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 “The Church Distributed…Discipling and Transforming Communities.”
Individual believers accepting their priesthood (educational, economic, political).

Plenary VI
 by Pastor Lyall Bethel

“When Christians embrace their destiny as salt and light nations are transformed.” – Gerry Seale

“When the Christian’s task is limited to snatching brands from the flickering flames of perdition, then virtually all Christian influence is removed from the world. There is little or nothing to restrain the ambitions of evil men and movements. There are no checks, no balances, no standards, and no limitations. God’s counsel goes unheard and unheeded.”
 

– George Grant, The Micah Mandate

1. A Need to Remove the Mental Shackles
Let me begin this plenary session with a rather lengthy quote from Rev. Gerry Seale from his essay entitled “Transforming Church to Transform Society”, that will set the tone for my message.
He writes, “We have tended to look at the Great Commission in Matthew 28:19-20 in terms only of the individuals who come to Christ being discipled to be followers of Christ. As evangelicals we have focused so heavily on the individual relationship that we seem to have overlooked the corporate relationship that is also clear in Scripture.

When the psalmist wrote in the Messianic Psalm 2, “Ask of me, and I will make the nations your inheritance, the ends of the earth your possession,” was your country included? If your country is included, did Jesus ask for a few citizens or did He ask for the whole country?

If He asked for the whole country does He want all of it – the people, the economy, the moral fabric of the society, the political processes? Or does He just want a few people from your country to populate the New Jerusalem?

…..So what impact is the Church, the entire bride of Christ, having in Jamaica, Barbados, Trinidad, every island of the Caribbean, and every country in the world? It is hard to reconcile the statistic that Jamaica has the highest number of churches per square mile and the second highest murder rate in the world.

It is difficult to go to the Bahamas and be told that 44% of Bahamians are born again but they have the same crime rate as Barbados where 25% are born again. Or to go to Haïti and be told more than 30% of the population is born again and see the extreme poverty, the violence, and the confusion.

It is impossible to reconcile the reality that 70% of Barbadians say they go to church but more than 70% of our babies are born outside of wedlock and we are aborting two or three babies for every baby born!

Dare I suggest that too many members of the Bride of Christ have withdrawn from society to exist within cloistered walls and semi-hallowed communities somewhat untouched by the realities of the sin that is decaying the societies in which we live? The “come-out-from-among-them” philosophy does not stand up to genuine exegesis of the Word of God.” 

We must examine the theology that emasculates the living power and presence of God within the communities we are called to redeem. We must each ask ourselves: What is our function in and to the world? To come out from the  world, or to impact it? 

2. Replacing a Faulty Paradigm: Finding Our True Mandate
The 2 Corinthians 6:17 passage is a call not to be contaminated by being yoked together with unbelievers. But this does not abrogate or nullify the command to go in and disciple the nations (Matthew 28:19-20)! The synthesis of these two commands is that whereas we must not join the god of this world in using the world’s system to destroy life, we must rather be involved with this world’s systems to redeem life. 

In His high priestly prayer the night before His crucifixion, Jesus in praying for us, said, “My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one. They are not of the world, even as I am not of it. Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world.”

Jesus says in Matthew 5:13-16 that we are Salt and Light in the world. In other words there is the earth and then there is us – the Salt. And as we all know Salt is never effective inside the bottle. Its use, its effectiveness is only seen when it is poured out.

Notice now that the “You” is emphatic – “You and only you” are the salt of the earth. The question is not whether we are salt or not. The question is, “Are we functioning as such”?

And what is my function as salt? My function: I hinder the decay of the world and emphasize its best qualities. Literal salt has a preserving effect and adds flavor to food. Salt was absolutely essential to the ancient world. It preserved meats and fish from rotting.

Many of Jesus’ followers were fisherman. They packed fish in salt for long journeys, and to keep it fresh on its way to the market. Jesus’ use of the word salt implies that what is good in society - his followers were to keep wholesome. What is corrupt - they were to oppose.

The world displays a constant tendency to deteriorate. It cannot stop itself from going bad. When each community is true to itself, the world decays like rotten fish, but the good news is that the church can hinder its decay.

Likewise “You are light”. You are a follower of Jesus. He said it…“A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. (v. 15)
The implication here is that I cannot conceal the truth I know or the truth of who I am when I am light. I dispel darkness. That is my function. My influence! Now notice this - My influence on the world, what influences its effectiveness? - Depends on being visible, not concealed!

I believe that Dietrich Bonhoeffer said it best – “A community of Jesus which seeks to hide itself has ceased to follow him.”

