
T H E  M I S S I O N A L  C H U R C H

Godʼs church falters from exhaustion because Christians erroneously think that God has given them a 
mission to perform in the world. Rather, the God of mission has given his church to the world. It is not the 
church of God that has a mission in the world, but the God of mission who has a church in the world. The 
churchʼs involvement in mission is its privileged participation in the actions of the triune God.1

! Although there are many places where we might begin this conversation about 

what it means to be a missional church, this quote from Tim Dearborn, I think, provides 

a launching point that will ultimately shape all else we will explore.  We begin simply 

with the understanding and assumption that God is missional.  We believe that God is 

on a mission in this world and privileges the church with the opportunity to partner with 

God in this mission.  So what does it mean to be a missional church?  This seems to be 

the question of the day in church leadership circles, but despite all the talk, it is difficult 

to find consensus on what is meant by the term “missional” and it becomes even more 

complex when the term is partnered with “church.”  For some missional is simply the 

latest Christian buzzword (although it has been used in print since the early 1900s) and 

is used as a substitute adjective to describe the same old evangelism strategies or 

church growth programs.  Some claim that the missional church is synonymous with 

“Purpose Driven” (or fill in any other buzz word) while others may claim that missional is 

a "code word" for post-modernism, liberal theology, the emerging church or the social 

gospel.  To others missional is just another name for doing service or relief work.  From 

my own perspective, missional is a way of orienting one"s life, both individually and in 

community as the church to worship and serve God by serving others in the community 

and in the world.  Alan Hirsch offers helpful insight as well.  He says, “...it"s not so much 

1 Dearborn, Tim. Beyond Duty : A Passion for Christ, a Heart for Mission. Monrovia, CA: MARC, 1997.



that the church has a mission, but that the mission has a church. So when I think of the 

term #missional church," it"s in that order—that a church has somehow bonded itself or 

identified itself as a primary agent of the mission of God in the world.”2  The purpose of 

this study, then is to further understand and articulate what it means to be a missional 

church and to begin develop a framework upon which to build a missional theology and 

praxis that can translate into my ministry as pastor in a local church setting.  I want to 

explore what it means to be missional in the context of foundational Lutheran theology, 

while paying careful attention to the culture and landscape of the postmodern world.  

This project intends to be both foundational and practical.

! As a research point for this work I sought out the perspective of several 

individuals who have identified themselves as active participants or practitioners in 

missional church communities.  They provided a variety of perspectives and opinions 

based on their own experience.  These are not noted experts in the field, but they offer 

the clarity of a real-world perspective, not muddied by presumption and theory.  They 

are lay people, pastors from various denominations, youth ministers, and even a self-

professed agnostic from various church backgrounds and experience who define the 

missional church from their lived experience. I agree with some of their conclusions but 

also feel that some are erroneous, or in need of further elaboration.  Their thoughts and 

perspectives, however have been invaluable to this work and will be reflected upon 

throughout.   The first part of this paper will develop a foundational theological 

framework for the missional church and the second part will begin to explore the 

practical realities of becoming a missional church.  It has been my primary intent to 

2 Hirsch, Alan. "Small Groups and the Mission of God: Building Small Groups." 2008.1 http://
www.christianitytoday.com/smallgroups/articles/smallgroupmissionofgod.html (accessed 4/1/08). 
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discover specific leadership issues, strategies and challenges for a pastor or church 

leader seeking to lead a congregation towards becoming a missional church community.

T H E O L O G I C A L  F O U N D A T I O N S

! For most, a missional understanding of church begins with conviction that the 

church is not simply a place where people go to worship, a building, or a place to 

receive religious goods and services.  It is defined primarily as Christian people living 

out the gospel message as they interact with their immediate community and the world.   

Unfortunately, however, talk of a missional church often focuses on how the church has 

failed to remain on the trajectory in which it was initiated.  The North American church in 

particular has become the poster child for the failings of modernism and serves as an 

easy target or validation for why postmodern people are seeking something new.  The 

missional church is often described as what it is not instead of what it is.  Critique of 

how things have been is helpful to a point, but I am much more interested in moving 

forward, stepping away from the negativity and trying to understand the missional 

church for what it is or what it hopes to be.   Jay, a Lutheran Pastor and self-described 

missionary to a major university campus offers a good launching point.  He says, 

“Missional is sometimes, but no always, synonymous with #church." The call of Jesus is 

simplified to #Love the Lord your God" and #Love your neighbor." In terms of the 

individual, our mission is to live this out in every aspect of our life.”  I agree with 

sentiment of Jay"s proposition.  I believe that God"s intention for the church has always 

been and will always be missional.  That being said, because missional is so often 

identified with specific kinds of action, I think it is necessary to broaden Jay"s proposition 



to avoid identifying the fullness of what it means to be the church by isolated events or 

good deeds or acts of service.  While these things may be visible signs of how God is at 

work in the world through the church, they do not full encompass the action of the 

church.  So maybe the problem is that the typical understanding of missional is too 

narrow.  We want to understand the big picture of what it means to be a missional 

church as an ongoing reality, as well as how missional activity might be identified or 

measured.  Additionally, as a Lutheran Christian (and pastor) I am forced to wrestle with 

what it means to be a missional church within the definition of Church according to 

