CRISIS MINISTRY: GOD’S 21ST CENTURY HARVEST FIELD
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TODAY’S CRISIS MINISTRY HARVEST FIELD
The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. (Matthew 9:37)
God’s largest harvest in today’s post-Christian culture is crisis ministry—ministering to people (both non-Christians and Christians) who lives have been broken by moral or social crisis.  Who are these people?  They are all around you:
1. People with the “post-modernist” mindset: rejection of absolutes, secularized, “me-driven,” subjective reality, etc. 
2. Those trapped in behavior traditionally viewed as immoral: living together unmarried, casual sex, recreational drug use, consumption/commercialization of pornography, etc.
3. Victims of our culture’s cheapening of life: abortion, euthanasia, pornography, violent crime, etc.

4. Child abuse: physical, emotional, sexual 

5. Single parent families 
6. Unwed mothers
7. Day care kids

8. Commercial exploitation of women and children 

9. Pornography trauma

10. Post-abortion guilt and depression

11. Health care poverty

12. Career-driven single women attempting to balance professional independence with the need for family
13. Religious abuse of cults and churches with dysfunctional theology

14. The million-plus U.S. prison population 

15. Debt-plagued and bankrupt Americans

16. People suffering from sexually-transmitted diseases 

17. Workers victimized by profiteering capitalism

18. People drug down by the drug culture

19. Illegal immigrants 

20. Post-traumatic shock soldiers (and their families)

21. Christians leading guilt-plagued secularized, unregenerate lifestyles
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BIBLICAL GUIDANCE FOR CRISIS MINISTRY
THE MINDSET OF THE PERSON IN CRISIS

1. Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world (1 Peter 2:11)
Just as Christians who are in the world but not of the world sometimes feel they don’t fit in, non-Christians in crisis feel “out of it” as they struggle to overcome their persistent problems and unhappiness.  Wrestling with life’s problems, withdrawing into themselves and their problems, abandoning relationships and responsibilities, they only heighten their sense of alienation from both society and God.
2. I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. (Romans 7:15) For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. They are in conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want. (Galatians 5:17) I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. (Romans 7:23)  “A dog returns to its vomit,” and, “A sow that is washed goes back to her wallowing in the mud.” (2  Peter 2:22)  
Non-Christians in crisis know they have a problem, even if they’re unwilling to acknowledge it.  They’re the fly trapped on the spider’s web—the more they struggle to break free, the worse they become entangled.  They despise themselves for getting caught on the web over and over again but just can’t seem to break free.  Eroding self-esteem quickly causes them to give up on themselves: “There’s no hope for me—I don’t even deserve a happy life.  It’s impossible for people (and God) to love me.”  
3. They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts.  (Ephesians 4:18)  For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing. (1 Corinthians 1:18)
People who manufacture their own crisis usually strive to manufacture their own solution, leaving God out of the equation.  “What’s God got to do with it?  I got myself into this (or I’m a victim of circumstances), and I’ll get myself out of this.”  Non-Christians in crisis are most likely to respond disbelievingly or cynically  when you suggest that they “turn things over to God,” or they may naively respond “I’ll consider ‘your religion’ when I get through this problem.”  (In other words: “I’m not good enough for God to rescue me from my problems, but one of these days maybe I can clean up my act and go to church.”)  
4. He was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God. (Hebrews 11:10)  Here we do not have an enduring city, but we are looking for the city that is to come. (Hebrews 13:14)
Deep down, non-Christians look for, or at least hope for, a better day to come--a return of the “good times.”  They know life can be better but feel it’s up to them to make it happen (alone in a rubber raft with one paddle in the middle of the ocean!).  Even though they got themselves into a crisis by relying on themselves, in their darkened understanding they still want to find a way out by themselves—a “change in luck,” finding the right person to live with, having a child or getting an abortion, moving a thousand miles away, winning the lottery, etc.
5. Whose consciences have been seared as with a hot iron. (1 Timothy 4:2)
For many a Christian, it’s easy to forget how much their conscience bothered them before they found a new life in God; they may even take for granted the in-dwelling comforting presence of the Holy Spirit.  But without the Holy Spirit, non-Christians can only try to “get used to” their imperfections, willfulness, and whirlwind existence.  
THE ENVIRONMENT OF THE PERSON IN CRISIS

