


“Few people could deliver this encouraging and challenging 
reminder to us like Chris Sonksen has in this book. It is an 
engaging book you won’t want to put down. Read it with your 
family, your group, or your church, and learn together how to 
make your church one that your community cannot imagine 
doing without.”

Dino Rizzo, executive director,  
ARC (Association of Related Churches)

“How many churches do you know of that are truly indispens-
able? Would the community break out in protest if they heard 
that your church was relocating? You and I know the answer to 
those questions already. That is why my friend Chris Sonksen’s 
latest book, Indispensable Church, is truly indispensable. The 
book’s promise is in the subtitle—it will show your church 
powerful ways to flood your community with love. This book 
should be in the hands of all church leaders—transforming 
the world.”

Sam Chand, leadership consultant and author  
of Harnessing the Power of Tension (www.samchand.com)

“The world disruption of 2020 has completely disrupted peo-
ple’s list of must-haves. So how can your church be a must-
have? Having worked with thousands of pastors, I can tell you 
a common denominator among the ones people stick with. 
The very best pastors love their city and serve it well. Indis-
pensable Church is a road map for building and living out that 
quality in your life and your team’s. Pick up a copy now and 
become indispensable.” 

William Vanderbloemen, CEO and founder, 
Vanderbloemen
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“If your church closed today, would anyone care? Would the 
community even notice? My friend Chris Sonksen’s latest 
book, Indispensable Church, helps you answer these questions 
and gives you a practical guide to impact your community like 
never before. Its simple approach will equip your church to 
flood the community with acts of kindness and love. I highly 
recommend you get it into the hands of everyone you know.”

Mark Cole, president and CEO, John Maxwell Co.

“Chris Sonksen has been deep into the health and growth of 
American churches for years. His voice has greatly helped 
many pastors and their churches thrive and become more ef-
fective and impactful in the heart of their communities. His 
latest book, Indispensable Church, captures the heart of Jesus 
by inspiring us to take our faith outside the church walls and 
become the hands and feet of Jesus. It is challenging and prac-
tical to every believer who wants to let their light shine.” 

Scott Wilson, global pastor, The Oaks Church

“Chris Sonksen’s new book, Indispensable Church, is both can-
did and compelling. Filled with fresh concepts, this book will 
reset your priorities and inspire you to greater service. In fact, 
you’ll never see your church and the needs of your community 
the same way again.”  

Hal Donaldson, president, Convoy of Hope

“In such divisive times in our nation, this message of love, 
kindness, and service has never been more prevalent than 
now. Chris Sonksen has an amazing gift to encourage and 
unify those from all walks of life to truly start a movement in 
our communities. This book will bring inspiration, hope, and 
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the belief that we truly can make a difference, appreciate each 
other, and ‘love thy neighbor.’ ” 

Ryan Chiaverini, host, ABC 7’s Windy City LIVE

“Indispensable Church answers the question being asked by 
many: Is the church essential? Chris Sonksen responds with 
a definite yes by vividly reminding us that the church isn’t a 
performance on the platform, nor is it people sitting in pews. 
The church must be more than people passively watching; it 
must be people actively serving and engaging within their 
community. The power of this institution God created lies in 
what it does, not in what it says. Its action gives life to God’s 
Word. Chris points out a crucial truth: before the church can 
be heard, it must be seen. To which I say, Amen.”

Gerald Brooks, DD, DCL, lead pastor,  
Grace Church, Plano, Texas

“Indispensable Church is a book that is right on time. Never has 
the American church faced such a combination of challenges 
ranging from shifting cultural landscapes to changing opin-
ions and attitudes about religion, institutions, and authority 
structures. Helping the church shine as the hope of the world 
is not only necessary but critical, and that is what this book is 
designed to do. It’s strategically written to be a resource that 
helps guide the church into the future as the agent of change 
God meant for it to be. You will enjoy the encouragement and 
the challenge found in these pages.”