Article VII of the Augsburg Confession which states, “The Church is the assembly of all 

believers in which the Gospel is purely preached and the Sacraments rightly 

administered according to the Gospel.”  While this is a fallible definition at best, it has 

not been created carelessly and neither have I chosen to subscribe to it without my own 

careful consideration.  To begin moving forward in this exploration of the missional 

church I think it will be helpful to interact with this foundational definition while seeking to 

articulate an understanding of the church that is faithful to a contemporary 

understanding of its missional identity.

A N  U N E X P E C T E D  S O U R C E

! I am writing this section fresh after watching the latest installation of “Idol Gives 

Back,” the multi-million dollar fundraiser that partners with organizations such as “One,” 

“Save the Children,” “Red” and other relief organizations.  It was striking as I watched 

the film clips of stars like Bono, Annie Lennox and Forrest Whittaker traveling to 

desperately poor communities in Africa.  They were visibly shaken by what they saw 



and experienced, and were thus compelled to use their celebrity to raise money and 

awareness.  For example, through Whittaker"s efforts the Prime Minister of Great Britain 

announced during the show that his country would be donating $20 million dollars worth 

of mosquito netting to Angola, enough to protect $ of the population from mosquitos 

carrying malaria.  Throughout the evening this and countless other compelling stories 

were told alongside offers of compassion and relief.  As I watched and as I write now, 

according to a literal interpretation of how many define the missional church, what I was 

witnessing on TV that night was “church.” One friend said to me after the event, “That 

was a better example of what the church should be about than anything I have 

experienced in a long time.”  I would agree to an extent, but was what happened that 

evening the fullest expression of what we mean by or, more importantly, what God 

intended for us to be as a missional church?   Is there any necessary distinction to 

make between relief or charity work and partnering with God"s missional activity in the 

world?  Is charity, relief, and humanitarian effort the sole, defining activity of the 

missional church?  Is this it, as good as that might seem, or is there more?  

! It seems that the word missional, in the way it is primarily being used and 

defined, is most effective at illustrating an essential and primary characteristic of the 

Church.  This use of missional, however, does not adequately describe the fullness of 

what it means to be, or even the essential activity of, the church.  Because of this I am 

not yet willing to consider the synonymity of church with missional.  Jay"s proposition, 

however, is helpful in pointing out that the church as God intends it to be is always a 

missional church.  The church is not effectively the church unless it is missional.  The 



primary evidence of this missional posture, then, can be seen in acts of service and self-

sacrifice for the sake of others.  

! Back to “American Idol.” The show that night included many elements that did not 

look remarkably different from what many church gatherings look like all across North 

America.  There was positive, uplifting music, a message delivered in a variety of media 

(drama, video, comedy, spoken word) that challenged people to take action regarding 

things that really matter in the world.  There was, of course, even an offering 

collected...a big one.  I have attended gatherings like this one (minus Fergie cart 

wheeling across the stage).  Church research guru George Barna might even describe 

an event such as this event as a “micro-model”3 of church, not unlike a Christian Music 

concert, or a youth gathering or traveling worship festival, such as the “Passion” young 

adult movement.  Barna says that such an event, “...makes no attempt to build a 

congregation or enduring local ministry of any type.  The effort is geared toward getting 

people to worship God and grow from that foundation.”4  So even if we submit that an 

event such as this is a temporary expression of church, what was missing?  Has Fox 

television cracked the missional code?  Should the local church simply mimic what 

happened that night on whatever scale might be feasible?  If this kind of gathering was 

localized and occurred regularly, would that suffice as the church we are striving to be?  

! For all the ways that this event was like the church, what was absent, I believe, 

illustrates the danger of trying to over simplify the activity of the missional church into 

3 Barna, George. Revolution. Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 2005, 65. 

These micro-models might be the contemporary equivalent of Methodist camp meetings and circuit rider 
preachers.  Just make the gatherings much bigger and add lights and sound and video, etc.

