
This document has been adapted from my dissertation and various writings on my 
website, missionalmonks.com. It lays out many of the theological convictions that inform 

my ministry and church planting efforts. It also explores the way in which those 
convictions are translated into practice.
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What is Missional?
! This word missional has become quite popular, has it not? Everywhere we look 
folks are slapping it on programs that used to be called “emergent,” “contemporary”...or 
any number of attempts to be relevant and cutting edge. So what is it? (Up front spoiler 
alert: When used appropriately, missional isn’t about being novel, flashy or faddish.) 
! Definitions for this word can be elusive for several reasons. As Alan Hirsch points 
out in The Forgotten Ways, “the word missional has tended...to become very fluid, and it 
was quickly co-opted by those wishing to find new and trendy tags for what they were 
doing, be they missional or not.”1

! In Introducing the Missional Church, Roxburgh and Boren suggest that definitions 
(and sometimes words themselves) can get in the way of understanding the missional 
orientation to faith. Citing the early life of Saul of Tarsus, they note how understanding 
definitions does not necessarily equate to seeing the picture. Saul knew the definitions 
of Christianity and yet could not see the validity. “Our point: it simply takes time to get 
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inside a new idea, and definitions won’t do it for us. In order to see what is going on, we 
need something more than a definition.”2

! In my own experience, I have found that defining missional isn’t that difficult...but 
defining it in a way that is acceptable to those who are looking for answers which fit 
within highly programatic paradigms is nearly impossible.
! For our purposes here we will focus on two basic definitions. 1) Missional means 
sent. In a sense, it is really that simple. To have a missional orientation is to 
acknowledge that as Christians, we are the sent people of God. The second definition 
expounds a little more. 2) Missional is an orientation of faith which acknowledges that 
ALL those who have heard the call of Christ to salvation, have been called to 
discipleship in the way of Jesus and participation in the ongoing mission of God. 
! These definitions do not say much about the specifics of “how” a church or an 
individual will function missionally. Those in search of a detailed program which could be 
immediately implemented or rejected wholesale will likely be disappointed in my 
treatment of this subject. Faithfully engaging in the mission of God resists such 
simplistic corporate packaging.
! The missional orientation elicits a tangible response from disciples of Jesus. This 
is not an esoteric philosophy, it is recognition of a call to be answered with our intellect, 
our emotions, and most certainly our actions. However, it cannot be stressed enough 
that “missional” is not simply an adjective to be placed alongside a program, model or 
pragmatic list of activities. Though it carries a significant call to active faith, missional is 
an orientation (who we are) rather than a program (what we do). 
! The cultivation of a missional approach to faith does not originate in a study of 
best practices of business, vibrant churches or high-profile individuals. This is not a 
church growth strategy developed through market analysis. First and foremost, 
missional is a theological issue rooted in our encounter with the one true God of the 
universe; modeled in the text of scripture, witnessed in the life of the early church and 
evident throughout our history.
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So...What is Mission?
! In addition to the term missional, it is also difficult to describe the broader 
concept of the mission of God adequately. Christopher Wright says, “When I speak of 
mission, I am thinking of all that God is doing in his great purpose for the whole of 
creation and all that he calls us to do in cooperation with that purpose.”3 
! If the mission of God encompasses everything which God is doing to redeem 
creation, and missional is our existence as people sent to join in the mission of God, 
then David Bosch is correct in saying, “Ultimately, then, mission means being involved 
in the redemption of the universe and the glorification of God.”4 That is, to say the least, 
a very broad definition.
! To be honest, I don’t typically like to give a more specific definition of mission 
than what Wright and Bosch have suggested. I realize that to someone sitting back 
wondering about the particulars, these answers seem a bit vague. We want specifics. 
We want details. We are tired of academic theories which have little impact on the 
actual life we live. This is understandable.
! However, as Roxburgh and Boren noted, definitions may not be the best tool to 
provide the clarification we seek. This is particularly true when we require definitions 
using specific details from local contexts.
! Bookshelves, blogs and conference recordings are replete with examples of 
those who have developed a ministry tool or model, spoken at a conference or written 
on a topic and warned everyone, “Don’t try to cut and paste this into your context. I’m 
simply describing what has worked for us and how we came to these decisions.” 
! Do we listen to this disclaimer? Sometimes, but usually only until we’re 
convinced that they’re on to something, then we scramble to find the scissors and 
Elmer’s glue stick. I have personally witnessed numerous examples of this within the 
context of missional church planting. 
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! A respected leader says that the mission of God is reconciling race relations, 
urban poverty or child slavery. Suddenly, those who were previously beginning to 
discern what God was up to in their neighborhood drop everything to “relocate to the 
abandoned places of the empire.” Or, because they have no intention of relocating, they 
abandon the whole enterprise as “not for them.” It seems that many confine themselves 
to the hasty response of either wholesale replication or wholesale rejection. 
! Furthermore, someone will associate missional with church planting - or even a 
particular approach to church planting, such as house churches. So, if you aren’t 
interested or called to plant churches...well, maybe missional is for someone else.
! To be clear, I believe that the examples of race relations, urban poverty, child 
slavery and obviously church planting are all good examples of contexts where the 
mission of God is at work and are also contexts the people of God cannot ignore. In a 
sense, moving into these locations and contexts can be seen not as a relocation but a 
return, because we have too often served as complicit (and sometimes active) agents of 
the empire which has abandoned these places.
!  The problem does not exist in these specifics, but in our propensity to forgo 
discerning the specifics of our own context in favor of adopting someone else’s 
worthwhile project. My own experience has taught me that the manicured lawns of the 
suburbs and the family-values-focused small towns are just as plagued by brokenness 
and pain. The difference is that in these places we have the means to hide our 
unpleasant truths; a tactic which only leads to deeper infection and festering of 
untreated wounds. This is yet another reason why we must start thinking in terms of the 
community of faith and not just individual, rogue disciples. 
! The mission of God leads us to confront the injustices in our society, shed light 
on the lies we tell ourselves and name the sickness in our midst. I have not yet 
discovered a context which does not need to address these very problems. Each of 
these contexts - including your own - are filled with hurting people who are loved by God 
and should be loved by the people of God. None of them should be abandoned by 
the church.
! The call to discern the specifics of God’s mission in our own context is not a free 
pass to remain in our comfort zone and relative security. Rather it is a reminder that “if 
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real life with God can happen anywhere at all, it can happen here, among the people 
whose troubles are already evident to us.”5 But this suggests that the others’ troubles 
are evident to us, as ours are to them, and that we aren’t content to leave them 
unaddressed.
! When I was a child I spent a great deal of time working in hayfields with my 
grandfather. In one of these there was what I mistakenly took for a nearly dry creek bed. 
I had seen the water, but I misunderstood its origin. The water was muddy and dark, 
and I always assumed it was most likely stagnant runoff from another creek nearby. I 
often wondered why we didn’t cut down the trees around this spot when the creek was 
dry. There were only a few of them and they made the job of cutting and baling they hay 
more tedious.  
! When I asked my grandfather, he showed me a small patch of ground where the 
water bubbled and explained that below the mud was cold, clean water. It was a spring. 
The surrounding dirt, along with the waste from animals which drank from the spring, 
temporarily spoiled the water (for human consumption, that is) but it was there, waiting.
! An increasing number of people are coming to recognize the damaging impact of 
the Western inclination toward excess. However, I am convinced that this is not simply a 
flaw in the psyche of Americans. It is a natural (or unnatural) urge which dwells within all 
of humanity. We gravitate toward extremes; we over-consume that which we desire until 
