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When was the last time you cleaned under your refrigerator? | donOknow
about you, but whenever | do it | feel like 1@ going on an archaeological dig.
There are all sorts of treasures to be
discovered. Pens and old pictures that
slipped under the fridge to be retrieved
when | had more time. And | still find legos
¥ and those old alphabet magnets under our
~ familyOsefrigerator.

Over the years, lots of things have
slipped under the presbyteryOsproverbial
refrigerator. There is one in particular 1Od

— like sweep out for you, and it has to do with
the alphabet magnet in the picture above, because it stands for the OE-word,Or
evangelism. If | recall correctly, it seems that evangelism fell under the
presbyteryOsefrigerator somewhere in the mid to late 19900sSince then we
think about reaching under the fridge and pulling it out every once in a while, but
then it seems like too much work and we forget to do it.

When | first came into Albany presbytery the letter OE@as prominently
displayed on the refrigerator. In fact, evangelism was quite the buzzword
throughout the denomination. Albany presbytery even had an evangelism
committee in those days and | was placed on itE not that | knew anything about
evangelism, or for that matter anyone else on the committee, but such was our
task.

Since none of us had any formal evangelism training we took our lead
from denominational leadership and resources, which counseled us to update
our brochures, buy and install directional signs to our churches, modernize our
bathrooms and nurseries, conduct demographic studies, and schedule Olnvite-A
FriendOSundays. Well, as a member of the evangelism committee and as the
later chair of Congregational Ministries and Evangelism committee | encouraged
my church to do just about all those things, and the result was that it didnOseem
to make any difference. I@ thinking that was not an uncommon result. Over time,
the refrigerator magnet lost some of its hold and eventually slipped off the
presbyteryOdridge, and was (ahem) accidentally kicked out of sight.

So why didnOall those evangelism efforts not work for us? A few years
ago many of us read Ronald HeifitzOsind Marty LinskyOs$ook Leadership On the
Line. For those of you not familiar with the book, the authors discuss two kinds
of changes, technical changes and adaptive changes. Technical change is an
attempt to fix a problem through a specific effort, like getting a cavity filled by a



dentist. It may solve the initial problem, but future cavities are likely to happen. If
you really want to prevent cavities one needs to undergo an adaptive change,
that is, to make brushing and flossing regularly a priority of your day, which may
mean changing your personal hygiene habits and your understanding of your
overall health. Adaptive change involves changing your personal or corporate
culture.

If we examine our evangelism efforts in the 19900aunder the types of
change described in Leadership On the Line, guess what we discover? All those
techniques and strategies were nothing more than technical changes. | donOt
mean to belittle them, as IOnsure they all needed doing, but hanging signs, fixing
our bathrooms, and even Olnite-A-FriendOSundays are not the essence of
evangelism. The heart of evangelism is sharing oneOdaith or literally Otogood
newsQanother person. For many of us, the idea of intentionally sharing our faith
with another may mean an adaptive change.

There is a new study on the state of evangelism in mainline churches

conducted by Martha Grace Reese entitled Unbinding J Jiacia Gruce Reese
the Gospel: Real Life Evangelism. The study was funded / .
by the Lilly Foundation and took over four years to

conduct, and involved Martha Grace Reese interviewing
over a thousand pastors an lay leaders across several UNBI};?HVG
mainline protestant denominations. The intent of the / GOSPFL
book isnOs0 much to present us with a ream of statistics,

but to highlight what makes for effective evangelism and
to encourage us to try it out. As you read the book, you
will not find anything about signs or brochures or
bathrooms or demographic studies. Instead, the book is
about discovering a passionate, life-affirming spirituality
that others may want to know something about.

Real Life

Evangelism

One of the first things Martha Grace Reese addresses is our motivation for
doing evangelism, which she states is born out of our theology. For instance,
there are many Christians who have a literal understanding of heaven and hell,
meaning that if you believe in Jesus you will go to heaven when you die, and hell
if you are not a believer. If this is your understanding of faith then your motivation
for evangelism is plain. If you love your family and friends and want them to go to
heaven with you, then you need to help them come to faith.

But what if you donOshare that literal understanding of the GodOsealm?
Where does our motivation to share our faith come from? ReeseOsesearch
shows that those Christians who have a strong theology of grace over that of
judgment, those who donOshare that literal view of heaven and hell are
motivated to share their faith, because of one simple reasonE they are in love
with God and excited about their church life. ThatOst. God is a lively, loving



overflowing presence in their life and they just want to share that news with
others.

Reese uses the illustration of a pitcher of water to
demonstrate the motivation to share our faith based on
our experience with God. We are the pitcher and the
level of water within it reflects how vital and alive our faith
is. Many of us go through our days, say half-full. We
generally trust in God, but at any given time we are not
very conscious of what Jesus has done for us. We get
preoccupied with what we are doing and donOspend
much time contemplating GodOgpresence. But then there
are those times when we are truly alive to God and the
Holy Spirit is front and center in our awareness. These are the times when our
faith seems to be overflowing, and we canOhelp but share our faith with others.

How full is your pitcher right now? Half
full? Nearly empty? When has it been
overflowing? What was going on in your life that
brought you to that point? Was it at the high
point in your life like, the time you became a
Christian, or the birth of a child, or the time you
found your church home. Perhaps, it might have
been during a low point, some tragedy, that God
became a real presence to you. Psalm 23,
which | now understand as a song of
evangelism, declares how sharing oneOdaith
can happen at both extremes of life. The psalmist sings of GodOgpresence when
all is well, such as when God provides the soothing waters and green pastures
and leads him on the path of righteousness. Yet the psalmist also rejoices in
GodOsgpresence in the valley of death® shadow and when his enemies surround
him. Even then God is so present that the psalmistOsup is overflowing.

