Being a Blessing

Moving from Church Growth to Kingdom Growth

(Gleaned from talks by Reggie McNeal at Eastern District Pastors Conference)

Lesson 1

Introduction

What is the fastest growing religion in the world?

The church in America looks around in horror at what is happening in this nation as we rapidly move from a churched culture to an unchurched culture.  We believe what is happening here is representative of the whole world, but it is not.  Each month several million people in the world receive the gift of God’s grace found in Jesus Christ and become His follower.  For too long the church in America has been in the church business.  We have been in the business of sustaining an institution, of doing programs, and of doing church.  Most churches are still organized around programs.  Most churches feel if they do church better they will attract more people.  They might attract more people, but in most cases it is merely reshuffling the Christian deck.  We need to get out of the church business and get into the kingdom business, because that is the business God is in.
In this study we seek to understand some of the factors that have brought us to where we are and to examine the life and ministry of Jesus Christ for direction and finally to apply that direction to our setting here in this part of the kingdom of God (State College, PA) for now and the future.
Collapse of the church culture

The main way in which or Synod grew in the past was (1) during massive German immigration; and (2) during the “baby boom” when German Lutherans were having lots of babies.  This was true across many denominations.  During those times the main concerns of the denominations were in “evangelizing” their own and in protecting their doctrine.  What were some ways in which the LCMS did this?
Even at the time I was growing up in my neighborhood, almost every one of my friends was sent to church by their parents, even if the parents did not go.  It was part of the culture.  In order to be anyone in the community it was assumed that you had church affiliation.  Finding someone who didn’t attend Sunday school was a challenge.  Today there are many people in our community that no matter how well we “did church” they wouldn’t set foot in the doors.  We have moved from a churched culture to an unchurched culture.  In order to address this culture there are likely two major shifts that will take place in the church from Internal->External and from Program Driven->People Development.  George Barna predicts that there will be a major realignment away from traditional church attendance in the next 25 years.  Some Christians who choose not to attend a traditional church will be drawn to house churches.  Others will simply not attend any corporate setting.  The church in 25 years will more closely resemble the church at the time of Acts than our idealized view of what the church may or may not have ever been in the 1950s (or whatever time period you pick).

Missiological Understanding
In order for us to get into the kingdom business we must have a proper missiological understanding.  To do that let’s look at God’s working in the kingdom business.
1. Read Genesis 12:1-3.  Why did God bless Abram?  How does God want his people to be at work in the world?  What would happen if we all decided to leave this church and find a way to bless somebody?  What do you think happens as we bless others who may not yet know Jesus Christ?  Is it our job to figure out who “deserves” the blessing and who doesn’t?  What does John 3:16?

2. Do you believe that God the Father loves you as much as He loves Jesus (see John 17:24-26)?  How would living in that reality free you to be a blessing to others?

3. God is acting work in the world to bring about kingdom growth.  His acting in the world can turn our pre-conceived views of who can bless upside down.  See Genesis 14:18-20.  See also Exodus 18:1-6, 13-17.
Rise of Generational Cultures

Born <1925 – Seniors – called America’s greatest generation.  Saved the world from the evils of Nazism and established America as the greatest power on earth.

Born 1926-1945 – Builders – took the gains of the seniors and consolidated it.  They are angry because they thought they had secured everything and it isn’t secured anymore.  They sought to secure, protect and preserve.  They have high church attendance.  One thing they started to do with the new found wealth was to outsource things (from birthday cakes, spiritual formation).  Who is responsible for the spiritual formation of the children?  Do we honestly believe that one hour of Sunday school a week is going to inoculate our kids against the culture?
Born 1946-1965 – Boomers – During this time the expectations of what it means to be middle class rose dramatically.  In order to sustain that life-style two wage earners were now required, and outsourcing went to new levels.  Instead of outsourcing just the cake for the birthday party what was outsourced?  The boomers rebelled against the wisdom of the generation before them in many ways.  They were vocal in their complaints.  The culture (within church denominations) started to be shaken from its uniformity to a wide variety of options.  They started to move from attending church services to experiencing church services.  Most senior leaders in the church are boomers who still have a programmatic mindset.  
Born 1965-1983 – Gen Xers – first generation to grow up under the massive disintegration of the family.  They are looking for authenticity and relationships.  Authenticity – they want you to know them, their kids names, what they like to do.  Relationships – have a gang of friends they “do life with”.  They seek a job in order to get money to do things with their friends, not to climb the corporate ladder.  They are the first generation to grow up without a Christian world view.  Church attendance is about half of that of Seniors and Builders.

Born 1984-2003 – Millennials – Church attendance 10%.  Where have all the kids gone?  They believe they will change the world by touching it.  They WANT life-skills.  Who has the life-skills they are looking for?  What are the opportunities for inter-generational ministry?  They ARE INTERESTED in touching the world through community service and volunteerism.  What does this say to the church and its Sunday school programs?  SPIRITUAL FORMATION is not just knowledge.  It must be shaped into their life!  Next week we will examine the life of Christ and the early church to see why this generation presents a great opportunity for the church to be in the kingdom business! 