it turns bitter in our mouths - and then we turn all our fury on the very thing over which 
we’ve obsessed. 
! This desire stems from a rotten, loathsome, twisted perversion of something 
which, at its core, is good and right. An ancient longing speaks against the pale 
existence we encounter everyday. We can feel, if not hear outright, echoes of a different 
time; not just a different way of life, but a different way of being. 
! Like groundwater from that spring, the desire for a restored existence is polluted 
by the brokenness of this world. Greed, selfishness and the thirst for power corrupt our 
longings and de-form them. Instead of a clarion call for the fullness of God’s reign, our 
lips clamor for the establishment of our own empires. Instead of the “redemption of the 
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universe and glorification of God,” we tend to limit our gaze significantly. We drink 
deeply from this unfiltered spring and consume the poison along with the hope of 
refreshment.
! There are certainly individuals and perhaps entire communities who have learned 
to deny this propensity toward suicidal indulgence. There are many more who, due to 
another’s greed, a lack of education, local resources or all of the above, have all but 
written off the hope for something better. Consumerism is fairly low on the list of 
personal temptations if the when, where and how of one’s next meal is unknown. 
! But those who live in relative comfort surrounded by wealth must learn to 
recognize the poison we pour down our throats. Excess and consumerism is a toxin that 
has seeped into every aspect of our lives. Our experience in the church is far from 
immune, and our tendency to obsessively latch on to the latest fads is just one symptom 
of our sickness. We expect the church to provide every comfort with excellence and a 
detached professionalism. At the same time we give lengthy speeches about our desire 
for the “feeling of community and family.” The church has, in the eyes of too many, 
become just a provider of religious goods and services...and there are plenty of other 
providers right down the street if this one doesn’t produce what we want.
! An increasing number of people and congregations are seeking to address these 
tragic examples of passive-consumer Christianity. The Epworth Project, a ministry of the 
Missional Wisdom Foundation is one such example.
! Students at the SMU Perkins School of Theology are invited to spend their time 
in seminary cultivating and living in monastic community with a few other students. 
Students in these houses live under a communal rule of life and commit to engaging 
justice issues in their local community. Some of these involve ministry to the homeless 
and those in destitute poverty, or work with refugees and struggling minority 
populations. !
! I hear more “sensible” adults declare that such things are fine for young single 
people, just not for grown ups with jobs, families and responsibilities. The early interest 
in and success of The Academy for Missional Wisdom, also part of the Missional 
Wisdom Foundation, suggests that an increasing number of “adults” are taking these 
possibilities more seriously. However in a recent conversation with one participant in 
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The Academy, I was told, “This kind of risk is too dangerous for most people. I wouldn’t 
recommend it to those who do not have an adventurous, entrepreneurial spirit.” 
! This statement was made by someone who is not a young adult, but is currently 
involved in life and ministry with African refugees living in Dallas, TX and is also 
participating in The Academy with the purpose of diving deeper into this sort of ministry. 
From our conversation it seemed that he was also struggling to view a commitment to 
missional life beyond the examples he has seen in Epworth, The Academy and New 
Day.6 In fact a common uncertainty among participants in the first course of the 
Academy is whether missional micro-communities have to “look like” New Day or 
Epworth.
! The question that seems to escape us may be, “In what ways are these 
principles applicable to my particular life situation?”
! My conviction is that the term mission of God refers to everything that God is 
doing to reclaim, heal and reconcile this broken existence. I can’t list all the specifics…
because I don’t know all the specifics. Everything is a fairly large category.  But I can 
name some elements that are non-negotiable.
! Mission encompasses evangelism, salvation and justice. When I speak of 
mission, I’m talking about introducing people to the person and the way of Jesus. I’m 
talking about addressing social injustice. I’m talking about love instead of apathy. I’m 
talking about helping people out of back-breaking poverty; feeding the hungry, clothing 
the naked. I’m talking about caring for the weak, the forgotten, the overlooked and the 
marginalized. I’m talking about loving our neighbor – not just recruiting them. 
! I’m talking about anticipating, hoping and practicing the full arrival of God’s 
kingdom; a community where greed, selfishness, isolation, coercive power, tyranny and 
oppressive control will be eradicated. I’m talking about life instead of death, hope 
instead of despair, light instead of darkness. I’m talking about compassion and 
hospitality. I’m talking about tearing down barriers that separate us. 
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! I’m talking about whatever it is that God is up to in our neighborhoods, our towns, 
our state, our country, our continent, our hemisphere, our world, our universe. I’m 
talking about things beyond me; things which I cannot begin to comprehend, but for 
which I keep my eyes open. I’m talking about every good, noble, pure, excellent and 
praiseworthy thing that God is doing and in which we are being invited to join. I am 
talking about whatever God allows me (and you) to engage for the good of God’s 
Kingdom. The specifics exist in context, not theory.
! The mission of God involves the church, challenges our inconsistencies and 
cultivates worshipping community. But it doesn’t stop there. The mission of God is at 
work anywhere there is brokenness, pain, and suffering; anywhere that God’s will is not 
yet done on earth as it is in heaven. In short, mission includes everything that God is 
doing everywhere.
! Recently someone commented, “The more we discuss the mission of God, the 
bigger the category becomes. There’s too much there…how do we even begin?” 
! I’ve never forgotten what a mentor of mine once said to me when I was 
complaining about the stress I felt in not being able to keep all the ministry plates 
spinning. He stopped me in my tracks when he asked, “So…are you the one who was 
prophesied or should we wait for another?”
! The narrative of the Bible, throughout the Hebrew scriptures and the New 
Testament, tells the story of God coming near to side with those who are oppressed, 
whether by tyrants or their own sinfulness, and makes redemption possible. This is an 
enormous mission which transcends our definitions and even our imagination. And yet, 
recognizing the immensity of the mission of God shouldn’t be a source of anxiety or 
guilt; it should be freeing. God is at work! God is at work beyond us! 
! There’s enough to participate in so that we don’t have to worry about being 
bored; there’s enough that all disciples everywhere have a role to play and work to do. 
Neither my little community nor someone else’s large one (and certainly not any of us 
individually) could ever hope or be expected to join God everywhere in everything.
! The response I usually give (which I realize is still frustrating to some) to the 
question, “How do I engage in the mission of God?” is this: “Look out your window. 
What is God doing there? Ask if you can help.”
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! Definitions based on specific descriptions and examples of missional faith and 
the mission of God are difficult, limited and treacherous. They can encourage vision 
which is bound by the details provided rather than teaching us to look for evidence of 
God at work around us. The Enlightenment and modernity have taught us that we can 
understand anything with enough detailed information. To understand that which we’re 
studying we must simply break it down to its most basic components. We find truth by 
analyzing the individual pieces of the puzzle. Perhaps that isn’t the case. 
! Roxburgh and Boren are right, we need something more than definitions. Story 
compels us to first step back and consider not the specific details, but the larger picture. 
The use of narrative is scary because it gives up control and releases the outcome. It is 
true that narrative can be manipulative. This is all the more reason to take seriously the 
missional orientation to faith which recognizes that the story belongs to the whole 
community. Each of us share in the responsibility of telling, retelling and passing it on to 
new generations of storytellers. 
! This act of stepping back is not a retreat. The practice of storytelling is not an 
escapist activity. Hearing the stories of God at work in scripture, in history and in the 
lives of our companions is more than nostalgia. The use of story to ignite the missional 
imagination is an act of prophetic ministry which confronts our complacency and offers 
hopeful engagement with our context.
!  Again, the specifics of the mission of God are revealed in context, not theory. If 
you want to know what the mission of God is beyond the broad statements, look out 
your window. What is God doing right here? Run and ask if you can help.