Dr. Clayton King, teaching pastor, NewSpring Church; 
founder, Crossroads Summer Camps and Crossroads 

Conferences; author of Reborn and Stronger
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“In a world that is more isolated and divided than ever, pas-
tors and leaders everywhere are struggling to meet the grow-
ing needs of their community. In Indispensable Church, Chris 
Sonksen has delivered powerful yet practical insights that will 
help equip and empower the church to rise up and learn the 
language of love. If you’re ready to take the church outside 
its four walls, then Indispensable Church is the book for you.”

Jared Ming, lead pastor, Higher Vision Church
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This book is dedicated to Mila Brave Madrigal. You are our 
first and at this point our only grandchild. May you live a 
life fully surrendered to Jesus and fulfill all the potential He 
has placed inside you. I have prayed it a thousand times and 
now I pray again: may you be a world changer and difference 
maker. Know that we love you with all our hearts, and we are 
cheering you on each day as you run the race set before you.

_Sonksen_IndispensableChurch_JE_wo.indd   9_Sonksen_IndispensableChurch_JE_wo.indd   9 11/17/20   8:24 AM11/17/20   8:24 AM

Chris Sonksen, Indispensable Church 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.



11

contents

Acknowledgments    13

 1. Can You Imagine . . . ?    15
 2. Love Is a Verb    33
 3. My Neighbor    47
 4. Why Is It So Hard?    69
 5. The Call    93
 6. Start Small . . . but Start!    109
 7. Make It Happen    125
 8. Woven into the Fabric    143
 9. Create a Movement    157

Using Indispensable Church  
in Small Groups and Classes    175

Notes    179
About the Author    181

_Sonksen_IndispensableChurch_JE_wo.indd   11_Sonksen_IndispensableChurch_JE_wo.indd   11 11/17/20   8:24 AM11/17/20   8:24 AM

Chris Sonksen, Indispensable Church 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.



13

acknowledgments

Many people have shaped my views, filled my heart, and chal-
lenged me to take bold action to advance God’s kingdom. This 
book wouldn’t have been possible without them.

Karrie Stewart— You are the true author of this book. You 
led the way in loving where you live, and because of you, 
churches across this nation are impacting their communities. 
Thank you for your compassionate heart to serve and your 
courageous spirit to lead. We’re all better because of you.

Church BOOM Lead Team— You guys are the absolute best. 
You have such incredible hearts for the local church. You’re 
more concerned with building God’s kingdom than expanding 
your own kingdom. You love pastors, you love leaders, and you 
love seeing others win. I’m eternally grateful for each of you.

South Hills Church— Every pastor, leader, board member, 
volunteer, and attender. I love each of you very much, and I’m 
honored to be a part of your lives. Let’s keep making a differ-
ence for Jesus.

Hal Donaldson— Over the past several years, I’ve had the 
privilege of having a front- row seat to your leadership, and 

_Sonksen_IndispensableChurch_JE_wo.indd   13_Sonksen_IndispensableChurch_JE_wo.indd   13 11/17/20   8:24 AM11/17/20   8:24 AM

Chris Sonksen, Indispensable Church 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.



14

acknowledgments

I’ve learned so much. You lead with great integrity, a heart 
filled with compassion, and an abundance of generosity. We’ve 
walked through some great times together and have shoul-
dered some difficult ones as well, and in each circumstance, 
you have been such an incredible friend. I’m so thankful that 
God brought our paths together. You make me a better person 
and a better leader.

Pat Springle— You are one of the most talented people I 
know. Your writing, insights, and understanding make projects 
like this possible. Thanks for being such an amazing partner.

The team at Baker Publishing Group— Thank you for 
every thing you do: editing, collaborating, creating, suggesting, 
marketing, and working tirelessly to assure a quality product. 
Thanks for believing in me and the message of this book.

My agent, Tawny Johnson— You’re literally one of my fa-
vorite people to talk to. You make work fun and always keep 
me laughing. I’m sincerely grateful to partner with you, and I 
look forward to even greater things ahead. Thanks for being 
the best!

