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Don’t Domesticate Your Faith
In 2017 Lawson Road Church of Christ has adopted the theme "Faith Unshackled". Intentionally
ambiguous, this theme could be interpreted and applied in different ways. Inherent to the concept is the
possibility that our faith may be shackled, restricted or limited.
Before I can decide if my faith languishes below God's intention for me, I must understand the
possibilities.
The word faith simply means to trust someone else. When that someone else is God, then the things we
trust him with can be big things. But sometimes the things God wants us to trust him with are bigger than
we're ready to risk.
Jesus understood the dynamic nature of our faith in God. Our faith grows over time. As we establish a
track record with God, our capacity to trust him with bigger areas and issues in our lives grows. Because
faith does not grow along a straight line, the fragility of our faith means that some days we gladly trust
God with everything, and then at other days we wonder if we can trust him with anything.
I know Jesus understands this phenomena because he witnessed it in his closest disciples.
In Matthew 17 a group of disciples attempt to cast out a demon... and fail. They approach Jesus seeking
insight into why their efforts failed. Jesus responds with a well-known statement that I'm not sure
encourages his disciples that they only need a little faith, or scolds them for not having even the smallest
amount of faith.
"Truly I tell you, if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, ‘Move from
here to there,’ and it will move. Nothing will be impossible for you.” Matthew 17:20
In the chapter prior, Jesus had given his disciples a big,
enormous, radical faith challenge:
Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Whoever wants to be my
disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and
follow me. For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but
whoever loses their life for me will find it." Matthew 16:24-25
Both of these challenges from Jesus describe faith leading to
radical outcomes. Yet so often we limit our faith to praying that
Sister Jones' kidney stone will pass quickly. In this process we
reduce faith that was intended to be bold, radical and world-changing, and we domesticate it. We reduce
faith to something manageable. Rather than inspiring courage, innovation and adventures for God, we
transform it into a safety net in case of emergencies and kidney stones. Of course God cares about kidney
stones and the suffering of his children, but the possibilities of faith extend much further.
In the Great Commission of Matthew 28:18-20 Jesus sends his disciples to the ends of the earth. He
reminds them of his supreme power and promises his presence wherever they go. Then he watches to see
their faith in action.
Page 3

Today, I write about this moment that took place 2000 years ago on the shores of Galilee, from a time and
country never imagined all those years ago. My existence and love for Christ demonstrate the power of
those disciples' faith.
As Lawson Road explores what it means for us to live with Unshackled Faith, I have encouraged us not
to leave our faith chained to the pew. We must demonstrate our faith in God to those around us.
This may mean involving oneself in church ministries such as our community garden, or apartment
cookouts. Unshackled Faith could also mean hosting a cookout and inviting church members we've never
eaten with before, just because we're committed to following Christ together. Or maybe we're finding
ways to bring unchurched and churched friends together in non-threatening social settings. Perhaps the
Holy Spirit is prompting us to launch a new ministry or add our energy to an existing one.
We all have our comfort zones. The thing is, comfort zones don't require faith.

Peter Horne moved to the United States from Australia in 1999 to pursue training for
ministry. Having filled the roles of children’s minister, youth minister, and college minister
in various locations around the US and Australia, he now gladly serves as the minister for
the Lawson Rd Church of Christ in Rochester, NY. You can find more of his writing on his
blog: www.aussiepete.wordpress.com. He also writes to equip multi-ethnic churches at
www.culturalmosaic.org.
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Jennifer Rundlett, the founder of God thru the Arts Ministries, maintains a presence in the
community with her active lecture and concert series highlighting the spiritual connections
throughout the arts. Author of My Dancing Day: Reflections of the Incarnation in Art and
Music, and The Joyful Sound: Reflections on the Life of Christ in Art and Music she
regularly posts devotional blogs on God thru the Arts at http://www.jrundlett.wordpress.com.

The Light of Faith
We all can get burned out from time to time…
and our once full-throated song can become a half-hearted tune that we push through as we become
absent minded about the glorious light of our faith.
How can we cope with these times of the “doldrums” in our walk with God?
How can we encourage the sweet wind of the Holy Spirit to blow through us to re-kindle our inner fire?
Our faith is a precious treasure, a gift that should be nurtured in the best of times, so we might thrive, but
also so we might navigate the storms ahead without losing our way.
As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you O God. ~ Psalm 42:1

This week, as I was considering the images of our faith, I was
attracted to Claude Monet’s series of paintings on the Rouen
Cathedral.
Monet was the founder of the 19th century French
Impressionism movement. He was controversial for his time
because he became fascinated with capturing on canvas the
effects of light on one subject. To do this, he left the sanctuary
of his studio and went directly to the outdoors to experience the
changing effects natural light would have on a particular scene.
The National Gallery of Art describes this series of paintings as
Monet’s desire to capture the “effects of light and weather” and
he does this by painting the facade of this church some 30 times
over many months as he rented rooms across from the
Cathedral in late January of 1892 and stayed until spring.

Figure 1: Rouen Cathedral: Facade Morning
Effect, 1892-1894 Claude Monet, oil on canvas,
Museum Folkway Essen Germany.
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This got me thinking about how many ways we use the word
light to represent our faith and how our understanding of it can
change over our lifetime.
 Light represents seeing
 It can also symbolize hope
 A knowledge of a great truth…something that defines us and
gives us purpose.
 Our understanding of Light, gives us an impression of God.
 Our attention to the light can fill us up until we overflow
 Experiencing the warmth of God’s light tells us we are
loved by our creator.
What do you think of when you talk about God’s light?

