
10    To Transform a City

Seeing the church as a what has resulted in a church-centric approach to our 
understanding of mission. That has in turn created our perspective on how the 
church fits into our culture (see fig. 1).

In figure 1 the various components, or “domains,” of our culture are pictured 
as silos. This compartmentalization of society is a signature development of the 
modern world and its increasing complexity. The church’s response to this world 
was to build its own silo. We developed a full-blown parallel church culture 
complete with media, entertainment, education, recreation, you name it. Our 
methodology for constructing our silo was attractional marketing with a con-
sumer/customer-service orientation. We thought that if we built better churches, 
we would have better people and communities.

The results of this approach have been stunningly poor. With annual receipts 
of over $100 billion in the United States for all religious causes, we do indeed 
have the best churches humanity can build. We have Six Flags Over Jesus. How-
ever, our communities aren’t any better. Nor are people who show up every 
week to support the church. When asked, they “reveal” that they are not a bit 
happy with their spiritual development, and their lifestyles typically don’t reflect 
anything distinctively Jesus-like. On top of all of this, an increasing number of 
people in our culture simply want nothing to do with this organized institutional 
religious activity we call church. Simply put, church as a what isn’t cutting it!

In the New Testament, the church is not a what; it’s a who. Jesus is identified 
as the head not of a corporation but of a body. He is not a senior partner in a 
corporation; he is a spouse in a marriage. In other words, the church is people. 
Missional followers of Jesus see themselves as the church. I am the church if I 
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Foreword    11

am united with Christ; so are you. I am not all the church and neither are you, 
but we are the church nonetheless. This means that everywhere you and I are, 
the church is present. We are as much the church on Monday at work as we are 
anytime we gather with other followers of Jesus for designated church stuff. You 
and I, as the continuing incarnation of Jesus in the world, are supposedly acting 
as salt and light in our worlds.

This means that church as a who sees its relationship with culture very dif-
ferently. Take a look at figure 2.

The missional church sees itself as the people of God (a who) already deployed 
across all domains of culture. These life-place assignments have been made by 
a God who desires to plant the incarnational presence of his Son everywhere, 
because God so loves the world, not just the church. Whereas “doing church” 
builds the church silo (a what) in our first 
diagram, “being church” (as a who) in this 
diagram releases the church to impact the 
world — ​right where God’s people already are.

Clearly, this church is what the New Tes-
tament has in mind. As this book points out, 
there is no reference in the New Testament to church that is smaller than a city. 
Only church as a what can have us talking about “a” church in town. The bibli-
cal notion of church as a who would lead us into a discussion of “the” church in 
town. Competing whats can’t think like this; only whos can.

Bu
sin

ess

G
overn

m
en

t

A
rts an

d M
edia

So
cial Sector

Edu
cation

H
ealth

care

C
h

u
rch

Bu
sin

ess

G
overn

m
en

t

A
rts an

d
 M

edia

So
cial

Sector

Edu
cation

H
ealth

care

Church

Cultural
Transformation

Behavior

Values

Knowledge

Length of Time

D
eg

re
e 

of
 D

if
fi

cu
lt

y

Short Long

Ea
sy

H
ar

d

Unity of Family
(Eph. 4:3–6)

Unity of Purpose
(John 17:23)

Unity of Fellowship
(Rom. 15:5–7)

Figure 2

In the New Testament, 
the church is not a 
what; it’s a who.

0310325862_to_transform_hc_FInal.indd   11 6/22/10   12:55 PM



46    To Transform a City

the truth of our salvation: I have been saved (Eph. 2:8), I am being saved (Phil. 
2:12), and one day I will be saved (1 Peter 1:5). In a similar way, we can say that as 
a follower of Christ, I have been transformed — ​this is transformation past. But in 
addition to the past, every Christian is also encouraged to continue the transforma-
tion process through the renewing of their mind — ​“Do not conform any longer 
to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind” 
(Rom. 12:2, emphasis ours). There is an ongoing process of transformation that 
each and every Christian is engaged in. The apostle Paul reminds us that “[w]e . . . 
are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory” (2 Cor. 3:18). In 
other words, in addition to the reality of my past changes, I am being transformed 
today — ​this is transformation present. And along with this ongoing process, there 
is the truth that one day the transformation process will be complete: “The Lord 
Jesus Christ . . . will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glori-
ous body” (Phil. 3:20 – 21, emphasis ours). This is transformation future. I can say 
without any contradiction that I have been transformed, I am being transformed, 
and one day I will be completely transformed. Personal transformation is a process.

