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DEDICATION

To Denise, my partner in love and mission for 30 years. In my head and my theology, I don’t 
believe God picks the perfect “one” for us to marry. But my heart tells me that either my 
theology is wrong—or I just got really lucky. I can’t imagine life or mission without you.



The mission given to the church is both the most important and the most world-changing 
imperative in human history. Life on Misson helps to make it real and compelling for our day, 
in our world.

- John Ortberg, Menlo Park Presbyterian Church

Tim Harlow is deeply passionate about helping people find Christ. Discover how to connect 
with others, live a life of selfless service and develop intentional relationships that will have an 
eternal impact as you live Life on Mission.

- Craig Groeschel, Senior Pastor of LifeChurch.tv
  Author of Fight, Winning the Battles that Matter Most

Tim Harlow helps us keep “the main thing, the main thing” in his powerful book and resource, 
Life on Mission. With crystal clarity Tim shows how we can discover God’s mission for our life 
and live it out. If every follower of Jesus read this incredible book and embraced its message, 
our world would be profoundly impacted for God and for good.

- Jud Wilhite, Senior Pastor of Central Christian Church
  Author of The God of Yes

We have a mission that really matters—for now and for eternity. Let my friend Tim encourage 
and equip you for the adventure of sharing Jesus with others. His book is an outstanding guide 
to a life of meaning and fulfillment.

- Lee Strobel, best-selling author of The Case for Christ 
   and The Case for Faith

Life on Mission couldn’t have come at a better time! Tim Harlow’s book lays out a clear plan 
of action for all of us who are willing to engage in changing our culture and helping lead 
people to an eternal future with God. I have accepted my mission and encourage you to read 
this book and do the same!

- Alan Robertson, Duck Commander

You don’t have to know Tim Harlow long to know he is a man on a mission and has helped 
thousands be the same. A careful reading and resolute application of the principles shared will 
most certainly add you to the list of difference makers.

- Randy Frazee, Senior Minister of Oak Hills Church
   Author of Think, Act, Be like Jesus

Tim has captured succinctly and clearly the principles of living on mission that he has lived 
personally, his family has practiced and the church he serves makes happen. Those principles 
are the very same that each of us are invited and called to live, regardless of our vocation or 
location. You will be challenged, encouraged and stretched as you read Life on Mission!  

- Rick Rusaw, LifeBridge Christian Church
   Author of The Externally Focused Church

Enthusiasm and passion leap off the pages of Life On Mission, as Tim Harlow challenges us to 
love the way God loves and show others the gospel for what it is: Good News. The combination 
of how-to with why-to, of solid biblical teaching with a generous dose of humor, keeps it real 
and keeps it relevant. Ready for a mission that matters? This is it.

- Liz Curtis Higgs, best-selling author of Bad Girls of the Bible



5

I believe this book will be transformational, because Tim Harlow is a transformational 
pastor who leads a transformational church. Tim issues a personal call to break out of safe-
Christianity and truly live a life that marks others.

- Gene Appel, Senior Pastor of Eastside Christian Church

Finally, a book that steps through what it truly means to be a follower of Christ and helps you 
flesh that out on a daily basis. Tim’s paradoxical style always hits its target. His humorous 
writing will help you become more serious about living a life on mission.

- Dave Stone, Pastor—Southeast Christian Church

This book is where ministry meets real life. Tim’s writing is funny, sincere, and passionate as he 
teaches how to put the gospel on display and into words—no theology degree required. Ready 
or not, “qualified” or not, God’s inviting you to be used in a huge way.

- Brian “Head” Welch, co-founder of the nu metal band Korn

If you want to live closer to the heart and actions of Jesus, you will love the practical, urgent 
(and funny!) guidance Tim Harlow provides. If you are part of the growing number of Christ-
followers who are hungry for more than business as usual when it comes to how we live and 
what Church looks like, Life on Mission is an answer, a guide-book, and a gift.

- Ben Cachiaras, Mountain Christian Church

Too often over time the church drifts from its original purpose. In this book, Tim challenges us 
to return to the basic foundational principles that are essential to re-mission our church.  This 
is a must read from a pastor who has grown his church consistently year after year by keeping 
it on mission.

- Don Wilson, Christ’s Church of the Valley

Tim has lived what he’s written about—his actions back up his words. And the evidence of it 
can be seen in the mission-minded children he’s raised and the dynamic church he’s led. Like 
Jesus, Tim lives his life with a passion for making more and better disciples.

