How to Prepare Our Church for Evangelism

To prepare our churches for evangelism, we need to understand some facts about our history and about the reality we live in.  

First: Understanding Our Coptic History

1- The Coptic Church was an evangelistic church, as I explained before.  Just remember the Catechetical School of Alexandria, and how it attracted pagans not only from Egypt but from all over the world to come to study Christianity.  It did not made them Christians only but prepared them for martyrdom.  Also, remember the impact of Coptic Monasticism on evangelism.  People came from all over the world to witness the deep love of God incarnated in the Egyptian monks’ lives.  They accepted the faith and many became monks and nuns.  I need to remind you with the Coptic evangelistic work in Ireland, Switzerland, North Africa, Ethiopia, and Sudan.

2- Sadly, the Islamic invasion reached Egypt in 642 AD and a new era started.  Evangelism is punishable severely.  Moreover, Islam used all the means to force Copts into Islam, starting from heavy additional taxes on Copts called ‘El Gezia,’ to dreadful social pressure, to inhuman treating, to awful unjust.  As a result, over the centuries many left Christianity not because they loved Islam or prefer it as a religion but rather to be able to live a more secure and respected human life.

3- The church concentrated its efforts in stopping these waves of converters by offering more pastoral care.  Little by little, the church forced to forget its evangelistic work. Centuries of forgotten evangelism left the dictionary of the church void of the word ‘evangelism.’

4- To make things worst, not only the church engaged in defending the Christian faith against the Islamic attacks, but also had to defend its faith against the Western missionaries who came to Egypt to evangelize Muslims.  When they realized the danger of preaching Muslims, they turned to Coptic to attract them to Catholicism or Protestantism.  The church had to get into theological heated discussions with these people.  

What are the results of that long history?

1- Copts took the defense attitude towards any non-Coptic approach.  

2- Copts became afraid of the change.  It took many courageous thinkers to bring us today to what we experience in the church.  Even, to accept Sunday School in the church it took great efforts. 

3- Copts lost the characters of evangelists.

What Are The Obstacles of Evangelism In The Coptic Church In Western Countries?

1- The language: Many people don’t want to change the language of worship or sermons.  Not because of the difficulty of the language, but for psychological reasons.  The language reminds them with their past, the families they left behind, and the rich memories of their lives.

2- The Middle Eastern Culture: People like to live as Egyptian while in reality they are in USA or Canada and considered American or Canadian citizens.  Again, this is due to the same psychological reason.  Yes, they left Egypt, but their hearts still loves its culture.  Because there are no social Egyptian clubs or athletic Egyptian clubs, the church for them is the only social club, where they meet and live this culture again.

3- Lack of Order and Discipline: Visit most of our Coptic Church and you will see this clearly.  Why our deacons move a lot without order? Why there is no conformity among our deacons?  Why the children run in the church? 

4- Cleanness:  It is shameful to talk about lack of cleanness in many churches.  Why the bathrooms are not clean?  Why they lack toilet papers?  Why the back yard of the church has empty soft drink cans? 

5- Shortage of Divine Liturgy Books?  Why in many churches you can’t find a book for a visitor to help follow up the prayers?  It is shame.  While we spent millions of dollars in building churches, but we lack books that cost a few dollars each.

6- Language of prayers, sermons, and announcements: It is a battle between Arabic and other languages.  You turn any visitor off when you use a language that he/she can’t understand.

7- Absences of screens that help in follow up prayers or absence of people who operate them. 

8- Insisting on long liturgies, as if God accepts only the long liturgy.  I am not against long liturgies.  We as a church need to offer different spiritual food that suitable for different needs.  For example, in Egypt we had the first liturgy, which was fast.  Then we have longer liturgies that follow the short one.  I am not asking to change the liturgies but to simplify it.  The church recognizes a long tone and a short tone for some hymns; for the same part you can say a short hymn or a long one.  But for reasons I am not going to discuss them here, we insist on long liturgies only and we rationalize them.  One American lady said one time, ‘In my previous church, the whole service is one hour. I will not be able to stand for three hours, but try to make it two to make it bearable to me.’  As a church, we need to remember that spirituality does not depend on the length of the liturgy.  We have a great example on our modern time, Pope Kyrillos the Sixth.  He is well known with his holiness and his daily liturgies.  He never went over two hours in any liturgy, except those broadcasted during feasts. 

9- Lack of welcome of visitors:  Although, we are good-hearted people.  We love people, but we don’t know how to welcome people in our churches, and make them feel welcome, accepted, and wanted.  We need to teach our people on how they need to sacrifice that talk with a friend in order to stay with a visitor during the coffee hour.  

10-  Lack of follow up: We still deal with the masses but not the individuals.  In many churches, if you come or don’t, it doesn’t make a difference.  Nobody will call you to say, ‘we missed you.  We hope that you are OK.’ 

