Time for “Pre-Evangelism?”
By Pr. Larry Strenge, Director for Evangelical Mission


I hope you have considered becoming active in doing evangelizing in your community.  Before you do, consider this: Do some “pre-evangelizing!”  Let me tell you what I mean….

A group of twelve gathered in the room, nine from the ELCA’s Southwestern Minnesota synod, two from our neighboring Northwestern Minnesota Synod, and the host of our conference call, Martha Grace Reese (MGR). We gathered in this conference call room to talk about evangelism.  
Before I say more just in case you’re not familiar with MGR—I wasn’t until this past February--she embodies the experience of a researcher, corporate attorney, congregational pastor and more into her work as the primary leader of Lilly Endowment projects focusing on evangelism and congregational transformation.  Out of her “Mainline Evangelism Project” came some surprising results of what it means to be an evangelizing congregation within the context of “mainline” denominations.  And that turned into a series called, “The Unbinding the Gospel Series” now in more than 12,000 congregations, 49 denominations, and 8 countries! 

I had looked forward to the call for months. There are numerous reasons I looked forward to the call but I can remember when it started.  

That interest started when I received two books, “Unbinding the Gospel: Real Life Evangelism” and “Unbinding Your Soul: Your Experiment in Prayer and Community.”  
When I received the books they were an assignment. Read them. They are for an annual staff meeting of ELCA Directors for Evangelical Mission. When I finished reading the books they were no longer an assignment. They were a gift of God’s grace!  
These two books spoke deeply to me. Their focus is about the work God does as God returns our focus to “the main thing”…or better, “the main One!” In a congregation that lives as an evangelizing community, MGR says, “evangelism is anything you do to help someone move closer to a relationship with God, or into Christian community!”  In short, MGR found that evangelism begins in relationship, the relationship of prayer.
After finishing the books I headed off to the meeting where MGR would be the main speaker. Arriving for lunch I sat down at a table with a few other persons, prayed, and began munching on a gluten free meal as I listened in on conversations that had already begun. A few minutes into that listening a woman who I did not recognize sat next to me. Since I wasn’t really engaged in those conversations I turned to this woman thinking it was another Director for Evangelical Mission. You can imagine my surprise when I introduced myself and she said, “Hi, Larry. I’m Martha Grace Reese.”   
There was MGR full of life! Within minutes the enthusiasm that flowed in the two books took on even more meaning as I began to learn more about her passion for getting people to pray.  It all started one day when she asked a group of pastors, “So, what difference does it make that you are a Christian in today’s world?” 


What follows is why and what she discovered in rooting evangelism in prayer.


Imagine that: Prayer is “pre-evangelism!”  In other words letting the Holy Spirit do the Holy Spirit’s work!  

If you are interested in finding out more send me an email at larry.strenge@elca.org. We’ll talk. And we’ll pray. And best of all, we’ll let the Holy Spirit get us going to do some evangelizing in God’s world.