The common element that unites all three phases of my transformation is 
my relationship with Jesus Christ. He is the one who began the transformation 
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108    To Transform a City

words and deeds, that Jesus is sent from God and that God loves every person 
on earth as much as he loves his own Son. Figure 5 helps us to visualize unity 
around mission or purpose.

As believers or churches pursue a common mission, they grow in unity. By 
pursuing their own separate purposes, however, they walk the path of disunity. 
Individual congregations may have different roles in this mission, but they are 
all motivated by the same common purpose. They are the body of Christ in their 
city.164 A. W. Tozer saw and understood this relationship between unity and a 
shared focus: “Has it ever occurred to you that one hundred pianos all tuned 
to the same fork are automatically tuned to each other? They are of one accord 
by being tuned, not to each other, but to another standard to which each one 
must individually bow. So one hundred worshipers [meeting] together, each one 
looking away to Christ, are in heart nearer to each other than they could possibly 
be, were they to become ‘unity’ conscious and turn their eyes away from God to 
strive for closer fellowship.”165

This same principle is true of congregations, whether you have two or two 
hundred, all focused on Christ’s mission in their city.

In fact, we are not aware of a single, sustained city transformation movement 
that is not centered on mission. If churches aren’t working together on some-
thing, trying to accomplish a dream together that they cannot accomplish as a 
single congregation, then there is no purposeful unity between them. There are 
at least a couple of reasons why this is true. First, it is a fact that the longer people 
live in relationship with each other, the more they are likely to discover how dif-
ferent they really are. It’s the truth in the axiom “Familiarity breeds contempt.” 
It is very difficult to sustain the unity of fellowship over an extended period of 
time. Unless congregations share something in common with each other that is 
significant enough to motivate them to “accept one another” (Rom. 15:7), their 

Figure 4

Mission

Believer 1 Believer 2

0310325862_to_transform_hc_FInal.indd   108 6/22/10   12:55 PM



The Whole Church    109

embrace of unity will be short-lived. A shared mission that proclaims and dem-
onstrates the love of God to the city provides that motivation.

A second reason why we should seek unity in mission is that most leaders are 
naturally biased toward action. Few will not attend more than a couple of prayer 

meetings if they sense that these gather-
ings lack a clear purpose. CitiReach Inter-
national founder Jack Dennison writes in 
his book City Reaching, “We see repetitive 
efforts to demonstrate our unity through 
citywide worship events, prayer vigils . . . 
and other similar events. These activities 
. . . are wonderful symbols of our unity but 
they rarely produce real substance. They 
make us feel good and sometimes result 
in great newspaper coverage, but the cities 
remain unchanged.”166

We can diagram a path to the complete unity that Jesus prayed for, as in 
figure 6.

Sometimes unity comes about by this neat process of progression. At other 
times, unity of fellowship is experienced as believers unite around a common 
purpose. A recent Leadership Network survey about church partnerships asked 
the question, “Which [activity] originally triggered your church’s involvement 
[with other churches]?” As many churches listed “doing a community service 

Unity of Family
(Eph. 4:3–6)

Unity of Fellowship
(Rom. 15:5–7)

Unity of Purpose
(John 17:23)

“Make every effort to keep 
the unity of the Spirit 
through the bond of peace. 
. . . one body . . . one Spirit . 
. . one hope . . . one Lord, 
one faith, one baptism; one 
God and Father of all, who 
is over all.”

“May . . . God . . . give you 
a spirit of unity among 
yourselves as you follow 
Christ Jesus, so that with 
one heart and mouth you 
may glorify . . . God. . . . 
Accept one another, then.”

“May they be brought to 
complete unity to let the 
world know that you sent 
me and have loved them 
even as you have loved me.”

