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Vincent Donovan’s Christianity Rediscovered
“Do not try to call them back to where they 
were, and do not try to call them to where 

you are, beautiful as that place may seem to 
you. You must have the courage to go with 
them to a place where neither you nor they 

have been before.”
Donovan, Vincent J. Christianity Rediscovered (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 2003), xiii.



Every context is 
like a Tel…

Let’s dig into your 
context



Why is Contextual Intelligence important 
for the church?

-There is a cost to not “paying attention”

-In the network society our attention is monetized

-We are losing the capacity for focused, deep, attentiveness

-We will explore a framework for how to pay attention to our context 



Why is Contextual Intelligence important 
for the church?

Contextual Intelligence enables us to adapt and respond to missional 
opportunities.

-Also, to discover indigenous “good news” and translate between 
contexts.

-It shows us the “institutional voids”
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Tarun Khanna coined the term “institutional voids,” to describe 
the absence of intermediaries like market research firms and 
credit card systems to efficiently connect buyers and sellers in 
emerging markets. Quite simply, these voids occur when the 

institutional arrangements that support the market are absent, 
weak or fail to fulfill their roles. Planting a franchise in a foreign 
context without sensitivity to these voids is sure to produce a 

failed venture. 

• Khanna, Tarun. “A Case for Contextual Intelligence.” Management International Review (MIR) 55, no. 2 (April 2015): 181–90. P. 181. 
doi:10.1007/s11575-015-0241-z.

-



Institutional Voids  



Why is Contextual Intelligence important 
for the church?

Helps us recover a missional posture of “placefulness.” Jenny Odell 
employs this term to describe sensitivity and responsibility to the 

historical (what happened here) and ecological (who and what lives, or 
lived here). Odell holds up bioregionalism (this involves the interrelation 
of human activity with ecological and geographical features) as a model 

for how we might be able to think about our place again. 

Odell, Jenny. How to do Nothing: Resisting the Attention Economy. Brooklyn, NY: Melville House, (2019), xxi. 



“Biophilia”
Edward O. Wilson was an American biologist, 

naturalist, two-time Pulitzer Prize winning 
writer, and is known as the “father of 

biodiversity.” Wilson describes our natural 
affinity for life as “biophilia,” the core essence 
of our humanity that links us together with all 

living species.



Placefulness

Places are not just merely a physical space holder; they are living 
breathing ecosystems. Places have a distinct web of relationships. Places 

are made of particular flowers, birds, insects, water sources, temperature, 
climates, and mammals. When human beings are part of those 

ecosystems, it includes webs of customs, languages, culture, and meaning 
systems. 



Jesus OF Nazareth

Incarnation: from particular to universal 

Crying over our zip code

We can’t love people in general… we need to love particular 
persons.  

GOING LOCAL TO GET GLOBAL
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On a scale of 1-10

(1 not at all, 10 very highly) 

How would you rate your 
churches contextual 

intelligence?



Framework and 
Palette of 
Competencies
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Knowing Your Self:

EXERCISE 1: DEVELOPING A VOCATIONAL DREAM –
The ideal vision for God’s intent with your life. 
EXERCISE 2: PERSONAL MISSION STATEMENT –
What is your God-appointed Mission?
EXERCISE 3: VALUES–
Values: principles or standards of behavior. 
EXERCISE 4: DEFINE WICKED PROBLEM-
The great challenge you have given your life to.



“Wicked Problem”
A wicked problem is a problem that is difficult or impossible to solve 
because of incomplete, contradictory, and changing requirements that 
are often difficult to recognize (wicked as in resistant to resolution, not 
necessarily “evil.”)



© 2020 Fresh Expressions US



Can you name your “Wicked Problem”?
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Knowing Your Self

Where do your passions, gifts, calling, 
meet the needs of your context?
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What Could Be? Key Questions:

1. How might “what could be” flow from the context rather than be 
something we import into it? 

2. What if interrogating our context requires unlearning first?

3. What if the latest “successful strategy” is the wrong starting point?

4. What if there is a way teams can grow in our ability to “read 
contexts and know what to do”? 



Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,
who, though he was in the form of God,

did not regard equality with God
as something to be exploited,

but emptied himself,   taking the form of a slave,
being born in human likeness.

And being found in human form,
he humbled himself

and became obedient to the point of death-
even death on a cross.

Therefore God also highly exalted him
and gave him the name

that is above every name,
so that at the name of Jesus

every knee should bend,
in heaven and on earth and under the earth,

and every tongue should confess
that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

Philippians 2:1-11









Unlearning: refers to cleansing the gates of perception, to consciously 
choose to give up, abandon, or stop using knowledge, values, or 

behaviors to acquire new ones.



