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C O U N C I L meets again

from the D I R E C T O R

At the first Council  in Jerusalem, a deliberate and profound decision 
was made: Gentile believers were free to develop their own distinctive 
expression of church without the imposition of Jewish cultural norms.  
For many Australians today, Christianity is just as foreign as Judaism 
was to the Gentiles.  I t  is t ime for the Council  to meet again.



To use the language of open and closed sets, 
Jewish theology majored on boundary fences to 
distinguish those who were “in the club” from 
those who were not. There were fences around 
dietary laws and Sabbath-keeping and obligatory 
religious performance. The Jerusalem Council 
flattened some of those fences and replaced 
them with wells in Gentile fields, which held 
the flock together by the attractiveness of the 
gospel: fewer boundary rules and more kingdom 
magnetism.

The cultural backgrounds of non-Jewish seekers 
meant God’s agenda in their sanctification 
was different to those who came from Jewish 
backgrounds. People with a Gentile past 
approached Jesus from different angles. The 
emerging church in a Gentile world needed 
freedom to explore different ways of being church 
and the Council of Jerusalem gave them that 
freedom.

I have a sense, metaphorically speaking, that the 
Jerusalem Council is once more in session. Those 
of us with a long personal Christian history need 

to appreciate that God is doing something new in 
our world, and the shape of the future will likely be 
very different from the past. We also need to face 
the fact that non-church Western society no longer 
understands us. In many ways, we speak a different 
dialect. Certain theological boundary fences and 
emphases don’t make sense and have little to do 
with our core message.

A friend of mine was a youth pastor in Baptist Church 
and developed an outstanding ministry to local 
skaties. He attracted hundreds of them and on Friday 
nights they erected ramps and jumps around the 
church car park. Little by little he was introducing 
them to Jesus (which sometimes meant turning a 
blind eye to what was being consumed or sniffed out 
of their brown paper bags). One of the young people 
decided to check out church on Sunday morning. He 
wore his best outfit: baggy jeans halfway down his 
backside, boxer shorts showing above the belt-line, 
baseball cap on back to front. As he walked through 
the church foyer he met a matriarch of the church 
who confronted him, “Young man, you do not wear a 
hat like that in the house of the Lord.” He didn’t stay, 
and nor did his friends.

Throughout the history of the church, 
particularly during its first few hundred years, 
significant Councils have taken place in order 
for definitions of Christian orthodoxy to be 
thrashed out by church leaders. 

The first recorded Council in Jerusalem is 
described in Acts 15 of the New Testament. 
The early church had an interesting problem: 
the gospel had jumped the ethnic fence. 
Gentiles were becoming followers of Jesus and 
were approaching their faith with a different 
worldview than the Jewish converts. Despite 
predictions from as far back as God’s covenant 
with Abraham, to say nothing of the predictions 
of Jesus, emergence of these new and different 
communities of faith took longstanding 
Christians by surprise. 

It’s not hard to imagine that for some people, 
steeped in an historical religious paradigm, this 
was cause for concern. They moved amongst 
these new Gentile communities of faith, 
imposing Jewish traditions and culture onto their 
religious practice. Their motives were probably 
quite pure, however they gave the impression 
a Gentile first had to become a Jew in order to 
become a Christian. 

The purpose of the Council in Jerusalem was to 
formulate a response to this new and potentially 
threatening development. 

Acts 15 is often misunderstood. Some have 
used it as a template for dispute resolution and 
problem solving. The emerging consensus from 
their deliberations has been highlighted in 
Baptist theology as a model for congregational 
government: it “seemed good to the Holy Spirit 
and to us.” (Actually we’re not certain how 
decision-making happened in Acts 15. As well as 
supporting models of democracy it could equally 
be argued James listened to all the discussion, 
then made a unilateral authoritarian decision… 
but let’s not confuse Baptist historians with the 
facts!)

I think the strategic significance of Acts 15 was 
much greater. Jesus-followers from different 
backgrounds forced the first generation church 
to wrestle with the distinction between 
religious culture and genuine saving faith. 
In missiological terms, Acts 15 was an early 
example of contextualization. How transferable 
were religious stereotypes from one culture 
to another? To what extent could new 
manifestations of church communities develop 
their own unique styles?

