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A FLUID FRAMEWORK FOR  
GATHERING & SCATTERING

 
 The late Eugene Peterson once said, 

The many-dimensioned reality of salvation is preserved not 

by a truth we must figure out, or by an ethical behavior 

we must carry out, but in a meal to eat. Not everyone can 

comprehend a doctrine, not everyone can obey a precept, 

but everyone can eat a piece of bread, drink a cup of wine, 

and understand a simple statement — my body, my blood.

 We absolutely LOVE this quote by Peterson. We think it 
captures both the inclusive grace of Jesus to welcome broken 
people (the only kind of people there are) to His table, and the 
beautiful simplicity in how he went about discipling people — 
around a table.

"The Son of Man came eating and drinking…" (Lk. 7:34)

 When considering the ordinances/sacraments/rhythms of 
communion and baptism, note the implicit invitation for the church 
to continue gathering (as a church family) and scattering (as a 
church family on mission) found in both:

Communion = Gathering
 
 1 Corinthians 11:26 says "For as often as you [gather 
together to] eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the 
Lord's death until He comes." Jesus turned, not just an annual  
meal (Passover), but every meal, into a sacred occasion for  
Church families to toast to and remember this amazing grace.
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Baptism = Scattering
 
 Without the aid of buildings, events, and celebrity pastors, 
the Gospel spread and the Church grew throughout the known 
world as everyday people lived into the mission Jesus gave us to 
"Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing…"

 Knowing we are the Church, Reclaim 8 is about diving into 
how we can spend our time doing what Jesus called us to as His 
Church: scattering to love and disciple people who will in turn love 
and disciple others, and gathering with those already following 
Him to pour into one another.

A HARD LESSON LEARNED

 Determined to make a shift in the structure of how we "do 
church" I (Russ) led by aligning it with what I saw in the Scriptures. 
I looked to God — the only real missional community that has ever 
existed—as the model to emulate. After all, only in the Trinity can 
we find perfect love, fellowship, and participation in the mission.

 So with that in mind, we launched "Missional Communities" 
aimed at helping people cultivate rhythms to help them pattern 
their lives after our missional God. We also built a system aimed  
at providing leaders with ongoing instruction and accountability.

 Was it simple? Yes.
 Was it biblical? Yes.
 Was it reproducible? Yes.
 Was it effective? No.

 We were very effective at training disciples to form 
new rhythms and multiplied over fifty missional communities 
throughout the city of Chicago. We even planted churches from 
these communities. We did it so well that pastors from around the 
country were calling, asking us to train them to do the same in 
their context. But as people inevitably failed to keep all the plates 
spinning, exhaustion, bitterness, and burn-out soon followed. A 
lesson was learned through this experience: we are all failures and 
fakes at best.
 
 It’s easy to forget how adamant Jesus was that we don’t 
need a guide, example, or model. Instead, we need a Savior. In 
a gracious act, He has invited us to join Him as He unfolds His 
finished, reconciled work in the world. We liken it to a young child, 
with a Fisher-Price bubble mower in hand, following behind a 
father who’s actually cutting the grass.
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 He didn’t call us to emulate Him by creating systems as the 
way to make everything happen. Instead, He brought us into table 
fellowship with the Trinity so we could enjoy Him and join Him.

 We refer to this journey of love and discipleship — being 
the Church — as Life in 3 Spaces.

LIFE IN 3 SPACES

 Most local expressions of the Church in America have a 
version of life in three spaces, and it goes something like this:

 It all starts with the weekend service (1st space). This is 
how they meet and minister to people in their broader community. 
To ensure that people grow spiritually, and don’t fall through the 
cracks, small groups or missional communities form (2nd spaces) 
to help connect them with others. The hope in these two spaces 
is to reach people, connect people, and empower people to enter 
the common places outside our gatherings (3rd spaces), with the 
good news of Jesus.

