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BurST 

the 
Church 
Bubble
By Rev. Dr. timothy D. Robert

i
t was crisp sunday afternoon in 
october when a Michigan pastor 
of a staunchly reformed church 
was “caught” throwing a football 

with the child living across the street. 
the leaders of his church were deeply 
disturbed by such “secular” behavior 
on a sunday. they were so bothered by 
their pastor’s “worldly” interaction on 
the Lord’s day that they chastised and 
disciplined him in front of  
his congregation.

is that what Jesus sanctioned when, 
referring to his followers, he said: “They 
are not of the world, even as I am not of 
it?” (John 17:16) does being “in but not 
of the world” clearly define “Christian” 
versus “non-Christian” activities  
or relationships?

Few Christians i know would explicitly 
support an extreme division between 
the sacred and the secular. Yet, do we not 
unconsciously expect newcomers who 
walk into our sanctuaries to look, act, 
believe, and even talk like us? do we not 
subtly snub outsiders who are unfamiliar 
with our church culture, customs, 
and traditions? Might pride in our 
Congregational heritage unintentionally 
create an “us” versus “them” hierarchy? is 
this what the rev. John robinson birthed 
with the term “separatists?”

in 2016 my wife, Lisa, discovered that 
rev. John robinson is her 11th great 
grandfather. as you can imagine, we 
were surprised and elated. robinson 
was the first separatist pastor to the 
first pilgrims who fled the dictates of 
the Church of england. He basically 
founded a refugee church in Leyden, 
Holland, before blessing their pilgrimage 
to america.

John robinson was passionate about 
separating from a corrupt Church of 
england. His focus was not separation 
or isolation from the surrounding 
dutch culture. robinson’s clan resisted 
Queen elizabeth’s self-appointed role 
as “supreme governor of the Church 
of england,” not their adopted dutch 
society. robinson himself was engaged 
in civic and university life in Leyden even 
as he sought to preserve the distinctive, 
holy character of his Pilgrim Church.

Jesus made it clear that the Church 
should keep a creative tension between 
being his distinctive, holy people while 
also engaging the world in which it lives. 
in Matthew 5 he taught that his Church 
is light in the world, never to be hidden, 
segregated, or isolated from it. in acts 
17, the apostle Paul modeled this for us 
when, while in athens, he engaged the 
philosophers and mythologies of greek 
culture on their terms and turf.

the importance of being light that is 
not hidden from our surrounding culture 
cannot be overstated. according to the 
Barna group, nearly half (156 million) of 
the american population (315 million) 
is unchurched. associated Baptist Press 
reports that 40% of the unchurched used 
to attend regularly, but they stopped 
because of “past negative experiences.” 
Lifeway Christian resources describes 
indicting reasons for this statistic:

• Christians treating other 
Christians poorly;

• Christians with “holier than  
thou” attitudes;

• Believers talking more than  
they listen;

• Christian refusal to get involved in 
the lives of the unchurched.



19

to start, we need to burst the 
church “bubble.” Pastor dan Kimball 
writes about the church bubble trap 
in his book, They Like Jesus but Not 
the Church. Kimball describes how, 
the longer a person is a Christian 
the fewer non-Christian and 
unchurched friends they 
have. we get accustomed to 
“church-world,” we speak 
“Christianese,” and we 
rarely socialize outside 
the church bubble. Kimball 
writes, “we are all about making church 
better for ourselves and making our lives 
more comfortable in the Christian bubble 
we have created.” Meanwhile, 156 million 
people are starving for the peace and 
hope of Jesus Christ. Please note: 156 
million people (as a population group) 
would constitute the eighth largest 
country in the world!

Jesus, Paul, and John robinson 
would counsel us to burst the church 
bubble. they would urge us to grow 
together in holiness, but to also shape 
our congregations to be permeable to 
the outside, and genuinely welcoming. 
they would urge us to be authentic 
expressions of love for the unchurched, 
and to engage in the culture in which we 
live. Burst the bubble… your personal 
bubble… and your congregation’s 
bubble. Creatively and purposefully 
engage people outside your church and 
outside your faith; step into their world. 
Jesus is counting on you and me to be his 
light and his love-in-the-flesh with 156 
million people who desperately need you 
and me to burst our bubbles.
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ouch!  
What can we do about this  

alarming trend?
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