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         A Stained Beauty  (John Stumbo, David Hearn, 2020)
  
 I am caught by the question, “Do I love the bride, the 
church, like Christ does?” I do love the church, imperfections 
and all--because Jesus does! It is His bride. Jesus gave His life 
for her. One of the greatest miracles and displays of God’s su-
pernatural power is the resilience of the church.  
 I love her. I’m tempted to abandon her. I’m proud of 
her. I hang my head in embarrassment over her. I want to 
make her better. Yet at times, I’ve made her worse. She has 
shining moments of greatness. She has pitiful moments of 
shame. She’s Jesus’ idea. His plan. His bride…but at times her 
wedding gown is tattered and soiled. The church. So beautiful. 
So complex. So enduring. So fragile. So powerful. So over-
looked. She has taken so many forms through so many centu-
ries, and yet has sustained clear continuity with her founders. 
She’s endured civil wars, world wars, and worship wars. Sex-
ual scandals and financial scams have too often written her 
headlines while power-seekers and name-makers headlined 
themselves. Yet, she carries on. Like a snowflake, you know 
one when you see one, but look close enough and you’ll see 
that each church is different.  
 The church isn’t a franchise to be replicated. Jesus 
called it into existence. Any community without her influence 
is impoverished. Any language without her message is incom-
plete. I see the church as a beautiful mess. It is a complex mix-
ture of human and divine, fragile and unstoppable…a stained 
beauty. She’s endured the strongest persecutions and attacks 
known to humanity. She’s made countless mistakes and com-
mitted unthinkable atrocities, yet the church has also shown 
the world its most grace-filled, life-giving, love-splattered mo-
ments. The church is the epicenter of God’s activity in the 
world, but God doesn’t gloss over the hard stuff anywhere in 
the Bible.  
 The first church: What starts out to be an ordinary 
day of celebration is suddenly upended by sounds and signs 
that draw a multi-national crowd of curiosity seekers. The 
non-residents of the city had neither employment nor perma-
nent housing. So, with amazing generosity the members of the 
new church help each other. Landowners, such as Joseph (also 
known as Barnabas), sell property to assist the temporary im-
migrants and others who had financial need. Daily meetings 
were possible and open homes were vital to a community that 
now included a high percentage of non-resident members. The 
Jerusalem church was an exceptional situation and never to be 
the “norm” of church life.  
 No 2 settings for the church are ever the same. The 
Church of Jerusalem in Acts chapters 2-7 is a powerful and 
fascinating moment in history that will never be repeated. 
There is really no value in comparing ourselves to it. Within a 
few decades, this Church of Jerusalem would be a financially 
impoverished remnant of its early days. The church, as it ex-
isted in its earliest days, wasn’t sustainable. In chapters 2-7 of 
Acts, the Church of Jerusalem is fully engaged in their minis-
try in Jerusalem. However, there is no mention of Judea, Sa-
maria, or anywhere beyond. It takes a wave of persecution to 
drive them out of town. Those who flee do not appear to be 
fearful. Those who were scattered went everywhere  
 
 

