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DO WE REALLY NEED COMMUNITY GROUPS?

About three years ago, when some Greenvillians began to discuss the possibility of a new church in the downtown area, one of the earliest goals expressed for such a church was the experience of true fellowship: an environment in which Christians could build deep relationships with one another, and through those relationships, spur one another on to spiritual growth.  One expression of this goal was to be the availability of small groups, or “community groups.”

However, do we really need such groups, or are they simply a personal preference on the part of some who are involved in Downtown Presbyterian?  Simply put, if I am a bit more reserved than some others, or if my involvement begins and ends with the Sunday worship service, is it acceptable for me to “opt out” of involvement with these small groups?  Will such groups just create yet-one-more-thing that I am supposed to do each week?

Our stance is that community groups naturally flow out of the mission of Downtown Presbyterian and are an obvious expression of what it means to cultivate genuine relationships in the body of Christ.  Not only could such groups help the participants in their own lives, but they could actually help “flesh out” what we hope to see happen through Downtown Presbyterian as a whole.

Community Groups have the potential to do so by facilitating…

LEARNING

Christians love to refer to the book of Acts, as it describes the earliest days of the New Testament church, and talk about how the church today 1) isn’t like this, and 2) should be like this.  Well, what was the church like?

The very first description of the early church’s life together says this: “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching” (Acts 2:42).  Before we are told what the early church was doing, we are first told what the early church was learning together.

Obviously, our hope is that a large part of such learning will take place in our worship services.  Over the months and years, we would expect that those participating in our worship will receive biblical teaching through what is preached, what is read, what is prayed and confessed, and even through what is sung.

However, the reality is that the weekly worship service isn’t a setting in which people feel free to raise questions (at least, typically it isn’t).  Someone may agree with practically everything that was said in a service; someone else may disagree with practically everything.  Both need an avenue in which to raise questions, dig deeper, agree/disagree, and wrestle with application of the content.

People learn more when they learn in community.  If you’ve ever had the experience of hearing, say, two friends discuss something with which you were already familiar, and as they discussed it you found yourself seeing aspects you had never seen before, this is not unusual.  This is normal.  The apostle Paul, when he told a group of Christians about how he prayed for them, wrote that he prayed for them to grasp the enormity of Jesus Christ’s love.  Notably, he prayed “that you, being rooted and grounded in love – may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge” (Eph. 3:17-19).  Paul’s prayer for them was not for an individual experience; he wanted them to grasp this reality together.

CONNECTION

The New Testament is loaded with what have been called “each other passages.”  Again and again, we are shown that following Jesus is not just an individual exercise.  Just a few examples would be:

· The various “parts” of the body of Christ should care for each other (1 Cor. 12:25).

· They are to bear each other’s “burdens” (Gal. 6:2).

· They are to be patient and forgiving toward each other (Col. 3:13).

· They are to confess their sins to each other and pray for each other (James 5:16).

In other words, Christians are to flesh out the repeated command (Old and New Testaments) to “love each other.”  This general command, and its particular applications in the Bible, must not become an abstraction!  We are only able to apply what the Bible keeps saying if we are in meaningful and regular relationship with others in the body of Christ.

Again, this doesn’t mean that community groups become mere duty (nor should our understanding of “each other” stop with the members of our own group), but it does highlight the problems with viewing participation in a church in terms of the worship service alone.  If someone likes the overall content of the worship service but would prefer to remain anonymous, can he or she really apply the biblical words above?  We want to challenge such a mindset, rather than facilitate it.
  Smaller groups of people allow tangible opportunities not only to learn together, but also to know and connect with each other’s real lives (joys, sorrows, strengths, weaknesses, sins, struggles to repent, successes, utter failures).

PRAYER

If you read the accounts of Jesus’ ministry in the four Gospels, you notice that Jesus was capable not only of gentle responses, but also of severe ones.  An example is Jesus’ response to entering the temple area in Jerusalem and seeing merchants’ booths where worshipers should have been.  Besides the physical response (overturning tables, using a whip!), we should notice what Jesus said in his response.  He quoted from the Old Testament and declared that God’s house (the temple) was to be called “a house of prayer.”  Buying and selling was taking place in this part of the temple, prayer was not, and he made a scene. 

The church – not a building, but the people – is now the temple of God, his house (1 Cor. 3:16; 1 Tim. 3:15).  In other words, Christians are the house of prayer now!  It shouldn’t surprise us, then, that again and again in the Scriptures his people are instructed to pray.

We can assent to this fact, but again, we could also let this become an abstraction if we’re not careful.  The life of Jesus’ followers is to be – both individually and corporately – bathed in prayer.  Because of this, when we meet for weekly worship, we engage in all sorts of prayer – praising God, confessing sin, asking him for all that we need, and even using the very words Jesus taught us to pray together.  (Don’t miss the fact that Jesus gave us the “Lord’s Prayer” in plural pronouns.)

Sunday worship, though, makes up a small percentage of the lives of God’s people each week.  Along with individual prayer, we need prayer together outside of the worship service.  We need time together to pray for things we don’t pray for during a worship service.  Furthermore, we need others’ presence to remind us to pray not only for ourselves and for our own interests, but also for others – our Christian brothers and sisters, our neighbors, our city, and the world itself.  We might say that prayer with others helps get us out of our own heads.  

OUTREACH

Besides the benefit that community groups hold for those already involved at Downtown Presbyterian, could they also be vehicles for reaching out to others?

Tim Keller, pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in Manhattan, writes in his article “The Missional Church” that American churches must learn how to think “missionally.”  That is, they must think of outreach to others as part of the makeup of the life and culture of the church, rather than the traditional approach of gearing a particular church program toward outreach.  

What would community groups look like that were missional in their intent?  According to Keller, a small group could be described as missional:

1. If its members love and talk positively about the city/neighborhood

2. If they speak in language that is not filled with pious tribal or technical terms and phrases, nor disdainful and embattled language

3. If in their Bible study they apply the gospel to the core concerns and stories of the people of the culture

4. If they are obviously interested in, and engaged with, the literature and art and thought of the surrounding culture and can discuss it both appreciatively and yet critically

5. If they exhibit deep concern for the poor and generosity with their money and purity and respect with regard to opposite sex, and show humility toward people of other races and cultures

6. If they do not bash other Christians and churches

He concludes that if these characteristics are absent, then such groups “will only be able to include believers or traditional, ‘Christianized’ people.”

Our hope is that if you participate in a community group, you will find yourself not only willing to invite a friend or acquaintance, but would be inclined to do so.  Fostering an environment in which this can take place will require intentionality on our part.

~

What will define Downtown Presbyterian in the years and decades ahead?  From the earliest discussions about this new work, it was hoped that its identity would be defined primarily by what the Bible calls the gospel, or good news.  Our hope is that – whatever else may be said – our identity will be bound up with the good news of who Jesus is and what he has done.

The gospel does not push us away from each other, but rather, toward one another in love and service.  Here is a wonderful opportunity for us to flesh out what we believe.

For myself, I believe that the Holy Spirit’s way with the institutional church, which we long to see reformed according to the gospel, is more the way of patient reform than of impatient rejection. 

 And certainly it is always healthy when the more formal and dignified services of the local church are complemented with the informality and exuberance of home meetings.  There is no need to polarize between the structured and the unstructured, the traditional and the spontaneous.  The church needs both.

~ John Stott

� One theologian describes an individualistic church or ministry as one that “takes care of individuals, provides for them, and leaves them in their anonymity.”
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