Introduction: Resort Living

I got to enjoy some “get away time” last week with a friend. As one of the
top salesman in his company he had earned a trip to one of our state’s
more popular resort/casino destinations. When he asked me to go I
thought, “awesome” and gladly tagged along. Wow, this place was
incredible with top notch amenities replete with amazing pool areas which
were acre upon acre of water falls, slides, cabanas, wading areas, and most
of all, steamy hot-hot tubes. Inside, there were miles of black jack tables,
roulette wheels, and slot machines, enough it seemed, to fill a stadium.
This was a hedonist’s paradise, a place of sensory delight.

As I was soaking up the rays poolside one day, I struck up a conversation
with one of our servers, a perky and petite young lady, pretty much my
daughter’s age. She was so excited that after 18 months of trying, she
finally got pregnant. I automatically went into new granddad mode and
whipped out phone photos of my first grandson, who, if you haven’t heard,
was born three weeks ago. She instantly let out that maternal sigh of
“Aww, he’s so adorable” and congratulated me. When I inquired as to
how excited her husband was about their new baby endeavor, she politely
responded, “I don’t have a husband.” Now truthfully, I was half expecting
to hear that, but her next phrase, not so much, “But wife is very excited.”

The ease with which she shared that information with me, a total stranger,
coupled with the unabated devotion of 1000s of people gambling all day
and night got me to wondering, “Where’s the church?”

Series Recap & Shift

All year long we have been exploring major topics of the Bible. Our last
segment was on “Man” and of being transformed through Jesus Christ
(souls, spirit, minds). Today, however, we shift from personal
transformation  to  congregational  transformation to  societal
transformation. As Wesley put it, “There 1s no holiness but social



holiness.” He meant that if we are transformed as individual we will
eventually transform the church and ultimately the world.

Biblical Metaphors

There are many metaphors that speak about the churched as God’s
transforming community. In the “Sermon on the Mount” Jesus called his
church three things, “Salt, Light, and a City” (Matthew 5:13). Peter
referred to the church as God’s “Household” built on “Living Stones” (I
Peter 4:17, 2:5). Paul said the Church 1s Jesus’ “Bride, Body, and Temple
of the Holy Spirit” (I Corinthians 6, 2 Corinthians 11:2) and God’s
community of “Faith, Hope, and Love.” These are three things that can
absolutely transform absolutely anything (I Corinthians 13). The Hebrews
pastor called the church “Mt. Zion” and the “Heavenly Jerusalem”
(12:22). As we probably know (and like), “Family” is one of the primary
images of the church in the N'T' (Ephesians 3:15, ergo, brother & sister
talk).

There are approximately 80 other metaphors for the church in the NT
but when Jesus promised in Matthew 16:18, “I will build my church” the
word he used for “church” came from the Greco Roman world. An
“ecclesia” was a “political assembly” or a “gathering of people for the
same purpose.” Jesus used it more as a “missional movement” which later
on, Paul said is full of people who have been

Rescued from the dominion of darkness into the kingdom of
his dear Son.

(Colossians 1:13)
And of whom Peter entitled (I Peter 2:9):
You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a

people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of
him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.



Furthermore, Jesus’ transformative community is both the 2 greatest
thing in heaven and greatest thing on earth. It is both future and present.
Both, already and not yet. Both, local and global. Both, physical and
spiritual. Both, heavenly and earthly. Both, organism and organization.
Both, individual and congregational. Both, sinner and saint. Both,
glorious and inglorious! The church 1s Jesus’ prophetic, alternative, and
counter-culture community. And for those who need to jack up their
dedication and estimation of the church just remember, Jesus loved it so
very much that he freely gave his very life for it (Ephesians 5:25).

Transforming Community

As great as the Church 1s (and it is) Jesus ensured it would never be this
static, inert, spiritual naval gazing, inside-four-walls, inwardly focused,
and privatized institution which we have largely made it today (like most
religions). He gave us a dynamic and transforming mission which we read

about in Matthew 28:18-20:

18 Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in
heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19 Therefore go
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20
and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded
you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the
age.”

