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“Moving Ministry Forward in Changing Cultures and Times”

It is interesting and inspiring to me that I am being called “entrepreneurial and missional in his approach to ministry.” To quote an old Virginia Slims ad from the early 70’s, “You’ve come a long way baby.” Just as an aside, because I suspect that there are more than a few in this session that have not experienced fanning the flame as often as you have experienced a healthy share of dousing the flame through out your ministries. I will never forget a discussion that I had with my second State Executive Minister in 1986. As a young pastor, I was full of vim and vigor. I had already experienced a degree of success in the business world having managed the Medicaid Claims, Processing and Review Department for Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Indiana. I was directly responsible for 114 employees, a departmental budget of over eight million dollars and an annual disbursement of State Medicaid funds in excess of 270 million dollars per year. Almost overnight I became a pastor of a small country church with average Sunday attendance of less than fifty and a total budget of about forty thousand dollars. My first official act as the pastor of that little country church was to attend a budget meeting with the church trustees (all members of one family). They had had their share of preacher boys and when I didn’t utter a single word in the initial line by line review of the budget (about 12 lines), I was asked, “What’s wrong son, are this figures a little different than you are used to working with?” “Yes sir,” I replied, “they certainly are.” “Don’t worry,” said the patriarch of the family and the trustee board but you’ll get used to them eventually.” “I doubt it,” I replied, “That final number was less than my employee entertainment budget last year.” I was thinking, “Scotty, beam me up.” I was like a fish out of water from the start. And it didn’t end at the doors of that little church. It was exacerbated when I went to association meetings, state ministerial gatherings and discourse with denomination leaders and yes, my state executive minister. I wanted to bring solid principles of management to the church. Strategic planning models to new church development. I had ideas that I hadn’t even thought of yet. But, like the rich young ruler to whom Jesus responded, “Yet thou lackest one thing.” I had already turned in my company car. The expense account had been closed. My salary had already plunged to less than 20% of my previous income. I still was paying a mortgage in the town we had moved from and I had picked up the expense of working toward an Mdiv. So I had already approximated what Jesus told the rich young ruler he lacked, so what was the one thing I lacked? I hadn’t paid my dues. And on that clear crisp morning in the spring of 1986, because I was the kind of guy who believed crazy things like, “I can do all things through Christ.” (Sing) “Nothing is impossible when you put your trust in God.” So on that clear crisp morning in the spring of 1986, when I had yet another “crazy idea”, my state executive minister looked at me and said, (with the best of intentions, I assume) “Stratton, you are a loose cannon.” It is a blessing two decades later to be newly labeled, “entrepreneurial and missional in his approach to ministry.” So what is the difference? How do you move from loose cannon to entrepreneurial and missional? The reality is, is that you move nowhere. In fact, when I talked about those two designations several weeks ago to my wife, this is what she said. “Well, if anything, you are more of a loose cannon today than you ever where in the 80’s and 90’s.” Today, in our short time we have with each other, I want to examine what are the essentials for “Moving Ministry Forward in Changing Cultures and Times”. We will examine the myths of moving ministry forward in changing times. We will discuss the attitudes necessary to move ministry forward in changing times. We will pay close attention to some secrets that I believe that I have discovered about moving ministry forward in changing times and finally I hope that I will be able to encourage you to risk what is necessary in order to fan the flames in you of what Barna, Maxwell MacArthur and others classify as a Revolution taking place in the spiritual world of today. 