The Jerusalem Council settled the issue. They 
gave new expressions of church permission 
to be bona fide without being Jewish. Gentile 
spirituality was free to find its own distinctive 
cultural expression with only a core set of 
theological values. 
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What an appalling missiological tragedy! It 
makes my blood boil every time I think of it. 
Didn’t Jesus suggest those who cause little ones 
to stumble should have a millstone tied around 
their necks and be thrown into the sea?

By contrast, a church in Southern California 
experienced a powerful move of the Holy Spirit 
during the 1960’s. This was a prim and proper 
church: the men wore suits and the women wore 
hats. One Sunday, partway through the service, 
the back door opened and a young hippy walked 
in. It was a new experience for this straight-laced 
church. The young man walked down the aisle, 
and proceeded to sit cross-legged on the carpet in 
front of the pulpit. The congregation exchanged 
embarrassed looks and wondered what would 
happen next. The chairman of the Deacons began 
walking down the aisle, and many assumed 
he would grab the young hippy and throw him 
out. He approached the young man, and in his 
expensive three-piece suit sat down beside him, 
cross-legged on the floor, throughout the rest of 
the service. Long story short: lots of the hippies 
living nearby came to know Jesus in that church. 

I’d be interested to discuss with church leaders 
how we might respond to people from different 
backgrounds exploring Christian faith. What are 
some of our expendable boundary fences that 
we’ve erected by assuming everyone thinks like us?

Another pastor friend of mine was leading 
his church through the 40 Days of Purpose. In 
one of their small groups two women, not yet 
Christians, had been invited to join the group. 
It turned out they were a lesbian couple with 
children and had been together for years. Great 
to touch such people with the gospel, but the 
leaders were challenged by what would need to 
happen when they came to faith. What were the 
rules on morality that they would need to enforce 
and what ought they leave to God’s agenda and 
timing? What would happen to the children who 
knew nothing other than two mummies?

Why aren’t we facing questions like this more 
often? Could it be that we are somewhat 
impotent when it comes to reaching people 
with a different background or worldview?

One of the key players in the Jerusalem 
Council was Barnabas. He was an amazing, yet 
understated, New Testament character. When the 
first Gentile converts emerged in Antioch he was 
dispatched to check them out. 

Acts 11:23 says of Barnabas, “When he arrived 
and saw what the grace of God had done, he was 
glad and encouraged them all to remain true to 
the Lord with all their hearts.”

Interestingly, Barnabas was a Levite (Acts 4:36). 
His background culture, theological training and 
priestly experience must have screamed at him, 

“This is wrong!” Jews and Gentiles didn’t sit 
down to a meal together, let alone entertain 
one another in their homes. Yet Barnabas could 
see the new thing God was doing, and he 
encouraged them.

The Jerusalem Council employed a deliberate 
and profound decision not to impose cultural 
norms from one group onto those from a 
different background. The Holy Spirit was doing 
something new and they resolved to go along 
with it.

We’re all experientially grateful to the Council 
of Jerusalem for that decision. Had they 
decided differently, we might not be here 
today! 

Now might be our turn to do 
something similar. Let’s embrace 
experimentation in mission and 
outreach, and deliberately give creative 
expressions of Christian mission room to 
find their place. Who knows, we might 
just cooperate with a fascinating new 
movement of the Holy Spirit!

Brian Winslade is married to Liz and lives in Brisbane. 
They have three adult children. Brian serves as National 
Director for the Baptist Union of Australia, combining 
the roles of national leadership of the BUA with 
National Director of Crossover.



Christmas is almost upon us. 
The coloured lights are going 
up, the family gatherings 
are being planned, and the 
letterboxes are filling up with 
junk mail enticing us to 
overcrowded malls. 

Christmas is a wonderful Christian festival and 
most churches ramp-up for its celebration. 
It’s a great opportunity to be present in the 
community and declare the real reason for 
the season. 

But for many people in our neighborhoods, 
Christmas this year will be tough. For these 
people, there is no joyful anticipation, only 
dread and sadness. It won’t be the whole family 
this year. Someone is missing. This is their first 
Christmas since the death of a loved one. 