In these marching orders from heavenly head-quarters, we see that once
we are called OU'T of the vision/values/practices of the world, and drawn
INTO the Church, we are then called back OUT into the world with the
vision/values/practices of Jesus in order to transform it. Jesus said we do
this with an atomic practice called “Making disciples.”

How? Through a simple two-step process (1) Baptize and (2) Teach them
to obey what Jesus taught (obedience = transformation).



Conclusion: Transformational Identity

Jesus sends out the transformed as transformers until the entire world 1s
transformed! Enrico Fermi Short reminds us that, “We must redeem
entire cultures, not only personal souls.” He said this after mulling over
the shocking irony that

Christianity gained more conversions in America over the last two
hundred years than any other faith. Simultaneously, it has steadily lost
cultural influence despite its rapid conversion growth.

Stunning! But why has the church been transformed by the world instead
of vice versa? I mean if almost %4 of our nation believes in God, Jesus, and
the Bible why do we see such rapid paganization? We could spend months
giving explanations but perhaps the greatest i1s that we lost our
transformational identity. On this point David Bosch elaborates,

If the Church 1s ''n Christ,) her whole existence then has a
transformational character. Her conduct as well as her words will
convince unbelievers of their ignorance and stupidity.

One way we regain our transformational identity is to courageously
“speak the truth in love” (Ephesians 4:15) to people who need it the most,
1.e., those who are far from God and getting farther away from him each
moment. We don’t condemn or condone “their ignorance and stupidity”
but we do remember, just as God had to remind the renegade prophet
Jonah (4:11), that many people live as they do because they are unaware
that a better life awaits them (“Mud Pies in a Slum” CS Lewis). That better
life 1s in God and if we truly believed that we would not fear the Cancel
Culture, get over our terminal politeness and speak up for their sakes.

At the beginning of the message I mentioned my interaction with our
pregnant pool server but not for the reason you may think. I did so because



I missed a great opportunity to offer her a word of transformation. My
failure reminded me that we need to get out of the church bubble more
and be better prepared to lovingly, and boldly, encourage people towards
a better life in God through Jesus Christ.

I've heard it said that you don't choose the books you read—great books
choose you. In some peculiar way, I believe that is what happened in 1999
as I consumed Charles Colson and Nancy Pearcey's How now shall we
live? Never before had I planned to read a 600-page, non-fiction book,
but once I devoured the introduction (a version of which is re-published
in this edition of Comment), I could not put it down. On vacation in
Mexico, I found myself reading this thick, green, hardcover book by the
pool, on the beach and in my room during every waking moment. My
worldview was challenged and my view of Christian influence in culture
was nvigorated. My wife wondered what had gotten into me—and with
good reason. When was the last time you saw a grown man create flash
cards for reading that was not required . . .on vacation?!

Up until that time, I had wrestled with several questions surrounding the
role of my faith in this world. I had no problem grasping the idea of eternal
life and the need for personal salvation, but the answers I was familiar with
were deficient when it came to how my faith practically played out during
my years in this present world.

Nobody addressed what to me seemed an obvious problem:

As I read Colson and Pearcey's book, for the first time in my life I
encountered Christians who had dared to set aside the talking points and
"o0 off message." They had recognized the problems and offered biblical,
logical solutions. I began to reconnect to Christian purpose. Colson and
Pearcey laid out all of what being a Christian was about. They challenged
my worldview and invigorated my view of Christian influence. It felt
simple, yet complex, true and historic. I was convinced that everyone I
knew needed to read this book. I just knew that if more Christians could



grasp this bigger picture, it could change the face of Christianity
throughout our nation.