- Jon Weece, Southland Christian Church

The reason Life on Mission is such an important book is simply because it is a reflection of 
Tim Harlow’s own “life on mission.” Tim models life on mission, has led an amazing church to 
live life on mission and now, with this book, leads us all to live life on mission.  

- Greg Nettle, President—Stadia Global Church Planting

If I had a friend living apart from God, who needed to meet Jesus through his Church, who 
was willing to give a church only one shot—I would want him to encounter Tim Harlow and 
Parkview. Tim loves the mission and loves the people it’s meant for. 

- Eddie Lowen, West Side Christian Church

Tim Harlow is a leader who knows how to identify a mission and then accomplish it! In his 
book, Life On Mission, Tim gives you the practical tools needed so that you can fulfill the 
mission God has for you by connecting, serving, sharing, growing and praying. God has a 
purpose for your life and Life On Mission will make sure you get it done!

- Dave Ferguson, Community Christian Church
   Author of Exponential
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foreword
We were sitting in an open air café in Rwanda, East Africa, when 
Tim Harlow first told me about his passion to write this important 
book. For years, Tim has been a dear friend, a fellow purpose-
driven minister and pastor of the influential Parkview Christian 
Church. Under his care, that wonderful congregation has grown to 
over 8,000 worshippers gathering in multiple campuses around the 
south suburbs of Chicago. Tim was assisting me in encouraging 
the over 4,000 pastors of Rwanda who’ve completed the first three 
years of training in the PEACE plan, and are now transforming 
that nation in amazing ways. As we talked, Tim shared his heart 
for reawakening the church in America for the fulfillment of the 
Great Commission. I told him, “You write the book, and I’ll write 
the foreword!” You are now reading the fruit of that conversation.

This book is a vital book for a critical time. In a day when many 
churches have lost the vision of the Great Commission and their 
passion for bringing people to Christ, Tim has written a clear call 
to all Christians and churches to rediscover God’s heartbeat for   
the world.

God has been on a mission since the beginning of time. From 
Genesis to Revelation we find God’s plan to build a family for 
eternity, bring his lost children home, reconcile us to himself, and 
then send us out to share the Good News with those he sent Jesus 
to die for. Jesus made it very clear that the ultimate fulfillment of 
God’s mission will happen eventually. The only question is whether 
or not our generation will get to be a part of the big ending. 

Jesus said, “This Good News about God’s kingdom WILL be 
preached in ALL the world, to EVERY nation, and THEN the end 
will come” (Luke 9:62 LB). Jesus also said, “It is not for you to know 
the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you 
will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will 
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be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to 
the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:7-8 NIV). 

The bottom line is this: If you call yourself a disciple of Jesus, you 
were made for a mission! God is calling you to join him in his 
mission in the world. No matter what kind of background and 
experiences you’ve had, God has planned to use it to reach others 
for Jesus’ sake. You cannot be all God intends for you to be until 
you accept your life mission. 

All of us want our lives to count. We want our lives to have 
significance. But, where does significance come from? Not from 
status. Not from success. Not from salary. Significance comes from 
service! Jesus said, “If you insist on saving your life, you will lose it. 
Only those who throw away their lives for my sake and for the sake 
of the Good News will ever know what it means to really live” 
(Mark 8:35 LB). This book will show you how to join God in the 
most significant mission in history. You will never find a more 
fulfilling pursuit than giving your time, talent, and treasure to 
being on mission with God.

Now let me say a word to pastors: For the fulfillment of God’s 
Great Commission to happen, it will require more than just 
restoring the New Testament message of Jesus. We must also 
return to the methods Jesus used and modeled for us in his 
ministry. Through a close study of the Gospels, we learn not only 
what Jesus did in his ministry, but also how he did it! In four 
passages of Scripture—Matthew 10, Mark 6, Luke 9, and Luke 
10—Jesus gives fifteen specific instructions to the mission teams 
he sent out. Unfortunately today, I don’t know of a single mission 
strategy that is based on taking these fifteen instructions seriously. 
We just skip over them or explain them away due to our lack        
of faith.