3. To Disciple the Nations We Must be Both Seen and Experienced
So what does Jesus expect? Quite simply that bowls be removed and lamp stands discovered. Jesus says, “I’m going to produce in you such a distinct behavior that you’ll be as noticeable as light shining in a dark place.” What can we do? Remove the bowls that cover our lights:
The believer must bring his whole self, his gifts, his talents to bear in the situation before him. If he is an economist in a corrupt system that is containing his witness and his light, he must courageously expose, confront and bring godly financial measures into place.

He must remove the bowls of indifference, of apathy that may exist in his own heart. He must recognize that he is potentially God’s solution to the problem. And he must find the best lamp-stand from which to enhance that light.

And what are the lamp-stands from which the Christian’s discipleship of his / her nation to take place? Says Missionary statesman Loren Cunningham, “There are seven areas of society that are like classrooms to disciple nations
;

· Family

· Religion (Church and mission)

· Education

· Celebration (arts, entertainment, sports)

· Public communication (media)

· Economy (including business, science and technology)

· Government

In most of our Caribbean nations the Church is still the major player in the first three areas, but we have all but abdicated responsibility over the Arts, the Media, the Economy and the Government.

We have abdicated these areas to our great peril. The Arts and entertainment are decidedly anti-Christian. The media in The Bahamas is fond of ridiculing the Church, and businesses in the country don’t pay us any mind. And as for government, who has not been told that real Christians don’t get involved in politics.

I am here to tell you that we cannot disciple the nations by ignoring any of these tools or allow the enemies of the faith to have complete mastery over any of them.

4. We must become convinced that we are, and that we have the “Salty” solution to hinder Society’s deterioration, and preserve its goodness.
Let me illustrate the power of Christianity’s powerful social influence by quoting from well-known missionary author and statesman Herbert Kane as he sums up the noble contribution of the true followers of Christ thus:
“The missionaries of the nineteenth century were a special breed of men and women. Single-handedly and with great courage they attacked the social evils of their time: child marriage, the immolation of widows, temple prostitution, and untouchability in India; foot-binding, opium addiction, and the abandoning of babies in China; polygamy, the slave trade, and the destruction of twins in Africa.”

“In all parts of the world they opened schools, hospitals, clinics, medical colleges, orphanages, and leprosaria. They gave succor and sustenance to the dregs of society cast off by their own communities. At great risk to themselves and their families they fought famines, floods, pestilences, and plagues. They were the first to rescue unwanted babies, educate girls, and liberate women.”

We hear frequently from the academics that all social changes happen because of great need, which causes the change agents of a society to seek a solution. But if that where true, argues Loren Cunningham in his book ‘The Book that Transforms Nations’
 “why weren’t orphanages and hospitals and all kinds of humanitarian agencies created in India or China, where the needs were the greatest?”

“Necessity was not the mother of invention; the revelation of scripture gave birth to these ideas. It has always been the Bible informed heart that sees problems and works to meet the needs.” Amen, well said!

Do you see the need? You must accept the responsibility that you alone have the message, the concern and the spiritual resources to make the needed changes.

5. We must Expose Ourselves to the Need and take on the Prayer Burden
And how will this happen – this tackling of social ills? Like Nehemiah, we must feel burdened over the state of our communities, our Nation our world, before we can truly respond. When Nehemiah heard the report of the state of the Temple and the occupants of the land his heart was broken and he began his earnest prayer – a prayer request lasting four months. The passage reads

1 The words of Nehemiah the son of Hachaliah.

It came to pass in the month of Chislev, in the twentieth year, as I was in Shushan the citadel, that Hanani one of my brethren came with men from Judah; and I asked them concerning the Jews who had escaped, who had survived the captivity, and concerning Jerusalem. 

3 And they said to me, “The survivors who are left from the captivity in the province are there in great distress and reproach. The wall of Jerusalem is also broken down, and its gates are burned with fire.”
4 So it was, when I heard these words, that I sat down and wept, and mourned for many days; I was fasting and praying before the God of heaven.

5 And I said: “I pray, LORD God of heaven, O great and awesome God, You who keep Your covenant and mercy with those who love You and observe Your commandments, 6 please let Your ear be attentive and Your eyes open, that You may hear the prayer of Your servant which I pray before You now, day and night, for the children of Israel Your servants, and confess the sins of the children of Israel which we have sinned against You.

Both my father’s house and I have sinned. 7 We have acted very corruptly against You, and have not kept the commandments, the statutes, nor the ordinances which You commanded Your servant Moses. 8 Remember, I pray, the word that You commanded Your servant Moses, saying, ‘If you are unfaithful, I will scatter you among the nations; but if you return to Me, and keep My commandments and do them, though some of you were cast out to the farthest part of the heavens, yet I will gather them from there, and bring them to the place which I have chosen as a dwelling for My name.’