My family— My wife, Laura; my son, Aidan; my daughter, 
Grace; and my son- in- law, Christian. You always believe in 
me, want the best for me, and cheer me on. I love each of you 
very much, and I couldn’t imagine life without you.

All pastors— May you invade your communities with reck-
less love and impact your cities with the life- changing message 
of Jesus. May you create an indispensable church, the kind of 
church about which even an atheist would say, “I don’t believe 
what they believe, but I shudder at what would happen if they 
were no longer in our city. We need them!” Let’s be that kind 
of church. Let’s be those kinds of leaders. Let’s go change the 
world!

_Sonksen_IndispensableChurch_JE_wo.indd   14_Sonksen_IndispensableChurch_JE_wo.indd   14 11/17/20   8:24 AM11/17/20   8:24 AM

Chris Sonksen, Indispensable Church 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.



15

1

can you imagine . . . ?

The overriding character trait of Jesus is LOVE, 
and the entire Gospel story is woven with love. 
Sometimes it’s not easy, and oftentimes it requires 
sacrifice, but it’s when we love that we are the most 
like Jesus.

— Steven Furtick

Can you imagine how attractive your church would be if people 
who had never gone to church before (or hadn’t gone in a long 
time because they’d been turned off by painful past experi-
ences) were direct recipients of your love, compassion, and 
tangible resources?

Can you imagine the reputation earned by your church 
when your people consistently show up when people are in 
need?

Can you imagine virtually everyone in the church getting 
their hands dirty by serving in every corner of the commu-
nity—especially in places others don’t want to go?
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Can you imagine the mayor and city council seeing your 
pastor and others in your church as the most dependable, 
trustworthy, caring people in town?

Can you imagine the police and fire departments calling 
your church as their go- to option when they’re helping people 
respond to a tragedy?

Can you imagine your church being woven so tightly into 
the fabric of the city that people throughout the community— 
including unbelievers— would be heartbroken if your church 
ceased to exist?

Can you imagine what a difference it would make if your 
church was known throughout your city for the genuine love 
your people have for each other?

Can you imagine how many people would want to come 
to your church if they were loved simply for who they are?

It can happen. In fact, it’s already happening in churches 
throughout the country. It takes a little planning, a shot of 
creativity, some initiative on the part of leaders, and a willing-
ness on the part of countless people to say, “Care for people 
in need? Count me in!”

In this book, I’ll give you a taste of the ways churches have 
activated love to meet needs in their communities. Most 
churches that are part of this movement organize five to fif-
teen specific service projects on a couple of Saturdays twice a 
year. Individuals and families meet together for breakfast and 
then serve for about four hours. Among many other activities, 
they paint teachers’ lounges at local schools, visit the elderly, 
provide resources for people who live on the streets, clean up 
for the Department of Parks and Rec, and partner with local 
nonprofits to do the things those organizations haven’t had 
the time or resources to accomplish.
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The Spark and the Fire

Let me go back to the beginning to explain how this movement 
started. In 2015, Dave Stewart, one of the campus pastors at 
the South Hills Church I lead, had an idea to get his church 
involved in a day of serving their community in Burbank, 
California. Dave and his leaders organized a few projects, and 
they were pleasantly surprised at the response. The people who 
participated thoroughly enjoyed diving in to care for people, 
and after a few of these one- day events, city leaders sat up 
and took notice. In addition, the enthusiasm of the people 
serving spilled over into every aspect of the life of the church. 
It appeared that volunteering on a Saturday for a few hours 
propelled a lot of people to serve in other capacities in the 
church. Also, they were motivated to give more generously to 
fund the serving events and the church’s budget, and they were 
eager to reach out to their neighbors to tell them about Jesus.

At about the same time Dave told me about his campus’s 
success in serving their community, I attended a conference 
and heard a tired line from thirty years ago: “If your church 
disappeared, would anyone in the community notice?” But 
when I heard it that time, it really hit me. In fact, I didn’t think 
many people in our cities would notice if a lot of churches 
suddenly vanished. Instantly, I realized that what Dave and 
his church were doing was a powerful way to have an impact 
on a city— so they could be seen as an asset instead of a cipher. 
That moment was the spark . . . and then came the vision, the 
motivational fire, and the implementation.

