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Introduction

The first time [ read an article written by Tim
Keller (b. 1950), I was at a height of 30,000 feet.

It was almost exactly one year before 9/11,and
was flying to New York for a pastor’s weekend in
Redeemer Presbyterian Church, planted and led by
Keller. In those days Keller’s fame had been grow-
ing for some time already in my own country, the
Netherlands. A Christian journalist had been fea-
turing a series of jubilant articles about his visits to
Redeemer, and especially about Keller’s fresh, con-
temporary communication of the Christian faith. A
friend of mine, a theological student, had written
a Master’s thesis on Redeemer that drew so much
attention from Dutch Christians he practically had
to live behind his computer in order to answer the
stream of requests for copies. His research told the
fascinating story of an ordinary Reformed church
in a large world class city, a church with a broad
theology, simple yet sophisticated worship meet-
ings, and a leading pastor of a type we had not seen
before in America: carelessly dressed, somewhat
near-sighted, no blinding toothpaste smile, in the
possession of a nasal ironic voice, with a professo-
rial demeanour, and casually quoting from Kafka,
Madonna, Luther, or The Sixth Sense.

In short, it was about time for the denomi-
national board for evangelism in the Christian
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands, my em-
ployer back then, to visit this unknown preacher
from America in his own environment. And since
we were crossing the Atlantic anyway, we could
also go to Chicago and attend Willow Creek, that
other large American church with a worldwide
fame. Immediately, the difference between the two
churches became clear to us. From Willow Creek
we received a colourful brochure full of pictures
of happy people and little text in between. But
Redeemer sent us a pile of gray paper, thick as a
brick, covered with small print, and without any

pictures. These documents already contained the
main outlines of this book. It was all about the gos-
pel, the city, church planting and renewal, revival,
and culture. All this was written in clear prose, well
structured, and in Keller’s typical style: avoiding
all extremes on the left and the right, going right
through the centre.

The title of this book, Center Church, expresses
this fundamental characteristic of Keller’s theology
very well. Keller seeks balance in everything; he is
always looking for a route in between extremes.

He is no friend of theological liberalism, but he is
averse to fundamentalism. Hyperactive meetings
loaded with mass-psychological manipulation

are not his cup of tea, yet formal, rigid worship
gatherings where the life of the Spirit is sacrificed
to the idol of structure, are a horror to him. Keller
does not want a church thatis completely ‘seek-
er-centred’, as if the church were nothing buta
recruitment agency, but he considers churches that
are not continually sensitive to the needs and ques-
tions of inquirers as defunct. Whoever looks for
spiritual security in strict Sabbath discipline and
suppression of carnal desires, will encounter Keller
as amessenger of grace and freedom. However,
according to Keller, whoever thinks that God will
like us anyway regardless of what we do, has not
understood what God’s love is all about.

This same balanced tone characterized the ar-
ticle that captured my attention in the airplane. It
was about the gospel: what is it? Keller’s explana-
tion of the two ‘thieves’ of the gospel - relativism
and moralism, touched me profoundly. All this was
so lucid: intellectually it made a lot of sense, and
at the same time the article invited me to search
my soul. This combination of intellectual clarity
and piety — echoing his beloved Puritans - is in my
opinion a distinctive and fundamental characteris-
tic of Keller’s theology and preaching. Apparently
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italso touches something within many European
Christians —at least those with an orthodox Prot-
estant (evangelical) background. For more liberal
Christians, Keller may come across as someone a
bit too convinced of the truth. A Dutch theologian,
reviewing Keller’s apologetic book Reason for God,
stated that Keller rightly challenges everybody to
doubt his or her own views, but that he seems far
less prepared to do so with his own views. There
may be some truth in that. On the surface, Keller
does not show much doubt, or criticism of his
own opinions. Yet, it remains to be seen to what
extent such comments are really helpful. Obvi-
ously, Keller is rooted in orthodox Protestantism,
and he does not intend to remove himself from
this position. His prose is clear and radiates strong
convictions. Sometimes he makes firm statements
about issues that may allow more nuanced views.
Not everyone likes this, but it cannot be denied
that Keller is a man with a deep and honest con-
viction. He left a nice academic position in order
to embark on an uncertain adventure as a church
planter in New York — then a graveyard for White
middle class missionaries. Even when he became
successful, he never sought publicity. He did not
establish an organization for self-promotion, and
he did not write books. Until recently, his only
book was a work about mercy ministries, based on
Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan. Moreover,
few people in Europe know that Keller is pastor in
a denomination in which he and his congregation
are often viewed with some suspicion as much too
progressive, and far too prepared to cooperate with
other churches. Working in this splits position
between a very conservative denomination and
avery secular missionary context, Keller remains
standing by continually seeking a Biblical route,
by explaining things over and over again, by not
diving into polemics, and above everything by not
letting himself be distracted from his calling.