4 Ibid 66



doing acts of service, no matter how essential they might be. At the end of the 

broadcast, the Idol hopefuls came out on stage to sing the closing song.  Interestingly, 

they sang the familiar praise and worship song, “Shout to the Lord.”  You would think 

that this would make the whole experience more like Church than ever before, but there 

was a notable omission.  The opening line of the song traditionally says, “My Jesus, my 

savior…” but that night on “Idol” they replaced the name of Jesus with “shepherd.”  This 

might not be a big deal to some, but I have to ask, can the church of Jesus be the 

church of Jesus...without Jesus?  Are we still acting as the church, participating in God"s 

mission in the worlds if we remove Jesus from the picture?  I realize that American Idol 

was not attempting to be “church” that night. They did a wonderful thing and they did it 

well.  I would even argue that the event was evidence of God"s presence and work in 

the world even in the lives of those who may or may not profess faith or belief in God.  

My point is simply this.  As helpful as it can be to provide simple explanations of who we 

are and who we are striving to become, we must be careful not to skip the essentials.  

Just like we cannot be the church of Jesus without Jesus there are additional essential 

activities of the missional church beyond service and charity.  Ironically, it is these 

activities that are sometimes forgotten in the missional conversation that actually 

strengthen, shape, prepare, and equip us to be the missional church in our visible acts 

of service and sacrifice.  This is where I find the Lutheran confessional understanding of 

Church particularly helpful.  It provides a framework for which to more fully explore the 

nature and mission of the Church.



A  M I S S I O N A L  C O N F E S S I O N

“The church is the assembly of all believers among whom the Gospel is preached in its 
purity and the holy sacraments are administered according to the Gospel.”

-- Augsburg Confession, Article VII
!

“…the assembly of all believers”

! The New Testament word translated as “church” is %&&'()*+, which literally 

means “assembly” or “gathering.”  The church by its very definition implies community 

and we follow a God whose very nature  is communal (Trinitarian… God the Father/

Creator revealed in Jesus Christ the Lord/Redeemer through the continuing work of the 

Holy Spirit).  To understand what uniquely distinguishes this %&&'()*+ as the church, 

apart from any other assembly is essential to understanding how to move forward in this 

missional conversation.  What makes the church assembly any different from the 

assembly of the local union workers, or the Rotary Club, or Habitat for Humanity, or an 

American Idol audience?  While God is certainly present and at work in all of these 

places, the assembly of the church is distinct because of what happens within the 

assembly.  The gathering takes on a uniquely Christian character (and I would argue 

becomes more fully the church) as the gathered, engage in activity such as prayer, 

fellowship, the reading of scripture, but most particularly through the proclamation of the 

Word through preaching and the celebration of the Eucharist.  We will explore this more 

deeply in a moment.  This idea, however, is challenged by some in the missional 

conversation. Some question if the gathering has any essential quality or if we can 

simply exist as the church scattered in the world. Some ask if we need any kind of 

institution, or even loose organization of church to engage in this activity?  



! Jim Palmer is popular writer both in and outside of Christian circles.  He is a 

former Pastor and church planter who has left vocational ministry and the institutional 

church to pursue God and an expression of church outside of the confines of ritual and 

tradition.  In his latest book, Wide Open Spaces: Beyond Paint-by-Number Christianity, 

Palmer says, “Day by day I"m seeing that under the radar, beneath the surface, and off 

the grid is a world of nobodies being the church...It would never occur to my friends to 

use the word missional.  We don"t have a #strategy" to reach #unbelievers," because 

these people are simply our friends with whom we spend time and share our lives.”5  

This is a powerful statement.  What I hear Palmer saying is that when the church is 

living as the church, it does not require intentionality or ritual; church simply becomes a 

natural expression of who we are and who we were created to be.  He goes on to say, 

“In our way of #doing church," you can"t click on a calendar and pull up a configuration of 

services, meetings, and programs.  People are compelled by the Spirit to come together 

in various ways for various reasons and purposes, but these can dissolve, evolve, 

morph together, and multiply in all sorts of different ways.”6  There is nothing that I can 

argue against in Palmer"s description of church.  However, I want to draw attention to 

one simple phrase.  He says, “People are compelled by the Spirit to come together…”  

Somehow, whatever form it takes, institutional, organic, organized or free-formed, the 

Spirit compels God"s people to gather. If the church ceases to gather, and ceases to do 

so around the aforementioned unique occurrences within this gathering, then one could 

5 Palmer, Jim. Wide Open Spaces. Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007, 43.

6 Ibid



argue that the church is no longer the church, or is at best a less complete expression 

of the church.  