Unlearning: 
• For the church, contextual intelligence requires first and foremost—humility. This 

emptying process includes some of our foundational assumptions as a primarily 
attractional, propositional and colonial, iteration of the church. 

• Our “mental models” were formed in a world that is fading from view. We don’t 
have all the answers, and we have asked wrong questions. 





• The major biblical word for a Jesus “disciple” is the Greek mathétés, 
which translates as follower or disciple or learner or student. All 
followers of Jesus are learners. “Learn from me,” Jesus said. 

• Discipleship means lifelong learning of “faith seeking understanding,” 
which requires the church to be not just a community of practice but a 
community of learning.  But the flip side of learning is unlearning. The 
church is a community of both learning and unlearning. 



Can Bias and Racism be Unlearned?

Let’s Process this Video Together!
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Can Bias and Racism be Unlearned?

Post thoughts in the chat:



Application to Church Scenario 
Revitalization or Next Level of Vitality 

The military has a motto, “It’s better to learn than be dead.” 

A variation of this is true for the church as well, “It’s better to unlearn 
than be closed.”



Think like an Astronaut 



Unlearning Keys for Revitalization/Church Planting
1. Effectiveness cannot be replicated in another context without 

adaptation to the context.
2. Every success must be achieved, every game won, on its own terms 

and in its own context. 
3. Missional vitality requires unlearning what we think we know and 

learning the immediate context with fresh ears and eyes.
4. The “problem” is usually not the problem.
5. The first solution is usually not the right solution.
6. Short term, low risk experiments. 



Unlearning Keys for Revitalization/Church Planting
6. Usually we think there is one big solution to solve the problem. 
Actually there are multiple ways to solve the problem. 
7. We need to define multiple possible problems. 
8. Then we decide which one of those problems is actionable. Then we 
dream up multiple possible solutions. 
9. It’s not that we need to figure out the best possible plan, and then 
execute it. 
10. We generate iterative experiments to prototype our way forward to 
multiple possibilities. 





Immersion:
refers to the action of immersing someone or something in a context. 



Christine Stache researched the difference between open and closed systems 
and applied to the church world… 



• Closed systems exist in particular contexts, but the systems operations do not depend on those 
contexts. The environments are not taken into consideration when the system operates. 

• Staches reflects on Christendom ideal “a church was a church, regardless of where it was. It 
looked like a church, acted like a church and could be airlifted to any place around the globe and 
not change.” 

• In comparison, an open system not only takes its context into consideration, but depends on its 
environment for input and resources. Therefore, an open system exists for the sake of that context.

• Stache defines the pastoral practice of “Immersion in Context” as “showing awareness of the 
context through listening to, dialogue with, and involvement in the local community.” 

• Adopters of this approach are to show competency in the ability to “interpret texts and contexts 
with insight.” (i.e. CQ, Issachar’s Secret)

• Kristine Stache, “Practice of Immersion in the Context,” Currents in Theology and Mission 38, no. 5 (2011): 363-364.



Would you assess your current congregation/church plant as an open or 
closed system?

What leads you to this assessment?
(Post in comments)



Minding the Gaps: originates from a visual warning phrase issued to 
subway riders to be careful crossing the spatial gap between the train 

door and the station platform. For our purposes, this is seeing the sore 
spots, the fragmentation, the disconnects in our community, the 

“institutional voids” where we need to sacrificially build relational 
bridges.



“Minding”
• Initially, “mindfulness” was a Buddhist term imported into the US by psychologists 
and cognitive scientists who stripped the concept of its Buddhist philosophy. A 
mainstay of contemporary therapists and management gurus, “mindfulness” now 
means basically 
• 1) slow down
• 2) pay attention
• 3) enter the moment nonjudgmentally
• 4) receive the present 
• 5) process the experience with a long-fuse 



“Soft Eyes”
For followers of Jesus, our “mindfulness” also includes noticing the “gaps” in our 
context, the fragmentation. This requires having “soft eyes.”
• Alan Hirsch says having soft eyes is essential to hunters, detectives, and to all 

new discoveries and learning.
• Think of Jesus’ repeated conflict with the religious leaders, he often talked about 

their eye condition. He called them “blind guides” (Mat 15:14, Mat 23:16, Mat 
23:24). This was connected to their heart condition, they had “hardness of heart” 
(Mk 3:5, Mk 10:5). 

• In each of these encounters, Jesus highlights their diminished way of seeing 
others, their fixed views, their stubborn resistance to take on the posture of a 
learner. 

• Their rigid, hard-eyed, surety of knowing leads them to accuse Jesus of hanging 
out with sketchy, unclean people, and to dismiss his miracles as fraudulent. 

