
What Kind of Church?

Proverbs 22:1-2, 8-9, 22-23; Psalm 125; James 2:1-10, (11-13), 14-17; Mark 7:24-37*

The Gospel of Mark is famous for its sense of secrecy. In this morning’s gospel lesson, Jesus

heals but then asks people to keep his healings a secret. The gospel opens with Jesus trying to hide

in the region of Tyre, but he’s discovered there and begged by the Gentile woman to cast a demon

out of her daughter. 

After this unsuccessful respite from the needy throngs, Jesus goes back to work in the area of

Galilee. Here, he tries to perform the healing of a deaf man away from the spying eyes of the crowd.

He even strongly warns the people not to report what they have witnessed, but the people disobey

Jesus and proclaim the message boldly and broadly. 

Nobody is sure just why Jesus urges secrecy. Perhaps he wanted to stress that the healing

wonders he performed were not his main ministry. While he is the Messiah, he is not the messiah we

expected. Maybe Jesus wants to take time to explain just who he is and the true meaning of his

healing work. Before people go out and start telling the world about him, he wants them to fully

understand him. 

Well, whatever his intentions in commanding silence, it didn’t work. Those who are the

recipients of his healing spontaneously, exuberantly have to speak up and speak out, telling

everybody about it. Even before they fully grasp the full significance of his work. 

Today, the irony is that Jesus’ followers are better at obeying this strange command of Jesus,

the warning to keep the secret. Most of his other commands are a challenge, even to believers. How

can we really turn the other cheek? Go the extra mile? Love our enemies? Forgive unceasingly?

Love God with all our heart and soul and mind? Difficult! 

But when Jesus tells us, “Don’t tell anybody about what I’ve done for you,” we are only too
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happy to oblige. We are happy to keep him to ourselves. We make the gospel not good news that

demands to be shared, but a secret that we are to keep quiet. We thus make Jesus our personal

possession, a discovery that we have made that we are reluctant to share because others might take

something away from our possession. 

No wonder the church is not growing in our society. The Secret Order of Jesus has become

our name. But this morning’s gospel reminds us that there was little secret or private in Jesus. From

the first, his ministry was an extremely public affair. He didn’t wait for people to come to him; he took

it to the streets, went out to where they were. Jesus did not whisper his truth to an elect few. Nor did

he reserve his healing work just for those who most deeply understood his message. What he said

and the good he did, he did for all, even for those who were outside the bounds of Israel, as we see

his healing work for this pagan woman and her daughter. 

The message of Christ is not to be hoarded. Nor can it be concealed. Its home is in the

church, but he refuses to be limited by the bounds of the church. The prayer for believers is brief and

powerful, the same declaration that he made for those who were deaf: “Ephphatha!” Be opened.

Hear! 

But perhaps that, “Be opened!” applies not just to hearing  but also to speaking. Those who

hear him are those who speak of him. If you get some good news, you just quite naturally want to

share that news. 

“Guess what’s happened to me!” we run out and buttonhole the f irst person we meet. God is

so intent to reveal and to communicate that God has always found a way to get the word out. Jesus

cannot be hidden. His compassion cannot be contained. His word cannot be restrained. God will use

us to make his love known. We are not only recipients of grace. We are also its messengers. And

when God so works in our lives as to move us to share our faith, we may find ourselves astonished
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and acknowledge with the biblical crowd: “He has done everything well; he even makes the deaf to

hear and the mute to speak.” 

Contemporary author and speaker Martha Grace Reese derived a definition of evangelism

based on interviews with over one thousand individuals from hundreds of churches: “At its core,

evangelism is people sharing with others their personal understandings that life is better, richer, truer

if one has faith in Christ and lives in a faith community.” (Martha Grace Reese, Unbinding the Gospel:

Real Life Evangelism) That’s what happens in today’s gospel: people can’t contain themselves and

must go out and tell somebody what Jesus has done for them. That’s what happens today when,

from a church, the good news goes out into the world. 

