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Since its inception, expressions of the Church have changed and evolved accord-

ing to historical and cultural seasons and the fidelity of Christians to their biblical under-

standing of it. From the earliest house meetings to the institutions built during the rise of 

Christendom, believers have viewed the gathering of God’s people and the power to in-

fluence and respond to society in various ways. Wilbert Shenk writes that “‘reformation’ 

is integral to Protestant identity historically and theologically.”  With the degradation of 1

the Church’s impact on society in a post-Christendom world,  we must ask, what should 2

be the mark and the mission of the Church today? 

  

The Mark of the Church 

 I would contend that the Church needs to reclaim its identifying mark as a gather-

ing of believers who are passionate about expressing a Christ-directed love. This is not 

radical or innovative thinking, but the modern Church has fallen short in excelling at the 

simplest and most important task. Jesus is plain. The greatest commandment is to “love 

the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all 

your strength.” (Mark 12:30) Too often we have made this a matter of personal and indi-

vidual discipleship, and we have missed the collective nature of this command. Jesus is 

quoting Deuteronomy 6, which was a command given to the gathered people of Israel, 

 William R. Shenk, “Mission, Renewal, and the Future of the Church,” International Bul1 -
letin of Missionary Research, (October 1997): 154.
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and though there are certainly individual implications, the importance of it for congrega-

tions of God’s people cannot be missed.  

 The first part of expressing a Christ-directed love is in demonstrating a deep love 

for God. Today that is understood primarily in the context of corporate worship. While 

countless books, articles, and sermons have been published to the contrary, most Chris-

tians and the churches they attend believe a congregation’s devotion to God is seen most 

fully in the one or two hours of a worship service on Sunday morning. Yet congregational 

worship all-too-often becomes a tainted display of musical and liturgical preferences that 

at worst devolves into “worship wars” and at best stratifies believers according to labels 

like contemporary, modern, traditional, blended, classic, etc.  

 When looking at biblical expressions of love for God, the prevailing theme has 

more to do with sacrifice than with liturgy or music. In the levitical period, that was the 

central mark of God’s people: how well they sacrificed. During the decline of Israelite 

worship, the people began abusing this aspect of their community, yet Paul takes up this 

imagery in Romans 12:1 writing, “I appeal to you therefore… by the mercies of God, to 

present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiri-

tual worship.” Congregations, then, should be marked by how well they express a love 

for God by the members’ willingness to sacrifice preferences, opinions, and personal 

rights for the sake of God’s agenda.  

 Music and liturgy may have an important place in congregational worship, but 

Lillian Daniel in her book When "Spiritual but Not Religious" Is Not Enough: Seeing 

God in Surprising Places, Even the Church looks at true Christian worship as a witness 
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against the consumerist mentality of our time. “In this ‘it’s all about you’ culture, worship 

is profoundly countercultural. Worship is directed toward God.”  (Daniel, 173) When the 3

Scots Confession speaks of the marks of the true church, it begins its first two marks by 

directing our attention to understanding the redemptive history of God (the first mark be-

ing “the true preaching of the Word of God”) and the sacrificial grace of God, (the second 

mark being “the right administration of the sacraments”).  The Church ought to be a place 4

where the consumerist nature of our culture is placed at the altar of devotion to God by 

understanding and celebrating his redemptive purpose and loving grace.  

 A congregation that seeks to adequately express its love for God should analyze 

its worship based on the desire to sacrifice performance and preference for purpose by 

answering the question, “Does our congregational gathering focus on the redemptive 

work of God through expressions of gratitude, sacrifice, and service?” To develop this 

heart and attitude, the pastoral leader must constantly check for signs of preferential mo-

tivation, ego, and aggrandizement when it comes to corporate worship gatherings espe-

cially in his or herself. Regular attention must be given to how a church’s devotion to and 

for God is communicated and prayerful and thoughtful consideration given to either the 

continuation of deep-seeded traditions or the adoption of undue innovation with an eye 

toward biblical integrity and cultural fluency. As Reggie McNeal writes in A Work of 

Heart: Understanding How God Shapes Spiritual Leaders, “Leaders who cooperate with 

 Lillian Daniel, When “Spiritual but Not Religious” is Not Enough: Seeing God in Surprising 3

Places, Even the Church (New York: Jericho Books, 2013), Kindle: 173. 

 “The Scots Confession,” in The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.): Part I, 4

Book of Confessions, (Louisville, KY: The Office of the General Assembly, 2014), 3.18.
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this divine work learn to look for ways in which God is at work in the culture and figure 

out how to belong to and transcend culture.”  5

 There is another side to the mark of Christ-directed love: a church should be 

known by how well its believers love one another. Jesus makes it clear, “A new com-

mandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are 

to love one another. By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have 

love for one another.” (John 13:34-35). Again, this is not an innovative idea, but it is  

counter-cultural, because genuine love and support are not natural to human beings in 

their unredeemed, sinful state. The Church is a miracle of God’s redemptive work; that 

people can live together and for one another through the unmerited love of God in Jesus 

Christ. We all come as sinners. We all are forgiven, not because of ourselves, but because 

of our standing before Christ. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes in Life Together, “Christ 

opened up the way to God and to one another. Now Christians can live with each other in 

peace; they can love and serve one another; they can become one. But they can continue 

to do so only through Jesus Christ.”  6

 Christ-directed love between believers can be expressed in a variety of ways, but 

at its heart, it will be seen in demonstrating God’s grace one to another. John Calvin puts 

it like this in his Institutes of Christian Religion, “[S]aints are united in the fellowship of 

Christ on this condition, that all the blessings which God bestows upon them are mutually 

 Reggie McNeal, A Work of Heart: Understanding How God Shapes Spiritual Leaders (San 5

Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2011), Kindle: 78.
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communicated to each other.”  In communicating those blessings, a congregation should 7

be a place where believers are supported through such mutual activities as intercessory 

prayer, confession, and willing helpfulness.  A church should be a place where believers 8

long to be together and find it as a source of “inexpressible joy and strength.”  Even as 9

the Scots Confession discusses the third mark of the true church, it does so by talking 

about ecclesiastical discipline, which we often read with a negative connotation until we 

remember that the purpose of discipline is to bring about spiritual wholeness and recon-

ciliation.  10

 This sort of love brings about inherently uncomfortable and difficult situations, 

and that is where the strength of a humble and courageous leader is needed. Eugene Pe-

terson reflects on the nature of pastoral ministry in his book Under the Unpredictable 

Plant: An Exploration in Vocational Holiness, and there he writes, “In any creative enter-

prise there are risks, mistakes, false starts, failures, frustrations, embarrassments, but out 

of this mess — when we stay with it long enough, enter it deeply enough — there slowly 

emerges love or beauty or peace.”  To develop a congregation with Christ-directed love 11

 John Calvin, Institutes of The Christian Religion, Beveridge, Henry trans. (B&R Samizdat 7

Express, 2011) Kindle: Loc 20398-20399.

 Bonhoeffer, 75-87. 8

 Ibid., 3. 9

 The Scots Confession, 3.18.10

 Eugene H. Peterson, Under the Unpredictable Plant: An Exploration in Vocational Holiness, 11

( Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 1992), Kindle: 164.
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as part of its DNA, a pastoral leader should understand he/she is not above that congrega-

tion but intimately connected to it and thus serve as a working model. Lillian Daniel ex-

presses it this way, “Pastors who refer to their churches as ‘we’ are less likely to objectify 

and more likely to identify…They are more likely, I believe, to move their congregations, 

not because the church thinks they are right, but because the church knows that we are 

loved.”  12

 Leaders in this type of congregation should not only offer intercessory prayer but 

should also communicate their need for it as well. Leaders in this type of congregation 

not only hear confession but are also willing to offer wise confession. Leaders in this type 

of congregation not only offer genuine helpfulness and support but also seek out help and 

support themselves. Reggie McNeal writes, “Not until spiritual leaders are willing to 

move past the Lone Ranger, heroic-leader model of leadership will they foster genuine 

community and release its power for transforming lives.”  What will be discovered in 13

this sort of leadership is that what is often thought of as an individualistic task is really a 

shared one because we are not above the community but integrally part of it. Henri 

Nouwen in his reflection on John 21 and Jesus’ call to Peter to shepherd God’s people 

writes, “In many ways, [Jesus] makes it clear that ministry is a communal and mutual ex-

perience.”  As leaders in a church, we should remember that Moses had Aaron, Jesus 14

 Daniel, 59.12

 McNeal, 115.  13

 Henri J. M. Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus: Reflections on Christian Leadership, (New York: 14

The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1989), Kindle: Loc 344.
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sent out his disciples in pairs, Paul had Barnabas, Timothy, Silas and others, and our abil-

ity to be in community demonstrates the importance of loving one another in a Christ-di-

rected way.  

