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Strategy for Family Living
A Fireside Chat
Characteristic of Completeness:  Family Living
Big Idea:  We Want to Become the Church Next Door
Introduction:

A.
This morning I am not going to preach a sermon.  Please hold your applause.  I’m going to do something I’ve never done on a Sunday morning before.  I’m going to give something like a fireside chat.

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt started fireside chats back in 1933.  Fireside chats were informal radio addresses FDR gave to the American people to let them know what was going on and where they were headed as a country.  Some other presidents followed FDR’s lead.  Some of you may remember Jimmy Carter’s fireside chat on television, sitting in a chair with his sweater.

I’m not a president.  And it’s still a little too warm in Phoenix for a fire or a sweater.  But I do want to let you know what’s going on and where we’re headed as a church family.
B.
We’re not going to be working our way through a biblical text as we usually do.  But what I have to say this morning is certainly inspired by a biblical text.  We’ve just spent seven weeks studying our way through the first two chapters of Acts which describe the focus and effectiveness of the first church in ancient Jerusalem.  The most compelling passage for me comes in the last five verses of Chapter 2.  It describes the beauty of the early church.  It’s really a description of what a healthy church looks like.  It says,
NKJ Acts 2:42 And they continued steadfastly in the apostles' doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in prayers. 43 Then fear came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were done through the apostles. 44 Now all who believed were together, and had all things in common, 45 and sold their possessions and goods, and divided them among all, as anyone had need. 46 So continuing daily with one accord in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they ate their food with gladness and simplicity of heart, 47 praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to the church daily those who were being saved.

Having studied that passage, it’s hard not to evaluate ourselves in the light of that first church.  Are we like that?  How are we doing?  Are we that focused?  Are we experiencing favor with the people in our community?  Are people being saved daily?  Are we in awe of what God is doing?  Do we need to make some changes?
C.
We as leaders of Moon Valley Bible Church have been asking these kinds of questions.  In fact, we’re always asking these kinds of questions.  In this fireside chat, I want to tell you what we’ve been thinking and what we plan to do.  My message is organized around four basic questions:
1.
What do we want to be?

2.
What’s our current plan to become what we want to be?

3.
Is it working?  Are we indeed becoming what we want to be?

4.
How can we do better?  What changes do we need to make to become what we want to be?

This morning, I will cover the first two questions rather quickly, and I will slow down for the third and fourth.  Next Sunday, I’m going to expand on this.  Also, next Sunday at noon, we’ll have a lunch and a debriefing in which you’ll have an opportunity to ask questions and offer feedback.
I.
The first question is, what do we want to be?  I can deal with this one in fairly short order because the mission and vision of Moon Valley Bible Church remain the same.  So the answer is just a reminder of what we’re all about.
A.
Our mission is summarized by the phrase, “one generation to another.”  It’s a short way of saying our mission is to love God in a way that reaches another generation.  We want to be witnesses for Jesus, reaching the next generation of believers.
B.
If our mission is to love God in a way that reaches another generation, then what will a generation reached look like?  Our vision of what a generation reached looks like is captured by the phrase, “complete in Christ.”  It’s a short way of saying our vision is that God would use us to nurture every person to become complete in Christ.
We’ve gone through the Bible and identified 31 characteristics of completeness in Christ across four general categories, and we’ve presented them as a profile of what we want to look like.   Of course we’re all in process; no one has arrived.  But our goal is to see more and more people become more and more complete in Christ.  That’s what a generation reached looks like.
II.
Now let’s consider the second question:  What’s our plan?  How are we trying to nurture people to become complete in Christ?  What is our strategy?
A.
About a year ago, we introduced a strategy we called “Go 4 it!”  We looked back at the last five verses of Acts 2 and discovered that the first church did four basic things:
1.
They came together to worship.

2.
They came together to connect with each other.

3.
They came together to grow.

4.
And they came together to multiply.  They multiplied or reproduced by serving one another and engaging their community.

