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			Jonathan Leeman

			The topic of work is a popular one right now among Christian writers and thinkers, which makes sense. When the Monday morning sun breaks through the bedroom curtains, the last residues of Sunday’s joys afforded by the Word and the company of the saints, still lingering lightly in the mind, can dissipate with the sigh, “Time to make the donuts.” 

			Pastor, how do you prepare your members for Monday’s alarm clock? 

			It is easy for armchair theologians to over-exalt the activities of 9 to 5, and talk as if Christians can build eternity now. Never mind Ecclesiastes. In theologically sound circles, ironically, the greater danger is not triumphalism, but a graying out of the next world. Never mind heaven.

			No, don’t go those ways, pastor. Your church needs a picture of Bunyan’s Christian stumbling yet steadfastly clambering toward the celestial city, hands stretched forward, eyes fatigued but fixed on the horizon. 

			Still, the eternal life does begin now for the Christian. And faith helps us see that we participate in the character of the creator through our work. The sharpened pencil says that he is a God of planning and intentions. The populated spreadsheet speaks to his analysis and oversight. The choreography of traffic lights communicates his affirmation of order. The clean sheets on the hospital bed say that he is a God who leans down with compassion. And then of course God rests to relish the good work of his hands. 

			What a joy and privilege it is to work, and so speak if only in whispers of our generous and delegating God, even as you make the donuts. Maybe an extra dollop of frosting says it more loudly?

			9Marks devoted the last two issues of the Journal to lay elders. It seems time to help pastors think about Christians in the workplace. Pastor J.D. Greear meditates on what is “Christian” about work. Lukas Naugle, a marketplace maverick, points to the lessons that have helped him. Jamie Dunlop and Bari Nichol will help you think about specific groups—the over-ambitious and the worker in the home.

			I am especially excited about Sebastian Traeger’s two articles on how the pastor and the business person can better understand and serve one another. In fact it was his ideas that first kicked off the idea of this whole issue. Also, check out the link to Traeger’s “Gospel at Work” conference audio resources, especially Michael Lawrence’s talk. And don’t miss the full manuscripts for one church’s adult Sunday School classes on work and money. 

			Finally, the article on Business as Missions is worth photocopying and distributing among the business folk in your church.

		

	


	
		
			What Makes Work “Christian”?

			[image: jd-greear.jpg]

			By J.D. Greear

			When someone thinks about their work being “Christian,” all kinds of disturbing images come to mind: 

			
					Opening a beauty salon called “A Cut Above” or a coffee shop called “He Brews.” 

					Working awkward evangelism moments into sales calls. 

					Defiantly saying “Merry Christmas” rather than “Happy Holidays” in the checkout line or sneaking a “Have a blessed day” into a salutation. 

					Putting up posters about Bible study options at lunch or sending out group emails about sightings of the Virgin Mary in Ecuador.

			

			Perhaps you remember the 2004 incident of an American Airlines pilot who, in his pre-flight announcements, asked all the Christians on board the plane to raise their hands. He then suggested that during the flight the other passengers talk to those people about their faith. He also told passengers he’d also be happy to talk to anyone who had questions. Understandably, it freaked a lot of people out: the pilot of your airplane talking to you about whether or not you’re ready to meet Jesus?1 While they might admire the guy’s zeal, many Christian businesspeople think, “I just don’t think I could do that and keep my job.”

			Many Christians think that you just can’t serve the kingdom of God at work, and that kingdom work happens “after hours”—volunteering at the church nursery, attending small group, going on a mission trip, serving at the soup kitchen. Our work is a necessity that must be endured to put bread on the table. God’s interest in the fruit of our labors is primarily that we tithe off of it. 

			The Bible offers quite a different perspective. Scripture teaches us how to serve God through our work, not just after work. The Bible speaks clear and radical words to people in the workplace, showing us that even the most menial of jobs has an essential role in the mission of God. 

			“The Bible speaks clear and radical words to people in the workplace, showing us that even the most menial of jobs has an essential role in the mission of God.”

			In fact, it is surely not coincidental that most of the parables that Jesus told had a workplace context, and that of the forty miracles recorded in the book of Acts, thirty-nine of them occurred outside of a church setting. The God of the Bible seems as concerned with displaying his power outside the walls of the church as he does within it. 

			I want to suggest five qualities that make work “Christian.” By “Christian” in this context I mean “done through faith in Jesus Christ.” Therefore, work that is Christian will have five qualities: (1) creation-fulfilling, (2) excellence-pursuing, (3) holiness-reflecting, (4) redemption-displaying, and (5) mission-advancing.

			CHRISTIAN WORK IS CREATION-FULFILLING

			When God placed Adam in the Garden of Eden, he didn’t just tell him to keep away from certain bad apples. God placed Adam in the garden “to work it and keep it” (Gen. 2:15). Remember that God said this before the curse, indicating that work wasn’t a punishment inflicted on Adam for his sin, but was a part of God’s original design. The first purpose God had in mind for Adam wasn’t to read a Bible or pray, but to be a good gardener.

			The Hebrew word ‘abad, translated “work,” shows just what God means: it has the connotation of preparing and developing. Adam was placed in the garden to develop its raw materials, to cultivate a garden. Christians can fulfill the created purpose of God in the same way, by taking the raw materials of the world and developing them. This is happening all the time by both believers and non-believers. Contractors take sand and cement and use them to create buildings. Artists take color or music and arrange them into art. Lawyers take principles of justice and codify them into laws that benefit society.

			This is God’s plan. Martin Luther, the famous German reformer, put it this way: “When we pray the Lord’s Prayer we ask God to ‘give us this day our daily bread.’ And he does give us our daily bread. He does it by means of the farmer who planted and harvested the grain, the baker who made the flour into bread, the person who prepared our meal.”

			What this means is that a Christian’s secular vocation helps to mediate God’s active care in the world. God is active through a person’s work to ensure that families are fed, that homes are built, that justice is carried out. Too many Christians begrudge their work when they ought to revel in the fact that God is using them, in whatever small part, to fulfill his purposes.

			Another great example of this comes from the classic movie Chariots of Fire. The movie follows a Christian track athlete, Eric Liddell, in his preparation for the 1924 Olympics. At one point in the film Liddell is confronted with the objection to his career that there are more pressing matters in life for a Christian than merely running. Liddell responds, “I believe God made me for a purpose, but he also made me fast. And when I run, I feel his pleasure.” At some point or another, while working at something we love or are good at, many of us have had a similar feeling. It is as if we feel inside of us, quite literally, “This is what I was made for.” 

			CHRISTIAN WORK IS EXCELLENCE-PURSUING

			If our work is done “unto God,” it should be done according to the highest standards of excellence. Paul says, “And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him” (Col. 3:17). That should be true whether we receive any reward for our work or not, or whether anyone ever notices. 

			Let’s be honest: it is demoralizing to work for someone who does not give us credit for what we have done, or worse, someone who only responds by offering critical feedback. A bad boss can make otherwise satisfying work an absolute terror. In a situation like that, most people lose the motivation to work with excellence. “After all,” they may think, “what is the point of working hard? No one will notice either way, and even if they do, I certainly won’t get the credit for it.” That may be a reasonable response, but it is not a Christian one.

			Christians ought to pursue excellence in their work not because they want to impress their boss, or because working hard leads to better pay, but because they work first for Christ. C. S. Lewis once noted how valleys undiscovered by human eyes are still filled with beautiful flowers. Who did God create that beauty for, if no human eyes would ever see it? Lewis’ answer was that God does some things only for his own pleasure. He sees even when no one else does.

			“Christians ought to pursue excellence in their work not because they want to impress their boss, or because working hard leads to better pay, but because they work first for Christ.”

			This perspective adds new significance to every task believers perform, even if they know they will never be recognized. They no longer require the approval of others in their work, because they no longer work primarily for others. They work first for Christ, and he deserves their best.

			In reality, however, very few jobs go unnoticed, especially if done poorly. A Christian with a poor work ethic or sloppy academic performance gives the world a terrible testimony of Christ. He may say with his mouth that “Jesus is Lord,” but when he doesn’t care to turn in assignments on time or respect his boss, he is saying even louder, “I myself am lord.” In working with excellence, Christians not only serve God, but also display an attitude of service to the world.

			CHRISTIAN WORK IS HOLINESS-REFLECTING

			If Christians work for God, that should inherently make them work with excellence. But knowing that God sees everything we do should also make us work with integrity. Work that is “Christian” will conform to the highest standards of ethics.

			Paul goes on in Colossians to explain that everything we do is done with respect for our watching Master in heaven to whom we will give an account (Col. 3:23-25). That means, Paul says, even when our boss is a jerk (and many of the people to whom Paul is writing were literally owned by their boss!), Christians do their work unto God. Our work ought to make it obvious that we serve a God of justice and kindness. This means that Christian bosses ought to be less concerned with what they can get away with and more concerned with the fact that they are accountable to a heavenly Master. Christian employees ought not to cut corners or lie about how much work they have been putting in. Business ethics really matter because in them we mirror the character of God. God says that “unjust balances”—cut corners, fudged balance sheets, skimped time cards, and so on—are an “abomination” to him (cf. Prov. 11:1). Poor business ethics are no trifling matter.

			CHRISTIAN WORK IS REDEMPTION-DISPLAYING

			If Christians were to act in their jobs with equity and fairness, that alone would set them apart. But those who have been touched by the gospel do not merely attempt to hold to high ethical standards: they live lives with a radically altered perspective of gratitude. What Christ has done by redeeming us to the Father produces a natural response of grace towards others. 

			I recently heard a story about a young college graduate who landed a job on Madison Avenue in one of the advertising world’s most prestigious firms. Shortly after she got there, she made a mistake that cost the company nearly $25,000. Madison Avenue is not a world defined by grace, and she expected to be fired by the end of the day. Her boss, however, went before his board of directors and convinced them to allow the blame for her mistake to fall on him instead. When this young woman heard what her boss had done, she came to him in tears. She asked him why, in that cutthroat atmosphere, he would choose to cut his own throat for her. He answered by sharing how Jesus had done a very similar thing for him, stepping in the way of the wrath that he deserved. Because of the great grace that Jesus had shown him, he wanted to display a similar mercy to others when he could.

			This means approaching our work with adjusted “bottom-lines.” We no longer merely angle for increased position or to maximize personal profit. If truly touched by grace, Christians in business begin to leverage their resources to bless those in need. 

			Some Christians may object to a perspective like this. Grace is something that applies in the spiritual realm, they may say, but not in business: “I worked for what I have—I earned it!” they might say. A person may certainly feel like she has earned everything that she has, but where did she get her tough-minded work ethic? Her intelligence? These were the grace of God. By whose decree did she grow up in the United States instead of in a Brazilian favela? Certainly not by her own—this also was the grace of God. The very air she breathed and food she ate were provided to her as gifts of grace. Jesus taught that the kingdom of God belongs to those who are “poor in spirit”—those who recognize that all they have is a gift of grace. The “middle class in spirit,” who believe they are merely reaping the fruit of their labors, will know nothing of the kingdom of God, because they have no concept of the magnitude of the grace of God in their lives. When someone understands how much they are indebted to grace, they will begin to see every situation they are in, whether in business or the church, as a place not to be served, but to serve.

			The call to leverage our lives for the kingdom of God is not the special assignment of a sacred few. All disciples of Jesus are called to see their lives as seeds to be planted for God’s kingdom. Jesus said that if our life were a party, it should be thrown for those who can’t pay us back. Sometimes I think we’ve invented this whole language of “calling to ministry” to mask the fact that the majority of people in our churches are not living as disciples of Jesus. 

			CHRISTIAN WORK IS MISSION-ADVANCING

			Work done by disciples of Jesus should be done with a view toward the Great Commission. In Acts we see that God used non-vocational ministers (perhaps businesspeople, doctors, servants, who knows!) to get the gospel around the world to places that the Apostles never went. Luke notes that the first time the church “went everywhere preaching the word,” the Apostles were not engaged (Acts 8:1). He also notes that when Paul finally arrives in Rome to preach Christ there, he is greeted by hospitable “brothers,” who seem to have been there for quite some time (Acts 28:7). As Steven Neill notes in his classic History of Christian Missions, of the three great church planting centers in the ancient world (Antioch, Alexandria, and Rome), not one was founded by an Apostle.

			In the same way, Christians in the marketplace today are able to gain access more easily to strategic, unreached places. Globalization, revolutions in technology, and urbanization have given the business community nearly universal access.

			Secular skills are needed to give Christians access to countries that would otherwise swiftly reject their presence. The countries most in need of a gospel presence—those in the so-called “10-40 window”—are devastated by poverty and joblessness. These places need both the words of the gospel and the tangible reflection of God’s love that businesses can provide. Millions in this region are without work and without the knowledge of Christ. 

			One example, though dozens could be provided, is the nation of Iran. Iran is an unreached area in desperate need of the gospel. As of today, there are 10 million seeking employment in Iran, a number that could eclipse 20 million within the next 15 years. How are places like this to be reached? Iran can be reached through the efforts of average Christian businesspeople taking their skills and expertise overseas. This may not be the path for every Christian, but perhaps God is challenging you to consider leveraging your work for his mission-advancing purposes.

			Not every Christian, of course, will be led to perform their business in an unreached people group. But disciples of Jesus should always do their work with a view toward the Great Commission. A “missional vision” for Christian work is to do it well, and to do it, if at all possible, somewhere strategic. Proverbs 22:29 says, “Do you see a man skillful in his work? He will stand before kings; he will not stand before obscure men.” Believers who do their work well can be greatly used in the work of the Great Commission. Their excellence in business can give them audiences with the “kings” and influencers of the most unreached peoples in the world.

			God is interested in how Christians do their work, and he wants to be involved in it. Your work can make an eternal difference in the lives of those you work with, those you work for, and those you serve through your job. Allow the transformation of the gospel to change the way you look at and do your work. You were redeemed by grace—now live out that grace in the context of your job. You may never look at work the same way again.

			1 John Dickson, “The Best Kept Secret of Christian Mission” (Zondervan, 2010), 172-173)

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

			J.D. Greear is the lead pastor of the Summit Churches in Raleigh-Durham, North Carolina and is the author, most recently, of Stop Asking Jesus Into Your heart: How to Know for Sure You Are Saved (B&H).

		

	


	
		
			7 Things Pastors Should Teach Those in the Marketplace
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			By Lukas Naugle

			The marketplace, the everyday world of trade and economic activity, is where most people spend the majority of their days. In modern history, the marketplace has played an unparalleled role in shaping our world. Globalization has turned countless local markets into one massive global market. Advances in technology and communication have managed to bridge enormous geographical and cultural gaps with blinding speed. 

			Meanwhile, the language and norms of the marketplace have changed the way other social institutions, including the church, think and operate. Even family life has been shaped by the marketplace in seemingly indelible ways.

			Yet the marketplace is not a single homogenous entity. It is a complex organism that defies easy definition. The marketplace experience of a plumber is not the same as a venture fund manager, and the work of a banker is different from the work of a teacher. Indeed, work happens 

			
					in a variety of locations (from home, remotely, in the air, from a car, in an office, in a cubicle, in a warehouse, in a field, in a sky rise, underground, on the water), 

					in a variety of employments (freelancers, employees, contractors, consultants, employers, sole proprietors), 

					and in a variety of organizations (firms, small businesses, large corporations, franchises, practices, partnerships, governments, schools, nonprofits). 

			

			Therefore, as a pastor seeks to teach biblically about marketplace dynamics, it is helpful for him to deepen his empathy and broaden his understanding of the vocations represented in his congregation.

			So what should pastors teach to those called to the marketplace?

			1. Teach them how Scripture informs their work. One of the most foundational texts for understanding work is the “creation mandate,” where God commands Adam, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth” (Gen. 1:28). Though it is impossible for a pastor to keep up with the ever-growing complexity of social and economic development since the Garden of Eden, pastors do have the opportunity to devote themselves to the timeless wisdom of Scripture. Helping those in the marketplace love and live the wisdom found in Proverbs will shape how they understand their daily work, and how it can be used to glorify God and to serve their neighbors.

			2. Teach them to fear the Lord. The marketplace is a place of fear. A worker may fear his boss, an executive may fear very public failures, and others fear market instability, unemployment, and government regulations. Globalization, media, and technology all serve to amplify the sense of not being in control. Like anger and pride, acting from fear produces a range of insecurities, sins, and failures. 

			Throughout Scripture, the people of God are commanded not to be afraid. Paul reminds us, “God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love and self-control” (2 Tim. 1:7). We are, however, commanded to fear God: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Prov. 9:10; Ps. 111:10). Unfortunately, there are many professing Christians whose work life is dominated by fear and anxiety, which cuts them off from living in the wisdom of God.

			3. Teach them to pray. Many Christians do not feel equipped to pray about their work, much less to actually pray in the marketplace. Given the fear that is so rampant in the marketplace, coupled with hostility toward Christian faith and practice, the best thing for workers to do is to pray. Yet the kinds of prayers needed in the marketplace may not be the kinds typically heard on Sunday mornings. Pastors have the opportunity to teach Christians how to pray for courage, against temptation, for integrity, that they might work with skill, for their coworkers, and that God would establish the work of their hands. And in response to the many blessings of work, they should be equipped to give thanks.