How does a Missional Orientation Impact the Way We Approach Scripture?
! Hermeneutics is a term which describes the way we approach the text of 
Scripture. But how we begin reading, our convictions about the text we hold in our 
hands, not only affects the way we read, it also influences the way in which we interpret 
the relationship and dialog between culture and the church.
! In The Mission of God, Christopher Wright claims that “mission could provide the 
framework both for our hermeneutical approach to reading the Bible and for organizing 
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our account of biblical theology.”7 Such a reading of scripture then operates with the 
awareness that “the whole Bible renders to us the story of God’s mission through God’s 
people in their engagement with God’s world for the sake of the whole of God’s 
creation.”8 
! We can trace this consistent thread through both the Hebrew Scriptures and the 
New Testament. In Genesis 2, God walks in the recently created garden, in the 
presence of the recently created humanity. This is a depiction of the original ideal which 
will be re-imagined and prophetically described many years later in Revelation 21:2-3: 
! I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, 
! prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice 
! from the throne saying, ‘Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the people, 
! and he will dwell with them. They will be his people and God himself will be 
! with them and be their God.’ (italics mine)
!
! This is certainly not the first time since the garden that we’ve witnessed God 
dwelling (tabernacling) with the people. There is striking similarity of language between 
God dwelling with the people in Revelation 21 and in John 1:14 where Jesus, the 
Logos, “became flesh and made his dwelling among us.” Both these passages will draw 
the reader back to the Exodus story where the dwelling (tabernacle) of God was literally 
in the midst of the people.
! The word for dwelling in each of these passages is that of tabernacle - and 
tabernacle means tent. God not only makes a dwelling among the people, but that 
dwelling is characterized by its mobility. God and God’s people are on the move! The 
very experience of our dwelling together reminds us of the dynamic, expansive, creative 
and missional nature of God.
! This constant “sending” of Godself into creation9 is mirrored by regular acts of 
sending the people of God in return. The call of Abraham to “go” in Genesis 12:1 is 
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followed by a blessing in verses 2-3 which carries a promise that through Abraham’s 
going, “all peoples on earth will be blessed.” When the prophet describes his vision of 
the throne room of God in Isaiah 6, the resounding question is, “Whom shall I send? 
And who will go for us?” A missional hermeneutic urges disciples to respond with Isaiah, 
“Here we are, send us!” 
! The story of Jonah is perhaps my favorite missional message in the Old 
Testament. Maybe its the constant satirical edge that borders on cynicism which 
connects with my own dry sense of humor...but let’s not forget that Jonah doesn’t end 
with prophet being deposited on the shore by a giant fish. Both Jonah’s hesitance to go 
to Nineveh and his ridiculous temper-tantrum after the success of his mission are in 
response to what he knew about God...this is the God of mission, bent on reconciling 
the brokenness that exists in this world.
! Matthew 28:18-20 concludes Matthew’s gospel account with a clearly missional 
focus. Jesus’ disciples are called to make disciples as they go (wherever they go). The 
imperative verb is not go, implying that we must all travel to far off lands. The imperative 
is make disciples. When the emphasis of the Matthew 28 passage is wrongly placed on 
the going rather than making disciples, Bosch says:
! The locality, not the task determined whether someone was a missionary; one 
! is qualified if one was commissioned by an agency in one locality to go and work 
! in another. The greater distance between these two places, the clearer it was that 
! the individual was a missionary.10 !