Ialso find it interesting that Keller, in distinc-
tion from many other successful American pastors,
has not begun a personal firm. He does not travel
around the world, apart from several contributions
to the EMA-conference in London - organized
by a pastor who has meant much for Keller in
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his early years. The first time for Keller to appear
on the European continent was a conference for
church planters in Berlin (2011). Keller shares
little information from his private life, but as far as
we know he spends his days in an extraordinary
disciplined way: praying, studying, writing, and
talking as much as possible with people who look
for meaning in their lives. It is not without reason
that New York Magazine called him the city’s “most
successful evangelist”. Keller believes the message
of Jesus and he lives this message, for many years,
and consistently. He may not be the most creative
theologian on the planet, but he is a faithful pastor,
an extremely gifted evangelist, he draws on a wide
breadth of Protestant theology, and countless peo-
ple have received forgiveness, meaning, and a new
purpose in life through his ministry. Moreover,

his strong professional discipline is an example for
many pastors.

In short, I believe that more liberal Christians
also have much to learn from Keller. Often they
will clash with his robust convictions, but they will
also discover that Keller has thought through them,
and that he knows how to defend them. And to be
honest: to what extent is liberalism just as dogmatic
as any other type of religion, even if its doctrines are
wrapped in a rhetoric of doubt and insecurity? For
some Christians, it seems, anything is better than
being outdated or evangelical, but this means that
they merely adopt another more or less superior
position thatisolates them from others. In the end
everybody chooses a perspective from which he or
she views the world, and in general no one is pre-
pared to continually reconstruct this perspective. I
would like to see that Christians outside traditional
evangelical congregations take more notice of Keller
and his work. Whatever we may think of him, here
we meet somebody who for the last twenty-five
years has succeeded in reconnecting large groups of
young secularized people in a major city with the
Christian tradition. It will never be difficult to crit-
icize his position, especially because Europeans are
so good at being critical, but there is no doubt that
Keller is highly relevant. He has much to tell us, and
his track record is impressive.

Now that Keller is in his sixties, he begins to
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work on his spiritual legacy. In Redeemer possible
successors are being trained. Structures have been
established in order to share Redeemer’s funda-
mental drive with other churches: the large cities as
places where vital churches must be planted. And
Keller has set himself to processing the gigantic
amount of gray piles of paper, covered with print,
that he has produced during the last three decades.
A long series of books that have recently been
published is the result of this, books on preaching,
apologetics, mercy ministry, spirituality, Bible
study, church renewal, leadership, and the city. On
the one hand they provide insight in the range of
subjects that encounter a city pastor in the course
of his ministry, and on the other hand they show
the impressive creativity and depth with which
Keller approaches these subjects. Everybody who
reads these books can see that Keller has never had
the ambition to do innovative academic theology.
He remains in the middle of the road; he connects
with ‘mere’ traditional theology, working eclec-
tically with a large number of writers that have
inspired him — writers such as Martin Luther, Jon-
athan Edwards, C.S. Lewis, and D. Martyn Lloyd-
Jones. If you want to find the newest fads in the
doctrine of the Trinity or in soteriology, do not
consult Keller. Although one, while reading Keller,
cannot be but impressed by his capability to absorb
such new insights and to build them into his own
thinking. But the most important contribution of
his books is that they are true congregational theol-
ogy of the best kind: orientated towards ‘ordinary’
Christians who want to think through their faith,
and who want to draw on the best that Christianity
has to offer. Keller does not position himself before
the Christian tradition, obscuring the sources and
drawing attention to himself; he is rather an ex-
cellent chef de cuisine who prepares delicious food
with traditional ingredients, and presents them

