
 

3.  CURIOUSLY DIFFERENT 
Practicing community in the name of Jesus. 
 
“So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in 
this way, we do so no longer. Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has 
gone, the new is here! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the 
ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting 
people’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are 
therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on 
Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we 
might become the righteousness of God.” (2 Cor. 5:16-21) 
 
“In our day, whenever the church is ineffective and its witness remains unproductive, the first 
questions that must be raised are whether the church functions as authentic community and whether 
it lives out the reality of its oneness.  In a community-starved world, the most potent means of witness 
to the truth of the gospel is the magnetic power of the oneness that was committed by Christ to his 
new community at the center of history.” — Gilbert Bilezikian, Community 101 
 
“There is nothing wrong with the church that discipleship can’t cure.” — Dallas Willard, Living in 
Christ’s Presence  
 

The gospel in action is a radical movement of reconciliation.  We are reconciled to God, which 
immediately works out reconciliation into every relationship we have, and compels us into 
relationships we never would have had, save for the intervention of Jesus in our lives, and his call for us 
to love unconditionally, give sacrificially, and serve in the absence of self-interest.  This is how the 
broken world is remade:  countless counter-intuitive choices to obey Jesus and pursue unity when the 
world, and often our own impulses, tell us to run the other direction.  As we get holier, our desires 
refine and we resist reconciliation less and less.  It becomes more natural to pursue unity, but making 
real peace is never the easy way.  If you want to reform the world in the name of Jesus, decide now if 
this kind of life is worth it to you, because you are called to be a reconciler, and resistance to that 
cause will be constant. 

 
Look back at your relationships since you began following Jesus.  Have you formed any significant 
relationships with people that you would never have grown close to if you didn’t have Jesus in 
common?  Write down some thoughts. 
 
 

 
 
 
From the earliest days of the Christian church, the gospel has been illustrated by radical, 

counter-cultural unity.  The church of Jesus refuses to respect any boundary or dividing wall of 
hostility.  Christians do not accept division.  Consider Jesus’ first followers and the distinctives of their 
gatherings.  Landowners ate with slaves.  Jews kissed Gentiles.  Stonemasons prayed over soldiers.  
Women learned with men.  Everyone “out” was in, and no one got in because of their status, money, 



 

or connections.  There was one entrance point: Jesus.  The only inheritance that now mattered was the 
birthright of every adopted child of God.  This level of unity was not easy for the early church (much of 
the New Testament is devoted to ironing out discord and division).  But this was a small community of 
people who had two things in common:  a risen savior, and a mandate to obey everything he says to 
do.  The world did not accept them, but opposition didn’t stamp out this revolution of peace-making.  
The resistance refined believers, clarified their purpose, and illustrated the urgency of Christ’s call to 
reconciliation.  Our churches today should be so curiously unified. 
 
Look back at your experiences in the church.  Is there more unity, or discord?  Write down any 
thoughts that come to mind. 

 
 
 
 
 

DIFFERENT 
 

As a key part of a forming church community, no doubt you’ve encountered many questions 
and opinions about how church “should” be done, and how your growing community can thrive.  What 
makes a church a church?  What’s the difference between a small group and a book club?  What 
happens in your church gatherings that can’t happen anywhere else?  What is your church here for, 
and why is that essential?  The fact of the matter is, many churches gather without any clear answers 
for these questions.  And when no one agrees about what to fight for, we just…fight. 

 
We can’t possibly dive as deeply into this as I’d like, but here is the deal:  a church is a banded-

together community of Jesus-followers.  The thing that ultimately separates the Christian gathering 
from any other kind of social event or affinity club is that you are disciples of Jesus.  You are a living, 
breathing, growing body of people mastered by Jesus and eager to obey him.  This causes you to do 
things that look radical or dangerous to the world.  Many will be repelled by this, but some will be 
curiously attracted.  This is how you grow:  not by measuring up to the best the world has to offer, but 
by being entirely different from anything the world has to offer.  Your church can and should offer 
something unique that cannot be found anywhere outside the Body of Christ.  When your community 
is rooted in everyday practices that are Jesus-centered and Spirit-led, you will constantly get healthier 
and holier.  You won’t have to figure out how to convince people to come to church or small groups.  
You won’t have to guilt people into sharing their faith, because they won’t be able to stop talking 
about it.   