The Mission of the Church 

 With the central mark of the Church being the exhibition of love for God and love 

for those in the community of faith, the central mission is related to its mark: namely the 

exhibition of genuine love for neighbor. The mission of the Church is to demonstrate the 

same self-sacrificing sort of love that Christ showed to us. From the earliest call of God’s 

people in Genesis 12, it has been clear that part of our work is to “bless all nations,” and 

when Jesus gives his explanation of the aforementioned greatest commandment, he in-

cludes another commandment that he says is “like it; love your neighbor as you love 

yourself.” (Mark 12:31). In Luke’s account, Jesus is asked “who is my neighbor?” to 

which Jesus replies with the famous parable of the Good Samaritan. David Bosch sees an 

important significance in the placement of this pericope in the ministry of Jesus’ disci-

ples. “The fact that this parable follows hard on the sending out and the return of the sev-

enty(-two) disciples further emphasizes a future mission to all nations.”  Thus as Jesus 15

explains the love of neighbor, he concludes that this command is to exhibit love to those 

who are outside the community of God’s people. This has been called the missional 

church in many books and articles, but I think of this as passionate neighborliness.  

 David Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission (Maryknoll 15

New York: Orvis Books, 2006), 90. 

 7



 In the all-too-divisive context of the West, this sort of love is the biblical response 

to our culture. Alan Roxburgh in writing about his own conversion from a troubled life to 

a life of faith writes, “My becoming a Christian had nothing to do with guilt, sin or fail-

ure… On the streets, we were surrounded by guilt, sin and failure… But, to be loved, to 

experience human beings who gave themselves to you without strings - that was over-

whelming, confusing news.”  Unfortunately, often churches are far better known for 16

their ability to point out the speck in their neighbors’ eyes and to insulate themselves 

from the changing tide of culture rather than being engaged with the communities outside 

the walls of the congregation. 

 A love of neighbor cannot be combined with an isolationist response to culture. 

Congregations are called to converse with and be involved in the lives of their neighbors, 

be active participants in their cities, and to show concern for the areas in which they are 

situated in order to display the life-giving love of Jesus in ways appropriate to their con-

texts. Reggie McNeal writes, “Rather than seeing the culture outside the faith as aban-

doned by God and operating outside his control, missional spiritual leaders see God ac-

tively at work in the world.”  Indeed, this was the model Paul adopted when planting 17

churches in Asia Minor and Western Europe. From quoting Greek poets in the Aeropagus 

to confronting the idol-makers in Ephesus, Paul was a leader who was willing to converse 

in the language of culture in order to point people to the grace of God in Jesus Christ. He 

 Alan J. Roxburgh, “What is Missional Church? An Introduction to the Missional 16

Church Conversation,” (www.themisionalnetwork.com: TMN Publishing, 2011), 2. 

 McNeal, 91. 17
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succinctly outlines his missional strategy in 1 Corinthians 9 when he writes, “I have be-

come all things to all people, that by all means I might save some.” (1 Cor. 9:22b).  

 For congregations today, this means the goal of institutional maintenance must be 

sacrificed at the altar of gospel significance, and to accomplish this, they should be will-

ing to ask how their praxis matches up with their ability to love their neighbors. To love 

their neighbors, congregations must know who their neighbors are, and what concerns, 

hopes, fears, joys, etc. are of significance to them. While the gospel and God’s love are 

unchanging, they are communicated very differently given the geography of a church. 

Eugene Peterson writes, “The gospel… is local intelligence, locally applied, and plunges 

with a great deal of zest into the flesh, into matter, into place…”  18

 This is not one task amongst many, but rather, the very nature of a congregation 

should be oriented in such a way that it views itself as sent to its culture to bless them 

with the good news of God’s love in Jesus Christ and to demonstrate that through tangi-

ble words and deeds. Roxburgh’s statement on the missional church rings with this idea. 

