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Taking the Church to the World:  Myths 
About the Non-Church Culture


Thank you for the opportunity to be with you this weekend.  I appreciate your kindness and have enjoyed my time with you.  I will be praying for you and your ministry to the community and ask for your prayers for our church and our ministry.


Not long ago our deacons and I engaged in an interesting learning experiment.  As a group, we attended different churches over the course of a few months to gain the perspective of a newcomer in a church.  We went to Saturday evening services and Sunday night services and attended churches of different denominations.  If you believe there isn’t a church culture you need to visit some other churches.  You will discover there is a church culture and that each individual congregation has its own version of that culture.  This will open your eyes to how to deal with visitors and newcomers and it will help you to understand your church better.


This morning I told you we would talk more this evening about the fact that Jesus was often in settings that would not be considered a religious environment.  The more I read the Gospels the more I am struck by this truth.  My fear is that many churches are becoming more insular and more self-absorbed.  Jesus was so involved with the culture of his day and we must understand how important it is that we become involved with our culture by loving and serving others.


It’s not an easy ministry.  To be involved with the community and ministering to the community is difficult and challenging, but there are some great rewards.  A couple weeks ago, on Wednesday evening, we had one of those moments.  We do an opening kids worship in the sanctuary and for a couple of years we have worked with a group of kids that come from unchurched families and most of them from very difficult environments.  One young man has really grown in his faith, and he loves to volunteer to pray.  He offered a beautiful prayer that evening, and at the end of it he said and God, we hope you’re doing all right up there.  I don’t recall ever hearing someone express concern for God’s well-being.  As certain as I am that God is doing fine, I thought it was a beautiful moment to hear this young man express something most of us would never consider because we have been so conditioned about how to pray.

This morning we looked at some myths and realities about church culture, and this evening we will look at some of the myths and realities of the non-church culture.
Myth #1 – Non-church people aren’t interested in God.

Reality – They are not interested in institutional religion.


I attended a meeting several years ago that was organized in response to some of the problems of our community.  People from around the county attended and the conversation eventually came to be a discussion about how to get people to come to church.  It became one of those meetings that was just a constant drumbeat of all the things wrong in people’s lives and their lack of commitment and they should just come to church.    A lot of the conversation revolved around the teenagers in the community, especially in regards to some cruising that was taking place on weekends.  Why does it so often come down to complaints about teenagers?  No one wanted to talk about the problems with the adults of the community – the drug and alcohol abuse, the broken relationships and all the other problems we find in the lives of adults.


Finally, someone stood up and said why don’t we fill a bunch of coolers with Mountain Dew and hand out drinks to those who are cruising?  Maybe that will give us an opportunity to let them know we care about them and are interested in them.  People in the room looked at the person as though they were an alien that just landed from Mars.  What are you talking about?  We’re trying to figure out how to get them to come to church and you come up with a crazy idea like that?  We don’t need to be out on some street corner somewhere, we need to be figuring out how to get those kids in church!   It was reflective of the all too typical approach of churches in reaching people – you have to come to us; it was about how can we get people into the church building.


But I thought it was a beautiful idea to go to the people who were cruising because it was turning the church inside out.  Outreach and evangelism are about far more than just getting people into a church building; we have to take the church and the gospel to people.


One of the ways we have sought to do this in recent years at our church is in partnering with our school system and serving lunch throughout the summer.  It has given us a doorway into the lives of some families that have never before been open to us.  We thought if this works well, are there other ways we can use meals as a doorway into the lives of people?  Every one likes to eat and needs to eat, and meals became a big opportunity for us and it’s helped us in getting out and into our community and into the lives of people.  One day a person stopped me and asked me why we were serving so many meals and I could sense they didn’t like the idea.  They finally said if you keep feeding people you’re going to have the whole town show up at your church!  I assured them we weren’t out to take anyone away from their church but wouldn’t it would be wonderful if the rest of the community did show up?


We become so filled with church culture that we forget what it takes to reach people.  And one thing that is necessary to reach people is to turn the church inside out, to get outside of our walls.  


How many of you have seen the movie The Shawshank Redemption?  It is a great movie, and one scene is so applicable to the church.  The two main characters are played by Morgan Freeman and Tim Robbins.  Tim Robbins’ character is puzzled by the fact that an inmate who committed an act of violence in hopes it would keep him from being paroled.  Morgan Freeman’s character gave a very insightful response.  He said that when a person first enters that prison they want to esacpe those walls and they think of nothing but their freedom.  After a while, their attitude slowly begins to change.  Walls that once robbed them of their freedom now provided security and a routine they understood.  At that point, he said, you can’t survive in the outside world because you have become institutionalized.


I believe that statement contains a warning and also some tragic truth about the church.  Some Christians have become institutionalized; that is, the walls of the church form a place of safety and insulation from the world.  The church ceases to be a place to prepare people for the mission of God and becomes a refuge from a world that is no longer understood and is despised and feared instead of loved.