What does the gospel look like in the midst of 
grief? Jesus himself said, “Blessed are those who 
mourn, for they will be comforted,” (Matthew 5:4). 
And perhaps Jesus’ compassion towards people 

overwhelmed by grief is best summed up by 
John 11:35, the shortest verse in the Bible, 
“Jesus wept.” 

What can we do to serve and minister to people 
in our community who grieve this Christmas?

Amidst its other Christmas activities, Pittwater 
Uniting Church (NSW) holds a Service of Solace to 
bring the Kingdom of God to those grieving the 
loss of a loved one. 

Senior Minister Alan Robinson’s sends a letter to 
people in the community. It begins,

“[Our] thoughts are with you as Christmas 
approaches. This is a time of joy but also a time 
to grieve when you are aware that a loved one is 
missing. Enclosed is an invitation to attend our 
church’s Service of Solace …

There are many ways a service like this could be 
run. Pittwater Uniting Church uses a range of 
symbols, such as candles and a Christmas tree, 
along with special prayers, poems and Bible 

readings. The short sermon addresses the various 
aspects of grief and its impact when Christmas 
and other anniversaries come along. People are 
assured that their feelings are normal and okay.

In terms of presenting the gospel, this is not 
method for taking advantage of people made 
vulnerable by their grief. And yet the love of God 
in the midst of troubled times is at the heart 
of our Christmas message. What better time to 
share our faith in the God of all comfort? 

Perhaps your church could consider offering 
a Service of Solace this Christmas or next?  
You could spread the word by connecting with 
a nearby funeral director, advertising in the local 
newspaper, or with a letterbox drop. It may be 
that this is an opportunity to present the loving 
outstretched arms of Christ and his Church in a 
way that has a deep and life-changing impact.

If you would like to find out more information about 
the Pittwater Uniting Church Service of Solace contact 
Alan Robinson: info@puc.org.au  

C A S E  S T U D Y  mission in grief
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n G a g e
Australia is increasingly multi-cultural. 
Immigration is changing the look 
and sound of our local demographic. 
Last year, international students 
numbered 400,000, and that was 
in addition to the hundreds of 
thousands of new immigrant 
workers who entered the country.

Some immigrants come as refugees, fleeing appalling 
situations in their homeland, others come as highly-
trained professionals: doctors, nurses, accountants, 
solicitors, town planners, plumbers, electricians, 
and so on. And one of their greatest felt needs is the 
ability to speak English.

Many have studied English at school, at least from a 
technical or grammatical perspective, but have lacked 
opportunities to practice everyday conversation. 
Many also find that the level of English required to 
gain entry into Australia is below what is necessary to 
get a job. We “let them in,” but without the means to 
support themselves.

What are we doing to introduce new 
immigrants to the good news of Jesus Christ?

Crossover is currently promoting Hear Say, a new 
missional resource that provides an easy way to 
connect with non-English speaking people. Here’s 
how it works:

•	 A church (or group) decides to reach into new 
	 immigrant communities in their area by offering 
	 conversational English tuition to people from non- 
	 English speaking backgrounds. They advertise in a 
	 local newspaper or on a factory noticeboard or via 
	 word of mouth. There is usually a quick uptake!

•	 Having established a client base, tutors are 
	 matched with students either individually or in  
	 a small group. Tutors and students meet on, say,  
	 a weekly basis for an hour and work through  
	 simple lessons on pronunciation and conversation.  
	 Hear Say provides easy-to-use computer and  
	 video based tutorial lessons.

Hear Say creates a wonderful opportunity for mission 
through the friendships and discussions that develop 
between tutors and students. In the context of these 
friendships, tutors are able to invite students to meals 
or special events in their church, support them during 
life crises and pray for and with them. 

“When foreigners reside among you in your land, do not 
mistreat them. The foreigners residing among you must 
be treated as your native-born. Love them as yourself, 
for you were foreigners in Egypt…” 
(Leviticus 19:33-34). 

The Bible specifically tells us to care for those new to 
our nation and many new immigrants are wide open 
to new friendships and spiritual truth. If you’ve ever 
re-located to a new town or country, you’ll know the  
feeling of isolation. This even greater when you don’t 
speak the language. 

Crossover has produced a DVD explaining how Hear 
Say works and has distributed it to every Baptist 
Pastor in Australia. If you haven’t seen it yet, ask your 
Pastor if you can view it.  