Figure 2: Claude Monet (French, 1840 – 1926),
Rouen Cathedral, West Façade, 1894, oil on
canvas, Chester Dale Collection, National
Gallery of Art Washington D.C.

When I look at these paintings, I’m impressed and inspired by
the thought of his devotion to capture the beauty of the light
day after day.
Like Monet, I believe, that often what it takes to thrive in our
spirituality is to stop-look-and listen- every day.
I want to encourage you to commit to a regular time of
devotion to our Lord. Here are just a few ideas of things I have
discovered along the way that rejuvenated my devotional time:




Figure 3: Rouen Cathedral, West Façade,
Rise early: Easier said than done, but try going to bed
Sunlight, 1894, oil on canvas, Chester Dale
earlier so you can set your clock an hour earlier to spend
Collection, National Gallery of Art Washington
time in prayer and devotion with our Lord. If the tasks of
D.C.
your day keep rushing in, make a quick to do list, then set it
aside. It will be there when you are done and your time in prayer will help you remain in God’s peace
as you enter your day.
A special place: whether it is in your home or office, create a special devotional space and fill it with
items that will help you look forward to your quiet time with God. Perhaps you will light a candle or
maybe you will have your special mug and favorite blend of coffee, these things can heighten your
senses and help you relax allowing you to become more present as you attend to God’s voice.
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Keep a prayer journal: I have always struggled with maintaining regular prayer practice, until I
started writing my prayers. Now it is more of a conversation. I allow myself to write in a free form
flowing in and out of prayer and regularly making note of where I noticed God in my day. You can
also jot down Bible scriptures or favorite quotes. I’m always amazed at how writing something down
helps me to hardwire the passage and meditate on a personal meaning for me.
Amazon Wish List: Start a wish list on amazon of all the books you would like to read. Anytime you
hear about a book from a friend on Facebook or Twitter you can automatically add it to your list.
Goodreads and Spotify are also wonderful social networks that can help you find recommendations
for books and music to keep your devotional time fresh and inspiring.
Silence: Resolve to ask God questions and follow it by a period of silence…you will be amazed at
how God will speak to your heart and open your eyes to new insights, discoveries and people all
around you.

“You will keep in perfect peace him whose mind is steadfast, because he trusts in you.” ~ Isaiah 26:3
“Solitude is the practice of being absent from people and things to attend to God. Silence is the practice
of quieting every inner and outer voice to attend to God.” ~ Peter Scazzero, Emotionally Healthy
Spirituality p. 161.
Like Monet, may we attend to the light of our faith so that we might notice all the beauty and all
the little details of His divine love in our lives each day.
“To me the motif itself is an insignificant factor…What I wanted to reproduce is what exists between the
motif and me. ~ Claude Monet
May God’s light and peace be with you.
“Therefore, since through God’s mercy we have this ministry we do not lose heart…For God, who said
‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of knowledge of the
glory of God in the face of Christ.” ~ 2 Corinthians 4: 1, 6

Jennifer’s latest book is The Joyful Sound: Reflections on the Life of Christ in Art
and Music. This book is filled with beautifully written devotionals that will move
you through the life of Christ, awakening your senses and your faith. Enhanced by
poetry, musical selections, devotional prayers, and journaling suggestions, this book
will rejuvenate your private prayer, Bible class discussion, and enhance your
journey of spiritual formation.
“Jennifer Rundlett invites us to experience the stories of Jesus through
the arts, and provides a rich resource and guide for visualizing,
embracing, and hearing those stories in fresh and new ways. If you want
to feel the stories of Jesus anew, practice the exercises in this book and
learn to sing a new song.”
—JOHN MARK HICKS, professor of theology Lipscomb University
and author of Come to the Table.
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Increase our Faith(fulness)
It was one of those moments. Jesus challenged his disciples to show forgiveness to others, even if it
means forgiving them seven times in one day. The disciples saw the challenge and responded: “Increase
our faith!” (Luke 17:5)
I’m not entirely sure what they hoped to get from Jesus, but I suspect they recognized the gap between
Jesus’ teachings and their own abilities.
So Jesus responded by saying that faith
doesn’t have to be huge; even a tiny
amount can move mountains.
Then he told them a parable:
“Suppose one of you has a servant
plowing or looking after the sheep.
Will he say to the servant when he
comes in from the field, ‘Come
along now and sit down to eat’
Won’t he rather say, ‘Prepare my
supper, get yourself ready and wait
on me while I eat and drink; after
that you may eat and drink’? Will he
thank the servant because he did
what he was told to do? So you also,
when you have done everything you
were told to do, should say, ‘We are
unworthy servants; we have only
done our duty.’”
(Luke 17:6-10)
I think he was saying,

“You don’t need more faith; you need more
faithfulness.”
In other words, theirs wasn’t a head problem. It wasn’t an intellectual need. It wasn’t even a lack of
commitment. What they needed to do was put their faith into action. Or, more specifically, put their faith
into obedience.
Hebrews 11 is the great chapter on faith. We read about Abel, Enoc, Noah, Abraham, Sara, Isaac, Jacob,
and the rest. In almost every case, when we read about their faith, we read about something they did. We
see their faith in their faithfulness.
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Faith is more than an emotion. It’s more than an intellectual exercise. It’s something that you can
observe. Faith is belief in action. Faith is being willing to listen to God and follow his lead, no matter
what.
Faith leads to action. I can believe that a man is a doctor, yet still have no faith in him. But if I do have
faith in a doctor, then I will follow his instructions. It is no special credit to me if I do what the doctor
tells me to do; it is merely a symbol of the faith that I have in him.
If you’d like to have greater faith, then I believe the key is to take what faith you have and put it into
action. Find ways to serve others. Tell people about what God is doing in this world. Meet needs and
better your community.
Because you may not need more faith at all; you might just need a bit more faithfulness.