! However, with the addition of go as an emphasis to make disciples, those 
commissioned by Christ are given the ongoing task of “bringing people to Jesus as 
Lord, wherever they may be,”11 - more so than merely a travel assignment. 
! An explicitly labeled missional hermeneutic is a relatively new development. In 
presentations to the American Academy of Religion and the Society for Biblical 
Literature during the fall of 2008, George Hunsberger surveyed presentations made 
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over the course of several years in an attempt to “map the conversation” regarding what 
actually constitutes a missional hermeneutic.12 
! In the opening segments of his presentation, Hunsberger notes that the 
preceding papers, responses and conversations indicated that this group of theologians 
dealing with a missional hermeneutic had still not arrived at a clear definition of what the 
phrase specifically means (see, it isn’t just “normal” folks struggling here!) He proceeds 
to suggest four main streams of thought which have emerged, each stressing an 
important aspect of “the orienting vision for the approach a missional hermeneutic 
should take”13 Hunsberger suggests that these four streams are not in conflict, but 
rather represent complementary approaches, which together create a powerful 
paradigm for biblical interpretation. Briefly stated, these streams are:
! 1. The missional direction of the story. The framework for biblical interpretation 
! is the story it tells of the mission of God and the formation of a community sent to 
! participate in it.
! 2. The missional purpose of the writings. The aim of biblical interpretation is to 
! fulfill the equipping purposes of the biblical writings.
! 3. The missional locatedness of the readers. The approach required for a faithful 
! reading of the Bible is from the missional location of the Christian community.
! 4. The missional engagement with cultures. The gospel functions as the 
! interpretive matrix within which the received biblical tradition is brought into 
! critical conversation with a particular human context.

! By considering each of these areas in turn, the reading community is forced to 
grapple with the narrative, its original hearers, the faithful response today and proper 
use of the narrative in the present context. Taken together, these four streams can serve 
as an excellent guide for the reading and interpreting of biblical passages. 
!
A Missional God
! I have already stated my conviction that missional is primarily a theological rather 
than pragmatic or programmatic endeavor. More specifically though, missional is a 
theology that is rooted first in the revealed nature and actions of God. We are a 
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missional people because God is a missional God. We see this emphasized from the 
very beginning of Scripture: In Genesis 1 and 2, God, the Community of Love, which 
lacks nothing, creates - because this is what Love does. The Loving Creator has never 
used the sinful context of humanity, even in its most broken moments, as an excuse to 
remain far off. When sin enters the picture in Genesis 3, the first response of God is to 
call out to and seek the children. When news of the sinfulness of Sodom and Gomorrah 
reaches the Lord, God comes near to see. When Israel insists on a king, rejecting the 
counsel of God, it is God who comes near to choose a king on their behalf. When Israel 
insists on building a temple, once again rejecting God’s counsel, God designs the 
blueprints and then blesses the temple with The Presence. And, lest we forget, as Paul 
states in Romans 5:8, “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”
! God did not suddenly become interested in the salvation of the whole world when 
Jesus was born. The Community of Love has been making room for creation to 
experience Love since the very beginning. This is why Christopher Wright can say, “It is 
not so much the case that God has a mission for his church in the world, as that God 
has a church for his mission in the world.”14

A Missional Church
! If Wright is correct, and I believe he is, then the church cannot truly conceive of 
itself apart from the call to participate in the mission of God. This is not to say that 
worship, discipleship, Christian fellowship and ministry are secondary, unnecessary, 
optional components of our identity.
! With God’s mission as our organizing principle, ministry and fellowship happen 
along the way; the sacraments develop a depth and richness we can scarcely imagine 
from comfortable seats in a pew; worship bursts forth in response to what we’ve seen 
God doing and what we anticipate God completing; discipleship becomes both essential 
preparation and natural result. 
! With all of the above being the case, discipleship in the way of Jesus must be a 
holistic endeavor. Whenever discipleship is relegated to one arena such as Christian 
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education, biblical literacy, leadership development, spiritual formation practices, justice 
initiatives or anything else, it is weakened. Discipleship involves the formation of the 
entire person: heart, mind, body and soul. 