I became a sponge to soak up everything Dave could tell 
me about how he was mobilizing and motivating his people 
to be involved in caring for people outside his church. We 
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eventually launched these efforts at our eleven campuses. The 
impact was clear and powerful— on those we served and on 
our people. From there, the idea spread organically as I spoke 
about it at conferences; coached pastors through our coaching 
arm, Church BOOM; and had conversations with pastors and 
church leaders throughout the country. I’m not sure when 
someone came up with the label, but soon we called the effort 
“Love Where You Live.”

Enthusiasm and creativity have been hallmarks of the 
move ment. People want to make a difference, and it seems 
they’re just waiting for someone to say, “Hey, come with me. 
Together we’ll meet needs and warm hearts in the neighbor-
hoods around us.” This isn’t a top- down strategy. Every person 
has a network of connections, so every person can offer sug-
gestions about new ways to care for people.

I’ve noticed that people who have been touched by the heart 
of Jesus are eager for Him to use them to serve others. They 
just need the opportunity.

As I write this, I think about a conversation I had recently 
with four pastors in San Diego. They told me their churches 
are struggling to find ways to connect with people in their 
city to serve them and communicate the love of Jesus. After 
they explained their frustration, I smiled and told them, “I 
think I’ve got something for you.” That’s a snapshot of dozens 
of similar conversations I’ve had with church leaders across 
the country.

Love Where You Live has revolutionized how I see the im-
pact of the church, and this movement, like all movements, 
has developed a life of its own. The more we’ve participated in 
this way of serving, the more it makes perfect sense. I’ve drawn 
two main conclusions. First, it seems very obvious: Isn’t this 
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what Jesus would do? Isn’t this what Jesus did? In the Gospels, 
we see Him out in the community caring for people far more 
than we see Him in synagogues. He didn’t wait for people to 
come to Him. If He was with us today, wouldn’t He spend a 
lot of time with people who aren’t in church— not to chastise 
them but to love them where they live?

Second, church leaders are always looking for a competi-
tive edge. What makes their churches different and attrac-
tive? Today, bands, sound systems, lighting, and videos are 
standard equipment in most churches. They were new once, 
but no more. But if pastors lead their people to serve in the 
community, all of them will discover their unique contribution 
and their unique attraction. All leaders are looking for their 
USP: their ultimate strategic position. In other words, what 
will make their organization stand out? Why would someone 
choose them instead of one of the many other options? I’m 
convinced Love Where You Live (LWYL) is an ultimate stra-
tegic position for any church.

When I explained these two points to the pastors in San 
Diego, their eyes lit up. They know they aren’t better speakers 
than other pastors near them, their bands aren’t that much 
better, and the same is true for their lighting, creative arts, 
children’s church, and everything else. The pastors said they 
don’t know any churches that have established a reputation 
for caring for people outside the walls of their churches. But 
I do.

What kind of reputation? Churches that are using this 
method of outreach have very positive articles written about 
them in local papers; they receive awards; their leaders are 
asked to speak at civic events; and they get kind notes from 
school principals, mayors, city council members, hospital 
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administrators, and leaders of nonprofit organizations. For 
any particular church, that kind of reputation may be much 
different, much better, and far more attractive than the one 
they have now.

Love Where You Live has become a movement because it 
inspires people to get involved in being the voice, hands, and 
feet of Jesus— and they realize they make a difference in their 
city. The people in our community are so grateful for our help, 
which, of course, reinforces our commitment to serve them 
again. I know one thing: I’ll never go back to the old way of 
doing church.

Let me assure you, I’m not talking only about megachurches. 
In fact, most of the stories you’ll read about in this book are 
from churches of one to three hundred people. Big churches 
have more people and more resources, but we’ve seen churches 
of every size make a big difference in the lives of people in their 
communities. In this movement, size really doesn’t matter— it’s 
all about heart.

