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...called to be more than 
just a warm body 

by Ron Bowell 

The question was asked on Monday 
at Memorial Holiness Camp. The answer 
did not come until later in the week. The 
question: What is the first commandment 
in Scripture given to man? The answer is 
found in Genesis 1:28. The very first 
commandment is: "Be fruitful and in
crease in number." 

God's first words of instruction to man 
have to do with fruitfulness and numeri
cal growth. Some might argue that God 
meant these words in biological terms 
only. But we know that God is interested 
in more than just some warm bodies. God 
is concerned for the soul and spirit, which 
are eternal. 

God desires that his multiplying cre
ation be spiritual in nature. The very first 
commandment applies to the spiritual as 
well as the physical, to the soul, as well as 
the body. God is interested in more than 
just a warm body. 

The Zion Church, just north of Abi
lene, Kansas, believes that "Be fruitful 
and increase in number" is still a com
mandment that calls for obedience. Since 
its founding in 1887, Zion has cultivated 
a missionary spirit that has included more 
than just "those people somewhere over 
there across the ocean." 

According to Jesus, the call to mis
sions included the people at "Jerusalem, 
Judea, and Samaria," as well as the peo
ple at "the ends of the earth" (Acts 1:8). 
The Zion congregation believes that mis
sions is a local project as well as a glob
al project. It is a congregation that has 
come to expect growth as the normal 
product of a living body. 

Is there some secret formula or some 
slick plan for growth? No, but there are 
some qualities that allow the radiance of 

God to shine and be seen. These six qual
ities represent ingredients for church 
growth at Zion. They will stimulate 
growth in almost any body. These are 
ingredients that can be acquired. They 
are mainly attitudes and attitudes can be 
developed and changed. Let's look at 
them. 

1. Purpose 
A church should know why it exists. 

We do not exist just to meet with our 
friends and maintain our building. We 
are here on earth to glorify God, to rep
resent Jesus Christ. When we represent 
the King in the right light, some people 
will be drawn to that light. We exist then, 
to let our light shine. A shining light that 
draws people in an ever darkening world 
will produce growth. 

In nature, there is a truth about growth 
that applies to the church: Things must 
grow or they die. Growth and reproduc
tion are normal functions of living enti
ties. Growth and reproduction are not just 
the evidence of life, they represent one 
purpose of life. When growth and repro
duction stop, technically a death has 
occurred. Some life signs may remain for 
awhile but the spirit has departed. 

There once was a Kansas farmer who 
year after year harvested no crop. His 
banker finally called him in for a heart-to-
heart talk. The farmer explained that he 
was fully aware that he had not grown 
anything for years. But he said that he 
and his family had grown personally and 
were all better people than they were sev

eral years ago. He had no real plans to 
plant or harvest next year but asked the 
bank to continue to loan him money. 

That sounds ridiculous doesn't it? But 
there are many churches that have had 
no harvest or growth for years. Not only 
that, they have no plans for growing. 
They have lost their sense of purpose. 
They think God will be happy if they are 
all better persons than they were a year or 
so ago. 

Jesus taught that we have a purpose 
and part of that purpose involves growth 
and reproduction. It is the very first com
mandment. 

2. Flexibility 
Growth always brings change. If we 

are unwilling to change, we will not be 
able to sustain growth. As new people 
come, we should affect them. But they 
will also affect us. Like additional chil
dren change our marriages, additional 
people change our churches. Change 
caused by growth should not be viewed 
as a threat but as a blessing. 

Flexibility allows a church to move 
from a single cell to a multi-cell mode. It 
realizes and accepts that in a growing 
body there will come a time when we can 
not attend everything the church offers. 
We cannot be involved in all the different 
groups. There may be people we don't 
know very well in church. This should 
produce joy not guilt. It means we are 
growing up. 

This attitude of flexibility requires a 
people who are secure in their identity. 
Only a secure people can handle the 
diverse unity and change that comes from 
adding new and different people to the 
body. 
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Flexibility springing from security 
requires a people willing to distinguish 
between three main themes of Scripture: 
theology, morality, and practice. Theolo
gy remains constant; God's character 
does not change. Morality remains con
stant; God's law does not change. It is a 
reflection of his character. 

But practice is a different story. Prac
tices have, can, and should change with 
time. Many practices are maintained in 
the church for no better reason than "that 
is the way we have always done it." It is 
appropriate, maybe even preferable, to 
find "dynamic equivalents" that allow the 
principle of the practice to come through 
in some new way. In order to grow we 
need to learn that the principle is more 
important than the practice. 

New people often question why things 
are done a certain way. That is a healthy 
question. New people bring fresh ideas. 
When the body is flexible an exciting 
new blend can take place that is of bene
fit to all. 

