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Two-Dimensional?

By Joel Gerlach

"These three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love" (1 Corinthians 13:13). Why? Because "love never fails" (verse 8). Similarly one might say, "These three remain, outreach, nurture and worship. But the greatest of these is worship." Where there are outreach efforts, they will cease; where there is nurture, it too will pass away; but worship will never cease. 

Ah, yes, there will ever be worship. Our worship here and now is dress rehearsal for the grand experience yet to come. Without qualification then it can be said that worship is the primary reason for our existence as the people of God. We live to bring glory to his name, and he prescribes worship as the chief way to do that. "Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him" (Matthew 4:10) is God's unchanging will.

But before we meet "he hosts of heaven in person and join their glorious song, God has other high priorities for his people. God's people need to be prepared "for works of service" (Ephesians 4:12). So our Lord says we are to teach all nations, make disciples, and feed his lambs and sheep. 

Clearly the mission of the church is two-dimensional. It has both vertical and horizontal dimensions. It reaches up to God to serve and honor him, and it reaches out to people to serve and reclaim them for God. Both dimensions are essential, but by virtue of its nature, the vertical dimension always ranks first. 

That hasn't always been clearly articulated. Historically, mission statements have subordinated the vertical in deference to the horizontal dimension. Some have contained no reference at all to the vertical dimension. As a mission counselor in the early '80s I frequently asked workshop participants, "What are the reasons for this congregation's existence?" We then compared their answers with their congregation's constitution, which most often read: 

The continuing purpose of this congregation, as a gathering of Christians, is to serve all people in God's world with the gospel of Jesus Christ on the basis of the Holy Scriptures (Matthew 28:18-20).

The primary objectives of this congregation shall be: 

· To proclaim the law and the gospel, to lead sinners to repentance and faith in Jesus Christ for life and salvation (2 Timothy 4:2; Luke 24:26-28).

· To equip believers as disciples and witnesses for sharing the gospel of Jesus with our fellow men (Ephesians 4:11-12).

This statement of Purpose and Objectives is strictly one-dimensional.

Some may question whether attaching primacy to the vertical dimension of a mission statement is warranted. In a commentary on 1 Timothy, John R.W. Stott contends that it is. He writes:

As he has "urged" Timothy to remain in Ephesus to combat error (1:3), so now he exhorts him to give priority to public worship; I urge, then, first of all that . . . prayers . . . be made for everyone. "First of all" refers, not to primacy of time but primacy of importance. . . . For the church is essentially a worshipping, praying community. It is often said that the church's priority task is evangelism. But this is really not so. Worship takes precedence over evangelism, partly because love for God is the first commandment and love for neighbor the second, partly because, long after the church's evangelistic task has been completed, God's people will continue to worship. (Guard the Truth, Intervarsity Press, 1997)

The consequence of failing to understand this, Stott contends, is either worship that is "slovenly, perfunctory, mechanical and dull," or "the opposite extreme . . . repetitive, unreflective and even flippant." In either case worshipers are deprived of the opportunity to experience awe and transcendence in the presence of God who comes to us in the vertical dimension with his amazing grace.

It has been said that disciple-making is the task of the church and that all other aspects of church life and activity should support this task. That statement betrays its speaker's one-dimensional view of the mission of the church. It emphasizes the horizontal dimension at the expense of the vertical. Worship is much more that just a "method" for fostering nurture and outreach. It is an activity in which we give honor and praise to God.

Having said that, we ask once more: Is your mission statement two dimensional?

________________________________

[Side bar on web only:  The original draft of this article included the following material which was eliminated due to space restrictions.]

During the decade of the '80s, WELS issued a new mission statement. An early version read:

As men, women and children, united in faith by the Word of God, the WELS exists to make disciples throughout the world for time and for eternity, using the Gospel to win the lost for Christ and to nurture believers for lives of Christian service.

The revised version adopted in 1989 added two phrases. The words "all to the glory of God" were added at the end. The phrase "and worship" was added in the first.

As men, women and children, united in faith and worship by the Word of God, the WELS exists to make disciples throughout the world for time and for eternity, using the Gospel to win the lost for Christ and to nurture believers for lives of Christian service, all to the glory of God.

A one dimensional mission statement thus became a two dimensional one, but not by much. A question remains as to whether the changes do justice to the primacy of the vertical dimension a worthy mission statement requires.
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