11-  Lack of activities: The rule of thumb in the American churches is for every hundred family in the church there should be a hundred activities.  If you ask yourself, ‘How many activities in my church?’  How many can you count?  I think a few.  Because our church is static church, in which a few do all the work, and as a result they are overloaded and tired.  While the rest of the congregation are unsatisfied because they have nothing to do in the church.  After a while, they accept the reality, but they come as strangers and leave as strangers.  The good church can use the gifts of its individuals to turn the church into a dynamic church.

12-  The closed mind:  Many of our individuals they lack openness.  If a visitor, for example, sits with crossed legs, for them it considered as a crime against the house of the Lord.  They approach the visitor not with a sensitive approach, but with a dirty look.  They forget that the visitor has no ideas about our culture understanding of crossed legs as disrespectable act. Respecting God takes different approaches in different cultures.  I will not forget when an American visitor told me, ‘Why deacons do not respect the altar?  They go back and forth in front of it without any respect.’  This means we lack respect too.  Do you think talking to each other during the liturgy is respectful?  Do you think leaving our children to run in the church is respectful?  What do you think of children pushing each other to be the first in line in taking communion?

13-  Lacking of awareness of evangelism among our congregations.  This area needs a lot of teaching.  We need to raise the awareness of evangelism among our congregations.

14-  Lacking of musical conformity and voices harmony:  It is amazing why a person or a deacon sings without listening to the rest of people, and the result is he is in one tone while the others already passed that tone, but he continued loudly as if he is the only person singing in the church.  Why a person who knows that his sound is not for singing insisting in singing loudly and make you wish if have headphones to cover your ears!

15-  Lacking of ‘Greeting Ministry’ and ushers to welcome visitors and to help them participate in the prayers.

16-  Lacking of translations of sermons and announcements

17-  Lacking of welcoming visitors by the priest from the (Podium)

18-  Lacking of brochure rack where there are free brochures and booklets available for visitors.

19-  Absence of schedule of service on a small billboard outside the church.  If the church does not post its service schedule, it gives a negative message to people that you are not welcoming them to come to share with you the prayers.

20-  The church is absent from the church pages in the local newspapers, and from the local activities, as if the church is dead.

21-  The church has no activities for the surrounded community.  I remembered in one radio interview about our church, the interviewer asked me about the community reach out activities. I scrambled to find an answer, because the truth we did not have.  Although, there are some easy ones, such as feeding the homeless or the poor, especially on Thanksgiving or establish a relationship with the United Way in the community to direct the church to the appropriate activities.  There are plenty of places for children, senior citizen, and others who welcome visits from the congregations.

22-  Lacking of English Bible study: For Americans, Bible study is an enjoyable activity.  In our churches, we lack Bible study, and if there is one, it is not Bible study – although it is called Bible study- it is a sermon.  We are not trained to conduct Bible study, where every person has his/her Bible and the leader directs people to read from different books and verses to reach the meaning of the studied verse.  Therefore, we need first to establish true Bible study that will not turn into sermons.  

Since, our liturgy is long, and our culture is different, we can’t invite people to church without long preparations.  We need to prepare the person through a strong Bible study that introduces Orthodoxy through the Bible study.  Then talk about the church experience and how strange could be for them because of the antiquity of the prayers.   

23-  Lack of training to gain multinational sensitivity: The church servants need this training that prepare that to deal with different cultures, understand them, accept them, and appreciate them.

24-  The church lack having special prayers for the catechumens.  The early church used to let the catechumens attend the liturgy of the word only and leave when they start the anaphora.  This practice was accepted at that time.  It is not acceptable now.  Therefore, the church needs to come up with similar prayers in English that the catechumens can attend at different time than the regular liturgy schedule.                            

Now, we need to work on changing the above to prepare our church for evangelism.  It is crucial for us to pray, think, discuss, and work with each other and with the church to overcome these obstacles.  Without changing many of the above realties, our evangelistic work would be hindered.  I could tell you many personal experiences on how the church lost many people who loved Orthodoxy and the Coptic Church, but could not bear some of the above- mentioned realities.  As I always say it, you put a lot of efforts to get a person to the church, but someone else in the church pushed them out from the back door by means he/she never paid attention to them.  

There are a big difference between understanding the reality and work to correct it, make it better, and get overwhelmed by the reality and give up the good work.  This is why I am writing this topic.  The reality is there are a lot of blocking stones in the road of evangelism in the Coptic Orthodox Church.  But, we have faith in God’s help.  Every movement in history faced with resistance in the beginning until it found its way to victory.  When you think about the reality, tell yourself, with the grace of God we can change this reality to make it better for the glory of our Lord.  You may find yourself weak in the face of the reality, try to remember the words of God to St. Paul: "My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness." (2 Cor. 12:9).

Even if the reality is painful, we need to endure it until by the grace of God we change it.  The door of evangelism in the Coptic Church that used to be closed started to open.  Now, it is the time for us to work hard.  We all need to pray, think, and work together to change the reality.   Here are some ideas to try:

