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Strategy for Engaging Our Culture
A Fireside Chat
Characteristic of Completeness:  Compassion
Big Idea:  Life Groups engage our culture.
Introduction:

A.
Last Sunday I gave a fireside chat in which I presented an overview of what’s going on and where we’re headed as a church family.  At that time, I asked for your written questions and feedback.  I said I would do my best to answer your questions today.
B.
Your responses were overwhelmingly positive and encouraging.  But I do want to apologize to one woman who provided feedback after our second worship gathering last Sunday.  She writes, “Think this is a great idea but felt I fully understood your point by 11:15.”  Her point is that I concluded considerably later than that.  She goes on to explain, “My non-believing husband was here and wish we could have had some relatable message for him.”
I can certainly sympathize with this woman.  That’s the downside of doing a fireside chat, and that’s one of the big reasons we rarely have them on a Sunday morning.  I’m afraid my answers this morning may seem like more of the same unrelatable stuff to some of you.  But there is some good news.  It’s going to be shorter this morning.  And later this morning, I’m going to do something that is very relatable.  And next Sunday we’re getting started in the book of First John by hearing from the author, the Apostle John himself.  It took some doing because he’s been dead for years.  But we pulled some strings. 
C.
For those of who missed last Sunday, you may feel completely lost.  I encourage you to grab a tape of last week’s message, or print the transcript from our website.  Let me give you a very brief summary of my message last week, and I think you’ll be able to glean additional details from the questions and answers provided afterwards.
We want to simplify and focus our disciplemaking efforts at Moon Valley.  Instead of pinballing from one activity or group to another trying to worship, connect, grow, and multiply, we’re going to create Life Groups that meet in homes during the week so that we can do all these things together at one time in one place.  And instead of being deluged with multiple curricula and teaching from many different biblical texts in a given week, we’re going focus primarily on one biblical text per week, the text from Sunday morning, so there will be greater opportunity for parents to teach their own children, and all of us can focus more on applying it to our lives.  Simplify and focus.  That’s what we want to do.
I.
Now I want to address the questions you posed last week.  I grouped your questions into seven basic categories.  I’ll address each one.
A.
First, there is a question about the frequency of Life Group.  For example, one persons asks,
“Do Life Groups meet every week?  ([That’s] hard to do.)”

Good question.  The answer is, yes, Life Groups do meet every week.  I thought I’d start off with an easy one to just get warmed up.

Actually, I do have a little more to say in answer to this question.  If you can’t make it every week, that’s okay.  We still want you to join a Life Group.  We understand that, for whatever reason, some may find it very hard to attend a Life Group every week.  Weekly attendance is not mandatory.  We’ll be happy to have you whenever you can come. One of the advantages of Life Groups is that it’s pretty easy to drop back in after an absence, or to start up anytime. 

B.
There are also questions about the formation of Life Groups.  Here’s a sampling of the some of these types of questions:
“How will Life Groups be organized, for example, by age, marital status, etc.?”

“Does my husband have to be a part of a Life Group?  I don’t think he would be interested.”

“Is it ok if a Life Group is all single women rather than as a single person amongst couples and families?”

“How will Life Groups be formed?  Are we assigned or do we form our own?”

 “Perhaps the drama team could be organized into a Life Group?”

“Will there be a Life Group for young adults not in college but not older than 30 who are not married?”

These are good questions.  Here’s the plan.  Between now and the end of the calendar year, we will be training Life Group leaders.  Shortly after the first of the year, we will tell you who the leaders are and where the groups will meet.  Then, you will be free to decide where you want to go.  No one will be required to go to a certain Life Group.  We’re not going to assign people.  And, if you’re married, you don’t need to go as a couple.
Neither are we going to formally segment Life Groups by demographic characteristics.  We’re not going to say, this one is for those with children, and this one is for singles, and this one is for those with funny hair.  Having said that, we do expect that the groups will be naturally distinctive and have different personalities and interests.  Some may turn out to have a concentration of people in one life stage or another.  For example, if the current Young Couples Fellowship decides to become a Life Group, they’re going to have mostly young couples.  That’s fine.  But we don’t want to force it.  And we want every group to be open and welcoming to anyone, not just people who are like them.  Life Groups are the church deployed into the community.  They’re not cliques.
We will encourage people to attend a Life Group that is close to their home.  This is in keeping with our desire to simplify our lives.  It’s generally easier to connect with people who live close.  And it’s easier to invite your neighbors to a Life Group that’s close.