10 Now these are Your servants and Your people, whom You have redeemed by Your great power, and by Your strong hand. 11 O Lord, I pray, please let Your ear be attentive to the prayer of Your servant, and to the prayer of Your servants who desire to fear Your name; and let Your servant prosper this day, I pray, and grant him mercy in the sight of this man.” For I was the king’s cupbearer.

If we are to become a transforming agent we must have our hearts to beat with the heartbeat of God, to see as He sees, to feel as He feels. This will not happen by happenstance, but because we have taken time in the prayer closet to commune with Him, to be overcome by Him and instructed by Him. For four months Nehemiah fasted and prayed. God’s answers do not come easy …..

Nehemiah’s prayer consists of four parts
 

(1) pleading the loving-kindness of God;

(2) confessing sin (notice that Nehemiah identifies himself with his people just like Ezra, 9:5-15, and Daniel, 9:3-19);
(3) acknowledges the righteousness of God’s judgments; and

(4) asked for success in the next step (which would require the King “this man of Nehemiah 1:11” to reverse the decision he had made as recorded in Ezra 4:21).

Prayer must be our first work, to become as burdened about the situation as God is. To see the battlefield as it truly is and all the various players involved. In prayer we can invoke God’s help, receive his commissioning to the task at hand, and also his allocation of resources.

We must also keep in mind that change takes place because human beings commit themselves to the process of change and invest whatever gifts and resources they have to the process. People must make the choice to seek transformation and then invest themselves in making it happen.

6. We Christians are Called & Commanded to Defend the Faith,
(1 Peter 3:15) “But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect.”
And in Jude 3 we are told to “earnestly contend for the faith which was once for all delivered unto the saints.”
Says one commentator, “There are numerous accounts in the New Testament where such defenses – arguments and contentions – are made, even thought there was a high price to pay. The apostles defended the faith and were beaten and imprisoned for their efforts (Acts 4). Stephen contended “earnestly for the faith,” and his own countrymen stoned him to death (Acts 7).

Paul offered his defense of Christianity before Greek philosophers (Acts 17:22-34), his own countrymen (Acts 22-23) and Roman civil officials (Acts 24-26). He was ready and eager to defend the faith before Caesar himself (Acts 25:11,32).

Christians are called on to “examine everything carefully” (1 Thess. 5:21), and John warns us not to “believe every spirit” but to “test” them “to see whether they are from God; because many false prophets have gone out into the world” (1 John 4:1).

Now, the “everything” that we are called to examine includes more than just religion, but philosophies of life as well. In fact, there are philosophies of life in operation in our world that carry more weight than religion. Humanism, secularism, post-modernism – whether we know them by their names or not – are directly impacting on our present day worldview.

a. In Defending the Faith we must not let the enemies of the Faith define the arguments, or misconstrue the facts so as to put the Church on the defense.
They love to spin the facts in such a way as to emasculate the Church.

Example: The Greatest Murderers are not Religious but Atheists

The simple fact of history is that the greatest evil has always resulted from denial of God, not pursuit of Him. Dennis Prager has noted, "In this [20th] century alone, more innocent people have been murdered, tortured, and enslaved by secular ideologies Nazism and communism than by all religions in history." 

The Guinness Book of World Records reports, "The greatest massacre ever imputed by the government of one sovereign against another is the 26.3 million Chinese killed during the regime of Mao Zedong between 1949 and May 1965. The Walker Report published by the U.S. Senate Committee of the Judiciary in July 1971 placed...the total death toll in China since 1949 between 32.25 and 61.7 million." 

In the USSR, Nobel Prize winner Alexander Solzhenitsyn estimated that state repression and terrorism took over 66 million lives from 1917 to 1959 under Lenin, Stalin and Khrushchev. 

The worst per capita genocide happened in Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge. According to Guinness, "More than one third of the eight million Khmers were killed between April 17, 1975 and January 1979." 

The greatest evil does not result from people zealous for God. It results when people are convinced there is no God to whom they must answer.”

The enemies of the Lord use such arguments to take the high ground against the Church. For instance, right now homosexual lobbyist use moral sounding arguments to appeal to the sensibilities of “good people” by framing the issue of opposition to gay marriage as Christians denying them their rights to marry the person they love.

