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CATCH THE CULTURE OF THE CORNERSTONE: TALK

I.
What is the culture of The Cornerstone?

II.
Why is the culture important?

III.
How do we create the culture?

I.
What is the culture of The Cornerstone?

In the past year or so - for us on the Shepherding Board - the word “culture” has been bubbling to the surface - unbidden and unexpectedly from various sources and within different contexts. From experience, we’ve learned that when this happens there’s a good chance that the Holy Spirit is authoring or introducing a thought that needs to be considered or addressed. So we began to take a closer look at what is meant by ”the culture of The Cornerstone,” why it is important and how it can be created. What we found convicted us of its importance and the need to share with you the thoughts and insights we believe God has given us.

Let’s begin by trying to define what is meant by “the culture of The Cornerstone.” From early on, we’ve used the catch phrase: “The Cornerstone is caught, not taught.” This is 100% true, and it was even more true in the beginning when very little was actually written down. Nonetheless, the “catching” part remains vital! But what is it that’s caught? We believe it’s “the spirit” or “the culture” of The Cornerstone.

“Okay,” you’re probably saying, “you still haven’t told us what that means.” To do that, I’ll try to illustrate what it means by sharing some examples. 

One… [Friendly Atmosphere] Take a minute and think of a person you love to be around. When you come into this person’s presence you just feel good. You feel happy and laugh easily. You want to smile…you’re comfortable, relaxed, and able to be yourself. You don’t worry so much about what you say or how you look…and you almost can’t be in a bad mood when you’re together.

Two… [Inclusion - Acceptance] Imagine that you walk into a roomful of people you know and trust—people with whom you share things in common. It’s kind of like that bar in the old sitcom “Cheers”. When you come in the door everyone turns towards you, smiles, says “Hi,” and knows your name. The emotional temperature is warm, the atmosphere is friendly and light-hearted; the energy is positive. Your presence is valued. You're respected and accepted. You’re never on your own to find a seat…there’s always someone who calls out: “Here, come sit with us.” You’re never left alone without anyone to talk with, but drawn into the group and included in the conversations. 

Three… [Encouraged & Re-energized] You had a hard week. The people you dealt with seemed distant and closed…some even downright unfriendly or hostile. Your schedule was frantic. You’re feeling wiped out, stressed and a little down. The day has been gray, freezing cold, damp and dreary. You hit the door to home - chilled to the bone; barely able to drag yourself into the house. But when you walk in there’s music playing, the lights are shining brightly, a warm fire’s burning in the fireplace and the aroma of good things cooking is drifting out from the kitchen. Before you know it - you’re feeling better: rejuvenated, relaxed, refreshed, energized, filled with peace and ready to face life again.

Okay - bundle these three scenarios up in one big package and you have an idea of what I’m talking about when I speak of The Cornerstone culture.

[Briefly summarize main points.]

II.
Why is the culture important?

That moves us to the second question: Why is this culture so important? If you think about it, I think that you will agree with me that we all consciously or unconsciously take the emotional temperature of a roomful of people the minute we walk through the door. We might not be able to articulate what we’re feeling, but we are definitely aware of it. If it feels cold and unfriendly we’re turned off and probably won’t go back. If the room feels warm and welcoming we’ll want to be part of the group. The culture draws us in.

This is an essential and necessary consideration for all that we do in The Cornerstone. Why? Because we’re more than just a Bible study; we’re more than just a social group; we’re more than just an intellectual exercise. We may be all those things, but we’re still more. We’re the body of Christ and the culture we’re creating is the Spirit of Christ - the love of Christ within the members of His body. Anyone who walks in should feel the presence of the Spirit of Jesus in the room. The culture embodies the body of Christ and His love.

We, as believers, as Christians, today are definitely not nurtured, supported or encouraged in the world. Our beliefs are counter-cultural. Our faith is considered suspect and our beliefs are challenged. In our daily lives we’re bombarded from all sides and can get pretty battered up. TV programs, movies, books, newspapers, politicians, government officials, big business, the legal system, social groups, etc., all have agendas that are often not in line with the moral standards we try to adhere to. We may be ridiculed or even attacked for our taking a stand for morality. The culture nurtures and supports us.

So we need a place where we are loved, accepted, respected, supported, encouraged and nurtured. We’re all hungry for somewhere to feel comfortable and at home. We all yearn for love and acceptance. We all feel the need to be valued and respected. The culture creates a place where we belong. And that’s what we’re hoping to create in each and every branch of The Cornerstone. That’s what we’re talking about when we refer to “the culture of The Cornerstone.”