A Glimpse of the Impact

The stories are endless, but let me begin with one of my fa-
vorites. When people in our churches get involved in actively 
loving people in our communities, they become sensitized 
to needs they hadn’t noticed before. That’s what happened to 
Bethany. One day she told Chris Bristow, pastor of The Ark 
Church in San Clemente, California, about a small hospital 
that cares for children who are victims of severe burns. The 
hospital’s eight staff members display enormous tenderness 
and provide hope for these kids, and Bethany asked if the 
church could do something to honor them.
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Chris met with the leadership team to tell them about Beth-
any’s plan, and they thought it was a great idea. They talked and 
prayed and came up with a specific plan. A month or so later, 
Chris invited the hospital staff team to a worship service. That 
morning, he asked them to come 
to the platform, and he showed 
a video about the care they pro-
vide. Most of the people in the 
church had never even heard of 
this specialized hospital, and they 
were moved by the team’s com-
passion for the kids. When the 
video ended, the people gave the 
hospital staff members a standing 
ovation.

Before they went back to their 
seats, Chris asked them to wait a 
minute. He had secretly worked it out with their administrator 
to find replacements for them for a day, and the church gave 
them tickets to Disneyland for a surprise day off. Several of 
them had tears streaming down their faces. They had served 
in relative obscurity, day after day, to care for kids in excruciat-
ing pain— and for their very worried parents. This was a way 
for the people at the church to learn about them and show 
appreciation in a very tangible way. It happened because one 
person was moved with compassion and voiced an idea.

Dan Nalley, pastor of Church of the Harvest in Roseville, 
California, has a big heart for those who live on the streets, 
and the people in his church don’t have to look very far to find 
them. Love Where You Live has become integral to the culture 
of that church. The people regularly go to the streets to provide 

When people in 
our churches get 

involved in actively 
loving people in our 
communities, they 
become sensitized 

to needs they hadn’t 
noticed before.
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food, blankets, and personal hygiene supplies to those who 
can’t afford them. In one of these events, one of their teams 
passed out food and blankets to people living under a bridge. 
There, they met a woman—I’ll call her Alicia— who was eager 
to take anything they offered because she had been using 
newspapers to stay warm at night. The team members con-
nected with her, led her to Christ, and invited her to church. 
The next Sunday, Alicia walked in. Two of the people who had 
met her under the bridge recognized her and welcomed her. 
In the warmth of their love and security, Alicia found new 
hope, uncovered latent skills, got a job, found an apartment, 
and became part of the church’s life.

People who are new to the church are often shocked to 
hear Alicia’s story. They shouldn’t be. Dan and the people of 
his church have lots of stories of God’s love, power, and re-
demptive grace, often initiated by the church members and 
attenders who are willing to care for people who have given 
up hope.

Dan’s church realized that people were going hungry every 
day, not just on the days they gathered food and supplies and 
teams went to the streets. They also offered lunches for hungry 
people who came to the church each day. One of these was a 
young man who didn’t weigh more than ninety pounds and 
was strung out on drugs. He came every day for months, and 
then suddenly he stopped coming. No one knew what had 
happened to him.

On a Sunday morning a year and a half later, a very muscu-
lar young man sat in the front row and sang with all his heart. 
When Dan talked to him after the service, the man almost 
laughed as he said, “Don’t you recognize me, Pastor?”

Dan shook his head. “No, I’m sorry, but I don’t.”
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The man smiled. “You might remember a skinny guy who 
was on drugs and came here to eat every day.” He waited a 
second for Dan to take a closer look. When Dan’s eyes widened 
in surprise, he continued, “Yeah, it’s me. I trusted in Jesus and 
moved to Alaska to go to rehab. Pastor, I had nothing and no-
body, but your church loved me and fed me every single day. 
Without you, I’d still be on the street . . . or dead.”