Figure 6

If churches aren’t working 
together on something, 
trying to accomplish a 
dream together that they 
cannot accomplish as a 
single congregation, then 
there is no purposeful 
unity between them.
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110    To Transform a City

project together” as indicated “meeting together for prayer.”167 Pastor Rick War-
ren of Saddleback Church summarizes the motivation for unity in this way: “We 
need to mobilize a billion Catholics and Orthodox [believers]. I’m not really that 
interested in interfaith dialogue. I am interested in interfaith projects. Let’s do 
something together. You are probably not going to change my doctrinal distinc-
tives. We have different beliefs but the fact is, we do serve the same Lord. Let’s 
work on the things we can agree on.”168

Striving together with a common purpose brings us into fellowship with one 
another. In this case, the progression of unity can be better diagrammed as in 
figure 7.

Does this mean that our new goal is to get every church in the city unified in 
both fellowship and purpose? No! That is not likely to happen, nor does it really 
need to happen for us to effectively transform the city. City transformation won’t 
include all churches (some just prefer to play by themselves or don’t play well with 
others), but it should not exclude any churches.

Everywhere we turn, we see more and more pastors and Christian leaders 
thinking in these broad categories and looking for partnerships outside their 
own churches and denominations. 
Leadership journal reported the results 
of a May 2008 survey of seven hundred 
evangelical pastors who responded to 
the question, “As a leader, do you see 
church evangelism efforts primarily 
to grow ‘my’ church or ‘the’ church?” 
Ten years ago, the results of the survey 
showed that 39 percent of pastors answered “my church.” But in 2008, 93 per-
cent of pastors answered “the church.” In 1998, only 51 percent of pastors agreed 
that “partnerships are essential in accomplishing the gospel mission.” But by 
2008 that number had grown to 75 percent.169 There is a growing desire among 
church leaders to pursue this kind of purposeful unity with other congregations.

City transformation won’t 
include all churches, but 
it should not exclude any 
churches.
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120    To Transform a City

O
rp

ha
ns

Ja
m

es
 1

:2
7

W
id

ow
s

Ja
m

es
 1

:2
7

Im
m

ig
ra

nt
s

Le
v. 

19
:3

3 –
 34

Pr
is

on
er

s
H

eb
. 1

3:
3

Si
ck

/D
is

ab
le

d
M

at
t. 

25
:3

6
Po

or
G

al
. 2

:1
0

A
ge

d
1 

T
im

. 5
:9

Ph
ys

ic
al

• 
fo

od
/n

ut
rit

io
n

• 
sh

el
te

r/
ho

us
in

g
• 
cl

ot
hi

ng

Sp
ir

it
ua

l
• 
sa

lv
at

io
n

• 
di

sc
ip

le
sh

ip

So
ci

al
• 
lo

ne
lin

es
s

• 
ad

di
ct

io
ns

• 
m

en
to

rin
g

E
m

ot
io

na
l

• 
gr

ie
f

• 
st

re
ss

E
du

ca
ti

on
al

/
T

ra
in

in
g

• 
lit

er
ac

y
• 
tu

to
rin

g
• 
la

ng
ua

ge
• 
ca

re
er

 g
ui

da
nc

e

T
he

 id
ea

 fo
r t

hi
s c

ha
rt

 w
as

 in
sp

ire
d 

by
 D

r. 
R

ay
m

on
d 

Ba
nk

e.

0310325862_to_transform_hc_FInal.indd   120 6/22/10   12:55 PM



The Whole Gospel     129

diagram was originally published in the book The Externally Focused Church,184 
but we have here further developed this idea of holistic witness (see fig. 8).

Consider the diagram carefully. If you look at it long enough, like those pictures 
you have to stare at for a while in order to see the 3-D image, it will start to make 
sense. A few months ago, I (Eric) received an email from a pastor who attended a 
seminar I gave at Dallas Theological Seminary. He was excited because he had just 
figured out that his church didn’t need to be an either-or church but could be what 
he described as a fourth-quadrant church — ​saving the lost and serving the least. 
The goal that we are seeking is that upper-right quadrant, where we see the church 
doing both of those things. We don’t have to choose between changing our com-
munities and changing lives; we can focus, like Jesus did, on both truth and grace 
(John 1:14, 17) without ever having to compromise either one.185

Good Deeds, Goodwill,  
and Good News
Good deeds almost always produce goodwill with others. When people are 
observers or recipients of unmerited acts of kindness, they sit up and take notice. 

