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Carl Hurley tells one of my favorite stories, about a minister who moved to a small town.  He was riding his bicycle when he came across a boy sitting beside a lawn mower with a “For Sale” sign on it.  The minister said, “So you’re selling your mower?”  The boy said, “Yep.  I’m going to use the money to buy a bicycle.”  The minister said, “Well, I was going to get rid of my bike anyway, and I need a lawn mower, so how about if we trade?”  So they did.  Later that day, the boy rode by the minister’s house, and the minister was trying to start the lawn mower.  He was pulling the starter rope over and over and over and over; and finally the little boy said, “Mister, I didn’t tell you before, but that lawn mower won’t start unless you give it a good cussin’.”  He said, “Young man, I am a minister of the gospel.  I don’t ever remember how to cuss.”  The little boy said, “You just keep pulling on that rope– it’ll come back to you!”


One of the lessons of that story is:  language matters.  When we think about profane language or taking the Lord’s name in vain, language matters because it says something about our character and values.  Sometimes language matters because it affects how people perceive things.  When I was a little boy, used cars were called “used cars.”  Somewhere along the way, they became “pre-owned” cars because somebody recognized– or at least hoped– that that would affect people’s perceptions.  That’s why instead of saying that I am lazy, I say that I am “energy-efficient.”  I’m not gray-headed; I have “enhanced color.”  


In recent years, this attention to language has affected the names of churches.  Many new churches are choosing not to use the name of their denomination in the name of their church.  So instead of “Elm Street Baptist Church,” it is “Elm Street Community Church.”  And some new churches are choosing not to put the word “church” in the name of their church.  I have a friend in Beaufort who is pastor of Tidal Creek Fellowship. 


There has also developed some language which is used to talk about tendencies and trends in the church these days.  I read about the community church, the contemporary church, the seeker (or seeker-friendly) church, the emerging church.  And a term which has become popular in a number of circles, including the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, is “the missional church.”  If you’ve been reading Daniel Vestal’s book, you have encountered it more than once.  What I like about the term “missional church” is that it says what it means.  Some language is designed to obscure meaning rather than making it clear.  “The politician said that the project will be paid for by ‘constituent-generated governmental revenue.’”  What that means is:  your taxes will be paying for it, but that language is chosen to hide that meaning.  The term “missional church” is designed to say clearly:  this church is defined by its mission from God.  


You might ask:  what else would a church be defined by?  At the risk of being cynical, I think that many churches have as their primary purpose to maintain the status quo and to ensure the comfort of their members– that’s what defines them.  I don’t think that churches meant for this to happen, but that’s always the risk when a movement becomes an institution.  Somewhere along the way, the Jesus movement– the Spirit-filled, God-led, charismatic movement among followers of Jesus of Nazareth– became the institutionalized Church.  Ever since, local congregations have had to guard against what happens to most institutions, that their purpose becomes self-preservation through maintaining the status quo.


It may be a surprise to church members everywhere, but neither the phrase “we’ve always done it this way” nor the phrase “we’ve never done it that way before” is in the Bible– or even the liturgy of the early church.  In fact, in my opinion, the missional church emphasis is simply an attempt to get Christians and churches back to what the New Testament has always said is our purpose.  Our Lesson from the Epistles is a perfect example.  Paul says that God’s mission is to reconcile the world– every human being– to reconcile every person to God through Christ.  When that happens to us, when we are reconciled to God through Christ, Paul says, there are three effects in our lives.  The first is forgiveness; to use Paul’s words, our trespasses are no longer held against us (v. 19).  The second effect is renewal:  the old self, the old life, passes away, and you become a new creature, a new creation (v. 17).  Then, third, we become partners in God’s mission.  And this partnership, our involvement in God’s mission, is so significant that Paul describes in at least four ways in two verses (vv.19-20).  (1)  He says that we are ambassadors for Christ, a metaphor which suggests that we share Christ’s authority and responsibility for carrying out God’s mission.  (2) Paul says that God is making this divine appeal “through us”– we are the agent, the means, by which God’s mission is to be carried out in our world.   (3)  God has entrusted to us the message of reconciliation; it is our task to spread the message.  (4) God has given us the ministry of reconciliation; it is our job to carry out that ministry.