Timothy Archer has coordinated the Spanish-speaking Ministries
for Hope For Life / Herald of Truth Ministries since 2006. Tim’s latest
book, Church Inside Out, helps churches motivate their members to
be actively ministering to the community around them. You can
follow Tim’s personal blog at:
http://www.timothyarcher.com/kitchen/.
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Name the Shackles
Who am I to do such a thing?
I’m not good enough.
I don’t have what it takes.
Someone else would do it better.
When you have visions of great things you’d like to do for God, are your visions followed with thoughts
like those above? If so, you are not alone. Those are the kinds of statements made by some of the greatest
prophets of the Old Testament, just before God used them to do incredible works. Men like Moses, Isaiah
and Jeremiah were normal people of faith being unshackled to do amazing things empowered by an
awesome God.
I believe it is one of the tasks of
faith to name the shackles that bind
us and keep us from the things we
would like to do for God. In naming
them, we identify the reality and pry
apart the grip they have on our
lives. What is keeping you from
doing something for God that you
have dreamed of but never taken
steps toward?
EXCUSES: If you are like me you
get defensive when someone
identifies your perfectly good
reasons as ‘excuses’. We need to be
honest with ourselves. Are we
making up excuses so that we do not have to experience the potential of failure as we try to do something
great for God?
I don’t know how to speak because I’m only a child. - Jeremiah 1:6
SHAME: Maybe we think that if we try - and fail - in service to God that this is somehow a terrible
thing. Jeremiah preached for forty years without a single recorded positive response to his messages. He
struggled, but he didn’t quit trying.
I’m a man with unclean lips, and I live among a people with unclean lips. - Isaiah 6:5
SIN: The biggest shackle of all. We feel unqualified because we wrestle with sin - and maybe one
‘besetting sin’ - that just won’t go away. As we attempt to glorify God in our lives how easy it would be
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for someone to point out our flaws. They could paint us as a hypocrite. Sin takes feelings of shame and
rationalizing excuses and forms a weapon that destroys our hearts.
Who am I … What am I supposed to say? - Exodus 4:11,13
I encourage us all today to stop letting our shackles keep us from an exciting journey of faith. Yes, we
need to name our shackles and identify them as weapons - weapons our enemy is using to diminish our
work for God.
No weapon fashioned against you will succeed, and you may condemn every tongue that disputes with
you. This is the heritage of the Lord’s servants, whose righteousness comes from me, says the Lord. Isaiah 54:17
Read again the powerful armor God has provided every Christian to withstand the weapons of the enemy
in Ephesians 6:10-18. Remind yourself of the power of the cross and the assurance of the resurrection to
defeat sin and give you new life. Ultimately everything we do for God is not controlled by our hands. He
uses us in ways we couldn’t have guessed. His surprises keep us attentive as we walk by faith. We will
begin to notice that we are not, by our efforts, directing God’s work. When we walk by faith we are
falling into His works in such a way that the old excuses, shame, and sin are remnants of the shackled life
that is now free.
Be mindful that no one does this perfectly. Don’t ever let a failure keep you from taking the next step
with God. He’s never used anyone who wasn’t a failure in some respect or another. Remember that you
do not have to see the end of the story, you just need to walk in the story.
We live by faith and not by sight. - 2 Corinthians 5:7

John Dobbs is the minister of the Forsythe Church of Christ in
Monroe, Louisiana (http://facoc.org). You can find him on
Facebook, Twitter (@johndobbs, @facoc) and Instagram
(@bigpoppa1130). Weekly sermons can be heard at
http://forsythechurch.podbean.com/ (or on Forsythe’s podcast
on iTunes). Even with all of that social media, there’s a special
place in his heart for his blog located at http://johndobbs.com.
Happily married to Maggy for 30 years with two children and
two grandchildren.
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God Uses Us: Shackles and All
I was in the cemetery at my grandmother’s resting place. This particular memorial park was an
exclusively flat-stone only grounds, and each stone had a metal vase that you twisted out of the middle of
the stone and turned over to display flowers. My aunt had tried to pull it out for Mother’s Day, but it was
stuck. I was down on my hands and knees using a pocketknife trying to pry the vase free, it wasn’t
budging! I look over and my daughter is on her knees with her hands folded. I asked what she is doing
and she responded, “I’m praying that God will help you get the vase unstuck.” Frustrated and very
sweaty, I was baffled because I was sure the good Lord had more important things on his plate than
helping me turn a vase over…I mean, God doesn’t really work that way does he? When I returned to my
car, I was blown away that at the very moment I was working, prying, and feeling defeated by a
gravestone, my seven year old was praying.
Sometimes the things we perceive as strengths can become
our most restrictive shackles to our faith. I think the ancient
story of Adam and Eve plays out in us...you see, I was
reminded in that moment and many others that I have
chosen to feast on the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of
Good and Evil. Moreover, I have studied the Bible and
with that understanding comes the “shackle” of trusting
myself to define not only if something is good or evil, but
if God is likely to act or not act in a given situation. I think
there is too many times where my familiarity with God
through the Bible allows me to arrogantly move without an
element of trust—to serve before prayer, as if God already
affirms what I have decided to do.
As I reflect on this type of “faith,” I think it is why I tend
to accomplish only the things I am naturally good at doing,
never venturing into the unknown, uncomfortable, or
uncontrollable. Those ministry opportunities or missions
are just too sizable for my skills…it would take more than
what I have. I believe that true faith gives LIFE (like the
other tree in the garden) and often moves beyond our
knowledge, skills, and experience.
Products of a fallen and broken world, I think that all of us
come to God with a shackled faith of some sort. And I
must admit that I like my shackles because they provide
me with a way of understanding faith and they allow me to
know that I am growing in faith.