I want to challenge you to do an experiment – read through the gospels and take note of how rarely Jesus is seen in a religious setting.   We read one of those passages this morning in John chapter four.  Jesus didn’t try to get the woman to church so the preacher could talk to her.  Jesus was not institutionalized.  The gospels tell us it was his custom to attend synagogue services and we see him in the Temple, but the far majority of the gospel settings are in what we could call non-religious settings.  


Today, many people have difficulty thinking of how to express their faith apart from coming into a building.  There is an entire subculture of church and church activity that is separate from and never engages the culture at large.  And I believe this Christian culture, this church bubble we have created has as one of its purposes to build us a safe refuge from the world around us.  The church, though, must be turned inside out.  One writer said it this way, I’m not sure how well the church would have survived the first two thousand years it if hadn’t been institutionalized but I’m not sure how well it will survive the next one hundred years if it remains institutionalized.

We think people aren’t interested in God because they don’t come to church, but the reality is that people aren’t interested in institutional religion.  Please understand, I believe in the church and have spent my life in the church but what I’m saying is that when people outside of the church look at us what they perceive is a cold institutionalism rather than a life-giving relationship to God.  In our passage from Acts we see this institutionalism at work.  Peter and the disciples were once again brought before the Sanhedrin, who represented institutional religion.  The disciples were receiving a tremendous response from people because they were loving and serving the community and engaging people with a living example of what it means to be a follower of Jesus.  People want to see faith in action; they want to see that it makes a difference in our lives; they don’t want to see faith that is tied solely to a building and what goes on in that building.  

We have to overcome a lot of skepticism when we deal with non-church people.  Non-church people are skeptical when we say we care about them; they want to see that we care, and we have to get out of our buildings to demonstrate our care.


This leads us to our next myth and our next reality.
Myth #2 – We must exert power over our culture to reach non-church people.
Reality – We must demonstrate transformation.


Last fall a pastor told me an interesting story about his church.  A group of parents from the congregation came to him and asked if the church would change the Wednesday evening schedule to accommodate soccer practice.  They discussed it for a while and when he seemed unwilling to suggest a schedule change the parents were unhappy their kids would miss the activities at church on Wednesday evenings.  Then the pastor made this observation – he noted that because the majority of the kids on the team were members of the church they could probably demand a schedule change.  I don’t know how the situation resolved itself, but it occurred to me that part of the problem is our desire to live comfortably in both worlds – the world of the gospel and the world at large.  

That is never going to happen; there is an inherent conflict between the call to follow Jesus and the emphasis of culture to do what we want to do.  The dynamic we have in America now is a church that wants the culture to bend to what we want and to make concessions to us so we don’t have to make a choice between the two.  Much of the clash between faith and culture in American comes right on this point – will we attempt to compel the culture to do what we want?  

I think our passage from Acts is instructional on this point.  In the verses prior to this passage we find the disciples had been imprisoned because of their ministry.  The verses we read tell us they were released, flogged and warned not to speak any more in the name of Jesus.  Then we are told they kept right on teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ (verse 42).  Notice what they didn’t do – they didn’t demand accommodation to them, they were willing to follow their calling no matter what might happen to them.

In recent years there have been a lot of people talking about the attack on Christianity in our culture.  Over the holidays there was a great deal of controversy about a war on Christmas.  We have no idea what an attack on Christianity and persecution is really like; the early church certainly knew, and it did not stop their work.  We think an attack on Christianity is taking the name of Jesus off Christmas advertising flyers.  I’m not making light of what is happening in our culture but there are many, many Christians in parts of the world who are literally dying for their faith and being attacked in worship – and they’re still showing up!


Why don’t we simply do this – instead of trying to force our culture to change, why don’t we demonstrate transformation?  If you have a conflict between culture and faith, choose faith.  Do you remember the movie Chariots of Fire, about the life of Eric Liddell.  Liddell refused to take part in an Olympic race because it was Sunday.  He simply chose not to participate, while others wanted to make a big deal out of his decision; for him it was a simple decision to follow his beliefs.  He didn’t mount a publicity campaign to try and force a change in the Olympic schedule; and his actions were far more powerful because he demonstrated transformation rather than trying to use force to get what he wanted.

We are going to have to choose between two kinds of models of faith in our culture – will it be a power/political model or a love/servant model?  I believe the early church was so successful in reaching people because they demonstrated love and servanthood to their culture.  We have to stop expecting our culture to accommodate us we must engage our culture by loving and serving people.  We must demonstrate a personal transformation, as did the early church, by loving our culture.  Charles Colson has said the early church had no political power, but tremendous influence; the church today has tremendous political power but very little influence.  That’s a powerful statement, isn’t it?  I believe our culture is more interested in being shown that being told.  I believe, for example, that instead of yelling at our culture about the meaning of marriage they want to be shown a difference, but that’s hard to do when church people aren’t any more successful at marriage than are non-church people.

It’s amazing what God did through the early church, and he did it with a church that had no consultants and no marketing plans and no mass media and no bookstores filled with study materials and books and no megachurches or any of the things that churches seem to need today.  What did they have?  The power of God; the power of God that worked through them in such a transforming way that it was obvious to the world that something great and special was happening.  