Free demonstration packs with samples of tutorial 
video clips and lesson plans are also available. 
Becoming a tutor doesn’t require advanced training 
in teaching English. All you have to do is be friendly, 
caring and able to follow simple instructions. 

Email or phone the Crossover office for more information. 

C A S E  S T U D Y  mission in grief

why...

how should...

who...which way...



“Well done good and 
faithful servant.” 

T h i r d  S e r v a n t  B a p t i s t  C h u r c h
It’s one of those things that every follower of 
Jesus wants to hear. It comes from Jesus’ parable 
of the talents and we know it well. A man goes 
on a journey and leaves his servants with money 
to invest while he is gone. One servant is given 
five talents, the second is given two and the third 
is given one. When the man returns, he finds 
the first and second servants have doubled their 
investments. “Well done good and faithful servant,” 
he says to each of them. The third servant did 
nothing but bury his talent. The man condemns 
him. “You wicked servant,” he says.

This story has led me to question how I think about 
faithfulness and wickedness.
 

Traditionally, faithfulness has been used to 
describe the capacity to hang in there for the long 
haul. We think of the people who have taught 
Sunday School for 25 years or the Pastors who 
preach week after week. On the other hand, we 
connect wickedness with sinful activities such as 
sexual immorality, lying and stealing. 

This parable challenges those ideas. In this context, 
what is praised as good and faithful has little to do 
with length of tenure and everything to do with 

risk and outcome. The first two servants were 
faithful: they were fruitful investors of what 
had been entrusted to them. The third servant, 
however, was wicked and it had nothing to do 
with immoral behaviour. He was driven by fear, 
he didn’t take initiative and he didn’t make use 
what had been given to him. 

No one wants to be like the third servant. No 
church wants to be a third servant church full 
of third servant Christians. So what do we do? 
Inasmuch as I want to hear God say to me “Well 
done,” I need to be thoughtful about the fruit 
that comes from the investment of what God has 
entrusted to me. Churches need to think through 
this issue too. 

Business people talk about Key Performance 
Indicators or KPIs: a performance standard 
against which they measure their success. Some 
years ago, when I began to use this sort of 
language in the Church I was serving, KPIs were 
met with resistance. It frustrated me that people 
didn’t welcome the idea of being accountable 
for outcomes. I said to a staff member, “What is 
wrong with these people. Don’t they think that 
God has desired outcomes for the Church?” She 
responded, “That’s it! You should call them God’s 
Desired Outcomes.” So we called them GDOs and 
I have used this language ever since without any 
hint of resistance.

The Church has a mission: to reach out to people 
who do not yet know Jesus and make disciples. 
So how do we measure our progress along the way?



I believe that Churches tend to concentrate too 
much on numbers and not enough on outcomes. 
We take comfort from what I call pool data, for 
instance how many people attend our services, 
rather than the strength of each individual’s 
faith and commitment to Christ, to community, 
to service and to the world. I call the measure of 
these commitments stream data and I believe 
they more accurately reflect the Church’s 
faithfulness to its mission than how many 
people show up on the weekend. Leaders need 
to measure the increasing commitment of their 
flock through meaningful outcomes, yet I rarely 
come across churches or pastors who exercise this 
level of accountability.

Recently I spoke with a female staff member 
who was organising a women’s breakfast. As the 
new guy on the block, I asked why we ran such 
an event. She told me she expected to have 150 
women attend (a classic pool data response). 
“Is that why we do this?” I asked. She was no 
dummy and quickly realised that I was not 
impressed with her response. “We do it so that 
Christian women can invite their friends and be 
encouraged,” she stated. I repeated that back to 
her and added, “So that is why we do this event.” 
She then took it a step further, “I want women 
from the community to sign up to do Alpha.” 

Finally she had come to the point of clarity in 
her own mind as to why this breakfast was 
happening. All of the other things were good 
but there was one clear objective in her mind as 
to why she was expending the energy around 
this event. As it turned out 137 women attended 
(pool data) and 12 women signed up to do 
Alpha (stream data). The bigger numbers are 
always more impressive but in reality it made no 
difference whether 40 or 200 women attended 
the event. The GDO was the number of women 
who signed up to do Alpha, in this case 12 
women. The clarity of purpose provided by the 
GDO enables clarity of preparation. Everybody 
knows what the most important thing is. The 
results may appear less impressive, 12 women as 
opposed to 137, but it gives a better indication as 
to how effectively we are making disciples.

