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potential.
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• Consultants and coaches who desire to increase their learning con-
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The Columbia Partnership Leadership Series is an inspiration- 
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American church to pursue and sustain vital Christ-centered ministry. You 
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tions, leadership development programs, and parachurch organizations, the 
Partnership also seeks to connect with individuals, businesses, and other 
organizations seeking a Christ-centered spiritual focus. 

We welcome your comments on these books, and we welcome your 
suggestions for new subject areas and authors we ought to consider.

George W. Bullard Jr., Senior Editor
GBullard@TheColumbiaPartnership.org 

The Columbia Partnership, 
332 Valley Springs Road, Columbia, SC 29223-6934

Voice: 803.622.0923, www.TheColumbiaPartnership.org
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Foreword
Few things are sadder than an aging rock star in the throes of a 

comeback. Molting, paunchy, jowly, pulling muscles and cracking 
notes, it’s an act of self-caricature. It was in that spirit that the historian 
Felipe Fernandez-Armesto described the death of Elvis, just as he was 
becoming a parody of himself, as a “great career move.”

Which has nothing to do with this foreword, except this: the 
church sometimes behaves like an aging rock star in the throes of a 
comeback. We remember what we once were, and dream we can be 
it once more. With a face-lift, a tummy-tuck, a hairpiece, and a new 
sound, we might just draw a crowd again.

We’ve been trying that for a while now. Some of the results border 
on self-parody.

Gary Nelson has a better idea. He writes Borderland Churches: A 
Congregation’s Introduction to Missional Living at once to awaken us, to 
inspire us, and to help us navigate the real changes needed if we’re 
to be on a mission with God. He calls us to face the new reality—our 
abar moment, he calls it, a crossing over, when we leave behind our 
nostalgic reveries of a world long gone and enter into the world we 
actually inhabit: pluralistic, post-Christian and, above all, brimming 
with opportunity. But Gary also equips us for that crossing over. 
He does this by recapturing the biblical substance of the church—a 
community called out, called together, called for, and called to—which 
must live faithfully at the borderlands of culture, that precarious but 
exhilarating place where faith and other faiths and no faith meet. 

A few years ago I spent time with Gary in Kenya. We traveled 
together, visited churches, and talked sometimes late into the night. I 
had the privilege of listening to Gary teach, every day for two weeks, a 
group of Kenyan pastors and church leaders. Mostly, he taught about 
leading borderland churches, the theme of this book. What struck me 
as I watched those leaders—listening with riveted attention, taking 
copious notes, interacting vigorously—is that Gary is speaking a word 
for his time and place, but also for every time and place. He is not 
merely promoting the latest fashion in methodology. He’s imparting 
enduring wisdom.

And it’s not just a message for leaders. Gary writes, not for some 
elite priestly guild, but for the priesthood of all believers. He’s writing 
for those men and women who make up our churches—who sit on its 
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committees, pay its bills, and teach its children—and who daily seek 
practical, biblical ways to be faithful to her deepest, truest, holiest 
purposes. This is simply the book to put in their hands.
And lucky you: now it’s in yours.

Prepare to cross over. 
Shalom

Mark Buchanan
Pastor & Author
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Introduction
On this particular occasion, a variety of people from across 

Canada and the United States had gathered to discuss postmodernism. 
It was a time long before the “p” word had become fashionable and 
we had come together to explore its implications on the church and its 
mission. While several in attendance at those meetings have become 
the gurus of this discussion and subsequent discussions around the 
emerging church, I was there to offer a perspective from the local 
church. I was a pastor of a renewing downtown congregation and 
one who continually felt slightly out of synch with the way church 
was being “done” around me. 

It was not a lack of admiration on my part. There were several 
successful models around me that were being effective in their context. 
Nor was it personal insecurity. It was simply that our congregation did 
not fi t. This messy mix of diverse people was probably postmodern 
before postmodern became the buzzword. The majority who gathered 
at this old downtown church had little if any connection to church until 
they arrived in our sanctuary. We were doing this “liturgical worship 
thing” which seemed profoundly out of touch with what others were 
doing with worship teams and PowerPoint presentations, yet we were 
growing. Nobody could fi gure out why, including me.

At that conference, I spoke with one of the sages of the discussion 
about the church in the twenty-fi rst century. He too was a pastor 
and so we began a discussion typical of most pastoral dialogues. We 
talked about our churches. Gratefully, we did not start at the peacock 
stage of comparing the beauty of our tails’ plumage (translated: size 
of church, worship attendance, and number of pastoral staff). It was 
much more genuine and vulnerable than that. We were struggling to 
understand what we were facing.

At one point, I asked him to articulate the challenges he was 
facing in his ministry. His answer was quick and pointed because 
it came out of an encounter that had taken place with his board of 
elders just the week prior. “One of my challenges is that many of our 
people listen to Charles Stanley and wish that I preached like him. 
What is yours?”

I must confess to being puzzled for a moment. Please excuse 
my cultural ignorance, but I, at the time, did not know who Charles 
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Stanley was. After telling me about Charles Stanley, he asked again, 
“what are your challenges?”

My answer was also quick. It too came out of the immediacy of 
my experience. My experience of ministering to this diverse crew of 
people often left me wishing it could just be “normal”—a place where 
attendance was sure and language, rhythms and ethos recognizable to 
that in which I had grown up. This was not the case and so I answered 
his query with an equally passionate retort, “My biggest challenge 
is that none of the people in my church would know who Charles 
Stanley is, and, frankly, if they heard him, as you have described, 
they probably wouldn’t like him.”

A Canadian, Eh?
You should know that I am a Canadian writing in Canada. At 

fi rst glance, that may not seem all that important until you realize 
that, as Canadians, we live in a country in which a deep cultural 
marginalization of the church has been taking place for years. 
Religious affi liation in Canada is a private matter not to be publicly 
expressed. In fact, if our politicians have church affi liation, they are 
marked as “not to be trusted.” 