Unfortunately, I knew none of my twenty-something friends would want
to read a 600-page book. So, I was left with two choices: get new friends,
or, do everything within my grasp to take these ideas and convey them in
the most practical, life-giving, and encouraging way to everyone I could.
I chose the second option. As Henry Blackaby writes in Experiencing
God, the role of every Christian is to "watch to see where God 1s at work
and join him." A shift in Christian praxis within our culture may be one
such place where God 1s at work. I believe God is calling the church in the
United States to grasp its calling to influence the greater culture. We can
feel 1t in the rebuke of pretentious Christianity and sense it in the hearts
and minds of young Christ-followers desperate to live lives pleasing and
honouring their Maker. I can't imagine anything more important or
significant in our lifetimes than to be a part of the church's recapturing its
role in shaping culture. When we do this, the life-giving message of Jesus
Christ will go forward in ways unprecedented throughout the 21Ist
century.

The origins of cultural influence

Modern-day evangelicals are most familiar with God's saving grace—the
means by which God's saving power, through the death and resurrection
of Jesus Christ, can redeem people from their sin and give them new life
in Christ and throughout eternity. What we hear less about, today, is
another theological concept called common grace. Wayne Grudem
defines common grace as "the grace of God by which he gives people
innumerable blessings that are not part of salvation." This common grace
1s available through and to all of His creation. David refers to it in Psalm
145: "The Lord 1s good to all, and His mercy is over all that He has made
... The eyes of all look to you, and you give them their food in due season.
You open your hand; you satisty the desire of every living thing." Jesus
also referred to it when he admonished us: "I say to you, love your enemies
and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your



Father who 1s in heaven. For He makes His sun rise on the evil and on the
good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust" (Matthew 5:44-45).

Understanding both saving grace and common grace helps us to
understand the cultural mandate. It dates back to the Garden of Eden
when on the sixth day of creation a momentous delegation unfolds as God
hands Adam the responsibility to pick up where He has left off. He is called
to reflect God's image and to have dominion over all things, to "steward"
God's good creation and all of its resources in the service of God and man
(Genesis 1:26-28). God's declaration to humanity of their divinely
appointed duties provided deep purpose and meaning to human life.
Humankind were called to partner with God in the work He wanted to
do throughout creation.

It was Colson and Pearcey's explanation of the cultural mandate that
grabbed my mind and my heart:

God cares not only about redeeming souls but also about restoring his
creation. He calls us to be agents not only of his saving grace but also of
his common grace. Our job is not only to build up the church but also to
build a society to the glory of God. As agents of God's common grace, we
are called to help sustain and renew his creation, to uphold the created
institutions of family and society, to pursue science and scholarship, to
create works of art and beauty, and to heal and help those suffering from
the results of the Fall.

Christians live to serve the common good of our neighbors, and that
service creates unmatched influence on the culture.

Cultural influence lost

For centuries, Christian growth and maturing was understood as a
gradual process. The historical idea of a "catechesis" was based on an
intentional, deliberate process of growth that introduced a new believer to
the life they aspired to live on this earth. Conversion was not achieved in



a moment. Both the mentor and the disciple saw it as a process that
required serious, disciplined engagement over time. Although eternal
salvation might be grasped in a moment, the lifestyle of winsome
engagement could take a lifetime to achieve.

The Christian explanation for existence made sense to Kings and paupers
alike. As Colson and Pearcey write, it was a "comprehensive life system
that answers all of humanity's ageold questions: Where did I come from?
Why am I here? Where am I going? Does life have any meaning and
purpose?" It competed and won the day against other stories' explaining
human existence. Even intellectuals embraced it, since Christian faith
offered answers to the nagging questions of the human condition. Sadly,
this way of thinking would be drastically transformed by the
Enlightenment and the Second Awakening.

