
Lately I have been thinking about just what unites us together as brothers - across churches.  Been thinking about some of the pressures that seem to add up over time, that affect our unity.  Things that pull us apart and things that pull us together.  


I have been chewing on why we even bother to stay together.  


Anyway, as I have been talking to a few of you men, I thought it would be good to just sit down and write.  Maybe draw on a few things He has taught me from the past.  


 
       




What Unites Us     
Dear “Brothers-on-the-wall,”


I want to begin by looking back at some of the men who surrounded King David,  in Israel, thousands of years ago.  The good and the bad and the suspect.

Hushai served King David for many, many years.  Hushai eventually became a spy for David.  When David’s son, Absalom, rose up against his father, Hushai switched sides, thinking he might be a better help, by insinuating himself into the boy’s new court.  But even turncoats (Absalom) and spies (Hushai) know courage when they see it.  


This is what Hushai said to Absalom about his dad, King David:  

“You know your father and his men; . . . they are fighters and as fierce as a wild bear robbed of her cubs.  Besides this, your father is an experienced fighter . . .  . If he should attack, then even the bravest soldier, whose heart is like the heart of a lion, will melt with fear.”  

“For all Israel knows that your father is a mighty man and that those who are with him are valiant men.”

Fierce, experienced, mighty, valiant!  David was called in other places, a “man of war.”  This is what Hushai knew David to be like, from first-hand experience.  And Hushai was absolutely right.  

In addition, David’s men were fierce in manner and spirit.  


I know it might sound a little corny, but this is what I think of you men scattered across our region of churches.  And across the country.  I believe that each of you are fighters.  I believe that each of you are mighty men.  And that the leaders we are raising up alongside us, are valiant men.  You are “standing in the gap,” with courage and faith each day in your local church.

How do you articulate what we have together?  And how do you write down what God has built into our shared, spiritual history?  And how can you ever begin to share this with someone who might be curious about us?

I will never forget the time I heard my first pastor preach at a conference on the subject of just what we have together.  What we are all about.  I have repeated his words over and over down through the years.  They deeply challenged me then and still do today.  This is what he said:

“Join us!  If you choose not to, you will still hear about us.   What God is going to do through us.  In good report and evil report.” 

 “And you will say to yourself, ‘I once knew them.’”

   

Even though our church was then engaged in a very difficult wave of persecution, I thought to myself; 

“It’s true!  We really are involved in something great.  Something eternal.  Men and women should join us right now, and not miss the opportunity.”  

“If they don’t, they will someday be disappointed.  They will kick themselves.  They will wish they had either joined up when they had the chance, or wish that they had never walked away.”    

Do you remember that scene from the movie, Henry the 5th?  Where the king stood on that low, stone wall and spoke the following to his troops?

“From this day to the ending of the world,


But we in it shall be remember'd;


We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;


For he to-day that sheds his blood with me


Shall be my brother; be he ne'er so vile,


This day shall gentle his condition:


And gentlemen in England now a-bed


Shall think themselves accursed they were not here.”

Shakespeare got it right - especially that last line.  We are involved in a terrible war as one writer has put it, a spiritual war, and we desperately need each other.  
 
While we all have friends that are not Christians, the friendships that we have in the house of God should be all the more important to us.  Everyone would agree with this.  Christian friendships are very important.  However in this paper, I want to talk about a kind of commitment that goes even farther.  


In our desire to reach the world, we might overlook something that seemed to be present in the first century church.  They had an incredible, strong devotion towards each other, and it was shown between Paul and Luke and Timothy and all their men and the churches they were working with.  


The Christians knew that their new church family was very foreign to this world, so those first century believers hung on to each other.  Those early Christians had very close bonds in the church, because they were united around a shared vision and also now had a fierce enemy.   

How it all Starts


The initial friendships of young, newly-saved Christians should never be taken lightly.  Something is imprinted on our soul during those first days and those shared experiences should be held tightly and remembered.   


I can remember keen friendships formed over thirty years ago within a small group of men, that I still treasure today.  We share much from the past.  To lose those friendships would hurt deeply.   If we should ever cease to be there for each other, something would be lost.  


Friendships are not easily built.  We only have one life, and only so much time to invest with a few.  And if a friendship would ever end, it is a very difficult, painful thing for everyone.


New people will come to us and our church, be attracted to our Savior and our vision, and will experience blessing in first friendships.  These friendships grow, just as Jonathan and David's bond grew from the very beginning.  


