Changing Contexts: Breaking Open Our Models for Evangelism

Brian McLaren (brianmclaren.net)

These notes accompany the slide presentation, which will be posted at brianmclaren.net.

Slide 1. What an honor it is to be invited to address you all. I am deeply humbled by the Archbishop’s invitation. I feel that along with the honor of addressing you comes real responsibility. It is my prayer that the Spirit of God will use this time together to challenge and inspire us, so that we may better lead the churches under our influence and care, so that our churches may better embody and proclaim the way of Jesus Christ, so that these prayers may be truly answered in our world:

Slide 2. O God, you have made of one blood all the peoples of the earth, and sent your blessed Son to preach peace to those who are far off and to those who are near. Grant that people everywhere may seek after you and find you, bring all peoples into your fold, pour out your Spirit upon all flesh, and hasten the coming of your kingdom …

Slide 3. O God of all the peoples of the earth: Remember the multitudes who have been created in your image but have not known the redeeming work of our Savior Jesus Christ; and grant that, by the labors of your holy Church, they may be brought to know and worship you as you have been revealed in your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.

Slide 4. Brothers and sisters, I love Jesus Christ. I am not ashamed of the gospel of Jesus Christ, because it is the power of God to bring salvation to our sinful, broken, fragile, beautiful, beloved world. Think of all that word salvation means … to reconcile, liberate, rescue, consecrate, transform, redeem, forgive, cheer, heal, and restore.

But how will the gospel transform if it is not believed? And how will it be believed if disciples and faith communities do not communicate it in word and deed? And how will disciples live and speak the good news if leaders like ourselves do not set an example for them in the power of the Holy Spirit? And how will we leaders set an example for them if we are preoccupied with internal conflict and drained dry by the complex demands of institutional maintenance? And how will we be at least partially liberated from institutional maintenance if the only voices we respond to are those inside the religious dome of our institutions? My purpose today is in large part to speak to you on behalf of the outsiders – the unchurched, people who are not part of your communion, provinces, diocese, or parishes, the multitudes who have been created in God’s image but have not known the redeeming work of our Savior Jesus Christ. I want to help us take into our hearts the millions of people whom Jesus described as harassed and helpless like sheep without a shepherd, as a world hungry and thirsty for good news of peace.

5. Brothers and sisters, how grateful we all should be that at this moment, the leaders and design committee of this historic gathering have chosen to highlight the great priority – not of internal institutional maintenance, but rather of the church’s outward mission of evangelism, or as I would prefer to put it, disciple-formation. I sincerely believe that this vital outward mission is our best and only hope to save the world from its trajectory into violence, greed and corruption. But not only that, I believe our outward mission of forming disciples among all peoples is also the only hope of saving the church from division, diversion, implosion, irrelevance, and triviality.

6. So thanks be to God that the leaders and designers of this historic gathering have called us to consider our changing context and to break open our models of evangelism. And so I would like to lead us on a world tour in our time together, a virtual pilgrimage that has four stops en route to our final destination.

Slides 7-20. The first stop is Honduras … 

Bridge to nowhere photo – the map has changed. Modern to postmodern. Christendom to post-christendom.

Slides 20 -  33. Second stop, here in England, the heart in many ways of what we call the modern world or the Western world, or for our purposes, the Modern-Western world. 

Slides 34 – 49. The third stop – Africa. Rwanda. Burundi. Uganda. Kenya.

Postmodern … postcolonial crisis.

Slides 50 – 63. Fourth stop … imaginary island, middle of the Atlantic. People migrating there. Don’t fit into modern world any more … postmodern, postcolonial people. Modern Western Christianity has failed them. Modern secularism has failed them. Refugees seeking a home where they belong.

No missionaries have yet arrived on the island. (1 Peter 3:16-17)

Slides 64 – 77. Home – wherever you live. 

A story from a party … Alice.

Paula, Tim, Mike. All around us – people are seeking God.

Slides 78 – 82.  Questions:

How will they find faith if nobody is there to help them – to understand their questions and respond with gentleness and respect? Who will create safe spaces? Will our churches be those spaces? 

Slide 83 - . Conclusion.

Brothers and sisters, I have little hope for any evangelism or disciple-making program in and of itself. You can throw money at it. You can preach it. You can use guilt to motivate for it. You can get your top web-designers and graphic artists to make fantastic logos for it, and you can build it around the best technology and marketing and whatever. But I have little hope for it … 

What I have great hope for is this: that you, as bishops, would determine that you would experience a kind of conversion toward disciple-making yourself. That before any program, you would begin with your example. 

I have great hope that you would find and befriend someone who is not a follower of Jesus - prayerfully. Like them. Love them. Show them hospitality. Tell them you need their friendship because you don’t want to become isolated in a religious bubble. Inconvenience yourself for them. Listen to them. Ask them questions. Learn their story. Be determined to love them whether or not they ever become a follower of Jesus.

I have great hope if you will not preach, but wait until they ask you questions. Be prepared to tell your story – the source of your hope. Be willing to say, “I don’t know.” Be gentle and respectful.

I have great hope if you will invite them into your world – worship, service, training, etc. (Maybe not committees!) Learn from what makes no sense to them. Trust that the Holy Spirit will touch them.

And if there is no place for them in your churches, create a new space for them – around your dinner table, in a “fresh expression” of church.

I know you don’t have time for any of this. To do it, you’ll need to stop doing something that is less productive, or delegate something you’re currently doing, or find a way to do it more efficiently. 

Slides 84 – 91. A story about an orphaned hippo and an old male tortoise.

Slides 92 – 95.

There are many reasons to compare the church to a tortoise …

And there are many reasons to compare the changes in our world to a storm or a tsunami.

And there are many reasons to compare our secular culture to an orphaned baby hippo. 

Slides 96 – 99. Closing prayer.