Myth #3 – Someone will take care of the community.
Reality – It is our calling to minister to our community.

One of the troubling trends of recent years is the number of churches getting out of benevolence ministry.  I find it ironic that back in the 80’s many churches applauded the government’s push to cut back on social services by saying the churches could take more of that role but many local congregations are less involved in benevolence work today.


Did you know the first ministry we are aware of in the early church was a benevolence ministry?  Acts 2:44-46 tells us of the care for one another’s physical needs and Acts 4:32-37 tells us the same, even adding there was not a needy person among them (verse 34).  Did you know the first function of the deacon?  Acts chapter six tells us of the calling of the first deacons, and their specific charge in that passage was to perform the ministry of feeding people.  If you have a benevolence ministry, it should be staffed by the deacons.  If you need to start one, it should be the deacons who get behind that ministry and get it going.  And notice who was selected as the first deacons – all seven were men.  Do you know who usually handles benevolence ministries?  The women of the church.  And I’m certainly not critical of that fact; after all, most churches would close if it weren’t for the women.  I just find it interesting that in most Baptist churches we are very careful to take note of the fact that men were selected as deacons but somehow overlook the fact that the Bible also tells us they are to be involved in feeding people and doing benevolence work.

We must begin to recapture this vital ministry and not turn it over completely to the secular world.  I believe the federal, state and local governments have a very important role in benevolence work but as churches we cannot turn our backs on this ministry.

We have received so many calls this winter from people who sound desperate.  Some churches don’t see this because the people in need don’t see the use in turning to those churches.
Myth #4 – Non-church people must become just like us.
Reality – God loves diversity.


I have a friend who remembers when he was a young boy witnessing his church voting to refuse membership to any African-Americans.  I’m sure with that attitude there was no great effort on the part of African-Americans to become a part of that church, but imagine the church sanctioning division among people!  No wonder some people have written off the church.  Having a variety of worship styles is one thing, but when we bathe division in religious language how is God ever going to bless a church?


If you go back to the second chapter of Acts, to the day of Pentecost, you find an interesting list of people who had gathered in Jerusalem – Parthians and Medes and Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the districts of Libya around Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs (Acts 2:9-11).  This was an unbelievably diverse group of people.  


One writer said this was God reversing what took place at the Tower of Babel, and I like that comparison.  It was God saying my creation has been divided long enough; it’s time to bring them back together.

Sometimes I wonder if we are more interested in making people just like us than in transforming them into followers of Jesus.  I think some people believe there is just one large, monolithic church culture where everyone believes the same, looks the same, votes the same and likes the same kind of music.  Most church divisions occur not over theology but over an inability to accept the differences in people.  We have division not just over race, but in economics and politics and worship style and many other areas.  There seems to be a human gene that is bent toward division.  If the church of the 21st century wants to make an impression on our society here is how it can do so – embrace diversity; learn to live with our differences in theology, race, economics, education, regionalism and any other division that arises.  People will take notice of that; they have certainly taken note of our division.


Not long ago there was a very popular book published about how to do church more effectively, and one of the recommendations by the author disturbed me a great deal – and it still bothers me.  I’m not going to mention the author’s name but many of you have read another book by this same person.  The author claims a church needs to narrowly market itself to a particular group of people.  The argument is that a radio station doesn’t try to appeal to everyone and neither should a church.  A church, this person claims, should target a particular audience and go after just that segment of society (The Purpose-Driven Church, Rick Warren, chapter 9).

What do you think about that?  Do you think that kind of theology fits the early church?  It is true that we are more comfortable with people who are like us, we relate better to people whose life and background is similar to ours and the reality is, the early church did struggle at times with wanting to narrow who it wanted to accept, and we’ll see that later in Acts; but they were always wrong when they attempted to limit the scope of outreach only to a particular group of people.


God wants to bring together all kinds of people; God wants his kingdom, his church to reflect the incredible variety of people who make up his creation.  God certainly must love variety, because he certainly created a tremendous variety of people.  I tend to feel most comfortable around 48 year old guitar playing, classic rock loving Baptist preachers from the northern panhandle of West Virginia, but that’s a pretty small crowd.  In fact, you’re probably looking at the sum total of people fitting that description.


Here is a truth that I believe with all of my being – if the people of God cannot find a way of living with the diversity of people, if we cannot learn that we do not all have to be the same, if we cannot overcome the cultural barriers that are erected, who will?  I know it’s much easier to reach people who all like the same kind of music and the same style of worship and who dress the same and have the same interests, but central to the message of the gospel is the calling to find unity that overcomes the differences between people.


Jesus faced opposition by some because he embraced a diversity of people.  It was the religious people of his day that believed Jesus was hanging out with the wrong kinds of people; it was the religious crowd that criticized Jesus for eating with sinners; it was his own disciples who criticized Jesus for talking to the Samaritan woman.

I want to close by asking three questions.  Does your life and ministry look like that of Jesus?  And if not, why not?  And if not, what will you do?
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