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IMAGINE … Embracing
God’s Best Future for Us

A lot has changed culturally in just a few decades (see bit.ly/ReligionAustralia2017 &
faithandbelief.org.au). In the eyes of many, the divide between the church and the culture
has never been greater. How, then, are we to respond? What is a path forward?
No question, there are problems to address; critical thought is key. And yet, unless we
start with gratitude and eyes to see how God’s grace is already at work among us, we will
overlook crucial resources that empower the change and foster life for which we long.
In this session, we complement deficit-focused processes such as the Five-Movement
Method (above right; cf. Richard Osmer’s book Practical Theology), with an asset-based
approach, that being Appreciative Inquiry (AI; cf. Mark Lau Branson’s book, Memories,
Hopes and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry, Missional Engagement and Congregational Change).

1|Page

BECOMING A CHURCH FOR THE WORLD |

i m a g i n i n g

w i t h

A I

PROBLEM SOLVING

APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY

Basic Assumption: ‘Church’
is a problem to be solved

Basic Assumption: ‘Church’ is a mystery to be embraced

1. ‘Felt Need’:
Identify the problem

1. Initiate: Appreciate and value the best of ‘What Is’
… draw out stories of life-giving forces

2. Analyse causes

2. Inquire: Locate life-giving themes in the stories,
and select topics for further inquiry

3. Analyse possible solutions

3. Imagine: Envision ‘What Might Be’,
creating images for a preferred future

4. Action planning
(i.e., treatment)

4. Innovate: Dialogue to find fresh ways to create that future of
‘What Should Be’ (i.e., prayerfully ‘embracing God’s best future for us’)

1. DEFINE … choose the positive as the focus of inquiry
Remember: we’re a beatitude community.
What is church for? What form suits its
function, toward its God-given end/telos? What are the implications of these ‘four
causes’ for the shape of the church when gathered and scattered?
A. MATERIAL CAUSE: Who/what is ‘church’ made up of?
Is there unity, diversity, both?

B. EFFICIENT CAUSE: Who brings the ‘church’ into being, and
directs its movement? What is the mechanism/means?

C. FINAL CAUSE: What is the purpose of the ‘church’,
and for whom/what does it exist?

D. FORMAL CAUSE: What shape/structure and practices are core to the identity of
the ‘church’, so it can serve its God-given function towards its telos (i.e., goal/end?
What accidental properties can you remove before it ceases to be ‘church’
(i.e., our God-given essential identity)? What core is left?
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2. DISCOVER … Inquire into exceptionally positive moments
… share the stories and identify life-giving forces
Reflect on the entire time with your church. Remember a time when you felt most
alive, most motivated, and excited about your involvement.
Describe the circumstances and your involvement.
Who was involved? How did you feel? What was happening?
… Listeners, what key phrases & pictures capture the story’s vitality?
(Record these on post-it notes, to draw out essential themes promoting life.)

What are the essential, central characteristics or ways of life that make your
church unique (i.e., gifts of grace for the world)? (Cf. Handout p5 Ecclesial Baseline)
What’s most important … your DNA emerging from your story of life together?
… Arrange post-it-notes to find common threads. Name the life-giving forces.

3. DREAM … Create shared images of a preferred future
Make 3 pray-full ‘wishes’/requests for the future of your Church.

Imagine that God greatly blessed your church to be a blessing to the world …
It is now 2025. Describe your community, particularly in terms of how it
Celebrates, Cultivates, Cares, and Communicates Christ to your parish.
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4. DESIGN … Bathed in prayer, dialogue to form ‘provocative proposals’
(i.e., find fresh ways) to create that future of ‘What Should Be’
Share an ecclesial experiment. What bore the most kingdom fruit in becoming a
church for the world? Where do you see signs of life? (E.g., christspieces.org/quarry/)

Thinking back on the divide between
church & culture, and why this gap
exists. … How does your particular
form of church bridge this divide?
Where does it fall short?

5. DESTINY/DELIVER … Plan next steps, and
Prayerfully embrace God’s best future for us
“Love One Another FOR The World’s Sake… an embodiment
of God’s peace-full reign, discipled by our practices.”
What core practices will channel and sustain our life together?
Prayerfully form 2 SMART goals (specific, measurable,
attainable, relevant, time-based) for your next steps
as agents of reconciliation—a community serving shalom.

Commission each other for this calling.
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An Ecclesial Baseline

What is the church for? As with most theological questions, the answer is “the glory of God”. This is
true. How, then, does the church give God glory, embracing the four missional mandates above?
Space doesn’t permit me to even trace the contours in sketching an answer. It would require me to
engage with the numerous metaphors surrounding the community of God—body, family, building,
bride, to name but four—and relate this to the offices of Christ as prophet, priest, king, healer and
liberator. Returning to key passages in Acts 1 and 2, at the birth of the church, I would highlight at
least four functions, each of which is essentially communal. It sits within the larger human purpose
of seeking shalom (fostering flourishing through right relationship with God, neighbour, self and
planet), and the particular call of the church to restrain sin and extend salvation through Christ.
The Church essentially exists to:
Celebrate our triune God, worshipping through all we are and do,
both on Sunday and across the week.
Cultivate the life of Christ in his members, reflecting his
righteousness-justice in our everyday lives.
Care for one another, showing compassion to fellow believers
and diverse neighbours toward holistic flourishing.
Communicate the gospel of the kingdom, through our
words and deeds, calling all to align with God’s reign.
In our priestly role, we are to represent God to humanity,
and humanity to God, as agents of reconciliation. Putting this together, we return to the big picture
above. The missio Dei is as broad as working for shalom and salvation, flourishing and redemption.
Avodah. If work and worship should be one, there are massive implications for how we imagine the
purpose of our life when gathered together on Sunday, and our relationship to individuals and
institutions beyond our community when scattered throughout the week.
The high point of the church’s work in the world is a people empowered by God’s Spirit taking
responsibility and caring for the surrounding citizens, by going to them where they already are, and
alerting them to the reign of Jesus. We do this through demonstrating and announcing the Kingdom
of God. This is our mission. The church exists for the world, not the other way around.
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