in surprising and tasteful ways. Keller’s books are
vintage theology: Jesus Christ in the centre, rooted
in tradition, sensitive to pastoral and intellectual
problems, with an open eye for our late modern
culture —and that’s it. [t is fair to say that [ know
little theological or pastoral literature that can com-
pare to Keller’s books in these respects. In this he

is a nice combination of American pragmatism and
European desire for reflection.

This book may be considered as a kind of cap-
stone to Keller’s work. It contains his vision, de-
veloped in decades of ministry, of being church in
an urban society. This vision took shape already in
an early stage of his career. | have already written
that [ have found much in this book that reminds
me of the papers that were sent to us in the Fall of
2000. Fourteen years later, Keller has worked out
this vision consistently, and he has enriched it with
many theological insights that have recently be-
come available, especially in the areas of ecclesiolo-
gy and missiology. Regardless of whether it invites
affirmation or objection, the book is a beautiful
survey of everything that has been thought outin
the field of missionary ecclesiology during the last
decades. Moreover, everything that is in it has been
tested in a long ministry, in a demanding context.
The power of this book is that it provides a unique
formula: it does not contain a purely theoretical
theology that shines but leaves the heart cold, but
neither does it offer a collection of action designs
that may set us initially in motion but lead to ex-
haustion pretty soon. Keller’s book is an example
of what he himself calls ‘middleware’. It is a form
of congregational theology in which reflection and
practical experience encounter and reinforce each
other. Therefore this book is extremely suitable
for preachers, missional leaders, church policy
boards, and for students who look for a survey
of high-quality practical theological reflection of
being church in a secular context. There are far too
few of such books in Europe, and just for this rea-
son this book is more than welcome.

For this European version of Center Church, the
original work has been reduced and slightly adapted,
with permission from Tim Keller and the publisher.
Tim Keller has always emphasized that his ideas
and Redeemer’s practice aren’t blueprints, butare
atbestan inspiring example showing how certain
principles and convictions can be worked out in the
context of a major city. To revise his book is there-
fore entirely faithful to Keller’s own ministry vision.
Of course, Keller frequently refers to American
history, and those parts we have left out. Also Keller
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has a desire for completeness that sometimes slows
down reading. Therefore we have removed as many
excurses and sidebars as possible. The space that was
gained has been used well. Eight European theolo-
gians and church leaders from seven different na-
tions (Czech Republic, Denmark, France, Germany,
Hungary, Italy, and Spain) have been asked to read a
section of the book, and to write a critical, construc-
tive response. Their leading question was: what

can we learn from Tim Keller, and where do we
need to adapt, correct, or complement his writing
with a view to our own context? All contributors
have been selected on the basis of their evangelical
convictions, theological expertise, and missional
involvement. Some of them have interacted with
Keller’s writing reflectively and critically, while
others have more or less used Keller’s text as a point
of departure for their own analysis of their contexts.
In this way, Center Church has become a new book:
Keller speaks on almost every page, but at the same
time his thinking has been processed into a new
frame thatis applied to the many European contexts
that are present in this book.

The original book is constructed almost math-
ematically, in thirty chapters distributed among
eight themes. We have respected this framework as
much as possible. Together the themes of the book
can be read as a complete missiological circle that
begins with the question “What is the Christian
message?’, and concludes with the question how
this border-crossing movement of mission can
continue until the ends of the earth and the end of
time. In between we find thorough studies of con-
textualization, models of culture, church organiza-
tion, missionary theology, and so on. Everything is
linked together very carefully, but at the same time
every separate section makes a good read. All this
means that this a genuine study book, extremely
suited to read and discuss with a group.

As for the European writers in this book, it
may be expedient to give some background infor-
mation. After all, as most contributors point out,
the European context is quite different from the
original American context in which Keller lives and
works.