! Dr. Robin Steinke offers a distinction that may add clarity.  The gathered church 

is the visible church, but according to Steinke, “The church is invisible as church when it 

is scattered in a society which is not yet completely subject to the Reign of God. As 

visible and invisible it bears witness to the fact that the Reign of God is both already 

begun and not yet consummated.”7  I might nuance Steinke"s proposition to say that 

without the essential gathering or assembly of believers around Word and Sacrament 

the church will struggle to remain visible in this Kingdom of God which has come and is 

yet to come, for it is in this assembly that we as the church receive that which prepares 

and equips us to partner in God"s mission of restoration in the world.  It is in the 

gathering…the coming together as the people of God that we begin and are sustained 

in the journey of becoming God"s missional church.

! It is also important in any conversation about the church"s missional origins and 

future, to consider the connection between the church (both ancient and contemporary) 

and the mission and ministry of Jesus.  Let"s be clear.  Jesus primary role in his 

incarnational ministry was not to become the original church planter.  Jesus was not 

“God with us” who suffered death on the cross for us to establish an institution called 

church where a few simple commands could be carried out to create some kind of 

magical connection to God.  The primary mission of Jesus is made clear in Paul"s 

declaration in Romans 5:8-9,

7 Lecture: The Church as the Continuation of the Mission of Jesus



8 But God demonstrates his own love for us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ 
died for us.  9 Much more then, because we have now been declared righteous by his 
blood, we will be saved through him from God's wrath. (NET)

Based on the witness of scripture Jesus walked and talked and lived and breathed 

among God"s people so that through his death on the cross the relationship between 

God and God"s people would be restored.  With his resurrection Jesus initiated the 

coming of God"s Kingdom.  This paper is not intended to be an apologetic on atonement 

theory, but it cannot go unmentioned in this conversation.  Suffice to say, God has 

salvation covered.  The challenge, however, for the original followers of Jesus and for 

us as his followers today comes in knowing how to proceed in this post resurrection 

world.  Jesus, by his death and resurrection did the work of salvation, but by his life and 

teachings Jesus also taught humanity the best possible way to live.  We sometimes skip  

right past this reality because we want to get to the juicy stuff of salvation and eternal 

life, but the way Jesus lived mattered.  He demonstrated humanity to its fullest capacity.  

He demonstrated how his followers can be co-laborers and participants in the work of 

God"s great restoration project in the world.  Jesus" followers are left with the task of 

continuing to partner with Jesus" mission in the world and this is how the church was 

born.  It has been missional from the very beginning.  We will come back to the activity 

of the church in the world, but first it is necessary to make some further distinctions 

regarding the missional church as the assembly of believers and the identity found in 

the actions there within.  

“…among whom the Gospel is preached in its purity and the holy sacraments are 
administered according to the Gospel.”

! The church is not merely the physical assembling of people or the church would 

be synonymous with any and every assembly from the PTA to the KKK.  No, what 



makes the church the church (or more fully so) is the activity of the assembly that takes 

on uniquely Christian character.  What we do matters, and the primary defining activities 

of the Christian assembly are the proclamation of the Gospel (as the Augsburg 

Confession states “in its purity”) and the administration of the sacraments according to 

the Gospel.  On the surface, these activities may seem disconnected from the missional 

church conversation.  However, a closer examination, I think, reveals that these are 

now, and always have been missional activities that remain essential to living out our 

identity as a missional church.

! I offer the following as a workable definition of proclamation (often highlighted by 

the preaching event).  Proclamation of the Gospel is the faithful witness to the Word of 

God addressed to particular people in a particular place.  By “Word of God” I mean the 

living Word of God in the person of Jesus Christ.8  The Bible is the written Word of God 

which bears faithful witness to the story of God"s love and grace through the person of 

Jesus as well as the interactions between God and God"s people throughout history.   

The preaching of the Gospel today, to particular people within their particular context 

then becomes the Word of God by the power of the Holy Spirit working through, or 

despite, the one proclaiming.  It is God"s power in the Word proclaimed that works 

change in the lives of those who hear it, not by any human ability to persuade or 

convince or manipulate.  As a pastor and leader in the church I am certainly thankful 

that God"s ability to speak and work and move in the lives of God"s people is not 

dependent on my ability or inability to articulate the message of the Gospel.  That being 

8 Influenced by Daniel Migliore"s work in Migliore, Daniel. Faith Seeking Understanding. Grand Rapids: 
WB Eerdmans, 2004.  



said, the responsibility of the preacher remains a great one; one that is far too often 

neglected.  