6. For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light (Ephesians 5:8) So that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe (Philippians 2:15)
Even though sin is sin, some social environments (families, neighborhoods, schools, etc.) are more crooked and depraved than others.  In destructive environments, people are apt to see precious few “stars” who shine Christ’s light into the pervading darkness.  Christians try to stay away from “bad” environments, not realizing (or caring) the potential for spiritual harvest. 
7. How great is the love the Father has lavished on us. The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him. (1 John 3:1)  Your beauty should not come from outward adornment.  (1 Peter 3:3)
Some Christians pervert Christ’s admonition to be “in the world but not of the world” into a separatist lifestyle of shunning “sinners,” and especially those who are in obvious “moral” crisis: drug addicts, street people, unmarried mothers, prostitutes, AIDS patients, etc.  Separatist Christians don’t know any crisis sinners, because they don’t associate with any.  No wonder so many people in crisis try to go it alone, rather than turning to (judgmental) Christians who see only the troubled exterior of people in crisis.   
8. Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming (Ephesians 4:14) See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ. (Colossians 2:8)
Non-Christians in crisis usually listen to the wrong people, because there are so few Christians around.  In the absence of biblical counsel, a sense of forgiveness, and godly hope, what chance do most crisis sinners really have?
9. You must understand that in the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and following their own evil desires. (2 Peter 3:3)
Non-believers are not likely to run into other non-believers who will share the gospel with them and encourage them in God’s love.  Scoffers aren’t a source of salt and light in the world--only Spirit-filled Christians can provide that, but not if they stay away from the crisis ministry harvest field. 
THE MINDSET OF THE CRISIS MINISTER

10. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect. (1 Peter 3:15)

11. For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility (Ephesians 2:14)

12. As it is written: “There is no one righteous, not even one. (Romans 3:10)  Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners–of whom I am the worst. (1 Timothy 1:15)

13. Therefore judge nothing before the appointed time; wait till the Lord comes. He will bring to light what is hidden in darkness and will expose the motives of men's hearts. (1 Corinthians 4:5)

14. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. (2 Corinthians 4:18)

15. Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. (Ephesians 4:2)

16. Be wise in the way you act toward outsiders; make the most of every opportunity. Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how to answer everyone. (Colossians 4:5-6)  My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don't show favoritism. (James 2:1)
The scripture verses in this section dealing with how to interact with crisis sinners are as simple as “three peas in a pod”: (1) Use unconditional love; (2) Don’t judge; (3) Be wise in the Holy Spirit
THE REALITY OF BAD THEOLOGY

17. I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth. (3 John 1:4)

18. For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. (2 Timothy 4:3)  Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet's own interpretation. (2 Peter 1:20)

19. Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor? (Romans 11:34)
20. Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? (1 Corinthians 1:20)
Crisis sinners carry a heavy enough burden without having to shoulder bad theology that confuses them about the true nature of God and how to develop a relationship with Him.  Bad theology judges sinners rather forgive them.  Bad theology enslaves people rather than free them.  Bad theology pushes individualism over community.  Bad theology trivializes sin or over-reacts to sin.  Bad theology looks for miracles without redemption.  Bad theology turns God into a vending machine.
WHAT TO TELL THE PERSON IN CRISIS

21. I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. (Romans 8:18) I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings. (Philippians 3:10) Do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. (1 Peter 4:12) To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example that you should follow in his steps. (1 Peter 2:21) We brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. (1 Timothy 6:7)
22. For it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose. (Philippians 2:13) You died and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. (Colossians 3:3) Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted. (Hebrews 2:18) You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. (1 Peter 2:9) The one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world. (1John 4:4)
23. If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! (2 Corinthians 5:17) Put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. (Colossians 3:10) Clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature. (Romans 13:14)
24. We live by faith, not by sight. (2 Corinthians 5:7) Faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see. (Hebrews 11:1)  The faith and love that spring from the hope that is stored up for you in heaven (Colossians 1:5)  We are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses (Hebrews 12:1)  And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. (Philippians 4:7) 
25. Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead (Philippians 3:13)  Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me (Philippians 3:12)
26. Everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith. (1 John 5:4)  Continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling. (Philippians 2:12) As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you had when you lived in ignorance. (1 Peter 1:14) As you know, we consider blessed those who have persevered. The Lord is full of compassion and mercy.  (James 5:11)
God’s redeeming, renewing hand is in every human crisis.  He bids His servants to labor with Him in the harvest field of broken lives reborn in Christ—where pain and change go hand in hand.  If God is hard at work, why don’t we join Him right where He’s working?

COUNT THE COST
Crisis ministry is a trying harvest field in which to labor, because progress is an uphill battle. Churches that seek to grow in this way must labor long and hard and really want to carry out the Great Commission.  Churches that pursue kingdom growth (through baptisms) face a real uphill climb. Rescuing people in crisis and integrating them into the church body is tough work. It requires visitation, dogged follow-up, and the congregation’s willingness to import diversity—new members from a variety of backgrounds and experiences. People rescued from crisis, though a special joy and blessing for Christians, never the less can disrupt the ingrained routines and smooth functioning of churches. People in crisis are like "square pegs in round hole" with rough edges that require patient polishing. They may bring personal or life-style problems with them into the church. They need discipling attention, special classes, and often personalized accountability. The difference between post-crisis Christians and “smooth-sailing” Christians is like the difference between fully functioning adults and toddlers. No wonder so many churches avoid crisis ministry! 