 
preaching the word.  Opposition to the Gospel became an op-
portunity for the Gospel to advance.  
 The North American church seems to have mastered 
the ugly art of comparison. Perhaps we’ll be free from com-
paring ourselves with the church down the street if we first be-
come free from comparing ourselves to the Church of Jerusa-
lem. Just like your church, the Jerusalem church was a “one 
off.” God is too creative to write the same story twice. Simi-
larly, we’re quite addicted to “mountain” experiences…the big 
moments, the dramatic events. Yet eventually we all must “go 
home.” We ruin the experience when we try to perpetuate or 
repeat it.  
 While the founding “core group” of the Jerusalem 
church had a wide variety of personalities, it was somewhat 
mono-cultural. This all changed in one morning as the first 
church suddenly became multi-linguistic, multicultural 
and multi-racial. Most of us naturally believe that our culture 
is better than others, which carries with it a spirit of superior-
ity. Repentance is in order. The coming of the Holy Spirit and 
the coming together of a multi-cultural church happened sim-
ultaneously. We need divine help to break down human divi-
sions. The Spirit of God who united a diverse group of people 
in Jerusalem long ago can do so in our cities today. 
 Jesus gave the first church His final command. 2000 
years later we’ve made great strides…and we still struggle. 
More people groups than ever in history have received the 
life-giving message of the Gospel. Yet vast populations still 
remain unaware of the love and forgiveness available to them 
through Jesus. The church must always be engaged in our 
“every segment” assignment. In our city. God called us to our 
communities in our region. Our vision must encircle the com-
munities around--with our new neighbors, many of whom dif-
fer from us culturally, linguistically, ethnically, economically, 
etc. Hundreds of millions now no longer live in the region of 
their birth. As new arrivals come to our regions, we have the 
opportunity to open our hearts and receive them in Jesus’ 
name. To the ends of the earth. Every church is to engage in 
world mission. 
 Mavericks. Entrepreneurs. Renegades. Change-
Agents. Nonconformists. People that make other people nerv-
ous. Leaders who take anyone willing to follow them places 
that others dare not go. Leaders who don’t seem to have 
the capacity to follow a manual. Leaders who create rather 
than replicate. As the fresh-thinking leaders are driven away 
from the church, some of us are driven away with them. Many 
people become “de-churched” after watching leaders handle 
conflict poorly. Others of us stay in the church but grieve 
when we lose our aggravators. We need them, even though we 
may not admit it. A few of us are “them.” We identify with the 
manual-defying, trail-blazing, status-quo-disrupting, boundary 
enlarging style of leadership. We push. We press. We upend. 
We upset. We upsize. We downsize. We challenge, question, 
remake, and then challenge and question some more. Not eve-
ryone likes us, but few are able to ignore us. The church has 
always had leaders who press the edges, and the church hasn’t 
always known what to do with them. The new church forming 
in Antioch seemed to draw these risk-taking leaders. They 
were the reason the church was planted in the first place, a 
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dozen miles north of modern-day Syria in southern Turkey. 
The city is Antioch, 3rd largest in the Roman Empire. The 1st 
evangelists begin by telling the message only to Jews. This 
was the best known, most traveled path. This was the norm. 
This was the expected. We don’t know the names of these 
early pioneers in Antioch who broke out of the norm and 
spoke to the Hellenists [the Greeks], preaching the Lord Je-
sus. What we do know is that the hand of the Lord was with 
them, and a great number believed and turned to the Lord. 
Anonymous and effective. God-blessed trailblazers. Barrier-
breaking radicals. The Church of Antioch is born. (Mavericks 
often must endure extra scrutiny.)  
 The Jerusalem leaders send large-hearted Barnabas to 
investigate the situation. It doesn’t seem to take long for this 
man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith, to assess that what is 
happening in Antioch is of God. In today’s language, we 
would have labeled young Saul a “terrorist.” Barnabas risks 
both his safety and his reputation. It is conceivable that we 
would have never heard of Saul again had it not been for Bar-
nabas. This was  Saul’s true launch into ministry. Barnabas is 
using his credibility to give an under-known, under-utilized 
leader a chance to flourish in a spotlight. For the Gospel to ad-
vance and the church to grow, current leaders must find path-
ways to forward future leaders. Where this type of leadership 
assembles, there will be impact. A message that has never 
been preached before (the Gospel) is being taken to a people 
who have never received it before (Gentiles) to start some-
thing that has never been built before (the church). Size al-
ways gets attention. Luke tells us 3 times that great numbers 
are coming out to hear Barnabas, Saul, and others preach. 
 Causes that fail to brand themselves quickly become 
labeled by others. Christian. Some think it was a slur: Little 
Messiahs. This was the identity of the Antioch church. They 
were known for their association with Jesus. Jesus Christ pro-
vided their identity. Identity. Mission. Conflict. From the ear-
liest days until now, barrier-breaking, way-making, identity-
shaping, mission-accomplishing leaders tend to stir things up. 
They have opinions. They can be stubborn. They are often 
quite sure they are right and are more than willing to fight. 
Hence, the Antioch church is the center point for 3 church-
shaping conflicts. In a definition phase core questions were 
surfacing: Who are we and who will we become? Strong lead-
ers had strong opinions. They faced each other and their dif-
ferences head on. Those in peacemaker training coach us that 
conflict is an opportunity for good. We understand each other 
better. We understand the issue better. We reach better conclu-
sions. We’re humbled. Our relationships deepen. Unity is 
forged. Love is expressed. Forgiveness is as well. The church 
is stronger. God is glorified.  
 The too-common scenario is: Conflict + Carnality = 
Carnage. But when we bring such Spirit-fruit as love, pa-
tience, kindness, gentleness or self-control to the table, bless-
ing and health arise. The evidence is quite clear that each led 
to a great outcome. Good verdicts were reached. Godly people 
will disagree; but their godliness will frame how they conduct 
their disagreement. Conflict plus Christlikeness produces a 
church with deep character. The lessons of Antioch illuminate 
core reasons some churches fail to thrive: They lost their sense 
of identity, mission, and the ability to handle conflict in a 
healthy manner. They refused to listen to an agitating voice 