Within this movement of churches, between us, several important steps occurred, that helped build our unity.  These steps have fostered the rare bonds we seem to have between us.       
A Shared Vision


We started with a shared vision, a common struggle.  We became new believers, waking up to a great cause and mission.  And this Cause is the advancement of Christ's kingdom and the struggle that that involves.  


All young believers, when they are introduced to the church, need to realize that there are other pilgrims on this journey and that we need each other.  Jonathan and David started their lifelong friendship both as young soldiers, in the same army, both recognizing the great struggle - together.


Then the years begin to advance.  And soon five and ten and thirty years can go by.  This is the second element to rich friendships.  Much time spent together.  

We have shared history in our churches, just as those two young men shared their life and time in history.  

Walking a Shared Life


Jonathan and David walked and lived together, back and forth, down through the years.  Many shared experiences, travels, meals, times of hardship. They had their time together, and so have we.  Our friendships have become a kind of long and rich storyline, filled with a lot of good memories.  


The hard times from the past are often forgotten. In a healthy soul, usually just the laughter and joy are remembered.  In true friendship, when you look back in your memory, you remember the good times, with the difficult moments fading away.


There was a third part to Jonathan and David's friendship, beyond time spent together:  "Now it came about when he (David) had finished speaking to Saul, that the soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as himself.  Then Jonathan made a covenant with David because he loved him as himself."  








- I Samuel 18:1-3



This third element to Jonathan and David's friendship is often labeled quaint, romantic, or old fashioned.  But here it is.  Jonathan pledged his covenant love toward David.  It took courage, but he did it.

Pledges and Covenants


It is fine to enjoy a friend's company in the first years of a friendship.  And it is great to build upon those first months with many added years of continued conversation.  

But what about the inevitable time of testing that occurs in every friendship?  What do we do then?  


Often in our day, when conflicts arise, at that point, “we bail.”  Jonathan did not bail out when his love for David was tested.  He had made a serious pledge.  He was loyal.  He knew the power and strength that can be drawn from the principles of pledged loyalty, shared duty, and mutual honor.  


Today this pledge is often missing between friends.  


And we are the poorer for it. 


David knew loyalty.  Jonathan displayed loyalty.  Centuries later the Apostle Paul practiced this kind of loyalty towards those he loved, the believers he served.  

"And I will most gladly spend and be expended for your souls.  If I love you the more, am I to be loved the less?"  


- II Corinthians 12:15  


May God give us this same kind of heart to stand and be loyal, and to speak up about it, even though it will cost us. 


Make no mistake about this.  Loyalty to God’s people will always cost.
Wall-building


Years ago, I first began placing at the top of my letters to you pastors, this salutation, “Brothers-on-the-wall.”  The analogy is obvious, taken from Nehemiah.  We really are on-a-wall together, each building up our section of it.  We feel this deep in our souls, because we all came from the same kind of spiritual boot camp.  The same root church.  

Maybe we didn’t all begin in the same city, but we all had the same initial experience.  And it was where God caught us.  We were marked in our hearts, in the same way.  This shared time and shared experience changed us.  Our lives were re-directed.  And we have never been the same.  

I travel a lot.  I visit a number of our churches.  And everywhere I go, in every local church, in one way or another, even today, all we do, day after day, is try to call our people, our visitors, the stranger who walks in the door, to join us in this same vision that caught us so long ago.  

We are each involved in building up a portion of God’s wall.  While our primary responsibility is within our city, we feel and know deep down that we are part of something larger and it involves our brothers, laboring in the next town down the road.  

Still Crazy


I recently heard a brother comment on our church association’s recent history.  He used the phrase, “Our organizational wilderness . . . ”  He was reflecting on some of the changes that we have been wrestling with as a church movement.  

I understand what he means.  
We have gone through changes and it seems like there is no end to the number of Great Commission, “GC acronyms”, that we can come up with.  I understand his humor and maybe his partial frustration.

But honestly, nothing has changed.  We are still the same group of men and our bond remains strong.  We have lost a few and yes, it hurts and yes, there have been challenges.  All movements of God have lost men.  Even our Lord lost a few. 


But nothing has really changed.
Joining the Ranks

If someone is going to “cross over” in their heart and join us, the steps are still the same.  In our local church, in our region, in our movement.   

1.  They show up.  And they keep showing up.


2.  They begin to process and understand what our core beliefs are.


3.  They hold to our beliefs, and begin to speak up for them.  



They “own” our vision.


