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E arly in 1918, some four years before he was elected president 
of the General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists, Elder W  A. 
Spicer stopped in Chicago to visit a student at Broadview College. Frida 
Swenson, along with one of her sisters, had recently come to the United States trom 

Sweden. The two of them met up with another sister who had become a Seventh-day Adventist. 
They urged her to give up her newfangled ideas, but instead, she converted them. Hoping to finish high 
school in a year or two, Frida enrolled at Broadview and worked hard to improve her English. To earn money, 
she served as a domestic in wealthy Chicago homes.

The purpose of Spicer’s visit was to persuade Frida to leave all this behind and travel to Asia as a missionary. 
He told her that John Klose, a student at Emmanuel Missionary College, had accepted a call from the General 
Conference to go to Korea, but he was single and the Church could send only married men to overseas appoint
ments. John needed a wife. He had met Frida and liked her. Would she accompany him to Korea and help him 
establish the Adventist work in that part of the world?

Frida was inclined to say no. She really wanted to stay in school and get on with her life in America. But as 
she later explained, Elder Spicer made her feel that the souls of all those people were her personal responsibility. 
So, she finally agreed to go. She and John were married on March 11, 1918. They went directly from their 
wedding to the train station, traveled west to San Francisco, and boarded a ship for the Far East.

They made their home in Seoul, the country’s capital, and the following year they became the parents of a baby 
girl they named Alyse. The Kloses never expected to leave Korea. They were certain that the end of time was so 
near that they would never finish their seven-year term of service. They did, of course. In time, they had three 
other children and returned to America, where they served the Church for another thirty-seven years.

I have a special interest in this obscure couple because Alyse Klose is my mother. So, without the Adventist 
commitment to world missions, I wouldn’t be here. My grandparents labored in the finest spirit of Adventist mis
sionaries. They were led to marry, to travel, to endure years of hard work, loneliness, and ill health by the conviction 
that their efforts would help bring salvation to others.

They found their mandate, as Christians have for centuries, in the “great commission,” which concludes the 
Gospel of Matthew. Jesus commands his followers, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I 
have commanded you” (Matt. 28:19 niv).

It took a while for early Adventists to develop a vision of worldwide service—early on they felt that their 
work would not take them outside the United States—but once they did, it became one of the Church s most
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p r o m in e n t  fe a tu re s . A f te r  tw e lv e  d e c a d e s  o f  v ig o ro u s  
m is s io n  w o rk , A d v e n tis m  is n o w  a g lo b a l p h e n o m e n o n . 
T h e  C h u rc h ’s m e m b e r s h ip  is n o w  a ro u n d  e lev en  
m il l io n  a n d  th e  v a s t  m a jo r i ty  o f  A d v e n tis ts ,  m o re  th a n  
90 p e r  c e n t, liv e  o u ts id e  N o r th  A m e r ic a  a n d  E u ro p e .

Seventh-day Adventist black camp meeting, 1930.

F ro m  its  v e ry  b e g in n in g ,  th e  C h r is t ia n  c o m m u n ity  
h a s  b e e n  an  e x p a n d in g  co m m u n ity . T h e  v e ry  

n a tu re  o f  fe llo w sh ip  in C h r is t  lead s its  p a r tic ip a n ts  to  
re a c h  o u t  an d  d ra w  o th e rs  in. T h e  g o o d  n ew s  o f  
sa lv a tio n  is to o  g o o d  to  keep  to  y o u rse lf . D u r in g  h is 
life tim e , p eo p le  w h o  w e re  d ra w n  to  Jesus in v ited  o th e rs  
to  com e, too . W h e n  A n d re w  m e t Jesus, th e  f i r s t  th in g  
h e  d id  w as  to  find  h is b ro th e r  S im o n  P e te r  an d  te ll h im , 

“W e  h av e  fo u n d  th e  M e s s ia h .” W h e n  P h ilip  m e t  Je su s  
h e  s o u g h t  o u t  N a th a n ie l  an d  sa id , “C o m e  a n d  se e”
(Jo h n  1:40-46 niv). W h e n  th e  w o m a n  o f  S a m a ria  
re a liz e d  w h o  Je su s  w as, sh e  le ft th e  w ell an d  u rg e d  th e  
to w n sp e o p le  to  co m e  a n d  m e e t  h im  (Jo h n  4:28-29).