The Enlightenment initiated a philosophical shift that would change
everything. The basis for human existence shifted away from God and
toward humanity. Human reason, scientific research, and individual
achievement had no need for divine intervention. Innovation was in the
air. Speed, volume, and progress would become the celebrated measures
for success, as Michael Metzger observes. Speed would overtake
intentionality, volume would surpass quality, and progress would overrun
tradition. This philosophy of human-driven cultural advancement
characterized the modern view that would influence Christian thinking.

Here 1s one possible way of explaining what happened to North American
Christianity as it developed alongside the influence of the Enlightenment.
Movements like the Great Awakening in England, New England, and the
eastern seaboard of North America, and the Second Awakening that
spread from New England through to the American frontier in the late
1700s and early 1800s introduced many people to Christ. Methodist
preaching and Presbyterian Lord's Supper gatherings staged as camp
meetings convened on the frontier, having little effect on the educated
intellectuals in the city. The great orators of the day used emotional
preaching and proclaimed boldly the most dramatic points of the
Christian story; "You are a sinner, and Christ's death and resurrection can



give you new life. If you get saved, you will have eternal life in Heaven."
They initiated special invitations to capture the most possible conversions
from a given audience in a limited amount of time. They didn't have the
benefit of living among the people and modeling the life of a Christian
over the course of years. Their demanding schedule of traveling by
horseback from town to town gave them weeks, and sometimes just days,
to convey the depth of the message of Jesus.

It's easy to see that when forced to convey the most dramatic parts of the
Christian story in a short period of time, parts of the story are easily
overlooked. In the process, Christianity was losing its profound and life-
giving answers to central questions no longer representing an entire life-
system and worldview. It had become relegated to a personal, spiritual
decision about where you would spend the afterlife.

As more evangelical Christians adopted this half-story explanation of the
faith, their cultural influence began to fade. The emphasis on heavenly
pursuits overshadowed the i1dea of living a life that offered common grace
and promoted cultural influence. And as personal decisions for Christ
became the short-term measure of success, the church added shallow
converts who were unable to see the cultural implications of their faith. If
being a Christfollower 1s only about getting a free pass to heaven and
trying to bring everyone else with them, it will alienate Christians from the
broader dialogue about life, justice, and the here and now.

Relying on the half-story explanation of the gospel is like handing
someone a John Grisham novel with the first and last fifty pages removed.
They'd be left with the middle portion of the book, a half-story depicting
some of the most dramatic developments of the story but giving little
understanding of the characters, their aims and beliefs, and how they got
into their dilemma in the first place. The story might still be intriguing but
the reader would be left feeling empty. The impact of the story would be
lost. They could call themselves a John Grisham reader, but they would
miss most of what makes him a compelling author. And the story doesn't
make sense to them because it is an incomplete truth.



When Christians dismiss the cultural mandate as an insignificant part of
the Christian life, separatism and piety increases and cultural influence
fades, But, if Christians learn and embrace the full story gospel and
partner with God in restoring and redeeming his creation, their cultural
influence will follow and the Good News will spread.

How now shall we influence?

The idea of culture-shaping is widely debated. As James Davison Hunter
observes in his Trinity Forum briefing, To Change the World, most
people—and until recently that would have included me—implicitly
believe that cultures are changed from the bottom-up—that to "change
our culture, we need more and more individuals possessing the right
values and therefore making better choices." The problem is that it is only
part of the solution. Hunter argues that "[it] 1s this view of culture that also
leads some faith communities to evangelism as their primary means of
changing the world. If people's hearts and minds are converted, they will
have the right values, they will make the right choices, and the culture will
change in turn."

Hunter goes on to argue that "the renewal of our hearts and minds 1s not
only important, it is essential, indeed a precondition for a truly just and
humane society. But by itself, it will not accomplish the objectives and
ideals we hope for." This could explain why Christianity as practiced by
many well meaning, admirable Christians in the past failed to achieve
significant traction.

Cultures are shaped when networks of leaders, representing the different
social institutions of a culture, work together towards a common goal:
"Again and again we see that the impetus, energy and direction for
changing the world were found where cultural, economic and often
political resources overlapped; where networks of elites, who generated
these various resources, come together in common purpose."