We Canadians pride ourselves on our multicultural mosaic. Our 
diversity creates a hyphenated way of living in which everyone is 
something else: Scottish-Canadian, Indo-Canadian, and so on. This 
idea of mosaic, as opposed to the idea of a melting pot, appreciates 
the differences often in very superfi cial ways (i.e., food, fashion, and 
festivals) while missing the deeper cultural values and beliefs at work. 
We have never quite understood where religion and faith fi t, except 
as privately held idiosyncrasies. 

The government of Canada performs a national census every ten 
years to monitor changes in population and trends in our country. 
Data recently released described a growing apathy toward religious 
institutions in the hearts and minds of Canadian people and, at the 
same time, a growing spiritual sensitivity. 

The fi ndings are fascinating. Most striking is that 16 percent of 
all Canadians checked the category labeled “no religion.” Think 
about that. Out of every one hundred people, sixteen felt that it was 
important to check the little box on the census sheet that said, “no 
religion.” What is even more sobering is that 40 percent of all those 
people were under the age of twenty-four. 

This marginalization of the church is just beginning to take place 
south of the Canadian border, but in Canada, it is already woven into 
the fabric of society. Canadians are not angry at the church—they 
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simply do not care about it. They are extremely spiritual in their 
searching—over 80 percent of all Canadians say they believe in 
God—but almost the same percentage of people also acknowledge they 
do not believe in the church. We are a country of genuine spiritual 
inquiry and religious institutional rejection all wrapped into one. 

Canadians search spiritually in unprecedented ways but are 
certain that loyal, well-meaning organized churchgoers will not 
understand their search. It is an interesting place to live as a person 
of faith, and one that challenges the assumptions and frameworks of 
what and how we live as the church.

We Are Where You Are Going!
My involvement with colleagues and peers in the United States 

has helped me to realize that often what they are describing as the 
changing landscape of church life in America is in truth what we 
Canadians have already experienced. David Fitch says, “Canada may 
be a snapshot of the post-Christian conditions that lie immediately 
ahead of the United States.”1 

Living in these cultural and religious realities has been good for 
the church in Canada. We have been forced to think about how to 
engage and talk as people of faith in a world that is no longer wired 
“Christendom friendly.” To those living in the United States, we in 
Canada are like a time-lapse camera, giving you a future picture 
of where you are going. I have no desire to sound like a cranky 
prophet. This is more of an invitation to learn from one another in 
new ways.

Looking for the “Magic Key”
In response to this growing marginalization of the church, we 

Canadian clergy did what seemed logical. We looked for successful 
models and tried to implement them in our contexts. This did work 
in some instances. There were and are churches growing in Canada 
using models developed elsewhere. At least they seem to work for 
a time. However, these growing churches appear to do little to stem 
the tide of decline and cultural ineffectiveness. 

So, we continued with what still seemed logical. We searched the 
numerous books, seminars, and workshops on the church. We studied 
particular models, mostly from the U.S. These different events fed 
our desire as well-meaning clergy and lay leaders to enter the search 
for the “magic key.” You know the magic key. It is a way of thinking, 
a methodological approach that will unlock the secrets to successful 
and effective church life and relieve us of our sense of inadequacy. 
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We are grateful for the models presented over the last decades. To 
be fair, none of them promised to be the “magic key.” But we hoped 
they would be. We gained some insights, but mostly we continued 
the sacred quest for the grail of effectiveness. In our cynical moments, 
we wondered if the new models were simply retreads of how we used 
to do church. In our more hopeful moments, we were encouraged in 
the possibilities. And in our realistic moments, we posed the question, 
“what if there is no magic key?”

Listening to an Emerging Dialogue
It is out of this context that a dialogue has begun to take place, 

fi rst among a number of urban ministry people, and, over the past 
several years, among different circles of clergy and laity. Many of the 
conversations were disconnected from each other, but we realized 
that while we might be using different words, we were thinking about 
the same themes. 

The conversation is focused on the practice of ministry by taking 
the church into the streets, neighborhoods, and workplaces. The 
energy of the dialogue is founded in the belief that we must move 
from “come to” to “go to” models of being the church.

It emerged from the intuitive feelings of clergy and laity alike 
that change needed to happen. In our worst moments, we wondered 
if church was worth fi ghting for anymore. And, at other times, we 
feared that we were simply playing at it. This stems out of a deep 
abiding love for the church and the belief that something drastically 
different must take place. 

It has been a discovery of the missional nature of the church, but 
the shift started taking place long before the concept was unpacked. 
Canadian church leaders asked, “what might effectively reach our 
culture with the gospel? What does it mean to be the church?” We 
were asking questions out of a serious realization that nips and tucks 
around already existing models would no longer be adequate for the 
challenge of the times.

Embracing a Missional Mind-set
As a starting point in the new emerging reality, we must embrace 

what might be called “a ministry of inconvenience.” This is a 
required attitudinal change in most churches. No matter how well 
we understand the times we are in, it is impossible to be effective 
as the church without crossing boundaries of comfort, culture, 
and convenience. The average person on Sunday morning is not 
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waking up and thinking about what church he or she should attend. 
These people know that they have seemingly much more intriguing 
and urgent things to do with their time. No amount of attractive 
programming is going to woo them back. 

One of my friends, a new believer, once told me that the most 
diffi cult habit that he had to break was to stop going for early brunch 
on Sunday morning. On the way to church on Sunday morning, a left 
turn at a certain intersection promised Belgian waffl es. He told me 
that 75 percent of the time he turned right but it was a tough decision. 
He was brought to faith and to church through relationships nurtured 
outside the walls of the church. Those relationships were only possible 
because of a church that affi rmed through words and deeds that those 
places of relationship outside of the church were important.