Evangelism is welcoming others into the good news that you have received. It’s not keeping

Jesus just for ourselves but welcoming others in too. Pope Francis offers a definition of evangelism

that highlights the centrality of hospitality in the task of evangelism. “Christians have the duty to

proclaim the Gospel without excluding anyone,” he advises. “Instead of seeming to impose new

obligations, they should appear as people who wish to share their joy, who point to a horizon of

beauty and who invite others to a delicious banquet” (Evangelii Gaudium). 

Our challenge, as I see it, is not to work up some good reasons for going public with the

gospel, speaking up and speaking out for Jesus. The problem is strategies for evangelism, practical

engagement and active sharing of the gospel. 

Professor Priscilla Pope-Levison delineates eight different models of Christian evangelism.

She chose evangelism models that met three criteria: (1) demonstrated longevity, having been

practiced for at least a generation and in most cases much longer; (2) provided a substantial body of

literature that discussed four foundations, biblical, theological, historical, and practical; and (3)

represented a significant number of proponents. All of these models are currently in use in churches
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like ours around the world and all have proved to be fruitful means of sharing the good news of Jesus

Christ. 

Which mode of talking to others about Christ might be best suited to you and your gifts?

Which mode might we consider putting into action here in our congregation in the coming year? 

• Personal: developing a one-on-one relationship that provides a comfortable, personal context

for evangelism that stresses interactions between two people.

• Small group: convening eight to twelve people for a short-term, focused study on the gospel

with the intention of introducing them to the truth of Jesus Christ. 

• Visitation: knocking on doors, getting to know neighbors’ needs and religious inclinations,

and initiating conversations about the gospel with our neighbors, taking the church to the

neighborhood. 

• Liturgical: integrating evangelism into the church’s worship as it follows the Christian

calendar, integrating new people into the life of the rituals and celebrations of the congregation. 

• Church growth: establishing new ports of entry that receptive people can easily join in order

to be introduced to the gospel. Doors that lead into the congregation like small groups, service

projects, study groups and other ways that connect with peoples’ interests and lead them toward

engagement with the congregation. 

• Prophetic: challenging individuals and structures to pursue the gospel in word and deed and

in its social, political and economic fullness. This model engages people in working for justice issues

and then helps them frame their work in terms of the work of Christ. 

• Revival: an organized, crowd-based gathering that typically includes music, an evangelistic

message, an invitation, and follow-up. This is the familiar model utilized by the Billy Graham

Association. 
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• Media: this is the newest and one of the most exciting approaches to evangelism,

appropriating media ranging from the printed word to the internet for an evangelistic purposes.

(Models of Evangelism, 19-20). 

So, which mode of sharing the good news do you think could be most appropriate for our

church? Some evangelists stress the need of each congregation to be “attractional,” to be the sort of

congregation that people want to join. “An attractional church is one that is centered on attracting

people into the church building and programs, with the worship gathering being the centerpiece and

most important activity of the week... The ‘seeker’ churches that became very popular in the 1990s

were premier examples of the attractional church” (Elaine A. Heath and Larry Duggins, Missional,

Monastic, Mainline). What would it mean for our congregation to become “attractional”? 

Take a moment, and in your mind make a list of the gifts that God has given us to be the sort

of gathering that makes people say, “I’d like to be part of that.” I expect there are some of you

gathered here today who are here as part of the attractional dynamic. Something about this church

led you to say, one way or another, “Those people look different. They’ve got something I’d like to

join in with.” 

Each one of us is called, by virtue of our baptism, to be an evangelist. As Jesus said, we are

to let our light shine into a darkened world so that someone may be able to see Jesus better when he

is illumined by our witness. Len Sweet (in his book, Faith Quakes) notes that most of us spend most

of our time at work. That’s our primary social setting when we are in interaction with others. Sweet

says that God has given each of us the opportunity to share Christ, by what we say and how we act,

right there where we work. 

This Sunday, there’s no need to be secretive about our faith. We are like the people whose

ears were opened and whose speech was enabled in this morning’s gospel: we are now to go forth
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and say what we know. We may not know everything about Jesus there is to know, but we do know

what Jesus has done in each of our lives. Let us ponder the ways God may be calling each of us to

go, tell the good news.  Thanks be to God. Amen.
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