3. Maturity 
Maturity is not so much getting older 

as it is getting wiser. Maturity has little to 
do with age. It is the ability to focus on 
the things that really matter. Maturity 
causes us to cease majoring on the minors. 
It helps us to speak the truth in love, an 
almost lost art in the world today. It helps 
us to look past the things in people that 
Jesus would look past. It helps us to see 
the needs that Jesus would see. It helps us 
to do the ministry that Jesus would do. 

Maturity helps us to wisely handle 
conflicts that arise. Conflicts are a natural 
part of growing up in this world. The way 
we handle our differences is definitely a 
sign of our maturity. Our maturity or lack 
of it will be sensed by people coming into 
our churches. It will either draw or repel 
newcomers. 

4. Atmosphere 
Testimonies from newcomers at Zion 

often speak of a real and felt atmosphere 
of love and acceptance. Many have men
tioned a "feeling" they experienced even 
as they walked through the church doors. 
They often describe something like a 
sense of "peace" or "quiet joy" or a 
"sense of rightness." 

This comes not only from the Spirit of 
God in the individual believers but the 
spirit of friendship and peace between 
individual believers. This cannot be "put 
on" or "artificial." It must be real and sin
cere. A body that will leam to sincerely 
love one another even when there are dis-

HAVING VISION is 

risky because not 
everyone will see 
it the same. In the 
growing church, 
visionaries are 

usually respected. 
In the 

dying church, 
visionaries are 

usually ridiculed. 

agreements or differences of opinion can 
have an atmosphere of true love. 

This is not unanimity. We are hardly 
ever unanimous. This is not uniformity. 
We do not expect everyone to look and 
act the same. It is biblical unity. We are 
different but one. We are diverse but uni
fied. 

No smoldering resentments pollute the 
atmosphere of the Spirit. No bitter power 
struggles compete with the power of the 
Spirit. No loud disputing disturbs the 
peace of the Spirit. The atmosphere is 
safe, even healthy to breathe. That clean 
air can be sensed and felt. 

5. Generosity 
Let's face it, growth costs money just 

like new babies cost money. If we are 
going to grow new Christians, it is going 
to cost us something. It takes time to 
teach new Christians about giving. While 
they are gradually learning, the needs of 
the church increase immediately. 

In the mature body there will be a rec
ognition of this increased need and a 
striving to meet it just like there would be 
in a healthy family where new babies 
were born. Not many of us complain 
about what the new baby is costing. We 
are not surprised when a newborn has 
needs that they themselves cannot meet. 
We expect this to be true and even plan 
for it. 

The opposite happens in the dying 
church. New people often are resented 
when they begin to cost more than a 
handshake and a smile. If a church re
mains unwilling to increase its level of 
sacrifice for the newcomers, and if they 
will not do it joyfully, growth will be 

stunted. We simply must be willing to 
give with joy to our growing church all 
the same things we would give to our 
children or grandchildren. That includes 
nourishment, money, space, time, love, 
and attention. 

6. Vision 

Vision allows us to look down the 
road a piece. It gets the focus off of the 
past and onto the future. It allows us to 
grow older gracefully while we continue 
to lead boldly and wisely. 

Vision is open to expansion because it 
looks into the future with hope. Vision 
encourages us to build the church both 
up and out. It looks at not only the present 
needs but at future needs as well. Vision 
means that there is always someone ask
ing the question, "What's next?" 

Having vision is risky because not 
everyone will see it the same. In the 
growing church, visionaries are usually 
respected. In the dying church, visionar
ies are usually ridiculed. 

Without vision, the focus naturally 
becomes inward. Ingrown things cause 
pain in our physical bodies and become 
easily infected. Ingrown churches have 
the same problem. They often infect their 
communities much more than they ever 
affect them. 

True vision will produce a people that 
see the real action of Christianity as tak
ing place outside of the church walls dur
ing the week. People of vision will be out 
salting their communities as they are 
drawing people to the Light. They will be 
an inviting people. 

In summary: The very first command
ment calls us to grow. Things must grow 
or they die. Growth always brings 
change. We are called to be much more 
than just a warm body. 

We can grow if we are willing to do 
the work of having godly attitudes. Pur
pose, flexibility, maturity, atmosphere, 
generosity, and vision take effort, but 
they can stimulate fruitful growth. 

The biggest question is this: Are we 
willing to obey the very first command
ment of Scripture in our local congrega
tions today? Will we truly "be fruitful 
and increase in number." It's our deci
sion. 

Ron Bowell pastors the Zion Brethren in 
Christ Church, Abilene, Kansas. The article 
was commissioned by the Board for Evange
lism and Church Planting of the Brethren in 
Christ Church. 
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