Myths

Myth # 1: Moving ministry forward in changing times is about what God does. Stick with me here folks. I believe in God. I believe God’s power is necessary to see changed lives, changed families and changed churches. But, can you answer me this, “Are there any churches represented in this room today, at this conference or in this denomination that God does not want to see moved forward?” I think not. So it is not all about God. The disciples had to be set straight on this too, very soon after the resurrection. Listen to Acts 1: 1-6. 1In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach 2until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen. 3After his suffering, he showed himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God. 4On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: "Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. 5For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit." 6So when they met together, they asked him, "Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?" Hear that, “What are you (Jesus) going to do?” His answer was, “You are going to be my witnesses…” Jesus had already done what Jesus needed to do. Jesus had already spoken all the words that Jesus needed to speak. Jesus had already sacrificed all that Jesus needed to sacrifice. Who will move ministry forward in changing times? (You will) This ministry that you call “my ministry” where ever you are is about what you will do. God has already done everything necessary to move ministry forward. Today, moving ministry forward in changing times is more about you than God. The results you desire come from ideas that are worth working for along with a clear understanding about what needs to be done. That is where my secrets will come in. The first idea is this, your ministry is nothing more than a distinct reflection of who you are. If your thinking is sloppy, your ministry will be sloppy and ineffectual. . If you are disorganized your ministry will be disorganized and ineffectual. If your information about what needs to be done in your ministry is limited, your ministry will be limited and ineffectual. If you are lazy, unexcited, and lacking passion, your ministry will be lazy, unexciting and devoid of passion.

Myth #2: If you understand the technical side of ministry, you can do ministry. That’s why we go to school, conferences, buy all those books, learn the techniques. If I know the stuff, I can do the stuff. Wrong. We’ll understand this one a little better when we explore the necessary attitudes to move ministry forward. But, if simply learning “how to do it” was what it was all about, then the world would be full of Willow Park’s. Bill Hybels, Robert Schuller, John Maxwell and a dozen other guru’s have taught the “how to’s” to tens of thousands of pastors over the last two decades, perhaps even some of us and it just hasn’t worked. Oh, and by the way, there are some people that are just not cut out to be a pastor.

Myth #3: I must be everything I preach and everything to everybody. Some of you just shouted in your heads, “That’s not me.” But the natural tendency is to pretend we are. Authenticity in ministry propels ministry. I am authentically and sometimes almost fatally flawed. So are the people who sit in my pews. I have conquered some pretty nasty stuff in my life and I am still battling some pretty distasteful stuff. But, I am not the standard I hold up for the folks out there, Jesus is. Not Paul, not Peter, Timothy (first or second Timothy)…Jesus. And if he be lifted up… (He will draw all persons to him). Inclusive language is not a reason to battle, it is a reason to celebrate.

Attitudes

I find that in my life the easiest way for me to remember what I want to be is to commit certain statements to memory and then when that little voice inside prompts me to be less than I aspire to be, I speak to that voice and it often fades into the background. What are the attitudes that are necessary for moving ministry forward in changing cultures and times? Here are my attitude statements.

Attitude statement #1: If it’s to be it’s up to me. Moving ministry forward today takes a proactive attitude. Nothing gets accomplished when we are waiting for someone else to get it done. One little commitment I made to myself years ago was that when I said to myself, “Someone ought to do something about that” I would become someone. It can be as easy as stopping to pick up trash on the sidewalk or as complex as setting up a work camp in Mississippi after Hurricane Katrina. (Let me tell you, after a while you can get selective about your, “somebody’s ought to” statements) If it’s to be it’s up to me.

Attitude statement #2: Create no sacred cows. We have a statement in our staff at ABE that says, “The only endangered species at ABE is the sacred cow.” The church is so proficient at grabbing a hold of things, programs, events and never letting go that you have to guard against it. A couple of years ago we held a hog roast at ABE. We rented some big inflatables for the kids to play on, hired a blue grass band to play for the adults, stayed up all night cooking our own hog. The purpose was to have an event where the folks from our three services, one on Saturday night and two on Sunday morning could fellowship and get to know one another. We had everyone wear different colored clothing for the different services so everyone would know which service each other attended. It went so well that there was tremendous pressure to do it the following summer. Our leadership buckled under that pressure and guess what everyone wanted last summer…another hog roast. Now if we had held that event last summer, it would have become a sacred cow and no matter what, we would be doing it every year till the Lord came back. We would have eventually been driven by the event than the need it was designed to meet. This attitude is about focus. What will you choose to focus upon?