 The Scriptures, however, seem to show things in reverse. 
Below is a diagram to illustrate what we mean:

 
 
 
1ST SPACE: 
GO TO ALL IN YOUR NORMS & NETWORKS

 Jesus didn’t begin by forming and growing a gathering 
at the local Temple. In fact, His first visit to the temple as a guest 
preacher didn’t go so well (Lk. 4:28-29). Instead, He started
with sharing Good News with people wherever He found Himself. 
This is why He began the Great Commission in Matthew 28:18-20 
with “As you are going ... disciple people ...” With this in view, the 
first space focuses on being present with those we know and love, 
sharing Good News as we go to ALL.
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 Think of it two-fold: Norms & Networks. "Norms" are the 
following: where your home is, your child’s school, the local coffee 
shop you frequent, your workplace, your broader neighborhood, 
etc. These are the places you usually, without adding a single thing 
to your schedule, find yourself. “Networks” are different. These 
are the spaces where you intentionally connect with your tribe 
(those you share a common interest with.) Networks include, but 
are certainly not limited to: the non-profit where you volunteer, the 
gym you joined, the softball league you entered, the book club you 
joined, the moms group you attend, the pub where you watch the 
game, the park where you skate, the pier you fish, etc.
 

THINGS WE'VE LEARNED ABOUT LIVING LIFE IN  
1ST SPACE:

• Slow down: It not only sounds counterproductive in a 
culture that says “go, go, go” but walking in the slow, 
relational ways of Jesus is the mission He’s invited us into. 
The emphasis on slowing down here is about being fully 
present and attentive when you’re with people. Slowing 
down also includes the margin to be a helping hand to 
others in their time of need. It’s hard to really love others 
when you’re racing by them.

Consider this definition of slowing down we crafted a 
while back: 

Slow Down (verb): to experience God’s grace 

in such a way that one (1) abandons all visions of fixing 

themselves or anyone else. In this freedom, they (2) 

begins slowing down with people to love them over the 

long-haul with no ulterior motives and (3) enjoys those 

relational moments when they can share the same Good 

News that liberated them.

• Go like “lambs”: In Luke 10 we find a passage often used 
by churches as a program guide for their mission. But as 
we look closer, we see this text isn’t offering us a template. 
Instead, it’s a much-needed lesson from Jesus. In the 
passage Jesus sends out the disciples, telling them they are 
like “lambs in the midst of wolves.” This wasn’t a reference 
to the dangers they would face, but to their position in 
this world. Jesus even went as far as to tell them to leave 
behind everything that made them feel like “winners” in 
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this world. To join Him, they had to embrace their reality as 
“losers.” Only in death is their life found, because only in 
death are we utterly dependent upon Him.

• Share news, not advice: Our natural bent is to speak in the 
vernacular of law, not grace. “Do this” and “Don’t do that” 
is our native tongue. Or we just “should” all over people 
when they open up about some tensions in their lives. So 
remember, the gospel isn’t a guide, a list of rules, or a to-do 
list. It’s Good News about who God is, what He’s done, and 
who we are in Him. In contrast, religion is advice for what 
we can do in hopes of finding and keeping God’s favor.  
  

2ND SPACE: 
CONNECT WITH THOSE WHO ARE OPEN TO  
DEVELOP & DISCIPLE
     
 As Jesus went about sharing the news of the Kingdom 
with others, He also spent time with those who were OPEN to 
Him. Whether it was meals with people He was getting to know 
(Luke 15:1-2), dinner at Zacchaeus’ house (Lk. 19:1-10) or a party at 
Matthew’s house (Matt. 9:10), these became places where Jesus 
would CONNECT further with people. As the Church, you are free 
to spend your time like Jesus: (1) Developing deeper relationships 
of trust with those who are open to you, and (2) Discipling people 
in the foundational truths of life.

 To develop deeper relationships, think about spaces you 
can create like house parties, game nights, TV show nights, art 
galleries, fishing trips, patio fires, etc. Second spaces are also 
spaces and occasions you’re being invited into like a neighbor’s 
birthday party or fight night with their friends. These are great 
places to develop ongoing relationships. As these relationships 
grow, you’ll find plenty of opportunity to serve these friends in 
practical ways; and share snippets of your story and God’s grace, 
in response to the things you hear from them.