No matter how many people we get in the door - we need to close the deal in order to keep them. How? We do this by creating the culture. That takes Branch Coordinators who facilitate well-planned, smoothly run, timely branch sessions. Small Group Facilitators who reach out to the members of their groups in creative ways to bring people together and get all included in the sharing and fellowship…Greeters who warmly meet and greet all those who come in the door with a smile and a happy hello…Music Ministers who prayerfully choose music to enrich the experience of the evening. Teaching Leaders who give well-prepared, well-practiced talks, and also support, encourage and shepherd the members of the branches…It takes energetic, positive Ministry Teams grounded in prayer…to create an atmosphere where people feel welcomed, safe, valued and blessed to be there… everyone working together to create a place where friends can walk along together in faith. 

III.
How do we create the culture?

I hope by this point you’re thinking: “Sounds wonderful, but how do we accomplish this? How do we create the culture?”  I’ll end by giving a few suggestions, but I would also ask you to spend some time praying, thinking, and brainstorming amongst yourselves to come up with more thoughts that we can share with one another in the break-out sessions. 

1. First and foremost - Prayer! We pray for the members. We pray for the Branch. We pray for all the people on the Ministry Teams and for new members to come on the Ministry Team. We pray for our Small Groups. We pray for the visitors to ask to join us. And we pray for the culture. It’s not hard to forget the power of prayer and we’re amazed to see God’s answers when we remember to get on our knees. The Branch Ministry Team members need to pray both as a group and individually for the Branch and the members. 

2. Thorough planning and preparation are essential if our Branches are to run smoothly and in a timely manner. If we’re we-prepared the session goes off without a hitch and the members move through the time unaware of the behind-the-scenes management.

3. Modeling by the Ministry Teams is a necessary key to establish and keep the culture of The Cornerstone alive. If we practice the things we would like to have happen in our Branches; it will. If we are present, prepared, positive and prayed-up, it will spread throughout the whole group. The culture is contagious.

4. Learn names and encourage members to wear their name tags.

5. Make it a rule that no one is ever left standing alone with no one to talk with.

6. All members should be greeted warmly with a smile when they walk in the door and wished a good week when they leave at the end of the session.

7. Most of the music should be upbeat and easily sung. Nothing brings a group of people together like singing praise to God with one voice.

8. Strive to get as many people as possible involved…on the Ministry Team - giving Focuses or proclaiming or planning events, etc. All should contribute and their contribution acknowledged, valued and accepted. This year our Focus Minister, Teresa Johnson took some time at one of the last sessions to thank the people who had given a Focus, to say their names up front and give them a fun little gift. (Maybe have one of the bags to show.)

9. Work to make sure everyone has a chance to participate in the Small Groups and they are affirmed for their contributions.

10. Rejoice and celebrate over the people who come - making all feel welcomed and valued! Don’t comment on, concentrate on or commiserate over the ones who aren’t present. IT’S NOT ABOUT NUMBERS! It’s quality - not quantity.

11. Strive for a positive, upbeat atmosphere. Nothing can make up for a spirit of heaviness or negativity - a lack of joy - a sense of tension - rigidity - or a business-like approach. Instead the tone should be prayerful, nurturing, and full of positive energy.

12. Facilitators can be creative in coming up with ways to bring the members of their groups together. Here are a few things our Facilitators have tried in addition to the be-yearly socials.

· Meeting for Stations and fish fry during Lent

· Meeting to see a movie - Mel Gibson’s “The Passion of Christ”

· Summer get-togethers

· Christmas get-togethers

· Attending a Christmas concert or service together

· Meeting together for a dinner out with significant others.

· Carpooling and attending the yearly retreat together

Be creative. There are lots of fun things to do.

I want to leave you with an illustration. In our night time session - a lady named Lil joined us. She was from a low-income area of a neighboring parish. Lil was not well educated, had numerous physical problems and was not at all attractive. She was overweight, had bad teeth, bad hair, was poorly dressed and looked twice her age. In our upper middle class plus group she stood out like something in one of those “what’s wrong with this picture puzzles”. But I’ll never forget the night she confided to me how much she loved our Branch. She repeated several times how welcome and included she felt and how different it was from other groups she had tried. She kept coming year after year until she was forced to move far away and had no way to get to the sessions. That’s what we mean by “the culture” of The Cornerstone” - it's creating a place where all the members of the Body of Christ feel like they belong - rich or poor, man or woman, old or young, black, brown or white. 

Remember:

The lecture can be boring

The music off-key

The focus rambling

And still if a member is welcomed with joy, nurtured with prayer, and soaked in love - they’ll want to keep coming back.
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