			“Pastors have the opportunity to teach Christians how to pray for courage, against temptation, for integrity, that they might work with skill, for their coworkers, and that God would establish the work of their hands. And in response to the many blessings of work, they should be equipped to give thanks.”

			4. Teach them that their ultimate worth isn’t found in their performance. There is massive pressure in the marketplace for workers to earn their keep, meet their quotas, and climb the ladder. Without vigilant resistance, Christians too can come to believe they are nothing but a job title, a level of responsibility, or a unit of production. 

			The psalmist teaches that, unlike man, God does not judge us like one evaluates the strength of a horse. Rather, “the Lord takes pleasure in those who fear him, in those who hope in his steadfast love” (Ps. 147:10-11). At the end of the day, our approval and identity are found in being adopted as children of God by grace through faith in Christ—not on the basis of anything we do for ourselves.

			5. Teach them they are more than “useful” to their local church. There is a subtle tendency for pastors to see members of their congregation in terms of their utility in supporting church programs or contributing to the budget. This temptation becomes even greater when a church member is known to be talented in their craft or successful in the marketplace. In this regard, pastors apply the same pressures on them that they likely experience throughout the week from their employers, leaders, and supervisors. Before churches are about budgets and programs, they are about people. The members of a congregation need to know they matter for more than just their utility.

			6. Teach them that they’re not inferior to pastors and missionaries. Many churches, perhaps unwittingly, subtly propagate the myth that pastors and missionaries matter more, or are intrinsically holier, than carpenters, call center workers, or entrepreneurs. The church may employ pastors and send missionaries, but the silent majority of kingdom work is done by those of diverse callings in the marketplace. Pastors should find ways to disciple members for the variety of vocations represented in the congregation, and not just those in so-called “Christian ministry.”

			7. Teach them to love what they do, and to do it well. It is easy to love one’s work for a time, but when circumstances, opportunities, relationships, and rewards change, difficulty and discouragement quickly set in. A certain degree of this is inevitable, but if work is dominated by a sense of pessimism or fatalism, the worker will not do his work well, he will not be content, and his gospel witness will shrivel up and die. Believers need the reminder of Colossians 3:23 that in a broken world they ultimately work for the Lord. In every task and in every season, it is this truth that provides the motivation to do all work with passion and excellence. Pastors face difficulty and discouragement in their work as well. But those who have found new, life-giving ways to rekindle the love for what they do will in turn be able to share that wisdom with those in different occupations.

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

			Lukas Naugle, who attends Redemption Church in Phoenix, Arizona, is a principal at Marketplace One and works alongside entrepreneurs and thought leaders from around the country.

		

	


	
		
			Pastoring the Wrongly Ambitious
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			By Jamie Dunlop

			I am a pastor, and I am addicted to work—just as I have been for most of my life. Like the participant at Alcoholics Anonymous who considers himself a “recovering alcoholic” after thirty years without a drop of booze, I will consider myself a recovering work addict until the day I reach heaven, because it is so ingrained in my flesh.

			Perhaps you identify with this. Or perhaps “addicted to work” sounds as preposterous to you as “addicted to root canals.” Either way, let me share with you some advice from my experience pastoring those in my church (including myself) who are wrongly ambitious.

			Notice that I said “wrongly ambitious” and not “overambitious.” That’s because for the Christian it is impossible to be overambitious. Work was created before the Fall (Gen. 2:15) and will continue on into heaven (Isa. 65:21-23). And so the apostle Paul tells us to “make the most of every opportunity” (Eph. 5:16). If that’s not ambition, I don’t know what is.

			As Christians, we are called to be ambitious for Christ. And yet many seem ambitious only for the things of this world. How do we pastor them? I will give you five root causes behind wrongheaded ambition, and four ideas of how to help those who have fallen into these traps.

			WHY DO PEOPLE BECOME WRONGLY AMBITIOUS?

			Why do people become wrongly ambitious?

			Root Cause #1: Insecurity

			Let me describe a dinner conversation several years ago with five CFOs of Fortune-500 companies. “I’ve got a theory I want to test,” said one of them. “How many of you are the oldest child of divorced parents?” Every hand went up but one. “Right. Driven in your career because you can’t shake your perceived failure as a child?” All heads nod.

			How many of the uber-confident, successful overachievers in your congregation are driven out of insecurity and fear rather than strength? Insecurity may well propel these Christians to the heights of their profession, but it will severely hinder their ability to serve Christ in their profession. Insecurity can stem from a broken home, past abuse, an unimpressive education, a struggling marriage, disappointing children, or a host of other factors. 

			Striving to make our mark on the world can be right and godly. Think of Moses’ asking God to establish the work of his hands in Psalm 90. But striving to promote ourselves rather than God is self-serving and idolatrous.

			Root Cause #2: Impatience

			Joe knows his wife has had a terrible day with the kids; it’s thirty minutes before he would normally go home; and he’s accomplished everything on his to-do list. So why does he feel so reluctant to leave early? Is it because he doesn’t love his family? Is it because he’s not allowed to leave before closing or because he’s afraid people will think less of him for leaving early? Let’s assume the answer to all these is “no.” So why the reluctance? Because his self-worth is wrapped up in his ability to get things done. And so leaving thirty minutes early feels like a denial of his basic identity. He wants to accomplish things with his life—which is a good instinct. In fact, it was part of God’s plan for humanity in Genesis 1-2. But when, in search of that impact, he elevates one particular calling in life (his job) above others that God has given (his family), he shows himself to be impatient with God’s plans. He’s like King Saul who couldn’t wait for the prophet Samuel to make an all-important sacrifice to the Lord. Saul’s goal (defeating God’s enemies) was right on. But instead of trusting God’s plan to get there, he went with his own plan instead. 

			Similarly, much wrongheaded ambition comes from trying to achieve something good (impact on this world) through human wisdom rather than God’s good plan. We become obsessed with a job at the expense of other things because we’re not willing to trust that obeying God’s commands across all of our callings is the best way to achieve the eternal impact we desire. God’s plans often seem circuitous and inefficient—but in his wisdom he really does know best.

			Root Cause #3: Financial Fear

			Sometimes wrongheaded ambition has nothing to do with identity, self-actualization, or any other existential desire, but is merely about money. 

			Ron bought a house that was on the upper end of his budget—and that was before he lost his job as a regional sales manager. Now that he’s found work in a different field, he feels intense pressure to perform or else his family will lose the house, which would also involve leaving a great school district, years of friendship with neighbors, and a lifestyle they’ve come to enjoy. 

			Most likely, the level of stress he feels at work is echoed through his family’s life, as everything seems to be about having enough money. Paul’s words to Timothy come to mind: “But godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that” (1 Tim. 6:6-8).

			Root Cause #4: Escape

			You’ve been trying to convince Mary to get more involved with her small group, but work commitments always get in the way. Yet as you learn more about Mary’s family life, the reason for her interest in work comes sadly into focus. Her marriage is on the rocks and her kids seem to be a disgrace—but at work she’s a hero. In survey after survey, modern Americans say that their main motivator in the workplace is recognition—more than money, more than career advancement, more than great coworkers. 

			What if her job is the only place where Mary feels she gets recognition? What if her job is the only place where Mary feels she deserves recognition?

			Root Cause #5: No Good Models

			Javier grew up with a father who greatly blessed their city through his work as district attorney, and Javier is determined to follow in those footsteps. Unlike his father, however, Javier wasn’t blessed with a natural mind for the law, and so the only way he is succeeding at work is by making it the only thing that matters in his life. Beyond that, all of the other Christians in his life are exactly the same—or at least appear that way. Orthopedic surgeon, car dealership owner, judge, real estate magnate: the elders and other leaders in his church all seem to fulfill Javier’s vision for worldly and spiritual “success.” What Javier doesn’t know is that none of these church leaders allow their jobs to put a stranglehold on the rest of life like he does. His problem is a lack of models. He sees few examples of people with ordinary ability who are viewed as “successful” in his local church. And he lacks a window into the lives of those who have been recognized as Christian leaders.

			FIVE PASTORAL RESPONSES

			Now, having read through these five root causes, you undoubtedly have your own ideas of how you might pastor these various church members who suffer from wrongheaded ambition. But perhaps I can add to your list of potential responses. Here are four pastoral responses from my own experience and the experience of others.

			Response #1: Encourage Satisfaction in a Paycheck.

			This idea could be easily misunderstood. But in 21st-century industrialized societies, recognition and self-actualization have replaced money as the primary motivation for employment in our society (see root causes 1 and 2 above). This is a problem for the Christian because nowhere in the Bible do we find self-actualization as a motivation for work. Instead, we see that work exists primarily to put food on the table and to allow us to be generous (Eph. 4:28). By God’s grace work can accomplish much more than that: it allows us to image God in Genesis 1:27, adorn the gospel in Titus 2:10, and provide enjoyment in Ecclesiastes 2:24-25. But all these motivations are also true of every other calling we have in life: being a husband or wife, a father or mother, a citizen, a church member, an evangelist, and so on. The only motivation that is truly unique to employment is financial compensation. So help your congregation come to learn the wonderful satisfaction of working for money. 

			Do the wrongly ambitious in your church take satisfaction in their paycheck? Or is their satisfaction primarily from other perceived benefits of their job such as status or a sense of significance? Or, to put the question another way, does discontent with work stem from a lack of status or significance? Most of the wrongly ambitious would be helped if they saw their paycheck as a more significant motivation for why they work. If they view money as a stewardship from God—and the enjoyment of money as the enjoyment of stewardship—then money can become a wise and godly motivator in the workplace. 

			Of course, if they use money selfishly in an attempt to reduce dependence on God (see root cause #4 above), the opposite will happen. But if you give your people a godly vision for money, and teach them that it is godly to take satisfaction in their paycheck (no matter how big or how small), you will help the wrongly ambitious shift their motivation in the workplace from what is idolatrous to what honors God.

			Useful book: Managing God’s Money by Randy Alcorn

			See also: the Capitol Hill Baptist Church adult Sunday School manuscripts for a five week class on money.

			Response #2: Teach on what is valuable—and challenging—about pursuing excellence

			Often, a wrongly ambitious attitude toward work is wrapped up with a wrong idea of pursuing excellence at work (see root causes 1 and 4 above). But rather than simply telling people what not to do, we need to help them understand what a right view of excellence is. In Colossians 3:23 we are told to work “as for the Lord.” In other words, no matter who your earthly boss is, behind that man or woman stands Jesus Christ, your true boss. And while your earthly boss has only given you assignments related to the workplace, Jesus has given you assignments related to all of life. 

			A wrong view of excellence optimizes life for only one assignment: the assignment of the workplace. This is how a godly desire for “excellence” leads to the ungodly obsession that we call “perfectionism.” But once people grasp that Jesus is their real boss, two things happen. First, a pursuit of excellence becomes an act of worship: a right response to who Christ is and what he has done. Second, a pursuit of excellence in the workplace is placed in the context of all the other assignments Christ has given, which extend far beyond the workplace. As you teach on the biblical foundation for excellence, you will displace the counterfeit concepts of excellence that are so prevalent in today’s workplace.

			Useful book: God at Work by Gene Veith

			See also: the Capitol Hill Baptist Church adult Sunday School manuscripts for a six week class on Christians in the workplace.

			Response #3: Highlight examples of godly ambition.

			“Ambition” should not be a dirty word in your congregation. After all, the apostle Paul uses the translated Greek word for “ambition” to describe his desire to preach the gospel in Romans 15:20. When faced with a wrongly-ambitious member of your congregation, your desire should never be to scale back their ambition but to redirect it (see root causes 3 and 5 above). But if the only examples of “ambitious people” your congregation sees are those who are wrongly ambitious in their careers, they will struggle to be ambitious as Christ intends them to be. 

			As you have opportunity, then, highlight as examples to your congregation those members who are ambitious for God’s kingdom and whose ambition for Christ has resulted in success in the workplace. In addition, highlight those members who are ambitious for God’s kingdom but have decidedly normal careers in the workplace. Both types of examples can be useful in their own way. Neglect the first category and you’re suggesting that there is no spiritual value to be found in the workplace. Neglect the second and you communicate that only “successful” people need apply for service to Christ.

			Useful book: Rescuing Ambition by Dave Harvey.

			Response #4: Advertise the value of a life built around the congregation.

			Most Christians will make better use of their lives for the kingdom of God if they pick just one or two churches through their adult lives and stick with them (see root causes #2 and 5 above). Of course, there are exceptions to this. But as a rule, most people are not the exception. The relational ministry we build in the local church is not the only thing of eternal value in this life, but it is one of the primary ways that we can build for eternity. You will serve the wrongly-ambitious well if you advertise this fact. 

			How can you do this? First, generally, encourage people to structure their lives so that they can have a vital relational ministry in the church. This doesn’t necessarily mean that they sign up for a bunch of church programs. It does mean that they think about where they live and what kind of job they hold and what kind of leisure habits they develop in light of how well they can be invested in relationships at church. 

			“God’s plans for how we can best spend our lives often seem circuitous and counter-intuitive, and his plan that we invest heavily in the local church is a prime example of that. Help your people trust God’s plan and show them what it means to do this well.”

			Second, teach on the spiritual value of those things that compete with the local church for members’ time. What is the eternal value of what I do at my job? What is the eternal value I’m building through ministry to my family? What is the eternal value of a vacation? If your people cannot articulate the good they are accomplishing in those other spheres of life, they will have a difficult time making wise tradeoffs when those things seem to compete with the local church for their time and affection. As I mentioned above, God’s plans for how we can best spend our lives often seem circuitous and counter-intuitive, and his plan that we invest heavily in the local church is a prime example of that. Help your people trust God’s plan and show them what it means to do this well.

			Useful book: The Trellis and the Vine by Colin Marshall and Tony Payne.

			A SENSE OF AWE

			Finally, pastor, remember that there is nothing special about paid Christian work that protects you from being wrongly ambitious in your own life. In fact, because of the obvious spiritual value of what you do, as a pastor you may in fact be especially susceptible to being wrongly directed in your ambitions. Accordingly, I’ve written this article so that everything in it applies to you just as much as to anyone else in your church. 

			So, one final piece of advice, both for you and your congregation: make every effort to cultivate amazement at who God is. A sense of awe at who God is invests our lives as worshippers with eternal significance (root cause 1). A sense of awe at who God is helps us trust his plans for faithfulness even when they seem strange by the world’s standards (root cause 2). A sense of awe at who God is reminds us that the comforts of this world are merely passing, but real and eternal blessing is at hand (root cause 3). A sense of awe at who God is gives us hope that we can serve him in even difficult circumstances, obviating the need for escape (root cause 4). And a sense of awe at who God is opens our eyes to the value of his most faithful servants, be they giants of church history or the frail prayer warrior shuffling into the back pew (root cause 5).

			My prayer is that you will help fuel your congregation’s ambition to serve this God and to make him known with every hour and dollar and opportunity at their disposal.

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

			Jamie Dunlop is an associate pastor of Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington, DC.

		

	


	
		
			Preaching to Women who Work in the Home
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			By Bari Nichols

			Pastors should treat women in the congregation like family. That seems to be the lesson of 1 Timothy 5:2: “Treat…older women as mothers, and younger women as sisters.” But does God say how they should preach to women? 

			In fact, he does. Three passages of Scripture in particular stand out for their instruction on how to preach to women, especially regarding their work in the home. They encourage pastors to remember at least three things when they are preaching to their mothers and sisters in Christ: remember their curse, remember their context, and remember their culture.

			In considering these three points, which I offer as observations from a sister, my goal is not to provide you with every available application. Though I do offer some practical suggestions, even more than that, I hope to give you three windows into the lives and hearts of women working in the home so that you can preach any passage to us “in an understanding way” (1 Pet. 3:7). 

			REMEMBER OUR CURSE

			First, remember your sisters’ curse. In the garden, God placed a curse on Eve’s calling: “I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children. Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you” (Gen. 3:16). 

			These relationships are at the heart of the woman’s work in the home. Women today still struggle with the desire to usurp their husband’s leadership, and they still suffer pain and trouble in childbearing. Consider how Peter takes this curse into account by speaking to women directly about their relationship with their husbands:

			Wives, in the same way be submissive to your husbands…your beauty should not come from outward adornment…instead, it should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit…this is the way the holy women of the past who put their hope in God used to make themselves beautiful…you are her daughters if you do what is right and do not give way to fear. (1 Pet. 3:1-6)

			Here Peter exhorts women to cultivate a gentle and quiet spirit, not a domineering, manipulative one, as they live under their husband’s leadership. And he encourages women not to give way to fear, but to trust God as they follow their husband. In so doing, women display the gospel. How can you follow Peter’s example? A few suggestions for preaching from different portions of Scripture:

			First, when preaching from the Old Testament, consider spotlighting the “holy women of the past” as you preach through the story of Israel. How were the women good examples (or not) of putting their hope in God as they submitted to their husbands? Did they help their husbands follow God, or did they lead them away from him, like the Canaanite women and Solomon’s wives? Encourage your women to bring all their troubles to God, whether it’s fear over their children’s health or future, or anxiety about the financial security of their home, or anything else. 