We are discovering, or perhaps rediscovering, the mission agenda 
of the church where we, as followers of Jesus Christ, see ourselves not 
simply as a “called together” people but also as “called out” people. 
This mandate must capture our imagination. God calls us to live a 
missionary existence in the world not just as something we do, such 
as education and worship, but as the very essence and character of 
the church. 

This sounds reasonable enough. However, romanticizing this call 
to be “sent” is not helpful. Missionary life is full of inconvenience and 
discomfort. It will require that we work outside of ourselves. It will 
require that we substitute “that which is comfortable to us” for “that 
which will be comfortable for you.” 

Living in the Borderlands 
My colleague Frank Byrne has been a great help to me. One day, 

while facilitating at a staff training event, he introduced the captivating 
idea of “borderlands.” He told us that the life of mission was lived 
in the “borderlands” and described these as places where “faith and 
unfaith intersect.” We have since expanded this understanding. In a 
global world, the borderlands are actually the places where “Christian 
faith, other faiths, and unfaith intersect.” That day, Frank emphasized 
the profound difference between mission and ministry. Mission is 
always lived in the borderlands.

The idea of borderlands caught my imagination. It helped clarify 
my deep belief in the church and its call to live incarnationally and 
genuinely in the world. My friend Mark Buchanan has used the 
borderland metaphor in a very different way. He believes that we have 
constructed a God of our own making—a God who is way too safe. A 
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God who is unpredictable and “holy wild” is not to our liking so we 
run to a place Mark calls “borderland,” a strange and safe place that 
promises nothing and delivers nothing. He calls us as followers of Jesus 
to escape this borderland and live with God in “the holy wild.”2

Gloria Anzaldúa, in her book Borderlands/La Frontera, writes from 
a literal and geographic borderland: the United States–Mexico border. 
She uses the borderland metaphor to describe a place where people 
of different ethnicities occupy the same territory and where the space 
between these cultures shrinks with intimacy. In the borderlands the 
context demands people become new beings.3

Henry Giroux writes of the need for educators to create 
conditions in which students can become border crossers. It is a way 
to understand the mingling of multiple cultures, languages, histories, 
and identities. We cross borders either “to expand or to shrink the 
connectedness among individuals, groups and places.”4

For me, the idea of borderlands provides a helpful way of 
understanding where ministry should take place. It is that strange 
place of engagement where the “holy wild” God is encountered in 
risky borderland living. I believe that this idea of “borderlands” can 
provide a metaphorical framework that allows us to imagine what 
the missional church life looks like.

I have come to see it in this way. The fullness of the missionary 
existence of the church was lost sometime in history. Contemporary 
churches live “boundaried” lives, encamping on their side of the 
borders and living out a mission life of illusion and limited action. 
The illusion is sustained by an approach to missions expressed only as 
“over there.” The funding of paid missionaries and, now, the popular 
short-term mission trips became ways to live that missionary existence. 
We either fund people to live the missional life full time or we live 
it out ourselves. Sadly, we too often miss the borderland missionary 
call in our everyday worlds.

Still, the mission instinct endures. As a result, under the title of 
outreach, we build metaphorical observational towers to study the 
trends and cultural behaviors. We listen to people just like us describe 
the borderlands. These observers are granted immense authority 
whether or not their observations emerge from having actually 
experienced the borderlands. The information we receive allows 
us to adapt to what we believe to be more “culturally appropriate” 
ministry. We prepare to receive people from the other side of the 
borders. We hope that they may venture into our territory. When 
they do, we know we are ready because we have read the books and 
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we have made the cosmetic changes necessary for borderland people 
to feel comfortable in our strange world. 

Churches alter their styles of worship, change their dress 
codes, and shape their congregational life in perceived courageous 
revolutionary acts. However, cosmetic or organizational changes, no 
matter how radical they may appear to the Christian culture, have 
minimal impact. We still are waiting for “them” to come to “us.”

More creative churches develop strategic teams and programs that 
move across the borders with concentrated and well-intentioned desires 
to encounter borderland people. This simulated “subversive activity” 
is designed to bring people into the fold while requiring insignifi cant 
amounts of change on the part of the Christian subculture.

 Both of these orientations ensure that churches remain relatively 
comfortable and that changes are more cosmetic than revolutionary. 
Their movement is still within the walls of the church. The only people 
truly “crossing-over” are those who are suffi ciently adventurous and 
courageous to explore other territory. They also confi rm that while 
congregations know that things need to change, they would prefer 
that change not create any discomfort.

If effective mission emerges from inconvenience and discomfort, 
then the borderlands symbolize this struggle. It is here that we are 
challenged by the differences of others. Living in the borderlands 
allows us to become learners struggling, as did the missionaries of the 
past, with our cultural constructs concerning church and Christian 
living. The borderlands stretch our thinking and challenge us to sort 
out the negotiables; to understand what is cultural baggage and what 
is truly essential and biblical. It is here where we fi nd the humble 
sensibility to deepen in our engagement with others. The church 
becomes the church in the borderlands and faith becomes real in 
the engagement.

The idea of the church living into the community is captivating 
churches. Conversations with clergy and laity alike have drastically 
changed. Studying the culture is not enough. They want to engage 
it, to move beyond being simply seeker-sensitive or relevant to 
postmoderns in their ministry. They want to become communities of 
faith genuinely encountering people not inclined to church. They want 
to struggle and be personally challenged by living their faith in the 
borderlands where “Christian faith, other faiths, and unfaith intersect.” 
We have much to learn, but we are on the journey. This is not just 
another model; it is a way of visioning the church and its mission. In 
truth, it is recapturing a fundamental belief about church.
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Emerging Places of Borderland Living
A few years ago, I became the head of our denomination’s 

international and national mission organization. This position has 
afforded me the privilege of visiting churches across North America. 
These opportunities have provided an exposure that gives even more 
shape to this idea of borderlands and to the ideas presented in this 
book. I have begun to call “borderland churches” those congregations 
journeying to something very different. 