You will also be free to move from one Life Group to another to find the group that is the best fit for you.  We want to grant that freedom even though we recognize it can be abused.  The freedom is granted for the purpose of finding the best Life Group for you to pursue our mission.  The freedom is not intended as a license to selfishly jump from one group to another, perhaps running from interpersonal conflicts that inevitably arise in any family situation. 
C.
There is also a question about the function of Life Groups.  For example, one persons asks,
“What about those struggling with a specific issue (like death, loneliness, temptation) not covered in the current weekly Bible text?  Are there groups for them or do you deal with it in the Life Group?”

Good question.  Remember, we want the people in each Life Group to “Go 4 it!”—to worship, connect, grow, and multiply.  To multiply includes serving one another.  A part of serving one another is to provide encouragement and support to fellow Life Group members who are experiencing things like loneliness, temptation, or the loss of a loved one.  To the extent possible, we want any given Life Group to care for the needs of its members, whatever those needs happen to be.  If the needs of an individual are beyond that which a Life Group can meet, then Pastor Jeff Bauer is our go-to guy.  Jeff is our Pastor of Counseling and Recovery and serves as the primary resource for addressing extraordinary needs that Life Groups can’t handle.
D.
There are also questions about children.  There are a couple of issues here.
1.
The first issue relates to the involvement of children in Life Groups.  One person asks,

“Will any of the Life Group involve the children, or do we need to keep them separate?”

Good question.  Our hope is that Life Groups will 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.  There will be great freedom and flexibility for every group to decide on its own how and when it wants to do this.  Maybe one group will decide to set aside one Life Group time for entire families to get together just to have some fun and fellowship.  Another group might choose to periodically build an entire evening around the kids, helping them to worship, connect, grow, and multiply—perhaps using that week’s Bible text as the theme. 
2.
The second issue relates to childcare.  Here are a couple of questions relating to childcare:
“[We’re] not sure about what we would do with the children during that time.”

“We have young kids as do most of the families we know to witness to.  Children’s involvement [or] childcare would be a big issue to be handled by our Life Group.”

Good questions.  We recognize that, for some, it may be prohibitively expensive to pay for childcare every week.  We don’t want the cost of childcare to be an obstacle to Life Group participation.  We don’t have all the answers, but we will be exploring ways to provide childcare.  For example, we will be investigating the feasibility of offering free or very cheap childcare on our campus several nights a week.  We already do something like this for our Young Families Fellowship, and it works pretty well.  The group meets on Saturdays.  About a dozen families drop off up to 32 kids on campus where childcare is provided.  The parents meet in a home near the campus for a meal and fellowship, and then return for their kids.  As they are able, the parents voluntarily donate money toward the cost of childcare which is picked up by the church.  We will let you know if, when, and how we are going to deal with childcare as we near the launch of the Life Groups.
E.
There is another question concerning the reproduction of Life Groups.  One participant in a group that already functions much like a Life Group comments:
“. . . we have several people in our group who could lead or help lead a Life Group—although we don’t really want to split up, but I know we should at some point.”

The comment raises a good question:  As one group grows, how and when should it become two groups?  I’m avoiding the term, “split” because that sounds bad.  “Reproduction” is probably a better descriptor.
From the outset let me say that it is the goal of every Life Group to reproduce.  It’s part of our genetic code.  We are built to grow and reproduce.  We huddle up not just to enjoy the huddle.  We huddle up to head out.
In every healthy, growing Life Group, there will come a time when it outgrows the home in which it meets, or it becomes so big, it begins to lose the intimacy afforded by a smaller group.  When that happens, it’s time to reproduce.  Leaders of a new group are identified from within the original group, and they head out, followed by some others from the original group.
How big can a Life Group be before it’s time to reproduce?  As yet, we have not established any hard-and-fast rule about it.  I suspect we’ll consider Life Groups on a case-by-case basis.  But as a general rule of thumb, if there are consistently more than 15 people in a Life Group, we’ll be thinking more and more about reproducing.
F.
There are other questions concerning certain repercussions of Life Groups.  How will they affect other ministries at Moon Valley?  Let me address some related questions one by one.
1.
One person asks,
“You mentioned that the ‘other ministries’ will complement the Life Groups.  How will you determine whether these ministries are complements?”