That’s why—ten years ago—I believe God led me to rediscover 
the Jesus model of missions, and we launched The P.E.A.C.E. 
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Plan, built on five mission activities that Jesus modeled, and fifteen 
specific instructions that Jesus commanded his teams to follow 
when he sent them out. The P.E.A.C.E. Plan is simply a return to 
doing what Jesus did, in the way he commanded that it be done! 

Has Jesus’ method proven effective? Yes! As the Pastor of 
Saddleback Church, I’ve watched our members catch the biblical 
vision of living “on mission.” Today 24,869 of our members have 
traveled to 197 nations to serve other local churches through 
the purpose-driven P.E.A.C.E. Plan. I’ve seen firsthand, how this 
transformed our own congregation and also how it has blessed, 
reawakened, and reenergized every other church that has dared to 
go on mission with God. 

Whether you travel the world to share Jesus, or you never venture 
beyond the boundaries of your home county, this guidebook can 
help you take your first steps in faith. An accompanying video 
curriculum is also available, as well as additional information and 
help from www.lifeonmission.com.

I want to encourage you to read this book slowly, with a pen ready 
to underline and a journal in which to take notes as God uses these 
pages to speak to your heart and call you to a life of significance. 
Gather with other friends to study it. Give it away to anyone who 
has yet to experience the joy of being on mission.

My father was a pastor for more than five decades, serving mostly 
rural and small town churches in his ministry. But leading smaller 
churches didn’t mean he had a small mission. One of his favorite 
things to do was to lead mission teams to various places around 
the world to help churches construct their buildings. By the time 
his ministry ended, he had led more than 150 building projects for 
churches around the world. But his efforts were never really about 
the physical facilities. My dad was driven by the larger mission of 
finding the next lost person and bringing them to Jesus.



Just two days before cancer took my father’s life, he was resting 
in bed, very weak from chemotherapy and radiation treatment. 
Suddenly my frail father began to try to get out of bed. Frustrated 
by his weakness, my wife, Kay, began asking him what he needed, 
how we could help him, and why he wanted to get out of bed. My 
dad replied, “Got to save one more for Jesus! I’ve got to reach one 
more for Jesus!” He repeated that phrase over and over, maybe 125 
times. In the final moments of his life, my father was declaring, 
for one last time, the life mission that he had lived for.  That day, 
with tears streaming down my face, I decided to adopt that phrase, 
“One More For Jesus!” as my own life mission. I cannot think of 
any greater goal for life. May God bless you!

Rick Warren
Author, The Purpose Driven Life & Church
Pastor, Saddleback Church, Lake Forest, CA
PastorRickWarren on Facebook
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introduction

The two most important days of your life 
are the day you are born and the day you 

find out why.

- Mark Twain

“Your mission . . . should you choose to accept it.”  

Every kid growing up in my generation longed to hear those words from 
the television series, “Mission Impossible.” The agency would send a super 
secret tape player to the secret agent, who would listen to instructions 
(usually involving a dangerous trek to some communist country), and 
then the tape would self-destruct so no one else could ever know what the 
super secret mission was.

Interestingly, there was never an episode where the agent said, “I’m not 
feeling it, I think I’ll go get a beef sandwich.”

The assumption here is that if you are an agent, it’s your job to take the 
mission.  If you want to sit around all day and play Angry Birds®, you 
can work somewhere else. Maybe the DMV.  But if you’re an agent—you 
accept the mission. That’s the whole reason you took all those Kung Fu 
lessons.

Guess what? YOU’RE AN AGENT. You have a mission. I don’t want to 
spoil it for you, because it’s not quite time for the book to self-destruct, 
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but trust me on this; you have a greater purpose than beef 
sandwiches and Angry Birds®.

Over the course of this book we are going to talk through what it 
means to live a “Life on Mission.” And this mission is not merely a 
matter of life-or-death. This mission is about eternity.

The mission is broken down into five actions. Let me say up front, 
this is not a “5-step program to reach your neighbor” (you won’t 
find any tear-out tracts in the pages). It may be that you will find 
one person in your life and walk through all five of these stages 
with him. But that’s not the point. These actions may not happen 
with one person, and they may not happen in this particular 
order. These are the actions we really ought to be doing all the 
time! Jesus is our example here—we’re modeling our own ministry 
after his.

There’s an urgency behind the mission. We’ve got to feel the 
gravity of the situation, to see the need around us—once we do, 
we’ll be compelled to act. So we’ll examine Jesus’ instructions, 
talk about our circles of influence, and look at some stats that will 
hopefully help kick us into gear.

