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In The Early Church

At the end of St Matthew’s Gospel is quoted the fina
words said by Jesus before He ascended into heaven. It is
worth looking again at these familiar words of Christ’s last
important message we know as The Great Commission
and the implicationsit has for us today.

“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to
me. Go, therefore and make disciples of all nations,
baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son
and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all | have
commanded you. And behold | am with you always, until
the end of the age.” (Mt 28:18-20)

In this fina directive, there was no question that this
command was to be given the top priority. The early
Church members took these words literally and many gave
their lives rather than deny their Christian faith. What were
some of the successful strategies of the Early

Church ? !

high priority for al of the Church
membership. Indeed the very “cal to
arms” of Christ for His Church was to reach
out and make disciples.

% Making disciples was not seen as an |’
activity or the responsibility of a few.
Rather by its very nature it was an integral
part of the lifestyle of every believer.

s It was the assumption that every Christian

was to be a committed witness to Christ’s love. By
naturally communicating their faith, they became God’s
instruments for bringing many people into His
kingdom.

% Christians believed wholeheartedly that Jesus Christ
was the way, the truth and the life. Being a Christian
meant worshipping God, doing good to al people,
especially those of the household of the faith. It meant
telling people that the Saviour had come - that eternal
life was theirs by believing in Him - that believing gave
them the right to become children of God.

+» Evangelisation methods were designed to make
disciples. The success of their endeavour was measured
by the growth of the Church and by the numbers of new
disciples. “Follow Me, and | will make you fishers of
men.” (Matt 4:19)

+¢» New disciples were taught how to grow spiritually and
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how in turn to make more disciples. First reaching and
then teaching. “The word of God kept on spreading and
the number of the disciples continued to increase
greatly in Jerusalem, and a great number of  Priests
accepted the faith.” (Acts 6: 7)
For the first 200 years and more they were an assembly
of house churches of 15-30 people. They gave a large
number of ordinary people the opportunity to lead. St
Paul describes them as one church even though they
met in many different places. They were not yet
burdened with the need to build churches.
The early Christians knew the deep concern their Lord
had for the lost sheep, the outcasts of society, lepers, the
blind and the lame and even tax collectors. The early
church mirrored its Master’s compassion and was a
loving, caring community. Compassion was one of the
seeds of New Testament Church growth.

ss3,, % The ealy Christians knew when the

%%ﬁ@) message of God’s love was heard and
I demonstrated by those who were known and

trusted, the barriers of distrust and suspicion
lowered and receptivity to the Good News
increased. Thus new members continued
i to increase as the news of God’s love
1l moved quickly and naturally along the
|17 lines of refationships.
i W\ &% Christ left no doubt concerning the
importance of concentrating on receptive
people. The parable of the Sower made it clear that the
seed should be sown in the “good soil.” St Paul
concentrated on preaching the Gospel to responsive
people—whom God had prepared!
The Holy Spirit directed the mission of the early church
and empowered believers to fulfil the mandate Christ
had given them. The early Christians knew about the
source of their strength, they had received from the
Holy Spirit. “With great power the apostles gave
witness to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and God
poured rich blessings on them all” (Acts 4:33).
The Oikos factor played a key role in the growth of the
early Church. Oikosis the Greek word for “household”
and included not only the immediate family but
servants and their families, extended family members
and all those they interacted with in their daily lives.
The Good News of Jesus Christ therefore spread
dramatically in the early church due to the Christian’s
network of socia relationships within their families,
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friends and neighbours.

+¢* The early Churches were able to grow and reach out
across the nations in spite of having to face persecution
and hardship. They were small, scattered and poor with
little forma education but they grew rapidly. In the
New Testament they can teach us a lot about how they
achieved the growth that God intends for us and in
every age.

In Today’s Church!

Over the centuries the Catholic Church has grown
gradually to over one hillion members, but this undertaking
is far from completed. At this present time throughout the
world, three out of four people have yet to become
Christian. Therefore al Christians are urgently called to
work collaboratively towards honouring and upholding
Christ’s farewell command made to the early fledging
churches.