These borderland churches are unsettling. Their commitment 
to discipleship, vibrant worship, and community life is costly, taking 
ministry and mission to a level beyond simple loyalty to committees 
and church life. They measure effectiveness and success with different 
standards, standards that are not typical to church structures.

Borderland churches are not always the largest churches in the 
area. They are not necessarily the most creative, but they have an 
energy that is absolutely compelling. They are creative, but it is not 
their creativity that captures you. It is the impact they are having on 
their communities that startles you.

People of borderland churches live on the edge. They take 
chances. They are passionate about reaching out into their community, 
and they are willing to venture out of their comfort zones. Their 
leaders have opened themselves up to the possibilities of God doing 
new things both in their church and in themselves. They are unfi nished 
products, on an adventure of discovery toward what it means to be 
the church in the twenty-fi rst century.

By becoming borderland churches, they are willing to become 
genuine communities where people can come as they are and start 
growing into something else. They realize that the relational aspect 
of ministry is crucial to effective community engagement.

They have a very different way of life together. Their community 
is genuine and “real.” Borderland churches are not discovering a 
new way of being the church. They are discovering the core essential 
quality of what it has always meant to be the church.

Borderland Friendly Leaders
The borderland church will have implications for its leadership. 

What happens if church leaders are not missionaries? What happens 
if they are not borderland friendly? If they have not experienced 
borderland living, how will they mobilize people for engagement, not 
only inside the church where they worship but also in the places where 
they live? How do leaders challenge people to borderland living if 
their own lives are programmed for Christian subculture?
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It will be impossible to lead others to places of effective missionary 
engagement if we, as leaders, are uncomfortable in the borderlands. 
Borderland living for the church requires catalyst leaders who are 
more than pastoral caregivers or great visionaries. They live what they 
teach. Charles Van Engen writes, “Merely developing authority—only 
telling what they should do and devising programs to do it—will not be 
enough to mobilize.”5 It is my conviction that a key catalytic feature 
of borderland churches is that their leaders are able to live and thrive 
in the borderlands. They are comfortable in their cultural contexts 
and able to relate genuinely to the “unfaithed.” Christian leaders must 
become borderland friendly. But how? 

Maybe they need to do what Jesus did. He hung out with 
borderland people even though he was always criticized for doing 
so. The religious establishment was incensed but he lived alongside 
them anyway. Maybe it is time that we become more Christlike and 
hang out in the borderlands more often. Join a club, a community 
sports league, or maybe simply spend time outside of the offi ce with 
the people with whom you work. Get involved in your community 
by being a part of the life of the place. 

A friend of mine in an urban Italian neighborhood has been 
criticized for joining a cycling club because the club meets on 
prayer meeting night. Yet over the last months, my friend has had 
more meaningful faith exploration conversations than ever in his 
ministry. 

Another pastor spends every Saturday night, not preparing his 
sermon, but playing hockey with a bunch of borderland people who 
pump him with questions around faith at the after-game celebrations. 
He has even raised money from this group for projects in the 
church.

A church leader in the Midwest spends two days a week at the 
curling club in the small town that he serves as a pastor. Everyone in 
the community comes to the curling club at some time in the week 
during the winter. It is the “borderland” of his small community and 
the place where he has learned to become borderland friendly.

Two lay leaders and a pastor from a small church engaged in its 
community meet with local and national political leaders to encourage 
them to build a community club in the area. They know these 
politicians by name and have met with them on other community 
issues.

A chief investigator and fingerprint expert with the police 
force in Nairobi started talking with his fellow workers at the police 
headquarters and, from those conversations, seven people began 
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a Bible study. Now over two hundred colleagues meet two times 
a week in the morning before work to study scripture. It only 
happened because he was serious about living as a person of faith in 
the borderlands.

LET THE DISCOVERY BEGIN

Where are your borderlands? What would it take for you to 
become borderland friendly? This book is written…

• For those who live or desire to live in these borderland places 
where Christian faith, other faiths, and unfaith are in continual 
and creative dialogue. 

• For people who want to walk with this next generation who 
seem to understand that borderland living must take place. 

• For those people who have searched for “magic keys” and are 
now realizing that more than tinkering is required. 

•  For those who, even after reading all the books on postmodernism, 
realize that, no matter how deeply you grasp the complexities 
of the times and culture, a radical shift attitudinally will need to 
take place. 

This book is written not to present a model but to help us 
recapture our missional existence, encouraging one another to lives 
of faith in places that we have come to fear.
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1 

Learning to Sing the Song

BORDERLAND COMPASS POINT

The drastic changes that have occurred since the last century’s 
North American cultural religious acceptance of today’s 
secular environment demands that the church rediscover 
its ministry and mission. Psalm 137 offers insight into the 
challenge of “singing a new song” in the world to which God 
has called His people.

In the early nineties, I began my tenure as pastor of an “Old First 
Church” in Western Canada. For the previous thirty years, it had 
bled people. There were numerous reasons for its decline. Changes 
in the neighborhood, sociological shifts of suburban growth, and 
simple theological drift were all factors. It was painfully obvious that 
this once proud downtown congregation had become a shell of its 
past in size and infl uence.

The challenge of renewal brought me to that place along with the 
distinct feeling that I needed to experience things about which I had 
been preaching. Young and energetic, I had most recently been the 
director of an urban ministry training center where we studied and 
taught the skills necessary for ministry in the city context. A growing 
sense of being too young to be an expert and the need to test the 
concepts about which I had been teaching made me open to a call 
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back to pastoral ministry. So, when this old downtown congregation 
contacted me, it appeared the perfect place for practicing what I had 
been teaching. I responded to the call but, within the fi rst months, a 
deep sense of despair enveloped me, due in part to the presence of 
one of the church’s former ministers.