! While I believe that God really can work through all things...or through anyone, I 

also believe that God has uniquely called some to preach.  Where preaching and 

proclamation has often fallen short is in the preachers inability or unwillingness to 

proclaim the Gospel in a manner that challenges God"s people to live according to the 

Gospel.  Preachers often misinterpret any call to action as “works righteousness” and 

settle for preaching a Gospel that breeds passivity in the hearers...one that frankly, I 

would argue, could barely be considered Gospel at all, much less “the Gospel preached 

in its purity.”   I would nuance this further, however, to include that faithful preaching of 

the Gospel in its purity must include the missional call of the Gospel for all who are 

followers of Christ.  The Gospel compels God"s people to live differently in the world.  If 

we truly are co-laborers in God"s restoration project, or bringing about God"s Kingdom, 

or however we might describe it, then God"s people cannot be passive towards a world 

where suffering and poverty and war dominate much of the landscape.  If in our 

proclamation we are not at least seeking to compel the people of God to serve others 

and live according to the Gospel, then our preaching is just noise.  Proclamation of the 

Gospel, preaching Christ crucified, is missional at its very core.  God uses preaching so 

that those who hear might experience the fullness of God"s presence in the Word 

proclaimed, but also to commission and send us into the world as God"s partners in 

mission.

! The holy sacraments, again, may appear to be disconnected from the missional 

conversation, but I would argue that they are central to our missional identity.  



Sacraments are simple to define and virtually impossible to understand.  There are all 

kinds of definitions such as Augustine"s “visible signs of invisible grace” to the simple 

formula of Gerald Christianson, “command from Christ in the Word + visible element (IE: 

water, bread, wine) = sacrament.”  We speak of sacraments as “means of grace” and 

“visible words” or grace that we can taste and touch and feel.  We would never attempt 

to understand the “how” of the sacraments, for truly even volumes of work could never 

explain the “how.”  We simply do not know how God transforms ordinary water, bread, 

and wine into God"s real presence.  We will never understand how this cosmic 

partnership between Word and water “works forgiveness of sins, delivers from death 

and the devil, and gives eternal salvation to all who believe this…” (Luther, Small 

Catechism) We can"t begin to explain how ordinary bread and wine become physical 

means of, “forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation.” (Luther, Small Catechism) What we 

do know, however, is that we do these things because they make us who we are.  Dr. 

Robin Steinke says, “It is the Eucharist that gives the church its identity, character, and 

mission.”9  It identifies us the fact that Christ himself in the meal with his disciples (with 

whom we are connected through the ongoing proclamation of the Word of God through 

the power of the Holy Spirit) “both conferred the benefits of his own self giving and 

imparted the character of self-giving to their eventual communal ministry… The sacrifice 

(Body and Blood) of Jesus is present in the meal as the story is told about bread and 

cup. People become the beneficiaries and bearers of the story through eating and 

drinking.”10  It is then, as the beneficiaries of these gifts that we are sent forth as 

9 Lecture: The Eucharist and the Visible Church

10 Ibid



participants in God"s mission in the world.  In some versions of the modern church the 

Eucharist has been eliminated from the gathering in the name of becoming, “seeker-

friendly” and I have even read of a church that baptizes kids with a giant fire truck built 

in to their children"s ministry area...seriously.  These churches hope to avoid confusing 

those who are not experienced in “churchy” things or alienating those who see them as 

simply mindless religious ritual.  You could argue, and many do, that they are doing 

what they do how they do it to be missional.  But where God is present, so is God"s 

mission.  So to be missional is to be sacramental...or maybe the reverse is more true. 

To be sacramental is to be missional.

! It has been an important part of this study for me to journey theologically towards 

a better understanding of the missional church.  I have found that my ability to 

understand what it means to be missional is greatly hindered when I don"t ask the 

theological questions first.  That being said, if this is just about learning how to talk 

about these things within the context of Lutheran theology then ultimately I have wasted 

my time.  Becoming a missional church and a missional leader requires action. I have 

taken the time work through the theology, not to be confined or handcuffed by it, but to 

be empowered.  I am a person that doesn"t always do things quite like my colleagues 

and because of the way I go about things there has been more than one occasion when 

my theology has been called to question.  I want to be able to act according to our 

theology, even when it seems like I am way out on a limb, not to cover my own 

backside, but so that I might be a catalyst for change in the wider church and not just 

some whack job out there doing his own thing.