So, following the lead of the early church, our strategy is to have every person do four things:  worship, connect, grow, and multiply.  We figure if we do these four things, we’ll realize our vision and accomplish our mission.
B.
We did a number of things to put this strategy into play.
1.
We evaluated every program, every activity, every event to determine whether it was intended primarily to worship, to connect, to grow, or to multiply.  And we labeled them one, two, three, or four, respectively.  It’s like a salad bar.  Only instead of different types of lettuce, vegetables, fruit, and pasta, we’ve got different kinds of ones, twos, threes, and fours.
2.
We urged you to put yourselves in the best position to become complete in Christ by becoming involved in at least one program in each of the “big four” categories.  We thereby challenged you to “Go 4 it!”

III.
Now let’s consider the third question:  Is it working?  Are we indeed becoming what we want to be?
A.
Well, small group participation increased sharply in response to the new “Go 4 it!” strategy.  That’s generally good.
B.
Last January, in my state of the holy union address, I mentioned that we were stronger in the “worship” and “grow” elements of the strategy and weaker in the “connect” and “multiply” elements.  By the numbers, I guess you could say we’re odd (1 and 3) and need to be more even (2 and 4).

We’ve tried to address these weaknesses through a number of initiatives.  We’ve offered more connecting activities.  I preached sermons emphasizing multiplication.  And we’ve done a study to determine the unmet human/social needs in Moon Valley, so that we might put ourselves in a better position to engage them.
C.
While all this has generally been good, our weaknesses remain.  We’re still pretty good at huddling up for worship services and Bible studies.  We’re still not so good at engaging our community and winning people to Christ.  In the language I used in one of my recent messages, we’re huddling up a lot, but we’re not really heading out much.
So we’ve been asking God for some wisdom on this.  In fact, that’s one of the big reasons I took a break from preaching in June and July.  I wanted to step back and ask God for some help in leading this church.  I wanted to reflect on and evaluate what we’re doing.  So, in a sense, this fireside chat could be titled, “What I did on my summer vacation.”
D.
In the midst of my time off, Clyde and Claudia showed up.  Clyde and Claudia are people I made up to represent the typical people who attend Moon Valley.  Clyde and Claudia are Christians.  Clyde and Claudia happen to be a married couple, but I don’t mean to suggest that single people are any less important, or that Moon Valley is more interested in couples than singles.

Making up Clyde and Claudia simply provides a handy way to think about our strategies at a very personal, individual level.  And making them married with a family allows us to think about their children, too.  For example, we got to thinking, “What do we want for Clyde and Claudia at Moon Valley?”
1.
According to our mission statement, we’d like Clyde and Claudia to love God in a way that reaches another generation.  As part of reaching another generation, we’d like Clyde and Claudia to lead their children to faith in Christ and into the experience of church community.  Also as a part of reaching another generation, we’d like Clyde and Claudia to lead Marvin and Mavis to faith in Christ and into the experience of church community.  You say, “Who are Marvin and Mavis?”  Well, I made them up, too.  They’re unbelieving acquaintances of Clyde and Claudia.  We’d like Clyde and Claudia to lead Marvin and Mavis to Christ.
2.
According to our vision, we’d also like to see Clyde and Claudia becoming more and more complete in Christ, as evidenced by the 31 characteristics of completeness.

3.
And, according to our strategy, we’d like to see Clyde and Claudia “go 4 it,” enjoying deep biblical community as the first church did:  worshiping, connecting, growing, and multiplying together.
E.
That sounded great.  Until we thought through exactly what Clyde and Claudia face in a typical week if they really want to be involved at Moon Valley.  How might Clyde and Claudia “Go 4 it” at Moon Valley in any given week?
Clyde and Claudia might come to the church gathering on Sunday morning.  At 9:00 a.m. they might go to the Adult Bible Fellowship where they hear Jeff Bauer teach on Bible text A.  That’s designated as a “connect” activity; it’s a “two.”
Then they might go to the worship gathering in the auditorium at 10:30 a.m. to hear a sermon on Bible text B.  That’s worship; it’s a “one.”
During the week, they might go to a Discovery Group where they study Bible texts C, D, and E.  That’s a “grow” time; it’s a “three.”
They might try to have some personal devotional times during the week, and maybe they do that three times, studying Bible texts F, G, and H.

