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sufficiently recognize the pivotal place that conversion has
in this process?

CONVERSION,
THE CHURCH AND
THE MARKETPLACE

We tend to think conversion is necessary, of course. But we
tend to distinguish discipleship from conversion — first you
become a Christian and then you are discipled, it is often
said. But perhaps we need to re-think conversion and see it
as integral to disciple-making, as part of the very fabric of
the Christian life and as, indeed, the foundation for what it
will take to be a mature Christian. Perhaps the key to the

Gordon T. Smith grew up in Ecuador and is Christian life is a good beginning — where our conversion

i f L ship I ional. .
president of reSource Leadership Internationa sets us on a course of life and growth that enables us to

Formerly academic dean and associate know the transforming grace of God.
professor of spiritual theology at Regent
College in Vancouver, his particular area of
interest is the theology of religious experience.
In this connection we've invited him to lecture

on conversion and transformation in October.

Visit his blog at www.gordontsmith.com.

We long that our churches would be spaces and
communities of personal and social transformation, where
people come to faith in Christ in and through an

experience that empowers them to grow in wisdom, love
others as they have been loved, experience a depth of joy
and also engage the world and the marketplace in a
manner consistent with the kingdom of God. That is, we But as soon as we begin to think and speak this way, we run
long that people would not only come to faith in Christ, into a problem. Evangelicals are immersed in a language of
but also become mature Christians who are active agents conversion that we have inherited from revivalism — a

language that may not be all that helpful.

for peace, justice and wisdom in church and society.

Evangelicals are immersed in a language of conversion

that we have inherited from revivalism — a language that

may not be all that helpful.

What will it take for this to happen? How can the church Revivalism — as a theological and religious movement

be a venue for this kind of transformation?

Typically, we seek to answer this question by addressing
programs of spiritual formation and discipleship —
wondering what methods or approaches will help us “turn
converts into mature disciples.” But could it be that we
need to give more attention to the beginning — to the
experience of conversion itself? Could it be that we do not

arising out of the experience of North American churches
in the 19th century — rightly emphasized the need for
conversion and the possibility of conversion. But this call
for conversion made some assumptions that should be
questioned. For example, the language of revivalism:

(1) assumes that conversion is simple and a point-in-time,
rather than a complex process — you are “saved” and it is a
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simple event, perhaps in connection with the so called
“sinners prayer”;

(2) essentially leads to disengagement from the world for
the focus is on the afterlife (you are saved so that you can
“go to heaven” and for now you are heavily involved in the

church);

(3) is highly individualistic when it comes to conversion —
a person experiences “salvation” on their own, in the
privacy of their personal prayers;

(4) focuses on the heart, and perhaps on the will (“we need
to make a decision”), and so is a perspective on conversion
that tends to give little attention to the renewing of the
mind and engagement with the world;

(5) is a language of conversion that views baptism as
incidental and not integral to conversion and thus to the
rest of the Christian life.

(1) It would mean that we see conversion is both a
beginning and a foundation — as the start of a life of faith
and discipleship and the foundation on which we build: we
become Christians so that we might become mature in
Christ.

(2) It would also mean that conversion is a complex
experience — not so much a moment in time, but a series of
events that engage heart, mind and will —an experience that
is comprehensive and radical. And because it is
comprehensive and radical, it will often take time. This
would require that we do not confuse God’s work in our
lives — God’s act of salvation — from our response to God'’s
work. God may well choose, in a moment, to accept us as
his sons and daughters. Wonderful! But let us not confuse
this with the slow, deliberative process by which we
become aware of God’s love and call, and begin to
understand and feel what it means to respond
wholeheartedly to this call to become followers of Christ.

Worship is evangelization — not because we preach evangelistic

sermons, but because we meet Christ and invite others to join

us in the encounter with Christ, who stands in our midst.

But is this a biblical and thus helpful understanding of
conversion? Is it a perspective that fosters an approach to

conversion that leads to personal and social transformation?
The evidence suggests not. It is not biblical and, further, we

are typically left asking how we can get converts to become

true disciples.

What would it mean to recover a biblical understanding
and practice of conversion so that the experience of
coming to Christ is one that sets a foundation for a life of
deep engagement with our world?

