ON MISSION
Pastor Blair Morgan, Director for Evangelical Mission

“If you are not reaching out to your immediate neighborhood, you will die.”

This was a sentence that was part of a recent conversation with someone in my office. It was not expressed about a person, but expressed regarding a congregation. I am not sure whether I said it or they said it, but it was so useful I wrote it down.
So what do you think? Where is the truth in this statement? Are there exceptions? Should there be? Should we go immediately to the exceptions or think a bit about how it might powerfully apply?
We have congregations in our synod who know very few people in the immediate neighborhood in which their church building sits. It is often because most of the congregation is no longer from that local community and they do not know anyone that lives there. Sometimes the community is of a different economic stratum. Sometimes the neighborhood is of a different racial or ethnic mix than the most of the congregation. And, sometimes it is just because the congregation is so busy with its own “stuff” that connecting to the neighborhood has not really ever been attempted in an intentional way.
Sometimes our buildings are somewhat separated from any particular neighborhood by businesses or just the geography of the location. Should we then work a little harder to discern what neighborhood would see themselves as connected to a congregation meeting in a church building at that location? Maybe it is on a key route to the shopping area from a neighborhood. Maybe we host a community group in which the majority of those participants are from a particular neighborhood close by. 
It is the rare mainline congregation that is able to live as a “destination church.” Many of our people do drive distances and pass other congregations of their own denomination to worship at a distant one. But, the vast majority of those people do so out of loyalty to that building and group of people with whom they have worshipped for many years – maybe their whole life. When that generation begins to die off or finds the distance too difficult to navigate, our congregations dwindle quickly.
If no effort has been made to reach people nearby, the congregation is dying and will finally close.
Yes, there are exceptions for exceptional congregations of powerful, Gospel ministry. But, powerful Gospel ministry is worth the trip. Interestingly enough, most powerful, Gospel ministries are invested in their local neighborhoods in one way or another. Just saying!
It may be worth taking a look at who is active in the life of your congregation and how far they travel to get to your building.
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