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Moving Beyond Personal Preferences into Missional Thinking
by Ed Stetzer and David Putman

Being missional does not mean doing things the way we like them. It means to take the gospel
into the context where we have been called ... and, to some degree, to let the church take the
best shape that it can in order to reach a specific culture. However, the problem is our
preferences. You can't be missional and pick what you like at the same time.

We prefer some forms of music. We desire certain church organizational structures. We would
like specific outreach plans. Simply put, we have certain things that we like. That is not a
problem when our preferences line up with the missional choices for our community. The
problem occurs when they do not. That situation requires a change of heart and the willingness
to set aside our preferences.

That is not just an issue within churches. It is often an issue with church leaders. Many times
we think that the people within the church do not understand the culture. Sometimes they
understand the culture better than we do! We often rush off to the next best conference of the
month and come home and announce that this new model is the key to reaching our community.
The people respond with, "That won't work here!" At that point, we assume that they are
expressing a lack of faith. Often it just means that they have a better pulse on the community
than we do. They think they know which kind of music, discipleship plan, outreach strategy,
etc., will not work ... and they are often correct.

On the other hand, churches are not always good barometers of the “outside” culture. Over
time, a church culture develops that is separate from the broader culture, and soon it can no
longer effectively understand the context around it. Churches become so tied to practicing their
own preferences that they become the main goal, not the glorification of God within the culture
where they are found. Rather, it is the glorification of God in a way that we find comforting
and comfortable.

Many prefer not to worry about what people on the outside think, but just to take care of their
needs and preferences. Scripture teaches that we are to "consider others better than

yourselves™ (Phil. 2:3). This includes the truth that our preferences should never become more
important than what our church needs to be and do missionally. For that matter, the church's
focus should not be the preferences of other church members either. A truly biblical church
will ask, "What will it take to transform this community by the power of the gospel?" not "How
many hymns do we have to sing to make everybody happy?"
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We find it intriguing to observe churches that are led by pastors with their own preferences
(usually for the church to be more contemporary) who try to implement their preferences within
existing churches (who have their own traditional preferences). They fight, they argue, people
leave the church, and pastors even lose their jobs.

Churches must move beyond personal preferences into missional thinking. Or they must find a
place where missional expression of church lines up with their personal preferences. The
problem with finding a place to live out our preferences is that we are ministering on the basis
of the very thing that will change: the culture around us.

Moving beyond preference requires a new motivation and outlook. More and more North
American church leaders are finding the ability to move beyond preference in the tools of
missiology.

Before anything that is truly of God can be born, your own preferences have to die. Your desire
to lead a contemporary/traditional/emerging/casual/formal/whatever church has to be laid on
the altar and sacrificed in order to receive Christ's call and mission to this community. That is
what Jesus meant when he said to his disciples in Luke 9:23, "If anyone would come after me,
he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me."

Are you willing to die to your preferences so the people in your community can be reached with
the gospel? Is your church willing to move out of its Christian subculture and relate to its
community? Is it possible that you and your church are missing out on some of the blessings of
the gospel because you have been unwilling to die to yourself and your preferences?

Ed Stetzer is president of Lifeway Research (www.lifeway.com), and David Putman is
executive pastor of Mountain Lake Church (www.mountainlakechurch.com) in the Atlanta area.
This article is adapted from their book, Breaking the Missional Code: Your Church Can
Become a Missionary in Your Community (Broadman & Holman), © 2006 Ed Stetzer and
David Putman, used by permission.

The Right Question

Leaders do not need answers.
Leaders must have the right questions.

When groups are facing a major problem, the challenge can seem overwhelming.
Some questions can help sort the issues into more manageable units.

What can I do in the short term?
What can | do over a longer term?
What parts of the problem are in my control and what parts are not?
What are my options and the advantages and disadvantages of each?
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BOOK REVIEW

Preaching in the Small Membership Church
By Lewis A. Parks, Abingdon, 2009
Reviewed by Ann A. Michel

Lew Parks’s newest book is ostensibly a preaching primer with good, solid advice on some of
the basics, such as selecting a good biblical translation and commentary, research and
preparation, and effective delivery. But at a deeper level, his discussion of the preaching task
provides a conceptual framework for exploring the contextual dynamics and leadership
imperatives unique to smaller congregations. The book is held together by a rich subtext that
affirms the vitality and importance of small church ministry while at the same time recognizing
its particular challenges.

The book’s central theme is the importance of sound and effective pastoral leadership in smaller
churches. Some small congregations, accustomed to frequent pastoral changes and long periods
of having to go it on their own, are unreceptive to outside leadership. But Parks sees clergy
leaders as the catalyst needed to focus and energize the “native energy of a small membership
church.” This necessary leadership is best exercised through preaching — preaching that
reclaims the lost history of an aging congregation, preaching that forges a renewed sense of
corporate identity as the people of God, and preaching that honestly names the current reality
confronting smaller churches.

Perhaps most importantly, the small-church preacher has the opportunity to address the low self
-esteem, shame, and cynicism that infest so many smaller churches by crafting a counter
narrative affirming their vital witness. Also, at a time when the boundary between the small
membership church and the outside community is becoming more and more fixed and
impenetrable, Parks suggests a role for the preacher/leader as a cross-cultural interpreter who
translates the church’s message to the outsider and explains the surrounding environment to
those in the church. In these and other ways, he offers a paradigm for renewal in congregations
that are an indispensible component of the Body of Christ.

Preaching in the Small Membership Church can be purchased online at Cokesbury
(www.cokesbury.com) or Amazon (www.amazon.com).

It’s not change smaller churches resist, it’s folly.
David R. Ray
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