My first remark concerns the position and status
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of evangelicalism in Europe. As an Anglo-Saxon
evangelical, Keller represents one of the most influ-
ential departments of American Christianity. This
breathes into his writings a self-confidence that

is rarely found in European Christian literature.
With a few exceptions, evangelicalism has never
become very influential on the European conti-
nent. Self-confessed evangelicals in Europe usually
belong to the so-called ‘free churches’ (Baptists,
Methodists, Brethren, etc.) or to minority groups
within the mainline churches. However, nowhere
outside Britain do the free churches comprise more
than 5% of the population, and more often it s less
than 1%. Of course, there are evangelical Christians
in other churches as well, such as the German Prot-
estant Church, the various Dutch Reformed de-
nominations, or the Hungarian Reformed Church,
but to the extent that these Christians embrace the
typical evangelical characteristics of revivalism,
evangelism, church planting, and the like, they
have to defend them against majorities who — even
if they would consider themselves orthodox Prot-
estants — are not especially eager to embrace such
features. Moreover, this book also contains contri-
butions from evangelicals writing from predomi-
nantly Roman Catholic nations, where evangelicals
are an almost invisible minority — even though
they are usually the most vital Protestant presence
there. This minority position of evangelicalism
typically translates itself in the contributions of
this book by either an emphasis on modesty and
careful listening to Christians from other tradi-
tions, or, in contrast, by an almost complete ne-
glect of other Christian traditions. If [am correct,
the first attitude is more often found in Protestant
nations, while the second is found especially in
Catholic majority areas. Both attitudes make sense
in their own contexts, but it is important to under-
line this very different status of evangelical Protes-
tantism on the European continent.

Second, for a good understanding of the Euro-
pean contributions it is important to appreciate
the legacy of church-state relationships in Europe.
Here, the word ‘Christendom’ presents itself as an
explanatory term. ‘Christendom’ may be defined
as a period and an area in which church and state
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worked closely together to the extent of using po-
litical force to Christianize populations. Typical
elements of Christendom are state appointments
of bishops and priests, church tax, laws on church
membership and church-going, so-called ‘package
deals’ in which support for the poor or education
goes through the channels of the church, and so
on. On an individual level, ‘Christendom’, means
every measure or structure that makes it easier or
more expedient for citizens to be connected with
the church than to disconnect themselves. As ap-
pears from the contributions in this book, all over
Europe there are different stages of ‘post- Christen-
dom’. In this respect, Hungary and Denmark are
interesting case studies, as any reader can conclude
from the chapters by Andras Lovas and Jens Bruun
Kofoed. Of course, it also makes a huge difference
if a contributor writes from the perspective of an
‘outsider’ or an ‘insider’ to the Christendom ar-
rangement in his particular country. In this sense,
itis interesting to compare the chapters written by
‘outsiders’ Daniel Liechti (France), Jose de Segovia
(Spain), and Leonardo De Chirico (Italy) with those
of the ‘insiders’ Andras Lovas (Hungary), Martin
Reppenhagen, and Michael Herbst (both Germa-
ny). Finally, an important element of Christendom
is its dream of creating a Christian culture, with
Christian laws, and the like. According to some
mission historians, the origin of Anglo-Saxon
evangelicalism was rooted in a connection of in-
dividual conversion and nostalgia for a Christian
culture that was under siege at the end of the 18
century. Keller’s dream of impacting the cities, and
national cultures through them, seems to fit into
this evangelical tradition. However, on European
soil dreams of a totalized Christian culture are

not looked at with great sympathy, especially by
those who have been marginalized in the pastasa
consequence of ‘Christian’ laws, and church-state
cooperation. Jose de Segovia from Spain points to
this uncomfortable fact. In short, this typical Euro-
pean relationship with historical Christendom and
contemporary post-Christendom (in several stages
of its development) must be understood in order to
appreciate the European reception of Keller’s em-
phasis on cultural transformation.