Then maybe Claudia goes to a women’s Bible study, where she studies Bible text I.  That’s another “grow-three.”
Maybe Clyde goes to the Men’s breakfast where he studies Bible text J.  That’s a “connect-two.”
And maybe they volunteer by teaching a Sunday school class in which they cover Bible text K.  That a “multiply” effort; it’s a “four.”
And there’s more.  The kids of Clyde and Claudia are on their own Bible study path, and because Clyde and Claudia want to be the primary spiritual educators of their children, they would like to keep track of what their kids are studying so they can build on it at home.  On Sunday morning the kids might study Bible text L.  And on Wednesday night at AWANA, the kids might study Bible text M.  And if they go to a Christian school, maybe they also study Bible texts, N, O, and P during the week.
Bible studies are good.  So, more Bible studies must be better, right?  Maybe.  But is it possible that our well-intentioned deluge of Bible studies and other programs may in some ways be counterproductive for Clyde and Claudia and their children?
1.
For example, can Clyde and Claudia really keep up the pace?  Are we setting them up to give up and feel guilty about it?  Instead of putting them onto the abundant life, are we putting them onto a religious treadmill just waiting for them to burn out?
2.
Even if Clyde and Claudia can keep up this pace, are they really applying all this biblical knowledge?  If we were to ask Clyde and Claudia how they have applied the Scriptures to their lives in a very specific, life-changing way within the past week or two, what would they say?  Could they even remember the biblical texts they studied?
3.
In our culture, Clyde and Claudia are bombarded with information—far more information than they can possibly assimilate.  They’re deluged with emails and books and news releases and ads telling them what they ought to do.  As a coping mechanism, Clyde and Claudia have learned to disconnect information from action.  They have to disconnect because nobody can possibility act on everything they are urged to do.
Are we also firehosing Clyde and Claudia with more biblical information than they can possibly assimilate?  And are we thereby actually encouraging them to disconnect biblical information from action?
4.
In our information-driven culture, some observers have suggested that information has become a kind of entertainment.  We shop for new information packaged in a new way.  So, it would be perfectly natural for Clyde and Claudia to view church as a kind of Bible information boutique.  We might call it a Bible “info-tique.”  You go to the Bible “info-tique” to hear a Bible “info-tainer” tell you new stuff in an “info-taining” way to make you feel better about yourself.  Is that what the first church did?  Are we, as a church, unwittingly contributing to this way of thinking?
5.
And are Clyde and Claudia experiencing the deep community that the early church had?  Do they enjoy some deep, authentic, vulnerable, gut-level relationships in the church?  Or are their relationships rather superficial?  And have we actually discouraged deep relationships with our fragmented programs?
6.
Are Clyde and Claudia seeing God work in their lives such that they are becoming more and more complete in Christ?  Could they tell you the specific areas in which they have experienced victory or progress in the past year, and are they excited to tell you about it?
7.
And the bottom line:  Are Clyde and Claudia reaching another generation for Christ?  Are Clyde and Claudia intentionally reaching out to Marvin and Mavis, their unbelieving friends, neighbors, and coworkers?  Or are they too busy doing other stuff, much of which we have put before them?
These are hard questions.  And I don’t have all the answers.  But I do know that my heart goes out to Clyde and Claudia.  As a leader and shepherd, I want to do everything I can to help Clyde and Claudia live the abundant, purpose-driven life Jesus came to provide.  I think we are doing some very good things at Moon Valley.  In some cases, however, I suspect that some of the very good things may be distracting us from the best thing.
IV.
This leads to the last question:  How can we do better?  How can we improve at becoming what we want to be?  One church pundit has said, “The biggest challenge for the church . . . is to develop a solution to the discontinuity and fragmentation of the American lifestyle” (Schaller, quoted by Frazee in The Connecting Church, 37).  I think he’s right.
The challenge before us is to simplify and focus our strategy.  That’s what we want to do.  Simplify and focus.  Our mission remains the same:  We still want to love God in a way that reaches another generation.  Our vision remains the same:  We still want God to use us to nurture every person to become complete in Christ.  And, strategically, we still want to “Go 4 it” in the sense that we want to worship, connect, grow, and multiply.  It’s the implementation of our strategy that needs be refined.
A.
In a nutshell, here’s how we want to simplify and focus, using Clyde and Claudia once again as an example.  Here’s a proposed typical week:
1.
We would still like Clyde and Claudia to start the week by coming to our big worship gathering on Sunday morning.  There they will worship and they will hear a sermon on a particular Bible text.  Call it Bible text A.  No big change there.
2.
Also, we would still like Clyde and Claudia to have personal devotionals or quiet times during the week.  But we’re going to encourage them to use Bible text A from Sunday’s message in their devotionals during the week.  If they miss Sunday, no problem.  Free audiotapes are always available.  And the transcript of each Sunday morning message is available that Sunday afternoon on our website.

