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I. The Four Models of church based evangelism
In Matthew 28:19-20, Jesus commissioned his followers to “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.”
  The role of the Christian is to obey this commission.  This charge is best described as a continuous two-part process: (1) evangelism – inviting people who are not followers of Jesus to consider following him; and (2) discipleship – teaching people who have begun following Jesus to more faithfully follow him.   

Clergy, as leaders of groups of Christians, need to empower and encourage Christians to obey the great commission.  But too often churches focus on just the second part of the process, discipleship, and end up designing almost all of the activities of the church to meet the needs of those who are already Christians.  The Lausanne Covenant reminds the church of the need to do the first part, evangelism, as well, “We need to break out of our ecclesiastical ghettos and permeate non-Christian society.” 

In my experience, there are four basic ways that church leaders can encourage congregants to evangelize.  From birth through high school, I attended a large suburban non-denominational evangelical Bible church where we were trained to have meaningful conversations with non-Christians and to share “the hope that we have” (1 Peter 3:15) with them.  I would like to call this way, personal evangelism model.  No one argues that it is a wrong to have significant conversations with friends about spiritual things.  However, people who practice this approach often do it in a way that feels artificial or forced – accosting strangers with comments such as “Do you know where you would go if you died today?”  Because of the awkwardness and difficulty of being intentional about these conversation and yet appropriate, many people never have these sort of conversations.

In college, I attended a tiny rural Wesleyan church where we were encouraged to care deeply for non-Christians so that they might perceive that there was something different (Jesus-like) about us.  This approach might be described as the service model.  Like the previous model, no one disputes that it is a good thing to help other people and hope that they see Jesus in us.  The problem is that many people do not live sacrificial lives and that actions alone rarely result in non-Christians becoming Christians.    
As an associate pastor at a non-denominational evangelical urban church, we encouraged people to invite their non-Christian friends to a Tuesday night 10-week Alpha course which included dinner, an informative talk about Christianity, and non-directed discussion.  This is the program model.  Evangelistic programs vary greatly.  Some like Alpha can be contextualized well, non-coercive, informative, and effective.  Others exaggerate healings, downplay the responsibilities of a disciple, and fail to engage the questions raised by non-Christians.  But even effective, ethical evangelistic programs tend to diminish in effectiveness over time and fail to engage a large proportion of a congregation.  The evangelism program is simply one option of an activity you could be involved in.  
Finally, I have done a lot of research on the seeker model.  I have visited Willow Creek Community Church in suburban Chicago many times, met various times with the leaders of the United Methodist Indiana megachurch Granger Community Church, and read the books best articulating this philosophy by Andy Stanley.
  This model replaces traditional Sunday Christian worship services with “worship services” specifically designed to appeal to non-Christians.  The idea is to make Christianity as easy as possible to understand.  In some ways, it is very similar to the “program model” but instead of being held at another time of the week as an “evangelistic event,” the event is held in place of the Sunday worship service.  The disadvantage of this model is that Christian worship is deemphasized.  The advantage is that most aspects of the church’s life are centered on the practice of evangelism.  
II. The possibilities of the seeker Model
I am particularly interested in the fourth model, the seeker model for two reasons which I will address in sequence.  First, it is the responsibility of every pastor to think about the best ways for the church to do evangelism and the seeker model has some great possibilities.  Second, it is too easy dismissed by the theological academy though there are distinct dangers.  

Too many churches have very few non-Christians become Christians.  Because of the decline of Christianity in the United States using traditional approaches and the numerical success (despite our questions about the Jesus-quality of these converts) of the seeker model, it deserves further attention.
  

The seeker model has the possibility of best orienting a congregation toward evangelism.  As a leader of a congregation for six years, I was constantly trying to weigh the cries of congregation members to meet their needs with the silent needs of non-Christians.  For example, as I would organize worship services, I was faced with a barrage of requests to “share with the congregational a special musical number,” “include more good old hymns from the past,” “do the special prayers before and after communion,” and “highlight upcoming church events.”  Meanwhile, I suspected that all of these things would increase the likelihood that any visiting non-Christian would probably not want to return.  The seeker model explicitly prioritizes the desires of the un-churched.  Programs are available that help Christians become better followers of Jesus, i.e. discipleship, the second part of the process; but evangelism is the primary focus on Sunday morning.  
I am also intrigued by the possibilities of this model because week after week the preacher demonstrates to the people gathered what model one, “personal evangelism,” conversations might look like.  Christians and non-Christians are shown how Christian truth interacts with everyday issues without excess theological jargon.  In addition to personal evangelism and service evangelism, (models one and two), Christians can invite non-Christians to an environment specifically designed for this purpose.  
III. The Dangers of the seeker Model
The seeker model, however, is also the most dangerous of the evangelism models.  Thus, it has received almost unanimous criticism in the theological academy.  There is some merit to this criticism.  The seeker model is dangerous because it risks conforming the most important aspect of the community’s life, its corporate gathering, to local non-Christian culture.  As someone in the free church tradition and not as committed to the liturgical tradition theologically, I do not have a problem with innovative approaches to Christian worship but I am concerned with other aspects to this approach.  
Some seeker church leaders have said that, “We will do anything to get butts in seats.”
  With this mentality, church leaders are greatly tempted to conform uncritically to American consumerist culture.  As a white middleclass American Christian, I realize that I may not be as sensitive to the detrimental effects of the church’s accommodation to Christian culture but I am aware of a few problems.  Much money is spent on making the worship experience convenient and comfortable for people.  Much emphasis is placed on the church leaders conveying an attractive image of themselves.  
Though these churches are effective at doing the first part of the Great Commission, evangelism, many doubt whether their converts will be taught to fully obey Jesus’ teachings, the task of discipleship.  To cite one example, Will Willimon writes, 

. . . the "user friendly" approach to church won't work. There is no way to entice people off the streets with hymns that are based on advertising jingles and end up with the cross-bearing, self-sacrificial, burden-bearing Jesus. Evangelism cannot be based upon our basic selfishness ("Come to Jesus and get everything you want fixed.") and end up with anything resembling historic Christianity.
 
IV. Conclusion
Despite the charge by Willimon that the seeker approach’s strategy “won’t work” or is incompatible with subsequent discipleship, I believe making church worship services user-friendly is not in itself wrong-headed and it can work.  Church leaders who make their worship services “seeker sensitive” are like educators or missionaries.  Educators try to bring knowledge to their students in a way they can understand it.  A missionary tries to convey the truths of Scripture in way that can be understood by the indigenous people.  But like educators or missionaries, church leaders who tailor their message to certain people risk compromising the message.  Despite the dangers, I think the seeker model deserves to be taken seriously as a possible approach to church evangelism.   [image: image1.png]
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