What does it mean for Mission to serve as an organizing principle?
! When my family moved back to north Texas in order to participate in the ministry 
of church planting, we did so by joining with a young church plant in Burleson, TX. My 
first task was to develop a spiritual formation process which would equip and sustain the 
leading and multiplying of house churches in our community. These house churches 
existed as expressions of the Christ Journey Church, which also gathered for corporate 
worship weekly.
! This task proved quite difficult. Many people within the context of the “Bible belt” 
culture, both long-time members of Christian churches and those who do not self-
identify as Christian, have strong notions of what church participation “looks like.” In our 
local experience, when pressed beyond knee-jerk and reactionary statements, both 
groups have a similar expectation: being a faithful member of a church means avoiding 
behaviors recognized as sinful, being a good person and attending multiple worship 
gatherings/bible studies each week.
! Attempts to develop a process of spiritual formation in the context of house 
church leadership, which would emphasize the healthy cultivation of disciples and 
multiplication of house churches, was met by the most unlikely (via our expectations) of 
adversaries: community.
! Strangely enough, the concept of community can (CAN, not will or must) become 
its own form of passive resistance to discipleship. It should not have been surprising – 
this same dynamic was present in the small group ministries in every established 
church with which I have worked. I believe my mistake was misinterpreting the problem. 
I had seen how people often resist the multiplication of small groups because it is an 
unnatural and painful dissolution of community - and I thought that the process of 
multiplying in this way was the problem.
! We hoped that our approach of multiplying by sending would address this 
problem. We did not have a set point (date or number of participants) at which a house 
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church would split and form two new groups. Instead, we attempted to take our cue 
from the church in Antioch (Acts 13). Each house church was encouraged to regularly 
pray, listening for who God may be calling to be “set apart” and sent to form a new 
house church.
! Participants in the house churches of Christ Journey were committed to one 
another. This was a great blessing and should not be downplayed. Community was 
seen as a very high value in the Christ Journey context. But community as a value can 
be attained without discipleship, without participation in mission, without any real goal 
beyond the deepening of connection with people with whom you are already in 
relationship. And community proved to be a poor organizing principle.
! Alan Hirsch raises the issue that we should pursue communitas (the experience 
of deep connection formed in the midst of a shared mission or struggle), rather than 
community. This shift of focus moves us away from an approach to community that “has 
become little more than a quiet and reflective soul space…or a spiritual buzz.” Such 
experiences, though important in the proper context, fall considerably short of the 
church’s purpose. Communitas, on the other hand, is cultivated through a shared 
commitment to a common struggle, ordeal or mission. Community can be a very 
passive concept; communitas can never be such.
! In addition to the focus on community, our experience with house churches also 
suggested that, though we had adopted a much more decentralized structure than 
many “established congregations,” we were still heavily entrenched in the development 
of internally focused ministries. 
! The church’s obsession with developing an impressive list of ministry 
opportunities within the congregation is another symptom of the problem Hirsch is 
addressing, as well as a barrier to fulfilling our purpose.
! Experience tells us that a church that aims at ministry seldom gets to mission 
! even if it sincerely intends to do so. But the church that aims at mission will have 
! to do ministry, because ministry is the means to do mission. Our services, our 
! ministries, need a greater cause to keep them alive and give them broader 
! meaning.

15



! What we began to realize is that we had made community our organizing 
principle – and as Hirsch suggests, this focus stalled many of our sincere intentions of 
moving deeper into discipleship while engaged in mission with God.
! Once we began speaking of mission (rather than community, worship or ministry) 
as the organizing principle we also began hearing others using the same language.
A couple months ago Mike Breen of 3DM wrote a blog post titled “Why the Missional 
Movement Will Fail” in which he directly (and rightly) challenged any movement which 
attempts mission without discipleship – or begins with mission with hopes of getting to 
discipleship later.
! That this critique is even needed is evidence of an underdeveloped concept of 
mission and a problem distinguishing between organizing principle and priority.
! First, when we speak of mission we must guard against reductionist tendencies. 
Mission is more than evangelism. It is more than discipleship. It is more than social 
justice. It is more than community development. It is more than reconciliation… Mission 
is all of these things. Remember, when we use the word mission we aren’t referring to 
an act we initiate. We’re talking about what it is that God is up to in this world and what 
we’re called to join. So, in the context of God’s mission, we’re called to discipleship, 
evangelism, justice for the oppressed, reconciliation, new life and community in the 
kingdom of God – and “we” in this case refers to all those who have heard and 
responded to the gospel, not just the “professional” ministers or super-Christians.
! And so it is important to recognize in this missional orientation of faith that 
mission should be our organizing principle precisely because it either involves or 
naturally cultivates so much of the life to faith.
! When we say organizing principle we are saying something different than priority. 
I’m not sure that priority is necessarily a bad word here, but it may lead (and perhaps 
already has) to a misunderstanding. It isn’t that we begin with mission and then get to 
the other stuff when we’ve attained that goal. In Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, an 
individual or community must hold the basic physiological needs as a first priority – if 
you don’t have food and water it is useless to run after less immediate needs like 
intimacy, morality, recreation, etc. But that isn’t what we’re talking about here. Mission 
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may be our priority, as might worship, discipleship, ministry, etc. That’s a conversation 
for another time. But we’re not (or at least, shouldn’t be) talking about priority here.
! Rather we say organizing principle because a commitment to the mission of God 
binds us together in a context where all of the priorities of life and faith are addressed. 
We are not trying to make mission THE priority, we’re saying that without mission as our 
organizing principle it is difficult to actually get to our priorities. Hirsch says that with 
mission as the organizing principle: “ministry is the means to do mission.” Likewise, 
discipleship/spiritual formation is the result of following Christ intentionally; community 
develops as we go out together; worship is a natural response to encountering the 
missional God; justice, reconciliation, evangelism, new life and kingdom ethics are the 
contexts in which the mission is actualized.
! In most congregations, worship serves as the organizing principle – the Sunday 
morning hour is what holds us together and from there we try to move into the other 
aspects of faith. Worship is a vital aspect of our life of faith, but it falls short as an 
organizing principle – we can get together to worship each week without moving into 
discipleship, mission, community, etc. Focusing on the development of community 
through small groups is a good thing, but community falls short as an organizing 
principle for the same reasons.
! However, for this to work as it is described here, we must organize around 
participation in – not merely discussion of – the mission of God. 

