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ASKING THE
APPROPRIATE
QUESTIONS

For whatever reasons, it seems that I am
discovering a lot of data concerning Churches of
Christ. The data I am reading pertains mostly to
the numerical size of congregations. What the
data reveals is aging congregations that have little
to no numerical growth. As a result, there is a
bleak outlook for our denomination.

Na t h a n P i c k a r d

continue reading, pg. 3

WALKING THROUGH THE
BAPTISMAL WATERS

I remember when I walked through the waters of baptism.
The date was September 2, 1990. It seemed everyone
was present to witness my baptism. My grandparents. All
the people from church who I learned to call uncle and
aunt (even though there was no blood relation) made
sure they were present. As I remember it, there was
much joy and laughter.
A few days before Gary's baptism, Gary called and asked
how many people the church would hold. I asked why and
he said, "I'm bringing a lot of people to witness my
baptism." When Hadi, Setareh, and Amanda were going
to walk through the waters of baptism, members of Bethel
Reformed Church were invited, alongside family and
friends. Recently, when Saeed walked through the waters
of baptism, we invited his family and friends. Each
baptism included songs, prayers, Table, and much
laughter and joy.
In 2019, we have journeyed with five people through the
waters of baptism, all of which have become a part of our
worshipping life as we have lived with and for our
neighbours.
When we walk through the waters of baptism, we are
walking into the on-going redemptive story of God; we are
stepping into an unfolding story that is hopeful, life-giving,
merciful; we are stepping into a story that is always taking
unexpected twists and turns.
If you asked me a decade ago if I could imagine a year
where refugees, drug dealers, and people who live in the
neighbourhood would all walk through the waters of
baptism, I probably would have scratched my head and
said, "No." But this is exactly what has happened-unexpected twists and turns as we find ourselves caught
up in the unfolding mission of God.
I look forward to seeing where the next twist and turn will
take us.

Asking the Appropriate Question, cont'd
Steve Gardner in an article entitled "The Code Blue of Churches of Christ: 2018 Report Shows Accelerated
Membership Decline" shows the following decline:
Rate of Decline between 2000-2018
930 members a month
5 congregations close their doors each month
Rate of Decline betwen 2015-2018
2000 members a month
9 congregations close their doors each month
Bobby Ross Jr. in an article entitled "Christian Universities Feeling the Pinch as Churches of Christ Shrink" said
the data from 14 universities associated with Churches of Christ reveal a sharp decline in the number of first
year university students identifying with Churches of Christ. In 2017, the number of students was 2,177, down
from 4,411 students in 2000.
I surmise there are several factors that are contributing to the decline. For example, we have moved from a
Christendom context to a post-Christendom context--the church is no longer the center of society; the culture's
move towards secularism; and possibly, in some cases, our DNA has contributed to the decline. There is no
single reason and there are no easy answers.
As current realities become known and we are forced to talk about our future, my guess is there are several
questions that will be asked. Each question will be important and necessary, however, one question will be
vitally important: What is God up to in our midst? Consider the story found in Acts 15. The church wasn't having
a problem of numerical decline, in fact, the opposite was happening, there were more people becoming a part of
the Jesus community. The problem was, they were all the wrong people--they were Gentiles.
With Gentiles now becoming a part of the Jesus community, the church leaders (Jewish church leaders) needed
to understand what was happening. Thus, a church meeting was called. Delegations of people arrived from
several different areas to discuss, even a delegation as far away as Antioch was sent to this meeting. At the
appropriate time the meeting was convened.
Certain people from the Pharisees stood up and talk about how the Gentiles are not to be a part of the people of
God. If we can listen closely and understand why the Pharisees are making this argument, we can see the
strength of their belief system. After all, the Pharisees have historical precedent on their side and they even have
Scriptural warrant for this belief. After the Pharisees have time to put forward their arguments, others, such as
Peter, Paul and Barnabas began to tell the experiences they were having--not just any experience--experiences
of the work of God taking place in their midst.
Peter tells the story of praying and seeing a vision. Peter also tells the story of Cornelius who received the Spirit
of God, just as the people praying in the room on the day of Pentecost received the Spirit. Paul and Barnabas
recall stories of seeing and experiencing the work of God among the Gentiles. Together, the Jesus community
listened to the experiences people were having of the work of God taking place. Afterwards, James rightly reinterprets the Scriptures after listening and reflecting upon the experiences.

Churches of Christ are in decline. The numerical data cannot be interpreted in any other way. As a result,
there are going to be several important questions to be asked. I hope that as we ask questions, one of the first
questions we ask (and we keep asking) is not, "What programs can we implement?" "How do we stop the
bleeding?" "Who can we hire to turn this ship around?" but instead, "What are we experiencing God doing in
our midst?" Or to ask the same question in a different manner, "What might the Spirit of God be up to?"
If we are unable to name the work of God taking place in our midst, then how can we live into the work of
God? Someone once said that as they read through the book of Acts it dawned on them that the church was
always playing catch-up to God. God was always one or two steps ahead of the church.
I do not believe that the work of God has stopped. I do not believe that God's redemptive work is stalled. I do
not believe for a minute that God has picked up and left us (think of Ezekiel). I am convinced that God is at
work in our midst. I am convinced that the Holy Spirit is still at work in ways we cannot see. Even though we
might see numerical decline taking place, I am convinced God is still at work in our midst!
Not too long ago someone asked, "Why the Parish House?" My answer: the Parish House is growing out of
what we perceive God is doing in our midst. In our neighbourhood we have Atheist living into community with
us, we have two local schools who trust us, we have families in the neighbourhood asking us to live deeper
into relationship with them, we have drug dealers giving up their addictions and walking through the waters of
baptism, we eat with our neighbours on a regular basis. The Parish House is growing out of our experiences of
God's redemptive work in our midst.
One of the most important questions we need to keep asking is, "What is God up to in our midst?" If we can
answer this question, I am convinced there will be a future. The future might look drastically different--but there
will be a future!

For the past several years we have worked closely with local
schools at Christmas to ensure families are able to have a
Christmas. This year 71 families received some extra help. 40
of these families live in our neighbourhood.
We give thanks to God for the ways a variety of people
practice a life generosity. Without the generosity of a wide
range of people, this event would not be possible.

"To be most effective in bringing
about change in a community or
a neighborhood, it helps if you
live there."
Larry James, The Wealth of the poor
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