warning: We need to make some changes. Some of us are 
more committed to our method than our message. Many 
Christians choose an era of history with which they are com-
fortable, a style of music that suits their tastes and a manner of 
doing church that was effective decades ago…and become en-
trenched.  
 “Galatia” is a region made up of cities such as Pisid-
ian Antioch. Long standing religious systems and beliefs 
aren’t eager for “competition.” There are costs, or genuine 
hardships, for the first missionary duo. John Mark quits. At 
every age we should be aware of our opportunities to be a 
model and mentor. Someone is watching us. Ministry can be 
“John-Marked” by disappointment. Paul was too weak to go 
on. Hence, they set up their church-planting efforts in Galatia. 
Ailment. Jealous resistance. Jealousy drives the most passion-
ate opposition. Jealousy is combustible. Jealousy robs all ob-
jectivity. It inflates and infuriates.  
 Some of us, myself included, get discouraged too 
quickly as the courage to lead is drained right out of us. We 
expect church life to be easier than it often is. We expect work 
for building Christ’s Kingdom to move more rapidly than it 
often does. We expect better out of other Christians than we 
often see. The planting, building, and sustaining of the church 
will always be challenged. The early church’s success arose 
from their relationship to the Holy Spirit. Ours will as well. 
God is calling us to is an ongoing resolve to keep coming to 
the Holy Spirit for the love, wisdom, perseverance, and grace 
needed to continue to invest in the church—even when it’s 
hard.  
  In Galatia the very message provided to empower 
was twisted to enslave. Structures created to provide order and 
every-member participation were re-engineered to ensure that 
only one voice held sway. This is a pattern--a long and sicken-
ing history of religion gone bad. Power unleashed. Power un-
checked. Power unloaded on the vulnerable, the seeker, the 
poor.  
 There is no weariness quite like the weariness of 
travel. There is no rest quite like the rest of being “home.” 
There is no reporting quite as joyful and meaningful as being 
able to share stories of God’s goodness with those who had in-
vested in them in the first place. Paul’s first solo-lead experi-
ence feels clunky: a broken relationship, a convoluted route, 
an inability to understand what God had next for them. Lead-
ers are often tempted to attempt to look good when things are 
going bad. Leaders are tempted to come up with a direction 
even if God hasn’t directed. Blessed are the people whose 
leader doesn’t keep marching forward when the “cloud” has 
stopped. Even God’s finest servants experience the silence of 
heaven sometimes. Some lessons can only be learned in wait-
ing rooms. Some messages can only be communicated in si-
lence. Some character can only be formed by inactivity. Some 
forms of faith can only be birthed in womb-like darkness. 
 Some Kingdom advancements look a whole lot like 
we’re not going anywhere. Nothing freezes the temptation of 
power in the leader’s soul quite like submitting to the silence 
of heaven. Stillness, inactivity, the intentional choice to stop 
robs power from the lie that for leaders to be important they 
must always be active, decisive, assured, and productive. God 
rested. The godly do as well. There are those times when 
God’s chosen method of communication doesn’t feel like He’s 