Then we’ll head into the five actions that constitute our        
mission agenda. 

“Connect” is about the fact that Jesus was always hanging out 
with the people for whom he was on mission. Most of us hang 
out in our churches and groups and are afraid of the very people 
Jesus would have befriended—the people right next door, or 
down the street, or in the next cubicle. We, like Jesus, need to be 
intentional about trying to connect with those who likely won’t set 
foot into our churches. The good news is that it should be natural 
and may involve delicious food, depending on your proximity to            
good pizza.
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“Serve” can be summed up in the oft-quoted Theodore Roosevelt adage, 
“nobody cares how much you know until they know how much you care.” 
This is not about a gimmick to trick people into thinking that you care 
about them so you can sell them something (does that ever really work?). 
If you care deeply about someone, you will be willing to be interrupted 
and inconvenienced in order to meet a need, and this will help make 
God’s Kingdom visible to others. Serving is proof of a gospel-consumed 
heart. It was crucial to Jesus’ ministry and should be to ours.

“Share” is the part of our mission where things start to feel tricky. It 
shouldn’t. Sharing our faith is not a matter of having pat answers or 
scriptures for every objection someone raises. I’m going to guess that 
for the most part, if we have mastered steps one and two of our mission, 
there won’t be many objections to us sharing our own experience. And if 
there are challenging questions, you have full permission to say, “I don’t 
know.” There is a famous phrase (inaccurately attributed to St. Francis) 
that says, “Preach the gospel at all times. If necessary, use words.” Well, 
IT’S NECESSARY. If Jesus is the only name under heaven by which we 
might be saved, we’re going to have to actually say it out loud. 

“Grow” may seem a little out of place in relation to our mission, but 
nothing could be further from the truth. There is a huge “discipleship” 
movement afloat today, and it’s sorely needed. We are a generation of 
shallow Christians. What does that have to do with mission? Well, the 
command of Jesus was to “go into the world and make disciples.” This 
means we not only help them find Jesus, we help them grow in Jesus. 
Any program that attempts to get people to step across the line of faith in 
Christ without helping them become disciples is missing the second half 
of the beauty of the Kingdom of Heaven. 
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Jesus said the Kingdom is now. Our job 
is not simply to get people into the 

eternal Kingdom after they die. 

It is to help them see that Heaven has come to earth and we can 
have the Holy Spirit in our lives to help us every day. So we must 
not leave the newborn Christian babies in the pediatric ward 
and walk away. If we really care about them, and they aren’t just 
a “project,” then we need to help them learn to walk and learn to 
talk. Help them grow.

And here is the beauty of this awesome plan Jesus set in motion. 
They say that you never learn faster than when you teach. I say 
you never grow faster in your faith than when you’re helping 
someone else grow in his. When friends ask the tough questions, 
you’ll have to go find answers. Don’t leave it to the Internet or 
your pastor. It’s your job to “make disciples” and “teach them 
everything he commanded us.” Then those you have discipled go 
out and do the same, and the mission continues.

“Pray.” Jesus told us to pray for the Lord of the Harvest to 
send workers into the field. I find that fascinating since he was 
TALKING TO THE WORKERS. Why didn’t he tell them to just… 
go work? It’s the same reason he told the early church to “be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem—but WAIT FOR THE HOLY SPIRIT 
before you go.” If this mission depends on me, we’re in trouble. 
And that’s true of you too, I’d guess. With God all things are 
possible. Without God, my best effort won’t make a difference.

And there is a second part to Pray. The vast majority of the people 
around us believe in God—or at least say they do. One of the 
easiest things we can do to build a bridge to our friends is to ask 
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them what they’d like us to pray for. We can be the friends in Mark 2 who 
lowered their paralytic friend down through the roof to meet Jesus, in a 
spiritual sense. People who would never accept an invite to church are 
surprisingly open to prayer.

If you are one of the people who has read the bestselling non-fiction 
book The Purpose Driven Life, you may notice that the five actions in our 
mission actually line up with the five purposes. This was, surprisingly, 
unintentional. I guess if something is right, it’s just right. 

Connect = Fellowship
Serve = Service

Share = Evangelism
Grow = Discipleship

Pray = Worship

This makes a great deal of sense. Your purpose and your mission should 
be aligned if you were actually created by God for a reason. 

