Connecting with Our Community for Christ’s sake

Lee J. Smith
In a recent article in Christianity Today, Richard Foster forecasts that “the hostility of the general culture to things Christian is only going to increase.”  Increasingly, the media, entertainment industry, educational establishment and political elites are espousing a very negative view of the Christian church. 
In another article in the same issue of CT author Glenn Stanton, director of family formation studies at Focus on the Family, tells the story of his debates with a gay advocate. He comments, “that an event even at Bob Jones University might turn out to be more civil than say, at the tolerant University of Wisconsin, Madison.” What he is saying is that the gay advocate would be treated more civilly at BJU than the Evangelical, traditional marriage advocate would be treated at UW. 
The standard depiction of an Evangelical is a narrow-minded, simple-minded, intolerant, homophobic, anti-women, mean-spirited, divisive, dangerous nut.
So, how does a church overcome this negative stereotype to gain a hearing?  What does your community think of your church or of you as the pastor of an Evangelical church? How can the barrier of a negative perception be lowered so that people in the community can see Christ and hear the Gospel?

Some churches try to defuse the perception by adopting new terminology. Last year we had the privilege to attend Blackhawk Church in Madison one Sunday. One thing I noticed was an obviously intentional avoidance of the terms “Christian” and “Church.”  Believers were only called “followers of Jesus Christ.” I don’t have a problem with avoidance of terms which carry cultural garbage and so distort the message of the Gospel, but I doubt that such changes will change societal perception of who we are.
This has reminded me again of the importance of connecting with my community. We Evangelicals are not insiders. In our community some still wonder if we are some kind of cult—after all, we aren’t Catholic or Methodist. I’ve noticed that half of those who call us can’t even pronounce the word ‘evangelical,” not to speak of having a clue at to what evangelical means.

So, in a small town or country community, how do we change that perception, so that people can see Jesus and hear the Gospel?  The key word is relationships. As individuals and churches we need to build relationships—relationships which demonstrate Christ’s love. When people think of our church they would think, “Oh. Those are the people who care about people.”
Being involved in one’s community isn’t necessarily easy or convenient. It takes time, leadership, creativity and resources. It may put us out of our comfort zones.  

There are three aspects of becoming witnesses in our communities:

1. Engaging our communities by serving them in ways which demonstrate the love of Christ. This usually involves programs such as food pantries, open gyms, pre-schools and health clinics.
2. Forming friendships on a personal level with people who don’t know Christ.

3. Sharing the Gospel with those with whom we have built relationships.   These kinds of community outreach programs are good but they will not be evangelistically productive unless the programs lead to relationships and relationships lead to sharing the Gospel.  Life witness (actions of love) is abortive unless it leads to lip witness (the verbalization of the message of the Gospel)
Perhaps you are thinking. Lee, this all sounds good, so what about you and the Community Evangelical Free Church?  As a church we have been attempting to connect with our community in new ways. We have an Awana program. We have a float in the 4th of July parade. We have a Halloween “Trick or Truck” outreach. We help with the local food pantry. We have thought about opening a “Teen Center.”

On a personal level, I have joined the Shullsburg Rescue Squad and have just finished my EMT-Basic training classes. The community’s view of us has improved.

What about relationship building?  That’s more difficult. The largest core of our church family is not a part of Shullsburg. They don’t work, shop or go to school in Shullsburg. I don’t find relationship building easy either. My natural bent is to study, read, teach and write.

What about verbalizing the Gospel? I don’t think we are any different from most Evangelical churches, where only about 20% of believers ever share the Gospel with another person. (Have you noticed that the definition of witness is very broad/vague when believers talk about witnessing?) 

What do you do to encourage relationship building, and what you do to encourage and prepare your congregation for verbal witness?
