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Unit 2. 

Missional community 
 

Watch 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NIRtz0AjgLY 
‘Missional vs Evangelistic Church’ (Tim Keller) 

 

The definition of missional communities  
 
Soma Communities (www.somacommunities.org) defines a missional or 
gospel community as follows: 
 

A missional community is a committed core of believers (reflecting our identity as 
family) who live out the mission of God together (reflecting our identity as 
missionaries) in a specific area or to a particular people group by demonstrating the 
gospel in tangible forms (reflecting our identity as servants) and declaring the gospel 
to others — both those who believe it and those who are being exposed to it 
(reflecting our identity as learners). 

 
To clarify, a missional community is NOT primarily: 
· a small group 
· a Bible study 
· a support group 
· a social activist group 
· a weekly meeting 
 
In some contexts, missional communities are household congregations or 
church plants. In other contexts, they are the constituent parts of a church. 
They may gather together for teaching on Sundays, but all other dimensions 
of church life — including mission and pastoral care — take place in the 
missional communities. 
 
This means missional communities are not house groups. 
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House Groups Missional Communities 

House groups often tend to be a 
weekly meeting. People talk about 
‘house group night’ — the evening in 
which they ‘do’ house group by 
attending a meeting. 

A missional community is about a 
shared life, a network of 
relationships, a genuine community 
of people. 

House groups are often centred 
around a Bible study. 

The Bible is central to the life of a 
missional community, but the Bible 
is read, discussed and lived and 
throughout the week in the context 
of a shared life. 

House groups are often insular and 
focused on the mutual care of their 
members. 

Pastoral care is a feature of missional 
communities, but they are also 
groups with a strong sense of 
mission. They can articulate their 
vision for mission and identify the 
specific people they are trying to 
reach. 

House groups are normally managed 
centrally by the church leadership. 
Leaders are often fearful of house 
groups becoming independent. 

Missional communities are given a 
mandate to reproduce organically or 
spin off into church plants. 

 

The direction of missional communities 
This material is adapted from Soma Communities (www.somacommunities.org) 
 
Our hopes for a missional community: 

 

1. Have a clearly defined mission 
· Articulate who you feel called to reach and where you will focus. 
· Call others to that mission with you. 
· Focus the movement of the group towards that mission. 
· Consider Matthew 28:18-20, John 20:21 and Acts 1:8 preceding Acts 

2:42-47. 
 

2. Be led eventually by shared leadership 
· Prophetic type — with an emphasis on the unchanging truths of God’s 

character, the gospel message and the mission of the Church (reflecting 
our identity as learners). 

· Priestly type — with an emphasis on the care of the soul and caring for 
one another (reflecting our identity as family). 
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· Kingly type — with an emphasis on the tangible working out of the 
mission through structures, strategic thinking and hands-on activity 
(reflecting our identity as servants). 

 

3. Be accountable to and in submission to leadership 
This would include oversight, coaching and connection to ongoing 
development tools and resources. 
· Each missional community should have a clearly identified coach or 

mentor who provides oversight for the effectiveness of the missional 
community. 

· The coach and leaders work together to identify appropriate equipping 
and development opportunities. 

 

4. Accurately and effectively display and declare the gospel 
· The goal is NOT to get people to come to a Sunday service to hear the 

gospel (although some will legitimately come to faith through this 
vehicle). 

· The goal is to bring the church family to the mission field and live in such 
a way that preaches the gospel in deed and word. 

· Consider 1 Peter 2:9-23. 
 

5. Live out the reality of being the church together as we walk 
through life together and live out mission together 
· We envision every part of our region saturated with the church — people 

who are living out the gospel in every place and in every way possible. 
· Church would no longer be seen as an event people go to, but a people 

on mission, called by God to display and declare the gospel and see all 
things restored to the Father. 

 

6. Raise up indigenous leaders who birth new gospel communities in 
the specific area or people group that is the identified mission 
· Leadership development happens best in community — especially while 

leading people on mission (not just in a classroom). 
· The measurement of our effectiveness is not how many people are in the 

MC, but how many people come to faith, are growing in spiritual maturity 
and are equipped to lead others. 

· Consider Ephesians 4:11-14 and 2 Timothy 2:2. 

 

7. Develop a new expression of the church; appoint biblically 
qualified elders to lead and oversee that expression 
· In all of this we are committed to planting more churches, NOT just 

growing one big church which meets all together in one big building. 
· We must hold ourselves to the first mandate given to humanity, which 

was restated through Jesus — be fruitful and multiply and fill this earth. 
· This will require not only church planting, but the development and 

appointing of biblical qualified overseers (elders) and lead servants 
(deacons) in each local expression of church. 
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· Consider 1 Timothy 3:1-13 and Titus 1:5-9. 