B E C O M I N G  A  M I S S I O N A L  L E A D E R

!      Recently I spent three hours waiting to get a new driver"s license at the local 

Department of Motor Vehicles.  It was a busy day at the DMV, but nothing out of the 

ordinary.  There were teenagers coming in with their parents to get their learners 

permits, young couples with kids who had just moved to the area, older adults who had 

to retake the vision test, lost ID cards, the works.  There were people of varying 

ethnicities and economic levels.  The collected body of people gathered in that room 

was about as diverse a gathering as one would ever see in this small town, yet we all 

had one thing in common...the wait.  Although there were many people who were trying 

to be in a hurry, there was simply no way.  We could do nothing except sit in our neatly 

arranged, uncomfortable plastic chairs, waiting to hear a bell and see our number pop 

up in red lights on the wall in front of us.  So I waited.  However, rather than swearing, 

followed by heavy sighs of frustration (the chosen way to occupy time by the person 

sitting in front of me), in my waiting I chose to observe the way this office worked.  The 

office was one large (not large enough) room that had been divided into four sections to 

accommodate the different functions of the DMV.  There is the photo area, the 

paperwork area, the testing area and, of course, the waiting area.  When you enter 

through the main door, there is a check-in desk and one of those machines, the kind 

they use in delis and places like that, where you tear off a number to get your place in 

line.  Except here you have to know to walk past the check-in desk to the main area of 

the room where there is another number machine that you have to go to first because 

the other machine is for only for the photo line. The number from the second machine is 



the number you need first because it gives you your place in line to file your paperwork 

and pay your fees and take your test.  Then (and don"t even think about trying to grab a 

photo line number before you have filed your paperwork...seriously) the waiting begins.  

! I don"t need to describe every detail of what I observed to make the point that a 

few simple changes could have made all the difference, but I will describe what I view 

as the problem, and then suggest a few simple changes that could greatly improve the 

service at the DMV.  The problem is quite obvious.  They have three people doing 

paperwork and only one person taking photos.  It is simply impossible for the man 

working the camera to keep up.  He was, as were all the employees, actually quite 

efficient at his job. The photo process takes about five minutes per person (I timed it), 

which means he is able to help 12 people in an hour.  The paperwork process generally 

takes about the same five minutes.  However, since the paperwork people are helping 

three times as many people, one need not be a mathematician to understand why the 

wait becomes so long.  The root of the problem is quite obvious.  The system simply 

doesn"t meet the needs of the people it is trying to serve.  There are lots of ways the 

system could be changed to increase productivity.  For example, setup the room in a 

manner that follows the flow of the process.  Distribute the necessary paperwork at the 

check-in desk so it can be filled out and ready to go once your number is called.  Add a 

camera and printer to each work station so that all steps can be completed at the same 

time, eliminating the second line and that infernal number machine.

! I think my experience helps illustrate an essential point as we begin to talk about 

leadership.  They have a system at the DMV that just doesn"t work.  There may have 

been a time when their present system could accommodate people appropriately, but 



that time has long past.  The world has changed since the DMV"s system was 

developed, and the system has not changed to accommodate it.  There are more 

people driving cars now than at any other point in history.  According to the Barna 

research Group 80% of all adults ages 20-30 say that their religious faith is an important 

part of their lives, yet only 31% attend church in a typical week, compared to 4 out of 10 

of those in their 30s (42%) and nearly half of all adults age 40 and older (49%).11  The 

world is changing and as leaders in the church we had better stand and pay attention, 

lest we wind up like the DMV; with something everyone needs, but no good way to 

deliver it.  But there is not simply some “missional program” formula that we can read 

about or download for $19.95 on the internet that we can plugin to provide the 

necessary course correction.  To become a missional church we must face the 

challenge of leading our congregations through a major cultural change.  

! Much has been written on the shift that is happening from modernity to 

postmodernity, so I will not rehash that here.  I will simply say that we are living in a time 

of transition.  A new and developing worldview is changing the way people are hearing 

and experiencing the message of the gospel, which provides an exciting opportunity for 

us as the church to proclaim the good news, but it presents a challenge as well.  The 

challenge is not that the world is changing.  The world is always changing.  The 

challenge is that change itself is changing.  Change generally occurs in ways that are 

predictable and continuous (on a logical continuum).  “Continuous change develops out 

of what has gone before and therefore can be expected, anticipated, and managed.”12  

11 Barna Research Group; Available at http://www.barna.org/FlexPage.aspx?
Page=BarnaUpdate&BarnaUpdateID=149; Internet; Accessed 11 December, 2007.

12 Roxburgh, Alan J.. The Missional Leader. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006. , 7.
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The existence of the DMV is the perfect example.  There was a time when there was no 

Department of Motor Vehicles because there were no motor vehicles.  It eventually 

became quite predictable that the automobile would become a common mode of 

transportation, thus the DMV was born.  However, there are periods of history that 

transform a culture forever.  I would argue that we are living in such a period; one where 

change is discontinuous and unpredictable.  Formerly effective methodologies and 

systems no longer speak the language of the dominant culture.  Methodologies and 

systems, however, are not all that needs to be reshaped and reformed.  Leaders 

themselves must be open to being reshaped and reformed as well.  Alan Roxburgh 

says, “In a period of discontinuous change, leaders suddenly find that the skills and 

capacities in which they were trained are of little use in addressing a new situation and 

environment.”13  This new day will take a new kind of leader, but what will this new kind 

of leader look like?