Good question.  From one perspective, a ministry is complementary when it doesn’t draw people away from Life Groups.  Because Life Groups are foundational to our strategy, we don’t want very many people saying, “I’m so involved in other ministries that I can’t be involved in a Life Group.”
From another perspective, we would like other ministries to focus mostly on doing needful things that Life Groups won’t be doing.  For example, concurrent with the introduction of Life Groups shortly after the first of the year, we’re going to offer a new class on Sunday mornings that will offer some in-depth teaching on how to handle the Bible for yourself.  There will be teaching segments on Bible interpretation, study resources and tools, systematic theology, and how the entire Bible fits together as an unfolding history of God at work.  It’ll have a seminary feel to it, but it will be accessible and understandable to just about everybody.  This is not something that Life Groups will be doing, but it’s needful.  So we’re going to offer it as a complement to Life Groups.
2.
Another person asks,
“There are plans for a women’s mentoring program to start in January.  Is that a ‘no go’ now?”

We’re not canceling the women’s mentoring program.  Mentoring is needful, and it doesn’t always have to happen in the context of a Life Group.

3.
Another person asks,
“What about our year-long ladies Bible Study curriculum already started?”

We’re not banning any Bible studies outside of the Life Group.  Bible studies are good.  We just don’t want them to draw people away from Life Groups.

4.
Another person asks,
“Are Junior High, High School, and College groups going to become Life Groups?”

These ministries will have a lot in common with Life Groups, but they’re not going to become Life Groups.  They will, however, be focusing on the same Bible text as the rest of us each week.
G.
Finally, there are some questions about the depth of our new direction.  This is where some people expressed concerns.  Here are three questions or comments about that.
“I am concerned that there is no in-depth Bible study . . . Where in the plan does a new believer learn how to handle the Bible in context, as a whole unit, and apply it to their life?”

“I can and love dealing with many Bible texts and I love to go deeper in the Word.  I already have been discontented with the lack of depth and breadth of sermons.  I think you underestimate the intellectual ability of the congregation . . . Focusing on one text all week is way too little for me.”
“We don’t have much to offer for those that want a deeper knowledge and understanding.”

I am thankful for these comments and questions.  They give me an opportunity clarify what I suspect may be some misunderstanding about what we’re doing and how deep we’re going.

1.
I’ve already mentioned that we’re going to be offering a seminary-type class on Sunday mornings which may, in part, address the concerns of some regarding depth.

2.
Also I suspect some tend to equate the quantity of information with depth.  Others have had some training in Bible application and may think they already know all there is to know about it.  I can sympathize.  I felt that way, too.  I can remember the seminary class in which I was first introduced to the process of deeply applying a single biblical text.  Most of us in class aspired to become pastors.  Most of us had already had a class in Bible interpretation.  So, we felt like we knew how to apply the Bible.

We were given the assignment to pick a single verse from which we were to draw a single principle and apply it over a two-week period.  We were to write a paper on exactly how we applied the text.  Some of us were thinking, “One verse for two weeks?  Come on.  We’re seminary students.  We can handle more than that.”

After the two weeks, we handed in our papers.  When we got them back, half of us had to do it over.  We weren’t specific enough in our application.  We had written a bunch of Christian platitudes and generalities and expressed warm feelings with high-sounding words.  But we hadn’t really applied Scripture specifically and deeply.  We hadn’t allowed the Holy Spirit to shine the truth of His Word into the darkest corners of our hearts.  So, the professor said, “Same verse, two more weeks.”  After two more weeks, same thing.  Again, some had to do it third time.  So, some seminary students preparing to be pastors spent six weeks on one verse before they began to learn to make specific application to their lives.

My point it not that we’re going to be writing papers or that we’re going to adopt a drill-sergeant-do-it-over approach.  My point is this:  Focusing on a single text for a period of time is not shallow.  It’s not an underestimation of your intellectual ability.  On the contrary.  It’s an effort to encourage everyone to go deep.
And the challenge of going deep is not intellectual; it’s spiritual.  You see, Satan is probably not opposed to us accumulating more biblical knowledge because knowledge alone just puffs up.  We can expect opposition, however, when we begin to allow the Holy Spirit to put the knowledge to work in changing our lives to become more like Christ.
3.
I want to show you that the Life Group experience will not be shallow.  Let me walk through what would happen for a hypothetical guy named Clyde Christian, a believer who is attending Moon Valley and decides to join a Life Group.  I’m going to focus mostly on what Clyde learns about how to handle the Bible because that’s where I think some misunderstanding lies.
a.
Clyde shows up at a Life Group.  He is welcomed to the group.  The leader of the Life Group gives Clyde some information on a simple method of reading, understanding, and applying the Bible for himself.  The leader calls it the Text-Principle-Application method of reading the Bible, and those familiar with it simply call it TPA.
b.
Later, Clyde comes to our worship gatherings on Sunday morning.  He hears a sermon.  The sermons at Moon Valley are a little different.  They’re more like studies.  We study our way through books of the Bible.