Let us do an exercise. Turn to someone you donOknow well and take five
seconds to introduce yourself to him or her. 1@ going to give you 30 seconds
each to share your response to the question OWhadifference does it make in
your own life that you are a Christian?ODon®share what you believe or even
why. Those are questions for another day. Imagine if you woke this morning and
said to yourself, OIOm Christian?OHow does that thought make a difference as
oppose to if you couldnOdeclare it?. I0ltall time.

The reason | only gave 30 seconds to respond is that is probably all the
time we may have to make an impression on someone today. We live in a fast-
paced, short attention span world, and if we canOintrigue someone in 30
seconds or less, they will move on. Sales people are trained to tell about their
product or state their companyOsnission in the time of the average elevator ride.



Now, weOreaot selling our faith, but if we can articulate ourselves quickly we may
be missing opportunities to tell of God® love. Besides, we donOknow what
impact our witness, no matter how brief, might have on someoneOdife.

You know, | love the title of ReeseOso0k, Unbinding the Gospel. It makes
me think that we are suffering from Gospel constipation. And the only way to
solve that malady is to get it out. Of course, the idea of sharing our faith with
others makes us nervous. Some of our biggest fears are that we might be
rejected or perhaps be asked some questions that we canOhandle. But all we
really are being asked to do is to share our personal faith experience. Entering
into a theological discussion or debate is not necessarily sharing the gospel. We
need simply share our faith stories. To say to someone who is hurting, Omy
church really helped me and hereOsowCGor Owill pray for you,Gand actually do it,
maybe right then! Let us pray to God for the courage, and we might be surprised
by what God enables us to say and do.

Here is another, albeit negative reason, for sharing faith. Some of our
churches have wonderful ministries of mercy or justice, but if we donOtearn to
share our faith, we might be the last generation in our churches to do so.
Anthony Robinson has a wonderful article published on the Alban Institute® web
site entitled Changing the Conversation. (Visit http://www.alban.org/ and search
for Changing the Conversation). Robinson lists ten observations about our world
that the church needs to accept if we are to do more than survive. One of his
main points is that the era of civic faith is over. Civic faith is the idea that people
equate being a good citizen with being a member of a church. These days not
many people see the need to be a church member just because it helps them be
a nice person. So why then will people want to come to your church? The answer
is that being a part of your church will help them transform their lives, that your
church is a place joy and blessing unlike anything that can be experience in the
secular world. What other kind of church would you want to belong?

In 1993, the Alban Institute conducted an evangelism study in the
Lutheran church. It found that in most Lutheran churches there was an unspoken
assumption that people received their faith outside the church, and the churchOs
evangelistic mission was to attract and assimilate the already converted. Outside
of the pastorOsermon, there was no outright attempt to impart faith to another by
the participating churches. My guess is that is probably the working theory of
many of our churches. Does your church have an intentional ministry to make
disciples for Jesus Christ? Does your church have an intentional ministry to bring
people to greater spiritual maturity? Can you articulate benchmarks of faith
enrichment with the end point that people get sent out in their own ministry as
apostles? Do you have a strategy beyond getting them on a committee or
serving as an elder or deacon?

Has your church internalized Jesus great commission in Matthew, OGo,
therefore, and make disciples of all cultureseO By the way, the Greek word



enthos may be better translated Ocultureséhan OnationgObecause in Jesus day
there were no nation-states like we have today. There were different regions and
languages and tribal-like cultures. I think it may be a more fitting translation for
our situation today.

LetOsngage in another exercise. First, take a moment to ask God to bring
to mind an encounter with the Holy Spirit. Second, turn to your neighbor and
share this experience with God. This is not to be an experience that you had
vicariously, like when you prayed for another and they got well. Nor is this
experience to be about when you discovered God when you were 17. | want to
challenge you to share an experience you had with God that occurred in the last
year. People want to know if God is still out there today. They seek evidence that
God is still alive and may work in their lives. I0lyive you a minute each. Go.

These exercises may a struggle for some people. They may not feel
spiritually prepared to answer them or to share their faith. The good news is that
sharing oneO4aith is perhaps the best way to nurture oneOsspiritual maturity. 1tOs
like tutoring someone. The times that | have helped someone with his or her
homework, after it was done, | felt like | had greater command of the subject
matter than before | started.

Basically, we need to consider an adaptive change if we are going to turn
our churches around from a state of decline to a state of growth. Technical
changes or quick fixes arenOgoing to get the job done. And with any kind of
change we can expect resistance to it. Resistance is natural. Resistance is
actually a sign of vitality. It shows that people are invested in their church. We
need to befriend resistance rather agonize over it. If folks did not resist adaptive
change 10de suspicious. Resistance needs to be handled pastorally, with an
open ear, and with grace lest it evolve into conflict. Have you resisted these
exercises? Ask yourself, Owhy?0

Martha Grace Reese has provided a resource for — 7 Martha Graco Resss
congregations so that they may discover that faith sharing

may be an enhancement rather than an outright
undermining of what they hold dear. The resource is a
companion piece to Unbinding the Gospel called Unbinding
Your Heart. 1tis a 40 day process of prayer and faith
sharing that gently introduces the heart of the evangelistic
mission to those who have never consider it a part of their
life or ministry. It is loaded with thought provoking questions
and exercises like we®e done today. First and foremost,
Unbinding Your Heart helps the reader reconnect with
thepresence of God as Reese states Ogu cannot share what you do not have.O
Use it with your officers, as a Lenten adult study, or simply as a whole church
emphasis.
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