How does all this impact the church planting strategy?
! Church planting is not the silver bullet for the church and it is not the only context 
where the missional orientation needs to be taken seriously - not by a long shot. 
! However, I believe strongly that church planting is one important task of the 
church today. I also believe that church planting provides some significant blessings to 
the larger church. In these smaller contexts of pioneering work, we are able to easily 
adapt to new situations and experiment with different approaches to living faithfully 
together. The lessons we learn can be - and should be - shared with our family in 
established church contexts. Some of the lessons (learned through both epic failures 
and transformative successes) will have direct implications for ministry in the 
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established church, and others can provide encouraging tales from “the front lines” 
which serve to edify and inspire the believers.
! Mission Alive, the church planter equipping organization with whom we’re 
associated, has a regular saying: “We move from theology to practice.”15 By saying this, 
Mission Alive is commenting on the emphasis that we do not begin by developing 
church planting or ministry strategies - we begin with study, reflection and conversations 
about who God is - and who we are called to be in response.
! Much ink and perhaps a little blood has been shed over finding the “best 
practices” for ministry…and all too often those quests have been carried out with little 
thought given to the theological implications of our choices. Worse yet are the myriad of 
successful practices (where success = large crowds and financial support) built around 
anemic or just plain BAD theology.
! We often fail to see the ways in which the unreflective adoption of “best 
practices” can shape the way we view other people and even the way we view God.
In the case of “bad” theology the problems can run even deeper. Here’s a popular 
example (and one which I think many people are starting to see through): The loss of a 
loved one is deeply traumatic – all the more so when that loved one is young. In our 
attempts to console grieving family, statements are made, such as: “God just needed 
another angel.”
! Aside from the fact that this statement completely misunderstands the origin of 
angels, it also says some very unsettling and incriminating things about God. It is even 
more unsettling when these types of statements are made from the “pulpit.” (Some may 
not agree with making a distinction between what a “normal” person says and what a 
“minister” claims – but that is simply the reality of the situation in traditionally structured 
churches.)

