What’s the Difference Between a Missional Community and a Bible Study?
by Matt Carter

From Community Groups to Missional Communities

Before, we had what was called community groups. The idea behind community groups
was that they were these little small groups that met for Bible study. They had some chips
and some dips. And we called this community — small group Bible studies with some
chips and some dips thrown in. That was a big win for us.

But we began to think differently. What if we challenged, trained and equipped our
leaders, who would then in turn train, challenge and equip all our small groups not just to
come together on a Tuesday night, eat some snacks, have a Bible study, pray and go
home (all that stuff is cool)? What if we challenged them not just to do that, but to come
together for the purpose of living radically on mission together?

What if we challenged them to come together for the purpose of being the church? What
if we challenged them to come together for the purpose of living missionally and living
incarnationally together as a group in their neighborhoods, in their workplaces, on their
campuses?

What would happen if we did that? We might actually make a difference in Austin, Texas
in our lifetime.

Growing Restlessness in the American Church

There’s a growing sense of restlessness that I’m seeing in the American church. When
my parents went to church, which was every single Sunday of my young life, here’s what
their church experience looked like: We would go to the Sunday event. They tithed. They
would serve in the nursery once a month. My dad was an usher sometimes, and, about
once a month, he’d pass the offering plate. We prayed before meals. My parents would
have a couple of quiet times a week.

That was it. That was their definition of Christianity. That was their Christian experience,
because in their minds there was a group of people who did the ministry. These were the
pastors and the teachers and the evangelists and the missionaries and the music guys.
Then there were the people like them who sat in the pews and got fed by the professional
Christians who did the ministry.

However, this generation — the 18- to 30-year-olds who are coming of age in the church
today — they are not wired that way. This generation is not okay with sitting on the
sidelines of ministry. They are hardwired to want to be a part of something bigger than
themselves.

They are not afraid of challenge. They’re not afraid of getting outside of their comfort
zone. They want to experience life for themselves. They want to see the world change,
and they want to be a part of it. The reason this generation is leaving the church in droves



right now in this country is because the vast majority of churches in this country haven’t
figured that out.

Missional Commupnities -Expect Great Things from Your People

People in church right now, the people God is going to bring to future churches, are
capable of doing more than you have ever dreamed they can do if you will just challenge
them and give them the chance to do it.

They’re capable because the power that raised Jesus Christ from the dead is sitting in that
single mom. The power that raised Jesus Christ from the dead is sitting in that young
married couple. The power that raised Jesus Christ from the dead is sitting in that 65-
year-old guy who has wasted his life making money for himself. Release people and raise
the bar for what it means to live on mission.

As we as a church began to cast this vision for Missional Communities, for groups not
just to gather but to live on mission together in the context that God has called them to,
we’ve had people respond that want to make a difference for the kingdom. They have
raised their hands and said, “I want to get in the fight.”

One family in particular sold their home and moved into an at-risk, under-resourced
neighborhood in Austin. They bought several houses around them so that impoverished
single moms could have transitional housing. He and his wife started a Missional
Community whose purpose is to serve these single mothers, disciple and train these
women, and to give these women hope.

They’re not just engaging in social justice or charity. They’re engaging in community
development in their neighborhood, and they are changing the world. They’re seeing
people come to Christ. They’re making a difference in the city of Austin.

If we had never challenged them, if we had never raised the bar for them, and if we’d
never released him, if we’d never given him permission...”it’s okay for you to use your
finances, your time, and your giftings outside of the four walls of this church,” there’s a
really good chance this family spends the rest of their lives sitting in a chair in our
sanctuary listening to sermons, singing songs, passing the offering plate, never knowing
the thrill of giving their life away for Jesus Christ.

People are hungrier than you could ever dream to get in the fight. Challenge them, train
them, and release them not just to come to church but to be the church.



