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For the first 25 years of my ministry I was challenged by parishioners, colleagues, synod and 

churchwide staff to do the work of an evangelist.  For the last 12 years I have been appointed the 

resident expert on our synod territory for all things pertaining to evangelism.  All of this has 

carried with it the subtle (okay, not so subtle) message that I needed to be about evangelism if 

the church was going to survive. As, then Presiding Bishop Mark Hanson informed us when he 

appointed us as Directors for Evangelical Mission, “We are betting the farm on you!”  It doesn’t 

get much more blatant than that. 

Through it all no one had adequately offered up a theological reason for doing evangelism that 

did not sound, in my most gracious moments, “self-serving” and on my bad days, “prostituting 

the gospel for the sake of the institution.”  If our aim for evangelizing is not (as our “evangelical” 

brothers and sisters insist) to save souls for Jesus, then what is it? 

I met Chris his first year at Clarion University of PA at a midsemester cookie break 

sponsored by campus ministry.  He was there with his roommate who had become a regular at 

Grace’s worship.  Chris and I hit it off from the moment we met.  We found connections and 

mutual interests galore.  We sat and talked for several hours.  On my way back home, I remarked 

to myself that I would probably see Chris in church on Sunday. (I was still young and naïve 

enough to believe that people came to church because of the pastor – age and experience has 

changed that thinking). 

That Sunday there was no Chris.  Weeks went by, months went by, semesters went by, 

years went by and still no Chris.  We met regularly on campus and we saw each other in town 

but never in church.  Then on the last Sunday of his senior year I looked up and saw Chris and 

his roommate sitting in the back pew.  I figured he came just to say goodbye. 

You can imagine my surprise when the following Sunday he was there without his 

roommate.  He had also hung behind after service to talk with me. “Pastor, I want to join the 

church.”  Somewhat shocked, I replied, “Give me a call this week and we can set up a time to 

get started on the process.”  He didn’t call. 

The next week he was waiting for me after church once again. “Pastor Jake, I needed to tell you 

something, but I couldn’t do it over the phone.  I’m kind of embarrassed … I’ve never been 

baptized.”  “That’s ok, baptism will be the way we welcome you into the church. Give me a call 

this week and we can set up a time to get started on the process.”  He didn’t call. 
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Chris was not there the next Sunday, or the Sunday after that, or the Sunday after that.  

In fact, Chris seemed to be MIA.  I figured I must have said something to scare him off or upset 

him.  About the time I had given myself a good beating up there he was waiting for me after 

church.  “I bet you wondered what happened to me?”  

“I decided that if I wanted to become a Christian, I should make sure what kind of 

Christian I wanted to be.  So, I visited all the churches in town.  I want to be a Lutheran 

Christian.”   

“Fine, be in my office tomorrow morning at 9:00.”  He was. 

We began to talk about his story and how he had gotten to Clarion and how he had come 

to his decision to join the church.  I began to talk about the Bible, sharing some of the important 

stories.  He hung with me through the Old Testament but as we reached the New Testament, he 

became more agitated.  I noticed it, but since he was my first adult baptism and I had so much 

good stuff I wanted to share, I kept plowing on until he had had enough.  “Pastor Jake, shut up, I 

have a question.  You keep talking about this Jesus guy.  Who is Jesus?” 

The interesting piece about Chris’s question was that he was not interested in learning about who 

Jesus was.  He wasn’t looking for information about Jesus, a kind of Jesus 101.  He had not been 

impressed by our music ministry, our warm and friendly community, or my sermons.  He wanted 

to encounter the Divine One that he saw in his roommate and others.  He now could put a name 

to it… “Introduce me to this Jesus”. 

The backstory to Chris’ showing up at church that first Sunday hits at our quest.   

It was the week between finals and college graduation.  He and his roommate were sharing an 

adult beverage and discussing the next chapter in their respective lives.  Chris said that he had 

achieved all of the goals he had set for himself and the next chapter was already set in motion 

(Graduate School).  However, he found a great hole in his life, an emptiness that he could not 

fill, a yearning that would not be satisfied.  He turned to his roommate and asked him if he could 

help him get rid of the hole.  His roommate simply said, “No.”  “What I can tell you is that when 

I start feeling that emptiness and yearning, I go to church.  I do not know what happens to me 

there, but I do know that when I leave the hole is smaller, the emptiness bearable and the 

yearning actually comforting.  Do you want to go to church with me tomorrow?” 

… and you know the rest of the story. 

What Chris encountered at Grace was the presence of the God we have come to call, Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit, AND he wanted more!  Is not this why we do evangelism?  Is it not the sharing 

of the story of Jesus in such a way that it invites the hearer into a deeper relationship with God?  

Is it not that they may find grace upon grace and life abundant?  As such evangelism is our 

ministry both to those who know the story well as well as to those who have never heard. 

If we are not inviting people into a deeper relationship with the living God (and deepening that 

relationship among those already in the gathered body) then what do we have to offer those we 

seek to “evangelize”?  Is it a community?  Is it an entertaining event? Is it a charismatic pastor?  



 

3 | P a g e  
 

Is it uplifting and inspiring music? Is it programming for their children and youth?  Is it service 

to the community? 

Even our best evangelism language falls short.  “We seek to evangelize others so that they may 

become part of the body of Christ”. Can we incorporate people into the body of Christ without 

introducing them to the crucified and risen God?  Can we expect them to remain if we do not 

help them deepen that relationship? 

