This article consists in a dialogue between Dr. Cripe and a ministry enabler from Iowa who is concerned about a specific inner city ministry in Chicago.; and inner city ministries in general.

The John ----- Inner-City Chicago Ministry
Nancy - my comments are in blue inserts below:  If the colors do not transmit, my comments are in Time New Roman 12 and John's are in Aral 12.
It has been crazy busy here in Chicago.  This past week we had a youth group from Spotswood Baptist Church in Fredricksburg, Virginia visit us.  They were in Chicago for "PowerPlant" a Southern Baptist youth conference which teaches young people about urban church planting. 
Starting Christian works in the inner cities is a good thing so long as they are Christian and depending on what they have in mind.

 The group from Spotswood was incredible.  They helped us build credibility in the Wicker Park neighborhood by painting the hallways at a local elementary school.  Their hard work was noticed by the school administration who was constantly commenting on how impressed they were.  It is great to see the body of Christ displaying the love of Jesus through service.

Historic Orthodox Christianity, while rejecting the Social Gospel, has always held that the Church has social responsibilities to the poor, the downtrodden, the underprivileged, the sick, and the elderly.  (Galatians 2:10; James 1:27; Galatians 6:10; many other references in the Epistles and 18 verses in the Gospels).  The problems occur when the social aspects are made the main thrust of ministry.  Then it has veered off into the Social Gospel paradigm to which we must object.  Natural theology has its place but the specific mission of the church is special theology.  Our main job is to save them, not to feed them.  But because feeding them is not our main job does not mean that it is not our job at all, and therein lies the rub. 
Wednesday night I had the opportunity to be the feature at one of the Open Mic's I attend.  This meant I had about 30 minutes to perform my poetry instead of the usual 5 minute limit.  It was fun to hear the host introduce me as "a member of the clergy who works for a church in Indiana".  We have come a long way. When I started attending open mics I wondered if they would tolerate my faith at all.  Now they seem to like that there is a "reverend" in their midst.
In a secular setting where the emphasis is not on Christianity, I think it is good to take the opportunity to put in something that will direct men's attention toward Christ and the Bible (I Cor. 9:22; Acts 17; Phil. 1:18).

 I read several pieces, including one which retold the story of the woman caught in adultery in John 8 and another which told the story of the blind man in John 9.  It was great to be able to share the truth about Christ's forgiveness and healing in such an unusual setting.  A couple of youth leaders from the Spotswood church attended my feature along with the PowerPlant coordinator.  They commented later that there was more biblical teaching there than in some Sunday church services.

I have no doubt this is true.  Any situation where Christ and the Bible are the bases for comments would be "more biblical preaching" than what one hears in most churches these days, especially those churches that these people come out of (that would not apply to John, whose father—the Senior Pastor—and home church, as you and I both know, is biblical in its doctrine and preaches from the Bible).

Right now we are in the middle of a 24 hour recovery period before the youth group from the Ellet Grace Brethren church arrives for a week.  They will be helping us as well as another church plant here in the city. "Thanks for praying for our ministry."
I do not like the terminology of the street when applied to Christian ministry.  "Recovery" is borrowed from the drug culture and accommodates to the people you are trying to convince are wrong.  This sort of thing never sanctifies the world, it always corrupts the Church.  In Her drive to be relevant, the Church is losing Her uniqueness in too many instances.  When that happens we become apologists for the culture, not critics of it as we are suppose to be (John 16:8-11; Ephesians 5:11; II Timothy 4:2-5).

There is a fine line between trying to relate so that we can help on the one hand, and being like them so that you cannot on the other.  The right position does not exist necessarily in a set of externals, but in the spirit of the matter.  Even so, there are lines that must no be crossed or the convicting power of the Gospel loses its efficacy.


Starting new churches is good if it is good.  But the fact that some operation is commenced and called a church does not make it a church.  There are some very plain spoken rules in I Corinthians about what a church must look like before it is legitimately entitled to wear the title "Church."  I would be less than candid if I did not admit that I am not convinced about John and the work/s in which he is involved in Chicago.  Even so, praying for him/them is obviously a good thing and it is our duty once prayer is requested.  Remember the words of I Samuel 12:23, 24: "Moreover as for me, God forbid that I should sin against the LORD in ceasing to pray for you."  It s one thing to sin against a brother or sister; it is another thing to sin against God.  An onus is clearly on us to pray.

Even so, the old prophet went on to give further counsel: "but I will teach you the good and the right way: only fear the LORD, and serve him in truth with all your heart: for consider how great things he hath done for you."  Pray of John indeed, but pray for right things. That, of course, means that we have to know what the right thing is and that binds a serious burden on us.  Uncircumcision is not right but neither is circumcision.  We must discern the "New Creature in Christ" in their situation.  If we cannot do that, we had best leave them alone and let God deal with them.
This week I ask that you also pray for a young man named Jeremy.  He is the PowerPlant coordinator who attended my feature.  He and his wife have been considering urban church planting and seeking God's wisdom.  He said attending my feature seemed to confirm that calling.  Pray that God would make His plans for them clear.  It is exciting to think that my feature may play a role in mobilizing another church planter into the harvest fields.

A new minister and new work is desirable on its face, the foregoing needing to be applied.  It is good for John that his work and ministry has challenged and encouraged someone else.  I shall certainly pray for them in this decision-making process.  There is one LORD, one body, one faith, one baptism, and one hope of our calling.  We are all in this together.  If these young men are misguided in any way, we cannot wash our hands of them now that we have been brought into the thing.  Love has many faces.  Sometimes it gets a stick and wails the daylights out of wayward children (Ephesians 5:6; I Corinthians 4:19-21).  But when all is said and done, love must be involved (I Corinthians 13).  We must pray to God for guidance and that He will do what it is His will to do with these endeavors.  Clearly these young people have the right heart.  Now we must petition that they have the right spirit and the wisdom of The Spirit.
I hope this helps you and Tim, Nancy.

In Christ's Love, 

Earl

