CHURCH BUILT ON RELATIONSHIPS WITH A FOCUS “OUT THERE”

The Bible tells the story of a man named Noah. God asked Noah to do a seemingly absurd thing—build a huge boat in the middle of the desert. He and his family endured much ridicule because it seemed like such a huge waste of time and resources. But God told Noah why the boat was necessary. Even though there isn’t water now there will be—lots of water. God wanted Noah to build a structure that would survive a radically different landscape, a structure that would sustain life in a time of great turmoil and transition. 
We desire a structure that encourages relationship with Jesus, with each other, and with those who do not yet know Him. Since the goal is about relationships and about living a totally new kind of life together the structure must do three things:
1. It must be based on relationships;
2. It has to blend into the normal life of the community—including families, neighborhoods, schools, homes, and workplaces;
3. It has to keep Jesus and His Kingdom “front and center.”

Structures do not create life, God does. Structure sustains life, however, in the right environment. God shows he’s into structure when he told the Hebrew people to build a tabernacle that was flexible and tent-like that would move and bend with their journey from slavery to the Promised Land. 
In Isaiah 54 there is a description of a coming time when God will gather a people from all nations to worship him forever. Fruitfulness and life will be their destiny. And the Scripture speaks specifically about structures. In the book of Acts we see part of the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy. The early church was just like a tent. It was mobile and adaptable. They met in homes, in the marketplace, and synagogues. They gathered for meals and worship. They went out in the streets to heal the sick and proclaim the good news. They had various leadership structures and seemed to always be making adjustments. 
So what does all of this have to do with us? Bridgeway Church is not a place but a community of people. Just like Noah we believe that we are living in a time of incredible transition not only in the history of the church but of the world. We want to “do church” based on relationships, friendship and people; not programs, forms or religion. We believe the kitchen table is more sacred than the pulpit. We believe we are all priests and therefore are not relying on paid professionals to do what we should all do together. We want a structure that will quickly connect people into mentoring relationships and can raise up leaders during this time of great harvest. We want to do life together in a way that is not bound to one culture but can be reproduced anywhere in the world. We do not want to be dependent on buildings, programs, or curriculum. We want to measure success by the transformation in our own lives and the impact on those around us. This means that we will measure success by the “stories” that are told. Stories filled with people meeting Jesus and living his values. More than anything, we want to be the church in a way that makes us dependent on the Holy Spirit so that God, not us, gets the glory. That is why we are church.

We have never seen the structure we dream of. We are learning and moving but we are not close to being “there.” Maybe we never will be, but “the journey is the destination.” We dream about a network of very diverse people who are united in their love for Jesus and desire to live life in His Kingdom. They gather in various sized groups throughout the week and the groups meet with different frequencies. Each group looks as different as the gifts and personalities of its participants. They are led by non-paid, ordinary people who have become leaders through humility, service, a heart for God and a dependence on His Spirit. Their prayer is fiery and their worship authentic. They are on a journey to the cross—their flesh dying as their hearts become free to live and love with the heart of Jesus Himself. They are committed to seeing the reality of Jesus and His Kingdom multiplied throughout the peoples of the earth—and faith says that it would be just like God to use an ordinary group of people like this to do it. 

NETWORKED CHURCH
Our structure is basically a network, or, if that feels too N.A.S.A., call it a tribe. Most of us have never seen a group that functions as a network— everything in our experience functions as a hierarchy. Hierarchies typically pursue their goals through control that is centralized at the top of the pyramid. The primary tool that hierarchies use is “programs.” Tribes and networks are built on shared values and goals where every member is seen as equally valuable and everyone contributes. Hierarchies are built on the assumption that some are more valuable than others and always result in “the masses” being at the bottom of the pyramid. The Hebrew people in the Old Testament were a vagabond tribe that was united in a God-given vision to be a blessing to all nations. By the time Jesus came on the scene, the tribe had become a hierarchy and, like all hierarchies had a well developed system designed to secure and sustain the power of the people at the top. That’s why the Pharisees couldn’t get Jesus. He was saying, “the structure is changing because you’re not accomplishing the goal of being a blessing to all nations.” The Pharisees had so much invested in a system that served those at the top that they had lost sight of the goal—so much so that when the promised Messiah came they couldn’t recognize him.Networks require sacrifice and a willingness to give up control. But that doesn’t mean that there are no leaders. In fact, leaders become more valuable in a network—not the kind of leaders that tow the line, but leaders to keep the vision before the people. A network is driven not by rules but by vision, and vision flows through leaders. In a network, good leaders keep the vision before the people and make sure that the contributions of each person are activated to the benefit of the entire network.