4.  They ‘roll up their sleeves’ and get involved in serving.


5.  They begin to be faithful in sharing their time, their money, their 



home and resources - in our shared vision, our common cause.


6.  And they say, “This is my family and I will fight for it.”

This is how someone joins our ranks in a local church.  This is how someone joins our region.  This is how someone joins our movement.  The steps are exactly the same.  This process is what we are looking for in our local church and it is what we are looking for across this movement of churches.  

We have never been just a bunch of takers, consumers.  I don’t ever remember a spirit of, “What do I get out of this?  What’s in it for me?”   Instead we have found a place where we can give, and invest, and lose our life.  

A poet named Flora Smith wrote the following;



“I know not the way,” despairing I cried.



“I am the Way,” Jesus kindly replied.



“I’m searching for the truth,” was my heart’s plaintive cry.



“I am the Truth,” was His gentle reply.



“I’m longing for life. Oh where can it be?”



“I am the Life. Thou shalt find it in Me!”

We found Life in Him - and in Him, the Way and the Truth.  And it starts with the simple truth that we are owned by Another, for it is God who has redeemed us. This means that He has bought us, bought us out of this sinful world for a very clear and practical purpose - to serve Him and others.

           “I have found something to believe in - Jesus Christ.

 
  
 I have found something to belong to - the Church.

 
  
 I have found something to witness for - God’s approaching Kingdom.”

He first sought and found us. We then found our true purpose for living.  His purpose.  We would drop all of our individual, little dreams and embrace His dream. And we would make life choices that reflected this.  And we chose to stay together in this purpose that God had given us. 
We decided to place His gospel message as our first goal in life.  Since we knew we were going to heaven and that hell lay in the balance for those left outside, we purposed that this central mission of being involved in sharing salvation to the lost - would be the central column around which we would order every decision we would ever make. 

I need to repeat.  We chose to do all this together, as a company of men and women organized within His Church.

“Your life is like a coin, you can spend it any way you wish, but you can spend it only once.”  We decided to spend our lives for the advancement of our Lord’s kingdom on this earth and the spread of His gospel. And we knew that His method to get out His message was through His local church.  So that’s where we decided to invest.
God’s Will for Your Life


We pledged our lives to preach and build His kingdom together.  


I believe that one of the single biggest decisions we will ever make, as a Christian, that will determine our success as a believer, is whether we will commit to our brothers and sisters in Christ for the rest of our lives.  


Because of our commitment to "Go and make disciples," we knew we would probably be in different churches in the years to come.  And we guessed that believers might disappoint us.  But our life-long commitment to each other and to those brothers and sisters would remain the same.

Almost every major life lesson I have ever learned as a Christian, was taught to me in my local church.  It is in community that our life and our mission are worked out.  
And it is in our local church where we can achieve greatness.  


You can not say you are committed to the army, but not be committed to the soldier right beside you.  If anything, the soldier tells us that he would do anything for his platoon.  That he would never leave his fellow soldier behind.  There is application here for us in the church.  


And how can we say that we believe in the family in principle, but not care about our brother, or sister, or mom, or dad?  


We first must belong to someone and something, before we can really understand it, appreciate it, serve it, or lead it.  If we love the concept of the church as taught in the New Testament, then we ought to find a local church and show it.  

John Wooden, the famous UCLA coach, said, “We need someone or something, to which we must be loyal, if we are ever going to reach our potential.”


We need each other in the local church if we are ever going to reach our potential as Christians and as followers of Jesus Christ.  Find a body of believers where you can, “Plant your flag in the middle of some bloody field and die!”  

You might ask, what do you mean?  Plant my flag, and die?  

Where would I do that?  


It’s easy to find a “where,” the challenge is in the doing. 


Commit your heart to your local church and then show it, by serving your brothers and sisters in Christ until your knuckles are raw.  Serve the people until your heart is broken.  Then serve some more.  And keep on serving – because they are family.  


As Paul served the Corinthians, serve your local church.  


Remember how he said that he most gladly spent his life for them, and then he went a little further.  He went on to say in Corinthians that he most gladly would be spent by them.  “Spend and be spent.”  KJV  “And I will most gladly spend and be expended for your souls.”  NAS   - II Corinthians 12:15. 

 
What a great heart!  What a committed heart!  