The elements of a missional church 
From Tim Keller, ‘The Missional Church’ (June 2001) 
 

1. Use everyday language 
 
In Christendom, there is little difference between the language inside and 
outside of the church. Documents of the early US Congress, for example, are 
riddled with allusions to and references from the Bible. Biblical technical 
terms are well known inside and outside. In a missional church, however, 
terms must be explained.  
 
The missional church avoids ‘tribal’ language, stylised prayer language, 
unnecessary evangelical pious jargon, and archaic language that seeks to set a 
‘spiritual tone’. 
 
The missional church avoids ‘we-them’ language, disdainful jokes that mock 
people of different politics and beliefs, and dismissive, disrespectful 
comments about those who differ with us. 
 
The missional church avoids sentimental, pompous, ‘inspirational’ talk. 
Instead we engage the culture with the gentle, self-deprecating but joyful 
irony which the gospel creates. Humility + joy = gospel irony and realism. 
 
The missional church avoids ever talking as if non-believing people are not 
present. If you speak and discourse as if your whole neighbourhood is 
present (not just scattered Christians), eventually more and more of your 
neighbourhood will find their way in or be invited.  
 
Unless all of the above is the outflow of a truly humble-bold gospel-changed 
heart, it is all just ‘marketing’ and ‘spin’.  
 

2. Enter and re-tell the culture’s stories with the gospel  
 
In Christendom, it is possible to simply exhort Christianised people to ‘do 
what they know they should’. There is little or no real engagement, listening, 
or persuasion. It is more a matter of exhortation (and often, heavy reliance on 
guilt). In a missional church, preaching and communication should always 
assume the presence of sceptical people, and should engage their stories, not 
simply talk about ‘old times’. 
 
To ‘enter’ means to show sympathy towards and deep acquaintance with the 
literature, music, theatre, and so on of the existing culture’s hopes, dreams, 
‘heroic’ narratives, fears.  
 
 The older culture’s story was, “Be a good person, a good father/mother, 
son/daughter; live a decent, merciful, good life.” 
 



 
Missional Community Life 

Page 16 
 

Now the culture’s story is: 
a) “Be free and self-created and authentic” (theme of freedom from 

oppression), and; 
b) “Make the world safe for everyone else to be the same” (theme of 

inclusion of the ‘other’; justice).  
 
To ‘re-tell’ means to show how only in Christ can we have freedom without 
slavery and embracing of the ‘other’ without injustice.  
 

3. Theologically train ‘regular Christians’ for public life and 
vocation 
 
In Christendom, you can afford to train people just in prayer, Bible study, 
evangelism — private-world skills — because they are not facing radically 
non-Christian values in their public life — where they work, in their 
neighbourhood, and so on.  
 
In a ‘missional’ church, all Christians need theological education to ‘think 
Christianly’ about everything and to work with Christian distinctiveness. They 
need to know:  
a) what cultural practices are common grace and to be embraced,  
b) what practices are antithetical to the gospel and must be rejected,  
c) what practices can be adapted/revised.  
 
 In a ‘missional’ situation, real ‘kingdom work’ is not limited to the traditional 
ministry of the word. It is also real kingdom work when people renew and 
transform the culture through distinctively Christian vocations. 
 
Finally, Christians will have to use the gospel to demonstrate true, biblical 
love and ‘tolerance’ in ‘the public square’ toward those with whom we deeply 
differ. This tolerance should equal or exceed that which opposing views show 
toward Christians. The charge of intolerance is perhaps the main ‘defeater’ of 
the gospel in the non-Christian West.  
 

4. Create Christian community which is counter-cultural and 
counter-intuitive  
 
In Christendom, ‘fellowship’ is basically just a set of nurturing relationships, 
support and accountability. That is necessary, of course.  
 
In a missional church, however, Christian community must go beyond that to 
embody a ‘counter-culture,’ showing the world how radically different a 
Christian society is with regard to sex, money, and power.  
 
In sex, we avoid both the secular society’s idolisation of sex and traditional 
society’s fear of sex. We also exhibit love rather than hostility or fear toward 
those whose sexual life patterns are different.  
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In money, we promote a radically generous commitment of time, money, 
relationships, and living space to social justice and the needs of the poor, the 
immigrant, the economically and physically weak. 
 
In power, we are committed to power-sharing and relationship-building 
between races and classes that are alienated outside the Body of Christ.  
 