Good News (Rom. 1:15) “Proclamation” 
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Figure 8
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134    To Transform a City

Rethinking the  
Thickness of the Gospel
Viv Grigg, a friend of ours from New Zealand, was an engineer by education and 
was trained by the Navigators. Since I (Eric) was also involved in the Navigator 
ministry while in the Army Reserves, I deeply respect the level of commitment 
and training shown by those involved in this ministry. As a young man, Viv 
sensed the call of God on his life to go and minister to the poorest of the poor in 
Manila in the Philippines. In preparation for his life among the poor, Viv read 
and memorized 254 verses about God’s care for people living on the margins of 
society. After a bit of time in language school, learning the language Tagalog, Viv 
moved into the squatter community of Tatalon and rented a room above a shack. 
As he met the people, they asked, “What’s a white-face like you doing here?” 
Viv would simply answer, “Jesus said the poor are blessed and I came here to 
find out why.”189 As Viv began telling people about Jesus, the people of Tatalon 
responded to his message — ​often presented as “the Bridge” diagram (fig. 9). I 
have also used this method to share my faith on multiple occasions.

As people began coming to faith, Viv realized that the good news he was shar-
ing merely addressed the spiritual consequences of sin and did not directly address 
the economic or social consequences of sin. Since poverty was so rampant in this 
barrio, Viv found himself thinking, “Women need Jesus Christ to help them stay 
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136    To Transform a City

were experiencing this same shift from a proclamation-focused ministry to a 
more holistic approach. Some shared that there was concern among some of the 
leadership that this holistic gospel would lead to an abandonment of the guid-
ing principle of Matthew 28:18 – 20: “Go and make disciples.” As the discussion 

deepened, someone read the passage to 
us all and pointed out that Jesus further 
encourages us, as we make disciples, to 
teach them to “obey everything I have 
commanded you.” Perhaps the problem 
was really an issue of mission — ​that our 
goals for mission were not thick enough 
and we were neglecting the full respon-
sibility of making disciples who obeyed 
everything Jesus had taught his disciples 
to do and believe. We concluded that 

ministering holistically was not an abandonment of our mission and calling in 
Matthew 28:18 – 20. It was actually a deeper fulfillment of that mission!

Understanding the larger picture of God’s story suggests at least two things to 
us. First, it encourages us to think and live missionally. Reggie McNeal defines the 
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138    To Transform a City

rejected him? They should have been most receptive to him, but they were not. 
Perhaps something is missing, a way of making the Engle Scale more accurate?

Recognizing this shortcoming of the scale, another missiologist, Frank Gray, 
added a horizontal vector representing “attitude toward the gospel,” combining 
it with Engle’s vertical vector of “knowledge of the gospel.” Gray’s Matrix can be 
represented as in figure 12.194
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140    To Transform a City

Discovering Common Ground
In October 2003, we were in Riga, Latvia, meeting with a small group of pas-
tors. These devoted servants had joined us for breakfast on the west side of the 
Daugava River, overlooking this beautiful medieval city. On the back of a place-
mat we sketched out a diagram for them as we explained the concept of being 
a “serving church” (this is now a permanent part of our presentation on city 
transformation). This sketch of three intersecting circles provides a visual way 
of focusing our understanding of city transformation. To transform a city, there 
are always three entities at play — ​the needs and dreams of the city, the mandates 
and desires of God, and the calling and capacity of the church. Take some time 
to examine figure 13. We would encourage you to refer to it as we unpack the 
content of these circles and their intersections.195

Needs and Dreams of the City
First, let’s look at the circle labeled “Needs and Dreams of the City.” What 
exactly does this refer to? We have found that every city has needs, which are 
often quite obvious — ​pressing problems that need to be addressed. In addition, 
communities also have dreams, aspirations, and hopes for what they would like 

Needs and
Dreams of

the City

Callings and
Capacities of
the Church

Mandates
and Desires

of GodSalvation

Service

Control Common
Grace

Figure 13
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148    To Transform a City

businesses, and banks which are not controlled by the state. These insti-
tutions are profit motivated.

	 2.	 The public sector. The second sector is commonly referred to as the public 
sector. The public sector is that part of economic and administrative life 
that deals with the delivery of goods and services by and for the govern-
ment at the local, state, or national level. The public sector is owned by 
the state and exists to provide services that reflect the public interest. In 
some developed countries, these would include police and fire service, 
clean water and sanitation, and possibly waste management and garbage 
removal.