			Second, when you are in the wisdom literature, help your women consider if their attitude draws their husbands’ praise (Prov. 31:28) or drives their husbands to want to live on the roof (Prov. 21:9). Are they loving their children by faithfully disciplining them (Prov. 29:15; 31:26)? 

			Third, when you are preaching in the New Testament, urge your women to go to Jesus with their weariness and struggles, and not try to flee the curse by escaping into novels, exercise, or shopping. Encourage them to consider how their daily lives are being transformed by the gospel. For example, if you are preaching in James, how is their speech? Are they using it faithfully to build up and help their husbands and to gently, patiently instruct their children, or do they use their speech sinfully to express criticism or anger?

			REMEMBER OUR CONTEXT

			Next, remember our context—the household. Consider how Paul provides instruction about teaching women:

			So I counsel younger widows to marry, to have children, to manage their homes and to give the enemy no opportunity for slander. (1 Tim. 5:14) 

			Teach the older women to be reverent in the way they live, not to be slanderers or addicted to much wine, but to teach what is good. Then they can train the younger women to love their husbands and children, to be self-controlled and pure, to be busy at home, to be kind, and to be subject to their husbands, so that no one will malign the word of God. (Tit. 2:3-5)

			From these texts, we can see it is important to consider whether you are preaching to older women or younger women. Not all women are in the same season of life—and, thus, their households will not all look the same. It is also important to remember that the primary responsibility God has given us is to our husbands and children, and the primary entity that should receive the focus of our labors and where we work out our salvation is our household. This is our context.

			Consider whether your sermon applications build up your younger women in their context—or preach them out of it. For example, if you present Christian faithfulness as going on mission trips, discipling eight people, and engaging in weekly street evangelism, you may be preaching younger women out of their context. The mother of four young children usually does not have the flexibility to undertake those excellent activities. An older woman, however, may. Instead, talk to the younger women about how they can be building God’s kingdom in the context God has given them. How? Again, I’d offer a few suggestions for preaching from different parts of the Bible.

			From the Old Testament: Consider pointing out how God is Israel’s helper, and that he has given your women the same role in their husband’s life. How can they grow in that role? Help them consider what they can learn about their mothering as they consider God’s faithfulness towards his regularly disobedient son, the people of Israel. Your moms can relate to Moses when he said to God, “What am I to do with these people?” (Ex. 17:5).

			From the New Testament: Encourage your women to consider how they can use their homes to reach the nations, maybe by hosting a visiting missionary or international students for a meal. As they consider their evangelism, urge your women to think through the opportunities they have with neighbors, soccer team parents, and retail workers. Also: Are they doing all they can to make disciples of their own children, even as they remember that only God saves?

			Ask them, “How is the gospel transforming your work in the home?” And help them consider that question in light of your Scriptural text. For example, if you are in 1 Peter, encourage your women to pursue holiness in their own lives and manage their households towards holiness. What kinds of books and media are the children taking in? What is the tone of conversation in the home? Is the family living a “good life” among the pagans so that “they may see their good deeds and glorify God” (1 Pet. 2:12)? Generally, urge the women to be “well known for [their] good deeds, such as bringing up children, showing hospitality, washing the feet of the saints, helping those in trouble and devoting [themselves] to all kinds of good deeds” (1 Tim. 5:10).

			Also, preach to our context in the household by exhorting us to embrace it. Urge your younger women to obey Paul’s counsel to marry, have children, and manage their homes, which is countercultural to many women in their twenties. Urge your older women to obey Paul’s counsel in Titus 2 to instruct the younger women in these jobs. Urge them all to work with excellence, remembering that it is the Lord Christ they are serving (Col. 3:24).

			REMEMBER OUR CULTURE

			Finally, remember our culture. Keep in mind the cultural air your women are breathing and how it can pollute their hearts. 

			That air is full of ideas like those presented in Hanna Rosin’s The End of Men: And the Rise of Women, the point of which is largely captured in the title. Our culture tells women to find value, identity, usefulness, and reward in career. It says that we are wasting our gifts and our lives by applying them primarily to family life. And even Christian women are buying into this message, especially younger women.

			In writing to Timothy, Paul well understood female culture in Ephesus. Though his comments are not regarding the household, we can still take a lesson from how he addresses women’s hearts. He speaks directly to the Ephesian fashion culture and how it tempted women:

			I also want women to dress modestly, with decency and propriety, not with braided hair or gold or pearls or expensive clothes, but with good deeds appropriate for women who profess to worship God. (1 Tim. 2:9-10)

			Paul saw that this culture encouraged women to dress to exercise power over men by alluring them. Our culture does the same—and it pushes women to take on the very roles of men.

			Remind your married women of what is at stake in the work they choose: the gospel! Christ and the church are not interchangeable. Encourage them that when they embrace their helper role, they are imaging the church’s relationship to Christ (Eph. 5:22-24). Encourage your women that when they lay down worldly ambition to serve their family, they are surrendering their lives in a very tangible way to follow Christ and display his humility (Phil. 2). Encourage them that they are working for the eternal reward Christ has for them (Col. 3:24).

			So, brothers, as you preach to and shepherd your women who are working in the home, remember our curse, our context, and our culture. In so doing, you will bring the gospel to bear on the good work God has given us, for his glory.

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

			Bari Nichols is a wife, mother of four children, and, as she and her husband Andrew affectionately say, Chief Operating Officer of Nichols, Inc. (their household). She is a member of Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington, DC.

		

	


	
		
			Pastor, Teach Your Businesspeople to Tend the Vine
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			By Sebastian Traeger

			Scene 1: Over lunch with a pastor of my church, I asked him how things at church were going. After mentioning some encouragements, he expressed frustration with a member whom he described as “overly concerned with process.” This member wanted to spend a lot of time on the details of buildings, benefits, and budgets. 

			I’ve heard this type of frustration from quite a few pastors over the years.

			Scene 2: I was at a “Christians in Business” meeting. There were probably 700 or so in attendance, mostly men. They came from a variety of church backgrounds, but the conference leader and overall content was mainstream evangelical. In many ways, it was a helpful conference, and as a “Christian businessperson,” it was encouraging to be around other like-minded friends. However, one theme kept coming up both from the front and in hallway conversations: “We need this conference because our churches don’t understand us.” 

			I’ve heard this sentiment repeatedly over the years, normally from business guys who are functionally independent from any church.

			My guess is, the longer you pastor businesspeople, or the longer you’re a businessperson in a church, the more likely you’ll experience something similar to one of these two scenes. Let’s call it the Pastor-Businessman Divide.

			THE TRELLIS AND THE VINE: A PLAN FOR PASTORS AND BUSINESSPEOPLE 

			So what’s going on here? You could come up with several reasons for this tension, from personalities to polity, from structures to sin and super egos. But as both a pastor (I’m a lay elder in my church) and a businessperson (I’ve been an internet entrepreneur for the past 12 years), I think the simplest explanation can be found by considering the analogy of a trellis and a vine. Yes, I am borrowing from the excellent book The Trellis and the Vine by Colin Marshall and Tony Payne.

			Vine work is the Great Commission: making disciples through teaching the Word, whether publicly or one-on-one. Trellis work is creating and maintaining the physical and organizational structures and programs that support vine work. Trellises are important, but are limited and supporting. On the other hand, vine work is the fundamental role of every member of a church. All the members are to be disciple-making disciples who hold one another accountable, encourage one another, exhort and love one another and so on. 

			So how does this relate to the tension between pastors and business-people? Simply this:

			Businessman: Your pastor (generally) is better at vines, not trellises. Realize this, and help to build trellises that are limited and supporting.

			Pastor: Many of your businessmen don’t naturally take to vine-work, but are naturals at building trellises. Teach them to grow vines, but also take advantage of their trellis power. 

			To oversimplify, the day-job of a pastor is to do vine work and train others in it. And the day-job of many businesspeople is to build trellises—organizations and structures. When each is doing their day-job in their own spheres, things go swimmingly. But when they come together as members of a local church and their vines and trellises start to overlap, there can be tension. Why? Because in those moments, they both emphasize what they are good at and deemphasize what they are not. 

			In this article and its companion, I lay out a game plan for averting these tensions and building unity. The rest of this article addresses pastors, while the other article addresses businesspeople. Both answer the question: how can we fight for unity and leverage the gifts of both pastors and businesspeople?

			THE PASTOR’S GAME PLAN

			Pastor, many of your businesspeople don’t naturally take to vine-work, but they can build trellises. So your game plan is threefold: encourage them in their daily work, teach them to grow vines, and take advantage of their trellis prowess.

			1. Encourage businesspeople by caring about their daily lives. 

			First, encourage businesspeople by caring about their daily lives. I think some of the tension between pastors and businesspeople comes down to love, or at least the perception of it. If you’re a pastor, I wonder if you might be sending the message that you don’t care about the businesspeople in your church. How? It’s not theological; you love everyone in your church. It’s emotional: you might get really excited about those who are pastoring and are missionaries but show far less excitement for what your businesspeople are doing. In response, businesspeople might be tempted to check out of church and invest entirely in their work. 

			Imagine a dad who has two sons. It’s clear he loves them both very much, and they both know it. One son, though, loves the Washington Redskins while the other son is an artist. The dad really likes the latter son’s art, but he loves the Redskins. You could see how over time the artist son will feel like his dad loves him less, even though he knows objectively that’s not true. And the more he feels this way, the more he may struggle to prove himself to his dad, or simply look elsewhere for approval.

			What’s the solution to this? Should we cater to the feelings of everyone in the church who feels less valued? Should we esteem pastors less? I actually think it’s easier than pastors think. Consider a few practical ways that you can care for businesspeople in your church. 

			First, pray publicly and specifically for different occupational concerns in your church. Pray for the more “earthly” concerns such as 

			
					relationships with coworkers; 

					using time well on commutes; 

					the grace and strength to respond in godly ways to frustrations, bureaucracy, and seeming meaninglessness; 

					God’s kindness in providing jobs in the first place; 

					the ability to fight our tendency to idolize work; 

					the ability to fight our tendency toward laziness, procrastination and idleness; 

					an increasing vision for what it means to be salt and light in the workplace; 

					wisdom in navigating raises, internal politics, disappointments, and career planning; 

					ability to know when to take promotions and when not to; 

					an increasing sense of freedom in choosing a career and setting the appropriate hours for your family. 

			

			Consider asking a mature businessperson in your church to speak publicly about what he’s learning in the workplace and how God is at work in his heart, his relationships, and his circumstances. Don’t reduce the value of your people in their workplace to how frequently or how well they’re doing in evangelism. Instead, work to build them up, not just through your preaching, but through your prayers and concern for their specific work-life.

			Encourage them, especially on Mondays. It can be hard to go to work on Monday. It can be even harder when you’ve just had a family feast on Sunday and now you’re heading out to what can be an uncaring, competitive, and disappointing work environment. (Ironically, I think the healthier the church, the bigger the gap can be between the Sunday high and the Monday low). Recognize this. What can you do to try to counteract this? I don’t think the answer is to make Sundays less encouraging and God-glorifying. But you can avoid giving the impression that worship happens only in church, not at work, and that the only work that matters is paid ministry.

			2. Give your businesspeople a vision for, and teach them to do, vine work—in their families, in their workplaces, and in the church. 

			Second, give your businesspeople a vision for, and teach them to do, vine work—in their families, in their workplaces, and in the church. It is easy for pastors to neglect teaching the businesspeople in their church. It is possible to assume that because your businesspeople are successful and talented, they already have the gifting and ability to do vine work. Or, perhaps the businesspeople in your church are at the other end of the spectrum: they are so worldly that you cannot imagine them doing vine work, so you ignore them. 

			What is needed is for you to give them a vision for the work of the church and then train them to do it. I have three suggestions for how you can do this. 

			First, teach them what it means to be a Christian in the workplace—which is really just what it means to be a disciple. Help them see that their discipleship to Jesus is not just one more ball flying around in their life. It is not in competition with other responsibilities. It is their first responsibility, and all others are defined by and find their place in service to that one overarching assignment of following Jesus. 

			“Help them see that their discipleship to Jesus is not just one more ball flying around in their life. It is not in competition with other responsibilities. It is their first responsibility, and all others are defined by and find their place in service to that one overarching assignment of following Jesus.”

			Think of Colossians 3:24. Why are we to work with all our heart at whatever we do? Because we do whatever we do “for the Lord!” The great first responsibility, discipleship to Jesus, organizes and defines all those secondary “whatever you do” responsibilities. Church life, family life, work life—those are the “whatever-you-dos,” the secondary responsibilities we have as humans and Christians. So we ought to understand all of them as arenas in which we strive to follow Jesus and bring him honor and glory. 

			When our businesspeople start to understand that we have one and only one first responsibility, and that all our other responsibilities are defined by that first responsibility, a good deal of the chaos they often feel is relieved. All of a sudden, their various callings and duties in life stop being in competition with one another and instead begin to point in the same direction.

			Second, equip them to be vine workers—disciple-making disciples—in their callings to the workplace, family, and church. Most business-people’s day-to-day work is very different from vine-work. In fact, “vine-work”—things like mentoring, building into others, and managing well—is normally not appreciated or rewarded in the marketplace. Why? Because it takes a long-term commitment to build into others, yet most businesses want quick and efficient results. So not only are most businesspeople not sharpening their vine-making skills in their jobs, but the system is normally set up to discourage it. Recognize this and take the time to train them up in vine-making.

			Third, give them a pattern to follow. Give them a vision to do vine work, but also help them see practically what it looks like. Initially, discipling people was very foreign to me. What really helped me was learning to watch others do it. 

			I put this into practice by starting to meet up with a friend from church bi-weekly for 30-45 minutes at a local coffee shop to talk through key areas of our lives. We walk through 5 key assignments in life: our personal discipleship, our marriages (or other key relationships), parenting (if applicable), ministry, and work. We each take 10 minutes and think about these areas in terms of how our past weeks went and what our goals are for the upcoming week. We go over each of these with the other person and give them permission to ask us hard questions about any of them. 

			Normally what happens is there is one box where we spend the majority of our time. For example, my friend was trying to think through how to best disciple his young children. I thought about it with him, applying Scripture and giving him practical wisdom, and over a few weeks he tried different strategies and books that eventually helped him make real progress as a parent.

			“Here’s the point: Don’t assume your businesspeople know how to do vine work. Do assume that, if they’re Christians, they want to learn how to disciple others.”

			Here’s the point: Don’t assume your businesspeople know how to do vine work. Do assume that, if they’re Christians, they want to learn how to disciple others. 

			3. Take advantage of your business people’s trellis powers.

			Third, take advantage of your business people’s trellis powers. While things like strategy, planning, process, and efficiency aren’t needed for everything in the church, they are useful for some things. As a pastor, you will be well served if you can see where “trellis powers” are needed, and who can wield the particular tool you need. 

			So what are some areas in which trellises are useful in the church? There’s a whole host of things: 

			
					how to organize member care so that needs are met; 

					how to do small groups; 

					how to steward your buildings and property; 

					staff reviews and compensation; 

					legal issues; 

					recruiting volunteers for nursery; 

					budgeting and income projections; 

					websites and branding; 

					launching new ministries to reach students or internationals; 

					overall strategic planning; 

					streamlining elders meetings; 

					and doing specific outreaches for your community. 

			

			The list could go on and on. There is a lot of trellis work to be done at your church. 

			So who should you be on the lookout for? How can you put trellis powers to work in your church? The answer is, learn to understand the differences among your “businesspeople” and the tools they wield. Businesspeople actually have fairly different skills based on their personalities and what they do. Here’s a quick overview: 

			
					A “generic businessperson” builds organizations, systems, and processes and is a strategic thinker. They understand how to allocate resources in order to accomplish a goal.

					An inventor/entrepreneur sees broken things and wants to fix them. They see opportunities and want to do something, but might not necessarily think about all the details and trade-offs. They can move in the approximate direction and need little guidance.

					A sales professional is deal-oriented, convinces people of ideas, and works towards agreement.

					An analyst/attorney/accountant analyzes, studies, is data-centric, and is normally an expert in a narrow topic.

					An operator/manager “keeps the trains running on time.” Not typically very creative, he or she is likely a good people person and can keep something spinning for a long time.

					An engineer (software or physical) thinks in terms of systems and processes, understands how things fit together, and, normally, is thorough and a planner. 

					A designer knows how to communicate abstract ideas in concrete ways and can bring aesthetic order. 

			

			By God’s grace, your church may be filled with people who have various gifts. Get to know them and ask them to serve the church in ways that align with their gifts. It’s amazing how many businesspeople get discouraged because they are not asked to help. So encourage the various members of your church to function like a body. 

			THE GOAL: A BODY

			Just as God didn’t design the physical body to be just one part, so he didn’t design the body of Christ to be just one part, either. He designed it so that there would be, yes, pastors and missionaries, but also policemen and teachers and carpenters and all kinds of other “parts” who would function together to keep the church body functioning smoothly.