He had been the minister of the church in the 1950s. During his 
tenure, a Canadian national news magazine called Star Weekly sent a 
reporter across the nation over a six-month period to discover the top ten 
preachers in Canada. This former minister was chosen as one of them. 

My awareness of that award became diffi cult to forget. Over my 
years as pastor of this same church, until the time of his death, this 
great man and accomplished pastor managed to mention this accolade 
to me in almost every one of our encounters.

This former pastor from the days of the church’s glory had just 
moved back to the city to settle into retirement and rejoined the 
church. His prior success, albeit thirty years earlier, gave him great 
confi dence to judge that my approach to ministry was wrong. This 
confi dent belief fueled a mission for his declining years. He would 
take me under his tutelage, inform me on a continual basis of my 
pastoral shortcomings and lead me into the promised land, as defi ned 
by his view of ministry.

Every visit to his apartment induced emotional pain. My ego and 
my energy were drained. Through it all, he portrayed an amazing 
intuitive ability to discern the Achilles heel of my confi dence. He 
ended each visit with the same refrain. “Gary, did you know that in 
1955 I was named one of the top ten preachers in Canada by Star 
Weekly?” I braced myself for what was coming next, “Gary, have you 
ever been named one of the top ten preachers in Canada?”

I confess that I too often left these encounters seething. As I 
returned to my car, my mind would be spinning with an array of 
eloquent and pointed replies that I was determined to use the next 
visit. Some were gentle; others, cruel. I never did use them even 
though my quiver is still full. They did provide solace in my frustration 
and pain. It was not just that Star Weekly no longer exists as a magazine 
in Canada. It was also, more importantly, that this predecessor did 
not realize that in the times in which I was ministering no one even 
cared who the top ten preachers in Canada were.

We Aren’t in Kansas Anymore, Toto!
We live in different times than the ones that this competent and 

talented clergyperson knew. It is no longer 1955, when 68 percent 
of Canadians attended a place of worship on a weekly basis. More 
Canadians attended church per capita than in the United States. It 
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is a marvel to think of a time when the instinct for the majority of 
Canadians was to get up on a Sunday morning and go to church. 
That was what people did in 1955. 

Now, church attendance on a given Sunday in Canada is more 
like 13 percent. In some urban settings, it is even much lower. The 
institutional religious world has been drastically altered. Now pastors 
live and seek to lead effectively in a time when more people consider 
brunch the activity of choice for Sunday morning. 

A discussion around the changing environment of culture and 
religious institutional life caused an older respected patriarch of our 
denomination to muse about ministry and its beginnings. He paused 
for a moment and then said, “Boy, I am so glad that I am not starting 
ministry now!” It was an amazing comment made by someone who 
had been very effective in the old paradigm. Somehow he grasped 
the complexity and vulnerability of the altered landscape of culture 
and society and its subsequent impact on the mission and ministry 
of the church. 

Many effective and successful clergy persons from that old 
paradigm would be challenged to make sense of the new realities. 
Theirs was a time in which assumptions and positional authority were 
rarely challenged. It was simpler. A preacher could stand in the pulpit 
and wait for people to show up. To be one of the top ten preachers in 
the country meant something both inside and outside of the church. 
It still has some meaning in the United States, but, even there, it is 
waning into an in-house affi rmation.

The visits with my predecessor continue to serve as a watershed 
story for my ministry journey to this point. It captures and mirrors 
the experienced realities we face in the North American church of 
the twenty-fi rst century—experienced realities not always appreciated 
beyond cultural observation.

Profound shifts and alterations have taken place in North 
American society over the last few decades. Many want to label those 
changes with words such as secularization and postmodernism. Labels can 
be helpful, but they need to be unpacked. Their emotional experiences 
rather than their conceptual frames need attention. Like Dorothy 
looking around the new world to which a tornado has transported 
her, “We aren’t in Kansas anymore.” It is no longer 1955—or, for that 
matter 1975 or 1995—and the hope to return to “Kansas” is a futile 
dream. Kansas no longer exists.

Singing the Song in the Borderland
Our experience is similar to that of the writer of Psalm 137. Ripped 

out of the familiar world of Jerusalem, the psalmist has been dragged 
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to Babylon’s vastly different world. The strange new rhythms of life, 
frameworks of beliefs, and foundations of relationships assault his 
sensibilities. A constant taunting is going on around him by those 
who know the comforting winds of the place in which he now lives. 

They call to him. Maybe they challenge the seeming inconse-
quential nature of his past religious experience. “Come on, sing us 
one of those songs from Zion” Translation: “I dare you, sing one of 
those good old songs from your past. You know the song, the one 
that is meaningless!” 

The anguish in the psalmist’s refrain is palpable. Out of a deep 
sense of dislocation and sadness he cries, “How do I sing the songs 
of Zion in a foreign land?” Translation: “How do I sing my song of 
faith here in this new world?”

There it is. This is the common experience of faithful people 
and churches in the present, those desiring to be conscientious and 
effective followers of Jesus Christ. They must face with honesty and 
transparency the impact at a cultural and community level. But it 
is not easy. Realizing the profound shifts that have made this world 
so different, they cry out, “How do we do this church thing in these 
strange times?” This is the journey that we all must take before we 
truly fi nd our song for this time.