	 3.	 The social sector. The third sector of every society is sometimes called 
just that — ​the third sector, or the social sector. It represents the wide 
range of community, voluntary, religious, and not-for-profit activities 
in society. The activities and programs of Christian churches would be 
included in this sector of society.

Although there are three separate sectors, there is often cooperation and con-
tribution between them. A robust private sector (business) fuels both the public 
and social sectors of a city. The private sector pays taxes to supply the funding for 
the public sector. Often both the private sector and the public sector contribute to 
the social sector by providing goods or services that the social sector does not want 
to or is unable to provide. Sometimes the opposite is also true, and social sector 
enterprises will have private sector (profit-making) components to their work. We 

Figure 14
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150    To Transform a City

In 1975, Campus Crusade for Christ founder Bill Bright and Youth With 
A Mission (YWAM) founder Loren Cunningham came together and identi-
fied what they called “Seven Mountains of Influence” — ​pillars or domains of 
society that need to be transformed if the world is to be transformed. The seven 
mountains they identified were:

•	 Education: entities that engage in teaching and training
•	 Arts/Entertainment: entities that consciously produce or arrange sounds, 

colors, forms, movements, or other elements in a manner that affects the 
sense of beauty; entities that afford pleasure, diversion, or amusement

•	 Government: entities (local, regional, or federal) that serve the greater 
common good of society by restraining evil and promoting the good

•	 Religion: religious or nonprofit service organizations, such as churches, 
synagogues, mosques, United Way, Boys & Girls Clubs, and so on

•	 Family: the fundamental social group in society, typically consisting of 
one or two parents and their children

•	 Media: entities that transmit information to the masses via radio, televi-
sion, print, or the internet

•	 Business: enterprises that engage in the sale of goods or services

While we recognize that these seven domains may not appear to cover every 
aspect of society, we have found they serve effectively as “big buckets” to hold 
more distinct subgroups like law, healthcare, agriculture, military, and so on. 

Business

ReligionMedia

Family
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GovernmentEducation
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the gravitational center, and all ministry is defined by what happens within its 
four walls. Not all churches would say it this bluntly, but in many churches this is 
the reality of how ministry is done. Talent is pulled from the domains of society 
into the church, and the church draws the resources of the community to itself 
(see fig. 16).

Tim suggested that we need to change this diagram if we really want to see 
a change in our communities. No longer should the church be the center of 
our thinking. Instead it is the Christians in the city, working and operating in 
their respective domains, who should be at the center of our thinking, with the 
church as one of the outer circles. A revised diagram (fig. 17) has arrows pointing 
outward to each of the domains, indicating that the influence is directed from 
individual Christians in the community into each of the domains of society, 
including the church. The fields of service, in this model, are truly unlimited. In 
the first diagram (fig. 16), the fields of service are quite limited. People can serve 
a ministry of the church — ​as an usher, deacon, elder, board member, Sunday 
school teacher, volunteer, or staff member — ​but there is little room for those 
who do not have a gift that fits the needs of the church. The second diagram 
(fig. 17) shows us that all kinds of gifts and talents can be employed to serve the 
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Lord and build his kingdom, even gifts that do not fit the particular ministries 
of the church and its programs.

How does an artist, an educator, a media person, a businessperson, or a gov-
ernment servant serve the Lord best? Tim reminds us that “there are two ques-
tions that every Christian who is working in the secular field must answer. The 
first is, ‘How can I be an effective witness in the sphere of society to my other 
non-Christian friends?’ And a second question is this: ‘How can I impact society 
with the values of the kingdom through the sphere that I am serving in?’ ”202 
Tim’s insight is mirrored by the thoughts of Bob Roberts, pastor of NorthWood 
Church in Keller, Texas:

The lowest common denominator of the church for engaging society is not 
the religious leader but the everyday disciple because each disciple is in a 
different domain. We’ve made the preacher the hero of the church. The hero 
must be the disciple. The job of the pastor must be to equip, mobilize, and 
help the disciple engage his or her world. . . . As their lives are transformed, 
disciples transform the domains of society where they work and live. We’re 
talking more than a Bible study at work, but rather how people use their 
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164    To Transform a City

leaders of other domains to take on the big problems of a community? Is that 
even possible? The truth is that there are examples of believers all over the world 
who are demonstrating the values of the kingdom in their own social domains. A 
diagram like this acts like a map to effectively communicate to these believers the 
steps and the process that can lead to city transformation and where they fit into 
that plan. For which domains do you have a developed theology? For which do 
you have a vision to cast? For which do you have the right leadership? For which 
do you have a concrete example? We can shade in the areas that are completed 
while allowing the white spaces to pull us forward as we pray and look for ways 
to make progress in those areas. Recently I (Eric) did this very exercise with a 
group of cross-domain leaders from a dozen cities around the United States. Not 
surprisingly, the diagrams were not colored in sequentially. Some domains had 
a leader and an example but lacked vision and theology. Other domains had a 
theology and a leader but had no vision or example. This diagram was very help-
ful for city leaders as they tried to get a quick snapshot of their progress.

Diffusion of Innovations
How are big ideas spread? How do people begin to adopt new practices? Several 
years ago, Everett Rogers wrote a book titled Diffusion of Innovations. In this work, 
Rogers tells how social adaptation spreads within a given social group. Rogers 
defines five categories of individuals in any social system: the innovators, the early 
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The Whole City    165

adopters, the middle adopters, the late adopters, and the laggards. Understanding 
the role that each of these individuals has in the spread of an idea is helpful as 
we consider the spread of transformative ideas in the various domains of the city.

•	 Innovators make up roughly 3 percent of a social system. They are those 
who come up with new ways of thinking about something and doing 
things that challenge and change the status quo.

•	 Early adopters make up roughly 13 percent of society, and though they 
are not themselves the innovators, they know how to recognize a good 
idea. They tend to be oriented toward action and usually begin to imple-
ment the new ideas without asking, “Who else is doing this?”

•	 Middle adopters are 34 percent of the social system. They may understand 
the new thing but need a bit more certainty before they can buy into it. 
They ask, “Where is this working? Are there models I can take a look at?”

•	 Late adopters are another 34 percent and generally want to know where 
the new idea is working successfully in a setting similar to their own. “I 
can see this working in Little Rock, Arkansas, but are there any places in 
the Northwest where this is being implemented?”

•	 Laggards are 16 percent of the social system and are usually the last to 
get on board. As Sam wryly notes, they often end up serving on boards. 
Why? Because boards are established to protect the status quo and the 
values and practices of the organization.224

Rogers diagrams this distribution in a bell curve that can be depicted as in 
figure 19.

Diffusion of Innovations, Everett Rogers 
Figure 19
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172    To Transform a City

who knew the layout of their church facility were helpless in identifying the 
layout of their city, yet the majority of our missional ministry takes place in the 
city — ​not in a church building. More recently I (Eric) guided a group of pastors 
and Christian leaders through this same exercise in Beijing, China. Working 
in teams of five or six, each group of leaders was able to define the boundaries, 
paths, nodes, districts, and landmarks 
of this great city. Through this exercise, 
they were also able to give me a bird’s-
eye view of this historic city. Give this 
exercise a try on a map of your city. You 
may be surprised at what you learn!

City Leaders
Every city transformation movement 
must have leaders who are able to see 
the forest as well as the trees. There 
must be certain key individuals who 
are able to view the city from a strategic vantage point. Every city has strategic 
and tactical initiatives that are designed to impact different parts of the city. To 
maximize the contributions of all the players, there must be someone who thinks 
about the big picture. Carefully consider figure 20.

Some pastors who knew 
the layout of their church 
facility were helpless in 
identifying the layout of 
their city, yet the majority 
of our missional ministry 
takes place in the city — ​ 
not in a church building.
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Partnering with Others Who Care    179

that circle were the various doctrines and theological positions that distinguished 
one denomination from another. So one of the dots in the circle might rep-
resent a view on baptism — ​by immersion or sprinkling? Is it for believers or 
infants? Is it mandatory or optional for salvation? Or a dot could represent a 
view on the Lord’s Supper. Do you use wine or grape juice; bread or wafers? 
Being within that circle of common belief was the criteria for working together 
in common mission. The bounded-set thinker asks the question, “Do you believe 
like I believe?” Unfortunately, this can become a very divisive question because 
it separates those who are in and those who are out, limiting the people we are 
allowed to work with to those who sign off on our doctrinal statement.