Channels of Cultural Influence

What are the social institutions of our culture that Hunter refers to? They
are the social institutions that govern any society, including business,
government, media, church, arts and entertainment, education, and the
social sector. Their combined output of ideas, films, books, theology,
websites, restaurants, 1nvestments, social work, laws, medical
breakthroughs, and technology drive an entire nation. The ideas and
values they perpetuate sustain the moral fibre and social conscience of the
culture. The people who lead these influential institutions shape the ideas,
thoughts and preferences of millions of others. If Hunter is right, a very
few can effect dramatic shifts in the convictions and aspirations of a
culture.

The church 1s a unique channel of cultural influence. Few other
institutions draw participants from so many areas of society. When
Christians embrace the common goals of both redeeming cultures and
individual souls, the possibilities for positive cultural influence
dramatically increase.

I believe that the church 1s the hope of the world and is positioned like no
other channel of influence to shape culture. Its people are called to be in
the world. As John Stott puts it in Basic Christianity, "We find ourselves
citizens of two kingdoms, the one earthly and the one heavenly. And each
citizenship lays upon us duties which we are not at liberty to evade."
Although the work of culture creation may take place outside the physical
walls of a church building, the local church creates a natural space where
social networks of leaders, within all seven channels of culture, can work
together towards a common goal. Nowhere else does this potential for
synergy exist. Unlike other channels, the church 1s a living organism where
God's spirit constantly moves and seeks to express Himself through a
willing Body. Sadly, by focusing on just the "spiritual" and the afterlife,
the Christian church has strayed from its potential influence in the here
and now, positioning itself instead as just another subculture. Many
Christians currently hold unique and influential positions throughout the



seven channels of culture, but have never been supported by fellow
believers.

Engaging Cultural Leaders

Consider my thirty-four-year-old friend Dan, a leader in the business
channel of cultural influence who meets with captains of industry and
strategic leaders throughout the free world. He cares deeply about
Christian engagement in the place God has called him, but doesn't feel
comfortable labelling himself a Christian due to the negative baggage that
comes with it. When we first met four years ago, Dan was desperate for a
community of believers that could understand him and his life in the wider
culture. He had no community or church that could support him as he
tried to fulfill his calling. Dan had given up hope and felt like the only

Christian in his predicament.

His story 1s all too common. In the work that I do, I come across cultural
leaders who feel disconnected from the local church or, worse yet,
misunderstood or "used." The story for some is that the church tends to
only be interested in them if the church organization can benefit in some
way. Church leaders fail to recognize the current and potential influence
these leaders wield within culture, and they unknowingly drive them away.
Still, an undeniable opportunity for the church to regain ground exists.
My friend Jon, a top model in the fashion industry, experienced something
different in the local church. As he pursued the opportunity to lead a
culturally redeeming project to captivate the vanguard of the fashion
industry, he found help and support. His pastor spent time with him and
probed deeply to find ways the church could actively support these efforts.
Whether volunteering to help at local events or assisting in the
organizational and administrative details of his project, this church
provided the back-up Jon needed to engage where God has placed him.
Jon's Christian community exemplifies a shift in the church. As one piece
of a greater movement, we're just beginning to see what might happen. As
Tim Keller writes:



If we produce thousands of new church-communities that regularly attract
and engage secular people, that seek the common good of the whole city
especially the poor, and that produce thousands of Christians who write
plays, make movies, express creative journalism, begin effective and
productive new businesses, use their money for others, and produce
cutting-edge scholarship and literature we will see our vision for the city
realized and our whole society changed as a result.

This vision demands that leaders in the church wrestle with the complexity
of embodying the Gospel in culture. As the church rediscovers its unique
role in culture, and supports the calling of their cultural influencers, it will
be a force for good in our communities, cities and the country.