The agency is hiring, but you don’t need an interview. You were uniquely 
shaped for this mission. Like a son or daughter groomed to take over the 
family company, God has hard-wired you to do this mission and to be 
fulfilled by it. You’re the best person for the job.

For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good 
works (MISSION), which God prepared in advance for us to do                 
(Ephesians 2:10 NIV).

Here’s how my buddy Rick Rusaw, Pastor of LifeBridge Christian Church 
in Colorado, put it recently:

I didn’t grow up in a church, so I came to discover grace through 
some people that lived in our neighborhood who were just good 
people.  I’m grateful for that grace. It changed the trajectory of my 
life in so many ways.  We all love this idea that God does something 
for us.  He gives us this gift. We love Ephesians 2:8-9.  It tells us, “By 



10

grace we’ve been saved,” and we didn’t do it ourselves. We 
are so grateful. Can’t buy it, didn’t earn it, don’t deserve it.  
He gives it to us, we accept it. 

But we sometimes forget Verse 10, which, to me, seems to be 
the lynch pin of what God is saying to you. “You are God’s 
workmanship, created for something He’s already prepared 
in advance for you to do.” This is part of the deal, that you 
are saved from something for something. We’re saved from 
our sin, our guilt, all those little-t truths we live with, for 
something, not just to sit around, not just to sit in our small 
group, pass chips and coffee around. God has something 
He’s prepared in advance for you to do.1

William Arnot, a nineteenth century Scottish pastor, put the 
matter this way: “To every true Christian these two things may be 
said: You have need of Christ and Christ has need of you.” He then 
adds this thought: “The simple fact that a Christian is on earth 
and not in heaven, is proof that there is something for him here            
to do.”2

This is what you were made for—and don’t worry, God’s already 
given you everything you need.

This is “your mission… should you choose to accept it.”
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OVERVIEW
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chapter 1

 your Jerusalem

“I WANT YOU TO BE CONCERNED ABOUT YOUR 
NEXT DOOR NEIGHBOR. DO YOU KNOW YOUR 

NEXT DOOR NEIGHBOR?” 

- MOTHER TERESA
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“You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8 NIV).

Put your mosquito net away. No need to buy Columbia zip-off 
pants that transition into shorts, or those $80 sandals, or water 
bottles that supposedly transform contaminated water into 
something drinkable.

You are not going across the world, across the country or even 
across town. 

This is a mission to your Jerusalem.

Your neighborhood, your local bar, your gym, your supermarket, 
your office, your school, your home . . . your Jerusalem. 

It may not sound very exotic or adventurous. You probably won’t 
return from this mission with olivewood salad tongs that you can 
brag about at your next dinner party. In fact, if I do my job right, 
you won’t return from this mission at all . . . ever.

Exotic? Perhaps not. Urgent? Risky? Life-or-death important? Hell 
(-or-Heaven), yes!

Before you write me off as one of those guys writing to only the 
“really spiritual” believers (and decide to go eat a beef sandwich), 
please hear me out. 

When Jesus was asked to define the greatest commandment, he 
replied, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul and with all your mind’” (Matthew 22:37 NIV). This was 
pretty obvious to his audience and should be obvious to us. But he 
didn’t stop there. 

“And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ On 
these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets”         
(Matthew 22:38-39 NIV).
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In other words, everything you need to know about following God can be 
summed up in these two ideas. Love Dad, and take care of his kids. And 
by the way, his kids happen to live next door. So at the end of the day, 
EVERY child of God is responsible for the well being of his brothers and 
sisters in the world. Obviously that has far-reaching implications which 
we’ll explore later, but at its simplest level, this means that if our brothers 
and sisters who live next door do not know how to get home, we have to 
help them. 

I know what you’re thinking. “You’re a pastor, Tim. I’m not. You’ve 
been trained and ordained to do mission work.” Do you know what that 
means? That means I get a special parking spot at the hospital. That’s all. 
I get it—you think this mission is my job. I work in Chicago, which is full 
of awesome, loud, sausage-and-mostaccioli-eating, multi-generational 
Catholic families. I love working with them so much. However, they (like 
possibly you) are used to a very clear distinct difference between the role 
of the clergy—and everyone else. The dudes with collars are the people 
who work for Jesus. They administer the sacraments, do the weddings 
and funerals, preach the homilies, etc. Most of the members are just along 
for the ride. 