“The basic stance of denominations and local churches must be transformed to that of 

missionaries in their own culture.”  This would in turn necessitate a shift in not only 19

thinking about how churches operate, but also in how leaders in these churches approach 

ministry. If the church is to think of itself as a missionary movement in a de-churched 

culture, then the leaders in these movements must be the chief missionaries inspiring and 

calling others to join in for love of neighbor.  In Reggie McNeal’s book The Present Fu-

 Peterson, 130. 18

 Roxburgh, 6. 19
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ture: Six Tough Questions for the Church he states, “If you are a pastor or staff member 

of a local congregation, you must model missionary behavior for the church to see.”  20

 The mission of the Church is no different from the mission of God who loved the 

world and sent his Son into the mess of the world to redeem it. The Father and Son in 

turn send the Holy Spirit to compel, motivate, and empower God’s people to continue the 

redemptive work of love in the world, and each congregation is given set geographical 

real estate in which to expand the gospel impact of Jesus Christ. This mission is then ex-

tended to the disciples in the Trinitarian formula of his commission in John’s Gospel. Je-

sus said, “‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you.’ And 

when he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy 

Spirit.’” (John 21:21-22) To follow Christ, we must passionately understand ourselves as 

sent to our context to communicate the love of God in Jesus to our neighbors. 

  

Personal Implications 

 Love of God, love of one another, and love of neighbor are old concepts, but as a 

ministry leader, I have succumbed to the same reductionist soteriology and ecclesiology 

Darrell Guder discusses in many of his works.  Salvation is about personal devotion and 21

spiritual consumption, and the Church is then the dispenser of spiritual goods and ser-

  Reggie McNeal, The Present-Future: Six Tough Questions for the Church (San Francisco: 20

Jossey-Bass, 2003), Kindle: 64.

 Darrell L. Guder, “Walking Worthily: Missional Leadership After Christendom,” The 21

Princeton Seminary Bulletin Vol. 28 No.3 (2007): 253.
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vices. I have thought of these commands as being applied individualistically to believers 

but have not considered how they impact the movement of a congregation until seeing 

them through the lens of the missional church. The implications have caused me to re-

think how a congregation that takes Christ-directed love seriously should be organized 

and the activities with which it should concern itself.  

 In my current context, I serve a congregation that places a high-value on its insti-

tutional nature. It has a multi-faceted and somewhat complex organizational structure that 

has translated into an abundance of activity and segmentation. Three worship services, 

numerous life-station-specific Bible studies and small groups, special-interest ministry 

programs, and if the mark of the church is the gathered expression of love for God and 

love for one another, what does segmentation say about this mark? In this segmented 

structure, the work of mutual support is dispersed to specific groups with those interests 

in mind. Corporate worship is passive and not participatory. Prayer is the job of the 

prayer team. Congregational care is the purview of another team. I question whether a 

congregation can truly exhibit a unified love for God and for one another, and I  and 

wonder what issues should be addressed to determine any corrective action? 

 This perspective also affects the missional nature of the congregation. Mission is 

but one aspect of the church; evangelism is another; worship, another, alongside the 

women’s book club, the children’s ministry, exercise groups, and on and on. The idea that 

the church is corporately on mission is novel at best; the church is about the gathering 

and not the dispersement of God’s people. Over the past three years, we have emphasized 

the importance of our neighborliness through participation in city events and in outreach 
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efforts to the surrounding neighborhoods, but more can be done. Our preaching and 

teaching focus far more on theological and biblical assent and individualistic improve-

ment and do little to communicate the importance of the combined people being sent to 

love our city in the name of Jesus Christ. Rather than being a singular movement on 

God’s mission, we are more of a conglomeration of ministry ideals expressed in different 

ways to different groups of people. There are missional things afoot, but the movement is 

directionless.  

 As a leader, I need to help my congregation think through its missional priority 

and discern a way to not only teach about but to also inspire the whole to see itself as sent 

into our city. I need to help guide the church away from its current identity as “the yacht 

club at prayer” to a new identity of expressing love for God, love for one another, and 

love for our neighbors.   
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