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As we move toward the celebration of our congregation’s fiftieth anniversary in 2015, I envision a significant sharpening of our focus and a dramatic deepening of our passion around the biblical practices of worship, growth, and service that have been our pursuit these many years.  Five years from now, we will not have diverged from the well-established course we’ve been on, but we will be different as a people.  We will be walking closer to Christ in our daily lives. We will be much more like him in our hospitality and servant-heartedness toward others.  We will be engaging people beyond the borders of today’s church with a joy and daring not seen since the earliest days of our congregation’s founding.  We will have the leadership to do this well.  
We Will Connect More Deeply with the Heart of God

All of this starts with our relationship with God.  “If you remain in me and I in you,” says Jesus, “you will bear much fruit.  Apart from me, you can do nothing” (John 15).  Many of us are coming to understand the truth of these words.  We have tried living mainly out of our own ingenuity and strength and found this producing not the love, joy, or peace we long for but further fragmentation and fatigue.  The single greatest gift we can make to ourselves or offer to our world is a deep and daily connection with Him who is our Source.  We can only give away to others what we actually have for ourselves. For this reason, the first and greatest goal of this season ahead is to take steps to provide focused, practical help to church leaders, the congregation, and community in developing significantly greater spiritual, emotional, and relational health.
What will this look like in practice?  I see the staff and lay-leadership of Christ Church humbly admitting our need, repenting of our functionally-godless lives, and returning to Christ with deep devotion.  In the church we will become, those of us in leadership thirst and hunger to know God for ourselves above all else.  We are not content to simply talk about a relationship with Christ, but long to walk in that relationship so steadily that Christ makes himself known through us.  Prayer is not a p.s. at the close of a leadership meeting but the crucial prerequisite to all our decisions and actions.  Leaders here prize living in a sane (healthy) relationship with Christ so highly that we structure our calendars and programs so as not to overload ourselves and others with overwhelming activity.  We cancel meetings where they are not truly needed. We build Sabbath rest into the rhythm of our leadership.  We say no to additional programs and events where God has not supplied new leaders to support them.  We set our hearts on being people of Christlike produce (love, joy, peace, etc.) before being people of ministry production (agendas, publications, programs, etc.).

And, in this era ahead, we are helping other people live this way too.  We offer to people not a dizzying array of programs and products, but one, simple, clear approach to spiritual growth that people of every age and stage can embrace.  People find through Christ Church face-to-face conversations and an online tool that helps them develop vision for their pathway of growth.  They are introduced to wonderful soul-training resources they can use by themselves or with the members of their household and friendship circles to deepen their relationship with God during the week.  They take advantage of periodic short-courses and seminars that give them biblical principles and practical skills for better managing their emotions or their money, for being a better parent, friend, workplace minister, or influencer in some other area of life.  Not just a minority, but a growing majority of people are feeling led to find a circle of partners – a prayer companion, a small group or community -- with whom they are pursuing growth together.  
In the future, the church is no longer the company to whom parents subcontract the spiritual development of their kids.  Parents come to see us as a fabulous partner in helping them take on their greatest responsibility and privilege – that of fostering faith at home.  Single parents and their children (the widows and orphans of our age) have no better friends than the people of Christ Church. Individuals in Christ Church households are becoming better people, step-by-step.  Marriages are getting stronger.  Parents and kids are getting closer.  People of every age are becoming more able to live life in a more Jesus-like way.  In the church of our future, we are our regions’ most cherished resource-center for finding practical help with living more spiritually and emotionally healthy lives.  School principals and counselors and people around the community are hearing about the impact God is having on the lives of people connected with Christ Church and they are sending people to us to find help and hope. 
We Will Express God’s Heart by Going Out

The second major development I see in years ahead is that our Church begins to express with even greater clarity, compassion, and commitment the servant heart of Jesus toward the spiritual and material needs of people – especially those closest to us.  We measure our maturity as Christians and as a church not by the number of wonderful worship services we offer or the variety of growth ministries we sponsor, but by the way people in the world around us are meeting the love of Jesus through us.  In doing this, we never forget that we are just one outpost of God’s eternal kingdom.  We know that it is not our job to do it all and that there are other parts of the Body that can do certain things far better than we can. But now we have identified a small set of specific local and global needs that we believe God has called US to address and we are going after those with relentless passion. 
We group our existing mission relationships under these headings and decide on future partners on the basis of those priorities. Not just the missions leadership team but the whole church now has these strategic emphases clearly in focus.  People are hearing so regularly about these servant commitments that they become as well-known to people as the names of the towns around them.  To focus the congregation’s energies, we present them annually with one major local project and one major global project tied directly to these strategic emphases. We’ve also identified one or two places on the planet where we are investing prayer, money, and volunteers year-after-year in a progressive effort to bring about total transformation in that place.  As the result of this clear and consistent focus, we start seeing giving to our mission outreach funds and voluntarism in our mission efforts climbing steadily. 
Five years from now, we will have studied our immediate region carefully enough that we can actually list what we believe are the most pressing spiritual needs and the most urgent material needs in our immediate sphere of influence. We are regularly praying as a congregation and leadership core for the concerns on this list.  Our local missions team is sponsoring a selection of well-publicized, easy-to-enter external engagements aimed at addressing those needs, arm-in-arm with our local mission partners. We sponsor a selection of very well-run GO Team and CommUNITY relationship-building engagements and the whole church understands how they can get plugged into those. 
We know this will not be enough for our wonderfully-gifted members.  They will want to engage in all kinds of other spontaneous servant ministries beyond the church.  We enthusiastically bless and release them for that.  We may even be providing some kind of ministry-incubation training to help people pursue their passion.  But we take under the umbrella of our church only those ministries that align with our strategy.  Our leadership knows what God has specifically called Christ Church to do.  We care so much about this that we keep our focus clearly and consistently on that and respectfully decline from being distracted from fulfilling this calling.
We are very aware that we cannot solve everyone’s problems.  But in the church of our future we will also have identified several particularly painful points of life-change where we are committed to providing people with the redemptive relationships they need.  If someone is aged and lonely, if they are going through divorce or bereavement, if they need help making the tough choices they must in a financial crisis, they will find a remarkable friend in us. We will send caring people to connect with them or offers support groups to companion them through this painful passage and help them find the grace of God.

