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While we normally think of
tests as something for students
to take, | think it is probably
good for us to expand the circle
to include our congregations.

If | look at tests from the
perspective of a teacher, their
purpose is not to fail anybody,
but rather to assess whether
one has learned the material
that has been taught, to iden-
tify areas where the teaching or
learning has been inadequate

FROM THE PRESIDENT

A Test for Our Congregations

every member a missionary,
with all of us working together
under the Lordship of Jesus
Christ, empowered by His Gos-
pel to share His love.” Are we
making progress in fulfilling
this vision?

How might we test whether
our congregations are seen as
“missions?” How might we as-
sess that our vision is not just a
slogan but a goal we are actually
beginning to implement?

One way, it seems to me,
is to ask whether the mem-
bers of our congregations see
themselves as missionaries,
people who speak of Jesus with
others. How well do they wit-
ness to who Jesus is and what
he has done?

Anotherway to test whether
our congregations are mission-
ary in intention is to ask how
well we welcome strangers
and newcomers to our worship,
educational and other activities.
Do we help them sense that we
are glad they have come and
have something to share with
them?

Perhaps another way is
to look at our budgets. Is the
money we want to go beyond
ourselves — for missions — a
significant, first-fruits portion,
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Is our congregational life focused inward

or outward? Are our activities — worship,
fellowship, educational programs, board and
committee meetings — designed to keep the
organization running or are they intent on
helping members genuinely live their faith

throughout the week?

and to provide a basis for mov-
ing forward in the educational
process. It is meant to be an aid
to education!

In our Florida-Georgia Dis-
trict,we have been emphasizing
for some years now that “every
congregation is a mission and

or is our budget lopsided with
the focus on taking care of our-
selves?

Doy

Recently | read an article
which raised the question about
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the focus of our congregational
life, whether it was focused
inward or outward. It asked
whether our activities — wor-
ship, fellowship, educational
programs,board and committee
meetings — were designed to
keep the organization running
or whether they were intent
on helping the members genu-
inely live their faith throughout
the week.

With the Ablaze emphasis
in our church body seeking

they are seeking to live out their
vocations?

Imagine with me for a while
what our congregations might
look like, if we saw them as true
missionary outposts with a
major purpose being to equip
their members for the Monday
through Saturday routine. Wor-
ship would feature the faithful
preaching and celebrating the
saving work of God, so that the
members could go forth from
worship with a renewed sense
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The key concern is not whether we worship
or not, whether we do Bible study or not or
whether we have fellowship groups or not,
but whether what happens in our worship,
our study sessions and our fellowship
activities serves to instruct and empower
our people for their witness and service

in the world.

to inspire and empower our
members to witness to Jesus
Christ, the author’s question, in
my opinion,is most pertinent.|t
is true, | believe, that we Missouri
Synod Lutherans do not lack
the opportunities to witness to
50,000,000 people in this coun-
try over the next 11 years. We
are strategically placed next to
all kinds of people to whom we
can witness.

To illustrate this, think of
how many people live and work
in your neighborhood. Those
in our cities have countless
people who are next to them.
They work alongside of them;
they attend school alongside
of them; they golf beside them;
they live beside them. We are
placed where the witnessing
opportunities are.

The truth of the above para-
graph is re-enforced by the fact
that the church is not just the
professional church workers but
the whole people of God, both
clergy and laity. By virtue of our
presence in our several callings
at home, in the workplace, the
community, and our congrega-
tions, and by virtue of the fact
that we are Christians 24 hours
a day, seven days a week, we do
not lack for the opportunity to
communicate God’s love innu-
merable times over.
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As a consequence of the
ubiquitous nature of the Chris-
tian church, the test for the
Christian congregation, it seems
to me, is this: how well are we
equipping our members to wit-
ness to our Lord Jesus Christ?
How well are we preparing them
to carry out their vocations as
Christians? How well are we en-
couraging and supporting them
in this endeavor, or is life within
the congregation so focused on
sustaining the institution that
we fail to equip our members for
the witness opportunities which
naturally come to them because

of their identity as children of
God and a renewed commit-
ment to living out this identity
throughout the coming week.
There would be training for
witnessing, because witnessing
has specific content, or it would
not be able to communicate
“grace to those who hear.” The
training would teach our people
the content of our faith and the
skills needed so that the sharing
could be done graciously.
Educational programs
would seek to equip people for
their lives in the various spheres
of responsibility in which they
find themselves. Classes for
parents to gain skills to carry
out their responsibilities toward
their children more effectively
would be one example. An-
other focus might be Christian
citizenship and how one might

sented in the congregation
and beyond, it would foster an
awareness that we want to live
out our entire lives as Christian
people. The encouragement
that comes from intercessory
prayer would strengthen mem-
bers’ resolve to put their faith
into action.

Doy

It is my conviction that
Christians who seek to live as
the people of God throughout
the week — if faith is just a
Sunday thing, what good is it?
— will be surprised by the many
opportunities to witness which
naturally arise because their
faithful service elicits them.

So, one test that | would
like to ask our congregations to
take to assess whether they are
genuinely a missional congre-
gation is to audit whether their
current activities are designed
to help their members live out
their faith on a daily basis. The
key concern is not whether we
worship or not, whether we do
Bible study or not or whether we
have fellowship groups or not,
but whether what happens in
our worship, our study sessions
and our fellowship activities
serves to instruct and empower
our people for their witness and
service in the world.

In talking with a few people
about this type of focus, | get
the feeling that many times
our congregations get
preoccupied with budgets,
taking care of buildings and
maintaining our institutions.
All these things need to be
done, but my hope is that we
take care of our buildings so
that they are pleasant places
for equipping us for our work
in the world, our budgets fund
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It is my conviction that Christians

who seek to live as the people of God
throughout the week will be surprised

by the many opportunities to witness
which naturally arise because their faithful

service elicits them.

be involved beyond voting in
elections.Business ethics would
be another topic.

Support groups could offer
people the opportunity to wres-
tle with issues unique to their
occupations. Medical profes-
sionals could meet together to
help them deal with advancing
technology in the medical field
even as they seek to grow in
their skills in caring for patients
as Christian professionals. If a
congregation had a significant
number of teachers or engi-
neers,opportunities for them to
collaborate in addressing their
challenges as Christians might
be helpful.

Additionally, it seems to me
that as a congregation includes
in its prayers, petitions for the
various occupations repre-

programs that strengthen us
for our service as God’s people
and our institutional life (our
Boards and committees) reflects
our desire to help us live in
the world as people of God
who witness to his grace in
Jesus Christ.

No matter where your con-
gregation may be at this time in
its institutional lifestyle, can we
all work together to direct our
activities in such a way that we
are swept up into God'’s gracious
action for our salvation and then
be sentinto the world as agents
of his grace? Doing that would
be to pass the test of being a
missionary congregation.
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