Biblical Principles for Starting New Congregations:
A Paper to Ground Lutheran Mission in the Twenty-first Century

This paper has been written to respond to the request to state the biblical basis on which new ministries are begun within the ELCA as it moves forward in mission in North America in the twenty-first century.  The paper will include four sections.  The first will be a brief summary of the changing context for mission in North America.  The second will summarize key theological foundations for mission.  A third, more extensive section, will explore biblical material regarding mission in the New Testament.  The final section will articulate a list of principles that inform missional decisions as the ELCA moves forward.

Context:

The Evangelical Lutheran Church serves in a rapidly changing context.  The United States now is one of the most complex and highly unchurched mission fields in the world.  Few nations have both the large population and the wide range of racial, ethnic and economic diversity that can be found in the United States in the 21st century.
An important factor is that much of the overlay of United States culture still appears to be Christian but that fabric is thin and often frail.  More and more people in the United States have little or no church connection or background.  Many new ethnic groups are arriving whose background may include Hindu, Buddhist, Muslim and other religious traditions with which Lutherans are unfamiliar.  Other immigrants bring deep Christian roots but from traditions that Lutherans have not encountered.  Add the wide range of economic variables (Lutherans generally have experience in working class and middle class populations) and Lutherans are left wondering what happened to the world in which they once grew and flourished?
Since the 1970s, the ELCA and its predecessors have experienced a slow but steady decline in baptized membership as well as in worship attendance.  This has led to an increasing need to start new ministries that reach out into diverse settings, in communities where Lutherans historically have not commonly been found.  Rather than gathering or attracting Lutherans who have moved to a new place, the variety of congregations in all the communities, including African American/Black, American Indian-Alaska Native, Asian, Hispanic/Latino and Middle East Arab, find their primary evangelical mission is reaching out to unchurched people who in many cases have little awareness of Christianity or even the story of Jesus.

Missional Theology:

The basis for all mission endeavors lies in the fact that God is already at work in the world and desires to bless and save the world. 
	The impetus to start new mission sites is found in the ELCA’s mission statement:

“Marked with the cross of Christ forever, we are claimed, gathered and sent for the sake of the world.”

Starting new congregations is about inviting people to see God’s claim on their lives and to live life beneath the cross of Jesus.  In an increasingly pluralistic world, healthy and missional congregations may find themselves more and more being alternatives to dominant patterns within the culture as much as they have often reflected them in previous eras.
Mission starts are about communities of believers, all gifted and called to ministry, using their gifts to the fullest to best serve God in that place and through that local expression of the church.  These people are sent out as ambassadors for Christ to minister in the world.
New congregational starts in the ELCA are a priority because they are one way in which the church can carry out its calling to participate in what God is doing in the world.  They become vehicles for reaching new people with the gospel, inviting them into a life of faith, and calling them to join in doing God’s work in the church and in the world.  We are “claimed, gathered and sent…” in part so that God can use us as vehicles through which God claims others, gathers them for nurture, support, training and worship and also sends them forth as fellow missionaries and ambassadors in the work God is doing – not simply as objects of mission but as fellow members of the body of Christ. 

Mission in the Early Church / New Testament:

In seeking to fulfill the Great Commission God had given to it (Matt 28:18-20), the early church, as evidenced in the New Testament, used differing models for starting new missions:
	(1)	Some models are unknown to us.  How, for example, was the Christian message first brought to Rome?  It was clearly there before Paul arrived (Rom 1:10-11, 15:20-24).  There are various educated theories, but ultimately we simply do not know how it got there.  
	(2)	On other occasions the “mother” church in Jerusalem sent out missionaries (Acts 15:7, Gal 2:7-9).  Exactly how they supported themselves financially (or were supported) we do not know.
	(3)	At times the mission focused on entire households (Acts 16:15, 31;  1 Cor 1:16).  At other times the mission centered on individuals, including situations in which one spouse came to believe and the other did not (1 Cor 7:12-16).
	(4)	The most well-known early church missionary was Paul.  People often think he was a solo operator, but in fact he worked closely with other missionaries (Barnabas, Timothy, Silas, Aquila, Priscilla, and many others).  He also worked closely with the church in Antioch, Syria.  It is of note that there are three missionary journeys of Paul outlined in Acts.  Journeys one (Acts 13:1-14:28) and two (Acts 15:36-18:22) begin and end in Antioch.  Journey three (Acts 18:23-21:15) begins there, too.  It does not end in Antioch because Paul was arrested in Jerusalem during the third journey; subsequently he was taken to Rome and executed.  While our information is limited, the church in Antioch most likely provided him funds for travel.  Once he was in a potential new mission site, he supported himself by his trade as a leather-worker.
	Paul was very careful about finances.  In the cultures in which he lived, direct gifts from a group of people to an individual teacher could easily be understood in terms of the patron-client relationship.  In that relationship the patron provided material and other assistance to someone lower on the socio-economic scale and in return the client owed obedience and loyalty to the patron.  For that reason Paul did not accept financial gifts from all congregations and when he did he used carefully crafted language to maintain his independence from the patron-client model (Phil 4:10-20).
	At the same time Paul did accept funds. He even solicited funds for the mission of the church.  For example, a delegation from Philippi brought a monetary gift to Paul while he was imprisoned (Phil 4:18), and he solicited aid to help with his travel and missionary expenses (Rom 15:24, 2 Cor 1:16).[footnoteRef:1]  He also expended great effort collecting money from the basically Gentile mission sites he had founded (2 Corinthians 8-9, Rom 15:25-28).  The money was to be given to believers in the original or “mother” church in Jerusalem.  Paul had two goals in gathering these funds: to alleviate suffering in Jerusalem, apparently caused by a famine, and to provide a powerful and tangible symbol of the unity of Jewish believers and Gentile believers within the one church. [1:  The references to monetary help are not immediately evident in English.  The Greek term for to be sent on (propempō)  is a technical term for providing monetary assistance and, in the case of the letter to the Romans, probably additional assistance in terms of personnel to accompany him to Spain.  ] 

	What Paul did not have to do, when compared with a frequent goal of twenty-first century mission starts, was to raise money to build buildings.  His own missionary work centered in his work place, which put him in contact with customers, other workers in his shop, and nearby shop-keepers and laborers.  In addition, workers often lived behind or above the shops in apartment buildings or tenements.  In cities the large majority of people lived in that kind of housing, which was often poorly built and was always crowded.  The advantage for Paul’s missionary work was the close proximity of many people, including the families of those with whom he worked.  As his missionary work drew more believers, where to meet became a problem.  Apartments could hold only a few people. Although on rare occasions Paul could preach in a public hall (Acts 19:9-10), growing discontent by opponents within his own native Judaism and by public officials made use of such facilities less and less attractive.  Rental space cost funds Paul did not have and also provided a more public identity than was often helpful.  Temples dedicated to the various gods of the ancient Mediterranean area were not available for “sharing” (in the way Jewish and Christian congregations sometimes do today), and Paul could not have theologically reconciled worshiping there, anyway.  Synagogues rapidly closed to Paul and others who believed that Jesus was the Messiah.
	Partly in response to what was not possible but also with a vision of what the gathered community of believers could be, Paul organized believers into house churches, that is, mission sites that met in the private home of one of the local believers (Rom 16:5; 1 Cor 16:19; Philemon 2; Col 4:15;  Acts 2:46, 5:42).  Paul likely looked to wealthier believers to host the local Christian gathering.  The typical villa or domus of the wealthier person was designed for entertaining and could house twenty to forty people, a number few apartments could handle.
	That means that the extremely important and frequent language Paul uses about building up the church (1 Cor 8:1, 10:23, 14:3-5, 14:12, 14:17, 14:26;  Rom 14:19, 15:2;  1 Thess 5:11;  2 Cor 10:8, 12:19, 13:10;  also Eph 2:21, 4:12, 4:16) refers not to the physical construction of a building but to the strengthening of the believers in their relationships with each other and with God as the body of Christ.
Biblical and Theological Principles for Mission

From the above material the following principles can be derived:

1. Mission is at the core of what it means to be the church: To tell others about Jesus and to gather them together to praise God, to learn, to baptize, to celebrate the Lord’s Supper, and to build up each other in the faith are part of the foundation, at the core of the Christian Church.  Starting new ministries is a primary expression of this DNA replicating itself.