(3) It would also surely mean that we recognize conversion
takes place in community — it is not an isolated or
individual experience (solely). Yes, the pivot point of
conversion is when an individual accepts the call of God
and responds in belief, repentance and obedience. Yet, we
also need to appreciate that we cannot come to faith in
isolation from the church. It is in community that we hear
the Gospel proclaimed and see it lived; it is in community
that we find the encouragement and help we need to
embrace the demands of the Gospel.

(S) Then we also need to re-affirm the vital place of
baptism in conversion. The New Testament links
conversion and discipleship with baptism, but evangelicals
have typically insisted, often in reaction against Roman
Catholicism and other historic traditions, that baptism is
not integral to conversion but follows conversion. Can we
affirm while baptism does not “save” us, it is nevertheless
integral to the experience of coming to faith in Christ? And
might this then help us see that baptism is a sacramental
act that empowers us for life and work in the world?



We are not “soul winners” seeking the best techniques for

getting others to become Christians. Rather, we are all but
participants in a process that is superintended by the Spirit:
some plant, some water and some harvest.

(6) Furthermore, and perhaps more crucial than anything
else, the biblical vision of conversion is one of encounter
with a person — the Lord Jesus Christ: to become a
Christian is to meet Christ, and respond to his call to be his
disciple. Conversion is not an encounter with an idea, or a
principle or even a set of “spiritual laws.” And there is no
more likely place to meet Christ than in the worship of the
people of God. This means worship is evangelization — not
because we preach evangelistic sermons, but because we
meet Christ and invite others to join us in the encounter
with Christ, who stands in our midst.

(7) The New Testament vision
of conversion also assumes
conversion is the fruit of the
work of the Spirit. We are not
“soul winners” seeking the best
techniques for getting others to
become Christians. Rather, we
are all but participants in a
process that is superintended by
the Spirit: some plant, some
water and some harvest — but in
the end, it is only the Spirit who
can be described as the “soul
winner.”

(8) And finally, through conversion the new Christian is
empowered to grow in faith, hope and love, but more, they
are also anointed by the Spirit to be “in but not of the
world.” Now their passion and call is to do their work in the
world “as unto the Lord” (Col 3:23). Revivalism was very
church centered — viewing the numerical growth of the
church as the sign of success; but a biblical view of
conversion is one where the impact of the church is not so
much in its size as the way in which its members make a
difference in their world Monday morning! Conversion
enables us to be in the world, in business, the arts,
education — indeed in every sphere and sector of society —
as those called to live our lives in Christ and under Christ.
Rather than viewing church ministry as superior to the so
called “secular” vocations, the ministry of the church is
precisely one of equipping disciples to be fully engaged
with the world into which we are called.

This re-thinking of the nature or character of conversion is
happening in our time in a way that is leading to a
wonderful new consideration of what it means to be the
church, of how we approach the ministry of evangelism,
and how we encourage one another to accept and embrace
the call of God on our lives.

A VIEW OF CONVERSION IS ONE WHERE

THE IMPACT OF THE CHURCH IS

SO MUCH IN

ITS SI1ZE As THE WAY IN WHICH

IN THEIR WORLD

MAKE A DIFFERENCE
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EVANGELISM

John Drane

One of the terms used most frequently in the New
Testament to describe the Christian message is the Greek
work evangelion, which means “good news.” The English
word evangelism is derived from that and simply means
“sharing the good news.” When Jesus visited the synagogue
in his home village of Nazareth, he declared, quoting from
the Old Testament book of Tsaiah, that his purpose was “to
bring good news to the poor ... to proclaim release to the
captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the
oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor”
(Lk 4:18-19). Hence evangelism can be defined as “ways to
awaken or reawaken personal faith in Jesus Christ, and to
proclaim to the nations the character and will of God.” !

Evangelism is at the very heart of the Christian faith. By
definition, to be a Christian is to share the good news with
others. Paradoxically, however, evangelism is not always
experienced as “good news.” For many unchurched people,
it is the exact opposite. Having been targeted by earnest
believers as the objects of their evangelizing eftorts, they go
along to missions and crusades out of a sense of curiosity,
only to find themselves feeling conned and trapped by
well-meaning church people whose main concern seems to
be to process everyone to be like themselves. Even
Christians have mixed feelings about evangelism. For some,
the constant round of revival meetings has become a way
of life. Others — perhaps the majority — find themselves
afflicted by a mixture of embarrassment and guilt whenever
the subject comes up. On the one hand, evangelism is
something they would never do to their dog, let alone their
best friend; yet on the other, they know their best friends
should hear the good news, but they have no idea how to
tell them.