Using Bible text A for weekly devotionals is probably new for Clyde and Claudia.  If they want to read more Scripture, of course they can.  They might even use the listing of related Scriptures provided in the sermon transcript and outline.  The intended devotional emphasis will be on application, not gathering more biblical information.  Clyde and Claudia will be asking God, “How can I personally and specifically apply the biblical text Bob talked about on Sunday?”
Clyde and Claudia will be encouraged to use a very simple text-principle-application method whereby they read the text, draw a general principle, and make specific application of it to their lives.  I’ve talked about this before.  It’s very simple, but very few Christians have ever done it.  You see, we Christians, myself included, generally suffer from biblical ADD.  In this case, “ADD” stands for Application Deficit Disorder.  We get biblical information, but we rarely apply it.  We may leave our Sunday morning gatherings full of good feelings and intentions.  But often, the good intentions leak out somewhere between the parking lot and Taco Bell.  It’s not intended as a criticism.  It’s just a reality we all face.
Clyde and Claudia don’t have to master the text-principle-application method right away.  They don’t have to worry about what to read; the text is provided each Sunday.  They don’t have to worry that they can’t draw a principle from the text because the big idea given in every message is a principle.  And they even get help in applying the principle; some suggested personal applications are usually provided in every message.
So the message on Sunday morning sets the table for Clyde and Claudia’s personal time with God during the week.

3.
Aside from personal devotional times, we will encourage Clyde and Claudia to join a Life Group.  It won’t be mandatory.  They won’t be viewed negatively if they just can’t join one.  We’re not going to be legalistic about this.  We’re just going to encourage them to join a Life Group because that’s how we’re trying to accomplish our mission.

Life Groups are new.  A Life Group meets once a week in someone’s home.  Each Life Group is made up of maybe 10 to 15 adults.  It’s called a Life Group because the people within the group do life together.  This is where true biblical community happens.  Clyde and Claudia “go 4 it” in the context of this Life Group.  The Life Group represents a ministry consolidation plan.  Clyde and Claudia no longer have to pinball around to multiple groups and events to “go 4 it.”  The Life Group “goes 4 it” together.
a.
They worship.  There is significant emphasis on adoration, confession, thanksgiving, and supplication.

b.
They connect.  There are opportunities to build relationships, have fun, share meals.

c.
They grow.  There is less emphasis on getting more knowledge or getting through a curriculum.  The goal is to “stir up love and good deeds” (Hebrews 10:24) based on what they’ve all been trying to apply to their lives from Bible text A taught on Sunday.  The only preparation or homework required is to have some personal devotional time with the Lord, asking Him to help you apply Bible text A.  It’s pretty simple.

Clyde and Claudia can learn from others in their Life Group who are all on the same page, trying to apply the biblical text to their lives.  Those who are struggling and don’t quite get how this works can receive loving support and help.  Those in whom the Holy Spirit has moved powerfully in applying the truths of Scripture serve as models and encouragements.  Accountability is built in.  The gifts of every person—encouragement, teaching, mercy, leadership, serving—are drawn out in support of one another.

d.
And they multiply.  The specific effort to apply Scripture will naturally encourage acts of love, service, and evangelism.

(1)
The needs of Clyde and Claudia are met by others serving them in the Life Group.  They, in turn, serve others as needs arise.
(2)
Outside their circle, the Life Group can decide together what volunteering, community service, or missions efforts they want to get involved in.

