ultimately become, because God’s grace transcends our past failures and overcomes our current disappointments.


Once our heart’s posture becomes one of humility, God can love us in ways that go far beyond our comprehension. He can—and will—pour out his amazing grace upon us. And this isn’t just a midafternoon sprinkle—it’s a downpour! God showers his people with grace. Once we’ve been drenched in this grace, once we’ve soaked in it awhile, then God begins to use us for his purposes.


The requirement is a heart of humility—a high view of God’s amazing call on your life, and a low view of your role in that calling. He’s made you a part of his one-of-a-kind community called the church for a purpose. This calling, this transition into God’s community, serves as the foundation from which you worship God, genuinely love his people, and humbly serve others.


THE WEIGHT OF RESPONSIBILITY


As Peter the apostle wrote in his first epistle (1 Pet. 2:9–10), we are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation called out to do something significant—to declare the praises of him who did the choosing. We have been chosen to declare the praises of the one who shined light into the darkest areas of our blackened souls and made us new.


How do we declare this? The answer is found in the powerful imagery of the text. The priesthood and our inclusion in God’s holy nation are overflowing with Old Testament meaning and significance (Ex. 19:5–6).


Let’s begin with the priesthood. Old Testament priests were a called group of men who had a unique, intimate relationship with God. A priest served as the mediator between God and man. Similarly, God’s called-out ones—the royal priesthood—now have a special relationship with God and serve as mediators between the Father and nonbelievers.




Consider the weighty words of humanitarian Jean Vanier, who founded L’Arche community of faith for people with developmental disabilities. He writes, “The Church, like Jesus, is called to announce good news to the poor, liberation to prisoners and the oppressed, and sight to the blind. It is called to bring life and to help people grow to greater freedom and wholeness so that all may be one.”2




Christ followers are not promised financial wealth, physical health, a comfortable life, or any other self-serving reality.





Our calling, our being set apart, comes with a huge responsibility—and the tremendous privilege—of being God’s priests to an unbelieving and dying world. As the Old Testament priest would offer sacrifices to God, so now the priesthood of believers offers the sacrifice of our very lives. We humbly offer our head, our heart, and our hands as a living sacrifice. We offer our head (our mind, really) as a sacrifice when we study God’s Word, theology, and/or apologetic writings to be better equipped to answer the honest questions of our unbelieving friends. We offer our heart when we genuinely enter into the pain of a friend’s marital struggle, parenting challenge, or financial difficulty. We offer our hands to whatever social issue is tearing at the fabric of our community—homelessness, underperforming schools, failed marriages, teen pregnancy, to name a few. We are called to enter into the greatest areas of need in our community.


Who needs you to be their priest?


WE ARE A PECULIAR PEOPLE


When Jesus calls you and me, we are invited to a life of sacrifice and service. It’s a life of carrying our cross (Luke 14:27) every day with no illusion of earthly success—however “success” is defined in our culture this week (a huge bank account, a prestigious job, thousands of Facebook friends, etc.). Christ followers are not promised financial wealth, physical health, a comfortable life, or any other self-serving reality.


Jesus of Nazareth, the God-man we worship and serve, died in the most despised, humiliating, painful way known at the time—crucifixion! Why would we, Christ’s followers, even for a moment believe that our day-to-day existence should be a life of luxury and pleasure? It’s not.


This is why the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer—a man who stood up for authentic biblical faith in the face of Nazi Germany and was ultimately martyred because of his stance—are quoted so often: “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”3 Christ followers who have an honest grasp of the day-to-day struggle to have one foot firmly in the twenty-first century and their eyes on eternity are those who genuinely live out Bonhoeffer’s words.


Let’s be honest; this is countercultural thinking. If you strive to live out your faith in this way, you’re just plain weird when measured by the consumeristic, narcissistic way of the modern world. And yet, that’s exactly why it makes sense for God’s called-out community! He’s called you and me into relationship for his glory—not ours. God has drawn you and me into a relationship with himself for his purposes—not ours. God invites you and me to a life of serving him, submitting to his agenda, and furthering his kingdom. It has little to do with us and our earthly desires. This isn’t fatalistic thinking, either. Rather, it’s an appropriate view of a holy God, and a healthy perspective of sinful men and women who are being brought to their knees by the amazing grace that God is showering upon them.


For the nonbeliever, this thinking—much less the entire way of life—makes little sense. Living sacrificially for the betterment of others is rare enough. Then consider that believers do so to follow the teachings of a man who died a brutal and barbaric death more than two thousand years ago. This is just too bizarre and counterintuitive for some of our friends to grasp—much less allow it to change the entire shape of their lives.


And if the personal sacrifice is not enough, let’s not forget the most basic of all wants in our culture today—comfort and convenience. Participation with others in God’s church really messes up a Sunday morning. Honestly, wouldn’t it be easier to sleep in on Sunday, brew a strong pot of coffee, fry up some eggs and bacon, lounge around in your jammies, and get ready for NFL football? Of course it would. But we can’t do that! God’s called-out ones are compelled to something different. We’re moved beyond our own comfort and convenience. We’re drawn to something bigger. That’s why it’s entirely fair for nonbelievers to view us as peculiar people. We get up early, shave, shower, and do all the normal get-ready-for-work activities on our day off. Why? So we can meet with a group of other Christ followers to sing praises, engage with Bible-based teaching, and worship Jesus.


We are different.


God has called us, redeemed us (more on this in chapter 2), changed our hearts, and made us this way. He’s pulled us out of a life of darkness and loneliness. He’s given us a different view of the world around us. He’s given us passion to praise him. He’s given his chosen ones a different present reality—and a glorious future.


You’re peculiar. I’m peculiar. Let’s just go with it!
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