I am tired of men who declare their loyalty to God or to the universal church, but not to other men.  Our Lord desires brotherhood.  I won’t walk with men who are not loyal, who are not committed to their local church.  I don’t have time.  They lack courage.  

You can not truly declare your loyalty to God or the church without being loyal to other men.  Don’t waste your time by trying to be teamed with men who are not committed to the local church.  What we pledged, was to unite with each other, we brothers who had demonstrated a loyalty.  A loyalty that has been tested over and over again.  


“To have no loyalty is to have no dignity and in the end, no manhood.”  








- Peter Taylor Forsyth


Some men are loyal, some are not!  God help us to teach our people the incredible spiritual value of practicing commitment to our local church and our people.  


“The Savior is not looking for men and women who will give their spare evenings to Him - or their years of retirement.  Rather, He seeks those who will give Him first place in their lives.”                           - William McDonald, author of True Discipleship

As we attempted to model what this together would look like, we never thought to look at outside churches for guidance. We looked instead at just one pattern, the example of what God thought a church should look like, described in the book of Acts. 


We set our face to not be satisfied with the echoes of God - encouraging as they might be.  We wanted to hear not Christian authors or speakers; instead we wanted to hear from God Himself.  And He spoke to us the example of His New Testament Church, where the church is modeled as God intended it to be. 

Those first century Christians came together to accomplish just a few, crucial things and they managed to do it well.  First priority was that they always seemed to build up each other’s faith.  And so we met and purposed to build up each other’s faith through teaching, prayer, worship and the genuine sharing of our lives.  We discovered that this is what real fellowship, real community is all about.  This is where we shared our lives.
A Common Enemy

We became devoted - actually we became addicted - to the church and how God could use each of us, working as a team, to impact our world.


What was happening was a sort of revival. God’s purpose for our life and our shared response to His purpose - these things began to grip us and proved to be a continual challenge for our spirit.  We experienced a kind of revival by just being involved in our Master’s business, and it began to impact many others in life-changing ways. 


I read the other day concerning revivals that, “In any awakening or revival, the first person to wake up is the Devil.”   So too the devil took note of what we were doing. 
Persecution became very real. But we did not really worry about it, because we knew in Whom we believed, and we knew that we could entrust our lives and futures and reputations to Him. 


God delivered us. And He is delivering us still.


When you walk through battles together, God unites hearts. He united our hearts in a special way.  The Lord used our persecutions and our shared trials to fiercely unite us, not only within each of our churches, but between our different churches, scattered now across many states. 


Nothing like a “common enemy” to unite men.  Two brothers, surrounded by a gang of threatening men, would naturally and quite quickly face their attackers, back-to-back.  At a time like that, we would trust our back to our brother.  


Maybe we need to wake up and recognize that we have an opponent who “Prowls about like a roaring lion, seeking . . .” and probably working, right now, at this very minute, to divide us.  

Like the gladiator said to his fellow prisoners, “We have a better chance if we stay together, men!”   

“Following the Lord and doing His will, will link you heart-to-heart and shoulder-to-shoulder with the highest quality of men and women upon the face of

 the earth.”

                          - Jim McCotter, one of our early pastors
Shield Bearer


Several years ago at a conference, I had a brother stand up and reprove another man who was questioning me.  I didn’t really mind the challenge, or the questions.  Actually, I have forgotten what the exact issue was.  But as I was responding, I will never forget how my first brother stood up and interrupted.  


He defended me.  He was vigorous and outspoken and maybe just a little, too passionate.  He spoke because he was moved to do so.  It was out of the blue, totally unexpected.   


My, how it touched my heart!  I will not forget his spirit.  As I said, I have forgotten what the challenge was or even who the challenger was.  But I will never forget my brother’s loyal defense.  

This kind of speech bonds hearts together, and unites men at a very deep level. May God help us all to speak up for unity and loyalty.  

Just as a soldier is diligent in protecting his outpost, so too we must be diligent in guarding against any word or thought or temptation that can lead to separation.   


John Hopler, a long-time pastor in this movement, has often shared this great verse. In the J.B. Phillips translation,  II Corinthians 7:4 says, “To your face I talk to you with utter frankness; behind your back I talk about you with deepest pride.”   


It is a tremendously “high bar” that the Apostle has set here.  Paul shows us by example, a noble and honorable way of speaking.  It is just the way we hope to speak about each other - all the time.  It was no burden for Paul to remind us of these things.  This is the way he was.  And it is no burden to review what he wrote.  