3 
 

communicating at all. Rather than waiting, we preach some-
thing stale or stolen. The church goes on (for the moment). 
The salary keeps getting paid (thanks to an endowment). The 
religious wheels keep turning (one napping Sunday at a time). 
Worst of all, the religious fail to notice something is 
missing. Wooden worship becomes the norm. Expediency re-
places expectation. Ritual overrides real communion. Enter-
tainment is the chosen substitute for encounter. Relevance 
counterfeits truth. We don’t linger long enough to experience 
the promise. Draw near to God and He will draw near to you. 
 The mother tongue of the materialist is money. The 
church has at times misused her position, but she no longer 
needs to. We’ve seen her at her finest and believe that her best 
days still shine ahead. In a holy-living, truth-telling, people-
honoring, Jesus-representing manner. The church is too 
holy—meaning set apart for God alone—for us to use it for 
our own purposes. The church is a source of community; we 
have the capacity to make everything revolve around us. The 
church is a source of prestige; we’re susceptible to use it to 
feed our pride. The church is a source of influence; we’re 
inclined to advance our own personal agenda. The church is a 
source of authority; we’re likely to become authoritarian. The 
church is a source of income; we’re prone to turn it into a per-
sonal profiteering venture.  
 Godly leaders lead people into becoming more de-
pendent upon God. Ungodly leaders lead people into becom-
ing more dependent on them. Ungodly leaders make the story 
about themselves. Godly leaders keep the focus on God. 
Healthy leaders find their value in God, not their leadership. 
Unhealthy leaders need to be needed and base their value ac-
cordingly. Healthy leaders use their positions to advance other 
people and great causes. Unhealthy leaders use their positions 
to build personal empires. Many of us in leadership find our-
selves intermingling the 2.  
 It is often implied: If God is calling us to do some-
thing, everything will go easily and smoothly. We become an-
gry with God when He allows hardship into our storyline. 
Questions to God may reveal our underlying belief system. 
The if-God-is-in-it-life-will-be-easy theory doesn’t match the 
New Testament storyline, nor build a persevering church. I 
like “easy” as much as anyone. Perseverance seems to be one 
of God’s most desired characteristics in the lives of His chil-
dren and churches. The disciple’s developmental process. Re-
moving tribulation from our experience derails the whole 
thing. Those enduring hardship need to know that they are 
deeply loved. There are “love languages” of God available to 
us that we can only learn in loss and grief. 
 In the school of suffering when the soul is stretched, 
many of us have discovered that God’s love is most deeply ex-
perienced in the midst of life’s hardest seasons. We can have 
confidence that God’s not done writing a good story in our 
lives—even as life’s crises hit. None of us get too many trips 
around the sun without experiencing life’s harshness. I find 
great solace in knowing that regardless of our current physical 
state, we will run—and dance, and laugh, and eat, and be fully 
alive—again. Paul repeatedly calls the suffering church to be 
industrious—fully engaged in life, work, and ministry. Bene-
dictions are part prayers, part blessings, part prophecy, and 
full-on encouragement. “Good words” are still for us. 
 Context. Community. Culture. The trilogy of society. 