Finally, Europe is far more secularized than
the United States. While, America may be more
‘post-Christendom’ — at least, in some ways — than
Europe, many European nations are certainly far
more ‘post-Christian’. Even though formal church
membership is still quite high all over Europe
(with some notable exceptions, though), regular
church attendance is as low as 2-3% in some ar-
eas, and, outside Italy and Poland, it is nowhere
more than 15%. Beliefin a personal God, in the
Bible as God’s Word, in Jesus as God’s Son, and in
the authority of Christian ethical teaching, is low
and decreasing. Of course, this affects the Euro-
pean reception of a book written by an American
evangelical, even an evangelical as perceptive
and conversant with culture as Tim Keller. David
Novak, writing from the extremely secularized
environment of the Czech Republic, emphasizes
that American-style apologetic does not land well
in his country. Within the sceptical milieu of many
European countries evangelical appeals to ‘abso-
lute gospel truth’, ‘a whole new way of life’, and
‘either-or’ terminology smell like naive, black-and-
white perceptions of reality, or — worse —as a return
to a new totalitarian ideology. Other contributors
to this volume who write from a post-Communist
context (Hungary, East-Germany), also mention
this deep suspicion against ‘ideology’ and ‘author-
ity’. As for secularization, Martin Reppenhagen
writes that Keller’s dichotomy between ‘gospel’
and ‘religion’, although helpful from a theological
perspective, may play into the deep alienation with
all kinds of religion and religious language in East-
ern Germany. Michael Herbst, writing from the
same context, introduces the ‘post-atheist’: some-
one for whom religious faith is not even relevant
enough to reject it. Nevertheless, all these writers
make clear that they have benefited in many ways
from reading Keller’s multidimensional and pro-
found perspective on the renewal of the church and
the communication of the gospel.

Although these points are important to keep in
mind as background information, all respondents
in this book agree that Europeans have much to
learn from Keller. They are inspired by his prag-
matic approach, his creative communication of
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the gospel, and his fresh combination of intellec-
tuality and faith. Keller is an unembarrassed and
confident messenger of the gospel of Jesus Christ
in what is sometimes called the world’s capital
city. His integration of spirituality, tradition,
Bible study, pragmatism, and culture vision is
unique and inspiring. Center Church is an incred-
ibly rich book. Nobody with a heart for the mis-
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sionary calling of Christians in the Western world
canignore it.

Stefan Paas

J.H. Bavinck Professor of Church Planting and
Church Renewal, VU University Amsterdam
Professor of Western Missiology, Theological Uni-
versity Kampen
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CENTER CHURCH THEOLOGICAL VISION

SUCCESSFUL, FAITHFUL, OR FRUITFUL?
Once we embark on a life of ministry, it is only
natural to ask, “How am I doing? And how will I
know?” One answer for ministers today is success.
Many say that if your church is growing in con-
versions, members, and giving, your ministry is
effective. This view of the ministry is on the rise
because the expressive individualism of modern
culture has deeply eroded loyalty to institutions
and communities. Individuals are now “spiritual
consumers” who will go to a church only if (and as
long as) its worship and public speaking are imme-
diately riveting and attractive. Therefore, ministers
who can create powerful religious experiences and
draw large numbers of people on the power of their
personal appeal are rewarded with large, growing
churches. That is one way to evaluate a ministry.

In reaction to this emphasis on quantifiable
success, many have countered that the only true
criterion for ministers is faithfulness. All that mat-
ters in this view is that a minister be sound in doc-
trine, godly in character, and faithful in preaching
and in pastoring people. But the “faithful —not
successful” backlash is an oversimplification that
has dangers as well. The demand that ministers be
notjust sincere and faithful but also competent is
nota modern innovation. The famous nineteenth-
century English Baptist preacher Charles Spurgeon
pointed out that it takes more than faithfulness to
make a minister:

Certain good men appeal to me who are distin-
guished by enormous [passion] and zeal, and a con-
spicuous absence of brains; brethren who would talk
forever and ever upon nothing — who would stamp
and thump the Bible, and get nothing out of it at

all; earnest, awfully earnest, mountains in labor of
the most painful kind; but nothing comes of itall . ..
therefore I have usually declined their applications.!