 Beginning with best practices or unreflective theology works against the goal of 
cultivating faithful missional communities.
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! Additionally, it seems that a large number (I won’t pretend to know the 
percentage) of people involved in church planting are doing so from a largely 
reactionary and negative mindset. In this case, I don’t necessarily mean “negative” in 
the sense of having a sour attitude, but rather that our practices and our theology (even 
if its just implicit) are rooted in negating or reversing what someone else has done.
! To be sure, there are some abuses of the past which should be reconciled or flat-
out abandoned. However, in talking about moving from theology to practice, an inherent 
claim is that our thinking about God, faith, church, discipleship, worship, etc., should be 
generative (developed by what are we FOR because of the gospel vs. what we are 
against).
! Think about it this way: When someone asks about your church (or your church 
planting work…or your personal faith – this holds true across contexts) how do you 
describe it? Do you begin with, “We/I aren’t so focused on _____” or “We’re/I’m trying to 
get away from _____”?
! These statements may have their place – particularly when they’re used to clarify 
false-assumptions about the nature of our community. However, when they become the 
language of vision casting (formal or informal), warning sirens should begin going off in 
our heads.
! The question that needs more attention in these situations is, “Okay, so what 
ARE you/AM I about?”
! One thing I appreciate about Mission Alive’s approach is the steady commitment 
to deal substantively with this question – BEFORE formulating a strategy for church 
planting.
! A couple years ago I read John Patton’s From Ministry to Theology. Patton 
states, “Christian ministry involves not only understanding what we do in light of our 
faith, but also understanding our faith in the light of what we do.” It is in the context of 
our dealings with others that our theology is able to be fleshed out and incarnated. I’ve 
begun incorporating this insight into my own work and teaching – We move from 
ministry to theology to practice.
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! This is not referring to ministry as an official position of leadership in a church – I 
mean ministry as engaging in concern, care and service within an actual place with 
actual people.
! Theology, if it is going to lead to healthy practice, must be contextual theology – it 
is rooted in what God is up to IN THIS PLACE. To be sure there are cosmic elements to 
our theology (things that transcend time and place) but even they have contextual 
implications.
! The people we encounter, the trials we go through and the victories we witness 
are able (if we’re willing to reflect carefully) to shed light on our theology, just as our 
theology sheds light on them. In her book Teaching From the Heart, Mary Elizabeth 
Moore addresses the value of case studies in religious education. One significant point 
in the book is her reminder that there is truth to be found in the case itself – not just in 
what we bring to it. When our eyes are open to what is happening around us, we begin 
to realize that God is indeed still at work in this world – and lo-and-behold, God’s 
actions are still able communicate truth.
! I recognize that many people are hesitant to engage in theological reflection. I’ve 
heard a number of people say, “that’s for academics – my calling is in the field.” Or 
others are suspicious of the whole process: “I just read the Bible and do what it says.” I 
vividly remember a conversation I had at a fast food restaurant with a friend who said, 
“Well, you know I’m able to hear from God more clearly than you because you’ve read 
what other people have said about it – but I just read the Bible.”
! It wasn’t the first time I’ve heard that, but was the first time I heard it from a friend 
in such a matter-of-fact, non-accusatory way. It was just common knowledge that those 
who engage in theological reflection – especially if they’ve studied theology -simply 
can’t hear from the Spirit. (A premise which I obviously reject.)
! This same struggle has been played out for years between “academics” and 
“practitioners.” I remember in seminary the tension between those who were preparing 
for academic careers / PhD studies and those who were preparing to serve as 
preachers or other local church ministries. One group says the other is too lazy to do 
the hard work of real substantial theology, while the other group lobs back accusations 
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of being disconnected from the “real life of faith.” (And of course both groups agreed 
that the missions majors were just plain weird.)
! Aside from being a ridiculous game among privileged students (which 
unfortunately grows into a ridiculous game between privileged professionals) – this 
whole debate misses anything resembling the point. This isn’t an either/or issue. We 
cannot hope to cultivate healthy communities of faith without both theological reflection 
and practical ministry. They are two sides of the same coin – each leading to further 
insight in the other.
! This isn’t to say that we all have to read Barth’s Dogmatics once a year (to my 
non-nerd friends, Dogmatics is the theological equivalent of War and Peace…great stuff 
but not a beach-read by any stretch).
! However, we must come to grips with the reality that what we do (or choose not 
to do) will inevitably communicate something about who we believe God to be… At the 
very least we should pause to think about what that might be.
! To be as clear as possible, I’m not simply talking to those who’ve spent the last 
15 years pursuing degrees in ministry like this one insane guy I know. Taking the move 
from ministry to theology to practice seriously doesn’t require the ability to read Greek or 
Hebrew, quote your favorite theologian or describe the history of theological 
development in the church. (Though, contrary to my fast-food companion, I still think 
these are valuable contributions to the conversation.)
! Theological reflection should inform our practice, it should be considered from 
within a local context and it is best approached in community. Our churches should be 
communities of theological discernment – with each disciple contributing the gifts and 
resources they possess to the process. Theologies which are formed in private can 
have a tendency to represent our own personal preferences and idiosyncrasies more 
than the movement of God in this place.
! And so in our approach to church planting we emphasize the need to discern the 
community together. We ask, “What does the gospel have to say in this neighborhood? 
Where is the kingdom of God already breaking in here? Where does it desperately need 
to do so?”
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! We have not typically relied on advertising, large signs or mass mailings. These 
things are not necessarily bad, but in an increasingly post-Christian context - where 
people who aren’t currently Christians have likely already heard, and at some level 
reacted against, the gospel - impersonal invitations aren’t likely to be successful...no 
matter how well they are done. These strategies do provide an opportunity to connect 
with Christians looking for a new church (for whatever reason) but at the risk of 
sounding a little pragmatic - they are not our target audience.
! The truth is that there are a number of churches in this area who are doing a 
good job of welcoming and involving Christians in the work of their congregation. Where 
many of these churches struggle is in meeting and connecting with cynical (yet 
surprisingly still receptive) non-Christians. That’s really where we find ourselves called 
to step in.
! We emphasize the need to intentionally pray for and seek out opportunities to 
connect with others in this community who are not active Christians. And I’m not “the 
one” expected to do this - this is a value promoted and embraced by The Gathering as a 
whole. This is slow and often painful work, but it is worth the effort.