I believe the problem is in part our starting point.  We begin with the Great Commission and not 

the Great Commandment. When we begin our evangelism efforts with the Great Commission we 

begin with our call/work.  As such we do something to others: baptize, make disciples and teach.  

If we begin with the Great Commandment, we are inviting others into a relationship with God 

first, and then the community of faith (neighbor).  It’s like fishing without an understanding of 

what to do with the fish once you catch them.  Too many of our evangelism efforts end with the 

great catch of fish on Easter Monday but fail to engage people in Peter’s difficult conversation 

with Jesus over breakfast. 

 In my reading on church renewal and evangelism I often am told that the congregation must 

choose what kind of church they want to be. Typically, they site the two main types of church as 

being those motivated by the Great Commandment churches or the Great Commission churches. 

Frankly, I do not think we can pull them apart.  But it is important to get the relationship right. 

My theological ground zero is the Great Commandment: You shall love the Lord, your God and 

your neighbor.  When I teach or preach this, I use the image of a cross.  The vertical is our love 

of God and our horizontal is our love of neighbor.  Where they meet is where I find Jesus.  For 

me, Jesus is first and foremost, the crucified one.  As such, Jesus is the one who restores my 

relationship to God (again and again) and accompanies me (as the Holy Spirit) to love and serve 

my brothers and sisters.  Jesus is not the end of our journey but the beginning, the entry point, of 

a deeper relationship with God and neighbor. 

If we stop with Jesus as friend, then we often make God into a Big Warm Fuzzy.  If Jesus is our 

personal Lord and Savior, then Jesus becomes the carrot to live a virtuous life.   Neither of these 

is satisfactory motivation for evangelism within the Lutheran tradition (not to say that they both 

are not in existence in our churches).  

So, where does that leave us? 

Where all good Lutheran theology begins and ends, the cross. 

As I am writing this, we are in week six of stay at home orders in the midst of the COVID-19 

virus.  Systematically, every single one of my props and coping devises has been pulled out from 

underneath me.  I have been left with a hole bigger than Chris’, an unbearable emptiness and a 

relentless yearning.  I have found myself driven to the cross again and again. 

It is here all of my best (and worst) efforts are exposed as mere folly.  All of the pastoral props of 

ministry that let me dare to believe, “My, you are a righteous and sacrificial pastor” are stripped 

away and I am left standing naked before that cross.  For the first time I am confronted with the 
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vision in the mirror that allows those words of Ash Wednesday to strike deep within me, “You 

are but dust and to dust you shall return.”  Luther was right, I am nothing more than fodder for 

the worms.  

The surprise to me has been that this news has not devastated me but opened my eyes to the 

grace revealed in the death and resurrection of Christ.  I have been renewed in my baptismal 

covenant.  Perhaps most shockingly, I have a deep desire to tell others what I have seen and 

heard in the midst of this empty tomb. 

“Go, let your light so shine before others that they may see in you the glory of your Father in 

heaven.” As I read the gospels and as I reflect on our baptismal call, this is our only call, to 

enable others to know Jesus.   

Perhaps this is what drove the likes of Paul and the early evangelists to go into the world making 

disciples of all peoples, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy 

Spirit.  Christianity was the only religion in its day that actually went and shared the tenants of 

its faith with others outside their normal spheres of influence. Which is what got them in trouble 

with those in authority, both Jews and Romans. 

Short of a pandemic, how do we nurture such faith?    

One of the things that this pandemic has given us is time and space.  Unfortunately, many are 

doing their best to fill it up and develop the church for the new normal which looks much like a 

high-tech version of the old normal.  The movement to on-line worship has simply made obvious 

what has been happening for decades.  Our worship has become an event. In the struggles of a 

colleague, “I am having a hard time trying to create a meaningful Easter experience for my 

people.”  

Our congregations have a unique opportunity to decide what kind of a church we want to be as 

we move out of this time of isolation.  If we don’t take this time to reshape our ministry around 

the story of Christ crucified and how that has impacted our lives (particularly in the midst of 

what we are going through) then we will have missed a gift from God.  We have seen the impact 

of our efforts to reach out on-line.  Still, if we think that live streaming our worship will fix the 

church, we will be sorely disappointed.  It is time to retool do be the evangelism/missional/vital 

church we keep claiming that we want to be. 

To that end I propose the following questions for us to begin to wrestle with as we move 

forward: 

1. How do we more effectively communicate the gospel of Jesus Christ to the world? (this 

is where I believe our technology opens endless possibilities for the creative and 

innovative among us). 

2. How do we help people enter into a deeper relationship with the God we know as 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit? 

3. How do we preach, teach, confess and live out our theology of the cross and of grace? 
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4. How do we as rostered leaders in this church begin to understand to role of the Holy 

Spirit in all of this vis-à-vis our perceived responsibility? (I have realized that this has 

always been a weakness in Lutheran theology but if we don’t get past the notion that 

this is all up to us – there will be none of us left). 

5. How do we listen better to the world around us so that we begin to “hear” the cries of 

their hearts and lives and not just the superficial whining about needs and wants? 

6. How do we become instruments of God’s healing after this crisis period is over? 

7. How do we move beyond the question, “How do we save this church?” and into “How 

are we called to be agents of grace and healing to the world?” 

Jesus says and demonstrates a great deal about loving God and neighbor but not a whole lot 

about keeping the institution afloat.  Something to ponder. 
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