Notice that Spurgeon has obvious affection for
these men. He is not ridiculing them. He says they
are faithful and deeply committed to the work of
the ministry, but “nothing comes of itall.” When
they teach, there is little or no learning; when they
evangelize, there is little or no converting. And

so he declines their application to his college for
ministers. In short, it is an oversimplification to say
that faithfulness is all that matters. No — some-
thing more than faithfulness is needed to assess
whether we are being the ministers we should be.

As I read, reflected, and taught, I came to the
conclusion that a more biblical theme for ministe-
rial evaluation than either success or faithfulness is

Sfruitfulness. Jesus, of course, told his disciples that
they were to “bear much fruit” (John 15:8). Paul
spoke even more specifically. He spoke of conver-
sions as “fruit” when he desired to preach in Rome:
“that I might have some fruitamong you also, even
as among other Gentiles” (Rom 1:13 KJV). Paul
also spoke of the “fruit” of godly character thata
minister can see growing in Christians under his
care. This included the “fruit of the Spirit” (Gal
5:22). Good deeds, such as mercy to the poor, are
called “fruit” as well (Rom 15:28).

Paul spoke of the pastoral nurture of congre-
gations as a form of gardening. He told the Corin-
thian Christians they were “God’s field” in which
some ministers planted, some watered, and some
reaped (1 Cor 3:9). The gardening metaphor shows
that both success and faithfulness by themselves
are insufficient criteria for evaluating ministry.
Gardeners must be faithful in their work, but they
must also be skillful, or the garden will fail. Yet
in the end, the degree of the success of the garden
(or the ministry) is determined by factors beyond
the control of the gardener. The level of fruitful-
ness varies due to “soil conditions” (that is, some
groups of people have a greater hardness of heart
than others) and “weather conditions” (that s, the
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work of God’s sovereign Spirit) as well.

The church growth movement has made many
lasting contributions to our practice of ministry.
Butits overemphasis on technique and results can
put too much pressure on ministers because it un-
deremphasizes the importance of godly character
and the sovereignty of God. Those who claim that
“what is required is faithfulness” are largely right,
but this mind-set can take too much pressure off
church leaders. It does not lead them to ask hard
questions when faithful ministries bear little fruit.
When fruitfulness is our criterion for evaluation,
we are held accountable but not crushed by the
expectation thata certain number of lives will be
changed dramatically under our ministry.

The “secret” of Redeemer’s fruitfulness
After nearly a decade of pastoral ministry in a small
town in Virginia, I moved to Philadelphia, where I
served on the faculty of Westminster Seminary in
the mid-1980s. There I was called to teach preach-
ing, pastoral leadership, evangelism, and the doc-
trine of the church. The academic position afforded
me my first chance to reflect on what I had learned
in my first busy years of church leadership. It also
gave me the opportunity to study about ministry
ata depth that had been impossible previously. In
1989, our family moved to New York City to begin
Redeemer Presbyterian Church. A few years later,
we began getting inquiries from pastors around
the country (and eventually overseas) who asked
if they could visit us because “we want to see what
you are doing that is working so well in Manhat-
tan.” After a while, it became impossible to see
everyone individually, and so we began to host reg-
ular weekends for visitors to observe the church.

Those conferences called for me to summarize
what we were doing that was bearing fruit in the
city. The talks I gave were based on the syllabi I had
developed at Westminster to answer the question,

“What makes gospel ministry faithful and fruit-
ful?” But those lectures had been more theoretical.
Now I was being asked for principles of ministry
grounded in our everyday experience of gospel
work in Manhattan.

But the process of identifying “principles of
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ministry” was not easy for me because what I
wanted to say to observers didn’t fit very well into
existing categories.

You see, two kinds of books are ordinarily
written for pastors and church leaders. One kind
lays out general biblical principles for all churches.
These books start with scriptural exegesis and bib-
lical theology and list the characteristics and func-
tions of a true biblical church. The most important
characteristic is that a ministry be faithful to the
Word and sound in doctrine, but these books also
rightly call for biblical standards of evangelism,
church leadership, community and membership,
worship, and service. All of this is critical, but I
knew many ministers who conducted their minis-
try on these sound principles and who had seen a
great deal of fruit elsewhere, but when they moved
to New York City — still working on the same
sound foundation — they had far less impact than
they had elsewhere. I concluded that an under-
standing of the biblical marks of a healthy church
was absolutely foundational and ecessary, but that
something more should be said if gospel ministry
was going to be productive.