What was once the priority of the early church is now
not an item on the agenda of many local Churches.
There is often a tendency to be inward focused towards the
activities within the Church itself, confining the Good
News message within its walls. Unfortunately the idea of
evangelisation seems to create obstacles in the minds of
many people and the result is there is little in the way of
extending themselves to their inactive members and
outreaching into the community to attract more members.

The Oikos factor continues to be the bridge over which
new members are gained in the Catholic and other
Christian Churches today. Surveys have been done
indicating up to 90 per cent of the new people who have
joined a Church have done so, due to the influence of a
friend or relative. When God’s love is discussed with an
oikos member, that person is usualy more open and
receptive, since they are listening to the experience of
someone they know and trust.

Why Growth? Growth is a natural condition in God’s
world. Our whole lifestyles are geared to growing, whether

some are lost...Jesus is telling us to get our eyes on the lost
and seek them until they are found. God does not want just
afew sheep, He wants many.” (1) “It is the same with your
Father in heaven: there they don’t want even one of these
little onesto belost.” (Matt 18:14)

God Himself has no aversion to counting and keeping
records. Jesus said that “not one sparrow is forgotten by
God,” and even the hairs each one of us has on our head
have been counted (Luke 12:6-7). Growth is an inherent
quality of our task of spreading the good news of Jesus
Christ, and not something we should apologise for.
“lgnorance of statistics is ultimately a cheap cop-out for
not caring whether an organization lives or dies. Statistics
represent people...and any enterprise that ignores essential
data travels the road to oblivion.” (2) The growth of the
Churchisthe No. 1 task of mission.

Witnessing to one’s faith can become a lifestyle similar to
what it was in the early Church. The early Church
members Lay members are unlikely to have received any
training to share their faith with a non —Christian , yet they
did so in a natural and effective way as to what Christ
meant in their lives.

While every Christian should “ aways have an answer
ready when called upon to explain the hope you have in
you “ (1 Pet 3:15), this does not mean that every Christian
will be a gifted evangelist. “ The most effective strategy
for disciple making is to build on the unique gifts of each
member of the body, and create a means of using those
gifts—in concert- to reach others with Gods love... People
are not talked into the kingdom. They are loved in.” (3)
Church Growth is not about recruitment, it is about love
but more on that later.

References: (1) “Strategiesfor Church Growth” by C. Peter Wagner.
(2) “And Are We Yet Alive?” by Richard B Wilkie.

(3) “Church Growth —State of the art ” by W. Charles Arn.

Extracts have also been taken out of Win Arns book, “The Masters
Plan for Making Disciples.”

it is in acquiring qualifications, experience, bettering our
careers, adding to our possessions, or what we can create,
helping our family members and others to grow in their
respective spheres and not forgetting to work towards our
personal spiritual growth. Likewise similar goals of growth
apply to Churches. When Christ gave His future Church
the Great Commission, He issued the greatest growth
challenge that has ever been made.

Do numbers matter? Numbers matter because each
person is a child of God. St Augustine said, “ God loves
each of us, asif there were only one of us.” Numbers play
an important part in every aspect of our lives whether it is
in business, the economy, the taxes we pay, or in politics.
Likewise they are important too for the health of the
Church. God should not be offered a lesser growth standard
than we would apply to our personal lives. It befits us then
to put our best efforts into improving the numbers in our
Churches.

Jesus often spoke about numbers to teach important truths.
“If someone has a hundred sheep and one of them strays,
won’t he leave the ninety-nine on the hillside, and go to
look for the stray one?” (Matt 18:12) Jesus was using sheep
as a metaphor for people. Some are safe in God’s fold and

EDITORIAL—Each morning when reading the
daily newspaper | turn to the inside of the back
page and cast my eye over the list of the death
notices. Frequently there are familiar family
names, so | read the details to check if thereis a
connection to the persons | know with that surname. Also
checking if they are going to be buried from a Church. At the
conclusion of the checking | am often filled with sadness
wondering how many on the list have made it to eternal lifein
heaven and how many would have made it if they had had the
opportunity to receive Christ’s message of salvation. What |
do know is we could all do a lot more in playing a part in
implementing the Great Commission, so that many more
people come to know Christ and help to build the Church of
tomorrow.