The following two articles provide practical suggestions for ministering in the crisis harvest field: 

Is Your Church Recycling For Growth?
Ten Ways Prison Ministry Promotes Church Growth
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ON THE WINGS OF A DOVE

Can you see him: the tattooed, long-haired, teen smoking a cigarette approaching you in the parking lot?  He wants to know if your church offers drug counseling. Well, do you know someone who can help this young man? Or will he end up like the butterfly, once free but now pinned to a museum display case?

That guy needs help, you say to yourself, but he’s the one who chose to do drugs.  What can our church do for him?  It takes an expert to do drug counseling. But it’s not right just to ignore someone asking for help, is it?  No, but I didn’t invite him to stop by our church.  Anyway, I’m on the way to lunch and gotta go. Maybe he’ll come back at a more convenient time and I can think of something to tell him.  He sure looks like he needs help right now, though. Darn it, why did this guy have to show up? I’m no miracle worker. I don’t know what to do.  I hate this.  I don’t even feel like eating lunch any more.  

Putting your warring thoughts aside, can you imagine how many teens in your community yearn to be freed from the cruel addictions of this world—to be uplifted on the wings of a dove and flown to freedom?

Allow your mind to wander again. Can you see the small boy on your street letting himself into an empty house after school because his mother recently died and his dad is at work?  Is there someone on your block who could rescue him?  Or will he end up like a starved, battle-scarred tomcat begging on the doorstep for a morsel of food?

Life sure is tough today, you think out loud, especially for families with kids.  Sure am glad I grew up in a better era when mothers were home during the day and two-parent families were the norm.  What a mess schools are these days—all those achievement tests, the campus violence, the underpaid teachers.  No wonder students do so poorly.  Somebody needs to do something about it, that’s for sure, but don’t look at me, I can’t relate to our society today.  It’s too bad about that little boy’s mother—I just found out last week that she died.  I’m glad my kids never had to go through that!  But just because I’m one of the few women on the block who’s home during the day doesn’t mean I’m responsible for other people’s kids.  Well, I guess I could at least say hello to him someday when he walks by on the sidewalk.  I could do that.  But I’m certainly not obligated to.  I wonder where his dad works, anyway.  He’s never there, but I am.  So what?  I’m not his mother.  Oh, why do I keep going around and around like this?  I have a right to live my own life that way I want to, don’t I?  

While you continue to argue with yourself, imagine how many children in your town wish they could fly on the wings of a dove into a safe, secure future.

Listen carefully one more time: Can you hear the coworker at your office confiding to a friend that she hides wine bottles in the deep pockets of her overcoat so her emotionally detached husband won’t discover her drinking problem?  Is there someone in the office who could help?  She seems trapped, like a zoo animal pacing in its man-made concrete jungle. 

I didn’t know she had a drinking problem, you say to yourself.  She doesn’t ever seem drunk at work.  Maybe she’s exaggerating about her problem just to get a little sympathy.  Ouch!  That’s not a nice way to think—what’s wrong with me, anyhow?  I’m just glad I’m not in her shoes.  She must be hurting inside or she wouldn’t confide in people here at the office.  But that’s not what we’re here for—we’re here to work, not be counselors.  Oh, there goes my negative attitude again!  I hate being non-sympathetic and judgmental, but how can I get involved in somebody’s private affairs?  I’m tired of thinking about this!  

As you sit there wrestling with your hot and cold nature, imagine how many husbands and wives in your city would like to ride on the on the wings of a dove to a world where husbands and wives actually love one other.

Living in today’s boiling world, we all share one thing in common: pain.  Our material comforts, the escapist entertainment, even our weekly worship service, can’t anesthetize us to pain.  The wars don’t stop and the terrorism goes on; so do the abortions, the suicides, the children killed in school, and the shameless political and business corruption.   

But for many, emotional pain hurts even more than the world’s roiling turmoil.  In the book of Romans, the apostle Paul talks wrestles out loud with his own emotional pain:  “I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing that I hate.  I can will what is right, but I can’t do it.  Wretched man that I am, who will rescue me from this body of death?”  Paul knew how the butterfly feels trapped in the net.

Like Paul, we know what we should do, but we’re not sure we want to do it.  We want to help the scruffy teen in the parking lot and the lonely boy home alone in our neighborhood.  We know our lonely alcoholic coworker needs help but hesitate to get involved.  Life is forever complicated and busy, and it’s so easy to pass right by hurting people, even though we detest ourselves for doing it.  Like Paul, we feel wretched trying to fight off the self-centered sin nature that clips our wings.  