Figure 4: Photo by Zulmaury Saavedra on Unsplash

Whenever I ask the question, “Does God really work that way?” I am beginning to see that question as a
growth question because it is a direct attack on my knowledge and experience. When I reread the
scriptures asking the question, “What does the Bible really say about this?” I see this question as a
challenge to my study and the past interpretations. And when I finally take an opportunity to trust God
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and lean on God, when I find myself on a plane to Africa, having dinner with a stranger, opening up a
Bible study, or praying that God would intervene in our heroin crisis…I realize that God is in the process
of breaking my shackles and setting me free to trust him more.
We all have shackles, and God calls us anyway. As I think about what it means to live an unshackled
faith, I think about the New Creation described at the end of Revelation. I think about all of the
brokenness we have, all of the obstacles that make us cry to God to increase our faith, relieve our doubts,
and give us greater perseverance. But there is great day coming when our faith will become sight. John
says that God will, “…dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them
as their God. 4 He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall
there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.” (Revelation
21:3-4)
Today we battle our shackles, but we learn to trust God, to believe God, and one day our hope is to be
unshackled, face to face with God Almighty, Creator of the unbroken world!
Prayer: Creator God, call us to greater works and allow us the opportunity to trust in You more and
more as that great day gets closer and closer. Our desire is to be set free from the shackles that hold us
back. I pray that you reveal to me the limits of my faith so that I can identify my shackles and receive
healing and wholeness from You. Come Lord Jesus, so that our faith can become sight and our
brokenness can be fully restored. Lord God make all things new and that includes me, in the name of
Jesus Christ, Amen.

Jonathan Woodall serves the GracePointe Church of Christ in
Elizabethtown, PA. He is married to Hayley and they have two
children. Jonathan spent ten years in campus ministry at Soma
Memphis serving the University of Memphis and served as a
worship minister at the White Station Church of Christ. Jonathan
has a desire to see the church reach the next generation and is
particularly drawn to the communication of God’s story through
preaching and teaching, especially as it pertains to our
contemporary context. Jonathan’s blog can be found at
www.jonathanfwoodall.com and the church website is
www.gracepointechurchofchrist.org (PS - if you are coming to
Hershey, PA for a vacation or whatever, come worship with us!)
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Trusting Faith
Words do not stay the same. The definition or influence of a word can change over time. Sometimes they
are overused and lose their power. Words that were once quite meaningful can become meaningless.
Christianity is a religion that relies on certain words. The Bible is a story, and you cannot tell a story
without words. Some of these words are essential to Christianity, and yet Christianity is a religion that
has been around for many, many years. Christians have clung to important words while also dealing with
an ever-changing world where the meaning of words can change.
Faith is one of the most significant words belonging to Christianity, but what does it mean? Over the
years, many have equated it with belief. For these individuals, faith is the same as mental assent, but I
believe a careful reading of the Bible will prove this definition to be inadequate. Certainly, belief is an
element of faith, but it goes deeper than what a person may hold to be true.
Several times in the Gospel of Mark, faith is contrasted with fear (Mark 5:36). One of the most famous
stories where this occurs is when Jesus calms a storm (Mark 4:35-41). You can imagine how frightening
it would be to be on a small boat in the middle of a lake during a storm. Your boat could be capsized by
the wind and waves. You
would be susceptible to
lightning strikes. You would
essentially be helpless until
you could reach shore. This
is the situation that the
disciples found themselves
in. They were scared, and
through it all Jesus slept.
Finally, they decide to wake
him. He calms the storm,
and then says, "Why are you
so afraid? Have you still no
faith?" (Mark 4:40).
If faith were merely belief, then fear would have no power over it. It's possible to believe and at the same
time be afraid. Faith is more closely related to trust. When we trust, fear goes away. This is what Jesus
was looking for in the boat. The disciples were believers, but they did not have trusting faith. If they
would have had faith in Jesus, then they would not have been afraid.
The contrast between faith and fear that Mark provides is helpful in evaluating our level of faith. It might
be difficult for some to gauge their commitment to God adequately. We are great at critiquing others and
not so great at self-criticism. However, if we think of fear as the opposite of faith, then it is much easier
to identify areas where we are afraid. Wherever we find fear, we will likely also find a lack of faith. If we
fear the political future of America, then we need to trust that God is sovereign over all. If we fear our
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neighbors who do not look like us, then we need to seek to love them all the more while trusting that God
has created all people in his image. If we fear what will happen to the economy or where our next check
will come from, then we need to trust that God will provide.
Radical faith is when we put our trust in God even when the future seems uncertain. We see this in story
after story in the Bible beginning with Abraham. What we discover from Scripture is that God is always
faithful. It would be difficult to trust in a chair that looks weak and fragile, and that has never been set in
by you or someone you know. There would be no reason to trust the chair. However, if you saw a big
sturdy chair that always provided a safe and secure seat for anyone who rested in it, then you would have
no problem trusting the chair. God gives us every reason to trust him. We can always depend on God.