In general, a church must be more deeply and practically committed to deeds 
of compassion and social justice than traditional liberal churches and more 
deeply and practically committed to evangelism and conversion than 
traditional fundamentalist churches. This kind of church is profoundly 
‘counter-intuitive’ to American observers. It breaks their ability to categorise 
(and dismiss) it as liberal or conservative. Only this kind of church has any 
chance in the non-Christian West. 
 

5. Practise Christian unity as much as possible on the local level 
 
In Christendom, when ‘everyone was a Christian’, it was necessary (perhaps) 
for a church to define itself over against other churches. That is, to get an 
identity you had to say, “We are not like that church over there, or these 
Christians over here.” 
 
Today, however, it is much more illuminating and helpful for a church to 
define itself over against ‘the world’ — the values of the non-Christian 
culture. It is very important that we not spend our time bashing and 
criticising other kinds of churches. That simply plays in to the common 
‘defeater’ that Christians are all intolerant.  
 
While we have to align ourselves in denominations that share many of our 
distinctives, at the local level we should co-operate and reach out to and 
support the other congregations and churches in our local area. This will raise 
many thorny issues, of course, but our bias should be in the direction of co-
operation.  
 

Case Study 
 
Let me show you how this goes beyond any ‘programme’. These are elements 
that have to be present in every area of the church. So, for example, what 
makes a small group ‘missional’? A ‘missional’ small group is not necessarily 
one which is doing some kind of specific ‘evangelism’ programme (though 
that is to be recommended). Rather: 
1. If its members love and talk positively about the city and neighbourhood, 
2. If they speak in language that is not filled with pious tribal or technical 

terms and phrases, nor disdainful and embattled language, 
3. If in their Bible study they apply the gospel to the core concerns and 

stories of the people of the culture, 
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4. If they are obviously interested in and engaged with the literature and art 
and thought of the surrounding culture and can discuss it both 
appreciatively and yet critically, 

5. If they exhibit deep concern for the poor and generosity with their money 
and purity and respect with regard to opposite sex, and show humility 
toward people of other races and cultures, 

6. If they do not bash other Christians and churches, 
then seekers and non-believing people (a) will be invited and (b) will come and 
will stay as they explore spiritual issues. If these marks are not there it will 
only be able to include believers or traditional, ‘Christianised’ people. 
 

Exercise 
Score your Christian community out of ten according to Tim 
Keller’s characteristics of missional community: 
 

talk positively about our neighbourhood 
 
 

do not use pious or technical Christian terms 
 
 

do not use embattled language 
 
 

apply the gospel in Bible studies to the core concerns of the 
culture 

 
 

are both appreciative and critical of the culture 
 
 

exhibit deep concern and humility towards the poor and other 
races 

 
 

do not bash other Christians and churches 
 
 

 

 

 
The Gospel and Our Culture Network has come up with twelve hallmarks of 
a missional church:12 
 

1. The missional church proclaims the gospel. 
2. The missional church is a community where all members are involved 

in learning to become disciples of Jesus. 
3. The Bible is normative in this church’s life. 
4. The church understands itself as different from the world because of 

its participation in the life, death, and resurrection of its Lord. 
5. The church seeks to discern God’s specific missional vocation for the 

entire community and for all of its members. 
6. A missional community is indicated by how Christians behave 

towards one another. 

                                                 
12 cited in Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come: Innovation and Mission 
for the 21st Century (Hendrickson, 2003), 11-12. 
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7. It is a community that practises reconciliation.  
8. People within the community hold themselves accountable to one 

another in love. 
9. The church practises hospitality. 
10. Worship is the central act by which the community celebrates with 

joy and thanksgiving both God’s presence and God’s promised 
future.  

11. This community has a vital public witness. 
12. There is a recognition that the church itself is an incomplete 

expression of the reign of God. 
 
Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch suggest three overarching principles:13 
 

1. The missional church is incarnational, not attractional, in its 
ecclesiology. By ‘incarnational’, we mean it does not create sanctified 
spaces into which unbelievers must come to encounter the gospel. 
Rather, the missional church disassembles itself and seeps into the 
cracks and crevices of a society in order to be Christ to those who do 
not yet know him.  

 
2. The missional church is messianic, not dualistic, in its spirituality. That 

is, it adopts the worldview of Jesus the Messiah, rather than that of 
the Greco-Roman Empire. Instead of seeing the world as divided 
between the sacred (religious) and profane (non-religious), like Christ 
it sees the world and God’s place in it as more holistic and integrated.  