But wait a minute--Paul didn’t end up a wretched man!  He overcame his Pharisaical hatred of Christians and his violent persecution of them.  He shucked his high social status as a Jewish Pharisee and gladly walked last in line as though he were garbage rather than the greatest Christian theologian and missionary who ever lived.  Paul learned the wonder of overcoming his earthbound nature by rising upward on the wings of a dove.

Zechariah also expresses good news to those who long to be rescued from our self-centeredness.  He tells us to rejoice greatly and to shout because one day a gentle King will rescue us on a humble donkey.  And this King will also bring peace to the battle-scarred nations. 

And the psalmist tells us that this King of ours is compassionate, slow to anger, rich in love, good to all, and faithful.  The greatest psalmist, David, was rescued from his grievous sins of adultery and murder and transformed into the victorious king that united all the tribes of Israel.  A dove flew into David’s sin laden life, transforming him into a man after God’s own heart. 

In Matthew’s gospel, the King himself beckons us to join him if we are weary and burdened with our constant internal struggles and pain.  We can rest on the wings of Christ and fly to freedom.  

But what about the drug addicted teen—who will rescue him and set him free?  Christ, the King, did when you brought him into a counseling center for help. They carried him to freedom on their wings.

And Christ rescued the lonely latchkey kid in your neighborhood when you made him a special part of your family by inviting him to stay through supper everyday after school.  He was lifted on the wings of your caring family.

And your alcoholic coworker—who rescued her and set her free?  Christ did when you befriended her, encouraged her with the gospel message, and invited her whole family to come to the church picnic.   

 Freed by Christ to put your own needs and burdens aside, you helped transform these hurting people through your unconditional love.  You carried them on your wings because Christ transformed you into a dove—and one day these hurting people may sprout wings of their own to transport other struggling people into new horizons.  

And the King’s doves all know where to fly: straight into the Son-lit heavens where the air is clean and fresh, the scenery exhilarating, and where hope sparkles.   How wonderful it is to be one of God’s doves, soaring into the lives of hurting people uplifting them into a new world and a new life. 

What do you say—are you ready to stretch your wings a little?
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Quotes from So Much More: An Invitation to Christian Spirituality, by Debra Rienstra (Jossey-Bass)
God permits human freedom and the workings of a fallen creation to cause pain and sorrow.  However, God is also active in weaving that pain and sorrow into his larger purposes for individuals and all of history, purposes we can’t always clearly discern, especially at first.  God permits suffering but does not abandon us.  By the Holy Spirit, God is always working within societies to challenge the darkness in them, always moving to call people out of their darkness, always sending his faithful people out to relieve suffering, always available to those who seek him.  

Suffering can become a place of intimate communion with Christ and through Christ with the triune God.  In desperate times, the experience of Christ’s presence is especially available.

Could it be that the trust and faithfulness displayed by those in the midst of terrible pain are the very clues we need to understand the full nature of God?  Where would such miraculous responses come from, if not from the power of God, who may allow suffering but whose mercy and compassion will not allow suffering to have the last word?

The promise of the cross for the present is that the quality of our suffering will change because we will find the companionship of Jesus in it.  That companionship allows our suffering to take on a new shape:  the downward slope of death turns to the rising hope of new life.  Because Jesus suffered death on the cross, then conquered death through resurrection, our suffering too becomes pliable to hope.  Our dark caves can begin to crack open and let in that resurrection light.  

God often allows our own bad choices to reap their natural results; and suffering can be the big clue that something is wrong, like pain or a fever or bleeding when the body is ill.  Self-examination is a regular dimension of the Christian life, and suffering can act as a bracing wake-up call to total honesty.  Sometimes suffering can teach us to recognize sins we have so far managed to hide from ourselves. 

God can use just about anything as an opportunity to work out our salvation in the here and now.  The Christian life begins at some point of change and becomes a long process of change.

This generation is dying to die.  This means not only that a shocking number of young people contemplate suicide but that young people are seeking something meaningful amid the meaninglessness.  They desperately want something worth surrendering their livers to.  Jesus on the cross makes sense to them in a way that defies rational explanation.

Sin has momentum, but so does salvation.  One grace-filled step leads to another.

The faith through which we receive salvation is more like an overall leaning, with more and more of oneself in more and more areas of one’s life, in the direction of God.  Faith encompasses a number of things, any one of which can be, at a given moment, the forward edge of that leaning.

People who believe in Jesus feel themselves unmade and made again.

There are places of grief and desperation when even the heartbeat of desire seems to go silent, when it is beyond our strength to form even a shadow of a prayer.  At those times, we depend on the prayers of others and on the knowledge that prayer “does not depend on us.”

The first step of prayer is simply to lower the drawbridge, to open the fortress of our deepest selves to the presence of God.  

The fundamental question for all of us is this:  How big is our hope?  Will we let our hope be small and feeble, invested only in the human spirit and the temporary endurance of our remarkable and terrible species?  Or will we fling out our hope beyond the stars themselves toward the repair of all things?  
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