They call me Father Tim a lot and tell me that “Mass” was great today. 
So I have to spend a lot of time helping them see that we belong to a 
“Priesthood of all Believers” (1 Peter 2). I happen to be a guy who is 
paid to do ministry full-time, but we all do ministry. It’s imperative that 
everyone in the church understands that they are clergy, too. (Just don’t 
try parking in my spot at the hospital.)

The Apostle Paul tells us that there are some who have the gifts of church 
leadership (i.e. pastors) but that their job is not to do the works of service, 
it’s to equip God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may 
be built up (Ephesians 4:12 NIV).

I know you may not be formally educated in theology; as far as I’m 
concerned that’s probably just as well. What you have is influence. Who 
is better positioned to show love to your neighbors than YOU? Who has 
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better opportunity to show kindness to your kids’ teachers, or to 
pray for your co-workers, or to share with your personal trainer 
the greatest news ever to come down the pike to the human race? I 
may be better trained—but I don’t know these people. You do.

Jesus left us with these parting words when he went back              
to heaven: 

“You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8 NIV). 

“The ends of the earth” are full of excitement, as we’ve established. 
Other places in our own country—“Judea and Samaria”—are 
impressive, too. Heck, I’d take just about anywhere in America 
over Chicago, come February. A lot of fantastic work for the Lord 
is going on all over the world, and we should definitely celebrate it. 
But Jesus gave us the charge to go to Jerusalem first. 

I’m not knocking “ends of the earth” trips. Listen—as some of the 
wealthiest people in the world, we have a responsibility to spread 
that wealth around to places that need it, and it’s fantastic that 
we’re doing just that! The good news about Jesus is reaching the 
corners of the globe as we put our resources to work. But what 
does it say about us if people are coming home to God in Tanzania 
while our own neighbors don’t know him?

“I hear Jerusalem bells a-ringing.” Stats will back me up here, 
friends: your Jerusalem needs you. You can’t afford to overlook 
what’s right under your own nose. 

RIGHT HERE IN AMERICA 
America now makes up one of the largest mission fields in the 
world. 195 million people don’t go to church. (If those people were 
a nation, it would be the fifth-largest country in the world!) The 
percentage of Americans who don’t claim any kind of religious 
worldview has gone from only 15% in the 1950s to 60% in 2010.  
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I had a friend tweet recently that he was on a plane to Dallas with 50 kids 
from South Korea—on a mission trip. To Dallas? Isn’t that the buckle of 
the Bible Belt? 

Take just the number of churches in Chicago, which has decreased by 900 
in the last 10 years.  Apparently they make nice condominiums. If you 
live anywhere in the UK, your local historic church building is probably 
a nightclub. What does that say to you? It tells me that we need to start 
thinking of our home turf as a mission field. Jesus said we start here. 

This doesn’t mean that the people in Indonesia are less important than 
the people in Indiana. It just means that the church is missing its easiest 
target. It’s so obvious! It’s like a baseball team without good pitching. 
(Sorry, there will be multiple Cubs references in this book.) 

Jerusalem is the place you have to start. We’re simply talking about the 
people who live next door. We don’t have to get on a plane. In most cases, 
we don’t even have to learn a new language.

So if 195 million people don’t go to church, and the fastest growing 
religious group is those who believe in nothing, I think it’s safe to say that 
we live in a mission field. 

We just don’t act like it.

For some reason, we’ve bought into a church culture of “sending” 
missionaries and waiting for them to report back to us at home base. If 
we’re not careful, we run the very real risk of simply paying for mission 
elsewhere instead of engaging in mission right here. Clearly, we can’t 
afford to do that anymore. We’re losing ground at home.

At our church, we recently started a ministry to sex industry workers, 
thinking that this would be a great outreach in the Chicago area. When 
I announced it, we quickly found out we already had several strippers 
attending our church! Following our very first meeting, one of these 
young women left the church, went to her strip club, cleaned out her 
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locker, returned to church the next day, and was baptized. That’s 
pretty extreme, but the point is that she was already here! We 
didn’t have to go to Samaria for this life change to happen. It 
happened in our own community.