[Jason, if you need better graphics source files, let me know]
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[TAB 1]
CELEBRATION, HOUSE CHURCH, D-GROUP

Church spreads through personal contact. People meet Jesus through people, and most often, they connect relationally to people before they connect to Jesus. The desire of the human heart is for community with God, but the thing that attracts people to Him is seeing His life lived out by a community of people. The biblical record, history, and sociology tell us that people relate to one another through four distinct sizes of groups. Joseph Myers in his book “The Search to Belong” identified those spaces as intimate, personal, social and public. 
Public Space: 


Bridgeway Celebration (50 - thousands);

Definition: 
The place where we connect to each other based on a shared experience—even if we never speak to one another;

Cultural example: 

Mac users, Malls, Airports, Football Games;

Family Example: 

Tribe or Clan;

Old Testament Example: 
Temple Festivals;

New Testament Example: 
Jesus teaching the multitudes.
A Celebration is a gathering of two or more House Churches that share some missional and relational connection. Celebration is significant at Bridgeway because it gives us an opportunity to connect to each other around our shared language, vision, and values. It is a good place for teaching and it creates a sense of excitement—knowing that there are many people who are on the journey with us, even if we don’t know their names. However, Celebration is not ideal for social or personal connection. It also is not ideal for a lifestyle of discipleship. We value celebration, but not as our primary expression of church. Ideally, celebration is the space at Bridgeway that happens least often and is the least draining on our resources. 

Social Space: 


Bridgeway House Church (2 or more D-groups; 12-75);

Definition: 
Social space is where we connect with each other through personal interaction and sharing “snapshots” with each other. 

It gives us the ability to connect through a shared identity and to explore if we would like to go deeper in relationship;

Cultural example: 

Birthday party, office Christmas party, classroom;

Family Example: 

Extended family—family reunion;

Old Testament Example: 
Local synagogue;

New Testament Example: 
Jesus with the “72.”

House Churches are the primary expression of “church” at Bridgeway. House Church should come first to mind, when asked, “where do you go to church?” House Churches are groups of 15-70 people who share a missional identity. People are missed when they are gone and everyone can participate, serve and use their gifts. Each House Church has a unique missional vision that becomes the “engine” driving the life of House Church. They are the soil that leaders are “grown up” in. Each House Church contains several D-groups. 

[insert link here to the house church listings under “where we meet” master tab]
Personal Space: 

Bridgeway D-group (4-12 from same House Church);

Definition: 
Personal space is where we share experiences, feelings and thoughts. It is where we feel “known.” Most people think of this connection as “community;” 

Cultural Example: 

Dinner group, close work team;

Family Example: 

Mom, Dad, sister, brother;

Old Testament Example: 
Family;

New Testament Example: 
Jesus with 12 disciples;

D-group means “discipleship group.” We want to re-claim the language of “discipleship” in our community, since becoming like Jesus and connecting others to him is what we’re about. A D-group is 2-12 people who gather regularly intentionally pursuing core values together. D-groups are primarily about making disciples. If the goal is discipleship then friendships will naturally result. It is important to remember that discipleship includes everyone. It’s good for D-groups to have both Christians and non-Christians alike.

Intimate Space: 

This happens naturally and is a blessing from the Lord;

Definition: 
Intimate space is the place where you share “sacred” experiences, feelings, and thoughts. Intimate space is the perceived goal of many relationships and yet, it is unrealistic to think most relationships will move to this level. Many people are fortunate to have one person over a lifetime that they can be intimate with. We find that many people come to House Church and D-group expecting this level of friendship—an expectation that is sure to end in disappointment unless it is clear that this is not the goal. The goal of D-groups is transformation, not the creation of best friends. 

Cultural example: 

Best friends, spouse;

Family Example: 

Husband and wife;

Old Testament Example: 
Husband and wife;

New Testament Example: 
Jesus with Peter, James and John; 

[TAB 2]
Where, How Often, What we Do

WHERE

Celebrations, House Church and D-Groups meet wherever they want to, depending on the personality and purpose of the group. A Celebration could meet in a church building or the Ford Center. House Church could meet at a house, a restaurant or a park. A D-group can meet in a board room, a home or a coffee shop.


HOW OFTEN

Typically D-groups meet weekly, House Church, 1-2 times per month, and Celebrations 1-2 times per month. It depends mostly on where the House Church is in their journey together. A new House Church will typically meet more frequently as House Church and less frequently in D-groups. A mature House Church will likely have the opposite situation. We may have seasons where, as an entire body, we feel the need to come together more frequently in celebra​tion for a season in order to re-envision or do some specific equipping. 

WHAT WE DO

At every level we do “up” “in” and “out.” Celebration generally feels like what we have traditionally thought of as “church.” The quality of the experience is higher and there are fewer leaders participating. Cel​ebration should be heavy on vision, equipping, prayer, worship, and encouragement.
House Church should feel like a family reunion. Everyone participates. The best bibli​cal picture of a House Church is the description in 1 Corinthians 14. Someone has a song, a prophetic word, a story, or a teaching. Everyone is able to discover and use their gifts as the Holy Spirit uses people to build the body of Christ. There is energy for clarifying mission. It’s a good place for equipping. The atmosphere of House Church should be open and welcoming for both Christians and non-Christians. There should always be some hang-out time at House Church so that people can build relationships.
D-groups are the most diverse. They can be men’s groups, women’s groups, bible studies, book studies, or dinner groups. The important thing is that they are inten​tionally going after “discipleship”—the process of learning about and pursuing life as Jesus modeled and taught it. D-groups should be heavy on prayer, transparency, and accountability through asking questions. 