2. Missional people are claimed and called: Those sent forth in mission are claimed by God and called for this work.  At the same time, they are vehicles through which God claims others and calls them to be co-workers in the kingdom of God.

3. Missional people gather: The Church is comprised of people of faith.  In so doing it celebrates its identity as Christ’s body in the world.  This gathering is a time of teaching and equipping, celebrating what God is doing, re-orienting our lives toward the gospel, and supporting one another in our journey.  This is a permeable gathering, not a clique, and gatherings are expected to invite and include new believers within the circle of faith.  New starts provide new expressions of these gatherings and focus on reaching new people in new places.

4. Missional people are sent: Believers are sent by God to share the Good News about Jesus.  The church is central in the discernment and response process.

5. The Church parts are interdependent:  The biblical view assumes that ministry will be locally owned.  At the same time, there is a clear sense of interconnection.  It takes systems across the church to support new starts.  Paul began his outreach in Antioch and returned there at the end of a mission trip.  When there was a famine in Jerusalem, Paul urged others to see connections that meant giving in one place to assist an extraordinary need in another.  In addition, while Paul started many congregations and then moved on,  his departure did not sever the relationship.  In many cases, he continued to coach and to advise these congregations via letters and in some cases he or his companions were able to return to visit.  Mission sites both received (in the person of the missionary and the gift of the Good News of Jesus) and gave to others (to the poor, to other parts of the church, and by providing new missionaries and financial support for further mission).

6. Accountability is important:  Paul’s journeys started at Antioch and the first two also ended in Antioch.  This implies that the church in Antioch sent Paul and helped with travel expenses and people to assist him.  When possible, Paul concluded his journeys and reported back on what he had done and how the work had gone.  That the church in Antioch repeated its support for Paul’s work implies that they were pleased with his previous work and viewed it as effective and worth supporting further.

7. Local sustainability is necessary: Early mission work was contextual, organically developed and primarily sustained locally.  This does not mean there was no financial support for new churches; but it does mean that it was mostly in the form of seed money to get the missionary there and started.  The long term health of the church depended on using a model that could be sustained within that setting.  This meant that bi-vocational leadership and non-stipendiary leadership were common.  People in mission selected vocations in which they could support themselves in ways that also enhanced the work.  Paul, a leatherworker or tentmaker, is a prime example of this. 

8. Space for ministry will vary by mission context: The idea of a permanent gathering space was not even considered in most biblical narratives.  Early Christian gatherings usually took place in believers’ homes.  Biblical mission was concerned with providing space for people who needed places to meet more than about places to meet in order to attract people.  From the experience of the early church, we learn that God is not confined to any one pattern of how to evangelize and how to gather and organize God’s people.  That Christians need to regularly gather for Word, Sacrament, and mutual upbuilding is clear.  Exactly where and how the gathering occurs can vary from mission field to mission field.

9. Leadership trains more leadership: Biblically, the ministry of the church was grounded in the apostles’ teaching and leadership.  However, the apostles quickly needed to multiply and pass on the ministry to others.  This began immediately at Pentecost when the addition of three thousand people meant meeting in dozens of homes and the need to identify and equip leaders for each group.  Paul continued in this model as he started 	 congregations and relied on others to sustain and continue his work.  Multiplication of leadership was key to multiplying the church.

10. Economic realities are contextual and should inform missional decisions and methods rather than drive them: Economic life in the ancient Mediterranean world was organized very differently from that of the twenty-first century.  The goal today cannot be to replicate first-century funding patterns.  That would mean, for example, no full-time salaries for mission developers and no money from churchwide for salaries, land purchase, or construction loans.  Rather, our financial goal in developing new mission sites should be to continue to discern how to work faithfully, wisely and justly within the economic system in which we live.  We should develop financial models that fit our culture(s) in order that the Gospel message can be proclaimed and heard.  This may mean being open to part time mission developers, bi-vocational mission developers, mission development teams that include lay volunteers, and non-stipendiary mission developers in addition to the full time salaried methods that were used by Lutherans almost exclusively during the second half of the twentieth century.
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