Je su s  a lso  to ld  h is  fo llo w ers  to  te ll  o th e r s  w h a t G o d  
h a d  d o n e  fo r  th e m . W h e n  Je su s  h e a le d  th e  G e ra s e n e  
d e m o n ia c  a n d  th e  m a n  b e g g e d  to  g o  w ith  h im , Je su s  
said , “‘G o  h o m e  to  y o u r  fam ily  an d  te ll th e m  h o w  m u c h  
th e  L o rd  h a s  d o n e  fo r  y o u , a n d  h o w  h e  h a s  h a d  m e rc y  

o n  y o u .’ So th e  m a n  w e n t  aw ay  an d  b e g a n  to  te ll  in  th e  
D e c a p o lis  h o w  m u c h  Je su s  h a d  d o n e  fo r  h im . A n d  all 
th e  p e o p le  w e re  a m a z e d ” (M a rk  5:19-20 niv). T im e  an d  
ag a in , as th e  G o s p e ls  te l l  th e  s to ry , p e o p le  Je su s  h e lp e d  
an d  h ea le d  re a d ily  to ld  o th e rs  a b o u t h im , an d  th e y  cam e 
to  h im  by  th e  th o u sa n d s . H e  w as  so o n  a n a tio n a l fig u re :

J e su s  w e n t  th r o u g h o u t  G a lile e , te a c h in g  in  th e i r  
s y n a g o g u e s , p r e a c h in g  th e  g o o d  n ew s  o f  th e  
k in g d o m , an d  h e a l in g  e v e ry  d ise a se  a n d  s ic k n e ss  
a m o n g  th e  p eo p le . N e w s  a b o u t  h im  s p re a d  all 
o v e r  S y ria , an d  p e o p le  b r o u g h t  to  h im  a ll w h o  
w e re  ill w ith  v a r io u s  d isease s , th o s e  s u f fe r in g  

se v e re  p a in , th e  d e m o n -p o s s e s s e d , th o s e  h a v in g  
s e iz u re s , a n d  th e  p a ra ly z e d , a n d  h e  h e a le d  th e m . 
L a r g e  c ro w d s  f ro m  G a lile e , th e  D ec ap o lis , 
J e ru s a le m , Ju d e a  a n d  th e  r e g io n  a c ro s s  th e  J o rd a n  
fo llo w ed  h im .” (M a tt .  4:23-25 niv)

w o rk  of J e s u s ’ fo llo w ers . D u r in g  h is  m in is try ,  Je su s  

s e n t  h is  d isc ip le s  o u t to  p re a c h  (M a tt . 10; L u k e  10 1-24). 
T h e  la s t  w o rd s  o f  th e  r is e n  C h r is t  d ir e c te d  h is  fo llo w 
e r s  to  p ro c la im  th e  g o sp e l th r o u g h o u t  th e  w o rld . “Y ou 
w ill re c e iv e  p o w e r  w h e n  th e  H o ly  S p ir i t  c o m es  o n  you ; 
a n d  y o u  w ill be  m y  w itn e s s e s  in  J e ru s a le m , a n d  in  a ll 
Ju d e a  a n d  S a m a ria , a n d  to  th e  e n d s  o f  th e  e a r th ” (A c ts  
1:8 niv; c o m p a re  M a tt .  28:19-20).