Attitude statement #3: Have a sense of urgency. In my commercial banking ears we had a statement, “The customer is always_______.” Wrong! The customer is not always right. The customer is always the customer. We used that statement to prompt us to treat each customer event with a sense of urgency. If it was important to them, it became important to us. Our church members, our boards, our denominational leaders, even we-uns, are not always right but the are always our church members, boards, leaders and as such deserve something more than we often give them. They deserve respect, graciousness, our best efforts and our honesty. My state executive minister called me a loose cannon because I was not always in lockstep with his or my state’s ideas or policies and I felt it was my responsibility to give good counsel. Good counsel comes from all ages, all backgrounds and all perspectives. There is a winnowing process to be sure but good counsel shows up in some of the darndest places. (Little boy, concrete truck stuck under the bridge story) A sense of urgency is best conveyed by simple active listening.

Some other attitude statements (stories) that I will just toss out there without explanation:

· I become all things to all persons so in the process I may win some.

· The Blind Man and the Elephant. (I have copies for you)

· If you think you are beaten you are…

· Follow after those things which make for peace. (Romans 14:19)

You’ve got your own and I’ve got many others but needless to say, they help to keep my thinking and behavior on moving ministry forward and not getting stuck in place or becoming a champion of the status quo. Attitudes are the prime influencer of behavior. Unless we have correct attitudes it matters little whether you know and exercise the following secrets to moving ministry forward. 

     Most of you in this room probably have had at one time or continue to possess altruistic motives for the things you do. I have found unfortunately that when someone is convinced initially to behave or act on altruistic motives that they tend to eventually reach burn-out or apathy or both. I have known too many pastor friends of mine whose flames went out a long time ago and should have left ministry. They just limp along until retirement and ministry isn’t moved forward. I had one of those old guys, years ago look at me and tell me, “I’ll give you five maybe ten years and all that liquid excrement and vinegar will be gone and you’ll be just like me.” Happily, he was wrong. I have more enthusiasm and more passion for the work of the church today than I did at that time. What was the difference? I had discovered, quite by chance the business principle of parallel interests.

Secret # 1: Build parallel interests. What are parallel interests? Parallel interests exist when others care as much about your success as you do because they stand to gain personally from your success. By the way when a person moves from an attitude of parallel interests to altruism, it lasts for a long time through many storms and trials. This is embodied in Zig Ziegler’s statement, “The way you get everything you want is to make sure everyone around you gets what they want? The best way to develop parallel interests is to consider first what the other party really desires. To speak to seekers today, your preaching must be thought through from the felt and real needs of the people you are wishing to minister to. It’s a sticky little concept for a lot of pastor’s to get a hold of with this whole primacy of scripture thing. We were taught to give a scripture passage and then explain it and then if you get around to life application, well OK but the application part wasn’t the main focus. It is for me and it is for them. It is a parallel interest to be developed. The seeker wants to develop peace, stability, assurance. How does scripture inform those needs? Thirty years ago, here was the model that propelled ministry:

Scripture-------Meaning--------Application, building parallel interests has this model:

Application-------Meaning--------Scripture.

Secret #2: Be an architect of the future. Visionaries are often viewed as people have the power to see the future. Rather, visionaries do not know what the future will be but what the future could be. We all reminisce about the past, what if we could reminisce about the future with that same clarity? What if we could draw a picture in our mind of what we seek to achieve so clearly, so distinctly, that it shapes our present reality to the point where it actually begins to take on the characteristics of our vision. The truth is when we use our power to live in the future as others live in the past, then the future becomes as present as the past for all to see. It can almost be followed as easily as a road map. And, since you have a destination in focus, it is much easier and less threatening to take detours because the destination has a form.