The way forward

The call to the church—to all Christians—is to rediscover the cultural
mandate, embracing the opportunity to influence culture. In the church,
we must teach about calling and cultural influence and provide vital
support to cultural leaders. We must become an integral piece of the local
culture, convening and encouraging creation of future culture that serves
the common good. We must become connoisseurs of good culture,
recognizing and celebrating the good, the true, and the beautiful to the
glory of God, and begin to lead the conversations that will shape future
culture.

There's the big idea. The vision. The challenge. The opportunity. Here
are a few steps you can take to realize this vision personally and
throughout your church.

1. Explore and embrace the cultural mandate. Educate yourself on the
whole Gospel—the complete counsel of God—and become familiar
with how the story (creation, fall, redemption, consummation) shows
up 1n all of life and brings clarity to the Christian's responsibility in
a fallen world. Read Genesis | and 2 with this perspective in mind
and investigate other writings that delve deeply into the topic. Read



books by C. S. Lewis, John Stott, Os Guinness, Chuck Colson,
Nancy Pearcey, Michael Metzger, or Neil Plantinga for specific
insight into the cultural mandate.

. Teach about calling and cultural influence. Inspire people within
your church to discover their callings and pursue them with
excellence, while celebrating their successes. Educate those around
you about how cultural influence happens. Find the people within
your church who hold unique and influential positions throughout
the seven channels of culture. Help them cultivate and create culture
that serves the common good. Your interest in serving them will go
a long way in building their confidence in the church's
understanding of their opportunities for influence while reminding
them of God's provision.

. Connect with your local community. As many have asked, "If your
church were removed from the community today, would anyone
even notice?" As an integral piece of your local culture, adopt a
missional approach to the needs of your community. Add value to
the culture, support local artists, businesses, and schools, and serve
the community with volunteers for good events that are redemptive
in nature. Be an advocate for goodness and beauty throughout your
surroundings, so that if you ever left you'd be sorely missed.

. Look for the good. Become known as connoisseurs of good culture,
able to recognize and pick it out in a fallen world. Instead of being
offended when confronted with darkness, suggests Michael Metzger,
be provoked to get involved. Challenge yourself to find something
good 1n all things and identify the redemptive nature of humanity
and 1ts place in creating a better world.

. Convene conversations about future culture. Initiate conversations
about the values of your community. Host them at your church or



in a neutral location and drive the cultural conversation instead of
simply responding to it. Raise issues of injustice and offer potential
solutions. Be the first to praise the good culture being created in your
community and inspire imagination around opportunities that
support the common good, elevate beauty and align with truth. Most
of all, convene the cultural leaders in your local church to encourage
and inspire them to renew their channels of influence.

None of us knows how human creativity will alter the world we live in
next. However, our Christian responsibility 1s to be good stewards of all
that God has entrusted to us and to renew all things. This alone, brings
glory to God.

This article is a revision of a Fermi Short by Gabe Lyons: a chapter-length
essay commissioned by the Fermi Project, "created to keep you informed
of the ideas shaping our cultural context and the church's opportunity for
influence."

The Church of Jesus Christ has normally understood the transformation
of society to be an essential part of its mission task.

Transformed to transform

While the focal point of missions has been to communicate the Good
News of Christ, to call men and women to repentance and faith, and to
baptize them into the church, it has also involved a process of teaching
them to 'observe all things' that Jesus commanded. Christians have
assumed that this obedience would lead to the transformation of their
physical, social and spiritual lives. Sometimes this has been well done,
sometimes poorly done. But missionaries have always implicitly assumed
that the reception and the living out of the gospel would begin to
transform both individual and community life. And more often than not,
specific steps were taken and institutions were established to aid this
process. While we recognize today that the missionaries often envisioned



a model of the transformed community that looked suspiciously like the
ones they knew in their own cultures, there is no doubt that this
transforming dimension was an essential aspect of mission.