Another category of book operates at the oppo-
site end of the spectrum. These books do not spend
much time laying biblical theological foundations,
though virtually all of them cite biblical passages.
Instead, they are practical “how-to” books that
describe specific mind-sets, programs, and ways to
do church. This genre of book exploded onto the
scene during the church growth movement of the
1970s and 1980s through the writing of authors
such as C. Peter Wagner and Robert Schuller. A sec-
ond generation of books in a similar vein appeared
with personal accounts of successful churches,
authored by senior pastors, distilling practical
principles for others to use. A third generation of
practical church books began more than ten years
ago. These are volumes that directly criticize the
church growth “how-to” books. Nevertheless,
they also consist largely of case studies and pictures
of whata good church looks like on the ground,
with practical advice on how to organize and con-
duct ministry. Again, from these volumes I almost
always profited, coming away from each book
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with at least one good idea I could use. But by and
large, I found the books less helpful than I hoped
they would be. Implicitly or explicitly, they made
near-absolutes out of techniques and models that
had worked in a certain place at a certain time. I was
fairly certain that many of these methods would
not work in New York and were not as universally
applicable as the authors implied. In particular,
church leaders outside of the United States found
these books irritating because the authors assumed
that what worked in a suburb of a U.S. city would
work almost anywhere.

As people pressed me to speak and write about
our experience at Redeemer, I realized that most
were urging me to write my own version of the
second type of book. Pastors did not want me to
recapitulate biblical doctrine and principles of
church life they had gotten in seminary. Instead,
they were looking for a “secrets of success” book.
They wanted instructions for specific programs
and techniques that appealed to urban people. One
pastor said, “I've tried the Willow Creek model.
Now I'm ready to try the Redeemer model.” People
came to us because they knew we were thriving
in one of the least churched, most secular cities in
the U.S. But when visitors first started coming to
Redeemer in the early and mid-1990s, they were
disappointed because they did not discern a new
“model” — at least not in the form of unique, new
programs. At first glance, Redeemer seems so tra-
ditional. To reach unchurched, postmodern young
adults, many ministers preach in warehouses, dress
informally, sit on stools, show video clips, and use
indie-rock music. At Redeemer we did none of
these things, yet we had thousands of the very kind
of secular, sophisticated young adults the church
was not reaching.

So, for example, Redeemer has had classical
music in its morning services and jazz music in its
evening services. This is unusual, so some have
asked, “Is this how you reach urban people? Is this
akey?” My immediate response is, “No, itisn’t.
Not only is it likely you will come to different
conclusions about music in different world cities,
but there have been and are other effective ways
to use music in worship that are effective in New

York City.” Others have concluded that the type
of preaching at Redeemer has been the key. They
noticed my style of quoting liberally from literary
and secular media sources and conclude that this
is the way to reach large numbers of urban people.
Butitis possible to adopt this style to little effect.
Preaching is compelling to young secular adults
not if preachers use video clips from their favourite
movies and dress informally and sound sophisti-
cated, but if the preachers understand their hearts
and culture so well that listeners feel the force of
the sermon’s reasoning, even if in the end they
don’tagree with it. This is not a matter of style or
program.

During these years of conferences, it became clear
that the real “secret” of Redeemer’s fruitfulness did
not lie in its ministry programs but in something
that functioned at a deeper level. What was im-
portant for observers to grasp was not so much the
particular ministry expression but the way in which
we arrived at the expressions we used at Redeemer.
We had thoughtlong and hard about the character
and implications of the gospel and then long and
hard about the culture of New York City, about the
sensibilities of both Christians and non-Christians
in our midst, and about the emotional and intellec-
tual landscape of the center city. It was the character
of that analysis and decision-making process rather
than its specific products that was critical to the
fruitfulness of our ministry in a global city center.
We wanted to be shaped by what Jonathan Edwards
called “the rules of the gospel.”2 We did not simply
choose music or sermon illustrations to please our
own tastes and make us happy, any more than Christ
lived to please himself.