Church Growth is a fascinating subject often featured in a
separate section in Protestant Book Shops. | have found these
books to be stimulating and full of practical ideas that
Catholics could adopt and adapt to achieve effective Mission
and Evangelisation.

“ if one of you wanders away from the truth and another one
brings him back again, remember this: whoever turns a sinner
back from his wrong way will save that sinner’s soul from
death and bring about the forgiveness of many
sins” (James 5:19). Pat Clegg
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PRINCIPLESOF CHURCH GROWTH

CHARLES E FULLER
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PASADENA USA

he Father of the Church Growth

Movement was a man who in his nineties
was still working called Dr Donald McGavran.
He was a missionary in India with the Church
of Christ. He began to ask the question "why
is it some churches are growing and some
are not "? His church was pouring lots of
money into their missions but getting poor
results.

going to cost me"? There should be a
special quality about our worship if we want
the Lord's Blessing. Our bible reflections will

be boring unless we are going to do
something with them.
5 The main source of growth in today’s

churches are coming through cell groups just
as in the body the unit of growth is in the

cell. Mention will be made of cell groups
At that time the social gospel was in and later.
hmlssmn m?'agt giving 3 c;]u;? (.)f COIdeﬁter In © This means ministering to the whole
L:Cr;ar:]ng Obe?tSleJ? ar:oeoi?leng unbelievers person in the tqtal context and meeting
Advocating conversion tof \V/ T ‘ﬁ peo_ple at their of need. \_Ne_are asked to
L q‘ ) fulfil the Great Commission and the
Christianity was regarded as ( ‘.' 4 Great Commandment - To love our
e mameamian® twas neighbour as. ourselves. We Iook 'a
assimilation as not just registering
raza“g?r%a\é;a%i;\ggnbgglégh,fotng [ ‘ Td_eci'sions but of _the_z formation of
o . . disciples. We are all in it together.
biblical moorings. Their concept /////
of growth was not just growth for || ‘//// |/ Too often it is on the basis of its
growth's sake but they were 4 J¥-"muggin’s turn". Identify people with
concerned that growth take ‘ ' gifts and match the tasks with those with
place in a variety of v the gifts. Also don’t leave people too
dimensions. // long in the same thing, offer them
( /// training in other areas. Jesus taught his
TEN PRINCIPLES L ‘ disciples a range of different things that

1 what kind of church does God want us
to become? Does He want more churches like
ours, more people around like us? Our church
is in a process or on a journey. We haven't
yet arrived but we are asking the rest of the
world to come with us. As Christ is the head
of the church we need to find out what his
plan is for us.

2 The church won't grow unless its
leadership knows where its going. If a church
is not going anywhere it doesn't need a leader
as a caretaker will do. But if the church
wants to become a significant presence then
it needs leadership that knows where its
going and how to move that church forward.

3 Our styles of ministry for a rural church
are going into be different from the city
parish. Then there will be ethnic and racial
factors to consider.

4  When we come into the presence of
God there should be a real feeling that God
is in our midst and we should expect things
to happen. After prayer you want people to
say " what can we do "? The cynic probably
says "what’'s the catch and how much is it

they in turn passed on to others.
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Recognise the leadership potential that
exists right now no matter how small the
congregation. Recognise what God has
already put in place. Most of the leadership
will be home grown. Some should be given
the opportunity to acquire new skills by
attending courses.

9 It doesn't mean setting a programme of
outside speakers but setting goals, achieve
objectives and identifiable needs. Do you
know where you are going? It means that
your church should look significantly different
3 years down the line.

10 This is the big movement in America as
there are 80 million unchurched Americans.
They have a copy of a church planters guide
of the process they use to grow and spawn
off new churches. For us it means reaching
out to the unchurched in your area.

It pays to look critically at your church, its
past where has it come from and its
traditions. We naturally lock into a tradition
but other new churches today have a
dynamism to succeed and grow.




CENTREPOINT
Towards a

SPIRITUALITY
of MISSION

By Archbishop John Bathersby

Towards a Spirituality of Mission has been written for
leaders in parish and school communities. It focuses on
the "mission” element in the Brisbane archdiocesan
vision of Jesus Communion Mission, and provides a
theological exploration of this vital topic with practical
steps to live out our Christian mission in parishes,
families, communities and workplaces.