Clyde notices that the messages on Sunday model the elements of the Text-Principle-Application method.  The sermons aren’t just motivational speeches.  Specific observations are made about the Bible text.  Interpretations are explained.  And general applications are given.
c.
Clyde goes home, and on Sunday afternoon he goes to the Moon Valley website where he prints off a transcript of the sermon for that day.  So, Clyde is armed with Bible text A; a summary of how to read, understand, and apply it; and a 4,500-word sermon transcript demonstrating how that can work for Bible text A.
Clyde’s charge is to seek a very personal, very specific application of Bible text A to his life, answering questions like who, what, when, where, and how this is going to play out.
d.
In devotional times during the week, Clyde immerses himself in the text, retracing the observational and interpretive path from the sermon, and asking God, “Lord, how do you want me to apply this to my life?”

The application is not just a one-shot deal.  All week long, Clyde reminds himself of the biblical principle gleaned from Bible text A, and he waits for the Holy Spirit prompt Him to apply it in situations that arise.  And the application is not just something to do; it involves his whole person.  It’s also something to think and something to feel.
Clyde’s focus is on Bible text A, but he is absolutely free to read more and dig as deeply as he wants.  In fact, the sermon transcript lists right at the top related texts that Clyde can study.  Bible text A is not intended to be a constraint; it’s simply a common denominator.  It’s a foundation for the week.

e.
Clyde returns to the Life Group that week.  Traditional Bible study groups tend to spend most if not all their time trying to figure out what the Bible means.  The Life Group is different.  When they meet, they’ve already gone beyond what it means.  Their discussion focuses on how they are applying the truth of Scripture.  They’re sharing stories about how God showed up last week as they applied His Word.  They’re praying together for the challenges; they’re working together through the struggles; they’re celebrating in the victories that application brings.
f.
Later in the week, Clyde gets to talk with his son who is also working on Bible text A.  They talk about how they’re applying Scripture and what God is doing.  It’s easier for Clyde to step into his role as the spiritual shepherd of his children.
g.
And the more Clyde experiences the power of God released through the application of Scripture, the more Clyde hungers for it.  This is not shallow; it’s going deeper.  Clyde’s life is changing.  And changed lives engage our culture for Christ.
And, in a remarkable way, this going deeper actually makes Life Groups more accessible to unbelievers, not less.  It’s tough to invite unbelievers to a traditional Bible study because it can seem dry and academic and unrelated to life.  And unbelievers often don’t know much about the Bible anyway, so even if they are interested in God, they can feel dim-witted and left out in a traditional Bible study.
But in a Life Group, an unbeliever hears something very different.  He doesn’t hear self-righteous Christians pontificating about what the Bible means.  He doesn’t hear some professional preacher give a slick presentation as part of his job.  He hears real people, even struggling people, telling stories about how God, through the Bible, is making a difference in their lives.  In a dark and cynical world, God and His Word come alive before his very eyes.  That is how we can engage our culture.
H.
Well, that’s pretty much the answering-your-questions part.  At about noon today, we’re going to be serving lunch here in the auditorium.  Please join us.  The purpose of the get-together is to eat and provide an informal opportunity for you to ask more questions and provide feedback concerning this new direction we’re taking.  Even if you don’t have any questions or comments, I’d love for you to join us.
Also, if you have not already expressed interest in being a part of a Life Group, I invite you to do so using the Connection Card on your chair.  Just fill out the Card and drop it in the offering box in the lobby later on.
II.
Now I want to transition to the part that I said would be relatable.  We’re going to observe communion.  You may be thinking, “How is communion relatable, particularly to someone is has not yet believed in Jesus for eternal life?”  Good question.  The answer comes in 1 Corinthians 11:26.  It says,
NKJ 1 Corinthians 11:26 For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death till He comes.

By observing communion together, here is what we’re proclaiming:  By His death and resurrection for our sins, Christ alone promises us the free gift of eternal life, if only we will believe Him for it.
The elements of communion merely symbolize the truth of this proclamation.  The bread symbolizes Christ’s body given for you.  The juice symbolizes His blood shed for you as the payment required to purchase eternal life for us.  Eating the bread and drinking the cup symbolizes our belief in Jesus for eternal life—we’re simply receiving the gift.
So, if you have never believed in Jesus for eternal life, now is your opportunity.  You don’t have to do anything, or join anything, or pray anything, or turn things around, or shape up in preparation; you simply believe in Jesus for eternal life.  Perhaps you could eat the bread and drink the cup for the first time this morning as a new believer.
For those who have already believed, let this be a time of solemn remembrance and self-examination.
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