Scott Elliott is a graduate of Oklahoma State University and Austin
Graduate School of Theology. He lives in La Grange, TX and is the
minister for the La Grange Church of Christ. He is married and has
two sons. He enjoys writing about the Christian faith and posting the
occasional film review. His articles and reviews have appeared in
RELEVANT magazine, Englewood Review of Books, and other
publications.
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Faith Unshackled: Back to the Basics
As I think about this summer blog tour theme of “Faith Unshackled”, I have been thinking about
what often shackles our faith. And sometimes, I think we have just made it too complicated. It is
like we say, “It can’t be that simple!” and then start arguing doctrine, dogma, and Scripture to
avoid the obvious.
I have been studying a great deal lately the greatest commandments. There are a few different
versions of this in the gospels, but my favorite has become the one recorded in Mark 12. One of
the scribes sees that Jesus is a legit teacher, so he asks him the big question. “Which
commandment is the first of all?” In other words, what matters the most to God? Most of us know
the story. Jesus says something like, “Love God with all you have, and love your neighbor as
yourself.” But in Mark’s recording, the scribe gives Jesus a robust “Amen!” “You are right he
says!” Then he goes on to repeat back essentially what Jesus has already said and the scribe tacks
on, “this is much more important than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices”. But here is the
part I love. After the scribe says this, Jesus says, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.”
Wait? Loving God and loving neighbor puts us in a place where Jesus basically says, “You’re
getting it now. You’re getting closer. You’re discovering the way of the kingdom”?! Can that be?!

Figure 5 Photo by Clem Onojeghuo on Unsplash

Overwhelmingly churches (mine included) give a list of core values and beliefs that are
something like, “We believe in God, we believe in the Bible, we believe in salvation, we believe
in baptism” and on and on. But for some reason, I have never seen a church say, “Our core belief
is this: love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength. Then love your neighbor as yourself.
Do this and you are near the kingdom of God.” That seems a bit too simple doesn’t it? Yet, that is
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more important than all of the burnt offerings and sacrifices. Or, if I might contextualize and
paraphrase it a bit, that is more important than all of our “right beliefs”, “sound doctrine”, etc.
Then we have Matthew 25. I have heard multiple sermons and lessons on this text and how it
teaches the reality of final judgment, which by the way I affirm. However, do we ever ponder the
question, “What does Jesus say puts one on the wrong side?” If we do, the answer isn’t burnt
offerings, sacrifices, correct doctrine, worship service attendance, reading the Bible,
understanding baptism, etc. (though those are all REALLY important to talk about and do).
Rather, the answer is those that gave food and drink to the thirsty, clothed the naked, visited the
prisoners, visited the sick, and welcomed the strangers. I think it would be fair to put that under
the heading of “loving God and loving neighbor”.
So when I think about unshackled faith that lives for Jesus with reckless abandon, I think it is best
we get back to the basics. The church has been like the football team that has come up with really
great offensive and defensive schemes, but forgot to teach the basics of blocking and tackling.
My prayer is that we could continue the important discussions about doctrine, Scripture, and
beliefs, but that we would not neglect the seemingly simple and most important. My prayer is that
we would get back to the basics. Love the Lord your God with all of your heart, soul, mind and
strength. And love your neighbor as yourself. And by the way, I don’t think you can do one
without the other. Maybe the best way to love God is to get back to the basics and go love a
neighbor. Maybe then the kingdom of God will come near.

Ryan Lassiter is the husband of Sarah, and father of 3
(almost 4!) beautiful children. He is also the preaching
minister at the Hunter Hills Church of Christ in Prattville AL.
Prior to that he served as a minster at the Golf Course
Road Church of Christ in Midland TX, and he and his wife
Sarah have also spent time as missionaries. Ryan
graduated with his masters in Missional Leadership from
Rochester College and his passion is helping people join
God in his mission of redemption and restoration. He blogs
at www.ryanlassiter.com.
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Faith Unshackled - A Case Study:
The Rivers Church
My husband, Mike walked down Maiden Alley toward the Ohio River with his young friend. As he
walked with his arm around twelve-year old DeShawn he asked, “DeShawn, when Jesus was on trial,
Pilate kept asking if he was a King? Jesus told him, ‘My kingdom is not of this world’, but finally
admitted he is the King. That’s what I’m going to ask you. Do you believe Jesus is the King?”
DeShawn answered, “Yes, Mr. Mike. I do.” They continued to walk down to the bank of the Ohio River.
About 40 people from The Rivers Church followed them.
Mike and DeShawn stood right at
the edge of the river and Mike
asked the young man if he was
ready for Jesus to be King of his
life? This is a kid that only a year
and a half before was so rude and
disrespectful that he would often
be sent home from our Tuesday
night outreach ministry and here
he stood in the Ohio River ready
to put on Christ. DeShawn came
up out of that water to applause
and tears from a church family
that is a glimpse of what heaven is
going to look like.
The Rivers Church began in 2016
on Sunday, December 18 at 10:02 a.m. at Maiden Alley Cinema in Paducah, Kentucky, a half block
from where the Ohio and Tennessee Rivers converge. From its outset, it has been our goal to be racially
integrated, ethnically diverse, and outreach focused. Nones, Dones, and the next generation are our
targets. Our ministry team spent time praying, talking, studying, and then praying some more about the
vision for a church that could open doors for all people to hear the gospel in a post Christian culture.
th