(3)
And the Life Group is always open and accessible to unbelievers.  It’s always reaching.  If, according to Jesus, our most effective basis for evangelism is loving one another (John 13:34-35), then the Life Group is where unbelievers can actually see it best.  Clyde and Claudia can invite Marvin and Mavis to a relaxed, nonthreatening Life Group meeting where believers are openly, authentically, and unapologetically caring for one another, praying for one another, and talking about how to apply God’s truth to their lives.  It’s not academic.  It’s doing life together.  It’s doing the abundant life together.
So instead of just inviting Marvin and Mavis to our gathering on Sunday morning, Clyde and Claudia invite them to their Life Group, where the rubber meets the road.  Marvin and Mavis are increasingly looking for something real.  They’re less and less interested in, and more and more cynical about, what they perceive to be the “Christian Show” on Sunday morning.
In a nutshell, we want to become the church next door, not just the church on 3rd Avenue and Greenway.  Increasingly, the front door through which unbelievers will walk into this church will be your front door, not the door to this auditorium.  You are the church.  Life Groups are the church, deployed to reach our community.
4.
So the core of our disciplemaking process is simplified and focused on the Life Group.  Everything else supports or complements the Life Group.  For example, my message on Sunday morning is not the main event.  It merely helps set the table for the Life Group that week.  Can Clyde and Claudia do more if they want to?  Of course.  But we want the Life Group to be the foundation.
5.
What about Clyde and Claudia’s kids?  Well, we’re trying to simplify and help out Clyde and Claudia there, too.  As much as possible, we’re trying to teach our children and youth from the same biblical text that I preach on Sunday morning.  Recently, we have coordinated the teaching in college, high school, junior high, and some elementary grades with my teaching on Sunday morning.  The teaching in each grade level is packaged differently, but it’s from the same biblical text.
Why?  It’s pretty simple.  By integrating our study and application of Scripture, we’re trying to encourage and equip Clyde and Claudia to train their children up in the way they should go.  It makes it easier to parent when members of the family are on the same page.  Claudia can talk with her daughter, Claudette, about what they are both learning and applying.  They can pray together as a family for God to help them apply His word.  Claudia can help Claudette when she struggles with application.  They can share stories about what God is doing.
In addition, my hope is that Life Groups will also intentionally and periodically involve their children in the community of the Life Group so that the Group can play an important role in their lives.  The members of a Life Group can and should be the spiritual grandparents and aunts and uncles of the children represented in the Group.
6.
I get cranked up when I think about how good this can be for Clyde and Claudia, and how much more effective they might be as witnesses for Jesus in their neighborhoods.
B.
But I expect this new simplified, focused approach will raise questions and concerns.  Let me try to anticipate some of them.  
1.
Some may ask, “When and how is this all going to happen?”

a.
Some things have already started.  I mentioned that we have begun to integrate and unify our teaching to various age groups.  We’re still learning how to do this.  We expect to get better and better at it.
b.
Our goal is to launch a bevy of Life Groups shortly after the first of the year.  Between now and then, I will be meeting weekly with prospective Life Group leaders to train them.  The training is pretty simple.  We’re just going to have a Life Group of prospective Life Group leaders so they can see and experience how it’s done.
2.
Some may ask, “In going with Life Groups, does this mean we’re going to do away with all other kinds of groups that currently exist?”
The short answer is, “no.”  We don’t intend to pull the plug on everything else we’re doing.  But we do want other ministry groups to either complement the Life Groups or to become Life Groups.
a.
Some groups will remain as a complement to Life Groups.  For example, Men’s and Women’s ministries will continue as a complement to Life Groups.  When I say these groups will be a complement I mean we’d like them not to compete with Life Groups, but to instead concentrate on offering experiences Life Groups don’t provide.  Our desire is to maximize the number of people who are involved in a Life Group.  Other groups are optional and complementary.
b.
Some other groups will be encouraged to become Life Groups.  For example, if you’re in a Discovery Group right now, we’d like the group to finish up the book you’re on and then become a Life Group.  We’re hopeful that some other groups such as the Young Couples Fellowship and the Young Families Fellowship will also become Life Groups.
3.
Some may ask, “Isn’t this going to be Christianity Lite?  It’s a little unsettling to think that Life Groups will have no particular curriculum.  How can we have a discipleship program with no curriculum?”