A s d e s c r ib e d  in  th e  b o o k  o f  A c ts , th e  m in i s t r y  o f  
J e su s  c o n t in u e d  in  th e  w o rk  o f  h is  fo llo w ers . T h e y  
p ro c la im e d  th e  g o o d  n e w s  o f  s a lv a t io n , h e a le d  th e  
sick , c a s t  o u t  d e m o n s , a n d  e s ta b l is h e d  C h r is t ia n  
c o m m u n itie s  w h e re v e r  th e y  w e n t. A s d e s c r ib e d  by  
P au l, th e  fo re m o s t  g if t  o f  th e  S p ir i t  to  th e  c h u rc h  w as  
a p o s tle s  ( l  C or. 12:28; E p h . 4:11), a n d  th e  e s s e n t ia l  
w o rk  o f  th e  a p o s tle s  w as  to  p re a c h  th e  g o s p e l (G a l.
1:1, 16; 2:2). T h e i r  w o rk  w as  e ffec tive . T h e  ra p id  
g r o w th  o f  C h r is t ia n i ty  in  la te  a n t iq u i ty  is o n e  o f  th e  
m o s t  a m a z in g  p h e n o m e n a  in  th e  h is to r y  o f  W e s te rn  
c iv iliz a tio n . W i th in  a few  y ea rs , a c c o rd in g  to  h in ts  in  
th e  N e w  T e s ta m e n t ,  th e  g o s p e l sp re a d  th r o u g h o u t  th e  
M e d i te r r a n e a n  w o r ld  (C o l. 1:6; c o m p a re  R o m . 1:8). 
W i th in  a few  c e n tu r ie s  w h a t  b e g a n  as a s m a ll  Je w ish  
s e c t  b ec am e  th e  d o m in a n t  r e l ig io n  in  th e  R o m a n  
E m p ire . T oday , C h r is t ia n i ty  is b y  fa r  th e  la r g e s t  a n d  
th e  m o s t  w id e s p re a d  o f  th e  w o r ld ’s re lig io n s . So 
g r o w th  w as  a n  e s s e n t ia l  fe a tu re  o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  
c o m m u n ity  a t th e  o u ts e t .  B e ca u se  th e  g o o d  n e w s  o f  
s a lv a t io n  d e m a n d s  to  be  s h a re d , i t  is th e  n a tu re  o f  
C h r is t ia n i ty  to  e x p a n d .

Sp re a d in g  th e  g o sp e l th r o u g h  e v a n g e lis m  an d  
m is s io n  w o rk  h a s  b een  a n  e s s e n t ia l  p a r t  o f  

E v a n g e lic a l  C h r is t ia n i ty  s in c e  i ts  r is e  in  th e  n in e te e n th  
c e n tu ry , a n d  i t  h a s  b ee n  a h a l lm a rk  o f  A d v e n tis m  fo r

T h e  p ro c la m a t io n  o f  th e  g o s p e l c o n t in u e d  in  th e
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most of our history, too. As we generally think of it, 
becoming a member of the Adventist Church involves 
accepting the Church’s beliefs and agreeing to live in 
harmony with the Church’s standards. There are 
certainly biblical precedents for this understanding.

As described in the New Testament, the proclama
tion of the gospel took the form of communicating a 
message in a public way. Unlike mystery religions, 
whose devotees were under oath to keep secret their 
teachings and their rites, Christianity was an open 
book. There were no secret ceremonies, arcane rituals, 
or coded messages. In fact, the earliest Christian 
documents were written in the common language of 
the day, koiné Greek, the vernacular of late antiquity. 
So, the Christian message was discussed, analyzed, and 
argued. As described in the New Testament, the 
apostles spoke publicly in a variety of settings, from 
synagogues and private homes to public forums and 
even legal hearings. They spoke to a variety of audi
ences, from Jewish rabbis to Greek philosophers, from 
slaves and peasants, to merchants and craftsmen, to 
governors and kings.

The apostles’ early preaching apparently consisted 
of an account of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. 
Paul recorded the message as he received it and passed 
it on to believers in Corinth in the following passage. 
Scholars regard it as one of the earliest summaries of 
the apostolic message.1

For what I received I passed on to you as of first 
importance:

that Christ died for our sins according to the 
Scriptures,

that he was buried,
that he was raised on the third day according to 

the Scriptures,
and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the 

Twelve [and then to others)].
(1 Cor. 15:3-5 niv)

Joining the Christian community involved behav
ing, as well as believing a certain way. Converts 
underwent baptism and, depending on their back
grounds, many of them made drastic changes in their 
ways of life. A number of passages in the New Testa-

Camp meeting sponsored by Southeastern California 
Conference Black Ministries Department, 1998.

ment letters speak explicitly of the shift from life 
before to life after receiving the gospel. The notion of 
a clear-cut, “before and after,” transition is particularly 
evident in Colossians 3:1-17 niv, which seems to use 
the metaphor of changing clothes to make the point:

Here is the reason fo r the change: “Since, then, you 
have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things 
above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. 
Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. 
For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ 
in God. When Christ, who is your life, appears, then 
you also will appear with him in glory” (1-4).