No church is ever at her best when she tries to imitate what is 
taking place in another church. I’m calling leaders to see our-
selves ascultural architects where we design and create a 
church culture with the greatest potential to influence our 
communities for Jesus. This is a profoundly spiritual exercise 
as we have spiritual responsibility for the blood-bought church 
of Christ. Without the fullness of the Spirit at work within us, 
as church leaders and cultural architects, we will do little more 
than design a church in our own image. Either way, we’re be-
ing passively molded rather than proactively molding our fu-
ture.  
 First-century Corinth is the port city where dreams 
are pursued and dashed, where fortunes are made and lost. 
Meet Aquila and Priscilla--refugees. All Jews must vacate 
Rome. It is every church’s challenge to know how to be in the 
world, but not of the world. Misspoken, the biblical message 
comes across as hateful. By redefining love as “letting me do 
whatever I want,” the world misunderstands God’s love. In 
contrast, God loves us enough to tell us how we function best 
and best represent Him. It has never been the role of the 
church to judge the world or try to enforce Christian ethics on 
the broader population. Our focus is to be purity within the 
church, not judgment of those outside. Those who are outside 
God judges. A central purpose for the letter to Corinth was a 
call to unity. The Church of Corinth earned their reputation for 
being a divided church. Corinthians 13 hits high notes of the-
ology and beauty. To this squabbling, side-taking, sacrament-
defiling church, the Scripture’s most orchestrated teaching on 
love is given. 
 The Grand Theater of Ephesus, which remains in re-
markable condition today, is one of the most impressive in the 
ancient world with a seating capacity of at least 24,000.  An-
gry pastors rant rather than disciple from the pulpit.  
 Evidently, wherever Paul traveled, people were talk-
ing about the good things happening in and through the 
Church of Rome. Paul repeatedly tried to visit and minister 
among this congregation. Many Christians live with an under-
lying belief: “If I pray enough or have enough people praying 
with me or if I do enough good, God will give me what I ask.” 
Eyes of faith see the goodness of God when His routes differ 
from our own. The storyline that Author God is calligraphing 
in the heavenlies is much grander and more beautiful than the 
little scenario we’ve scribbled in our journals. Paul acknowl-
edges 27 of the members of the Church of Rome by name, ap-
proximately a third of whom are women. In addition, he greets 
many unnamed. How did Paul know all these people when he 
had not yet been in Rome? The church shouldn’t have needed 
the Reformation 5 centuries ago, but we did; and we shouldn’t 
need continual re-formation today, but we do. The church 
seems to naturally default to the professional.  
 Paul has an impressive ministry team with him in 
Rome. Great efforts should be made to reach great cities. Ur-
ban impact often takes a substantial investment of resources 
—people. A man completely without place in his society—a 
thieving, escaped slave for whom a bounty could have been 
paid—is treated as a free man, sent home entrusted with some-
thing of inestimable value: the only copies of 2 letters that 
eventually become books of the New Testament. The older 
Paul grew, the more he did with and through others and the 
more he valued them. This is time consuming. People are 
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fickle. I contend that a “take the easier way even though it 
isn’t better” mentality has swept the American church for a 
very long time. Tens of thousands of churches have chosen to 
operate independently…free from any true ties to or commit-
ment to another church or network of churches. I’ve not ad-
dressed any issues of polity (how it is that we are to be orga-
nized or governed). The churches in the New Testament had 
significant, ongoing, committed relationship with each other. 
Well-written music often is crafted in such a way that repeti-
tion is experienced without a sense of redundancy. Meaningful 
repetition is nigh impossible when read or spoken; yet when 
sung it deepens the truths within us.  
 Holiness is the expected norm within the church…es-
pecially for God’s leaders. Christ-like character is not optional 
for the leaders of Christ’s church. Far too often we advance 
people who aren’t spiritually qualified or even personally ma-
ture. We seem to keep doing it because our reasons seem so 
reasonable to us. In Revelation Jesus says: We Are Known. 
We Are Embattled. We Are Overcomers. We Are Rewarded.  
 No church has ever perfectly followed the Lord in 
this broken world, but the beauty of the church is not over-
whelmed by her failures, real though they be. The church is 
Jesus’ idea, Jesus’ mission, Jesus’ people, Jesus’ strategy, Je-
sus’ precious community, Jesus’ extension of His life and 
ministry on earth. The church: Stained but sustained by the 
Christ who gave His life that she might exist and gave His 
Spirit that she might flourish. Christ loved the church and 
gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the 
washing with water through the word, and to present her to 
himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any 
other blemish, but holy and blameless. Christ sees us as His 
beautiful, cherished, unstained bride. The “stained” nature of 
our sin is transformed into the “stained glass beauty” of His 
perfection because of the blood-stained atonement He pro-
vided for us. If we knew what tomorrow held, it would totally 
disorient us today. His “both/and” capacity is just one of the 
countless attributes of our God that sets the Creator apart from 
us, His creation. I’ve felt the need to let these stories, themes, 
and lessons linger in my soul. I’ve felt the gravitas of what 
I’ve attempted. Anyone, such as I, seeking to write on behalf 
of the church is fundamentally writing on behalf of Christ 
Himself. It is Jesus that makes the church holy, passionate, 
loving…beautiful.  
 When the church gets it right: Love—pure and self-
less, giving and forgiving—enters and changes storylines. 
Hope—with its head-lifting, heart-warming power—over-
comes despair. When the church gets it right: Racism is 
revealed for all its ugliness and replaced with genuine respect 
and community. Materialism is revealed for all its shallowness 
and replaced with joyful stewardship and generosity. When 
the church gets it right: Relationships are healthier. Children 
are safer. People are kinder. The planet is cleaner. When the 
church gets it right—and she has, over and over, from era to 
era and community to community: Singleness is sanctified. 
Marriages are consecrated. Life is valued and protected. The 
elderly are cared for and respected. When the church gets it 
right, Peacemakers and Reconcilers, Grace-Givers and Mercy-
Grantors, Justice- Defenders and Way-Makers all leave their 
world-bettering impact.  

 When the church gets it right, the Imprisoned and the 
Impoverished, the Marginalized and the Misunderstood, the 
Unfriended and the Unnoticed find acceptance, opportunity 
and the pathway to a new life trajectory. When the church gets 
it right those living with loneliness and loss discover that this 
is not the last chapter of their story. Community is available. 
Acceptance and healing are real. As the church lives out her 
calling to be the church, across the globe are countless tangi-
ble expressions of love and compassion.  
 When the church gets it right—and she often does—
there are fewer lonely, hungry, thirsty, sick, abused, marginal-
ized, forgotten people in this world. When the church gets it 
right, she is beautiful. Jesus loves the church, so investing in 
her is one of the best investments I could make of my life. My 
life mission statement, then and now, simply summarized is: 
Loving Christ by Loving His Church. We can never be wholly 
satisfied with anything that doesn’t have an eternal element to 
it. To be deeply satisfying our mission must be eternally last-
ing. 
 
 [She’s made countless mistakes and committed un-
thinkable atrocities, yet the church has also shown the world 
its most grace-filled, life-giving, love-splattered moments. The 
church is the epicenter of God’s activity in the world. The Je-
rusalem church was an exceptional situation and was never to 
be the “norm” of church life. God is too creative to write the 
same story twice. Perseverance seems to be one of God’s most 
desired characteristics in the lives of His children and 
churches. Meaningful repetition is nigh impossible when read 
or spoken; yet when sung it deepens the truths within us.] 
  


