Thursday, July 3, 2008
I-2 Eye
Question: What do school kids, college students, and single adults in their 20s have in common?

Answer: Nothing.

And yet that was the composition of a Thursday night church service Bellevue sponsored for a short but memorable time. "I2 Memphis" was created to mimic the "Ignite" Bible study which was once sponsored by the Willow Creek church in Chicago. Ignite had a moderately large following for a short period, but it had been discontinued before I2 Memphis ever opened its doors. Perhaps if those in charge of I2 had done more research into the problems Willow Creek saw, as well as asking why they cancelled it as a fruitless endeavor, Bellevue might have avoided bringing some of those exact same problems to Cordova.

Bellevue had long offered weeknight Bible study for college students and single adults. Monday night "CBS" (College Bible Study) was extremely popular, and in many ways it was the very heart of the college ministry. The "Gathering" was also a popular assembly, held in the middle of the week to provide a church service to single adults who notoriously avoid Wednesday night worship. But neither of these assemblies displayed the explosive growth that seems to have become the measuring stick for successful ministry.

I2 was supposed to change all that. After cancelling the other Bible studies, Bellevue advertised "I2 Memphis" far and wide. Ryan Wingo was brought in to play the music, and elaborate lights were set up to create a "worship experience".

The first mistake was choosing the Memphis Flyer to advertise in. I didn't see the ad, but I can just imagine it right there between the 900 numbers and the "men seeking men" personals. The people who pick up the Flyer are not typically the kind of people who are interested in the righteous ways of God.

The second mistake was the extremely loose security that was provided by the church. The first week of I2 had close to 500 people in attendance, which I thought was great when I first heard about it. However, a friend told me that a number of those in attendance had clearly been drinking.

As time passed, I continued to hear stories about I2, such as young couples sneaking into Sunday School rooms for trysts, and the continued use of alcohol on the Bellevue campus. I'm ashamed to say that I ignored these stories as gossip. I told myself that these were college students after all, and a few isolated incidents shouldn't ruin it for everyone else.

My perspective abruptly changed when my oldest daughter, recently turned 13, asked if she could go one night. I told her absolutely not, and asked why in the world she'd ever want to go to a meeting with college students and single adults. Her response was that lots of middle and high school students were going.

Lots.

I was shocked, stunned, and I was scared to death. I couldn't believe that the church would actually allow children into an emotionally charged environment where they were possibly exposed to drinking and maybe even sex.

After a few phone calls, I was assured that the security was adequate, that there was no alcohol allowed on campus, and that I2 did not allow minors to attend. I was also assured that the stories of couples carrying on were exaggerated. I tried to feel reassured, but I couldn't get comfortable with the thought of my church having an event from which it was NECESSARY to exclude minors.

It all came to a climax on one of the darkest days in Bellevue history. I2 took a break over the Christmas season, but evidently that didn't stop the young people from using our campus for their "exaggerated" trysts. As Memphians read about the performance of The Singing Christmas Tree on billboards around town, they also read the crime report:
2000 Appling Road, 38016

RAPE

I've heard many stories about what happened that night, but I don't expect to ever know what really happened. One thing that is consistent among all the versions I heard, though, is that an illegal sexual act occurred on the Bellevue campus one Thursday night in December.

Thursday night. The night I2 was usually held.

I2 Memphis was a colossal mistake and a failure. I don't think that we'll be using music, light shows, and ads in ungodly newspapers to attract people to our campus anymore, but look at what was lost. The college department has never been the same since CBS was cancelled. The single's department opened its doors to immorality, and had a very hard time closing them again. Both departments endured a mass exodus of Sunday school teachers, some of whom felt that teaching from God's Word had taken on a lesser importance than church growth. Our image in the community was greatly damaged, and those who are seeking any way to discredit our church now have another powerful (and again, legitimate) weapon to use.

And why? Why on earth was this monster ever dreamed up in the first place? The 20 something single crowd and the college kids already had a weeknight concert/church/party service at one of the contemporary churches in town. Honestly, I can't think of a single good reason to start another one, and then turn our children loose in the middle of it.

I love my church. I pray for my church. I pray for my church leaders. But I'm sorry: that was just plain dumb.

This is a lesson we MUST remember. We might prefer to forget, but we can't. As wise man learns from mistakes. A wiser man learns from the mistakes of others. We aren't the wiser man, since we didn't learn from Willow Creek's mistake. I just hope and pray that we prove to be the wise man, and learn from Bellevue's mistake.
Posted by solomon at 7:57 PM