Another way of looking at relationships is what Heibert referred to as a “cen-
tered set.” A centered set has no boundary that defines who is in and who is out. 
Rather it places Jesus at the center, with each person’s life represented by arrows 
moving toward Jesus or away from him. This type of thinking was demonstrated 
by Promise Keepers’ Bill McCartney when he welcomed stadiums full of men in 
the 1990s by saying, “It doesn’t matter if you are Baptist or Methodist or Catho-
lic or Pentecostal [each being bounded sets], but if you love Jesus [centered set] 
and want to get closer to him, then you belong here!” When McCartney would 
say this, thousands of men would shout and high-five each other. In centered-set 
thinking, direction is more determinative than distance to the center. In other 
words, it is better to be farther away from the Lord but moving toward Jesus than 
to be close to Jesus but moving away from him.

We could have inserted this diagram into our chapter on the whole church, 
but we prefer to mention it here as we think about who we can and cannot work 

Bounded Set Centered Set

Do you believe like I believe?
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182    To Transform a City

with these restorative movements everywhere, where everyone would know and 
work with someone who truly followed Jesus.

Morally Positive  
and Spiritually Neutral
Churches discover new opportunities when they recognize that they are free 
to partner with most any organization or entity that is morally positive and 
spiritually neutral. Again, to define our terms, we would say that morally positive 

means that the partnering organiza-
tion is working to provide a just solu-
tion to a problem that God cares about. 
Health, hunger, the welfare of children, 
homelessness, and sex trafficking are all 
examples of issues that we would sug-
gest are morally positive. While we, as 
the church, may disagree with these 
organizations as to the precise cause 
and cure, we can often agree that there 

is a very real problem. What this means is that if the city already has a home-
less shelter, we don’t need to start a Christian homeless shelter. If the city has a 
food bank, we don’t need to start a Christian food bank. Why spend kingdom 
resources creating a parallel, competing organization when one already exists 
in the city by God’s common grace? Instead we can partner with others in the 
city who care about the people we care about. Many churches have discovered 

Think of a city filled with 
these restorative move-
ments everywhere, where 
everyone would know and 
work with someone who 
truly followed Jesus.

Figure 22
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Leveraging Common Grace
To understand and take advantage of what currently exists in your community, 
we use the four-quadrant diagram in 
figure 23 to explain to churches that 
they do not have to spend precious 
kingdom resources duplicating services. 
Of the four quadrants of ministry, we 
firmly believe that the biggest opportu-
nity for impact is also the least utilized 
quadrant, the lower right — ​churches 
participating in ministries that other 
churches or nonprofit organizations 
have already begun. If our goal is to 
maximize our resources and make the 
most of our effort, then the best oppor-
tunities are found outside the walls of the church, where someone else is organiz-
ing the effort and paying the light bills.

The Fresno Model
How can differing domains work together to transform their city? A healthy 
model for community transformation was developed in the early nineties by 

If our goal is to maximize 
our resources and make the 
most of our effort, then 
the best opportunities are 
found outside the walls of 
the church, where someone 
else is organizing the effort 
and paying the light bills.
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188    To Transform a City

neighborhood leaders in Fresno, California. Their thinking about cities differs 
from most church strategies. As we discussed earlier, most church-based transfor-
mational initiatives begin with the different domains of society on the periphery 
and place the church at the center. Our friends in Fresno realized that trans-
forming the community required more resources than the church had to offer. 
Instead they placed their families, schools, and neighborhoods at the center while 
relegating the church to the periphery along with the other domains in the com-
munity. The church then took a catalytic responsibility for connecting and har-
nessing the energy, resources, and horsepower of the other domains to tackle the 
problems of neighborhoods, schools (elementary schools are often used to define 
a neighborhood), and families — ​the smallest individual unit in a neighborhood. 
The brilliance of diagramming their strategy this way is that it allows them, in 
humility, to share this vision with leaders in the other domains, and it doesn’t 
appear to be a church-centered program. Still, since there are usually believers 
within each domain of society, although the church is no longer in the central 
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