! Missional leaders listen deeply to culture and context, filtering out the noise, to 

discern the voice of the Holy Spirit there within.  God is already at work in the world and 

it becomes the task of the leader to guide those within our realm of influence in joining 

with God in this good work.  Leonard Sweet says, “Where we need help is in developing 

a musical ear: ears to recognize the vision that is already at work in our world, ears to 

hear the false notes, and ears to tune ourselves to God"s Perfect Pitch, Jesus the 

Christ.”14   God is still speaking and we must learn to tune our ears to hear God"s voice.  

If I dare risk another reference to reality TV, recently actress Marlee Matlin has 

13 Ibid., 9.

14 Sweet, Leonard. Summoned to Lead. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004, 15.



participated as a contestant on ABC"s “Dancing With the Stars.”  Basically, the show is a 

ballroom dance competition that pairs “celebrities” with a professional dance partner.  

They learn a new dance each week and compete against their fellow stars and face the 

scrutiny of the panel of judges.  What makes Matlin"s participation significant is that she 

is profoundly deaf.  She cannot hear the music, yet she is expected to dance with the 

same precision as any of the other contestants.  She cannot  discern the voice of the 

music on her own, but she has a partner who listens so that he might lead and guide 

her in a fluid, beautiful, natural movement.  It has been remarkable to watch.  Most 

nights, it would be difficult for the casual observer to discern the fact that she is deaf by 

watching the way she moves with her leader.  Her partner has had to learn to listen and 

communicate in a way that she could follow.  He has had to listen more intently, with 

greater discernment in order for her to “hear.”  He has had to become a different kind of 

leader then he would if dancing with a hearing contestant, and I would be willing to bet 

that the way he leads will forever be changed because of this experience.  Maybe this is 

stating the obvious, but it needs to be said.  We are leaders, which means people will 

follow.  How might our own leadership be strengthened if we would become more 

intentional and effective in our listening?  We will certainly be changed, but that will also 

mean that those who follow our lead will grow in their ability to follow the guidance of the 

Spirit as well.

 Eddie Gibbs describes a new kind of leader in his book Leadership Next; one 

that operates under the mantra, “Low profile, low budget, low maintenance.”15  This 

particular leadership model struck a chord with me.  In older models of leadership, the 

15 Gibbs, Eddie. Leadership Next. Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2005, 107.



leadership structure is often hierarchical.  The pastor/leader is CEO of the his/her 

company, the church.  This is effective in the sense that everyone always knows where 

decisions will come from.  The buck stops with the pastor.  This model, however, often 

leaves the pastor in a position of lonely leadership.  It is also true that in this changing 

world people are less interested in being led by an absolute authority.  They instead 

prefer the opportunity to interact with information and make their own informed choices.  

A low profile leader moves out of the spotlight and works from the sidelines.  “This 

stance actually strengthens their leadership position because it broadens their contacts 

and expands their influence.  It also keeps them tied in with more people - helping them 

fight loneliness and the temptation to engage in unethical behavior.”16 

 A low budget leader does not mean one that sacrifices quality.  A creative low 

budget leader can lead a congregation to accomplish incredible things, even on a 

shoestring budget.  This leaders scorecard, however, is based on impact not on former 

measures of success, “buildings, butts, and budget.”  To be a low budget leader simply 

means that churches, “Will have to be habitually creative with their finances.  And, when 

a work of God experiences a windfall, it should be used wisely for maximum impact.”17  I 

know of one pastor who states that one of the primary values of her church is to 

positively impact the poor in the immediate community and the world, yet because of 

the focus of funds being directed towards land purchase and a building, she put a hold 

on all assistance for people in need because they have fallen behind in the budget and 

land development funding.  She led the congregation to commit to a debt of $6 million to 

16 Ibid., 108.

17 Ibid.



buy land for a future worship space because she believes that the church will not grow 

until they are no longer worshiping in an Elementary school.  This debt has strapped the 

congregation of 100 financially, yet they still are years away from having permanent 

worship space.  The building they want will cost at least another $2 million.  I’m not 

against buildings or land, but they already have functional space in the community.   The 

school serves them well for worship and educational gatherings and is relatively 

affordable.  It isn’t convenient to have to setup and tear down, but it works.  Is $8 million 

really worth investing in the trade off?  Imagine how $8 million could be used towards 

their stated value regarding the poor.  Imagine the impact. The way they have chosen to 

spend their money, however, is the true value statement; one that having a church 

building will never help them overcome.  A low budget, high impact leader finds ways to 

use the money they have for maximum missional impact, not settling for traditional 

measures of success.  