The Church must, in its goal of discipling the Nations, win in the courts of public opinion. In The Bahamas, talk radio (Media) has become a huge phenomenon. Add that to letters to the editor and sinners can begin to shape public opinion. Your Christian communities must have skilled communicators on these shows and who can write to the papers, who can correct, teach and reframe the issues as they are.

We cannot let others frame the issues for public consumption through their distorted lens. The Church once set the worldview for the world. Now it is being set by atheists and secular progressives. We must identify, pray for and build teams of persons who are prepared and resourced to tackle the social issues that hinder our discipleship of our nation.

Some Examples of Strategies to Transform our Communities:
1. Dealing with Family Breakdown:
With the push in the US for same-sex marriage going on, notably in Massachusetts where the Courts were used to force the issue on the people against their will, Pastor Rex Major of The Bahamas mobilized the entire community, the Churches and the Nation to sign a petition against same sex marriage.


Talk shows, newspaper articles, TV programmes were used in conjunction. Every Island community will be visited and in November the petition will be submitted to government. He has set a new paradigm!

· Marriage Works Campaign: I am close to starting a campaign to address the problem of out-of-wedlock pregnancies, single parenting, and / or cohabitation. A national public relations campaign that shows the real statistics that plague children born to single parent homes compared to the chances for success to the child born to a two parent home. This would be complimented by national teaching on TV / radio on parenting skills.

2. Mobilizing the Church:
· National Solemn Assembly: The new leader of the Bahamas Christian Council has been trying to unite the Bahamian Church that has traditionally worked in silos. Building a network of Churches, their ministries, etc.

· Code of Ethics for Religious Leaders: (We have lost our Saltiness and have been trampled under foot by many over the years – perceived as good-for-nothing)
3. Confronting the Media
In the Bahamas, the media, especially one of the major daily newspapers is a committed adversary to the Church and completely on the side of the Homosexual agenda. It was important for someone to point this out in an undeniable way and open the community’s eyes to this phenomenon.

I did this by calling them out at a Press conference and they responded by doctoring the news stories to make me look like a homophobe. I responded by going on the radio and TV. Chastened they have become more careful. It is important to befriend persons in the media and work with them. Even better to encourage our people to pursue a career in the media.

4. Dealing with Culture:
Pastor Cedric Moss and I used the power of the system and the other institutions of society to exert pressure so as to shut down a notorious local strip club. How did we accomplish this?

· Put pressure on the Licensing Authority to act in the best interest of society; exposed their apathy; roused the surrounding neighbourhood; educated folk by way of the Talk shows; worked with the Police.

· Debate on Censorship. Coming out of a controversial decision last year to ban “Brokeback Mountain” a homosexual themed movie about two gay cowboys and their doomed “love affair”, the new Bahamas Plays and Films Control Board decided to hold a debate on the value of Censorship and was the Board even necessary?

The event was held on our increasingly liberal College Campus where many artists and homosexuals would be expected to be in attendance. As the only conservative on the panel, I think folks expected a slam-dunk for the secular progressives.

But I invited the Church community to join me AND God gave me a word. We won the debate hands down, and the Church folks’ questions from the floor revealed the shallowness and selfishness of liberal thought. It was an eye opening experience for the Church members, who saw for the first time how powerful and strategic their presence was.
· Public Policy Team

I used this experience to start a public policy team to deal with the various social issues. Legal team to research was the law says about broadcasting radio, TV and Cable. Strategy put a mother of four, former Magistrate judge to head up the protest against pornography on Cable. The Nehemiah principle: Putting people right where they are most inclined to defend what is near and dear to them.

By this, I am training the Church to fight smart not just hard. Will be comprised of persons from many different Churches.
5. Holding Government Accountable:
 Aware of the changing times we are in, and with the Massachusetts Court abusing the trust of the people with the same-sex fiasco I felt that the Bahamian voter needed to know where the candidates vying for election stood on relevant issues like same-sex marriage, gay cruises and homosexual tourism. 

· So we designed a questionnaire of 12 questions, united with other pastors and held a press release informing the public that we would put these to the candidates and publish the results. It was a new paradigm on our politicians and changed the hold tenor of the elections.

A Final Word:
Whereas we have been unable to make a dent in our societies on a given day, when a disaster comes we can find ourselves best prepared to respond. Why? The Church is the largest, most organized network on the planet. Says Pastor Rick Warren, “We are bigger than countries, we are larger than China, we are larger than India and China put together. We are the most widely planted network in the world.”

By way of the internet we can mobilize our Churches around the world to respond quicker than any government. Christ’s love and resources can be immediately brought to bear in any given area of need. All of our Church communities must be prepared to respond to people in times of disaster.
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