Hirsch, Alan. 5Q: Reactivating the Original Intelligence and Capacity of the Body of Christ. USA: 
100M, 2017. P. Xvii.



“Gaps”

• Shame …………………. Self-worth
• Truth ………………  Falsity 
• Poverty …………………. Wealth
• Hunger ……………………… Nutrition 
• Racism ………………….. Unity 
• Addiction …….. Recovery
• Sexism …………… Egalitarianism
• Incarceration …… Rehabilitation
• Domestic violence … Intervention
• Entrepreneurial impulse… Lack of 

opportunity  

• Pollution ……………. Creation care
• Inclusion ……………… Exclusion
• Ageism ………………… Impartiality
• Favoritism ……………. Fairness
• Guilt …………………… Forgiveness 
• Isolation …………… Community
• Virus …………… Cure
• Consumerism …… Contentment
• Commoditization …. Sharing
• Clergy caste system … Priesthood of all 

believers.  



“Gaps”
I see a “gap” in my context: 

Between______________and_________________

Post in the Comments



-See “institutional voids” as opportunities 
-Use the gaps to pioneer social innovation
-Reframe problems for organizational gain

Mayo and Nohria, In Their Time: The Greatest Business Leaders of the Twentieth Century (2005).

Entrepreneurs “pioneers,” managers, and 
leaders      



Between sickness and health

Between illiteracy and education

Between homelessness and refuge

“Gaps”   



Hospitals

Universities/Schools

Shelters  

Christian Social Innovation   



Watch this video:

1. What are the gaps?
2. What was created?

3. Are the gaps being healed?





Video Reflection:

1. What are the gaps?
2. What was created?

3. Are the gaps being healed?

Post Reflections in the Comments:



Fresh Expressions

Healing the Gaps

Hunger

FoodUnity

Racism

Congregation

Food pantry 
Ageism



• Churches often falsely assume their relationship with the greater 
community

• Are unaware of the “tragic gaps”
• Or don’t understand themselves as having a role in bring healing to 

those gaps
• See the church as a religious institution there for their own benefit

• Assume that people will be attracted in, blind to the reality that 
institutional voids make the church inaccessible for most  

Creating Relational Scaffolding   



Disorientation:
describes the state of having lost one’s sense of direction and meaning. 
Organizationally speaking, this is living on the “edge of chaos” between 
stagnation and innovation. 
This move is associated with Jesus’ descent into the realm of the dead 
“obedient to the point of death” (Phil 2:8). 
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Disorientation:
The late theologian and author Alan Lewis wrote, 
“The second day appears to be a no-man’s-land, an anonymous, 
counterfeit moment in the gospel story, which can boast no identity for 
itself, claim no meaning, and reflect only what light it can borrow from its 
predecessor and its sequel… Not its number in the series, but its place, 
bears its significance, as that day between the days which speaks solely 
neither of the cross nor of the resurrection, but simultaneously 
remembers the one and awaits the other, and guarantees that neither 
will be heard, or thought about, or lived, without the other.”
Holy Saturday, Alan Lewis, 2-4.
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notes:
• Defining problems in obvious, conventional ways, not surprisingly, often 

leads to obvious, conventional solutions. Asking a more interesting 
question can help teams discover more-original ideas. 

• The risk is that some teams may get indefinitely hung up exploring a 
problem, while action-oriented managers may be too impatient to take 
the time to figure out what question they should be asking.

• She highlights two essential points regarding contextual intelligence: 
asking the right questions and timing. 

Liedtka, Jeanne. “Why Design Thinking Works” Harvard Business Review. Accessed August 17, 2019. 
https://hbr.org/2018/09/why-design-thinking-works 
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Disorientation:
• Tomb-time involves consciously pausing to diagnosis our context through 

the three lenses of hindsight, insight and foresight. 
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Matthew Kutz says Contextual Intelligence requires 

3D Thinking:

Hindsight: Studying times past to chart a path for the future.

Insight: Paying attention in the now, being in-time and present. 

Foresight: Accessing the future through imagination and scenario 
thinking. 



Discovery: the action or process of attaining new insight. Discovery 
refers to the unveiling of a new level of reality. It is a form of epiphany. In 

the “mind of Christ” this move refers to the resurrection of Jesus (Phil 
2:9). New discoveries lead to innovation. Once we move through the 

process of liminality and disorientation, our reality can be transformed.



Resurrection = Discovery = metanoeō
• Μετανοέω: to change one's mind, to repent, to turn in another 

direction, a transformative change of heart especially: a spiritual 
conversion.

• Metanoia literally means afterthought, from meta meaning "after" or 
"beyond" and nous meaning "mind."