			All the various gifts in the church work together to create one well-functioning body. If you take any out, or if you make the whole body just one part, you ruin the beauty not only of the whole, but of all the individual parts as well. They are only beautiful when they complement one another and work together. None of them stands alone and all of them are ordered by God to create one well-functioning body. The roles we all play complement and support one another. They all work together to help the church reflect the glory of God.

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

			Sebastian Traeger is an elder of Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington, DC, a tech entrepreneur, and the author, with Greg Gilbert, of The Gospel at Work: How Working for King Jesus Gives Purpose and Meaning to Our Jobs (Zondervan, forthcoming).

		

	


	
		
			Businessperson, Help Your Pastor Build Trellises
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			By Sebastian Traeger

			In my first article in this issue of the 9Marks Journal, I described the tension that often arises between pastors and businesspeople. Pastors grow frustrated because businesspeople seem overly fixated on the church’s numbers and structures and budgets, and businesspeople feel like their pastors don’t understand them or care about their work. 

			And I suggested that the analogy of trellises and vines provides a way forward. Vine work is disciple-making, and trellis work is building structures to support disciple-making. Pastors are typically strong on the former and weak on the latter, and businesspeople tend to be the opposite. So, in my first article, I encouraged pastors to encourage businesspeople in their work, teach them how to do vine-work, and use their trellis-building powers for the church. This article provides a game plan for businesspeople in the church. 

			THE BUSINESSPERSON’S GAME PLAN

			The Businessperson’s Game Plan: Your pastor is better at growing vines, not building trellises. Realize this, learn from him, and build supporting trellises in the church. 

			1. Build trellises—but remember that trellises are for supporting vines.

			First, build trellises—but remember that trellises are for supporting vines. I’ve heard too many businesspeople complain about their churches and how the church “doesn’t get them.” I’m sympathetic to this, but I want to challenge you back: How much time have you spent trying to “get” your church? And, more importantly, how much time have you spent trying to serve your church? 

			A church is different from a business. Sure there are some similarities, but fundamentally, a church is to “go and make disciples...baptizing them...and teaching them to obey” (Matt. 28:19). In essence, a church exists to preach the gospel and to make disciples. 

			This is the primary work of the church. This work can take many forms, but a church has got to keep this main thing the main thing. This isn’t to say that a trellis is unnecessary or unimportant. But it does mean that the trellis—in some cases proceeding in others following—is always there to support the vine. The point of a church is not to have a great trellis, but to have a healthy vine.

			Very practically, this doesn’t mean your church has a license to have shoddy trellises. It does mean that trellises are a necessary but not sufficient part of your church. On the other hand, to business people, the vine does not always seem a necessary part of your church. Here’s the point: preaching and teaching the Bible produces fruit, fruit that is visible in the lives of the people at your church. This is the great goal of the church: people who reflect the glory of God! 

			This is the vine. This vine needs to be fed, watered, cultivated, counseled, disciplined, and poured into. This happens on Sundays through the worship services of the church as the Word is read, sung, prayed, and preached. It happens throughout the week in Bible studies and other gatherings. And it happens through “one another” relationships as members disciple, encourage, and exhort each other. 

			If you’re a businessperson reading this, let me encourage you that this is actually very similar to the business or company that you’re in. What’s the most important thing you do? You provide a product or service for your customers. This is the point. How you build, support, deliver, strategize, bill and collect for it are all in service to that goal. In other words, the product or service is the main point—the vine. Everything else is trellis. And there is a clear link between the two: in business, if you don’t create a great product, you don’t have customers. But if you don’t bill, you don’t have money to build a great product. And if you don’t strategize, you may not have the ability to service customers a few years from now. They all work together, but are in service to the great goal.

			What does all this mean practically? If you are a businessman, realize that above all, your pastor is a vine worker. By God’s grace and through Word ministry, he wants to build disciple-making disciples. To do this, he needs to know and be committed to God’s Word and to sound doctrine. He needs to pastor by correcting, counseling, and disciplining. And, to some extent, he needs to think practically about how to organize the resources of the church to do this. But very often the preaching and pastoring will come much more naturally to him than the practical. And this is okay. In fact, you’d rather have this than the opposite.

			So encourage your pastor not by trying to fix his attention on practical structures, but by freeing him to pursue the vine work. For all those gatherings and meetings to happen, trellis work is needed. So if you see trellis work that needs doing, do it. And, it’s important for you as the businessperson to bring strategy and process skills to bear on improving those trellises. Just have the humility to do this in support of, not at the expense of, the vine. 

			“Encourage your pastor not by trying to fix his attention on practical structures, but by freeing him to pursue the vine work.”

			In fact, start by asking: What is the church already doing that I can lend my trellis powers to? And how can I humbly use my gifts to build up the church? 

			2. Care more about vine work—discipling others with the gospel and sound doctrine—than about efficiency and “getting things done.”

			Second, care more about vine work—discipling others with the gospel and sound doctrine—than about efficiency and “getting things done.” I praise God that he’s given those with administrative abilities as gifts to the church (1 Cor. 12:28). Praise God that the body isn’t a bunch or mouths or eyes. We need hands and feet and hearts as well. But but be careful to use your administrative gifts to fan the Word into flame, not to throw water on the fire. 

			How can do this? Realize the biblical role of the elders of your church: to give themselves to teaching and praying. Understand that the pastor of your church likely cares more about teaching and theology than he does about administration because that is what he’s called to prioritize. And this is what God uses to build a church: the preaching of the Word and prayer. The ability to understand, exposit, and apply the Word to the specifics of the life of the church is crucial for helping a church grow in depth of knowledge and insight (Phil. 1:9-11). 

			As a businessperson, think about how you can either help or hinder your church’s Word ministry by applying—or misapplying—vision, motivation, systems, and processes. Realize that if you are a businessperson, your disposition and gifting likely leans towards efficiency and “getting things done.” While in some cases this is a huge asset, it can also undermine the teaching and praying ministry of your church. So be humble and realize that your tendencies towards efficiency and can actually harm the ministry of the Word. 

			What can you do practically about this? First, pray that you’d grow in love for God’s Word and desire to see the gospel held up as ultimate. As you grow in love for God’s Word, you’ll increasingly see how the gospel is the power of God for salvation and sanctification.

			Second, pray that you’d grow in wisdom so that you can be helpful, intelligent, thoughtful, and practical in the best sense of the word as you apply your administrative abilities to supporting, pruning, cultivating, and nurturing vine work.

			Third, grow in your ability to do vine work. As you grow in doing vine work, you’ll begin to grow in your appreciation for how so much of Christian ministry is the “hand-to-hand combat” of marriage counseling, discipling, walking through difficult circumstances with others, leading Bible studies, teaching a Sunday school class, practicing hospitality, and more. And as you grow in your ability as a vine worker, you’ll also likely grow in your appreciation for your pastor’s gifting and your own shortcomings. So join the great work of disciple-making, and supplement it with your trellis powers. 

			3. Be diligent, patient and long-suffering in serving your church. 

			Finally, be diligent, patient, and long-suffering in serving your church. Don’t make church optional, assumed, or an add-on to your life. Make it the central place in which you live out your Christian life. 

			“Be diligent, patient, and long-suffering in serving your church. Don’t make church optional, assumed, or an add-on to your life. Make it the central place in which you live out your Christian life.”

			The New Testament assumes that every believer will be meaningfully connected to and committed to a church. Paul says to the believers in the local church at Corinth, “Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it” (1 Cor. 12:27). A local church is a body, and each person committed to it is a member of that body and contributes to its well-being. Hebrews 10:24-25 makes clear that it’s not enough just to be theoretically committed to a church, either. We should “not neglect to meet together,” it says, and we should be active in “stirring one another up to love and good deeds” and “encouraging one another.” So commit to a local church. Meet together regularly with your church. Encourage, love, and stir up the other members of your church.

			Of course, there’s a flip side to this as well. While I agree that pastors can work harder to connect Sunday worship at church to Monday worship at work, responding negatively or selfishly is not a godly, appropriate response. Businesspeople can grow insecure or indifferent because their needs aren’t addressed. Do you feel like the church—specifically the pastor—isn’t doing enough to equip you in life? Do you think he should emphasize different things and spread out the love? Do you think the church doesn’t care about you?

			If this is you, I have three things to say. First, you may be right. Your pastor is a fallible, limited sinner who may not do enough to equip and support you. But he’s trying. 

			Second, you’re probably not alone. Have you ever thought about how many people and groups are represented at your church? How many others feel that they could use more help and encouragement? How many other members are there who have tough lives and confusing circumstances and need to understand how to apply God’s Word to them?

			Third, you’re either going to be part of the problem or part of the solution. So you have a limited, fallible pastor and lots of unmet needs, including your own. What are you going to do about it? You’re either going to pray for wisdom and strength to help meet the needs of others, or you’ll simply join the chorus of people whose needs aren’t being met.

			If you truly do have specific, acute needs, obviously you should approach an elder or pastor at your church. I’m not insinuating that you do not really need encouragement. Also, it’s a good thing to be part of the solution while also providing measured critique and specific ways that your pastor can encourage a group in the church. So do think of and propose ways that your pastor can encourage business people. Just be kind, patient, and realistic in how you do it.

			THE GOAL: UNITY IN CHRIST

			The goal of every church is to reflect the glory of God. And one of the keys ways a church does this is through its unity in Christ. A healthy church will have both the disciple-making and practical administrating functioning well together. To this end, both pastors and businesspeople are going to have to fight for unity. 

			Unity only works if there is mutual humility and mutual service. If you are a pastor, be humble and serve your businesspeople. If you are a businessperson, be humble and serve your pastors. Christians are to be reconcilers, but it’s hard work. It’s not something we get for free. We need to pray for and work towards it.

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
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			What is Business as Missions?

			By the Executive Director of Access Partners 

			More and more people have begun talking about combining business and missions these days, yet the concept has been slow to catch on in some circles. Why is that? 

			Some churches are unaware of the concept. 

			Others don’t think it important, preferring to focus on traditional methods of doing missions. 

			Still others are wary of the term “Business-as-Missions” (BAM), fearing it could distract churches from the mission of making disciples. How should churches think about business and missions?

			To begin, we have to define BAM, and part of the challenge is nomenclature. There are a variety of definitions, but when we use the term, we mean building businesses that enable church planting among unreached peoples. We don’t believe business is missions, since we define missions as the making of disciples and the planting of churches. Neither do we believe that BAM is pursuing mediocre businesses to facilitate missions. Rather, we see BAM as a helpful way for business done well to enable and support missions.

			THE NEED

			Why are BAM and tentmaking, rather than traditional mission models, increasingly important? First, there is a gospel need: there are 2.8 billion people unreached among 6,000 people groups, so we need more laborers for the gospel. 

			Second, many countries continue to limit Christian witness, and Christian professionals are needed who can access such countries by benefiting and serving the country through their work. 

			Third, the world is urbanizing and there are correspondingly increasing numbers of professionals. As of 2008, more than half of the world’s population is now in cities. It’s forecast that by 2030, this number will rise to more than 60 percent. We need Christians who can naturally interact with these growing populations. Tim Keller has noted that there is a shared affinity among professionals in the large cities of the world that transcends culture: arguably a professional in Los Angeles has more in common with a professional in New Delhi than either of those people do with those in rural areas in their own countries.

			HOW TO EQUIP MEMBERS TO WORK OVERSEAS

			How can pastors best equip their members who are considering working overseas? First, members should be faithful in their jobs in the West, doing their work with excellence and for the glory of God. Second, pastors should put before their members the vision and privilege of spreading the gospel to all nations, particularly among those who have not heard (Rom. 15:20).

			There is one fundamental question for Christians interested in working overseas: do they want to emphasize professional development or church planting? Done for God’s glory and with the right motives, either is a fine decision. One is not more spiritual than the other. However, one needs to be the emphasis (with one exception, which I’ll mention at the end). And the emphasis you choose will affect your preparation and expectations.

			EMPHASIZING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

			For the Christian who emphasizes professional development, life abroad will probably end up consisting of shorter stints of maybe 2 to 3 years. Their role would be to serve as a faithful church member who is able to develop relationships with locals that other missionaries might not be able to meet, and to provide models for local believers of living out the gospel faithfully in the workplace. 

			There would be fewer opportunities to learn the language since it’s hard to do so in the midst of a full-time job. Relationships would therefore largely be with other expats or with locals who can speak English. What types of job options would be available? Sometimes multinationals offer expat packages, which provide generous remuneration terms for those in more senior positions, though it is good to keep in mind that such positions usually entail long hours. For the junior-level professional, pay will probably be lower than in the States, and could involve more competition with hungry locals. 

			First, though, it is most important to identify a good local church or a church planting team with which one may partner. There are many cities where this would be possible (e.g., Dubai, Munich, Grand Cayman, Singapore). One tool to help you think through a city’s suitability for this strategy is a 2 x 2 matrix, where one criteria is how unreached a city is and the other evaluates the ease of adjustment to the new culture. Below is a non-scientific way of evaluating various cities on these two criteria.
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			However, there are also many places where a good church or church planting team might not exist. For example, a friend had a high-powered position with a US multinational in Egypt; however, he found it very difficult to be fed spiritually and was discouraged by the whole process.

			Pastors should specially focus on evaluating the lives of members who are thinking about living overseas. We want to send people who are thriving spiritually in the church, at home, and at work instead of encouraging people who would be burdens to the Christians they are supposed to assist. Pastors should also help identify and vet the overseas churches or church planting teams with whom a member will partner. Absent a clear partner, we would strongly discourage church member from moving to a foreign city, regardless of how good the professional opportunity looks.

			Preparation for going overseas in this manner involves being a faithful and fruitful member of a local church. In addition, it is very helpful to learn the local language ahead of time. This multiplies one’s ability to relate to locals. Also, to have a better chance of being given the opportunity to work overseas by a multinational, it is important to at least have some building blocks in the local language. College students, who have a plethora of study abroad options and time to invest, should consider language learning. Christians interested in these kinds if opportunity should especially consider learning languages that are widely spoken in the 10/40 window, such as Arabic, Turkish, Farsi, Russian, Mandarin, or Hindi.

			While working overseas has a lot of potential for kingdom purposes, it also has some limitations. Being a professional will grant a Christian access to a country’s largest cities but not necessarily to small and medium ones. Yet there is need for the gospel in such places. It would be the equivalent of reaching New York and Los Angeles, but not the heartland. To bring the gospel to such places, and to have longer-term impact, we need to pursue strategies that emphasize church planting.

			EMPHASIZING CHURCH PLANTING

			This strategy would be longer-term than the previous one, with people looking to stay in-country for 5 to 10 years or longer. The goal here is to drive a business that also enables missionary access, helping with operations, management, and business development. Someone pursuing this strategy would first spend some time learning the local language and culture in order to communicate the gospel intelligibly. 

			Access Partners focuses on this end of the BAM and tentmaking spectrum. We build replicable business models that facilitate church planting in a variety of industries. Some of these strategies are new business start-ups and others are formed in partnership with existing Christian-run businesses.

			As with the professionally focused strategy, it is important to join the right church planting team, and a church’s elders should help members forge wise partnerships. The local church will be more involved in this strategy since they would send the professional. Therefore, someone interested in moving overseas should talk through these issues with a pastor or elder years ahead of time. For instance, we worked with a couple who were quickly approved by their church to be sent to drive a business in the Middle East. However, the reason why this process moved so seamlessly is because they had been known by their elders for years, and had demonstrated faithfulness in many areas already.

			Preparation will be primarily spiritual, including growing in one’s understanding of the nature of the church and the gospel. From a vocational perspective, it would be great to gain “profit & loss” experience, or to manage a business or team in preparation for BAM involvement.

			As mentioned above, there are also opportunities for Christian business owners living stateside to be involved. They can expand their businesses internationally into regions where there are fewer believers while also employing missionaries. Pastors can encourage such businesspeople to deploy all the talents that God has given them, including their businesses, for the glory of God.

			MIGRATING FOR THE GOSPEL

			But what if one wants to pursue both professional development and church planting? One way we have seen this happen is when people migrate for the gospel—that is, move somewhere permanently. This was how missions used to be done since it was so hard to come back to one’s home country. For example, William Carey established an indigo plant, started a college, and founded a horticultural society. It is actually temporary overseas mission work that is the recent development.

			Time committed to a country is important since it allows one to learn the language and culture of a country. Comparatively fewer people opt for this strategy, but there are some very encouraging examples. One friend moved to a formerly Communist country, started a church, and also launched the most successful business in its industry. The business has served as a model for believers in the country and has also provided employment for local Christians. 

			NOT A REVOLUTION, BUT AN OPEN DOOR

			BAM and tentmaking are not revolutionary ways of doing missions but are increasingly useful for opening doors for the gospel. We encourage pastors to learn more about these opportunities to help their members use their skills and experience to make disciples of all nations.