 As people begin to express a desire to hear and learn  
more about the things you’re sharing — and are open to deeper 
conversations — consider using some of the appropriate truths in 
the Reclaim journey as a way to further disciple them. Please note 
that we think of teaching as a foundational season in their life, 
rather than a ceaseless requirement. We see this approach in how 
Jesus raised up the disciples. He taught situationally for a season 
and then turned them loose. 
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 Adults learn on a need-to-know basis, so what they 
would need to learn from that point on would only come through 
discussing and doing, not sitting. These teaching conversations 
can take shape anywhere and in various formats: one-on-one, you 
with a few, or you with a group. Who knows what Jesus has for 
you to walk in?

 As you begin entering/creating 2nd Spaces, keep these  
few things in mind:

1. Practice hospitality: The word hospitality in Scripture literally 
means “stranger love.” When you see yourself as a guest at 
the table Jesus has prepared, rather than an usher, you’re 
now free to view everyone else as fellow guests, not projects. 
You have no need to fix anyone or to win them over. Instead, 
you get to just love them and help them feel at home as they 
experience the freedom and family found in Jesus. 

2. Developing relationships takes time: Connecting further with 
people who are open to us and the conversation of Jesus will, 
no doubt, take time. Remember, skepticism and cynicism are 
the hallmarks of any post-Christian society. People will only 
give a listening ear to those they trust. Be patient.

    
3. Disciple people for a season: Once you find someone, or 

a group of people, open to taking a look at what Jesus has 
declared (versus what they may have heard and seen in 
the name of "God" and "Church,") help them get started 
in Reclaim. Pick a time and place that is fitting to them, 
champion the points made below, and be sure to help 
everyone get started on the Reclaim journey.

THINGS WE'VE LEARNED ABOUT LIVING LIFE IN  
2ND SPACE:

• Share a meal as you share the message of freedom: 
Throughout Jesus’ ministry on and what we see in the early 
Church, you find two things: the proclamation of God’s 
grace and the enjoyment of good food. There’s something 
powerful about a table and a meal. Not only do you find an 
image of the very relationship God has invited us into with 
the table, but you also find a place to gather with others 
around this ever-present mystery. It can be a meal you have 
catered, one you cook for everyone or one where everyone 
brings something to contribute to the meal. 
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• Use inclusive language: People who feel threatened by 
"outsiders" develop an us-versus-them mentality. To  
include people in conversations who have not yet 
embraced Jesus, use language that is normal and 
respectful. Be understanding of their anxieties, fears,  
and desires to keep a distance.

• Leave room for tension: The people in whom you are 
investing will naturally have questions. It may seem like 
answering their questions is the best thing you can do. 
However, in doing so, you can actually remove the tension 
needed for discipleship, the kind of tension Jesus never 
removed from those He was pouring himself into. So help 
them in their pursuit of the answers to their questions.

3RD SPACE: 
PAUSE WITH THOSE WHO ARE HUNGRY TO COACH, 
COLLABORATE & CELEBRATE 

 Many people heard Jesus unveil profound truths of God 
and life, but as we see throughout the Gospels, not everyone was 
hungry to follow Him. Along the journey, we see Him PAUSING 
with those who were hungry to press in on what they were 
hearing, thinking, and doing in light of what they were learning. 
We call it the 3rd Space, and since discipleship is happening 
throughout the whole journey (1-3), this space is specifically about 
providing the Church (aka: disciples) with a place where we:

1. Coach and encourage one another through whatever life  
throws our way.

2. Collaborate together in the mission Jesus gave us in our 1st  
and 2nd spaces.

3. Celebrate what God is doing among them as we wait, watch,  
and walk together.

 To provide a place for the ongoing needs disciples will 
have, the 3rd Space is an underground space, so only those who 
are apart of it even know it exists. And like the 1st and 2nd Spaces 
you’re in, your context is the filter for where, when, and how this 
space meets and looks.
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RECONSIDERING & RECLAIMING THE CHURCH GATHERING