Singing the Song of the Past
If you grew up in church and remember a joyful past, then you 

will recognize the fi rst stage in the journey. With melodramatic passion 
the psalmist remembers his past Jerusalem experiences and pledges 
his loyalty to that time and place. It sounds so familiar. Longtime 
members of the church, facing diffi cult times in the present, look 
back and remind each other how good it used to be. “Wasn’t it great 
when pastor so-and-so was here? My, he/she could preach.” “Do 
you remember how Reverend what’s-his-name fi lled our sanctuary 
worship service twice every Sunday?” “Youth used to fl ock to our 
programs on Friday night.” “The Sunday school attendance was such 
that we had to build new facilities. We had classes all over the church, 
even in the sanctuary.” “Do you remember when we fi rst went to 
contemporary worship? People came from other places just to be part 
of what was happening.” “The pastor did it all by himself.”

Let us be honest. The past always seems better than it was in 
reality. It may have been very good, but the factors that made it 
possible are rarely discussed. The past has a way of refi ning and 
refi nishing the rougher raw edges that truly existed. My parents, for 
example, remember my childhood in elementary school much better 
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than it really was. It was a time of great diffi culty for me. My grade 
four teacher, in consultation with specialists, placed me on a program 
designed to help modify my behaviors, which were disrupting the 
class. My devoted mother has kindly forgotten this. I put her through 
years of very diffi cult parent/principal meetings. That the principal in 
grade six was forced to place me at the back of the class, away from 
others, is written off as the act of a woman who “did not like little 
boys.” Memory has a wonderful way of forgetting.

Remembering, however, is important. It fuels the present by 
giving us a foundational experience. Many passages in the scriptures 
call us to “remember.” The problem occurs when those memories are 
romanticized and used as a rod to measure the present. They become 
a way of denying the reality of change in the present and a way of 
distracting oneself from the implications for change. 

Sing a Song of Anger
The psalmist moves from melodramatic remembering to a more 

destructive response. Frustrated with the strangeness of this world and, 
in the midst of his powerlessness to sing into it, he gets angry. The 
last verses of this psalm are raw. They portray an anger that, when 
unleashed, becomes destructive. It is not reasonable and it certainly 
is far from rational. This cornered, religiously committed person just 
wants revenge. 

So, he lashes out with the emotions of a surrounded wild beast 
with no apparent escape route. This new world frightens him and 
the results of this unsettledness are words full of spite and bitterness. 
These words even wish for destruction on the children of this strange 
world.

People in church can sound very much like the psalmist. They 
can feel trapped in strange worlds that they cannot sing into. Their 
responses can appear unfeeling and angry. Christians speak vile words 
everyday, out of feelings of powerlessness and fear. They desperately 
seek to engage the threatening issues, but their words are surprisingly 
unlike those of Jesus. The terrible signs of protest over the issues of 
sexual orientation or words spoken at times by the political right are 
far outside the law of love set down by Jesus. Sometimes we need to 
make a stand, but never one that attacks.

 Church fi ghts can often spiral out of control. They emerge in 
the life of the congregation as a natural extension of community, but 
too often escalate into personal attacks. When they become personal, 
they invariably escalate transforming the confl ict into destructive 
relational and emotional tirades. 
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Times Have Changed
Psalm 137 captures with a genuine humanness the church’s 

journey into the twenty-first century. It almost borders on the 
ridiculous to tell someone that times have changed. We experience 
change on a daily basis. New questions are being asked about sexual 
orientation, marriage, the family, and lifestyles in general. We are 
increasingly aware that a daily trip to Starbucks requires a fi nancial 
transaction greater than the daily income of 40 percent of the world’s 
population. Terrorism events from New York to the Middle East burst 
the bubble of North American existence; the appearance of being safe 
and secure has disappeared. Of course, we are now living an existence 
that most people around the world have lived for many years, but it 
has changed our world and that seems to be what matters to most of 
us. Some eager souls may want to deal with this new emerging world, 
but, for most of us, fear grips.

Some of these changes feel like they have been imposed. We did 
not have choice so, why should we embrace this new reality? We did 
not ask or wish for this strange world in which we live. Why even 
learn the new song?

These are interesting but unrealistic questions. We seem to hold 
to the mistaken idea that everything around us can dramatically shift 
without requiring any adaptive movement on our part. It is inherently 
illogical, yet this is exactly what many of us do. We seem to think that 
church expressions are nailed down for all time. The way we have 
previously experienced church is the way that it should continue to be. 
Even worse is the mistaken idea that it will only take a few cosmetic 
changes to appear “contemporary” and relevant. 

Fearing the Unknown
The intensity of the man’s anger when he confronted me after 

the service surprised me. After completing my sermon as the guest 
preacher in his church, he immediately came up to me after the service: 
“We haven’t changed this worship service since 1929.” The theme of 
my sermon had focused on the need to learn to sing a new song, given 
the changes occurring around us. He was not interested in this new 
song. He was convinced that the old one was quite fi ne. Unfortunately, 
like many of us, he thought this was a debate about singing hymns or 
choruses. It would be wonderful if it were that simple.

The depth of his emotions and the intensity of the expression on 
his face startled me. He was livid. Fear of the present and the anxiety 
produced by required or even imagined modifi cations struck terror in 
him. Knowing how to sing and realizing that the song may need to be 
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different does not necessarily move naturally to singing the song that 
needs to be sung. In fact, if you are at all anxious about change, it may 
cause you to desire to dig in and sing the old song even louder. 

I wanted to understand the tensions he was feeling so I probed 
just a bit. “Has anything else in your life not changed since 1929?” I 
asked. He was obviously startled by the question, and for a moment, 
stepped back in silence. Then with stammering and quivering lips, 
he replied, “No.” My reply came quickly and with the desire for him 
to refl ect deeply on the fact of the change around him. I said to him, 
“If that is true, then it might be a good idea to think about what that 
means for your church.”