There is not much in any of that which has to do with being institutional or maintaining the status quo.  So if Christians and churches are going to be missional, if we are going to return to what the New Testament says; if Christians are going to move beyond status quo thinking and churches are going to move beyond institutional thinking, what would that entail?  In this week’s chapter of Daniel Vestal’s book, he lists ten congregational trends.  I am going to modify them a little and talk about them as differences between institutional congregations and missional congregations.  (Don’t worry– I’m not going to talk about all ten.  There are some which I think are especially important; I put them in the responsive reading at the beginning of the service, and I’m going to touch on them briefly now.)  


While institutional congregations focus on programs, missional congregations focus on following Jesus as a lifestyle, not just on Sunday but every day.  I think about the offering envelopes we took to Sunday School when I was a child.  Across the top of the envelope were little boxes you could check, which said things like:  Present, Brought Bible, Studied Lesson, Brought Offering, Church Attendance, Training Union Attendance.  And the church sent us the message that if we participated in those programs, we were doing what we were supposed to be doing, and the church was doing what it was supposed to be doing.  Missional churches understand that following Jesus is a way of life, 24/7; and that what we do outside the walls of the church is at least as important as what we do inside these walls.


Institutional churches have a delegated approach to missions.  That is, they say: “Missions is what our missionaries do, and we do our part by giving to the missions offering.”  Missional congregations have a participatory approach to missions.  They recognize that every Christian needs to be personally involved in missions.  In the old paradigm, missions meant writing a check.  In the new paradigm, missions means getting on a bus and/or rolling up our sleeves.  Similarly, institutional churches say, “Ministry is what we pay the staff to do.”  Missional churches say, “The staff’s job is to equip us, the members of the church, to do ministry and to use our spiritual gifts in the service of Christ.”


Institutional churches have what Daniel Vestal calls a “fragmented” approach to the gospel– I might use the word “selective.”  Baptists, for instance, have been so focused on evangelism that we have often neglected social justice, feeding the hungry, caring for the poor.  Missional churches understand that Jesus had a holistic approach to ministry:  he cared not only about spiritual needs but also physical and emotional needs– and we are to do likewise.  


Finally, missional churches understand the importance of dialogue in doing missions and ministry.  Maybe the worst well-intentioned trend in the history of Baptist life is that we would go places and without knowing anything about the people or listening to one word they had say, we would say, “We know what your problem is, and we know how to fix it!”  It was almost a Messiah complex.  Missional congregations understand the importance of dialogue, listening, conversation, building relationships.  And I have to say, CBF of SC has been a pioneer in implementing this model.  When Bill Stanfield and Evelyn Oliveria went to Charleston as our field personnel, they spent an entire year listening, having dialogue, having conversation, building relationships, seeing first hand the needs and resources in the community.  Of course there were people with the old mindset who grumbled:  “What are we paying them for?  Why don’t they get to work?  Why don’t they do something?”  But because they listened first, they have had as much impact on a community as any ministry I know of.  Three years ago, St. Matthews Elementary School, from which Bill and Evelyn recruit students for their Young Leaders Program, was a failing school.  Last year, St. Matthews was one of five schools in the nation who received an award for improvement and achievement; and school leaders would be the first to say that Bill and Evelyn have helped make that difference.  


I began by talking about the importance of language.  The other side of the coin is the danger of language, including the danger of empty language, empty words.  Church leaders are very good at teaching– and church members are very good at learning– the right words.  But as the letter of James says, those words don’t mean anything if we don’t follow through with action.  Carol and I got back from Charleston late yesterday.  She had a conference there, and I went with her because it was best chance of seeing my daughter before spring break.  For those who don’t know, Michelle is a freshman in the Honors College at the College of Charleston; and she is loving the college experience and living in Charleston–  and there’s this boy at the Citadel; that’s another story altogether.  Suffice it to say that she is not coming home every weekend.  In fact, Michelle’s birthday was two weekends ago, and my sister-in-law called our house (in Greenwood) to wish her a happy birthday.  My sister-in-law said, “I thought surely Michelle would come home for her birthday.”  I said, “Michelle who?!”