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
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			Book Review: The Call: Finding and Fulfilling the Central Purpose of Your Life
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			Reviewed by Drew Bratcher

			Os Guinness, The Call: Finding and Fulfilling the Central Purpose of Your Life. Thomas Nelson, 1998. 304 pages. $17.99

			With books as with cars and cameras, the good ones stand up over time. Much has changed in the fifteen years since Os Guinness’s now-classic disquisition on work, The Call, was first published. Economic recession has stonewalled the prosperity and optimism of the late 1990s and early 2000s, an era in which opportunity seemed unbounded and which produced, by consequence, a rash of evangelical books and sermon series that too often touted as supreme virtues in Christian discipleship the quest for purpose, meaningful work, and the fulfillment of lifelong passions and desires. Faithfulness and joyful obedience took a backseat to freedom and choice. It sometimes felt that to be a mature Christian meant to be one’s own boss.

			These were the choppy waters Guinness waded into with The Call. Although the book is soaked in the language of the genre—the subtitle is Finding and Fulfilling the Central Purpose of Your Life—it is one of the few work-related titles from the nineties and noughties that still seems apropos in 2013, when for many in our churches the hope of snagging a dream job has been replaced by the more modest hope of finding and keeping a job that pays the bills. Writes Guinness:

			If there had been no Fall, all our work would have naturally and fully expressed who we are and exercised the gifts we have been given. But after the Fall this is not so. Work is now partly creative and partly cursed. Thus to find work that perfectly fits our callings is not a right, but a blessing. (50)

			Guinness’s recognition of the inevitable dissonance between the life we often feel called to and the realities of this fallen, faltering world gives The Call a refreshing grittiness, a truer-to-life air. I had country singer Steve Earle’s “Someday” playing low in the background on repeat as I read the book (“Now I work at the filling station on the interstate / Pumping gasoline and counting out-of-state plates”); the song wasn’t out of place. Here is a read for the Christian doing the thing he always wanted and thus tempted to genuflect at the altar of work. And here is a book for the one toiling away in thankless fields (Earle’s gas station attendant, for instance), grappling for motivation, struggling to trust God.

			The broadest applications often stem from the simplest claims. The basic principle that Guinness hammers home again and again in The Call is that vocation, which the author dubs the “secondary calling,” is changed utterly—is indeed irrevocably infused with meaning—by a more primary calling, namely our call to Christ in the gospel.

			Thomas Nelson, Guinness’s publisher, could have marketed the book as an extended meditation on 1 Corinthians 10:31. “[T]here is no sacred vs. secular, higher vs. lower, perfect vs. permitted, contemplation vs. action where calling is concerned,” Guinness writes. “Calling equalizes even the distinctions between clergy and laypeople. It is a matter of ‘everyone, everywhere, and in everything’ living life in response to God’s summons.”

			In a wide-ranging 2010 interview with 9Marks, Guinness, an Oxford-trained sociologist who started the D.C.-based leadership-training outfit the Trinity Forum, was asked about his work as a public intellectual. “I try to make serious scholarship intelligible and practical to ordinary people,” he said. 

			Indeed part of the pleasure of reading The Call comes from witnessing Guinness do that very thing. He is an adept synthesizer of history, of arts and culture, of the proclivities of the human heart. The book is philosophically sprawling, yet anecdotally flush. Guinness nimbly surveys the historical distortions of the theology of work—on the one end the Protestant tendency to elevate the secular over the spiritual, on the other the Catholic penchant to do the reverse—all the while finding exemplars of his ideas everywhere.

			Among the luminaries he taps for support are Leo Tolstoy, Soren Kierkegaard, Leonardo da Vinci, Vaclav Havel, T.E. Lawrence, Salvadore Dali, Dorthory Sayers, John Keats, John Coltrane, George Foreman, Aleksander Solzhenitsyn, Winston Churchill, and Oswald Chambers. Of the Dutch prime minister and Protestant reformer Abraham Kuyper, in a chapter on how calling figures into public and political life, Guinness writes, “Kuyper’s Herculean portfolio of jobs was due not just to overwork and what his daughter called his ‘iron regiment’ but to his inspiring vision of the lordship of Christ over the whole of life” (155). 

			Occasionally The Call’s short chapters feel overstuffed with stories and quotations. Here and there Guinness’s contentions come off as speculative. (Can we really trace the decline of heroism and the shortcomings of capitalism back to misunderstandings about calling?). He is prone to hyperbole, reticent to quote Scripture, and for a book entitled The Call, Guinness has precious little to say about how to discern whether one should go into vocational ministry.

			Some of the book’s more memorable sections are Guinness’s autobiographical asides. Nearly 200 pages in, he relays the story of how his down-and-out great-great grandmother in Dublin was dissuaded from leaping to her death from a bridge by the sight of a plowman working happily in a nearby field. It is a moving narrative, powerful, unforgettable. So unforgettable, in fact, that the editor in me wanted to cut and paste it onto the very first page.

			Despite these shortfalls, The Call remains a stellar overview of how to think about calling here between Calvary and Christ’s return. It has held up for fifteen years as a motivational field guide to Christian discipleship in the workplace. There is no reason to think it will not remain a vital resource for years to come.
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			Book Review: God at Work: Your Christian Vocation in All of Life
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			Reviewed by Benjamin Wright

			Gene Veith, God at Work: Your Christian Vocation in All of Life. Crossway, 2011 (redesign ed.). 176 pages. $15.99

			It was not Gene Veith’s fault that I did not grasp what his book was really about until halfway in. I picked it up thinking it was about life in the office, or the classroom, or the workplace generally. But if I had paid better attention to the last words in Veith’s subtitle, I would have understood from the get-go that this book wasn’t exclusively, or even primarily, about the workplace. God at Work: Your Christian Vocation in All of Life makes substantial contributions to our conversations about vocation in all of life. 

			“Vocation” for Veith is not one’s job or occupation, but a much broader term for “a rich body of biblical teaching about work, family, society, and the Christian life” (17). Recognizing what you are and are not reading should help you appreciate this book more.

			QUIBBLES

			We will come back to Veith’s contributions momentarily, but first I want to dispatch a couple quibbles. I’ve been called pedantic, so take this first one with a grain of salt: I don’t think it’s helpful to apply “calling” language to specific roles in society or the obligations those choices create, as Veith does in his chapter “Finding Your Vocations” (46ff.). I say this assuming most of us have heard “calling” language brazenly abused, even from the pulpit. It can be a shrewd play for someone who wants to insinuate a divine authority for his decisions or commands, or even to trump clear biblical teaching on gender roles or sexual ethics. 

			Of course, Veith’s language is hardly novel; he’s drawing heavily from a rich tradition, particularly Luther. So having said all that, I realize that my resistance to “calling” terminology places me in a minority, and I’ll retreat into my imaginary world of lexical utopia. In any case, if others used the term with as much discretion as Veith does, the issue would be moot.

			A second quibble: Veith appropriates Luther’s language of God’s “hiddenness” in the workplace, family, and church. Veith writes, “Vocation is a mask of God” (24), and “Christ is hidden in His church on earth” (115). For Veith, this concept means that God is present and active in each of these spheres, even though unseen. Clearly, this is true, but the metaphor of “hiddenness” only gets half the biblical picture. The other half of the biblical picture is that he is being represented or displayed through human beings made in his image, and especially so through the union of Christ and the Church.

			TWO KEY CONTRIBUTIONS

			Veith’s definition of vocation leads us toward two key reasons his book is a worthwhile read: “God has chosen to work through human beings, who, in their different capacities and according to their different talents, serve each other” (14). In that sentence, we find answers to two questions. First, what makes our vocations fruitful? And second, what is the objective of our vocations?

			Veith answers the first question with a reminder that our vocations are ultimately fruitful because God is working, but God uses means. He has equipped humanity with the skills and capabilities required to fulfill a purpose outside ourselves. “When God blesses us, he almost always does it through other people” (14). What’s particularly significant here is Veith’s juxtaposition of a broad definition of vocation with God’s active work in accomplishing his ends. In other words, first, “the doctrine of vocation amounts to a comprehensive doctrine of the Christian life, having to do with faith and sanctification, grace and good works” (17). Second, God is at work through us. Therefore, we can and should trust that in every aspect of our lives, God is transforming us and accomplishing his ends. 

			Veith devotes particular attention to our vocations as workers, family members, citizens, and church members. Unfortunately, the scope of the book does not permit him to flesh out implications for those spheres in great detail. He’ll leave the inquisitive reader wishing for more nuance and application.

			But to what end does God use us? We need to consider not only that God is doing something through us, but also what he is doing. Debates about vocation often consider whether our “callings” serve primarily as platforms for evangelism, paths to a paycheck, or means to advance a cultural mandate. Veith helpfully reminds us that we must first embrace what is clear and certain: “The whole purpose of every vocation is to ‘love your neighbor as yourself’ (Matthew 22:39)” (65, cf. 39-40). We love our neighbors in our workplace, family, society, and church by prioritizing others’ interests above our own. Whether we are bread bakers, firefighters, public officials, or even filmmakers (so he argues) we serve others—even love others—as we fulfill our callings. He explains, 

			Ironically, it is sometimes easier to see how God provides through lowly occupations than through those with more status. It is easier to see how God blesses the world through farmers and milkmaids than through Madison Avenue advertising executives or Hollywood movie stars. (74)

			We can be sure that God is working through us to the end of love and service to others in every aspect of our vocations, even the ones that seem least significant.

			A THEOLOGY OF ORDINARY LIFE

			Pastors may find God at Work to be a useful tool as they translate theological language related to sanctification into laypeople’s vernacular. And any reader will be encouraged as Veith explains how all our roles and obligations serve God’s greater purposes. God at Work is probably not what you want if you’re looking for a comprehensive treatment of how to live as a Christian in the workplace. So read this book remembering that, “The doctrine of vocation is a theology of the Christian life, having to do with sanctification and good works. It is also a theology of ordinary life” (157).

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
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			Book Review: Work Matters: Connecting Sunday Worship to Monday Work
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			Reviewed by Samuel Emadi

			Tom Nelson, Work Matters: Connecting Sunday Worship to Monday Work. Crossway, 2011. 221 pages. $15.99

			Work. For many this word brings to mind frustration, weariness, disillusionment, and the like. But as Tom Nelson explains in his book Work Matters, “work” does not have to be a “four-letter word.” Rather, God’s design for vocation enables us to see the significance of work in the Christian life and also allows us to receive work as a good gift. 

			Nelson expresses concern that many Christians live compartmentalized lives in which they simply do not know how to connect “Sunday worship to Monday work.” The chief burden of Work Matters is to show that “work has intrinsic value in itself and is to be an act of worship” (60) and that “the doctrine of vocation properly understood weaves together a seamless life of true Christian discipleship in all facets of life” (189).

			A BIBLICAL THEOLOGY OF WORK

			The first four chapters of the book explore the theme of work across the major divisions of the redemptive storyline of Scripture: creation, fall, redemption, and new creation. Chapter 1 explores the notion of work in God’s original created order, especially in relation to our being made in God’s image. As image-bearers of God we are designed to image a working God. Nelson reminds his readers that being a “do-nothing couch potato…is actually repulsive and dehumanizing” (20). The reason, of course, is that the God whose image we bear is a creator, “a worker…not some cosmic do-nothing deity” (22).

			In chapter 2, Nelson looks at “work in a sin-ravaged world.” Arguing principally from the Genesis 3 narrative, Nelson asserts that due to the fall our work has become painfully difficult, disillusioning, and distorted. These distortions include the workaholism which makes work an idol, slothfulness which considers work unimportant, and dualism which sees so-called “secular” vocations as a second-class occupation for Christians.

			Chapters 3 and 4 explore work in the already and not yet of redemption. Nelson demonstrates that the solution to the distortion and disillusionment created by the fall is the gospel. “As new creations in Christ, transformed from the inside out, we are able to again do the work we were created for” (58). Further, when it comes to eternity, Nelson argues that Christians need to “say good-bye to lifeboat theology,” which posits that our well-meaning work in this life ultimately amounts “to rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic” (74). Rather, a robust theology of the new creation demonstrates that there will be continuity between the future world and our present work. Work has eternal, new creation significance.

			WORKING FOR GOD’S GLORY: A LABOR OF LOVE

			The remaining chapters unpack the theological and practical significance of the Bible’s story of work. Chapter 5 and 6 analyze the inherent worth of work and show that our vocation is one of the primary contexts where we live out the great commandments—and is also one of God’s primary means for our spiritual growth and transformation. “Work is where perseverance, proven character, and hope are deeply forged” (115). Chapter 7 examines the relationship between work and the common good. Our vocations are for more than just financial remuneration; they are an opportunity to love our neighbors as ourselves.

			Chapter 8 shows that “work is a gift from God, but we are also gifted by God for our work” (144) and includes Nelson’s suggestions for discerning vocational calling. Chapter 9 helpfully warns about potential dangers, particularly moral ones, Christians will encounter in the workplace. Finally, Chapter 10 briefly explores the relationship between vocation, the local church, and the gospel mission.

			PASTORALLY SENSIBLE REFLECTION ON VOCATION

			One of the strongest features of Work Matters is Nelson’s pastoral burden and desire to see Christians integrate what it means to be a disciple of Jesus with what it means to be a butcher, a baker, or a candle-stick maker. For that reason, Work Matters is a lay-level introduction to the theology of vocation. Pastors interested in parsing out weighty theological issues on the relationship between the mission of the church, vocation, and the kingdom of God will find little help in Nelson’s work. Instead Work Matters is sprinkled with personal illustrations, stories, reflection questions, and model prayers for the workers who fill the pews of every Christian congregation.

			Nelson’s pastoral sensitivity and shepherd’s heart are evident throughout the book, whether he is discussing biblical theology or how to best love our neighbor in the workplace. Nowhere does his wisdom more helpfully overflow than in chapter nine’s exploration of challenges in the workplace. This chapter is brimming with sage advice for Christians (and for the pastors who lead them) on maintaining integrity in matters of business, avoiding sexual temptation in the workplace, and handling unemployment faithfully.

			One feature of the book that is particularly useful is the inclusion of short testimonies from Christians on how grasping the biblical portrait of work has shaped their efforts to please God in their vocation. These vignettes, included at the end of each chapter, come from a variety of occupations: Dave the CEO, Mike the educational administrator, Peggy the student, Jay the attorney, Debbie the stay-at-home mom, and others. Readers will likely have their imaginations sparked by these vignettes and will be helped to recognize how to apply the principles and truths of Work Matters to their own vocations.

			A FEW MINOR QUIBBLES

			Work Matters is a robustly biblical treatment of vocation. I do, however, wish Nelson would have tied his arguments more closely to the biblical texts he quotes or alludes to. While Nelson’s systematic and biblical theological categories are generally correct, thoughtful readers who do not share his theological convictions may struggle to see exactly how Nelson arrives at his conclusions. I also would have appreciated more discussion about the notion that work is worship. According to Nelson the statement, “on Sunday we go to worship and on Monday we go to work” reveals “foggy theological thinking” (27). However, Work Matters does not help readers clear the fog entirely. If Sunday morning is worship and Monday work is worship then is there any difference between the two, or are they essentially the same thing?

			ENJOY AND PROFIT

			Work Matters is a helpful introduction to the subject of vocation in Christian theology. Nelson’s style is accessible and suits readers of varying theological maturity. Similarly, pastors will enjoy Nelson’s pastoral approach and can profit from his counsel on shepherding with a view toward Monday morning.

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
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			Book Review: How the Church Fails Businesspeople: And What Can Be Done About It

			[image: how-the-church-fails.png]

			Reviewed by Nik Lingle

			John Knapp, How the Church Fails Businesspeople: And What Can Be Done About It. Eerdmans, 2011. 192 pages. $15.00

			In How the Church Fails Businesspeople, educator and business consultant John Knapp argues that the church has largely failed businesspeople. Despite the fact that weekday occupations are the context in which most Christians serve others and develop their God-given abilities, “…church priorities continue to tilt heavily toward private faith and away from ministries that might equip believers for a robust public faith” (xii). 

			If Knapp’s assessment is accurate, then church leaders will want to listen carefully to his analysis of this failure (which is based on a survey he conducted) and his proposals for rectifying the situation. 

			FAITH AND WORK: UNEASY COMPANIONS

			The book has two parts: “Worlds Apart,” and “Toward Coherence.” Knapp begins by evaluating the chasm between the worlds of business and the church. While businesses are increasingly squeezing faith out of the public sphere, churches are neglecting to disciple their people in vocation and business ethics. 

			This failure partly owes to a “theology that elevates an ecclesiastical elite while subtly devaluing the rest of the body” (29). Knapp traces the roots of this theology back to the Reformers. Even though they did much to attack the abuses of ecclesiastical hierarchy, Knapp believes they didn’t go far enough, and the effects of their shortcoming still felt. In addition to the clergy-laity divide, the church has widened the gap between faith and work by its tunnel-vision focus on the “private sphere.” From the things the church prays about (illness, deaths, births, etc.) to the things preached about, “the church’s preoccupation with the private sphere of life is evident in many ways” (36).

			There is also the problem of the Christian community’s ambivalence about money. Knapp provides an excellent, though brief, survey of biblical teaching on wealth and poverty and of historic Christian positions on it. He concludes that today, “little serious attention is given to the practical concerns of working people struggling to apply their faith to questions of money in their own lives” (66).

			All of this has led to a “loss of authenticity” as Christians learn to live with divided worlds and divided lives. “For Christians, places of worship and places of employment offer identity-defining narratives that may at time be hard to reconcile with each other” (80).