Learning to sing in this strange time has little to do with choruses 
or hymns. The cosmetic worship changes of the last decades of church 
life, while at times helpful, have also proven distracting. The desire to 
be more appealing and relevant in the rhythms of our worship to those 
who live in the borderlands is genuine. For some churches, altering 
our songs of worship was the beginning of a journey toward relevance 
and impact. However, the worship wars of the last two decades of 
the twentieth century were moments of trivial pursuit. They placed 
simplistic and shallow characteristics on people outside the infl uence 
of the church, making it sound too often as if borderland people were 
simply sitting at home on Sunday waiting for us as the church to 
change our worship style. If it only changed, they would come. 

If we seek to engage people in meaningful dialogue, we must 
engage them at deeper levels. Borderland people are not superfi cial. 
They are unlikely to be drawn into our world by the simple alteration 
of our music. Your next-door neighbor is not likely to be asking why 
you don’t sing choruses. People searching spiritually are not agonizing 
about the hardness of our pews. Many of them are simply living in 
the sincere belief that they have found a much more meaningful way 
to live their lives on Sunday, let alone Monday and beyond. 

The song we must learn to sing is much more profound than 
a chorus or a hymn. It is about attitudes and presuppositions. It is 
also atmosphere where we offer genuine community and authentic 
relationships. The song seeks to answer the question of what it means 
to be the church relevantly in this context and these times. Trapped 
in our memories, we will only hinder the sense of urgency required 
to initiate change. 

Developing a Sense of Urgency
Light bulb changing jokes fl oat incessantly over the Internet. 

It makes you wonder if people have too much time on their hands. 
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“How many psychologists does it take to change a light bulb?” “Just 
one, but the light bulb has to really want to change.” Another one 
goes, “How many congregational people does it take to change a 
light bulb?” “Change???” 

For all the words and images we conjure up for facing our reality, 
the most diffi cult truth is that we will never learn to sing the new song 
if we do not feel the urgency to do so. Strange as it may seem, many 
do not feel any urgency at all. 

 John Kotter, a professor from Harvard School of Business, agrees. 
In his book Leading Change, Kotter states that the greatest hindrance to 
needed change in any organization is a lack of urgency.1 He studied a 
variety of organizations that were obviously struggling but seemingly 
unable to make the required changes necessary to embrace their new 
realities. Complacency, he discovered, was an entrenched atmosphere 
and behavior for almost everyone. To his surprise, no one appeared 
to ask if there was a better way. No one seemed to grasp how critical 
the situation was. He explored further and was surprised that little 
disturbance or agitation was felt about the status quo and, as a result, 
very little urgency was felt about addressing the needed changes.

In fact, to his surprise, standards were lowered and measurements 
of effectiveness were even altered to better represent the present 
situation. It reminded me of a well-meaning person in a declining 
congregation who told me, “It isn’t that people are leaving our church, 
they just aren’t coming.” Somehow she thought this would help me 
understand why it was not their fault that they were declining as a 
church.

Kotter noted that in these companies, negative feedback was often 
ignored and, oddly as it seems, praise of the status quo was celebrated. 
Companies went a long way to ensure that the risky nature of the 
future was affi rmed in such a way as to guarantee the organization 
would decide to stay the course. Going slow in an age of rapid change 
is simply a way of making sure that change will not happen and that 
the song will not be sung. The most important element for healthy 
change in any organization is urgency. 

A deep unsettling questioning of reality always precedes con gre  ga-
tional renewal and transformation. People only act in a transformational 
way when they feel urgency. Unfortunately, complacency is a deeply 
rooted attitude. We ignore the realities around us, take counsel only 
from ourselves, and listen to only what we want to hear. We wring our 
hands with anxiety, but continue to ignore signs pointing in the new 
direction. The song needs to be sung in a new way, but we naively 
hold on to the way it was.
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More than Tinkering 
“Change for change’s sake is not always good.” I don’t know why 

my colleague needed to tell me this in our morning discussion over 
coffee. It seemed important to her. We were discussing the changes 
occurring in the organization that I now lead. We wanted to position 
ourselves as an organization for effective mission in the twenty-fi rst 
century. The result had been a time of major transition both in our 
structures and our attitudes. Change is never easy, and reframing an 
organization and refocusing good people who had been with us for 
years had made it all the more diffi cult.

Returning to my offi ce, I found myself wondering why she felt 
the need to state this truth so emphatically. I had never seen myself 
as the kind of person who needs to change things for the sake of 
shaking things up. Neither did I see myself as the kind of leader who 
forced change on others.

There was no question that her statement was correct; change 
for change’s sake is nothing more than “the tinkering of the bored.” 
I have watched some church leaders “play with” and “create” change 
simply because they are bored or, even worse, spiritually stale. They 
needed change to wake themselves up, and consequently projected 
their needs on others.

G. K. Chesterton has a wonderful way of describing the effects 
of this kind of boredom. He writes: “There comes an hour in the 
afternoon when the child is tired of ‘pretending,’ when he is weary 
of being a robber or a cowboy. It is then when he torments the cat… 
The effect of this staleness is the same everywhere.”2 

Change that emerges out of boredom is dangerous. We are tired 
of pretending, so we torment the cat. Unfortunately, the “cat” can be 
the unsuspecting church members caught in the stale and dry spiritual 
life of their leaders. 

Change for change’s sake is never helpful. Staying the course 
is not helpful either, especially when all the signs tell us that it is a 
critical time to make course corrections. Skillful leaders nurture a 
sense of urgency in their congregations. They foster a passionate 
desire to see the church live out its intended purpose to sing the song 
in this new and strange world. This is the crucial difference between 
congregations that live in their memories and those who live in 
anticipation of the future.

Change as Deep Change
Change is never easy. We need to be reminded about this truth on 

a daily basis. It is the rare person in the church who does not realize 
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that some kind of shift or change needs to take place. Intuitively we 
know that something different needs to happen in our desire to more 
effectively engage our culture with the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Most of us want change to be easy. If we are going to sing, let it 
be a familiar tune. It would be nice if change allowed things to be 
remarkably similar to the way they were before. 