 Whenever 3rd space comes up in conversation, the place 
where people gather in the name of "church," so do the various 
laws we’ve created to govern what constitutes a gathering of the 
Church. For this reason, we invite you to look at Hebrews 10:24-
25 before we go any further. It’s a passage used by every pastor 
at some point to remind people of the importance of gathering 
with other believers. Chief among those gatherings would be the 
Sunday morning service. Just to be clear: we’re not opposed to a 
Sunday service because it's a large gathering inside of a church 
building of some sort, nor do we feel that it's somehow wrong. 
However, we do feel it is imperative to note what this passage is 
actually saying because of the opportunity it presents. Not only is 
the writer of Hebrews pleading with these folks about the essential 
importance of the Church (i.e. believers) gathering so they could 
encourage one another, this writer also gives us details as to what 
was happening in those first century gatherings. We bring this up 
to highlight the simplicity, normalcy, and mutuality of these early 
gatherings so we can envision what the new church expressions 
we need today could look like.
 
 While many of today's church gatherings feature only a few 
very gifted people leading from the front, while the vast majority 
of others are passively observing, this passage in Hebrews paints 
a picture of the early Church gathering as a space that ... well ... 
looked a lot like what Jesus was doing with His disciples. It was a 
safe space where everyday people could practice the one another 
commands we discussed in Reclaim 6. “Let us stir one another up 
to love and good works” and “encouraging one another” point to 
mutual participation. Paul seemed to have the same vision of joint 
involvement for the Church gathered (Romans 15:14; 1 Corinthians 
14:26). It was as if they were saying, "If you’ve been living life —
which isn’t easy — and loving and discipling others throughout the 
week, you’ll need encouragement. So gather with others when and 
where you can."

 Despite the amount of time and attention poured into the 
planning and execution of the later invention known as the Sunday 
service, the New Testament doesn’t seem to match the weight of 
importance we place on this hour or so a week. While it’s foolish 
to reduce a church family’s life together to one gathering, it seems 
equally silly to run ourselves ragged on Sunday mornings trying to 
pull off an event that hinders the vision presented in the Scriptures. 
Instead, let's seek to create spaces where we can gather as a 
family to mutually care for and disciple one another with an 
endless supply of encouragement in Christ.
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ESTABLISHING AN ONGOING 3RD SPACE

 Chances are, this simple approach is appealing to you. If so,  
you'll soon be seeking to establish your own 3rd Space with others 
who are hungry like yourself. Here are a few things to keep in 
mind: (1) Be sure the space you create is uniquely fitting to when, 
where, and how they can gather together. Sundays are a great day 
to gather, but don't feel like you must meet on a Sunday morning. 
There are 3rd Spaces meeting every day of the week throughout 
our network. Figure out what's most conducive for everyone. (2) 
Begin sharing in the work of hosting and meals. Learning how 
to move from passively attending a church service to hosting 
and welcoming people into our home(s) is part of this ancient 
approach. (3) Seek to establish a culture of grace and belonging. 
3rd Spaces should be safe places where those who are following 
Jesus can be honest, vulnerable, and process out loud. It's okay if 
YOUR plans get derailed.

THINGS WE'VE LEARNED ABOUT LIVING LIFE IN  
3RD SPACE:

• Coach one another through encouragement and prayer: 
Being able to hear from others is good. It’s kind of hard 
to coach them or encourage them without knowing what 
they’re facing, stepping into, or even coming out of at 
this time. The same can be said for prayer. Setting aside 
time for people to be able to connect and share with one 
another, listen to one another, encourage one another, and 
pray for one another is a real win for any gathering of the 
Church.

• Look for ways to collaborate together in the mission: 
As people gather regularly, the different wiring Jesus has 
placed in everyone is made known, as well as the ministry 
opportunities everyone is moving in. In this, disciples can 
see where they can strategically partner together in these 
various 1st and 2nd Space opportunities. To learn more 
about this, dive into Reclaim 9.