Hardware, middleware, software
What was this deeper level, exactly? As time went
on, I began to realize it was a middle space between
two more obvious dimensions of ministry. All of
us have a doctrinal foundation — a set of theologi-
cal beliefs — and all of us conduct particular forms
of ministry. But many ministers take up programs
and practices of ministry that fit well with neither
their doctrinal beliefs nor their cultural context.
They adopt popular methods that are essen-
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tially “glued on” from the outside — alien to the
church’s theology or setting (sometimes both!).
And when this happens, we find a lack of fruitful-
ness. These ministers don’t change people’s lives
within the church and don’t reach people in their
city. Why not? Because the programs do not grow
naturally out of reflection on both the gospel and
the distinctness of their surrounding culture.

For example, imagine that a minister who had
a flourishing ministry in an exurban area moves
to an urban setting. He continues to preach and
pastor in exactly the same way he did before,
and soon he sees an alarming drop in attendance
and in lives being changed. He may go in one of
three directions. First, he may simply keep doing
the same thing, attributing lack of fruit to the
hard-heartedness of urban dwellers. Second, he
may read books, looking for new programs that
worked elsewhere — usually in suburban U.S.
contexts — and finding that when he adopts
them, they are also ineffective in his new setting.
Third, he may actually come to believe he needs
to reengineer and change his doctrinal founda-
tion, reasoning that contemporary people can’t
accept traditional teachings on judgment and
atonement. In each case, however, he is failing
to notice the middle space between doctrine and
practice — the space where we reflect deeply on
our theology and our culture to understand how
both of them can shape our ministry. This leads
to better choices of existing ministry forms, or to
the development of promising new ones.

Therefore, if you think of your doctrinal foun-
dation as “hardware” and of ministry programs
as “software,” it is important to understand the
existence of something called “middleware.” I am
no computer expert (to say the least), but my com-
puter-savvy friends tell me that middleware isa
software layer that lies between the hardware and
operating system itself and the various software
applications being deployed by the computer’s
user. In the same way, between one’s doctrinal be-
liefs and ministry practices should be a well-con-
ceived vision for how to bring the gospel to bear on
the particular cultural setting and historical mo-
ment. This is something more practical than just
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doctrinal beliefs but much more theological than
“how-to steps” for carrying out a particular minis-
try. Once this vision is in place, with its emphases
and values, it leads church leaders to make good
decisions on how to worship, disciple, evangelize,
serve, and engage culture in their field of ministry
— whether in a city, suburb, or small town.

THEOLOGICAL VISION

This “middleware” is similar to what Richard
Lints, professor of theology at Gordon-Conwell
Theological Seminary, calls a “theological vision.”*
According to Lints, our doctrinal foundation,
drawn from Scripture, is the starting point for
everything:

Theology must first be about a conversation with
God...God speaks and we listen ... The Christian
theological framework is primarily about listening
— listening to God. One of the great dangers we face
in doing theology is our desire to do all the talking . ..
We most often capitulate to this temptation by plac-
ing alien conceptual boundaries on what God can
and has said in the Word ... We force the message of
redemption into a cultural package that distorts its
actual intentions. Or we attempt to view the gospel
solely from the perspective of a tradition that has
little living connection to the redemptive work of
Christ on the cross. Or we place rational restrictions
on the very notion of God instead of allowing God to
define the notions of rationality *

However, the doctrinal foundation is not enough.
Before you choose specific ministry methods, you
must first ask how your doctrinal beliefs “might
relate to the modern world.” The result of that
question “thereby form(s] a theological vision.”
In other words, a theological vision is a vision for
what you are going to do with your doctrine ina
particular time and place. And what does a theo-
logical vision develop from? Lints shows that it
comes, of course, from deep reflection on the Bible
itself, butitalso depends a great deal on what you
think of the culture around you.

Lints explains why we cannot stop with our
doctrinal foundation but must also look at our
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