REAP IT OR LOSE IT
A perfect example of this “witness” idea is the woman Jesus met 
at the well at midday. She was pretty far from being “Clergy.” She 
had been married five times and was living with a man to whom 
she wasn’t married. I don’t know if this was her choice or she was 
a woman who had been dumped by the men in her life. Either 
way she was hardly qualified to be an evangelist. She had only just 
met Jesus, and from the tone of her questions it was pretty obvious 
that she had never been to seminary. And yet, she went back to 
her village and told the town to come and meet Jesus (read: she 
was a witness). The Bible tells us that the whole village came out              
to see him. 

Many of the Samaritans from that town believed in him because of 
the woman’s testimony (John 4:39 NIV).

That’s the way it’s supposed to be!

In the middle of this little “mission moment,” Jesus asked, “Don’t 
you have a saying, ‘It’s still four months until harvest’? I tell you, 
open your eyes and look at the fields! They are ripe for harvest’” 
(John 4:35 NIV). Scholars say he may have been referring to the 
white turbans of the men of the town that were gleaming in the 
sun as they made their way to where he and his disciples were. 
Perhaps he was just being figurative, but either way, Jesus was 
deeply moved by the scene. The whole town was coming to hear 
him on the strength of one woman’s story. “Come see a man who 
told me everything I ever did. Could this be the Messiah?” (John 
4:29 NIV). One woman. One very simple story (just the simple 
story of what happened to her), and the whole town was affected. 
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Jesus said, “the harvest is ripe.” That means the time to harvest is now!
When the harvest is ripe, you either reap it or lose it.

I’m a small-scale gardener. I grow squash, tomatoes, and cucumbers. It’s 
hard in the Chicago climate—tomatoes don’t mature until September. You 
have a million of them for three weeks, and then they freeze. So you eat 
them, can them, freeze them, or they sit on the vine and rot.

When I lived in the south, you locked your car doors at church, not to 
keep people out—but to keep zucchini out. People were desperate to give 
it away.

When the harvest is ripe, you either reap it or lose it. And it’s ripe now! 

I actually believe the harvest is more 
ready for reaping than the reapers are 

ready to harvest.

The people of the world are more ready to receive the “Good News” than 
we are ready to give it. This needs to change.

I’m not one of those guys who likes to spend a lot of time decrying 
the post-Christian era in which we live. I realize that our nation was 
founded on biblical principles and that many of our founding fathers 
were Christians, and I’m grateful for that. But I think it’s too late to “take 
back America.” It’s time to “take forward the Kingdom.” The Church 
has always been more productive as a cultural outsider than an insider, 
anyway. Personally, I like living in a place where I’m needed. I like being a 
missionary 24/7. 

But that means I have to think like one.
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For our family, that kind of thinking has resulted in making 
purposeful decisions like not living in a parsonage, putting our 
kids into public school, working out at a local health club with 
non-church people, and having small groups with our neighbors 
in a neighborhood we’ve lived in now for 19 years. 

The new word for this in church circles is “incarnational.” Jesus 
was “God with us,” and we are called to be “God with them.” 

The old word for this was “Christian.” 

As Greg Nettle says, “Jesus didn’t commute to his ministry, he 
moved into the neighborhood.”

To be honest, I’m not living incarnationally according to Jesus’ 
definition, because Jesus didn’t even have a house. Jesus’ neighbors 
were the total outcasts from society. I can’t pat myself on the back. 
But the least I can do is fully move in and take up my place in the 
community. Salt does no good in the shaker.

Luke 10:2 (NIV) tells us, “The harvest is plentiful, but the workers 
are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers 
into his harvest field.”

It’s great to ask the Lord to send workers. We should keep doing 
that. But we should also remember that each one of us is to be 
counted among those workers. So we shouldn’t only ask the Lord 
to send—we should also ask Him to help us be. Fulfill our roles. 
We should be looking around every day and reaching out to those 
over the fences of our own backyards. Remember, we were made 
for this mission. 

And honestly . . . if the fields were ripe for harvest then, what are 
they now?
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The mission field is upon us. Jesus was so moved by what he saw when he 
looked out over those fields that he lost interest in the lunch the disciples 
had brought him from town. He said he had food to eat that they knew 
nothing about—the Kingdom, the Mission, was the driving force in     
Jesus’ veins.

“My food,” said Jesus, “is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his 
work” (John 4:34 NIV).

I’ve tasted that food and it beats anything I’ve ever known. It’s why     
we’re here.

Step up to the table, people. The same dinner is being served up today 
right outside your door.