Why 10:02 a.m.? Our gathering time is based on Luke 10:2- “…The harvest is plentiful, but the workers
are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers.” At The Rivers Church, we’ve based
our lives on the truth of the gospel -- we know that the gospel is the best message in town that everyone
needs to hear but Christians have made it harder and harder for people to hear the message because we’ve
often lost our focus. We are convinced that if we go to where the people are, like Jesus said, and if we
love them and love each other, then the gospel will do the rest.
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Only God could have assembled the ministry team at The Rivers Church. This is what we’ve got- My
husband Mike Moore is a trial attorney and was an elder for 5 years at an old established wealthy church.
He also is a fantastic preacher. (I know I’m a little biased.)
Tyrell Grant is a former rap producer drug dealer who became a Christian and quickly decided he
wanted to be an evangelist. He went to school and got a preaching degree. His wife, Marquita is a
preacher’s kid with an early childhood degree who leads our children’s ministry.
Cornelius Edwards is a wonderfully gifted worship minister. Before he joined our work he traveled
from his home base in Atlanta all over the country to lead worship at special events. Check out his music
on iTunes and YouTube. His wife Soyini has an awesome voice as well and was willing to leave her job
at CNN because she believed in this vision of what church could be. She has an innate sense as to what
people need and ministers to many already!
Lyle Sinkey is a former meth addict who is an outdoorsman and preacher. He just finished up a contract
with Duck Commander where he was a videographer. He and his wife Kelly joined our team to minister
in the areas of addiction recovery and marriage.
Finally, there’s me, Ginger. I’m a former homeschooling mom and wife who was raised going to
church. I lead our women’s ministry and make some pretty delicious communion bread.

The Rivers Church is a group of believers that are trying to live with our faith unshackled. Only
Cornelius is a paid staff member. Soyini recently started her own business. Lyle and Kelly are raising
their support like U.S. missionaries. Mike maintains a full law practice and I’m his office manager.
Tyrell and Marquita run a daycare and Tyrell is also a blogger/tech guy.
We don’t have a building and it is our intention to never have one. Our rent at the theatre annually is the
equivalent of one month’s utility bills at our former church. We’re trying to keep it simple. We use
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Mike’s Law office for small group Bible studies offered to the community. Tyrell and Marquita lead a
small group in their home weekly. We have an outreach ministry that ministers to low income at risk
children that meets at a shelter at the park. All of our gatherings are intergenerational. Families serve
together. We’ve worshipped at the Farmer’s Market pavilion and will have worship this fall right at the
river.
Martin Luther King Jr. said this in Letter From Birmingham Jail, “If today’s church does not recapture
the sacrificial spirit of the early church, it will lose its authenticity, forfeit the loyalty of millions, and be
dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning for the twentieth century. Every day I meet young
people whose disappointment with the church has turned into outright disgust.”
Dr. King spoke truth in 1963 and it is even more true in 2017. Young people don’t care what you know
about Jesus until they see how you love like Jesus. My teenage daughters invited their seventeen year old
friend to worship with us. When worship was over, I asked her what she thought. Her answer let me
know that we are headed in the right direction. She said with lots of excitement, “I love this! At the end,
I just felt like I needed to go around the room and hug everyone. You can feel the love.”
I think we’re on the right path.

Follow us on Social Media Contacts at:
Facebook: The Rivers Church
@TheRiversPaducah
Instagram: theriverschurch
Website: www.theriverschurch.org
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Ginger Moore is a 47 year old reluctant church
planter, who just celebrated her 25th wedding
anniversary. She’s the mom of a 17 year old daughter
and an 18 year old daughter who are so proud and
excited to be a part of the work. Her theme verse for
the year has been 2 Timothy 2:13- "When we are
faithless, he is faithful for he can not deny
himself." God has been so very good and faithful as
we have planted this church and he has brought the
increase.

Faith: The Engine of God's Creative Redemption
Incarnation and Imitation
The incarnation revealed what is possible when a human moves in God’s will, and by God’s power. In
Jesus, God acted, but also demonstrated what human action in the name of God looks like. “For I have
set you an example, “Jesus says, “that you also should do as I have done to you”. Yes, this line’s context
(John 13:15) is somewhat particular to his servant gesture of foot-washing, but the following discourse
makes clear that this practice is barely the tip of the iceberg. Everything Jesus does and says is a
demonstration of God’s work and will in the world, and the disciples are being invited to share in that
way of being in the world. The point of the incarnation is to say, “This is what happens when divine
action/being meets human action/being.”
Moments later, Jesus expresses to his disciples that they have perceived God’s will as revealed through
Jesus’s words and actions, and have even had their status before God changed because of it: “The servant
does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made known to you
everything that I have heard from my Father” (John 15:15). Jesus is revealing God’s will and work, and
then inviting them to join into that same will and work, becoming fruitful by honoring his command to
“love one another as I have loved you.” God is at work among humanity in the human form of Jesus, so
that humanity might be able to learn how to work on behalf of God in the world.

