Conference held in Edinburgh – June 9th 2009
“Innovating Church for the 21st Century”

Dr. James Emery White is senior pastor of Mecklenburg Community Church in North Carolina, USA.  This a church he founded in 1992 and has now grown to over 6,000 active attenders.  Dr.White is a successful church leader, accredited academic (including participation in Oxford University summer programme of Theology) and as we were to hear, a gifted speaker.

Session 1 of the conference had Dr.White explore how culture radically changes how we must approach Christian mission.  In particular, a case was presented that we are operating in a situation where people now operate without any reference to God.  It is not that people reject God but simply work within the assumption that there is no God.  This provides the church with a potentially fruitful mission field since, at the same time, it is clear that there is still spiritual longings within the lives of individuals.
A church which is willing to engage positively within this context requires to consider three areas

Mission – Strategy – Methods

The local church needs to be clear why it exists.  Dr.White argues that the church does not exist primarily for those who are members - ‘it is not about you’ – rather the church exists for those who are far from God.  He asserts that it is the mission of the church to turn ‘atheists into missionaries’.

From this missional understanding a strategy can then be constructed.  Churches need to build bridges between the church and the Unchurched.  The bridges need to take into account the fact that the biblical understanding the individual is today extremely limited and so moving people from being ignorant to knowledgeable to eventually making a decision for Christ is to engage in a process with them.  Whereas in the past the church relied heavily on event evangelism, today we must focus first on process and then event.
The major part of the process for Mecklenburg is called ‘investing and inviting’.  This is the process of each Christian investing in authentic relationships with non-believers so that, at an appropriate point, an invitation can be extended to special service and/or events.  (it should be noted that this relationship is loving, respectful and non manipulative).

Dr.White was quick to highlight the fact that though the message of the Gospel is unchanging, methods used to communicate the Gospel do change and he was therefore less willing to highlight specific methodology.  (they may or may not be appropriate in each situation)
A number of observations were highlighted ie

People today need to experience the Faith.

People belong before they believe

People ‘feel’ their way into believing.

The above list highlights the need for church services which are more experiential and where Christians need to be living examples of transformed lives.  (We have to be the Good News before we tell the Good News).

It was also illustrated that children are often a key motivation for adults coming along to services.

Sessions 2 and 3 were breakout sessions with various members of staff from Meckenburg Community Church covering issues relating to the weekend services, music in worship, reaching children and families and a session for pastors and church leaders led by Dr.White.
The session for pastors covered a number of areas in an informal context (and partially led by questions from the floor).  Dr.White spoke of the need for ministers to nurture and protect personal spiritual and emotional vitality.  The importance of patterns of work and rest were stressed.
Issues relating to dealing with staff members were raised – which in the context of the Church of Scotland context may have had limited application.  However the importance to good working relationships with leaders within our congregation was spoken about and whilst that may be something of a given there is still the need for that leadership to be developed and extended.  In particular regard should be given to the potential of our leaders to move beyond what is now to what we would like to be.

Clearly Dr.White sees the Sunday services as the key evangelistic opportunity of the church and so he appealed for churches to strive towards excellence particularly in that area (being the best we can be with what we have available to us).

A danger for leaders is that of stagnation.  Leaders need to continue to be learners through reading, seeking out examples of good practice and expanding their understanding.  One particular tool recommended was called ‘reverse mentoring’, where church leaders would seek to learn from younger people about their ‘world’ and so have some understanding how they might best and most effectively ‘speak into’ that world.

Ministers who wish to lead towards church growth were warned to expect opposition and dissent and warned that there would be a need to directly confront issues and people, although this should be done with the directions given in Mathew 18.

The second breakout session I attended was the weakest in terms of content.  The speaker dealt with creating worship that engages.  The general emphasis in his presentation is that when creating a service to which the unchurched are invited then there needs to be special sensitivity.   Although example were given from the context of the history of this church the illustration was that at different times the church needed to do different things to remain contextually and culturally relevant.

In the final session led by Dr.White a plenary session gave rise to a  number of questions from the gathered group. (I have given the topic in shortened form and also a summary of the response following)
1. Children at Mecklenburg  -  Children are given special attention within their own context for practical reasons e.g. crying babies interrupting service elements (big issue with lots of babies).   Also talks are adult orientated and so no child appropriate

2. How to begin innovation – Begin with values and not methods.  Most important for church to know why they exist before trying to bring changes.  The biggest change is the change in outlook to become mission-orientated and servant hearted. 

3. Biggest lesson learned to grow – To have a vision to be a growing church.  Have a ‘big church’ mentality rather than a ‘small church’ mentality.- practical outworking is to live prepared for having more people around.

4. Do you use groups to generate creativity – Yes ad hoc groups are formed to deal with issues, events and services.
5. What about discipleship – Church needs to hold both evangelism and discipleship as key activities.  Mecklenburg runs classes for learning with emphasis on helping men and women become active learners who take responsibility for their own spiritual growth.

6. How do you evaluate your services etc – Lots of effort goes into making sure that the church is connecting with people.  Interviews, meetings and stats all play a part

7. Is it only a special kind of leader that can help a church grow – It does take leadership and vision but there is a need for delegation since no leader is the ‘full package’.

8. Surely your experience is only applicable to the USA since the UK is so different – This used as an excuse since there is much more similarity than difference and there are examples in the UK to show that it is possible.  What often marks out a growing church is church mission orientated which is ‘hungry’ to make a difference