Pastor Nate Gagne leads Restoration Church in Dover, New 
Hampshire. In the cold winters of New England, Nate and his 
people have a unique outreach to love people in their com-
munity: “Boots and Socks.” They collect and buy good boots 
and warm socks in children’s sizes, and they knock on doors 
in the low- cost housing complexes in their city to distribute 
them. They met a single mom, Jen, whose daughter needed 
footwear, and the team invited Jen and her daughter to church. 
Jen was reluctant at first, but she decided to give it a try. She 
heard the Good News and trusted in Christ, and she began 
serving in the church. About eighteen months later, she was 
diagnosed with cancer and was given only a couple of months 
to live. She wanted to be baptized as soon as possible, and 
she invited about thirty of her unsaved friends to come to the 
service. Jen died only weeks later, but a number of her friends 
have become believers, and today they’re active participants 
in the life of the church. One “Boots and Socks” connection 
has had an eternal impact on Jen, her daughter, and several of 
her friends. And of course, Jen’s faith had a remarkable impact 
on the people in the church.

At Next Level Church in Hampton, Virginia, Pastor Rob 
Shepherd’s community outreach took a different form. In-
stead of his people going into the neighborhoods to provide 
food for the hungry, they invited people to the church for a 
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banquet. They went to the most disadvantaged neighborhoods 
to meet people and give personal invitations. The dinner was a 
first- class affair with catered food, tablecloths, nice plates and 
glasses, silverware, and flowers. The people who had given the 
invitations served as waitstaff. The room was packed, and the 
atmosphere was filled with a wonderful blend of excitement 
and love. The event made a big splash in the city, and it made 
an even bigger impact in the lives of people who felt seen, 
heard, and wanted— maybe for the first time in their lives.

I could tell many, many more stories, but you get the idea. 
As churches have LWYL Saturdays (or whatever day they’re 
held), a couple of things invariably happen: those in the church 
get excited to work together to touch the lives of people, and 
the number of organizations that want the church’s help gets 
so long that some have to be put on a waiting list. Leaders of 
nonprofits, school administrators, and government officials 
want to get in on all this love! It doesn’t take long to develop 
a reputation as a church that moves beyond its walls to care 
for people in its community.

The Great Equalizer

As I’ve watched thousands of individuals and families partici-
pate in Love Where You Live, one of the primary benefits I’ve 
noticed is that serving gets people out of their own world so 
they can experience, if only for a few hours, the genuine and 
often heartbreaking needs of others in their communities. 
Some would say they’re getting out of their comfort zones. 
That’s part of it, but I think it’s more than that. Actually, people 
are getting out of their oblivion zones. Most of us have care-
fully constructed our lives to be safe and secure and to avoid 
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as much inconvenience as possible. That’s completely under-
standable, but it’s completely limiting— it insulates us from 
people Jesus loves . . . who are the people Jesus wants us to 
love.

Getting involved in meeting the needs of others has two 
immediate benefits:

 1. Serving helps us see that people we don’t normally 
interact with are real people with real hopes and 
dreams— people very much like us. They love their 
families like we do, they’re searching for a better life like 
we are, and they want their lives to count like we do.

 2. Serving also breaks down barriers between Christians. 
It’s easy to cherish petty jealousies and hold grudges 
against each other, but it’s much harder to have those 
feelings when you both have your sleeves rolled up 
and are holding shovels, 
wrenches, or paintbrushes. 
I’ve seen a corporate CEO 
working side by side with a 
lady who stocks shelves at 
Walmart. They may live in 
different parts of town, but 
for those hours on a Satur-
day, they serve together as 
peers.

Many leaders talk 
about creating unity in the 
church, but they don’t do 
much to make it happen. 
Serving with others is, from 

It’s easy to cherish 
petty jealousies and 

hold grudges against 
each other, but it’s 

much harder to 
have those feelings 

when you both have 
your sleeves rolled 
up and are holding 
shovels, wrenches, 

or paintbrushes.
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my observation, one of the most effective ways to cre-
ate bonds between people in a church. No matter how 
different their backgrounds may be, they now have a 
shared experience. Then, when they see each other in 
church or at the grocery store, they don’t just walk past 
each other. They stop and talk because they’ve joined 
hands and hearts in serving the community.