 
Let’s explore some distinctive practices of Christian community that you simply can’t get like 

this anywhere else: interactive prayer, forgiveness, and hospitality. The world and the enemy will never 
stop trying to pull your church apart.  These are core habits of communities that don’t just stick 
together through adversity, but grow in spite of it.  These habits are not flashy.  They are costly, and 
they take a lifetime to work out.  These are practices that most people don’t want to do right away, so 
you’ll have to prove their power to others as you work them out in your own life.  They are often 
misunderstood, or only understood at a surface-level, so you’ll likely need to do some “unlearning” 
yourself before you really start to “get it”, and you’ll have to guide others in that same process before 
they can really press in.  These ways of living produce fruit and growth, but so slowly you’ll have to stay 



 

committed for the long-haul.  But if you decide you want to be a community who consistently lives this 
way, you will be radically different, and very, very healthy.  Nearly all Christian churches say they value 
these things to some degree.  Let’s be a church that actually does. 

 
INTERACTIVE PRAYER 

 
Prayer is talking to God.  You know this.  Prayer, by definition, is a conversation.  There’s a back 

and forth.  But many Christians wouldn’t describe their prayer life that way.  I’ve talked to lots of them.  
Prayer isn’t just talking to God, it’s talking with God—it’s talking to God, and hearing from him too.  
Many Christians are quick to say prayer is “talking to God,” but if you told someone in your church you 
talked to God today, and he talked back, they might say you were hallucinating.  This, friends, is one of 
the most curiously different things we Christians are born to do.  Christians have unprecedented access 
to God.  As a faith community, you can invite people into an interactive prayer life; prayer that flows 
like a back and forth conversation with God.  We were created to live in a tangible world with God.  
Our prayers should be embodied in this same way.  Much more than a simple exchange of information, 
our prayer life should be a formational experience that engages all of our senses.  Prayer, in short, 
should actually do something.  It’s a creative, collaborative act. 

 
Jesus says we’ll know the voice of the Shepherd (John 10:27), so invite him to speak in your 

gatherings.  The enemy wants us to think it’ll be complicated to hear God’s voice.  He doesn’t want our 
prayer lives to thrive.  He wants us to doubt if we’re really hearing from God or if we’re making it up.  
Jesus is always with us (Matthew 28:20).  He is real, alive, and present.  We can make it an ordinary 
practice to ask the Holy Spirit to inspire our people to see, hear, and interact with Jesus.  Want to know 
God?  Jesus is where we look, and he’s here right now.  James K.A. Smith says we’re, “moved more 
than we are convinced”.  This kind of prayer I’m talking about isn’t just in our heads.  It moves us.  You 
can talk about God with people all day long, but make spaces for them to talk with God; that is where 
we change. 

 
Leave room for Jesus to speak in your gatherings.  This works in worship services, small groups, 

and one on one.  Here’s a great example:  instead of simply inviting people to lay a burden at the feet 
of Jesus during prayer time, leave some room for silence and listening.  Give Jesus a chance to talk.  
Invite Jesus to speak right to each person individually, and help them name the thing that’s really a 
burden to them (because we are so quick to think we know what’s wrong).  And once we’ve had a 
moment to get clarity on that, don’t just invite people to hand those burdens over to Jesus.  Let the 
moment come full circle.  As people hand over the burden, leave some breathing room and silence, 
and invite Jesus to speak back to them, to give something back to them.  He’ll do it, and when he does, 
people will know they didn’t make it up.  Jesus really interacted with them.  He’s really there.  That’s 
the bedrock of discipleship:  interacting with the real man, Jesus.  You can show people it’s actually 
possible.   

 
You might think this sounds messy, uncomfortable, complicated, or awkward.  That’s why so 

many Christians stay on the edges of prayer, when God is inviting us all-in.  We are often quick to lead 
people in what they should do with Jesus, but we rarely leave room for them to see what Jesus is 
doing.  Model conversational prayer in your gatherings, and you’ll start to shape how people pursue 
God every day.   
  



 

FORGIVENESS 
 
 Forgiveness is revolutionary.  The world can embrace it to an extent, but the forgiveness we’re 
offered and commanded to offer others is scandalous.  It’s no wonder that unforgiveness is one of the 
first and most effective ways the enemy uses to hold us back and weigh us down.  If we refuse to 
forgive others, we stop up the good gifts God wants to give us and we’re sitting ducks for an enemy 
attack.  When we withhold forgiveness, we’re trying to be in control.  We want to be the judge.  We 
get wildly distorted views about what’s actually wrong, and usually grow blind to what we’ve done 
wrong ourselves.  We try put ourselves in a place only God should occupy.  That’s why it is so 
important that your church family be a habitually forgiving family.   
 