			FOUNDATIONS FOR RESOLVING THE RELATIONSHIP

			In response to these struggles between the church and the business world, Knapp constructs a theology of vocation rooted in the Puritan distinction between a primary calling to follow Christ and secondary calling to do so in a particular context. He also draws from Paul’s instruction, “Each one should retain the place in life that the Lord assigned to him and to which God has called him” (1 Cor. 7:17). He notes that Paul’s larger message is “that all belong to Christ, whatever their station in life, and that they should allow themselves to be used by God in the places where they live and work” (91). Thus he concludes that all Christians must view their vocation (i.e., their “calling”) as a disciple of Christ in whatever context they find themselves.

			This theology of vocation leads to an ethical framework that “calls us to the hard work of being salt and light…in a world where God’s justice and love are urgently needed” (99). Knapp emphasizes the goal of wholeness, an authentic Christianity that does not bifurcate the values of a disciple of Christ. This wholeness rests on the simple but exceedingly demanding principle of love. The ethic of love extends beyond mere duty and compliance into demonstrating love and mercy toward others in every situation. Knapp finds this ethic of love most clearly articulated in Micah 6:8, “He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?”

			THE LANDSCAPE OF CHANGE

			In the final two chapters, which attempt to point a way forward, Knapp first provides a panoramic view of what he calls “a workplace awakening” (121). Although the church has failed businesspeople, Knapp observes how businesspeople across the United States have taken it upon themselves to bridge the gap. The resolution has come not through the institutional church making up its deficit, but rather through individuals, parachurch ministries, and lay-led networks. He also points out that many “Christian companies” have institutionalized the marriage of faith and work by writing it into their mission statements. Some companies have hired chaplains or encouraged faith-based affinity groups.

			Although Knapp seems encouraged by progress being made outside the church, he is apparently less certain that any progress is being made from within. Thus he suggests that pastors schedule “regular appointments with parishioners to visit their workplaces and learn more about their daily lives” (146). In addition to this, he recommends four dynamics the church should seek to develop: collaborative leadership, courageous conversations, relevant worship, and a more inclusive narrative (149-156). While these points are of some value, a more insightful section is “The Necessary Role of the Church,” where Knapp encourages the church to be a community of moral discernment, moral discourse, moral influence, moral encouragement, and moral example (113-120).

			WHAT’S THE SOLUTION FOR THE CHURCH?

			The book’s title well reflects its content. However, the first part of the title, regarding the church’s failure, receives more attention than the recommendations for change. Further, Knapp’s general assessment that the church has failed businesspeople seems to be an overstated generalization. This claim focuses on two dynamics. First, Knapp sees “the church and its clergy as preoccupied with the private sphere of life—family, health, and individual relationships with God—and disinterested in the spiritual and ethical stresses of weekday work” (xii). I’m sure this accurately characterizes many pastors, but it seems like an unwarranted generalization. The second dynamic he explains is that the church has perpetuated a clergy-laity distinction that emphasizes the dignity of the clergy’s work and has less regard for other vocations (27-33). This charge is likely true in many churches, but again, seems like too broad a stroke.

			Perhaps rather than sounding the note of failure, especially as the title claims, Knapp should have taken a more nuanced approach. Many churches have likely failed businesspeople, but many have not. There may be churches and pastors that are “disinterested in the spiritual and ethical stresses of weekday work,” but there are likely far more instances of pastors who care deeply about the spiritual and ethical concerns of those they shepherd. Knapp could give many examples of businesspeople who feel their concerns are not sufficiently addressed, but those cases would not prove that the institutional church has generally failed businesspeople. The book might more accurate reflect reality if it addressed these matters as challenges to be taken up rather than as failures to be corrected.

			A HELPFUL START

			Nonetheless, Knapp provokes the reader to consider a theology of vocation, and the importance of this theology for the life of the church. Pastors and other church leaders will want to listen to many of Knapp’s recommendations. The book includes questions for discussion at the end of each chapter, which would make it a useful tool for a group study. Pastors and other church leaders will find the book helpful in pointing out room for growth as they seek to help their sheep live out their faith all week. This would be a good starting point for pastors wrestling with how to equip their people to live as disciples of Jesus around the clock.

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
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			Book Review: Work Matters: Lessons from Scripture
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			Reviewed by Byron Straughn

			R. Paul Stevens, Work Matters: Lessons from Scripture. Eerdmans, 2012. 184 pages. $16.00

			Based on what I saw in the Google preview of R. Paul Stevens’ new book Work Matters, I couldn’t wait to receive my copy in the mail. I was anxious to see how this author would write a theology of work focusing on individual narratives in Scripture’s storyline. I anticipated the book being amazingly theological, biblical and creative. But my expectations may have been unrealistically high, because after the first couple chapters, I was disappointed. 

			I thought I would see an unfolding theology of work, traced through the storyline of Scripture, almost like Greg Beale’s theology of God’s presence moves from garden to temple to Christ to church to the new heavens and earth. Instead, the book is more of a series of expositions and reflections on prominent biblical personalities that can be read in almost any order.

			As I continued reading, however, my disappointment transformed into curiosity and moments of personal reflection coupled with thanksgiving. 

			SPOTLIGHT ON BIBLICAL CHARACTERS

			The book is divided into sections of Scripture like Pentateuch, historical books, wisdom literature, and so on. Within each section Stevens picks three to five characters such as Moses, the sluggard, and Paul. Each chapter contains a brief exposition including or followed by implications for work. The book teaches about work through people who have (or haven’t) modeled “good work.” Good work is defined as “purposeful energy that brings glory to God and serves our neighbor” (17, 83). Every chapter ends with a couple thoughts or questions for discussion and reflection. 

			Throughout the book Stevens refers to a host of people and traditions ranging from Elizabeth Browning to John Calvin, with monks and Eugene Peterson sprinkled in. 

			NOT QUITE A COMPREHENSIVE BIBLICAL THEOLOGY OF WORK

			Let me tell you what I found disappointing before I discuss what I found helpful. 

			First, the book is not quite “a comprehensive biblical theology of work” (4) as I hoped, and as the book describes itself. He uses samples from throughout Scripture. But he does not show Scripture’s unfolding connectedness, nor does it thoroughly work through lots of Scripture. That, at least, is what I expect when someone says “comprehensive biblical theology.” To be fair, he might be using the phrase “biblical theology” to refer to theology that’s biblically informed, not to refer to understanding any given theme within the redemptive storyline of Scripture. 

			Second, his book is not sensitive to Scripture’s epochal changes or the progressive nature of revelation, and therefore he does not explain how the coming of Christ uniquely shapes the nature of our work. But doesn’t the unfolding of God’s redemptive purposes have any bearing on our theology of work? I’m not sure the book made that clear, which is why I say you could read the book in any order. This may be why I found his introduction to the New Testament section and chapters 19 and 20 to be the weakest parts of the book. 

			More interaction with biblical texts or theological reflection would have been helpful. John Frame does this when he relates the “cultural mandate” to the “great commission,” in essence saying the latter is how believers fulfill the former (Salvation Belongs to Our God, 98). I know this is a controversial topic that could be pursued at length. DeYoung and Gilbert’s What Is the Mission of the Church?, which takes a slightly different approach than Frame, might be a good place to start. 

			SEVEN HIGHLIGHTS

			There was much that I found encouraging and useful in Work Matters. Here are seven highlights:

			1) Unlike many books, the reflection questions were more than “Do you understand such and such concepts?” They often invited people to align with more Scripture or challenged people to live differently. Stevens frequently aimed for the heart even as he engaged the mind. 

			2) Because Stevens had the whole Bible as his source, he was able to drop in thoughtful little nuggets of reflection on things like entrepreneurialism (98-99), imagination (118), and helping the poor (56). 

			3) Not just in the New Testament sections but in the Old Testament chapters also Stevens connected believers’ work to our covenant relationship with God in Christ. The Old Testament portion of the book didn’t feel moralistic. You walk away from the book seeing work as a response to God’s grace, so that you work to please him and love your neighbor. This was a great emphasis of the book: work is not about self-preservation or the accumulation of wealth, but is a means to honoring God and loving others. 

			4) His introductions to portions of Scripture were succinct, orienting people to storyline of the Bible and even offering hermeneutical hints tied to literary genre. 

			5) The book as a whole flowed well. The section introductions and summaries solidified his points, but would still be useful if you cherry picked certain chapters or read them out of order.

			6) He was able to re-tell familiar narratives in a compelling, concise way. 

			7) Lastly, I appreciated his grasp of eschatology, holding in tension the “already/not yet” as it applies to life and work this side of heaven.

			RECOMMENDED USES

			Even though I brought up the weakness of chapters 19-20, I would still recommend the book. It provides biblical perspectives, and needed correctives, on work. 

			If you read Work Matters on your own, I would take your time reading it. Read it in conjunction with a Bible-in-a-year plan, so you can see what Scripture says and reflect on his discussion questions. 

			Probably the best thing would be to read it with others. You might read it with a young believer, a college student, or your own child, molding their theological cement before it dries. You might read it with a group of peers to be more deliberate in conforming your view of work to Scripture. You might read it with people who are unemployed, who have a little extra time on their hands, but are probably dealing with issues of fear or identity. God intends for us to glorify him with our work, but as Stevens points out, work is often an idol in our lives. 

			Stevens writes with years of experience and knowledge of Scripture, and though you might not agree with everything, there will be plenty to ponder about our gracious God, who is always working, and who through Christ invites us to join him.

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
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			Book Review: Center Church
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			Reviewed by Jonathan Leeman 

			Timothy Keller, Center Church: Doing Balanced, Gospel-Centered Ministry in Your City. Zondervan, 2012. 395 pages. $29.99

			I was recently on a conference call with a group of ten pastors who are all members of my theological “tribe,” as we’re calling them nowadays. Each of us took turns updating one another, and I mentioned that I was in the process of reviewing Timothy Keller’s Center Church. Would they pray for me? The conversation turned to Keller’s overall ministry program. One brother said that Center Church was “one of the best two or three books” he had ever read “besides the Bible.” A second brother explained that reading Keller sometimes made him want to applaud, and sometimes made him want “to throw the book out the window.”

			Everyone had something to say.

			I don’t know what church circles you travel in, but this cellular brouhaha mimicked the chatter I have heard for years concerning Keller. Many church leaders treat him as the bee’s knees, a Protestant with ex cathedra potentiality. Others grimace and wince. To be clear, the wincers wince as you would with a teammate and not someone playing for the other side. But it is our disagreements with the ones closest to us that most quickly boil the pot and rattle the lid.

			Center Church is Keller’s magnum opus. It offers a textbook summary of this amazingly gifted pastor’s philosophy of ministry. If you have been hearing or reading Keller for any length of time, you will have encountered its themes. But this book provides the most careful and comprehensive presentation of Keller’s views I have encountered. You can tell he has humbly learned from his critics, and moderated his views accordingly. For instance, where Keller once used the unintentionally misleading phrase “transforming culture” in reference to the church’s mission, I don’t recall him using it in this book. Furthermore, I genuinely mean it as a complement when I say that it is as easy to read as your seventh-grade science textbook. Definitions are in bold-face. The arguments proceed logically over two-columned pages. And helpful summaries and charts are placed throughout.

			Still, why the range of reactions to Keller’s theological vision? More than once conversations about Keller—I’m serious—have left me humming, “How do you solve a problem like Tim Keller?” as the priggish old nuns did with Fraulein Maria. Yes, I suppose that means I’m the old nun.

			It is tempting to offer a Kelleresque “third way” for viewing Keller, a triangulated Keller for narrowing the space between the Keller critics and enthusiasts. To read Keller, after all, is to be trained in the art of the Aristotelian mean. This is his m.o. 

			True to form, Center Church has three sections, each of which offers church leaders a center place to plant their feet on a road between two ditches.

			
					The “Gospel” section, which examines the nature of the gospel, sets life-transforming grace in between religion and irreligion, legalism and relativism. 

					The “City” center, which is a study of contextualization, can be located in between affirming and confronting culture.

					And the “Movement” center, which considers the church itself, locates a healthy missional church in between organism and institution, leaning slightly on the organism side. 

			

			Perhaps, in like fashion, we should search for a balanced view of the balancer himself?

			Let me attempt just that by putting my own cards on the table: I think Keller is a gift to evangelical churches for whom we can thank God, and he has something that his critics should hear. And I think that Keller’s emphases leave certain imbalances in place that his fans fail to recognize, but that they would do well to avoid. In fact, I will spend most of my time with the latter since unpacking disagreements—I trust the reader understands—always takes more care, like pulling antique china from newspaper wrapping.

			But here is what I am afraid of. I don’t want the critics to read my criticisms, feel affirmed in their pre-judgments, and fail to benefit from the book. In fact, they might be the ones who will benefit from it the most. All that to say, I hope readers will perceive me to be not a friendly critic but a lovingly critical friend, with the preponderance of my regard located in the noun. And I hope further that my critiques will be received in the spirit of respect and honor in which they are intended. 

			THE BEST OF MISSIONAL THINKING

			Keller represents the best of “missional” thinking, which is a particular way of viewing the nature and work of the church that is suited to the pluralistic cityscape of the post-Christian West. The topics de jour for missional church practitioners like Keller are contextualization and good works. They root these conversations in theology, no doubt. God is a sending God, and the gospel produces good deeds. But these emphases are contextually driven. They result from looking into the sneering faces of our over-marketed urban neighbors and finding that any mention of Jesus’ name yields mockery and the political growl of an animal whose turf is threatened. So forget knocking on front doors like our Christian grandparents did. Forget inviting them to unassuming church services like our parents did. Instead, put on the native attire of city dwellers. Get into their world. Do good works. And win them by blessing them. That’s what the incarnate Jesus did, after all.

			At its best, then, missional thinking is about helping the saints share the good news and love their neighbors; at worst it is the insecure immigrant kid who wants to be mainstream. Keller, as I say, is its best. Yet in all its varieties, missional thinking treats the church’s greatest challenge as knowing how to establish an interface with the world in order to reach the world. The book does not say this, but I believe that this is the primary problem that Center Church’s paradigmatic church is trying to solve: how can we reach the world? That is the revivalist in Keller (a label he seems to own), and, as I will suggest in a moment, many of the answers he gives to this question are good.

			TWO HORIZONS, NOT THREE

			Still, if I might presume to speak for a 9Marks perspective—if such a thing exists—I would say that we remain stubbornly convicted that “How can we reach the world?” is not the first question a church should ask. The greatest challenge for the people of God today is the greatest challenge that the people of God faced in the Garden, in the wilderness, in the land of Israel, in exile, in the early church, and in the last twenty centuries: how can we be faithful to our saving Lord and his Word?

			This brings us to the first of two areas where I believe that Center Church should be read with caution. More than Keller probably realizes, Center Church encourages pastors to build their churches from the boardroom table of pragmatism. 

			In the book’s opening pages, Keller invites us into a conversation about how one should evaluate a ministry. The “how to” church books say that churches should be evaluated by the standard of “success.” The biblical church books respond that churches should be evaluated according to the standard of “faithfulness.” Yet Keller urges readers to take a third way, the way of evaluating and building a ministry according to “fruitfulness.”

			He illustrates this point with the picture of a minister who leaves an exurban church for an urban one but finds that his old methods just don’t work in an urban setting. If this minister is a success-oriented guy, he will read a “how to” book. If he is a “faithfulness” guy, he will conclude that “these urban folk are just plain hard-hearted,” that he is being faithful, and that there is nothing more to do. Keller, with his third-way instincts, does not like either option. This minister should recognize that he is called to be fruitful, and that there is more he can do. He should start thinking contextually.

			Yet before we go to contextualization, what should we say about Keller’s foundations—that churches should measure themselves by “fruitfulness” more than “faithfulness” or “success”?

			There is a tilted-head sense in which I agree. As I heard him say elsewhere, there are ministers who hide behind the idea of “faithfulness” as they stay true to the Word and sound doctrine, but fail to take the risks and make the sacrifices necessary to bear fruit. They are like the man in Jesus’ parable, Keller has observed, who buries his one talent instead of doing the hard work of being fruitful with it. Churches should be driven by the desire to bear fruit (and I’d even say that churches should evaluate ministerial calling according to fruitfulness). One pastor on the conference call helpfully wrote me afterward,

			I feel like I am encountering more and more young guys who are not working as hard as they should, not seeing a lot of things happen in their church, but who feel satisfied because they are faithful. Granted, I am a pretty driven guy and am always pushing for more, but I just feel like every minister should possess a godly ambition to bear much fruit. So when I read Keller’s comments about “fruitfulness” it really resonated with me.

			Framed in this fashion, that is exactly right, and, to read Keller charitably, this is all he means to say. A pastor’s decision to make faithfulness his primacy metric should not sate his appetite for fruit. He stomach should still rumble. Indeed, the prayer life of a faithful minister should look like Bugs Bunny’s tasmanian devil, a whirling blur of ferocity that swallows everything in its path. 