Secret #3: Know the risk-measure the reward. Entrepreneurs are not risk takers they are risk mitigators. Most people equate risk with taking a gamble. The truth is that risk and gamble are antonyms not synonyms. Risk, by it’s nature is something with an uncertain outcome that lends itself to measured management. A gamble has an unknown outcome and is completely impervious to external elements. (except when you cheat) It is important in any endeavor to distinguish between something that is uncertain with something that is unknown. Most bureaucracies (that’s the church) want certainty while to minister to people you must be comfortable with the uncertain. The downside for failure in the certain and uncertain efforts is about the same. But the upside for assuming risk of uncertainty is significantly greater than the penalty for failure. 

Secret #4: Communicate but be a shower not a teller. We all know that information is power. The entrepreneur knows that communication is the most effective tool we have is the ability to express a vision for the future, enlist others in the effort and maintain focus in the endeavor. But seekers want to see you doing it, modeling it, showing it instead of just telling it. Never expect someone to do something or think something that you have not either already done or are willing to do.

Secret #5: Power to the People. Just last Friday I did a Google search on the word “power”. There were 1.22 Billion hits. I then did a Google search on the word “money.” There were 1.02 billion hits. Power permeates every interaction of humanity. Here is an interesting maxim, “Power used absolutely diminishes. Power shared absolutely expands.” Most church is hierarchical and bureaucratic. In bureaucracies power is the reward for playing and surviving within the system. And that is the system: surviving. An entrepreneurial system is all about results. We do not work in the business world where it seems that it is results at any expense. Our results must come from moral, sound, and theologically correct means but we must produce results. And the myth of quality time is applicable here. You can’t have quality time with your spouse or your children without quantity of time. Are we making disciples? When everyone shares power results follow. Why? Numbers flow with acquired power.

Secret # 6: Become a trust builder. Trust bestows an operational freedom on the entrepreneurial pastor. Recently, (two weeks ago) our young church moderator told me, “Jeff, you are like my college baseball coach, I’d run through a brick wall for you.” He was saying, “I trust you.” How does that happen? One, I just got through with, ethical results. Second, fellas and ladies, be consistent. Every instance of inconsistency will nearly always take us back to square one in building trust. However, the most important element of building trust is time. We simply have too short pastorates. I was very lucky to have had over 15 years experience in Evansville Indiana and was a long way ahead of the trust game, but time is the major key, if your churches will enthusiastically share power with you and be willing to run through walls for you and the Lord you serve.

Finally, Secret # 7: Simply Do the Work of Ministry. The operative word in that secret is simple. Lets face it everybody, ministry isn’t rocket science. Not everybody can do ministry but it can be simple. Anyone can make simple things complicated. The real talent we should all strive for is to make the complex simple. Robert MacDonald, in his book entitled, “Beat the System,” says, If forced to use one word to describe one specific aspect of every real entrepreneur, that word would be simple. Asked for the same regarding a bureaucrat, that word would be complicated.” I agree whole heartedly. I have an interesting family. I come from a multi-generational drug and alcohol abusing family. Few high school graduates populate my family and there are 3 post high school degrees in my whole family. I have them all. Several years ago, I had a cousin stop by to borrow some money and before he asked the question, he looked around my living room and said, “Jeff, you are the luckiest guy I know. Everything comes easy to you.” Well, if working full time through college and raising a family, staying married to the same woman, never getting arrested for DUI, so forth and so on, is easy or lucky, I guess I’m your huckleberry. I know I am probably not talking about anyone here in this room, but I am constantly amazed by some of the pastors in my community who are rarely in the office by 9am. Are in a couple of different coffee shops each day, have all the time in the world to sit in study groups and discuss the same stuff that is unsolvable and has been since at least the Jerusalem Council but don’t have enough time to get their message done by Saturday at noon. There is a better system but we are so interested in crooning the famous Frank Sinatra tune, “I did it my way” that we won’t develop a system that works. None of you are know-it-alls, lazy, or undisciplined but you know a bunch of somebodies who are. These are the myths of entrepreneurs, the attitudes that entrepreneurs exhibit and the secrets that all entrepreneurs put into practice and I believe that if you buy into this mindset you will become one and your ministries will flower and your flames will be fanned, thank-you very much.
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