No Limits

I’m writing this book for a broad audience: pastors, church 
staff members, board members, volunteers, church attenders, 
and people who serve in nonprofit organizations. All of us have 
the privilege to represent Jesus in caring for those in need in 
our communities. Some of the applications I’ll describe are 
for leaders as they cast the vision, plan, and gather resources, 
but most of the points apply to everyone. There are no limits 
on who can participate. All we need is a beating heart and a 
willingness to carve out time to pour love into some people.

Is this something you want to do? Let me ask you:

Do you feel the pain and emptiness of people who are 
struggling? That shows you’re in touch with God’s 
heart.

Do you want to be more excited about Jesus? Be the 
hands, feet, and voice of Jesus, and you’ll never be the 
same.

Do you want to provide specific, tangible, meaningful 
care for people in your city? Mobilize people (and 
yourself ) to serve outside the walls of the church.
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Do you want to build stronger relationships in small 
groups and teams throughout your church? Invite 
people to serve together.

Do you want your church to have a reputation as a com-
passionate community? Reach into the recesses of your 
city to care for people who often feel neglected.

Do you want city leaders to see your church as a valuable 
asset? Serve them with no strings attached, expecting 
nothing in return.

Do you want your church to grow? Take people outside the 
church’s walls to make a difference in the community.

Do you want to experience more of the love of Jesus? 
Share more of His love.

“Follow Me”

Jesus had a consistent message to people who were interested 
in Him. He invited four fishermen, a tax collector, a rebel, 
other disciples, a group of women, and all who were listening 
to “Come, follow Me.” Where did He lead them? To meetings 
with the powerful and encounters with the powerless, to for-
mal celebrations like a wedding and a “chance” encounter with 
a lonely woman drawing water, to those who lived nearby and 
those who lived across the country, to fellow Jews and to Ro-
mans and Samaritans, to comfortable and refreshing retreats 
and to crowded hillsides, to touch lepers who were the dregs 
of society and to have dinner with the richest man in town. 
When people followed Jesus, He took them places they would 
never have gone on their own, and He showed them what it 
meant to genuinely love the people they met there.

_Sonksen_IndispensableChurch_JE_wo.indd   27_Sonksen_IndispensableChurch_JE_wo.indd   27 11/17/20   8:24 AM11/17/20   8:24 AM

Chris Sonksen, Indispensable Church 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.



indispensable church

28

Jesus developed a reputation for being very different from 
the other religious leaders. Many followed Him out of curios-
ity, some were touched by His kindness and power, and a few 
despised Him because His popularity threatened their posi-
tions. The religious leaders harshly judged those who were 

struggling and blamed them for 
their troubles, but Jesus entered 
their world and loved them.

As Jesus’ love for people be-
came evident, His crowds grew.  
He began a small movement and 
gathered a few people around  
Him, and soon a lot of people 
wanted to see Him. He spoke to 
about twenty thousand people—  
and catered a miraculous meal 
for them.

Love attracts. The love of Jesus  
is wider, longer, deeper, and 
higher than any thing people 
have ever experienced before. 

They couldn’t get enough then, and they can’t get enough now. 
If you want your church to grow, follow Jesus to serve people 
in your community. Get outside the church. That’s where Jesus 
went, that’s where I’m going, and that’s where I’m inviting you 
to go too.

A Choice, an Action, a Movement

What motivates us to be agents of change in our communities? 
What steps do we take?

If you want your 
church to grow, 
follow Jesus to 

serve people in your 
community. Get 

outside the church. 
That’s where Jesus 
went, that’s where 

I’m going, and that’s 
where I’m inviting 

you to go too.
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 1. It’s a choice.
Guilt makes us feel bad and pressures us to comply, 

but obeying God isn’t about feeling guilty; it’s about 
feeling responsible. Fear makes us insecure and des-
perate to please. Pride causes us to feel superior and 
powerful. Those feelings may prompt us to take action, 
but the action seldom lasts. And besides, those mo-
tivations are more about us than about the people in 
need— and of course, the latter category includes all of 
us at one time or another.

