Worship – the unseen infrastructure of ministry with the poor
“Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father 
in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks”– John 4:23

A major theme in the community called Good Works is WORSHIP.  We are continually trying to explore and discover the meaning of offering ourselves (growing in openness to God) as a living sacrifice through song, service and suffering-with.  We have a practice in our community born out of our desire to learn what it means to “worship in truth” and rooted in Jesus command about leaving our gift at the alter and first being reconciled to one another before we offer the worship of adoration.  In our philosophy of ministry statement, we explain the idea that if we are not living out reconciliation with one another each day, we are powerless to implore the poor or homeless to be in a right relationship with God. It is intentional that we create an atmosphere in our community where we associate right worship with right relationships. One reason we talk about being in healthy and right relationships is because unity is a major key to the Holy Spirit working through us as a body and resentment and bitterness ultimately defiles the community and weakens the body. Scripture teaches us in Ephesians 4:1-6, that God has already given us unity. It is wonderful gift. It is our job to maintain it.  It takes work to maintain or preserve unity and this is the work of humility, gentleness, patience and bearing with one another in love, forgiving one another just as God in Christ has forgiven us. This belief about forgiveness and the practice of overlooking an offence is a daily exercise (a spiritual discipline) and must be done in small things often so that we may have the spiritual strength to more easily forgive in larger matters of the heart.  I believe we must be very proactive in teaching and modeling the practice of forgiveness with one another and exercise the inward and outward signs of forgiveness both individually and together as a community. It is also right to acknowledge and celebrate forgiveness not only in a private and individual way but also in corporate way. For example, we recently celebrated communion as a staff by filling up our wine glasses with grape juice and sharing with one another an incident of God’s forgiveness in our lives. As each person finished sharing, we “toasted” the glasses in celebration.

Our community has two times each week where all the staff and some of our volunteers and friends come together for the purpose of worship (adoration), prayer, sharing and teaching. It is in this atmosphere that we frequently “linger” in silence, meditation, reflection and sharing from the heart. The combination of song and silence puts a great deal of pressure on each of us to be conscious of where we stand with one another relationally. We will often explore the meaning of a particular worship song and ask two important questions which provoke us to true worship: What does this song say about who we are in Christ and what does this song say about who Christ is in us. We do this because a great deal of theology is formed through our worship songs.  I take this opportunity to frequently speak about and remind the body of the core value of living in reconciled relationships and how we each must make an effort to preserve the unity God has gifted us with.

Occasionally, one of us will remind the others about the sin Achan as described in Joshua (Joshua 7:1-26) to convey how important it is for each one of us to walk in the light and that the sin of one person (particularly the on-going practice of volitional sinful behavior) can defile the whole community.  I believe that it is these very proactive measures which led to a positive resolution between two workers who were very angry and resentful with one another early last year.
Over a period of weeks during our afternoon caregiving meeting (this is where we pray together and talk about the people God has put under our care), I began to observe some real tension between two of the care-giving staff. It was revealed both in attitude, (the rolling of eyes) and the tone that they used with each other. As I began to probe further, I discovered that under the outward attitude of Judy, there was hurt and frustration and a growing sense of resentment. Because of common experience together in the Good Works community, I believe it was very clear to Judy what her responsibility was and she only needed some encouragement and support to GO to Kevin and speak with him. We teach that each one of us must take responsibility for the initiative of going. It was my role to simply remind Judy of what she already knew she had to do. Judy approach Kevin in the days to follow and had a long talk which proved to be a catalyst to other issues. In this case, Kevin was not aware of which of his behaviors were causing Judy to be so offended and the matter was brought to a rather timely resolution—a resolution which continues to this day. My own follow up with the situation seemed rather minimal because the two parties seemed to handle the matter with a healthy maturity. 

While I am aware that the personal maturity of the two individuals played a significant role in the resolution of the conflict; a conflict I might add that was not so much issue related but personality related, I am also very conscious that the spiritual infrastructure of the community—our corporate expectations, reminders and modeling (our truth telling practices or as some might say our governing principals), were the invisible background that enabled this situation and many like it to be limited in scope and not defile (Hebrews 12:15) the larger community. Indeed, I believe that our proactive practice of ministry principals were a major force that carried the situation to a much more favorable end.

Last year several of the staff went to a training conference at one of the large Gospel Missions in Ohio.  I warned those going along that they would inevitably be asked by many of the other participants about our different programs and encouraged those going to be ready for this question because we don’t have a “program” language and we often don’t think in terms of programs – we think in terms of relationships. It was in this context that one of the care-giving staff spoke up with a fresh word to all of us. He simply said that we do have a program and that our program is integrity. I find this simple statement to be quite descriptive our core value of discovering the meaning of being true worshipers.

The situation with Judy and Kevin reveals the importance of creating a community practice around a particular issue in this case the practice of forgiveness. Their conflict and successful resolution raises the relationship between the community practice of promise keeping and how this practice in the corporate sense led to clarity in the individual sense. 
One question this incident raises for me has to do with how each Christian Community can better establish a common practice which results in a common experience which establishes a community protocol or habit (a working theology) that pro-actively empowers the each member of the community to more easily address the major issues involved in the resolution of anger, hurt, resentment, bitterness and forgiveness.  I ask this question because it seems to me that  these issues are a part of the normal Christian life. 
Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins –I Peter 4:8

For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. . But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins – Matthew 6:14-15

A man’s wisdom gives him patience. It is to his glory to overlook an offence – Proverbs 19:11

Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace – Ephesians 4:2-3

See to it that no one misses the grace of God and that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile many – Hebrews 12:15
Q  U  E  S  T  I  O  N  S  FOR DISCUSSION
1. “In our philosophy of ministry statement, we explain the idea that if we are not living out reconciliation with one another each day, we are powerless to implore the poor or homeless to be in a right relationship with God”.
Do you think this is true and if so what “power” do we lose when we refuse to live in right  relationships? 

2. “I believe we must be very proactive in teaching and modeling the practice of forgiveness with one another and exercise the inward and outward signs of forgiveness both individually and together as a community”.

How can each one of us be pro-active (thinking ahead) about modeling the practice of forgiveness? What would be an example of an inward or an outward sign?

3. “It is also right to acknowledge and celebrate forgiveness not only in a private and individual way but also in corporate way”. 

What would you suggest in terms of how we might celebrate forgiveness as a community? Is there an example? A practice or some experience you can share?

4. “Occasionally, one of us will remind the others about the sin Achan as described in Joshua (Joshua 7:1-26) to convey how important it is for each one of us to walk in the light and that the sin of one person (particularly the on-going practice of volitional sinful behavior) can defile the whole community”

What was the sin of Achan and does this apply to us as a community? If so, how so?

5. “One question this incident raises for me has to do with how each Christian Community can better establish a common practice which results in a common experience which establishes a community protocol or habit (a working theology) that pro-actively empowers the each member of the community to more easily address the major issues involved in the resolution of anger, hurt, resentment, bitterness and forgiveness”.
What is the community protocol?  What is expected when there is conflict between two or more people?  How can there be more “proactive” thinking? What can we do to better protect the unity God has given us as a gift?