Cultivate a community of people who think holding a grudge is unacceptable.  Do not allow 
bitter roots to grow.  Illustrate how it’s done by openly living that way yourself.  Look for ways you’ve 
hurt others by what you’ve done or not done, and seek forgiveness for your own sins.  Have you ever 
had someone come to you to admit they’re at fault and seek forgiveness?  It’s incredibly disarming.  
Forgive others habitually, before anything has a chance to grow.  Practice forgiveness diligently, 
because it’s one of the most powerful and effective weapons you have against the schemes of the 
enemy.  Your church can face incredible external opposition, but if you refuse to get tangled up in 
internal divisive battles, you’ll be untouchable.   
 

Forgiveness is so much more than saying we’re sorry.  There are so many ways we can hold 
grudges.  Here are some ways you can guide people to unpack a burden and work through forgiveness 
in every direction1:  

 
1. Get right with God and people you’ve hurt.   
 
If God shows us something we’ve done wrong, we need to ask him for forgiveness for our own sin and 
seek forgiveness from anyone we’ve sinned against as God leads us.  
 
2. We need to forgive ourselves.  
 
Strangely, it can be “easier” to forgive others for what they’ve done, or to receive forgiveness from 
God for our own sin than it is to let ourselves off the hook. Have you ever done something you really, 
really regret? Forgive yourself for doing it. Let it go.  
 
3. We need to forgive the things other people have done that have hurt us (whether it was intentional 
or not).  
 
Even if you’re sure they never intended to hurt you, they hurt you nonetheless. It’s a burden, so forgive 
it and let it go.  
 
 

                                                
1 You can read an overview of the Six Steps of Forgiveness in Tim Howard and Brian S. Burke’s book, With Gentle Authority 
(p. 145-163). 
 



 

4. We need to forgive God.  
 
Yes, God. Most of us don’t realize this is even possible, because God is perfect, and doesn’t make 
mistakes or sin. But again, forgiveness isn’t only about forgiving a way someone has sinned against us. 
Forgiveness is necessary any time we’re holding a grudge against someone else— and yes, we can hold 
a grudge against God. If we’re mad that God allowed something happen, and hurt that he didn’t 
intervene to stop it, we can surrender even that to him, and let him show us what we need to see so 
we can heal.    
 

HOSPITALITY 
 

 We are called to be peacemakers (Romans 12:18). Hostility is a sense of opposition or 
resistance to someone or something. Disciples don’t choose to live in hostility toward God, or anyone 
else. Is any part of your heart hostile to God? Do you ever keep God out or push him away? Is any part 
of you hostile toward a person, or a group of people? Are you shutting out anyone who needs to be 
welcomed in? What about your church community?  Is it open, or closed?  Who can get in?  Who’s left 
out? 
 

Fred Rogers wrote, “When your heart has room for everybody, then your heart is full of love.”  
Who is invited to your house? Do you only invite the people you want to get to know better?  How do 
you decide who to welcome in?  Who has eaten with you at your table this year? How about your 
relationships? Have you had a falling out with anyone that’s left division between you? Are you willing 
to ask God to mend it?  If your heart won’t make room for everyone, then to some degree, all the love 
you give is conditional. You’re making a judgement call, deciding who is worthy of love, and who is not. 
You’re deciding who you have room for. This is not the way of Jesus.  

 
To stretch this even further, we are not only called to actively love those we know, but to live 

with open invitation to strangers, foreigners, and outsiders. The world can embrace the notions of 
equality and sharing resources to some degree, but this is where Jesus people start to cross every 
“acceptable” line.  Romans 12:13 says, “When God’s people are in need, be ready to help them. Always 
be eager to practice hospitality.” The Greek word for hospitality in this verse is philoxenia. It means, “to 
receive and show hospitality to a stranger, that is, someone who is not regarded as a member of the 
extended family or a close friend.” To show biblical hospitality is to receive a stranger as a guest.  Even 
if this only applied to Christians (“God’s people”, as the verse says) that would still be a huge stretch 
for many of us, but as you build a biblical theology of hospitality, the mandate is consistent throughout 
scripture:  open your arms to the “other”. 

 
In sharing what is most dear to us, a moment of conversion happens: someone we once 

identified as a stranger is welcomed as a guest and is transformed into a friend. This is our own story as 
we were once outside the family of God, and have been welcomed in. God commands us to live out 
that story again and again with one another.  Whether we’re confronted with people inside the church 
or outside of it, we are called to be radically open. 
 