Actually, I miss seeing her, but I am grateful that she is happy and doing well.  She did come last fall for my birthday– at least that’s what she said.  My birthday fell on a Wednesday.  She called to tell me happy birthday, and she said, “I’m coming home this weekend for your birthday.”  I said, “That’ll be great, honey– I’ll be glad to see you.”  The next words out of her mouth were, “By the way:  can I go the Greenwood High football game Friday night and the Clemson game on Saturday?” 


It is perfectly normal for her to want be with her friends and do fun things instead of being home with Daddy.  But in the same way that she said, “I’m coming home for your birthday,” we sometimes say, “Lord, we’re coming to church for your mission in our community and in our world.”  And then we say– if not with our words, with our attitudes– “By the way:  can we just maintain the status quo?  We’re really comfortable in our church.  We really like the way things are; and if we get serious about your mission, that might take us out of our comfort zone.”


I have never told this story publicly, but it has everything to do with what we are talking about.  I guess what the story is about is the moment– and unlike my other pastorates, it was a precise moment– when I knew that I was coming to be pastor of this church.  The pastor search committee did a wonderful job in so many ways.  I want to be clear about that, but I think even they would not want to me delineate all of the things they did well; I think they’d rather get out on time.  


I met with this twelve member committee on a Monday night.  We sat around a large table.  They were very open and honest with me, and they made me feel comfortable being open with them.  Somewhere in that conversation, I was asked about the very large stack of materials they had sent me about this church.  I noted some things which really impressed me, like the church’s gifts to local missions.  Then I offered a very candid opinion about the congregational feedback and the congregational survey data, which there was a lot of.  I said, “When I looked through all of that, there were two which really stood out to me.  One is that there is a very large group of people in this church who want to grow, who want to bring in new members and young families, to insure the future of the church.  Then there’s another very large group within the church (and certainly there is some overlap) who just love the church.  They like really everything about the church, which means that they don’t want to change anything.  [I said,] In my opinion– and by the way, my opinion and a dollar will get you a cup of coffee– but in my opinion, no matter whom you call as your pastor, you cannot do both of those things.  You can say, ‘We are going to do the best job we can of being church to our present constituency; so we really don’t have to change anything, but we are probably not going to grow or bring in new members.’  Or you can say, ‘We are determined to grow and to bring in new members.  So we are going to pick four or five things which are so crucial to our identity that we will not change them under any circumstances; but then everything else is up for grabs– it is open for discussion and potential change.’” 


Did you ever say something and as soon as it was out of your mouth, you thought, “Well, that went over like a lead balloon”?  I thought later, “I bet I made these people feel that if they brought me to their church, I was going to create conflict in the church.”  That night Carol said, “How did it go?”  My exact words were, “You can forget moving to Greenwood.”  And I went to bed thinking, “We’re going to stay in Edgefield.”  


I didn’t really think about it until the next morning, but when I left that night of the interview, Dr. Jack Parham, who was chair of that committee, said, “I’m going to ask the committee members to stay for about fifteen minutes after Tony leaves.”  The next morning, Tuesday morning, Dr. Parham called me and said, “I didn’t call last night because it was very late.  We didn’t stay for fifteen minutes; it was closer to two hours.  And at the end of that time, we went around the room and let every committee member say very candidly how he or she felt.  And to a person, we all said that we did not want a pastor who would just tell us what we wanted to hear; we want a pastor who will tell us what we need to hear.”  And at that moment, I knew that I was coming to be your pastor.


Now just to be clear– and I hope that my four and a half years here have borne this out– I think that the pastor’s role is to help the church discover and do God’s will– not the pastor’s will, not the search committee’s will, not the diaconate’s will, but God’s will.  So what I heard Jack Parham saying was:  we are committed not to maintaining the status quo or ensuring our own comfort.  We want to find the mission God has for the First Baptist Church of Greenwood, and we want to carry out that mission in the name and love of Jesus Christ.


Now, that’s the kind of church I want to part of.  How about you?

�Vestal’s language is that instead of a clergy-led approach, missional churches emphasize the people of God.