As Christians live the Christian life, they share
their faith naturally and un-self-consciously
and in the process invite others to follow Jesus.

One thing that is common to all these people, Christian
and non-Christian alike, is that they identify evangelism
with a particular style of Christian activism. It is about
holding missions, crusades and revivals in order to recruit
people for the church. Even when it happens on a more
intimate level, maybe in the context of a home group,
evangelism can still look like a scaled-down version of the
mass crusade, with Christians giving a summary statement
of their belief and then inviting others to accept it and
come into the life of the church.

" R Fung, The Isaiah Vision (Geneva: World Council of
Churches, 1992), p. viii.



Evangelism and Lifestyle

Surprisingly, the New Testament contains very little overt
advice about how to evangelize. The apostles recognized
that some people might have special talents in sharing their
faith, and the role of “evangelist” is listed as one of the
foundational gifts of Christ to the church (Eph 4:11). But
the earliest Christian communities did not generally think
of evangelism as some special activity to be delegated to
experts, who then needed special training. Sharing the
good news was the natural outcome of Christians being
Christians.

As Christians live the Christian life, they share their faith
naturally and un-self-consciously and in the process invite
others to follow Jesus. To appreciate the importance of this
can bring a great sense of freedom in evangelism — as well
as an even greater challenge to scrutinize carefully what is
being communicated. “The medium is the message,” said
Marshall McLuhan. Whether Christians realize it or not,
everything that they do is communicating something
about their faith to those who are as yet not Christians.

Much Western Christianity has a shallow
view of sin as something people do, rather
than as a cosmic universal reality from
which people suffer.As a result there is
often little compassion in evangelism.

In stories about Jesus, the New Testament actually
provides a model for how this style of evangelism might
work: “As the Father has sent me, so I send you” (Jn 20:21).
What then can be learned by taking Jesus as a paradigm?
What do Christians need to learn in order to be sent in the
same way as Jesus was?

First, for Jesus, evangelism was holistic, reflecting the all-
encompassing nature of the gospel. Jesus had a broad
understanding of the human condition. He saw people not
just as sinners but also (even primarily) as sinned against.
Modern evangelism sometimes begins by putting people
down: you are a sinner, responsible for your sin or pain, but
you can choose to follow Christ instead. But not everyone
does have the freedom to choose, especially not the
marginalized and oppressed. The message of the gospel is
“You can be responsible,” and for those who are wounded,
this is really good news. Much Western Christianity has a
shallow view of sin as something people do, rather than as a
cosmic universal reality from which people suffer. As a
result there is often little compassion in evangelism. Jesus
always affirmed and lifted people up. It is never good news
to do otherwise.

In John's  Gospel the  “new Jesus took his message into other people’s
commandment” is a central feature of . . .
Jesus’ teaching: “Just as 1 have loved you territory. He did not invite people to come to

you also should love one another. By this places where he felt safe and they felt threatened.

everyone will know that you are my

disciples, if you have love for one another” And he did not set up evangelistic events when he

n 13:34). The New Testament suggests
4] ) g8

itis not events and techniques that are the got there. He was simply there, sharing in the life

central features of effective evangelism but

integrity in spirituality and lifestyle.

Evangelism and Theology

Ultimately, our views about evangelism stem from our
understanding of who God is. A defective view of God
produces dysfunctional evangelism.

In Scripture, evangelism is not about Christians doing
things on God’s behalf. God is actually the first and
primary evangelist, and authentic evangelism starts with
the conviction that God is at work in the world. Christians
are called to recognize what God is doing and to get
alongside it. To invite God to come alongside our efforts is
to put the cart before the horse.

of whatever was happening — and listening.

Second, Jesus took his message into other people’s
territory. He did not invite people to come to places where
he felt safe and they felt threatened. He went to the beach,
to the market, to the city streets. And he did not set up
evangelistic events when he got there. He was simply there,
sharing in the life of whatever was happening — and
listening. Even when it was obvious what people needed
(for example, at the pool of Bethesda in Jn 5:2-9), Jesus
asked questions in order to empathize more effectively
with other people. Effective evangelism begins not when
Christians speak but when they listen. In response to what
he heard, Jesus most often told stories. Stories do not
present ready-made (and maybe irrelevant) answers. They
create a space in which people can interact and respond in



their own ways. Evangelism is about creating a space for
God to work in people’s lives.