			The trouble is, Keller mixes up his categories here by pitting faithfulness against fruitfulness. Faithfulness is a measure of what we do, while fruitfulness and success are both a measure of the results. In other words, where Keller sees three horizons (success, faithfulness, fruitfulness), I only see two, the horizons of activity and results. One might notice then that he leaves unexplained how “fruitfulness” is anything other than a biblical gloss on “success”—a distinction with no difference. Which means, Keller, whether he intends to or not, has just told church leaders to look firstly at the results of their ministries, and then to adjust their activities accordingly. And that seems to put him one or two clicks closer than 9Marks to an old Italian writer who said the end justifies the means.

			Let’s go back to his illustration of the minister who has moved from the exurban to the urban setting. The man might be right in thinking that urban folk are hard hearted and that there is nothing more for him to do other than to keep preaching the Word; or he might be lazy and foolish and failing to do certain things the Bible would call him to do. 

			But if the latter is the case, the point is, he is not being faithful. The point, again, is that faithfulness to God’s Word requires him to do more than he is presently doing. So it is with the man who buries his talent. The moral of that story, I take it, is that he is not being faithful with his stewardship.

			So it is with any labor of love. A man might find himself unable to penetrate his embittered wife’s heart because he is a clod and does not know how to listen to her or his counselors; or it may be that her heart simply cannot be penetrated. What we can positively say is, the husband’s task is to ask himself and others, “Am I doing everything I can do to be faithful?”

			This is the nature of dealing with the hearts of others, which cannot finally be reached with anything human. How then can we measure by results (fruit/success) when the results are beyond our control?

			And so it is with church leaders. The hearts of the saved and unsaved alike are beyond a pastor’s reach, and so the final evaluative question must always be, “Am I doing everything I can do to be faithful?” Now, if Keller wants to argue that there is more that pastors should do to be faithful—say, contextualize—that is what he should argue. But he should not prioritize fruitfulness over faithfulness.

			Here then, positively, is what I want Keller critics and enthusiasts alike—but especially the critics—to get from Keller’s (unfortunate) prioritization of fruitfulness: Don’t be thoughtless. Don’t assume that one church or one city is just like another. Don’t give yourself a free pass by thinking you can keep doing exactly what you’ve always done. If you have multiple children, you know how this works. Each one has their own love language and methods of motivation, and you have to adjust your care and instruction accordingly. In the same way, pastor, be thoughtful about your particular community and your particular church.

			Critically, here is what I do not want Keller critics and enthusiasts alike—but especially the enthusiasts—to get from Keller’s (unfortunate) demotion of faithfulness: fruitfulness (or outward success) is how to measure a worthy ministry. It is not. God will not say, “Well done, my good and fruitful servant. My—look at all you’ve done!” He will simply ask whether you have maximized the resources he has given you. Have you been faithful to do everything that his Word has asked you to do?

			Building churches requires pastors to keep their eyes on the horizons of activities and results, to be sure, but the difference comes down to how we relate the two horizons. The voice of pragmatism says, “Do whatever it takes within certain boundaries to get results. That way you know you’ve done a good job.” A better approach, I believe, begins with the charge, “Do this because God says to do it, whether or not you see results.” More must be said, to be sure, but we have to begin there.

			Now, you will find nothing in Keller’s book that encourages pastors to compromise on faithfulness. But my concern is that his criteria for evaluating success tempt an individual in this way, even if Keller himself would not.

			Let’s circle back and connect this to the missional program. The overarching question at stake is whether mission/outreach is your controlling ambition, the umbrella under which everything else fits. Or is faithfulness/obedience your controlling ambition and categorical umbrella? That is, should Christians ambitiously pursue the mission and fruitfulness as one aspect of being faithful (9Marks), or does the mission call us, among other things, to faithfulness (missional)? Keller and the missional movement, like the seeker-sensitive movement of the eighties and the revivalists of earlier decades, effectively say the latter. They will affirm the importance of faithfulness, but—you might have noticed—it is a faithfulness “among other things” that accomplishes the mission. Among other things, church leaders must have business savvy, said the seeker generation. Among other things, Christians must be culturally astute, says the missional generation. These “among other things” are the keys that unlock the dynamite box of growth.1

			THE KEY TO MINISTRY?

			That brings us to a second broad area where Center Church should be read with caution: what Keller does with contextualization. Part of a biblically faithful ministry, Keller rightly observes, involves the pastor in recognizing the mixed nature of culture (Rom. 1 and 2), exercising a certain flexibility toward culture (1 Cor. 9), and recognizing that different cultures have different theological pressure points (1 Cor. 1), which can be leveraged for apologetic purposes (ch. 9). Contextualization, that is to say, is biblical. You will find no dispute from me here. 

			The problem arises when one’s approach to contextualization is set upon pragmatic foundations. When you evaluate your ministry by fruit as much if not more as by faithfulness, your approach to contextualization can stumble in at least one of two ways. 

			First, you can emphasize contextualization too much, as indicated by treating it as the key to success. Keller tries to separate himself from the writers who tell pastors “to do church through the perspective of a key concept” (16). But he cannot help but do the same when it comes to contextualization: “Skill in contextulization is one of the keys to effective ministry today” (90). Or again: “To the degree a ministry is overadapted or underadapted to a culture, it loses life-changing power” (24). Or later: “Only this kind of [missional] church has any chance in the non-Christian West” (273). Do you want to open the dynamite box in your ministry? Adapt culturally. Bang!

			The trouble is, all this is overstated at best, and untrue at worst. If a pastor wants to quote from his city’s arts district rag, all the better, I suppose. But he has to know that he is not going to unlock any exploding boxes of fruit that way. The key to a fruitful ministry is always the work of the Word and the Spirit. We plant and water. Then it is over to God to decide about growth. God might have appointed a pastor for a visibly fruitful church or not. But why has contextualization suddenly become so much more essential to ministry today than it has been at any other point since Adam and Eve were evicted from the Garden? That question is never really considered.

			So is contextualization biblical? Yes, and church leaders should no more overlook its importance than they should overlook the need to be polite when visiting someone’s home. But if you begin to tell me that being polite in someone else’s home is “the key” to friendship, and that it will have “life-changing power” in relationships, I will begin to wonder about your priorities and what you are missing.

			FIRST “A,” THEN “B”

			Second, when you give biblical contextualization a weight that it was not meant to carry, you increase the risk of over-accommodating the culture—more than would be the case with less pragmatic foundations. And I believe that Keller may be at greater risk of this than he recognizes.

			After looking at the biblical data for contextualization, Keller draws out a tidy formulation for how to contextualize, which depends on a distinction between “A” doctrines and “B” doctrines. But let me present him in his own words:

			When we enter a culture, we should be looking for two kinds of beliefs. The first are what I call ‘A’ believes, which are beliefs people already hold that, because of God’s common grace, roughly correspond to some parts of biblical teaching. Because of their ‘A’ beliefs, people are predisposed to find plausible some of the Bible’s teaching (which we may call ‘A’ doctrines). However we will also find ‘B’ beliefs…beliefs that lead listeners to find some Christian doctrines implausible or overtly offensive. ‘B’ beliefs contradict Christian truth claims directly at points we may call ‘B’ doctrines. In this first stage, it is important to identify the ‘A’ beliefs—the wisdom and witness to the truth that God, by his common grace, has granted to the culture. Remember that ‘A’ beliefs differ from culture to culture, so we need to listen carefully. (123)

			Keller strikes the center church balance between affirming and confronting culture, then, by beginning with the “A” doctrines, and using them as “jumping-off points” for moving to “B” beliefs and doctrines:

			It is important to learn how to distinguish a culture’s ‘A’ doctrines from its ‘B’ doctrines because knowing which are which provides the key [that word again] to compelling confrontation. This happens when we base our argument for ‘B’ doctrines directly on the ‘A’ doctrines. (124, emphasis original)

			Like floating stones across a river by placing them on a raft of logs, Keller says, “we need to ‘float’ ‘B’ doctrines on top of ‘A’ doctrines” (124). The classic proof text for this methodology, he continues, is Acts 17. Paul affirms the pagan writer who says that God is the source of all life. That is the “A” doctrine. But then, using this point of agreement, Paul shows the Athenians how this starting point leads to the very doctrines they despise (124-25). 

			Now, once again, Keller critics and enthusiasts—especially the critics—have something to learn here. Really, Keller is drawing from the common sense rules of good communication: if you want to build a relationship, start with areas of commonality. I think it is perfectly sensible, perhaps astute, for pastors to look for ways to apply this advice. One can do this with non-Christians and Christians alike. “You want freedom, eh? Has the sin you’ve been giving yourself over to made you feel free? No? I know something that will…”

			So do not misunderstand me: there is a time and place for Keller’s A-to-B approach, especially since this seems to be a reasonable inference from Acts 17. But here—dare I say—is the key: you must recognize what you are doing and even be leery of it. You are subjecting your explanation of the gospel to a cultural perspective. You are choosing to limit it. You are taking the full-orbed truth of God’s word and immersing it in one stream of human tradition and rationality. And with every step you take toward embedding the gospel in a cultural perspective, you take one step toward a reductionistic gospel, potentially putting other aspects of Christian doctrine and discipleship slightly out of reach. Not only, as you begin to make these kinds of calculations (“What’s “A”? What’s “B”), some “B”s may look beyond the pale. You will be tempted to think they will sink the raft, so it is best not to say them. 

			In other words, ministers can easily over-apply the lessons of Acts 17. It is one thing to start an evangelistic talk and linger in the “A” doctrines for just a few moments (Acts 17); it is another thing to treat Acts 17 as a first principle for all of ministry. 

			To this, the communitarian postmodern responds, “But we can’t help but see things from our cultural perspective!” And the missional Christian quips, “And didn’t Jesus incarnate himself into a particular culture?!” 

			Yes, yes, very well. But several thoughts: First, we should not be as enamored with the distances between cultures as the postmodern mindset demands. It has God-toppling purposes for exaggerating those distances. Don’t let the fancy French names of their favorite philosophers intimidate you. We all have one head and father in Adam, and all the jabber about cultural difference can subtly make us forget the deep unity we all share.

			Second, the example of the incarnation is indeed used to encourage Christians to give to one another when in need (2 Cor. 8) and to put one another’s interests before their own (Phil. 2:1-11). But can anyone point me to a text that connects the incarnation and contextualization? Or the incarnation and the foregrounding of “A” doctrines? Is there a text that likens the separation between Creator and creature to the separation between cultures?

			I don’t know it. But no matter. We can all agree that Christ condescendingly loved us by stooping down to us in the incarnation, and we should all do the same, in some sense, with our lives. Still, keep in mind that Jesus put on flesh and drew near so that he could preach a gospel message that invariably contains both A-doctrines and B-doctrines. 

			And the gospel does not divide so neatly between “A” and “B.” It is always both. It is always for the world and against the world. It is always a message of freedom and enslavement, salvation and judgment, no matter which biblical formulation of the gospel you chose. There is a sense in which Jesus refuses to condescend to our cultural preferences and categories and simply gets in our face with “A” and “B.”

			Consider, for instance, the gospel formulation “Jesus is Lord.” Packed into that proposition is a sword-bearing Lord to whom we owe repentance—certainly a “B” doctrine by any standard. Which is precisely why Paul does not rely upon natural devices, such as the common sense rules of communication. He knows that the power of conversion depends on something supernatural: “For the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh but have divine power to destroy strongholds” (2 Cor. 10:4). 

			Third, Keller is right—culture is changing, and we need to be aware of that. But what he would call the “post-Christian” nature of Western culture, I believe, means that an increasing measure of spiritual blindness is settling onto the West. If everyone is stuck inside a cultural perspective, our Western non-Christian neighbors are increasingly stuck inside one that cannot see the things of God, and for which the “B” doctrines will increasingly feel irrational and dangerous. One might even say there are fewer and fewer “A” doctrines. Yet if I build a ministry by privileging the “A” doctrines, does that not mean I’m going to need to bend further and further to reach the culture, that I’m going to have to sink my gospel ever deeper into the anti-God “perspective” of our times? 

			At the very least, I am tempted to think that growing spiritual blindness in a culture means that “contextualization,” insofar as it relies on affirming points of natural affinity, is less likely to “work” for ministry purposes than in times and places less given over to spiritual blindness. 

			Keller may well agree with everything I just said, and I believe that knowing the difference between a culture’s “A” and “B” doctrines can sometimes serve apologetic purposes with non-Christians or help the cause of pastoral application with one’s own congregation members. If you are oblivious to your culture, you are probably a bad pastor, just as you are probably a bad husband if you don’t know what makes your own wife tick. We need a dash of Keller’s contextual seasoning in our ministerial stew.

			But I remain leery, probably more than Keller, about the temptation for many church leaders to confuse the seasoning for the stew. For every fundamentalistic church which Keller might say is too brazen with its “B”s, I feel like there are seven who have accommodated themselves too far toward the culture and become “safe places” where non-Christians are happy to go and therefore find little need to go. Both Keller and 9Marks want to guard against the errors of moving too far toward accommodation or confrontation, but our “centers” may be in different spots. That is, we feel the opposing threats differently. 

			As such, I feel more inclined to urge ministers not to be the insecure immigrant kid who just wants to belong (again, I don’t think Keller is). Christianity’s educated classes can easily succumb to a sycophancy toward high and hipster culture. But we must not downplay the “B’s” because they will cause a scene at the dinner party or the coffee shop. A ministry that never leads with sin or judgment, or a ministry that seldom, if ever, mentions cultural bugbears, is a ministry that has succumbed to a limited, reductionistic gospel more than it realizes. 

			Furthermore, don’t ever treat some biblical “perspectives” or “doctrines” as beyond the pale. Yes, some of them will sink the raft. But that is why you must rely on God, and not on your cultural calculations, to convert the heart. 

			All this is why, in my mind, the primary thing church leaders need to learn about today and in every age is the all-important quotient of faithfulness to God’s Word.

			YOU SHOULD READ THIS BOOK 

			It is well past time to change the channel. Am I saying you should not read the book? No. In fact, you should. It is brilliant in many ways. 

			My advice, essentially, is to rip out the introduction (the fruitfulness stuff) and maybe chapter 10 (the “A” to “B” stuff) which sets up chapters 1 to 30 as the key to successful ministry, and read chapters 1 to 30 because most of them are really, really good. In fact, the priggish “we’re more faithful” types should especially read it because we could learn to be more conscientious, personally and culturally. 

			THE GOSPEL CENTER

			As I said earlier, Center Church’s three sections each offer a “third way” in between two imbalances. The Gospel section pushes a life-transforming grace that is set in between religion and irreligion, legalism and relativism. To get there, 

			
					We need the corporate focus of a “diachronic” or narratival rendering of the gospel (creation, fall, redemption, restoration) and the individual focus of the “synchronic” or systematic account of the gospel (God, humanity, Christ, faith). 

					We need to be able to talk and preach about the gospel through any of the rich tapestry of themes that we find in the Bible (home/exile, covenant, kingdom, etc.).

					We must preach and pray for gospel revival in every area of life in a way that recognizes the formative role of the church.

			

			I could list a host of helpful bullets. There is much rich material in this first section that should become part of the basic vocabulary of evangelicals.

			THE CITY CENTER

			Section 2, called “The City,” deals with contextualization. Though I don’t agree with the particular balance that Keller strikes between accommodation and confrontation, as I have said, surely he is right to say that church leaders must know how to do both. 

			Next door to astounding if not actually inside the house is Keller’s synthesis of the various schools of thought for relating the church and the world, from two kingdoms to neo-Anabaptist, to transformationalist, to relevant. The chart on page 231 brings it all together, and helps him (in the previous chapter) draw out the strengths and weakness of each school of thought. Picture, if you will, an x/y diagram, in which the x-axis is a spectrum of cultural engagement and the y-axis is a spectrum of common grace. The point is that one can veer too far in either direction along both axes—too much or too little room for common grace; too much confrontation or accommodation of culture.

			I suppose Keller’s final conclusion is right: that we should always aspire to the center of both axes, while recognizing that different seasons and personal convictions will place people on different places of those axes. Some leaders are better at playing the accommodating good cop, and others are better at playing the confrontational bad cop. 

			Yet I am probably more convinced than Keller is that evangelical America, on the whole, could presently use a dose of fundamentalist rigidity, a little more steel in its spine. As a movement, we evangelicals trust heavily in the converting power of the gospel’s inclusive elements: “Let me show you how much I’m like you so that you trust me and get converted. Our church is a safe place for you.” We have a harder time seeing that the gospel’s exclusive elements also have converting power: “Our church is a distinct place with a different kind of aroma, where our love for one another points you to our messiah. But you cannot have a full share in us until you repent since that very love which you want is born of repentance.”

			Keller surely sees the need for both, as in his discussion of relational integrity which calls Christians both to be like and unlike their neighbors (282-83). And he knows that a line needs to be drawn between church and world, so he calls for church discipline and fencing the table. But the overall emphasis of the book and this second section especially leans heavily toward the gospel’s inclusive elements. The missional mindset, after all, emphasizes the incarnational “going in.” It does not so much emphasize the “come out from them and be separate” (2 Cor. 6:17). That’s not necessarily a critique since no one book needs to say everything. But it is a call for the reader to balance Keller’s book with something that emphasizes not just the lowering of fences but the raising of them. There is a time and season for both, as Keller knows. 