Actually, we do have a curriculum, and it’s highly focused on our mission and vision.  It custom-designed for us.  And it’s free of charge.  During my time off this summer I planned out a year’s worth of sermons that I thought would provide the biblical diet that we really need right now.  The sermon plan I came up with is shown on an insert in your bulletin.  You may want to pull that out for just a moment.  It’s a spreadsheet titled, “2004/2005 Sermon Plan.”  You will notice that, in addition to covering the first two chapters of Acts, we’re going to be covering the books of First John and James.  And notice that every message is tied to a single characteristic of completeness in Christ.  And collectively, we’re going to be covering every one of the 31 characteristics at least once over the next year.

So this makes for a curriculum that focuses squarely on our vision to become complete in Christ with an emphasis not just on knowledge, but also on application.  I would argue that this is not Christianity Lite; it’s Christianity focused—focused to produce deep life change, focused to accomplish our mission.  It puts us in a better position to become doers and not just hearers of the Word.
4.
Some may ask, “How will a brand new believer get grounded in the basics of the faith?  Won’t it take too long for that to happen in a Life Group?”
Good question.  We want new believers to be involved in a Life Group.  In the Life Group, we’d like a new believer to pair up with another person more mature in the faith.  Together, one on one, outside the Life Group meeting, they can go through a workbook we’ve been using called “Living in the Family of Grace.”  It provides a 16-lesson grounding in the basics of Christianity.
Similarly, we’d like to foster other mentoring relationships within the Life Group.  We think mentoring happens best and most naturally in the context of a Life Group.

5.
Some may say, “My high schooler says he’s bored.  He hears Bob preach on Sunday morning.  Then he hears Adam teach the same thing the very next hour.  Doesn’t this actually discourage older kids from worshiping with their parents on Sunday morning?”
Good question.

a.
First of all, the vast majority of our children and youth do not attend worship in the auditorium on Sunday mornings.  So comparatively few are in a position to say it’s boring.
b.
Secondly, for those who do say it’s boring, there are a number of possibilities.

(1)
The most obvious possibility is that they say it’s boring because it really is boring.  Our intention is that the biblical text would be uniquely packaged for each age group so that it’s not boring.  If it is boring, maybe it’s because we’re still new at this, and need to do a better job of packaging.  We beg your patience.

(2)
There’s another possibility, however.  Some may say it’s boring because they aren’t used to actually applying biblical information.  Some may be looking for “info-tainers” to provide “info-tainment.”  Others may be thinking:  “I got the information, let’s go on to something new.”  Maybe they’re not thinking about using a second exposure to a biblical text as an opportunity to work on actually applying it.  Our intention is to reorient our thinking toward becoming fit in application, not just growing fat with knowledge.
C.
Speaking of application, I want to give you an opportunity to apply the information I’ve given you this morning.  I’d like to invite you to take the little Connection Card that was on your chair when you came in.  I’d like you to communicate with me on two fronts by jotting a note on the Card and putting it in the offering box in the lobby as you leave.
1.
First, I am anxious to hear any feedback or questions you may have about what I’ve presented.  I’ll do my best to try to answer the questions you raise next Sunday.

2.
Second, I’d like you to express your interest in becoming involved in a Life Group.  This is not a commitment; I just want to know if you’re interested.

a.
If you’re interested in joining a Life Group, just jot down something like, “Interested in Life Group.”  Please put your name and a way that we can reach you, preferably an email address.  A phone number or address will also work.
This helps us in a couple of ways.  It helps us know how many Life Groups will be needed from the outset.  It also helps us to notify you when Life Groups are starting.
b.
Also, there may be some of you who might be interested in being leaders or co-leaders of a Life Group.  Just jot down something like, “Interested in Life Group leadership.”  Again, this is not a commitment.  It simply allows us to contact you with more information and training opportunities.
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