Here is the “'before ” “Put to death, therefore, what
ever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, 
impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry.
. . . You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once 
lived. But now you must rid yourselves of all such 
things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy 
language from your lips. Do not lie to each other” (5-9).

Here is thepivotal transition: “. . . since you have 
taken off your old self with its practice and have put 
on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge 
in the image of its Creator” (9-10).

And here is the “after”: Therefore, as God’s chosen 
people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with 
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and pa
tience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever 
grievances you may have against one another. Forgive 
as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put 
on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity. 
Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as 
members of one body you were called to peace. And be 
thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as



Christians became part of a new community, and acquired a new identity,. . ,

As described in the New Testament, however, this new community not only contributed 

to their identity, it also became the most important factor of all.

you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, 
and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs 
with gratitude in your hearts to God. And whatever 
you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name 
of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father 
through him” (12-17).

Important as these transformations were for early 
Christians, they changed in another way that was even 
more remarkable. They not only began to believe and 
behave in new ways, they also found a completely new 
way of belonging. This, in fact, is the most important 
“before and after” change of all. Christians became part 
of a new community and acquired a new identity. In the 
ancient world, people defined themselves, not primarily 
by their individual qualities or characteristics, but by 
the group they belonged to. A Greek, for example, 
thought of himself as a member of his or her ethnic 
group. The qualities he shared with other Greeks were 
more important that his individual traits.2 Jews, of 
course, felt a sense of solidarity as God’s chosen people. 
Similarly, when people became Christians, they began to 
identify themselves as members of a new community.

As described in the New Testament, however, this 
new community not only contributed to their identity, it 
also became the most important factor of all. People 
who became Christians did not stop participating in all 
other communities—they were still members of fami
lies, members of society (Paul took pride in his Roman 
citizenship)—but being part of the Christian community 
became supremely important. Whatever people had been 
before, and whatever else they still were, the most 
important thing about them now was their membership 
here. This particular community superseded all the 
social categories that defined their existence.

This is the thrust of Paul’s great assertion, “You 
are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for 
all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed 
yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor 
Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:26-28 niv). Membership in 
the Christian community thus transcends racial, 
economic, and even sexual boundaries. Union with 
Christ means union with one another, no matter what 
one’s background or social status may be.

W hen we understand what belonging involves, 
we see why it is more fundamental than 

believing or behaving. If we start with belonging, 
then believing and behaving naturally fall into place. 
But if we start with believing or behaving, it is often 
hard to get belonging into the picture. There are 
people who believe what the Church teaches, but don’t 
feel a part of the community. During my year as a 
ministerial intern, I studied the Bible for months with 
a couple in our neighborhood. They agreed with 
everything the Church taught, but they never became 
members. They never felt a part of the community.

By the same token, people can adopt many aspects 
of a Christian lifestyle without being part of the 
Christian community. There are students in church- 
operated schools who conform to the standards for 
years and never break a rule, but when their formal 
education comes to an end, they walk away from their 
religious upbringing without a backward glance. They 
were surrounded by the Church, but they never really 
belonged to it.

However, if believing and behaving don’t always 
lead to belonging, the reverse is not true. Belonging 
naturally involves believing and behaving. If you 
belong to a community, you will share its beliefs and 
commitments. But you can believe certain things 
without behaving or belonging, and you can behave a 
certain way—you can change your lifestyle—without 
believing or belonging. Start with belonging, and you 
get the whole package. Start with one of the others, 
and you don’t. Belonging, then, is the most basic 
category. It is more inclusive than these other dimen
sions of Christian existence.

he priority of belonging has important 
consequences for Christian mission. It obliges us 

to reconsider both the goal of our efforts and the 
methods we employ to pursue it. What do we hope to 
accomplish by evangelism and outreach? Are we 
primarily interested in acquiring believers, behavers,
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or belongers? Are we trying to convince people that 
the teachings of the Church are true? Are we trying 
to persuade them to change their patterns of behavior 
and adopt an Adventist lifestyle? Or do we hope that 
they will become members of the Christian community?