Third, Jesus issued a simple invitation: “Follow me.” He
accepted anyone who would follow — and in the process
often caused offense to religious people. Different people
responded and followed in different ways, but Jesus
accepted them all. There was no single stereotyped pattern
for discipleship. The only requirement was a willingness to
be open to the good news and to respond to its challenge
whenever and wherever that might come. In William
Temple’s words, it was about “as much as I understand of
myself responding to what I know of God.” As a
consequence, following Jesus was not a static once-and-for-
all experience but an evolving and growing relationship

that demanded the whole of life.

Fourth, Jesus’ style exemplified weakness in action. At the
heart of the gospel story is the fact that in Jesus, God
became a child. It is significant that God did not become a
full-grown adult. Adults, especially evangelists, like to be in
control of things, and they dislike being vulnerable. This is
why many Christians feel they can never be evangelists —
because they do not have this kind of dominant, extrovert
personality. Judged by these standards, Jesus would not be
regarded as a successful evangelist either.

Christians have something to share with others, not
because they are different but precisely because they are no
difterent. Their concerns and struggles are the same as
other people’s; the difterence is that in the midst of struggle
Jesus is also present. Understanding this, and taking it as a
model for evangelism, might easily be costly. But it really
will be good news — for Christians as well as for those who
are not yet following Christ.

— Excerpted by permission from Robert Banks and R. Paul Stevens,
eds, The Complete Book of Everyday Christianity (/VP, 1997)
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23-26 Oct 2008 @T'simshatsui Swatow Christian Church
Rev. Dr. Gordon T. Smith

Conversion and Transformation: Enabling Personal
& Social Transformation in the Marketplace

FEREHN : AESZHRGER

This course is about the theology of conversion and
spiritual transformation, and its implications for the church,
the workplace and evangelism. It enables students to think
critically and theologically about the nature and character
of conversion, demonstrating that a comprehensive

experience of conversion is essential for spiritual
transformation and a meaningful presence in the
marketplace. It will examine the theological rationale for
programs that foster conversion and spiritual formation in
an adult/work context, and empower the church to
proclaim a Gospel that is relevant to today’s marketplace.
As a primary focus, the Weekend Intensive enables
students to see how understanding their own conversions
will foster self-knowledge and personal transformation.
Pastors and church leaders will gain fresh theological
insight on transforming their congregation into an
authentic and workplace-friendly faith community.
Practitioners will be challenged and empowered to make a
difference in the workplace through a transformational
Christian presence. For more details please visit
www.vocatiocreation.com.hk.

= Open Lecture 1 (23rd): The Language of Revivalism has
Failed Us — Re-Framing Conversion for Marketplace
Christians [ T35 12 AR &k 2 14 B FL3E Fy3ide )

= Open Lecture 2 (24th): Conversion is (Only) a Good
Beginning: The Call to Personal and Social
Transformation (13 £4€ & M4 + A £ #73
RIS

20-23 Nov 2008
Dr. R. Paul Stevens Marketplace Conference: Vocation,
Work and Ministry
= Pastor Conference (20th): Empowering God’s People
for Their Life, Work and Mission
®= Vocational Discernment Retreat (21st-23rd): Finding
Your Personal Calling

Fle] e]d [blac]k JRLEk=:

It is very useful and insightful, especially to people who have the
traditional way of thinking reductionist life pattern is the only
way to balanced life. In fact it is vocational and disciplinary way
of living. Meaningful! — Patricia
I must say you are doing a very excellent job and service. I just
browse the journal and can feel the difference of it from what we
have now in the market. ... Congratulations! — Kenneth
This is extraordinary! Well done! The only suggestion I have is
to make it shorter, but to do it more often. —Jeft

It's good that you have used both Chinese and English. The
Chinese one is simple and concrete while the English one is
— Michelle

" . . n
wisdom-wise.

Tell us how you feel about this issue of Creatio. Do you have a topic in mind
that you want us to explore? Or rather, you want to write us something as a
contribution? Please email us at unjournal@vocatiocreation.com.hk.
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