 Finally, “Low maintenance reflects vision, shared values and, most importantly, 

trust.  Suspicious and insecure leaders are prone to empower others with one hand 

while taking it away with the other.  They constantly interfere through 

micromanagement.”18  I once worked with a pastor who was quite opposite of low 

maintenance, and it not only hurt our relationship, it hindered his ability to effectively 

lead the congregation as well.  He loved the church, but struggled as their leader.  He 

was a self-described workaholic.  Very few of his interactions were not somehow related 

to the church.  His conversations over meals, and with his spouse usually focused on 

church activities or congregation members or the budget or lack there of.  This was true 

18 Ibid.



of our interactions as well.  The time of day or setting did not often matter.  In social 

settings he would discuss church matters and he would leave phone messages and 

send church emails at all hours of the night.  He often shared how he would wake up in 

the middle of the night thinking about “church things.”  He was a workaholic, yes, but 

more so he was a micromanager.  He had to have his hands in every aspect of the 

church.  He called it “teamwork,” but there was no sense of collegiality and his work 

style more often actually undercut team development.  Tasks that had been trusted to 

congregation members or myself would often get done by the pastor during late night 

hours or on weekends before we had a chance to complete them.  There were 

numerous instances when frustrated volunteers quit doing what they had volunteered to 

do because they felt like they were no longer needed.  This pastor is a likable guy, a 

good preacher, and has good ideas for the church, but is unable to have significant 

impact as a leader because he is so difficult to work with.  Leaders in the missional 

church must learn to become strong leaders who influence change in their followers and 

then allow them to be challenged, grow, and become ministers themselves.  If we lead 

our people well, we don’t have to be in the middle of everything.  We can maintain a low 

profile and still have significant influence and impact.

 Finally, being a missional leader in God’s church means learning to ask different 

questions then we have previously.  Church leadership can no longer afford to focus on 

simply gathering a crowd.  We cannot be driven by the question, “How do we gather 

people to become church members?”  Instead we must ask the more difficult question, 

“How do we develop followers of Jesus?”  I often hear pastors say things like, “We are 

more interested in people than in numbers.”  If I am being honest, most of the time I 



think this is crap.  There are certainly times when a church declines for reasons beyond 

anyones control, but more often pastors are making excuses for not doing the hard work 

of become a missional evangelizing church.  Some pastors are just lazy and don’t want 

to do the hard work, but many have just bought into the “numbers don’t mean anything” 

myth and have never learned how to reach beyond the walls of the church themselves, 

much less how to lead a congregation to do the same.  It doesn’t matter how interested 

we are in people if we don’t have anyone to be interested in!  We must continue to work 

at gathering a crowd.  That being said, missional leaders understand that gathering a 

crowd, while essential, is not the end.  “When it comes to spiritual growth, we need to 

be able to measure the unseen. We need a glimpse of people’s attitudes, thoughts, and 

feelings. We need words that reveal the heart of each person. We want to know what 

moves them at the deepest levels.”19  A missional leader will understand numerical 

growth in a proper context, but will measure “success” in ministry by a standard that will 

also include the spiritual growth and well being of the congregation.  Reggie McNeal 

says, “What if denominational reporting inquiries asked, ‘What percentage of your 

congregants feel they grew to be more like Jesus this past year?’ What if church leaders 

asked each other, ‘How is God at work in your people?’ or ‘Where do you see Jesus 

bustin’ out?’”20  

! The heading at the beginning of this section says, “Becoming a Missional 

Leader.”  I think it is important to conclude by saying that none of this has been a 

prescription for how to become a missional leader or a missional church, as if by our 

19 "What is Reveal?." Reveal. Available from http://www.revealnow.com/storyPage.asp?pageid=26. 
Internet; accessed 22 April 2008. 

20 McNeal, Reggie. The Present Future. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003, 73.
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activity we could even understand the fullness of what that means.  Instead, I would say 

that it has simply been an exploration on the journey of becoming missional; one step in 

a continual process of learning how we might partner in God"s redemptive mission in a 

way that is authentic to this time and this place, in a local version of church that is 

connected to God"s Church at work in the world and throughout history.  Remember, 

“God is on a mission and has a church in the world.”  I count it as one of our greatest 

privileges to be invited on the journey.