Discovery = metanoeō

Can you think of some shifts in the disciples 
“mental models” after the resurrection? Post in the 

comments…



The Real Challenge: Mental Models
MIT systems scientist Peter Senge describes mental models as 

“deeply held internal images of how the world works, images that 
limit us to familiar ways of thinking and acting.” 

These mental models determine not only how we make sense of 
our environments, how we see, but also shape how we act. Some 
of the best ideas fail, brilliant strategies never get translated into 

action, because they conflict with these deeply held mental 
models. 

Senge, Peter M. The fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organization (New York: Doubleday/Currency, 2006), 163.
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To “default” or “pivot”? that is the 

question:

In the disorientation, we either “default” or “pivot” defaulting back to 
old mental models, or stay with the disorientation…



Discovery = metanoeō
In the language of Alcoholics Anonymous “an entire psychic change”



Embodiment: the tangible or visible form of an idea, quality, or in our 
case, a person. The “mind of Christ” is now embodied in a community.



Embodiment:
• In Philippians 2, Paul is encouraging the community to embody the “mind of 

Christ” in their communal living, (Phil 2:2-5). 
• Paul’s description of the mind of Christ is purposeful; it’s through the 

embodiment of this “mind” this “mental model” that the church enjoys true 
unity and communion with the Risen Jesus. 

• Ephesians 4 shows the ascended Christ giving the church “gifts” (Eph 4:11) 
the purpose of which is “building up the body of Christ … to maturity, to the 
measure of the full stature of Christ (Eph 4:13) and “whom the whole body, 
joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each 
part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in 
love” (Eph 4:16). 



Ephesians 4:11-13 “The gifts he gave were that some would 
be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors 
and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for 
building up the body of Christ, until all of us come to the unity 
of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to 
maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ.” 

A.P.E.S.T.



Embodiment:
• Thus, the discovery, the resurrection of Jesus that unveils the great 

mystery hidden from the foundations of the earth, is now spread 
throughout the universe. The “mind of Christ” has been downloaded 
into the church, distributed throughout the entire body.

Hirsch, 5Q, 19.





• Jesus’ plan to heal the cosmos is his continued embodiment in the 
earth… the Church.

• The church is a form of emergence, the body of Jesus, indestructible 
and enfleshed in the earth. 

• It is a polycentric, dispersed, organism, consisting of many living cells. 
Each of these cells possess the very DNA of Jesus himself. The cells take 
forms that resemble the tacit drives of all humans. The “mind of Christ” 
is a distributed and shared reality.

• The ultimate act of Christian innovation is the formation of new 
Christian communities.    



A slide here with all digital fxCs
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The CQ Mandorla Ring

• Be: Content is fixed. 
• There: Context is flux. 
• With: Connection is flow. 
• All: Cosmos is fulfilment. 



The CQ Mandorla Ring

• Content: The Word became flesh
• Context: Jesus OF Nazareth  
• Connection: Immanuel “God With Us” 
• Cosmos: In Jesus “all things hold together” 
(Col 1:17)
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FYSAs

A palette of practical competencies that can help us increase our CQ… 

• FYSA #1: Unlearning
• FYSA #2: See the Self-Evident
• FYSA #3: Tracking and Trailing

• FYSA #4: Solvitur Ambulando—Context Walking
• FYSA #5: In Touch, Not in Tune, with Context

• FYSA #6: Make Fault Lines Your Front Lines: Push Yourself to the Periphery
• FYSA #7: Doing Time: The Discipline of Historical Context

• FYSA #8: Learn the Lens and Speak the Vernacular
• FYSA #9: Connect the Dots Until You Come Up with an Icon of Jesus

• FYSA #10: Embodied by the Spirit



Resources:
Sweet, Leonard and Michael Beck Contextual Intelligence: Unlocking the Ancient Secret to Mission on 

the Front Lines (2020).

Beck, Michael Adam, "Contextual Intelligence: One Intelligence to Serve Them All" (2019). Doctor of 
Ministry. 359. https://digitalcommons.georgefox.edu/dmin/359 

Beck, Michael, with Alan Hirsch et al. in Red Skies (2022)

Mayo and Nohria, In Their Time: The Greatest Business Leaders of the Twentieth Century (2005).

Kutz, Matthew R. Contextual Intelligence: Smart Leadership for a Constantly Changing World (2013).

Khanna, Tarun. “A Case for Contextual Intelligence." Harvard Business Review 92, no. 9 (September 
2014): 58–68.



All training participants use code 
BECK55PL for 20% discount @ 

https://www.inviteresources.co
m/store/view/painting-with-

ashes-paperback/



Connect:

MichaelAdamBeck.com

Contextual Intelligence Studio
https://www.facebook.com/groups/566043914308142



Q & A
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