Do you think people can tell 
when we treat them as prob-
lems to solve instead of human 
beings? Sure they can, and 
they resent it. Change happens 
when we reach out in love— and 
change begins inside us. Our 
hearts are transformed only 
when we experience the heart 
of Jesus. When His love, for-
giveness, kindness, and accep-
tance become real to us, we choose to become agents 
of change. We’re willing to go anywhere He leads us, 
and we’re eager to love everyone He loves.

 2. It’s an action.
Love is more than an emotion. Love takes action. It’s 

embodied in attitudes, choices, and concrete steps to 
meet needs. But love always has a feedback loop.

On the night Jesus was betrayed, before He died on 
the cross, He explained the connection between our 

When His love, 
forgiveness, 

kindness, and 
acceptance 

become real to 
us, we choose to 
become agents 

of change.
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experience of God’s love and our willingness to follow: 
“Those who accept my commandments and obey them 
are the ones who love me. And because they love me, 
my Father will love them. And I will love them and 
reveal myself to each of them” (John 14:21). His com-
mand is to follow Him, and we obey by serving the 
people He loves. When we do, we sense more of God’s 
love than ever before. That’s His promise.

 3. It’s a movement.
Today, many people are skeptical of the church be-

cause we’ve misrepresented Jesus so badly by remaining 
passive in the face of suffering and hopelessness. But 
we have the opportunity to change their perception. 
When we involve our families, small groups, and teams 
in loving where we live, love multiplies for all of us. 
And as churches mobilize people to step into the cracks 
and crevices of our cities, as we serve the mayors and 
the homeless, as we partner with organizations that 
are doing great work to help them do even more, and 
as our churches become known as channels of Jesus’ 
love, amazing things will happen. Strained and broken 
relationships will be healed, despairing people will find 
hope, overlooked people will feel included and honored, 
generosity will meet real needs, and countless people 
will want to know more about the Jesus who prompted 
all of this. And as Jesus promised, we’ll have a new sense 
of wonder and gratitude that He loves us so much.

When we make the choice, engage in the action, and propel 
the movement, who will be changed? All of us.
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You may be a church attender who wants to move outside 
your normal range of relationships to make a difference. You 
may be a leader of a small group or team who wants your 
people to experience the joy of working together to change 
lives. You may be a pastor who wants your church’s reputation 
to be profoundly positive in the eyes of city leaders and people 
throughout the community.

Love Where You Live movements change us as individuals. 
They also change our teams and groups, our churches, our neigh-
borhoods, and our communities. Every act of compassion, every 
moment we serve, and every resource we invest to care for oth-
ers points to Jesus, the King who stooped to serve you and me.

At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a few questions and 
prayers designed to stimulate personal reflection and applica-
tion. Don’t rush through these. You don’t get extra credit for 
speed! Take time to pray about and consider how you can 
apply the lessons from each chapter. Also, use the questions 
with your spouse, your family, your friends, and your small 
group to explore how you can be more effective as you touch 
lives outside the walls of your church.

THINK ABOUT IT

 1. How do you think most church attenders would 
answer this question: “If your church disappeared, 
would anyone in the community notice?” What’s 
your answer? Why?

 2. Describe the pattern of Jesus’ life. How much time 
did He spend with insiders, and how often did He 
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move into the lives of people in the communities 
where He traveled? Are there any scenes in the 
Gospels that particularly make this point? What 
happened in them?

 3. What do you hope to get out of this book?

PRAY ABOUT IT

Ask God to use your reading and reflection to give 
you a clear picture of how He wants to use you in 
your community.

DO IT

You’ll have plenty of opportunities to take action 
later in the study, but at this point, just keep reading.
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