The Mission of God

IT is impossible to understand "mission” without
understanding God whose simplest definition is contained
in 1 John 4:16: "God is love, and whoever lives in love
livesin union with God".

Once we accept this fact we realise that the dynamic
foundation of all reality, including ourselves, islove.

Love brings ourselves and all reality into existence,
sustains us in existence, and through the power of the Holy
Spirit leads us ever more deeply towards that perfect
communion desired by God.

Of its very nature love reaches out to embrace all
people and all creation binding them together in a single
communon of love where justice, peace, and freedom
flourish.

As love, God is not a static reality but a dynamic
communion of persons in a relationship of mutual love —
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Revealed in Scripture and defined in the creeds of the
Church, the persons of the Trinity are bound together in
mutual love that overflows in the Word of God — Jesus
Christ, and the Holy Spirit, "the Lord and giver of life .

God created our universe which through the power of
the Holy Spirit isfilled with an incredible diversity of life.

Creation therefore can never be just a dead and empty
universe but one that through the power of the Holy Spirit
is vitally alive, able to respond in love and freedom to its
creator God.

But the Holy Spirit was sent on mission not only to give
life, but also to prepare creation for its ultimate destiny,
union with God through the person of Jesus Christ, who
lived by word and deed the nature of God as |love.

The Mission of God therefore is twofold, that of the
Spirit, and that of the Word of God made man, Jesus
Christ.

The second person of the Trinity (the Word) and the
third person (the Holy Spirit) cannot be separated as they
work together in mission.

Present in the baptism of Christ at the beginning of his
earthly mission, the Holy Spirit was present also with the
risen Christ after his resurrection.

Sent then by the Father and Son to the frightened and
lifeless Christian community on the first Pentecost, the

Spirit brought the Church alive and
sent it out to the nations as a sign of
God's Kingdom.
Not only does the Holy Spirit reach
out from its Trinitarian Communion to
anoint all creation with its life-giving
presence, but the Holy Spirit aso
anointed Jesus Christ for mission, and
then with the risen Christ sent the
Pentecost Church on mission.
In this sending, the Spirit not only
prepared the hearts and minds of
people to receive the good news, but also called these new
believers together, in the communion of the Church, before
sending them out, and calling them back, at ever deeper
levels of faith, in a never ending cycle of salvation.

Therefore God is not only love but mission as well,
reaching out through Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit to
the world, establishing the Church and sending it forth,
before finally unleashing in the lives of each one of us a
sense of mission fdhe sake of the Kingdom.

The Mission of God, through Christ and the Holy Spirit,
becomes the mission of the Church, and as a consequence the
mission of each one of us.

Our lack of a burning desire to share the good news with
others can mean that somehow we have not yet fully grasped
the nature of the faith given to us by Christ.

Through the Holy Spirit, Christ is embedded in creation
so deeply that, in and through Christ, we are drawn into the
very Godhead itself.

Our triune God becomes not only the model of our
communion, but the very Godly communion itself in which
we participate with the persons of the Trinity.

REFLECTION QUESTION:
At what times have you fully realised the magnificence of
being made in the image and likeness of God?

The Mission of Jesus

Jesus came as prophet of the Kingdom, sent by his Father
to announce the good news of God.

Filled with the Holy Spirit, Jesus revealed to us who God
is by what he said and did.

He reached out to the poor and needy of society, he
challenged the unjust structures of his time, and persuaded
people to believe his good news, not by force of arms, but by
love and service.

The centre of his life always was the will of his Father;
that led him to heal the sick and give sight to the blind.

So passionate was he about finding God's will that he
constantly left the busyness of his everyday life to search for
it in prayer.

Obeying the will of his Father was his passion, even when
it meant going to his death as an innocent victim, trusting
always that he himself and the truth of his good news would
he ultimately vindicated.

The seal of God's approval was his resurrection three
days later, while the sending of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost
to establish the Church ensured that his good news would
live on through its mission.

REFLECTION QUESTION:
Does your sense of being a part of the Mission of Jesus fill
you with excitement? Why or why not?