			MOVEMENT CENTER

			Now, at the risk of contradicting myself, Keller’s third and final section entitled “Movement,” which seeks to strike the balance between church as organism and church as structured organization, makes me wonder if the 9Marks squad might not lean a little too far toward the exclusive side of things. If I am Keller reading the 9Marks oeuvre, I’m probably going to say, “Yeah, those 9Marks guys helpfully emphasize the institutional elements like membership and discipline, but you should probably supplement your reading with something on the organic and movement side of things”—like this third section. 

			Where it is especially helpful is in the practical guidance given for engaging with neighbors, for connecting people to the city (through mercy and justice), and for connecting people to the culture (through the integration of faith and work). I’m not sure I agree with everything he says in this third section, such as the need to “use highly skilled arts in worship”; and he lays more emphasis on planting new churches than on revitalizing old ones, which is a 9Marks passion. But the overall vision painted by Keller in this last section is a wonderful and well-rounded vision of a church in its community—what he calls a gospel ecosystem—that tries to “avoid the twin errors of trying to re-create a Christian society and withdrawing from society into the spiritual realm” (379). 

			This may be where Keller is at his strongest. So often, our strengths are joined together with our weaknesses. Keller’s A-to-B contextualizing program, which effectively privileges accommodation and common grace, may tempt some pastors toward over-accommodation, but it also makes Keller the “public theologian” par excellence, well suited to equipping the saints for encountering culture at work, in government, through the arts, and so forth. Hence, I have benefitted immensely from Keller’s books on justice and marriage, even initiating reading them with others; and I look forward to reading his book on the doctrine of work.

			CONCLUSION

			In the final analysis, missional writers like Keller paint a wonderful picture of the local church as a proleptic sign of God’s salvation. What the missional storyline tends to underemphasize is that the baptismal moat surrounding the local church signifies not only salvation, but judgment. The very existence of the local church, at once inviting and exclusive, is a shadow-like sign of God’s salvation and judgment. 

			In spite of these imbalances, Keller’s book is in many ways a remarkable piece of work, whose concrete, wise, and gospel-promoting counsel will benefit readers. I have spent more time in criticism, yes, but that is in part because its many virtues will flower up more visibly to anyone who reads it, as other reviewers have made apparent. Ironically, I am inclined to think it will prove most beneficial to that camp of readers who recognize its limitations. 

			1 In his new edition of Brothers, We Are Not Professionals, John Piper reflects on how ministerial professionalism has changed since he first wrote the book: 

			Among younger pastors, the talk is less about therapeutic and managerial professionalization, and more about communication or contextualization.

			The language of “professionalization” is seldom used in these regards, but there is quiet pressure felt by many pastors: Be as good as the professional media folks, especially the cool anti-heroes and the most subtle comedians.

			This is not the overstated professionalism of the three-piece suit and the power offices of the upper floors, but the understated professionalism of torn blue jeans and the savvy inner ring.

			This professionalism is not learned in pursuing an MBA, but by being in the know about the ever-changing entertainment and media world.

			This is the professionalization of ambience, and tone, and idiom, and timing, and banter. It is more intuitive and less taught. More style and less technique. More feel and less force.

			Some of this criticism potentially applies to Keller, or at least to the direction taken by his students. He advises them to “be characterized by CQ (cultural quotient),” his adaptation of IQ or EQ (intelligence or emotional quotient), which is helpful in one sense. But their takeaway is to fixate on ambience, tone, idiom, timing, style, and feel, as if that will make all the difference.

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

			Jonathan Leeman, who has served as an elder at Capitol Hill Baptist Church, is the editorial director at 9Marks and is the author of several books on church membership, church discipline, and the power of God’s Word.
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			Book Review: Everyday Church: Gospel Communities on Mission
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			Reviewed by Bobby Jamieson

			Tim Chester and Steve Timmis, Everyday Church: Gospel Communities on Mission. Crossway, 2012. 192 pages. $14.99

			“The culture has changed, therefore the church must change.” That refrain, whether expressed or assumed, is the dominant motif of much of today’s church literature. And almost always, I’m unconvinced. Too often evangelicals mistake superficial trends for tectonic shifts. And too often we simply mirror the culture, as if what the world really needed was for the church to be just like it. 

			Tim Chester and Steve Timmis’ new book Everyday Church does highlight recent shifts in Western culture, and it calls for churches to change in response. Yet refreshingly, their analysis of culture and prescriptions for change hit the mark just about every time. 

			POST-CHRISTENDOM EVANGELISM FOR A POST-CHRISTENDOM WORLD

			The main premise of Everyday Church is that churches in the United Kingdom, and increasingly in America, are facing a post-Christendom world yet relying on evangelistic methods left over from Christendom. For generations we have tended to subsist on capital generated by a church-saturated culture, but now that the culture has shifted underfoot we are overdrawing our account. 

			When church occupied a central place in the culture, we could expect people to come to us. So church growth proponents of various stripes focused on providing the best Sunday-service product as defined by the tastes of a targeted clientele. But now, increasing numbers of people simply have no background in church and no desire to go to church. We cannot entice them to come to us, which means that we have to go to them. 

			Of course, this is what we should have been doing all along. This is why Chester and Timmis’ call to missional engagement is free of the revisionist ring of so many contemporary calls to change. These brothers are convinced of the power of the gospel. They are unafraid of marginalization and persecution. They are not interested in making church sexier. Instead, they want the church to engage the world precisely by being the church: an alternative, Spirit-empowered community whose corporate life, verbal witness, and love for the world all work together to convey and commend the gospel. Newbigin and many others have been sounding these notes for more than a generation now, but Chester and Timmis serve us all by presenting the best of this type of missional thinking in a concise, applied form.

			A VISION FOR A CHURCH ON MISSION

			Everyday Church casts a vision for a church on mission through a sequential series of meditations on 1 Peter. This is an apt pairing since 1 Peter draws attention to the church’s marginal status as “strangers and exiles” (1 Pet. 1:1), a state we in America and the U.K. are rapidly rediscovering. 

			Chapter 1 unpacks this theme and chronicles the church’s move to the margins in the U.S. and U.K. as the culture has shifted in a decisively post-Christendom direction. Chapter 2 is a balanced discussion of how Christians should relate to an increasingly hostile culture. Chapter 3 paints an attractive picture of daily “one-another-ing.” Chapter 4 explores mission in the broad sense of deliberately engaging with non-Christians throughout your daily routines, and chapter 5 offers insightful counsel about how to find genuine points of contact between the gospel and the stories we tell every day. Chapter 6 shows how an eternal perspective enables the kind of generosity and sacrifice essential to “everyday church,” and the book concludes with some practical steps for putting “everyday church” and “everyday mission” into practice. 

			INSTRUCTIVE, ENCOURAGING, CONVICTING

			If you are a pastor feeling caught off guard by our culture’s increasing hostility to the gospel, Chester and Timmis’ worldview work in chapter 1 and throughout the book could certainly help restore your equilibrium. If you have operated within any version of an attractional ministry mindset, Chester and Timmis’ calls to move toward non-Christians and their practical model of missional ministry should help restore a clearer, more biblical evangelistic vision. If you are struggling to help your people live on mission, then embrace this book’s constant refrain to do what you are already doing, with others—both believers and non-believers. (See chapter 4, especially the excellent “eight easy ways to be missional” from Jonathan Dodson on pages 91-92.)

			This book is instructive, encouraging, and convicting. I am happy to recommend it. My only significant critique is that I think some of what they do in “gospel communities,” chiefly baptism and the Lord’s Supper, should be done in the gathering of the whole church. Chester and Timmis are careful not to downplay the corporate meeting of the whole congregation, but the functional center of gravity in their model is the “gospel community” in which “community, mission, pastoral care, prayer, baptism, Communion, and the application of God’s Word take place” (155; cf. 104). At a theological level, I think this removes the Lord’s Supper from its normative context (cf. 1 Cor. 11:18) and implicitly creates a polity structure in tension with Scripture.

			Yet Chester and Timmis wisely insist that the ethos of everyday church does not depend on copying the specific structures they have developed. Instead, it means infusing daily life with relationships with those inside and outside the church, and infusing those relationships with the gospel. That is an ethos I not only agree with, but more importantly need all the help I can get in living it out. Through its biblical teaching and mediated modeling, that is just what Everyday Church offers.

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

			Bobby Jamieson is assistant editor for 9Marks, author of Sound Doctrine: How a Church Grows in Love and Holiness (Crossway, forthcoming), a member of Third Avenue Baptist Church in Louisville, Kentucky, and an MDiv student at Southern Seminary.

		

	


	
		
			Book Review: Church Transfusion
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			Reviewed by Todd Pruitt

			Neil Cole and Phil Helfer, Church Transfusion: Changing Your Church Organically From The Inside Out. Jossey Bass, 2012. 219 pages. $24.95

			Good metaphors are great teaching tools. But the problem with metaphors, even the good ones, is that they can be pressed too far. This is a problem for Church Transfusion by Neil Cole and Phil Helfer. The authors, at times helpfully, appeal to DNA as a metaphor for transforming the church. Scripture teaches us that the church functions like a body. Therefore the DNA metaphor has good potential as a teaching tool. 

			My concern is that the authors’ commitment to this particular metaphor is so strong that it leaves gaps in their prescription for a healthy church. For instance, the DNA metaphor as they use it leaves no room for the vital role of polity and governance in the church. Remain in pastoral ministry for long and, one way or another, you will realize the importance of a biblical model of church governance for the health and mission of the church. Also, as I will explain in a moment, the way the authors employ the DNA metaphor gives short shrift to the importance of the preached Word.

			NOT ALL BAD

			That is not to say it is a bad book or totally unhelpful. A careful reader will find many things in Church Transfusion that are true and encouraging. Cole and Helfer are careful to point out that the church must not be organized or led as if it were a business. They also warn about the damage done by a consumer mentality: “Churches were never meant to become providers of spiritual goods and services to consumers, even if there are many who appear more than eager to buy” (17). And they remind us of the one to whom the church belongs: “Jesus is not an absentee king who has delegated the task of leading His church to a small committee of Christian leaders while He is away on vacation” (19). To all of this I say a hearty “Amen!”

			DEFINING “DNA”

			Church Transfusion moves along by force of a metaphor. The authors insist that what churches need is a transfusion of new “DNA,” an acrostic in which D is for divine truth, N is for nurturing relationships, and A is for apostolic mission. There’s nothing wrong with that, as long as we can settle on some definitions. And it always seems to be in the definitions that we get hung up.

			The authors point out, quite accurately I think, that the church is “built and managed more like a business than a body” (25). They argue that the church suffers from “a lack of life in the core, or perhaps a more diplomatic way to describe it is a lack of healthy DNA. So every transformation begins not with a structural change but with a transfusion of holistic and healthy disciples infused with the DNA” (26). 

			I appreciate the zeal Cole and Helfer have for a healthy church. I am thankful for their evident love for Jesus and his people. But I was exhausted reading Church Transfusion. If I have to remember to do all that the authors prescribe I would fail. What is more, I am deeply suspicious when a book calls for a complete overhaul to our understanding of the church, as in, “We must completely rethink the way we’ve understood and experienced church if we are to release believers to reach their full God-given potential” (18). I confess that when it comes to “doing church” I tend toward less creativity, not more. This is not because I don’t like creativity but because man’s creativity has generally not been helpful when it comes to leading the church. It is not that we need to completely change the way we understand the church. What is needed is a fresh zeal for the church as prescribed in Scripture. 

			There is much talk in Church Transfusion about changing the world. I know we are all supposed to want to change the world. But I wonder: How do these calls for global transformation sound in the ears of a pastor seeking to be faithful to the congregation to which God has called him? Is the ultimate task of the church to change the world? The authors seem to diminish the vital importance of the pastor who weekly breaks the Bread of the Life for his people on the Lord’s Day, disciples them in local coffee shops, visits them when they are sick, cares for them when they are abandoned, and faithfully intercedes for them in prayer.

			QUESTIONABLE THEOLOGY, FALSE DILEMMAS

			Of course, as in any book on the church, the authors’ theology shines through. Thankfully they affirm the gospel as the good news of Jesus’ death for sinners and his victorious resurrection. But one also wonders if there is some open theism lurking in the background, as is intimated in a sentence like this: “There is a reason that God left the tree of the knowledge of good and evil in the garden with Adam and Eve. He wanted them (and us) to love him, to choose him, and to do that he had to risk our choosing wrongly” (5). This is troubling language. To assert that God takes risks is to diminish both his infallible foreknowledge and his sovereignty. At best, they are being flamboyant and careless with language. 

			The authors frequently set up false dilemmas. Claims like “Jesus would more likely be in a gay bar than a church service” make an appearance, which is problematic at so many levels it is difficult to know where to begin. 

			Describing what doctrine is and is not, they write, “Doctrine is not a set of beliefs but a way of living” (74). This is the well-worn error of confusing a thing with its implications. Doctrine by its very definition is a set of beliefs. Of course doctrine that does not lead to doxology and devotion is incomplete. But are they recommending a “way of living” not guided by a set of beliefs? What would that look like? The authors should not diminish the importance of the content of our doctrine in order to draw attention to the fruit of right doctrine. 

			Not surprisingly, the authors insist that denominations are unbiblical. But that is a bit like saying the internal combustion engine and singing in the shower are unbiblical: “not mentioned in Scripture” is not equal in every case to “forbidden by Scripture.” 

			MOST TROUBLING: DISREGARDING THE PREACHED WORD

			Perhaps what concerns me most about Church Transfusion is the seeming disregard for God’s chief means for generating faith and growing his people: the proclamation of his Word. For instance, they write:

			Frankly, pastor, we place way too much value on sermonizing. Another sermon is not going to change the world, the church, or even the person preaching. It is not the content of the sermon but obedience to God’s Word that changes lives…Think about it: if your sermon was going to catalyze a revival, wouldn’t it have happened by now?...For far too long we have lived with this dysfunctional codependent relationship that expects the pastor to feed us. Since when does a shepherd feed his sheep? Sheep feed themselves!” (76, 93) 

			Once again, it would be difficult to fully catalogue all that is wrong in those few sentences. First of all, if the point of preaching a sermon is to change the world, then let’s all quit before next Sunday! Second, let us not forget what sermons do. Have the authors read Romans 10, which says that people need to hear the Word proclaimed in order to believe? And if memory serves, there have been a few earth-shattering things that have happened through a sermon. It was Peter’s sermon at Pentecost that launched the church. And throughout Acts the apostles do one thing more than any other: preach. The Holy Spirit’s ministry as recorded in Acts was chiefly to empower the apostles to preach boldly and send forth the Word. But, as Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians, preaching is a foolish thing. It has never been seen by the world as “effective.” What is troubling is when those in the church begin agreeing with the world. 

			I know the authors mean well, but the church does not need more doctrinal ambivalence and suspicion of preaching to carry on faithfully in the world. Indeed, these are the chief means by which God has always built his church and touched the world.

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

			Todd Pruitt is lead teaching pastor of Church of the Saviour in Wayne, Pennsylvania.

			March/April 2013
© 9Marks

			Permissions: You are permitted and encouraged to reproduce and distribute this material in any format, provided that you do not alter the wording in any way, you do not charge a fee beyond the cost of reproduction, and you do not make more than 1,000 physical copies. For web posting, a link to this document on our website is preferred. Any exceptions to the above must be explicitly approved by 9Marks. 

			Please include the following statement on any distributed copy: © 9Marks. Website: www.9Marks.org. Email: info@9marks.org. Toll Free: (888) 543-1030.

		

	

OEBPS/images/The-call_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/Image2390_fmt.jpeg
9Marks





OEBPS/images/Trager_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/work-matters2_fmt.jpeg
WORK

MATTERS






OEBPS/images/Lukas-Naugle_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/Center-church_fmt.jpeg
TINOTHY KELLER





OEBPS/images/9Marks_Journal_Book-A_fmt1.jpeg


OEBPS/images/Work-Matters_fmt.jpeg
WeRE,
TR






OEBPS/images/everyday-church_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/God-at-work_fmt.jpeg
Gon
ar

WORK

SHAEE






OEBPS/images/jonathan-leeman_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/Journal_template_ebook_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/church-transfusion_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/chart_fmt.jpeg
Easier fdjustment
Fewer Unreached

1

Easeof

Adjustment

1

Harder Adjusiment
Fewer Unreached

Dubei

.
Casablanca

Bejing

.
stanbul
Deni

.
Amaty

Easier Adjustment
Nore Unreached

Harder Adjustment
Nore Unreached





OEBPS/images/Trager_fmt1.jpeg





OEBPS/images/Bari-Nichols_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/9Marks_Journal_Book-AD_fmt.jpeg
9Marks

ahora en espaiiol »

Presentando:

* El 9Marks Journal (algunas ediciones
traducidas, otras en camino)

* Proximos Eventos

* Nuevos Articulos en Teologia Biblica





OEBPS/images/jamie-dunlop_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/jd-greear_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/how-the-church-fails_fmt.jpeg