I have been privileged to work with men that have faithfully won this battle.  Men that vigorously seek to believe the best.  Men that carefully guard their hearts and their speech.  Men that “go overboard” in giving their partner the benefit of the doubt.  
Just Leave
On a side note:  I remember when I first witnessed a few men leave us and walk away from our churches.  They were angry and they said some pretty hard things.  It was personally challenging for me to understand.  I reacted in the flesh.  I got angry.  

I thought, “Why don’t they just walk away?  Why can’t they just leave?” 

So I asked an older brother, “Why can’t they?  
His answer was abrupt.  He turned towards me and challenged my lack of real understanding.  This is what he said;  

“You don’t get it, do you Rick?  They are lashing out because they are hurting and they are hurting because they are walking away from family.  They might even feel a little guilty.  They probably feel like they are deserting.  We are indeed involved in a great enterprise brother, and you need to remember it.”
George Whitefield, the Billy Graham of the late 1700’s, had one simple prayer. He often requested, “God give me a deep humility, a well-guided zeal, a burning love and a single eye - and then let men or devils do their worst.” 

God has answered this prayer in our movement, and has given our churches some good measure of zeal, love and clear purpose.   And He has helped us throughout these many years.  Our vision remains hot from God: 
· We believe that He wants to energize, equip and use every believer to communicate the gospel to this, our lost generation. 

· We believe that His vehicle to accomplish this is the local church. The New Testament church is a living, growing thing. 
· We believe that His church is sufficient to accomplish the task of reaching our world with the gospel. 
· And we believe that the New Testament church will remain God’s primary vehicle by which He will speak to our world.


So we invite and ask every man and woman, we admonish and teach every believer - to give their heart to this purpose, this vision.  This is where we are going.  

This is not just our history.   This is also our future! 

God has led us. Through Him we have done valiantly.  There are thousands of stories of faith and love and sacrifice that could be told.  Many of these stories have been forgotten. We probably should have written more down.  But there is One who has promised that He never forgets.


Often we are so caught up in our everyday life that we might forget just where and how He has led us. How He has safely brought us this far.  We may then lose sight of  just where we are going.  We can almost lose our way.    


This is one reason why I am writing this history of our heart.  My desire is to help us in this battle and to help us stay focused.  

Until we run out of time on this earth, we will remain steady in our resolve to win souls to Christ, and to do this through our local church, and through the many churches of our movement, all united together. 


We will not doubt the vision, even if it takes longer than we initially expected.  In Habakkuk, chapter 2, the Lord reminds us;

      
          “Record the vision.

       
  
And inscribe it on tablets,

        
 
That the one who reads it may run.

        
 
For the vision is yet for the appointed time;

        
 
It hastens toward the goal, and it will not fail.

        
 
Though it tarries, wait for it;

        
 
For it will certainly come...”


In the New Living Translation, it reads like this;

       

“Then the LORD said to me, ‘Write my answer in large, clear letters on 
      a tablet, so that a runner can read it and tell everyone else. But these things I plan 

      won't happen right away. Slowly, steadily, surely, the time approaches when the 

      vision will be fulfilled. If it seems slow, wait patiently, for it will surely take place.”
         

 “ It will not be delayed.” 


God is doing it, He is accomplishing His vision.  He started this association of churches in a simple, honest way.  He did it by writing the vision on you, my brothers’ hearts.  I was there. I know this is true. 

He wrote it on many other heroic hearts male and female, right there in our local church.  I know this also is true.  It remains true today.  We have never ceased to believe in the vision - in good times and in bad, in good report or evil report, throughout our many trials.  Our Lord Himself has led us together from glory to glory. 

Don’t ever forget it!  

You are involved in a great thing, Christian.  If you are a long-time laborer - press on!  Be stouthearted!  “Do not faint or grow weary in well-doing, for in due time you shall reap.”   If you are a seeker, if you want great purpose for your life - Join us!

Let me repeat again what one of our first church leaders once said, “Following the Lord and doing His will, will link you heart-to-heart and shoulder-to-shoulder with the highest quality of men and women upon the face of the earth.”


I would challenge you, speaking for every small group leader, every ministry leader, every deacon and every pastor - Join us!   You won’t regret it.

Don’t miss this chance to spend your life in a noble enterprise.

Remember, your life is like a coin.  But you can spend it only once.










Keep pressing, Rick Whitney    
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