If believing is central, then the purpose of our 
evangelistic activities is to inform, to make people 
aware of things they need to know. This is the strat
egy of traditional Adventist evangelism. The classic 
evangelistic effort consists of several dozen sermons 
or lectures designed to present ideas to people in a 
persuasive way. The goal is to convince them that the 
Church’s beliefs are true.

If behavior is primary, then the point of evange
lism is to promote a change in personal habits. 
Adventists have always taken an active interest in 
healthful living. We publish magazines entitled Listen 
and Life and Health, sponsor the television program 
“Christian Lifestyle Magazine,” and conduct hundreds 
of Five-day Plans to help people stop smoking. On 
one level, these are important public service endeavors. 
But they also reflect the hope that people who see the 
benefits of an Adventist lifestyle will be attracted to 
membership in the Church.

However, if belonging is primary to our under
standing of Christianity, then the basic purpose of 
evangelism is not to persuade people to change their 
ideas or their actions. Its goal is to incorporate them 
into the Christian community, to share with them the 
rich blessings of Christian fellowship. Once we are clear 
that belonging is our primary goal, we may show that 
it includes believing and behaving. But we will not 
make change in belief and behavior an end in itself.

We will also manifest a deep interest in people for 
their own sake. We need to show people that we care 
about them and that we want the best for them 
whether or not they accept our doctrines or adopt our 
lifestyle. In other words, we need to exhibit the kind 
of unconditional love for people that Jesus displayed in 
his ministry.

A recent examination of Adventist culture sup
ports the priority of belonging in evangelism. Gary 
Patterson, a general field secretary of the General 
Conference, calls for Adventists to move to “a rela
tional model of outreach.” “What really matters,” he

Kansas Avenue Church in Riverside, California, with 
current pastors.

says, “is whether people are there in the community of 
the church.” Consequently, we should try to fellowship 
with people first and then indoctrinate later. We have 
mistakenly thought that people would join our fellow
ship if they believed our doctrines. “Actually, the way 
it works best is to bring people into our fellowship; 
then they will want to learn our doctrines.”3

Christians have always employed a great variety of 
symbols and metaphors to describe the sort of 

community that the church involves. Three have been 
particularly influential among Adventists over the 
years, and each of them puts the issue of church 
growth in a different light. Let’s see what happens 
when we view the church, respectively as army, 
business, and family.

Thinking of the church as an army has significant 
consequences for Christian mission. For one thing, it 
makes growth a matter of highest priority. The 
primary goals of an army are to defeat the enemy and 
conquer territory. Its primary goals are to overcome 
opposition and expand the church’s domain. The army 
church exists to conquer the enemy. All other objec
tives are subordinate.

The army metaphor also injects the task of mission 
with a sense of high drama. Warfare is dangerous. 
Warriors face tremendous risks. Similarly, there is a 
great deal at stake in the success of the church’s 
mission endeavor, and Christian warriors must be 
willing to do whatever it takes to achieve victory. 
Mission is a matter of life and death. It is do-or-die. It 
leads either to victory or defeat. There is no middle 
ground. Not to win is to lose. Members of the army 
church must be willing to make tremendous sacrifices. 
For them, the victory of Christ’s cause is far more 
important than personal survival.



If we start with belonging, then believing and behaving naturally fall into place. But if 

we start with believing or behaving, it is often hard to get belonging into the picture.

We can see what a powerful role the army meta
phor played in Christian thought during the heyday of 
Protestant evangelism by recalling some popular 
hymns and songs of the nineteenth century.

Stand up! stand up for Jesus! Ye soldiers of the cross;
Lift high His royal banner, It must not suffer loss;
From victory unto victory, His army shall He lead,
Till every foe is vanquished, And Christ is Lord 

indeed.

Onward, Christian soldiers! Marching as to war,
With the cross of Jesus Going on before.
Christ, the royal Master, Leads against the foe;
Forward into battle, See, His banners go!

Lead on, O King Eternal, The day of march has 
come;

Henceforth in fields of conquest thy tents shall be 
our home;

Through days of preparation Thy grace has made 
us strong,

and now, O King Eternal, We lift our battle song.