 
3. The missional church adopts an apostolic, rather than a hierarchical, 

mode of leadership. By apostolic we mean a mode of leadership that 
recognises the fivefold model detailed by Paul in Ephesians 6. It 
abandons the triangular hierarchies of the traditional church and 
embraces a biblical, flat-leadership community that unleashes the gifts 
of evangelism, apostleship, and prophecy, as well as the currently 
popular pastoral and teaching gifts. 

 

Exercise 
Use these criteria to evaluate your missional community, 
home group, church plant or church. 

 

Watch 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CvFbzpAwHdw 
‘Missional vs Seeker Church’ (Tim Keller) 

 

Attractional church and missional church 
                                                 
13 Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come, 12 



 
Missional Community Life 

Page 20 
 

 
Tim Keller says: “A seeker church tends to put more of its emphasis on 
programmes; a missional church is trying to infuse a consciousness in 
everyone.” 
 
‘Missional church’ embraces a go-to-them mentality while ‘attractional 
church’ is the term used to describe a come-to-us mentality. The number one 
concern of attractional church is to put on a good show each Sunday that will 
draw the crowds. Even when this is not stated explicitly, the energies of the 
church go to this end. The first appointment is a preacher who can deliver 
good sermons; the second appointment is a worship leader who can deliver 
good music. Significant time during the week is spent preparing for the 
Sunday event or encouraging people to come to the Sunday event. Michael 
Frost and Alan Hirsch say: 
 

By attractional, we mean that the traditional church plants itself within a particular 
community, neighbourhood, or locale and expects that people will come to it to 
meet God and find fellowship with others … When asked to discuss specific ways 
they can recalibrate themselves to become missional churches, they begin talking 
about how to change their Sunday service. It betrays their fundamental allegiance to 

being attractional.
14 

 
As cited above, they contrast this attractional approach with missional 
church, which “disassembles itself and seeps into the cracks and crevices of a 
society in order to be Christ to those who do not yet know him.”15 
 
Even with people who say they want to become more missional, I often find 
that they want to start by doing something with the Sunday meeting. A truly 
missional approach emphasises a missional lifestyle — mission in the context 
of ordinary life, in locations where unbelievers feel at home. 
 
But ‘attractional church versus missional church’ is a false polarisation. 
Viewing the options in this way implies that church is a meeting you attend. 
Even those who reject attractional church implicitly view church as a 
meeting. But everything changes if you view church as a community or a 
network of relationships. Then attractional church is not about putting on a 
good show, but about a community life that attracts people to God. 
 
This is the missiology of the Old Testament. Israel was to so live under 
God’s reign expressed through his law that the nations would come to find 
out about Israel’s God (Deuteronomy 4:5-8). Humanity rejects God’s reign, 
believing Satan’s lie that God’s reign is tyrannical. So God’s people are to 
demonstrate that God’s reign is a reign of justice, peace, freedom, joy, love 
and blessing. This is what happened beautifully in the story of Ruth. This 
principle reaches its pinnacle in the reign of Solomon when the nations come 
to marvel of his wisdom and glory. But as Israel rejects her God, so she 
follows the ways of the nations, instead of being a light to the nations. Isaiah, 

                                                 
14 Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come, 18-19 
15 Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come, 12 
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however, looks forward to a day when Israel will again attract the nations 
(Isaiah 2:1-5). He promises that God’s Servant will be faithful where Israel 
was unfaithful, becoming God’s light to the nations (Isaiah 42:6; 49:6). Jesus, 
of course, is this light: he is the light of the world, perfectly demonstrating the 
goodness of God’s reign. 
 
When we come to the church in the New Testament, people often assume a 
switch of direction from ‘drawing in’ to ‘going out’. Of course, this is true in 
one sense — rather than the nations coming to Palestine, the gospel must 
travel out from Jerusalem to Judea, Samaria, and the ends of the earth (Acts 
1:8). But at the same time, the ‘attractional model’ of the Old Testament still 
continues. God’s new covenant people are to be a light to the world, 
attracting people to God’s reign (Matthew 5:14-16; 1 Peter 2:9-12). What has 
changed is the centre! The centre is no longer Jerusalem, but hundreds of 
small communities of light, littered across the world. We simultaneously draw 
in (through our community life) and move out (through church planting). We 
should not throw out the attractional baby (a shared life throughout the week 
that displays the goodness of God’s reign) with the attractional bathwater (a 
fixation with the Sunday meeting). 
 
The focus of this module is not on the programmes or meetings of the 
Christian community, but on its shared life. It explores what it means to have 
a missional shared life or a missional community life. 
 
The missional community might be a church; it might be a church plant; it 
might be a missional community within a church. It might also be a house 
group that you are trying to transform into a missional community. 


