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1. Our main thing is the reality that “in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against 
them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us” (2 Corinthians 5:19).

2. The main thing must be the main thing – always.
3. Our main thing decisively frames our answers to the foundational questions for the church: Who are we?  Why are we 

here?  What then shall we do?
4. True inclusiveness comes from believing our main thing.
5. Our worship is true to our main thing.
6. We practice social ministry, seek justice and peace, and advocate for the poor and marginalized motivated by our main 

thing.
7. The little things matter.  
8. Renewing an existing congregation is both easier and more difficult than planting a new congregation.

1. Our main thing is the reality that “in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against 
them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us” (2 Corinthians 5:19).

The church exists because of the saving life,  death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The church’s whole being owes to 
the reality of God’s reconciling grace through Jesus Christ. This is not merely an aspect of who we are as church; it is 
the essence of who we are as church.  

2. The main thing must be the main thing – always.
Any source of our identity as church other than the reality of God’s reconciling grace through Jesus Christ is a Trojan 
horse; anything that competes with this reality as our main thing ultimately subverts renewal. Programs, activities, 
projects,  messages,  and behaviors that have an evident link to the main thing are the programs, activities, projects, 
messages, and behaviors that contribute to renewal. Because church resources are limited, good stewardship leads us 
to apply our resources with the main thing as our first criterion.

3. Our main thing decisively frames our answers to the foundational questions for the church: Who are we?  Why are we 
here?  What then shall we do?

Every congregation will shape its answers to these questions to reflect the particularities that congregation and its 
setting. Nevertheless, the main thing is trans-congregational.

4. True inclusiveness comes from believing our main thing.
Nothing is more universally true than Paul’s words in Romans 3 that begin emphatically with the assertion “There is 
no distinction” – No Distinction: “There is no distinction…all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are 
now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” When Christians truly trust 
Christ’s radical grace through repentance and faith, it becomes the foundation of our lives and of our view of others. 
When we meet someone from a sharply different culture, race,  or social class, we don’t see the differences first, 
because we are looking at someone who is in the same situation of alienation and reconciliation, death and life, that we 
are. And in having the experience of grace in common with others, whoever they may be, we have a deeper shared 
identity than that of family, race, or culture – not that family,  race, and culture are diminished or negated, but rather 
that they pale in comparison to the gift that welcomes and unites us.  It is simply inconceivable that anyone who knows 
himself or herself to be a sinner utterly dependent upon the grace of God to consider himself or herself “better than” 
someone else – i.e. somehow more worthy as a human being or more valued by God. As we come together, we find we 
‘‘fit”. “As you come to him, the living Stone —rejected by human beings but chosen by God and precious to God— you 
also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house” (1 Peter 2:4-5.)  As a result we realize a bond that 
overcomes those things that,  outside of Christ,  created insurmountable barriers to our relationships. Grace has knocked 
them down.

5. Our worship is true to our main thing.
Much of the fire has gone out of the "worship wars" of the past two decades: contemporary vs.  traditional, seeker vs. 
believer, informal vs. formal, etc. In fact, there is a growing realization that the categories are not as fixed as was 
previously thought. Even the most staunchly "non-liturgical" church has a sequence of elements of its regular Sunday 
worship service that is every bit as fixed as that of the high church, liturgical worship service down the street. 
Churches practicing "traditional" worship may well present worshipers with new hymns as often (or more often) than 
churches practicing "contemporary" worship introduce new songs. The question for Lutherans is that of worship 
substance more than that of worship style.



What is that substance? Lutheran worship will live out the message, “in Christ God was reconciling the world to 
himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us.” Living this 
message is the function of Lutheran liturgy. On any given Sunday, even if the sermon falls flat, and the hymns or songs 
are shallow or difficient, and Scripture readings appear to be completely obscure, the liturgy will carry the gospel 
message; worshipers will have heard, spoken, and sung the good news of reconciliation with God, life, and salvation.
Confession and Absolution, the Ecumenical Creeds, and the Eucharist forthrightly live out the gospel in our worship. 
Whether worship in a renewing congregation in the Central/Southern Illinois Synod takes the form of full-bodied ritual 
led by a majestic pipe organ, or the form of driving rhythms led by drums and a keyboard, or the form of a simple 
order of worship with a cappella singing – and whether worshipers in a renewing congregation receive guidance by 
holding an ELW or by following a projected image – I request that its worship regularly incorporate one of the 
Ecumenical Creeds and the Eucharist, and lean toward to use of the Confession and Absolution, though for some 
occasions the Thanksgiving for Baptism may be a desired choice.

6. We practice social ministry, seek justice and peace, and advocate for the poor and marginalized motivated by our main 
thing.

We are reconciled to God by grace through faith alone; yet faith will always find expression in concern for the poor 
and marginalized.   Proper prioritization is decisive for renewal, for the sake of a gospel-motivation for doing justice. 
Our first message is “you can trust the gospel,” not “do justice.” Reconciliation with God meets the more radical 
human need; moreover, if the joy of being reconciled to God in Christ Jesus does not motivate us, we will inevitably 
judge our worthiness by our works and the worthiness of others by our estimate of their works.
When motivated by our main thing, congregational renewal will seek to express social ministry, justice, and advocacy, 
both locally and globally.

7. The little things matter.  
The little things can be obstacles to our message or openings for it. In humility and with compassion, we remove 
obstacles to connecting our message with visitors and seekers.  First-time visitors begin forming an opinion about your 
church even before getting out of the car: the general appearance of the building and grounds (sloppy or neat, peeling 
paint or well kept,  weedy or cared for, cramped parking spaces or generous ones, pot holes or clear stripes), the quality 
of your signs, the ease of access. That initial opinion goes up or down before the worship service begins: is the entry 
clear or cluttered, are restrooms clean or grungy, is the nursery cheerful or dreary, are walls, carpets, and ceiling tiles 
clean and stain free? 
Other obstacles to communicating the gospel matter to guests and visitors even as faithful members overlook them: for 
example, cringe moments in worship; words, gestures, looks that communicate unwelcomeness; lifeless singing; error-
ridden and unpleasant sounding music.
To the seeker, a grungy restroom sink raises the specter of a grungy congregational faith, sort of like stains left on the 
airplane seat lead a passenger to entertain the thought of poor engine maintenance in this airline.
It does not do to say that the little things should not matter because people should come to our church for the 
correctness of our theology and of our worship. Sure, theology and worship may be all that matters for already-fully-
committed members and for an occasional already-fully-committed Lutheran who moves into the community, but it is 
foolish to imagine that the theologically unformed or ill-formed seeker will make an informed decision on your church 
in a vacuum, based on theology and worship.  

8. Renewing an existing congregation is both easier and more difficult than planting a new congregation.
An existing congregation typically brings a number of assets to the project of building up the body of Christ around 
our main thing; it is easier to focus on ministry when these assets are already available and do not have to be created 
out of nothing: debt-free ownership of land and a building that can serve as the site for congregational ministry or can 
be sold to provide funding for relocation; a core group of disciples committed to investing time, talent, and money in 
the mission of the congregation; furnishings such as chairs and tables, worship him and him vessels and office 
equipment; and money in savings.
On the other hand, an existing congregation typically has habits, expectations, traditions, and unspoken assumptions 
that (often unwittingly) contribute to congregational decline.  Transformation of the heart and soul of the congregation 
– substantial change – is essential to renewal; but such transformation is bound to be resisted because it is especially 
unsettling to well-meaning stalwarts of the congregation, precisely the people upon whom the congregation has 
depended for years.