Soldiers of Christ, arise, And put your armor on,
Strong in the strength which God supplies 

Through His eternal Son;
Strong in the Lord of hosts, And in His mighty 

power,
Who in the strength of Jesus trusts Is more than 

conqueror.

Another aspect of warfare that affects the army 
view of church is the use of force. Force is essential to 
military behavior. Nations ordinarily turn to military 
force only as a last resort. Because other measures 
have failed and everything depends on this one, 
whatever it takes to achieve victory is worth the effort. 
In spite of various attempts to mitigate the savagery 
of war, there is a strong sentiment that with armed 
conflict the end justifies the means. “All’s fair in love 
and war,” as the saying goes. Accordingly, the army 
church is less concerned with means than with ends.
1 he relevant test of a mission endeavor is whether it 
succeeds. If it promotes church growth, it is justified.

The army church is impatient with tactics that do 
not lead to victory. In Christian military hymns, the 
emphasis is on marching into battle, meeting the 
enemy, and defeating him. The idea of purely defen
sive maneuvers does not appear. There is no mention 
of trench warfare. The church is an army that goes on 
the attack. It does not wait for the enemy to come to it.

The idea that mission is conquest often involves a 
triumphalist view of the church. WKen we bring 
people into the church we establish our superiority to 
them. We make them our possession. Moreover, the 
army church views the world in stark contrasts. Non- 
Christian religions are enemies to be defeated. Non- 
Christian people are captives waiting to be liberated— 
or recaptured, this time by Christians. Christianity is 
superior to other religions, and Christians are superior 
to members of other faiths. We find these sentiments in 
another nineteenth century hymn on Christian mission.

From Greenland’s icy mountains, From India’s 
coral strand,

Where Afric’s sunny fountains Roll down their 
golden sands,

From many an ancient river, From many a palmy 
plain,

They call us to deliver Their land from error’s chain.

Another liability of the army church is a tendency 
to depersonalize its members. Armies are not inter
ested in the needs and wants of individual soldiers. 
They are interested in making them an effective 
fighting force. The only thing about them that really 
matters is what they contribute to a common military 
objective. Because “troop morale” is important, armies 
have to take personal concerns into account, but there 
is never any doubt that soldiers exist for the army, not 
the other way around.

Like military metaphors, economic metaphors for 
church put a heavy emphasis on Christian mission. 

In fact, for the business church, mission is not only a
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high priority, it is the fundamental reason for the 
church’s existence. After all, the business of a 
business is to grow. Expanding markets, increased 
sales, improved productivity, and rising profits—these 
are the hallmarks of a successful business.

Similarly, the church exists in order to increase its 
membership. The central concern of each member 
should be to bring others into the church. And the 
standard for evaluating any of the church’s endeavors 
is whether or not it will lead to an increase in church 
membership.4 If the popularity of the army church has 
waned somewhat in recent years, the popularity of the 
business church has increased, what with all the 
emphasis on church growth. The familiar expression 
“church growth” has frankly economic connotations.

The conviction that growth is the church’s highest 
priority explains the heavy emphasis Seventh-day 
Adventists place on evangelistic endeavors. From Key 
’73 to Net ’98, the General Conference of Seventh-day 
Adventists promotes one large-scale program after 
another designed to increase our membership. Growth 
in numbers is unquestionably an important aspect of 
the Church’s mission, but emphasizing growth alone 
can have negative consequences. Sometimes people 
become official members of the Church before they 
fully understand or commit themselves to a Christian 
life. Those who are insufficiently prepared for church 
membership often lose interest once the novelty of the 
experience wears off.

Overemphasizing growth can also lead us to slight 
other aspects of the Church’s life. Although the gospel 
commission enjoins us to teach as well as to baptize, 
baptism gets far more attention in the business church. 
People who are convinced that growth is the one 
objective of the Church are often impatient with 
activities that don’t contribute directly to an increase 
in membership. As they see it, things like counseling 
and crisis intervention—even providing spiritual 
instruction to the young—are potential distractions 
from the Church’s central task. Nurture interferes 
with outreach, one church official insisted.