• Celebrate what God has done and is doing: Jesus, before 
His death, reclined at the table with His disciples and 
instituted what we call Communion. He took the bread and 
the wine they were enjoying at a meal to point to how his 
body and blood brings a New Covenant into the world. “Do 
this in remembrance of Me,” He said (Lk. 22:19). We see the 
early Church following this act around shared meals as they 
toasted the One who set us free to live and love. Today, we 
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continue in this ancient practice around each other’s tables 
as often as we gather. Jesus also called us all to "baptize" 
those who have trusted in Him. These are amazing 
opportunities for communities to celebrate. There are even 
some cases in the New Testament where those who had 
a song to share did so with "psalms, hymns, and spiritual 
songs" (Matt. 26:30; Col. 3:16).

• Training is imperative: For people to spend more time 
doing what Jesus said and less time learning more about 
what they already know, a foundational training — such 
as Reclaim — is required. A deep dive into Reclaim for a 
newly formed 3rd Space will help to set a new foundation 
in their understanding of Good News and the Church. Their 
values change, and thus, their wants will change because 
of it. Without this foundational season of training, folks will 
resort back to what they know about God and Church — no 
matter how sincere they are.   

THE BENEFITS OF RECLAIMING SIMPLICITY

 While we wouldn’t consider ourselves pragmatists, we can’t 
help but take note of some practical benefits from reclaiming the 
simplicity of the approach seen in Jesus and the New Testament 
church. First, we find an approach simple enough for the Church 
to reproduce through everyday people. This is a point we’ve 
made previously but bears repeating here. Through the efforts 
of everyday, unnamed people, the Church spread throughout 
the known world by the third century. The polished and complex 
version we’ve adopted today as the standard can be a hindrance 
to such a movement. Second, we find an approach simple enough 
to allow the Church to redistribute its resources from building and 
staff expenses, to connecting with those outside the Church and 
serving those in need. We live in a world filled with people who 
have yet to hear of the God who really does see and truly loves 
them. The Church, operating in a simple model, has the time and 
resources to change that narrative.

A FRIENDLY WARNING ABOUT WINE

 Consider the way Jesus loved and spoke to people: He 
was present with those He met while coming and going. He 
slowed down with those who were open to Him. He intentionally 
pressed in with those who followed Him seeking to learn from 
Him. With this in mind, we have a word of caution to those 
wanting to love people like Jesus: The journey here is not about 
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adding new language to our current church practices, it’s about 
adopting an entirely different paradigm with a set of ancient 
practices found in Jesus.
 
 Renaming your small groups and writing up a new training 
manual with this language sprinkled throughout will inevitably fall 
flat and leave you to searching for another magic bullet in a year 
or so. If you’re part of an existing church, are we saying you have 
to blow everything up or leave to do this? No, not at all. We are 
saying that you will need to grab some others, train them for a 
season, and then begin walking together in the ancient, minimalist 
ways of Jesus.

 You might personally be part of a fantastic church 
expression that functions like a family, is light on programming/
busyness, very intentional about reaching their neighbors who are 
uninterested in church, and is vigorously committed to preaching 
Good News. But chances are, you’re not. Which is why you’re on 
this Reclaim journey. This is why we created this journey — to see 
church families like this form!

 "And no one after drinking the old wine desires the new, for 
he says, 'The old is better.'" (Lk. 5:39)

 Jesus is saying what we all know about aged wine — old is 
better than new. No one wants the relatively “new” religious church 
system of self-improvement once they’ve tasted the “old” way of 
life in the freedom and family that Jesus brought into the world. 
And imagine: If you feel this way, chances are others around you 
feel this way as well. 

IN SUMMARY

 Life in 3 Spaces is intended to be a way to bring 
intentionality to the organic nature of discipleship; a process that 
is simple as: (1) setting an ongoing open table to build friendships 
with those you have a heart for, (2) bringing those who are open to 
Jesus through an intentional conversation about Him (i.e. Reclaim) 
and (3) gathering those who are following Jesus (the Church 
around you) as needed to encourage one another in the shared 
mission you have in HIm.

 Start with what you know and with those around you. Ask 
God who these people may be. He is faithful to tell you what’s next 
when it’s time.
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