Others will embrace a new song, but only at “arm’s length.” They 
accept that alterations and shifts need take place in their congregations, 
but reserve the right to withdraw or say “I told you so” if the desired 
result does not happen. Amazingly, the “arm’s length” parishioners 
are always right, because they never embrace or endorse anything 
without hedging their commitments enough to pull out if it doesn’t 
work.

Still others feel a God-ordained right to save leaders from 
them selves. Their task it to make sure leaders do not get away with 
anything. This is particularly virulent in smaller churches where 
leaders are not given the opportunity to lead. These people see the role 
of congregational meetings as a “check up” time when the members 
come together to question everything the leader has done.

I heard of a situation in which the outgoing moderator of an 
elders’ board took the incoming moderator out for lunch before he 
handed over the mantel of leadership. He told the new leader in deep 
sincerity that the job of moderator was to ensure that the minister not 
get away with anything. The new leader was shocked and approached 
the pastor to inquire if this was indeed his job description. The result 
was a wonderful time of prayer and discussion about leadership and 
the new moderator’s leadership was defi ned over the next year by 
wise counsel and a liberating empowerment to pastoral staff and 
people in ministry at the church. 

Whether you like it or not, the only control you have in change 
is your ability to deal with yourself. You can choose how you 
approach, embrace, and deal with transitions around you. Leaders 
who are facilitating change—and people who go through change—must 
fi rst begin with themselves. Stephen Covey affi rms this truth: the 
only person that you have direct and immediate control over is 
yourself.3

You have choices to make in the change process. Effective leaders 
wishing transformational change in their congregations must fi rst be 
transformed. Whether it is strategic and focused change, or “change 
for change’s sake” out of boredom and staleness, it begins with you. 
Cultural change starts with personal change. 
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Challenged by Two Worlds
My wife and I attend a small church near our home. When we 

moved into the city, we chose this church very quickly because we 
wanted to attend a congregation in our community so that we could 
be involved with people who live in our neighborhood. This small 
vibrant congregation of approximately 100 people is a multicultural 
mix of different language groups, socioeconomic backgrounds, faith 
backgrounds, and church experience. In many ways, we refl ect the new 
fabric of Toronto. Ours is a city where the majority of the population 
is from somewhere else. The United Nations has declared that Toronto 
is the most multicultural urban area in the world. Effective churches 
in this city are slowly refl ecting this new reality. 

Our neighborhood church actually has a long history in the 
community. Once a blue-collar neighborhood surrounded by 
factories, the community has changed dramatically. It now consists 
of a mix of low-cost rental apartments for recent immigrants, luxury 
condos on the lakefront, old homes being gobbled up at high prices 
by young professionals who want a family-like neighborhood, and 
old residential housing where owners have lived for decades.

The people who make up the congregation are both the present 
and the future. There is a pocket of old residents, the faithful who 
stayed in the church and saw it through the diffi cult times in the 
past. They are trustees of the legacy of this church and stewards of 
its present. The new people represent an ethnic and spiritual mix. 
Many are exploring an intuitive desire to encounter God, but with 
little background and foundation from which they can draw. 

Some have come from no Christian background whatsoever. 
Theirs is a journey with little negative baggage. All is new and 
therefore captivating in its freshness. Others are coming back, seeking 
a home where they can share their spiritual inquisitiveness, yet are 
wary of institutional religious life. They come with a genuine desire 
to fi nd God while also anxious that their spiritual quest may not be 
respected.

Our congregation faces some interesting issues. Some are as easy 
as learning to move over as others move into our space. For a church 
that was declining for many years, new faces in the pews can be very 
encouraging. The challenge, however, is much more attitudinal and 
atmospheric. It will require theological refl ection as well as relational 
skill. The tensions are palpable in our congregation. They are the 
tensions of singing the song in this strange land. The faithful want 
the song to be the same. Please understand, we do sing choruses. We 
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even project the lyrics onto the wall. The problem is that the songs 
of language and rhythms, attitudes and acceptance are still sung from 
the old hymnbook.

Our pastor is constantly challenged by these two worlds. There is 
not a lot of animosity expressed, but well-meaning and loving people 
who are anxious about this foreign land in which they are living keep 
trying to lead us back into the old song.

It Isn’t about You: It Is about God
“It isn’t about you!” This is how Rick Warren starts his book The 

Purpose Driven Life.4 It seems like an obvious truth, but it remains 
a constant struggle within the people of God. It is what defi nes a 
church in the borderland. The consumer nature of church in North 
America has not been useful in pressing home this point. Eddie 
Gibbs writes: 

This consumer-focused approach to ministry successfully 
attracted crowds, but it has failed for the most part to trans-
form lives or construct the signifi cant personal relationships 
that provide encouragement, spiritual growth, accountability 
and avenues for Christian ministry… More and more people 
spend their time just shopping around, looking for diversion 
while avoiding commitment.5

 If most confl icts in the church were shaped around seeking 
what is best for God’s purpose for the church, it would be amazing 
how the conversations would differ. We are part of a large purpose. 
God’s desire is to announce his reign on earth through a people so 
passionately involved in this mission that they can do nothing less 
than become the people of God.

A REST STOP ALONG THE WAY

• Do you know of congregations that have become “shells of 
their past in size and infl uence”? Share what you know of their 
stories. Hold onto these stories and use them as case examples 
within which to discuss the ideas presented in this book.

• What are the changes that have taken place in church life in 
your area since 1955? What are the changes that have taken 
place in your neighborhood? 
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• In what ways do you relate to the experience of the psalmist’s 
question, “How do I sing my song of faith here in this new 
world?”  In what ways is your church asking, “How do we be 
the church in these strange times?”
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