Ironically, an overemphasis on growth can also 
threaten the worldwide scope of gospel mission. 
Sometimes it leads the Church to neglect areas of the 
world where numerical growth is less likely than

Youth mission trip to Christmas Island.

others. In a 1995 M inistry article, David Newman 
questioned a revision in the Global Mission document. 
An early draft called for Adventists to establish a 
presence in parts of the world where there were no 
Christians, then turn to the Christian areas that had 
no Adventists. This two-tiered approach was aban
doned in later versions, however. The reason, Newman 
suspects, was that the number of baptisms was more 
important to church leaders than the number of areas 
penetrated with the gospel. “As long as we are recog
nized as successful by the number of baptisms we get, 
then it is only human to focus on those areas where 
growth is easiest.”5

With its emphasis on expansion, the business church 
is susceptible to a practice that afflicts many organiza
tions—treating people like statistics. For a while, I 
attended a health club that was constantly trying to 
increase its membership. Every couple weeks it 
announced another membership drive, with new incen
tives to entice people to sign up. The club’s employees 
actually spent far more time trying to get new members 
than they did serving the members the club already had.

A church whose primary interest is growing in 
numbers can fall into the same pattern. If numerical 
growth is the essential purpose of Christian mission, 
then the church will devote its attention primarily to 
people outside the church, trying to persuade them to 
come in. New members sometimes find that the church 
takes less personal interest in them after they join than 
it did before.

I f we take family rather than army or business as 
our basic metaphor for the church, we put Christian 

mission in quite a different light. For one thing, the 
change relativizes the significance of numerical
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Ironically, an overemphasis on growth can also threaten the worldwide scope of gospel mission.

growth. Family size can be a major consideration, but 
for most families, growth in numbers is not likely to be 
the only priority, or even the most important one. A 
family is typically more concerned with improving the 
lives of its members and strengthening their relation
ships with each other, than it is with increasing the 
number of people who belong to it.

Analogously, if we think of the Church as family 
we will pay close attention to the entire gospel com
mission. We will affirm the importance of making 
disciples and baptizing, but we will remember that 
teaching is just as important to the life of the commu
nity. Consequently, we will pursue the kind of growth 
that will strengthen the Church as a community, not 
just increase its numbers. The goal of the Christian 
mission and ministry is to establish people within 
God’s family, to help them live lives worthy of God’s 
children and to cultivate relationships with each other 
as brothers and sisters in Christ. A family church will 
therefore pursue various forms of church growth, not 
just a growth in numbers.

The family church also brings a new perspective to 
numerical growth. This perspective leads us to view 
possible church members, not as captives to be taken, 
or enemies to be defeated, or as sales prospects to be 
cultivated, but as potential brothers and sisters. In 
other words, it encourages us to take an interest in the 
entire lives of future members, not just their potential 
for increasing our numbers. If our primary interest is 
people, not church growth, we will invite others to 
join the Church because we love them.

For the family church, outward growth is a conse
quence of inner growth. As members of God’s family 
cultivate the kind of love for one another that we see 
in the life of Jesus, they will attract people into their 
fellowship. For the family church, the presence of 
Christ’s love within the community is therefore basic 
to any mission endeavor. If we lack the love of Jesus, 
there is no point in trying to grow, and if we have the 
love of Jesus nothing can keep us from growing.

This is why effective Christian witnessing always 
involves a personal element. The gospel is not a 
package that people will buy from us regardless of 
what they think about us. It is a life-transforming 
power that flows from person to person. So, only the

presence of this power in our lives will make our 
invitation to others attractive. Unless the Church 
portrays the love of Jesus to the world, all talk of 
church growth is useless. As a friend of mine puts it, 
we need to combine the great commandment with the 
great commission.6

A woman I know became an Adventist several 
years ago through the personal influence of a 

church member. She had worked at an Adventist 
institution for years and knew a great deal about the 
Church’s beliefs and practices. But she only decided to 
join the Church when she met a woman whose life 
reflected Jesus’ love for people. “That’s the kind of 
person I’d like to be,” she concluded, “and that’s the 
kind of person I’d like to be with.” This is the kind of 
church growth that the family church displays—not 
just increased numbers, but deeper relationships and a 
stronger community.
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