What We’ve Learned in Burleson
! As I’ve mentioned, our work in Burleson began by joining with the work of Christ 
Journey Church. Christ Journey was planted in 2005 by Chris and Heidi Chappotin in 
connection with Mission Alive and partially supported for three years by the Preston 
Road Church of Christ. My initial task was two-fold: I was asked to help with the overall 
spiritual formation processes of Christ Journey. This included our paths and processes 
for discipleship, the development of curriculum and strategies for our house churches, 
the ongoing equipping of current house church leaders and cultivation of potential new 
leaders as well as working with the leadership team for our Sunday morning corporate 
worship gathering and sharing the preaching responsibilities with Chris. Quite a broad 
category for just half of my responsibility! 
! The second aspect of my role was that of missionary in residence. We weren’t 
just looking to form new house churches as part of Christ Journey, but were looking to 
connect with non-Christians in ever increasing ways with the intention of planting new 
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churches...which would consist of networks of house churches which also seek to plant 
new churches in turn. For this aspect I developed what I refer to as a “ministry of 
presence.” I spent regular time in local coffee shops, Denny’s, and the public library. 
Rachel and I both sought to cultivate relationships with the parents of our children’s 
friends from school. In short, we sought to truly inhabit our community and minister 
incarnationally as neighbors.
! Our belief was that the formation of networks of house churches was a key 
element in addressing what we saw as an overly passive and consumer-driven culture 
in American Christianity. While I still believe that the highly relational nature of the small 
house church is a valuable way to pursue church planting, I’ve come to realize it - like 
all structures - is not “the key.” In fact, as I suggested before, the high focus on 
community we experienced in our house churches actually worked against our desire to 
function with a missional orientation. Community had inadvertently become our 
organizing principle - and it was insufficient. 
! We often spoke about the danger of thinking in terms of “church as place.” But 
the shift toward house churches doesn’t automatically address that temptation - we 
found that in some ways we were still focused on church as place, only instead of a 
sanctuary, the place was a living room.
! The reality of this lesson was driven home when one of our worship leaders 
became upset that I’d asked if he’d had a chance to invite some neighbors over for 
dinner (a plan he’d recently shared with me). His response was filled with frustration and 
exhaustion as he explained that with all of his responsibilities in planning, preparing, 
rehearsing and leading worship - in addition to holding down a full-time job and raising a 
family - he didn’t have time to spend getting to know neighbors. In shocking rapid fire 
succession I had several more conversations over the next couple weeks with various 
participants in Christ Journey who made comments to the effect of, “we’ve been doing 
this missional thing for four years now...when do we get to be a regular church?”
! That was when the reality set in that we hadn’t adequately addressed the 
consumer mentality just because we emphasized house church. We had tried to 
communicate a missional orientation and purpose of house churches but hadn’t yet 
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been successful in addressing the deeper issues of discipleship - this had to become 
more of a priority.
! Not long after that, due not only to conversations about this topic but also to 
realities of our nearly non-existent funds, we were forced to acknowledge that we would 
no longer be able to afford the space we rented on weekends for a corporate worship 
gathering. We talked with the Christ Journey community about restructuring the 
leadership paradigms to more intentionally involve everyone - not only sharing the load 
of responsibility but also hoping to ramp up intentional discipleship.
! Over the course of the next two months over two-thirds of those who had been 
worshipping with Christ Journey decided to join established congregations in the area. 
Nearly all of these folks were already committed Christians when they joined Christ 
Journey and had come in primarily through pre-existing relationships with the 
Chappotins. What we realized was that for many well-meaning people it is so very 
difficult to break through the firmly entrenched concept of church as a series of 
programs designed to meet our felt needs.
! The concept of Christianity as a daily, whole life commitment in community is one 
that is often preached, but difficult to realize. Viewing discipleship as process which 
happens “along the way,” and not just during scheduled meetings is contrary to the way 
most of us structure our calendars. What we learned through this was that this had to be 
modeled and lived into slowly and very intentionally if it was going to take root - 
particularly for those who had been a part of church for years. I anticipated the slowness 
with non-Christians, but I foolishly thought that Christians who chose to join us would 
need less time. I lament that my failure to see this sooner contributed to painful 
relational experiences.
! I never desired to jettison the larger corporate gatherings. We didn’t make the 
decision to give up our meeting space in order to force people into deeper commitment 
to house churches...we just couldn’t afford the rent. I did - we as a leadership team did - 
believe that emphasizing house church participation as the basic organizational 
structure, with the corporate gathering as an extension and bringing together of those 
house churches, was a healthy way to organize. And I still believe that there are 
contexts where this is likely the case. However, the sense of momentum and energy 

24



that comes from worshipping and working together with a larger community is not only a 
powerful testimony to the work of God...it is also deeply entrenched in our culture here. 
! Alan Hirsch, Mike Breen and others have also picked up this conversation. They 
discuss the concept of oikos - the Greek word and first century church expression of 
household. These households in the first century would not have been thought of in 
terms of the nuclear family as we do today - they were extended families, with multiple 
generations, aunts, uncles, cousins, servants, hired workers...and even friends who for 
one reason or another were without family in the area. So to imagine a first century 
“house church” - several of which are mentioned in scripture - shouldn’t be thought of in 
terms of four or five nuclear families gathered together, but several extended families 
doing so. This could realistically have included 70 people rather than the 20 to 30 we 
often see today. That size gathering may be significantly more suited to provide the 
sense of momentum we previously discussed, while still operating at a relational level.
! The Church is intended to be the Body of Christ, at work as ambassadors and 
agents of God’s Kingdom. The Church is meant to be a worshipping community, 
gathered in the name of Christ, committed to discipleship in the Way of Christ and 
empowered by the Holy Spirit as active participants in the mission of God.
! How this gets expressed is something that needs to be worked out within the 
local context. It may take the form of thousands of people gathered in one place, or a 
network of thousands gathered in smaller communities, or two people committed to 
living the Way of Jesus in their community and inviting others to join them as they go 
along.
! How we are structured matters. Not because there is one approved structure, but 
because the way we organize affects the way we function together. We have seen/are 
seeing the danger of becoming institutionalized and yet there are also problems 
associated with jettisoning all intentionality and organization.
! But here’s the driving lesson in all this - one which has already been mentioned 
earlier in this document. While structure matters, it will not address the deeper issues. It 
may influence or impact those issues - negatively or positively - but it does not form 
them. More than choosing the perfect structure, I believe it is more important to address 
the organizing principle which impacts our ability to live into our priorities as a faith 
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community. Furthermore it is vital that we commit to deep, whole life discipleship. 
Structures and forms which hamper our ability to live on mission with God, being 
continually formed, transformed and conformed to the image of Christ must be 
addressed - but just because these things were not flourishing in the context of a certain 
structure it doesn’t mean that the structure itself is to blame.
! There are other issues and lessons I could unpack, but I think 25 pages is 
probably long enough for now. I know we will continue to learn new lessons and I pray 
that God will continue to show patience and grace as we seek to live faithfully as 
disciples.
!
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