
Iam haunted by what a pastor said to
me recently after speaking at a re-
gional conference. He said, “Gary,

people are always challenged by the
words you speak but then they go back
to their churches and they do the same
things they have always done.”

Maybe that is the problem. There
are way too many words spoken and
written. Too little change. People hear
but it makes little difference in the way
they live their lives.

I am unabashedly positive about the
church. I believe in her possibilities and
missional task. My greatest frustration
is how ineffective the church is in en-
gaging our culture. If only it was sim-
ply a matter of just doing more
evangelism, worshiping in more con-
temporary ways (whatever that means)
or being more committed to the things
we were committed to before.

It appears to be a much deeper prob-
lem. We have become way too passive.
It is difficult to imagine a church that
does not possess an inherent desire to
reach outside itself for the sake of oth-
ers, but in many ways this might de-
scribe many churches in Canada. Wired
for another time, we wait passively for
people to come to us so that the gospel
may be shared and encountered. Our
model of pastoral ministry is set in a
desire to provide the best service or
product to the people who arrive at our
doors but they never come - a world of
people living and breathing outside our
sphere of influence.

A dramatic shift has taken place
whether we want to acknowledge it or
not. This shift will require churches to
make deep attitudinal and relational
changes in their lives. It will require
what I want to call an upstream ap-
proach to ministry and mission. When
I thought of this upstream approach, I
was reminded of a story that I was told
many years ago in seminary.

A man left his home to take a
leisurely walk along his favourite river
one day. As he arrived at the river he
spotted someone caught in the middle
of the river obviously struggling not to
go under the current and drown. The
man leaped into action, dove into the
water, and pulled the victim out and
began to perform artificial respiration.

Just as he was pulling the victim
onto dry land, another person called
out for help from the middle of the
river. Again the man swam out and
dragged the second victim back to the
riverbank. Each time he would arrive
back on the bank more drowning vic-
tims would appear in the current being
dragged down stream and the man re-
sponded each time, struggling not to be
pulled under as he attempted to save
more people.

Others had come along the bank
and watched this heroic effort but were
horrified when all of sudden the man
gave up and, ignoring the pleas of peo-
ple at the scene, began to walk up river.
One of the bystanders who saw him
leaving called out to him, “Where are
you going with all these people still be
in the river.” The rescuer replied, “I am
going upstream to find out who’s push-
ing all these people in and see if I can
stop it!”

I confess to wondering if this illus-
trates the requirements for the church
and followers of Jesus Christ in the
21st century. Church attendance de-
clines. Society changes dramatically
and our influence seems more marginal
than ever. Maybe it is time to go up-
stream. Time to reshape ourselves in
such a way that the church of Jesus
Christ becomes a Movement again
rather than an institution.

We need to see ourselves as a mis-
sionary force again, speaking, incarnat-
ing and reflecting the gospel of Jesus
into a world that knows nothing of this

life-giving good news. It is a return to
our biblical roots. Roots that have been
absent in recent years. Roots that call
us to be a ‘peculiar people,’ salt and
light in our worlds.

Some have called it the move to be-
coming a missional church; others sim-
ply see it as the church recapturing its
missionary existence. Whatever the ter-
minology it will require a radical up-
stream shift in what we think it means
to be the body of Christ. 

The English missiologist Andrew
Kirk states it this way, “The church is
by nature missionary, to the extent that,
if it ceases to be missionary, it has not
just failed in one of its tasks, it has
ceased being the church.”1 Wilbert
Shenk from Fuller Theological Semi-
nary once said in a lecture, “The Great
Commission institutionalizes mission
as the raison d’être, the controlling
norm of the church. To be a disciple of
Jesus Christ and a member of his body
is to live a missionary existence in the
world.” This is the nature of the up-
stream approach to church and faith in
the 21st Century.

Whether we embrace it or not, it is
time for us to recapture our missionary
existence. It is time for us to be the
church as Jesus intended it to be - a
people so passionate about the Jesus
Christ that they have encountered and
so empowered by the work of the Spirit
in their lives that they are flung out into
the world in sacred mission.
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