What’s Faith Got to Do with It?
This is all well and good as a bunch of theological talk, but is still missing a critical piece: faith. This all
occurs in its context in a crisis moment, and the disciples will forget their loyalty to Jesus before we can
scarcely turn the page on the conversation. However, before their abandonment, we get a preview of what
will come to pass after the resurrection. It is yet to be tested by the crucible, but we get a taste of the faith
that will be solidified when the disciples witness his defeat of death. In John 16:30 we read the climatic
confession, “we believe that you came from God”. That curiously-worded affirmation of faith is more
central to John’s gospel than is easily recognized.
“We believe that you came from God” sounds like a basic thing to affirm about Jesus, but for John’s
gospel it is the critical point. Everything up until chapter 12 has been constructed to demonstrate that
Jesus is in fact the one sent from God. It’s a theme hiding in plain sight, captured in language like being
“from God” or “from heaven”, or in Jesus’s talk about being “sent”. The fascinating turn of the fourth
gospel is that it takes this basic affirmation of Jesus’s origin and uses it to launch the mission of the
disciples. Just as the father sent Jesus, so Jesus sends his disciples (20:21), and when they are doing the
will of God, they have access to the same divine power that Jesus put on display. What’s the connection
between what Jesus did and what the sent disciples will do? Their faith.
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In coming to believe that Jesus is from God, the disciples also come to believe his invitation to share in
his divinely originating power and mission. They too become “from God” because now they are “from
Jesus”. John tipped his hand early on that this was God’s work in Jesus: “But to all who received him,
who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of
the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.” (John 1:12-13) In the wake of the resurrection,
the disciples can truly become brothers of Jesus, sharing the same Father and God (20:17).

The Victory of Faith
There’s an old church song, “Faith is the Victory” which draws its language from 1 John 5:4-5, “…this is
the victory that conquers the world, our faith. Who is it that conquers the world but the one who believes
that Jesus is the Son of God?” The song implies that the victory is one that we, Christ’s disciples win
over our enemies. However, the greater truth is that it is Jesus who becomes victorious over his enemies
because of our faith. See, we may not have noticed the connection between this text (1 John 5) and John
16:33, where Jesus says to his disciples: “Take courage; I have conquered the world!”. Notice how the
announcement is peculiarly located—Jesus proclaims his victory before the events of either the cross or
the empty tomb. What has happened at this point that evokes this claim? It is the confession of faith from
the disciples—this constitutes Jesus’s victory over the world!
Now that they believe—or perhaps better, now that they are coming to believe—Jesus has won a foothold
in the world. God’s work will continue. The gospel embodied in him will be embodied in his disciples
who now participate in his mission. Jesus, the Sent One, will become the sender, and the faith of his
disciples will become a gateway for the power of God to work goodness in the world.
Our faith is much more powerful than we know. It is not just a vehicle for our comfort or empowerment.
It is a vehicle for divine action. It is the connection point at which God’s people become partners by
God’s Spirit, agents of God’s creative agenda in the world. Faith is the engine translating God’s will into
human action and the restoration of God’s creation.
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It is easy to underestimate our faith. I often perceive mine to be quite a weak thing—apparently much
smaller than even a mustard seed. But in the hands of Jesus, even our broken faith creates enormous
possibilities, and becomes a tool in God’s mission.

(If you would like to walk through a study of the “Sent” theme in John, consider the following texts in
their context: 1:12-13, 3:2, 3:13, 3:17, 3:31-34, 4:34, 5:23-24, 5:36-38, 6:33, 6:46, 6:57, 7:27-29, 8:1416, 8:23-26, 8:42, 9:4, 9:29-33, 10:36, 11:27, 12:44-45, 13:3, 14:24, 15:21, 16:27-30, 17:8, 18:36-37,
19:9, 20:21. This list is not exhaustive, and perhaps the better approach is to simply take a highlighter to
a fresh copy of the gospel and mark each time the theme shows up. I assure you, you will not have to
travel long between occurrences! I would love to say that the theme is plainly stated in literally every
chapter of John, but alas, chapter 2 only yields 2:9, which I hold to be playful language on the theme—
but I’ll let you decide for yourself.)

Steven Hovater:
Four kids.
One wife.
Seventeen hobbies.
A coach’s whistle.
Lots of thoughts about God and food.
The spiritual gift of volume.
Blogs at stevenhovater.com, and preaches in Tullahoma,
Tennessee.
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Faith Unshackled – A Case Study:
Killing Locusts
Change is terrifying. Whether its work, school, marriage, or grocery store layouts, change is never fun.
When our congregation at Crosspointe Church of Christ faced the fact that we were a hospice church, a
church on life support, and we had to move. Fast. Over 10 years our attendance had decreased by twothirds.
Through a long, agonizing series of events, we begin to seek God's direction. Where did He want us to
move next? We had several congregational meetings that only gave us confirmation that things were bad.
We either had to seek out a resurrection or pull the plug. There were no other options. Change had to
come.
We had less than a month before we had a final meeting with the entire church to reveal what was next.
Taking the church off life support was not an option. So we were relaunching. We were moving to a new
mission. I was asked to craft it. I was hopeless. So I sat down to write.
I remember sitting at my kitchen table one night. I couldn't think. I couldn't pray. I was beyond frustrated
and angry. As I watched the laptop cursor blink, as I stared into the white screen, I gave up. I quit. I
stopped. I walked out.

Figure 6: Photo by Greg Rakozy on Unsplash

I went out onto the back porch and looked at the sky and begin talking to God. I told Him how tired I
was. I told Him how discouraged and angry I had become. I told Him that I was sick of it. I told him I
quit. And then I told Him that if He had any ideas, I'd love to know them.
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And then I hit a watershed moment in my life. I said, "God, you've got to show up or Crosspointe isn't
going to make it. She's your body. You created her. You know what you have in store for us. We give up. I
give up. Please, give me your vision."
I stood there in the silence for a while. And then it happened. God put something into my heart and brain
that ignited a fire in my bones.
He brought this Scripture to mind:
"I will restore to you the year that the swarming locust has eaten..." (Joel 2:25a, ESV)
What God brought forth that night has completely re-forged Crosspointe. Sunday we had our first
progress meeting since the relaunch one year ago. In that year I've seen our members step out in ways I
never dreamed possible. I've seen more generosity, kindness, and boldness than I ever thought we'd
muster. You can follow what this has looked like in the daily life of Crosspointe on my blog
https://oldesoultheology.com/.
The years eaten away by the destroyer...have slowly begun to be restored.
Why? How?
Faith.
God's people at Crosspointe had the audacity to trust in the God who breathed out the stars... and step out
onto the waves. We're not there yet, but exercising our faith has grown it exponentially.
“We're trusting, Lord. We know you'll deliver us. We believe, but help our unbelief.”
Wherever you find yourself in your walk with God, ask the question: What is holding me back from
completely trusting Him? What's my obstacle? And then pray...and kick it right down. Faith is the victory
that overcomes the world.