So how do we live this out? God is love, and he has the capacity to demonstrate active, perfect 
love to every person, all the time. God can do that. Love is not only what God does; it’s who he is. He 
never gets tired. But when God commands us to love others, he isn’t asking us (or our churches) to 



 

spread ourselves thin, or wear ourselves out trying to do his job for him. We aren’t called to actively 
minister to every person on the planet all at once. But we are called to be open and generous. All the 
time. God is calling us to live out the spirit of hospitality with the people in front of us; ready to make 
room for anyone, at any time.  
 

Hospitality is a position of the heart. Is your heart open? Are your hands ready? God is calling us 
to take a generous approach to everything we do, seeing this world and the people in it like he does. 
God isn’t asking us to exhaust ourselves by taking care of everyone. He’s calling us to keep the door 
open and a seat ready at our table. He’s calling us to keep a reserve ready of all the goods we have (our 
food, our clothes, our money) so we are always ready to share with those in need. We love as we allow 
the life of Jesus in us to spill over to others. Your capacity to act is limited, but your ability to love 
unconditionally is not. Jesus will empower you to love like he does, if you let him.  This will look radical, 
or even offensive to the world.  If your community adopts biblical hospitality as a regular, ordinary, 
everyday way of life, you will be forced to depend on Jesus in ways that are altogether foreign to the 
world and even rarely seen in many churches, and your community will indeed look very curiously 
different.  The way you live out any typical Tuesday afternoon can illustrate the gospel to the world. 

 
VICTORY IS A HABIT 
 
 There are no silver bullets when it comes to spiritual victory.  The fact of the matter is, victory is 
won with methods that are lived out in faithful repetition in the midst of ordinary, everyday life.  
Victorious living can often look boring, and will rarely get you applause.  Victory is won when we make 
it a habit to do hard things because Jesus asks us to.  The forces of the world and the enemy are 
constantly moving to pull us apart, isolate us, and destroy us, but we are reconcilers.  We fight back by 
submitting ourselves to practices that hold us together and keep us rooted and secure.  Do you want to 
lead a brilliantly healthy community?  Be people who interact with Jesus all day long.  Be people who 
forgive burdens whether it feels right or not.  Be people who go looking for strangers to welcome 
inside.  Satan wants you divided, blind, and afraid.  Choose to stay connected to God and the people 
around you, and keep inviting more people inside. 
 
FOR DISCUSSION: 
 
1.  What happens in your gatherings that can’t happen anywhere outside the church?  What do you 
have as a church that the world can’t compete with?  In other words, why does this church matter so 
much? 
 
2.  Many churches say prayer, forgiveness, and hospitality are values, but don’t live like it’s true.  
Preaching them from the pulpit is essential, but how do these things actually sink in to someone’s real 
life?  This is a million dollar question many of us don’t solve.  Essentially:  how do you teach someone 
to actually adopt the practices of Christianity? 
 
3.  We are often quick to lead people in what they should do with Jesus, but we rarely leave room for 
them to see what Jesus is doing.  What’s the difference?  Are you more comfortable with one over the 
other?   
 



 

4.  Unforgiveness is one of the enemy’s primary tools for division and destruction in our relationships.  
Why are broken relationships such a useful target?   
 
Most people define forgiveness as apologizing for something, or forgiving someone else who has hurt 
them.  Forgiveness is these things, but it’s also so much more.  What are some other ways that you can 
explain forgiveness to someone who’s never thought about it?   
 
5.  God calls us to keep a posture that is open and ready to receive strangers.  Who is a stranger?   
 
Think about your own life:  do you only invite people into your home when you want to know them 
better?  How do you decide who is welcome?  How does this transfer itself into your church family?  
How will your church decide who’s welcome?   
 
What are some practical things your church family can do to be actively ready to invite “strangers” in 
so you’ve got “no excuses” when the opportunity comes?   
 
Consider how this applies to “the other”, but also how you can be ready for the lost.  Are you ready for 
a revival?  Is your church family ready for lost people?  Could your church handle all those new 
believers?  Discuss. 
 
6.  Victory is won when we make it a habit to do hard things because Jesus asks us to.  The forces of the 
world and the enemy are constantly moving to pull us apart, isolate us, and destroy us, but we are 
reconcilers.   
 
What are you doing in your life today that you would not be doing if Jesus hadn’t asked you to do it?  In 
other words, are you making choices in your everyday life that look curiously different to the world? 