To be a church that does all this requires that we become even better than we are today at engaging and equipping volunteers.  Over these next years, we will find more effective ways of making volunteer needs known across the church.  We will make it easier to understand how to get involved as a volunteer at Christ Church.  We’ll supply those who step forward with a volunteer handbook and online helps to assist them in understanding the processes and guidelines by which their gifts can be employed in our church’s ministries.  
We Will Express God’s Heart by Opening Up

A third major thrust of the years ahead will be to engage hundreds of currently non-churched people (especially younger ones) in the worship and fellowship of God by lowering barriers to involvement. For some people, coming to Christ Church is an easy and comfortable act.  They associate Sunday mornings with going to church.  They are at home with the music, clothing, language, and other cultural elements of a traditional church.  They live near our facilities or don’t mind driving to get here.  We are reaching a higher percentage of this kind of person than any other church in our area.

But our region is increasingly populated by people who no longer fit this description.  A growing number of people have commitments to sports and leisure activities on Sunday mornings they can’t conceive of abandoning.  As beautiful as they are to many of us, our Sanctuary services have a formality to them that fewer and fewer younger or unchurched persons will naturally choose for themselves, even if they have time on a weekend.  For others still, the very fact that our ministry is associated with a building that has a tall steeple on top or convened at a location far from where they live are obstacles they will not overcome unless something changes in them or us.  If we are to remain true to the evangelical passion of our founders, then we need to find ways of lowering cultural barriers like these that block people from experiencing the life of God and his people.  There is a way of doing this that doesn’t require losing what we love.
In the church of our future, we will continue to enjoy the majestic classic worship and music that means so much to many of us.  Our expanding frontier, however, lies in creating circles of worship and fellowship marked by a higher sense of intimacy, intensity, and informality than our present Sanctuary services.  In these next years, we will find a way to provide the space and resources needed for the continued expansion of our 2HC congregation.  We will experiment with a Saturday evening worship service, well-supported by childcare.  We will establish extend the reach of our existing preaching content and disciplemaking DNA to new sites beyond our present building.  We will be as daring and deliberate about reaching a whole new circle of people for Christ as those visionary disciples who founded our congregation.
We Will Express God’s Heart by Welcoming People In

To fulfill God’s purposes for us I am convinced, fourthly, that we must also foster and significantly warmer and more inviting experience of “hospitality at the heart” of our congregation, facilities, and ministries.  To walk out of the world and into the kingdom of God ought to be like getting off a plane from Minneapolis in February and finding yourself in the Bahamas.  Five years from now, entering the community of Christ Church will feel much more like that.  Our members will have owned a greater personal passion for hospitality and evangelism.  They will understand more clearly what is required for all of us to be witnesses to Christ’s life-changing love.  The people of Christ Church will be going out of their way to look for unfamiliar faces, to create room around the fire for them, and to help them on their journey. From the leadership level to the pew, our congregation will exhibit more of the racial and generational richness characteristic of the early church and the culture of the kingdom of God.
When a newcomer enters any one of Christ Church’s ministry sites, they will encounter the throbbing heartbeat of God’s love there. While we will continue to provide ground level hospitality for those with mobility challenges, our Garden Chapel will become on Sunday mornings a radiant symbol of this hospitality value.  People will gather their between services to enjoy a cup of fine coffee and to sit or talk with friends.  A new passageway will connect the Chapel with the Discovery Center so that parents and kids can move back and forth between these zones. This space will enjoy a variety of other environmental improvements that will make it feel like an oasis even in the depths of the coldest winter.  
This same gracious, caring spirit will also characterize the way we use technology in the years ahead.  We’ll develop the next generation of web-based resources in order to offer people even more convenient and easily understood access to the worship, growth, and service opportunities most helpful to them.  We will also provide high-touch helps to those for whom high-tech feels like a foreign or impersonal language. We’ll continue the long-standing commitment of Christ Church to employ top-notch technology tastefully as the servant of building relationships with God and one another.
We Will Raise Up Leaders to Shepherd This Ministry
Finally, in the years ahead, we will do an even better job of shaping and supporting the kind of lay-leadership without which the vision I am sharing cannot possibly become reality.  Jesus put tremendous time and energy into raising up leading disciples.  Christ Church has been richly blessed by a long succession of remarkable ones.  Nonetheless, our people process still has gaps.  Over the next five years, we will develop a leadership farm system that better identifies, equips, and deploys leading disciples for our most significant ministry and mission needs.  We’ll be clear on which positions require consistent filling to ensure the continuing strength of our church and have in place a very deliberate process for locating such people, readying them for their ministry, supporting them on the job, and facilitating fine transitions when it comes time to pass the baton.
This is the church of our future.  We will be a people connected even more deeply to the heart of God and living out of the health he produces.  We will express his heart by going out to serve the world in even more impactful ways, by opening up our lives and taking down the barriers to others, and by welcoming those God brings in. We will be blessed by the gifts of hundreds of well-supported servant-leaders whose many hands make the work light.  And when we reach our fiftieth anniversary as a congregation in 2015, we’ll just be reaching our prime.  We’ll be more able than ever to bring glory to God and his gospel to the world he so loves.
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