Scott Johnson has been on both sides of the fence: life without Jesus
and life with Jesus. He wouldn’t go back for anything. As a former drug
addict, he has a passion for sharing Jesus with the world. He graduated
from Ohio Valley University in 2007 with a Bachelor’s Degree in Biblical
Texts. He has been in full-time ministry since 2007 and served two
churches in that time. Scott is the Senior Minister at Crosspointe Church
of Christ in Franklin, Ohio. He resides in Middletown, Ohio with his wife
and their two children. He loves to play guitar, drink coffee, help people,
and enjoy his family.
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God Unshackled
Having spent a year contemplating Faith Unshackled, I chose to spend the Christmas season
contemplating God Unshackled. I concede the contrary nature of this thought. How could anyone shackle
God? Isn’t he the ultimate power in the universe? Does God somehow need me to rescue him?
As we contemplate the manger, the pivot point of history, God does something that unprecedented. From
time to time throughout the pages of the Old Testament God intervened in human affairs. From mighty
works such as parting the Red Sea, to unappreciated messages through prophets like Jeremiah, God
guided the trajectory of human history. Sometimes he sent angels, but they always returned to their
heavenly home.
What ancient people of God didn’t recognize was that God was working from outside history. Despite
unlimited power, God chose to influence humanity rather than intimidate us. God chose to shackle
himself and remain invisible to us. No statues. No images. No fiery apparition on the tallest mountain. No
undeniable evidence of his presence with angel armies enforcing his laws around the globe. No, God
chose to limit himself. He graciously chose to give humanity an opportunity to return to him.
So we arrive at a manger…. with God laying in it.
God breaking a shackle he had placed upon himself.
God in the flesh.
When I first think of the phrase God Unshackled I
picture him like the Incredible Hulk: Big, angry and
shredding every chain in sight. While Revelation
1:12-20 indicates that such a day will come, God
first chooses to break his shackles through humility
and weakness. Paul described Jesus’ birth in this
way,
“He gave up his divine privileges; he took the humble position of a slave and was born as a human
being.
When he appeared in human form, he humbled himself in obedience to God and died a criminal’s death
on a cross.” (Philippians 2:7-8)
God sneaks into our world breaking down the wall of invisibility between himself and humanity. In the
process he confronts us with ways that we constrain ourselves. God created and loves the whole world.
Jesus became human for the benefit of all humanity. And we too often create classes and divisions
between each other. We too often look at others and see differences rather than similarities. We find
reasons to create, or maintain, distance rather than reasons to draw closer. We value those closer to us
more highly than those further away.
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Each Christmas we sing of peace on earth and good tidings to all men. And along the way we forget what
peace looks like. The apostle Paul describe God’s peace this way,
“Christ himself has brought peace to us. He united Jews and Gentiles into one people when, in his own
body on the cross, he broke down the wall of hostility that separated us.” (Ephesians 2:14) God creates
peace through us when we break down walls that we’ve built around ourselves. There’s a popular
Christian song at the moment that describes Jesus as “a chain breaker”. He is. One way that Jesus breaks
our chains is by using us to break walls. In this process he provides freedom for ourselves and those
around us.
Because of my limited and warped understanding of power I tend to equate it with violence and
intimidation. God reveals in the birth and humanity of Jesus the Messiah the superior power of humility,
self-control, love, mercy and peacemaking.
God Unshackled refers to a God without limits. As I’ve dwelled on this thought this year I’ve come
appreciate that the bigger my faith gets, the bigger my God gets. It’s too easy for me to construct a
personal framework of rules, traditions, principles, values, and my own personal tastes and preferences
that create expectations for how I think God should work.
The manger reminds us that God doesn’t play by our rule book.
Here are three verses that bless my life by reminding me that God is Unshackled, and he wants me to
experience his freedom through Faith Unshackled.





Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave of sin. So if the Son sets you free,
you are truly free.” (John 8:34-36 NLT)
“Brothers and sisters, God has called you to freedom! Hear the call, and do not spoil this gift by
using your liberty to engage in what your flesh desires; instead, use it to serve each other as
Jesus taught through love.” (Galatians 5:13 VOICE)
“But where sin increased, grace increased all the more.” (Romans 5:20b NIV)

2017 represents the fifth year participating in a Summer Blog Tour. I am forever grateful to friends
online and in the flesh who choose to share their heart for God by contributing to a topic of my choosing.
It thrills me to see the creative ways they express themselves on the basis of two ambiguous words like
“Faith Unshackled”. They always take me on paths I would never travel if left to my own devices.
I pray that through our collective efforts, and perspectives, God’s Spirit may bless you in ways beyond
what each writer could achieve alone.
May peace go with you as you follow Jesus and experience the freedom of Faith Unshackled.
~ Peter Horne
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