Pool data can be very misleading. Any Church 
can increase service attendance simply because 
another nearby Church enters hard times, but 
housing displaced Christians is not our mission. 
I looked up some data on NSW Baptist Churches 
for a recent speaking engagement. I found that 
95% of the Baptist Churches of NSW averaged 
1.04 baptisms per year. This shocking result 
is paralleled in Victoria and I expect that any 
state across the nation will profile similarly. In a 
tradition that tends to baptise their converts, this 
stream data highlights that we are paralysed on 
the missional front. Focusing solely on the pool 
data can hide the fact that very few people are 
putting their trust in Christ for the first time.

Every follower of Christ wants to hear, “Well 
done good and faithful servant.” Let’s be clear 
that Jesus will say this to those who have been 
faithful to being fruitful. Let’s not allow ourselves 
to become a Third Servant Baptist Church. Better 
to demonstrate the entrepreneurial spirit of the 
first two servants, who took a risk with what the 
Master entrusted to them, than be paralysed by 
fear of a potential failure and not return anything 
at all.

Dale Stephenson is the Senior Pastor of Crossway Baptist 
Church in Melbourne, Victoria. He has a passion to see 
people become followers of Jesus, and for the church to 
be effective in making disciples.
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T h i r d  S e r v a n t  B a p t i s t  C h u r c h



It’s a conversation that needs to happen in 
a whole lot more places. Too often Christian 
communication is drab and unappealing, and 
simply misses the mark. We think we’re saying 
things that connect, only to discover (or worse 
still, not realise!) that we in the church speak 
a slightly different language. The medium we 
choose is as important as our content, and if we’re 
not careful it can get in the way of our message.

Crossover is keen to redress its communication 
philosophy. We’re not totally sure what this will 
look like and we invite suggestions and ideas. 
We want to serve Australian Baptist Churches 
with high quality resources across a range of 
effective media. If you have samples of effective 
multi-media resources that we can help promote 
or distribute please pass let us know.

from the D I R E C T O R

At the recent Crossover Task Force meeting a fascinating discussion took place around modes of 
communication. Representatives of Baptist Youth Ministry (Australia) challenged Crossover to consider 
the demographic to which it typically appeals in its resource production. We also invited Room3 (a cutting 
edge multi-media communication company) to rock our boat in terms of media and technology. 
It was a stimulating dialogue.

Brian Winslade
National Director
Baptist Union of Australia

stop P R E S S

Also available from Crossover are two small 
booklets by Brian Winslade, written for people 
new to the Christian faith. Baptism in Water & 
the Spirit ($8.99 + p&p) explores the meaning 
and significance of the believer’s baptism, along 
with the implications of being filled with the 
Holy Spirit. Lord of All ($6.99 + p&p) discusses 
the cost of radical discipleship and what it means 
to surrender everything in our life to Christ’s 
lordship. Both resources are available from the 
Crossover office. 

Phone: 07 3550 3777 or 1800 061 081
Fax: 07 3550 3779
Email: admin@crossover.net.au
Web: www.crossover.net.au
PO Box 6166 Michelton Qld 4053 

PRAC is produced quarterly by Crossover, 
the national evangelism ministry of the 
Baptist Union of Australia. PRAC aims to 
heighten and sharpen missional awareness 
by informing, equipping and motivating 
pastors and church leaders.

Crossover envisages a movement of churches marked 
by a passionate commitment to evangelism, leading to 
life and community transformation across Australia and 
beyond. Comments and suggestions can be directed to 
editor@crossover.net.au.

For many years Crossover has produced Christmas 
resources for use by local Baptist Churches across 
Australia. This year two resources have been 
developed – a simple Christmas Card (below) 
and a folded (sealed) leaflet (right) that draws 
potential readers in through the effort involved 
in opening it. Samples of these resources were 
sent to Pastors and to Church Secretaries at the 
beginning of November. Over printing orders are 
now unavailable, but if you would additional 
supply of these resources contact Crossover at 
admin@crossover.net.au or phone 1800 061 081. 


