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Strategic Learning Zones 

By Joe Beckler 

 

The defining moment for me, as a church planter, repeats itself almost 

weekly. I constantly meet people in my town who are living without the 

hope of Jesus Christ. They are not going to show up at a church service. 

For that matter, they don’t want to have anything to do with church; yet, 

God loves them. As such, I feel compelled to seek out ways to effectively 

engage these people in meaningful connections with the gospel. This is 

often difficult because my own understanding of what a successful 

church looks like does not work when it comes to reaching the people we 

are encountering in southwest Colorado. However, God is showing me that 

His church can indeed reach the hard-to-reach crowds in my town. 

 

My wife and I came to Durango, Colorado in June of 2003. The local Baptist 

association invited us to come as church planters with the intent of 

starting a church that would connect with the local college culture. We 

had a year to prepare for this new adventure, and it was a productive time 

for logistically getting ready. However, nothing could prepare us for the 

challenge of clearly understanding our new context until we physically 

moved to Durango. 

 

The one exception that did help me was a book I read in preparation for our 

church planting endeavor. A good friend and seasoned missionary 

recommended that I read The Celtic Way of Evangelism, by George Hunter.  

 

Hunter’s work in The Celtic Way of Evangelism tracks the history of the 

Celtic Christian movement. The Celtic Christian community, originating in 

what we consider Ireland, initiated a brilliant missionary movement that 

grew with amazing momentum into parts of Europe. The methods of the 

Celtic Christian missionaries were inspiring and ingenious. 

 



 

As the story goes, when Celtic Christian missionaries felt the call to 

reach out to a new village, they would go with a mindset of learning the 

culture of the people they sought to reach. They would typically 

establish a camp (monastery of sorts) on the outer fringes of the 

community. Over time, they would learn about the people of the village—

what they ate, their traditions and stories, their perception of 

spirituality, their work habits, lifestyle rhythms, and so forth. As they 

studied the community, they would begin to determine ways to bridge the 

message of the gospel into people’s lives. They didn’t compromise the 

message of Jesus Christ. Instead, they strategically found ways to use the 

culture of the community as a platform for sharing the message of Jesus 

in terms that could be easily grasped. 1 

 

The Celtic Christian missionaries loved the people they lived with. They 

learned and respected the village community and, as a result, they were 

extremely successful in propelling the gospel into unreached territories. 

 

Strategic Learning Zones 

As far as our intent to see a church realized in Durango, my wife and I 

agreed that if we wanted to understand the people of our new community, 

the Celtic strategy was crucial. For myself, I began to look for locations 

that reflected the culture of the people we were called to reach. Early 

on, I identified a coffee shop on Main Street in Durango, which I 

considered a learning zone. I had no formal church office to go to (thank 

goodness!), so I would spend a regular amount of time weekly at this 

coffee shop. My intent was to listen and learn from the people I 

interacted with on a daily basis. 

 

As I observed and listened, I realized our target audience was extremely 

post-Christian. They were happy living in Rocky Mountain “paradise.” 

Christianity was suspicious to them—mostly due to polarizing issues, 

which they assumed all Christians upheld. People in my learning zone also 

seemed antagonistic towards Christianity. When someone found out I was a 

                                                 
1 Hunter, George G. The Celtic Way of Evangelism (Nashville: Abingdon, 2000), 39-40, 70, 
92. 



 

“pastor,” his or her attitude towards me often changed. At first, this was 

frustrating, but I eventually got past my hurt feelings and tried to 

understand why people had such great distaste for the church. Often, I 

found that their issues and struggles resonated with my own struggles. 

 

In studying the cultural context of Durango, I realized that presenting 

the gospel using connection points, such as environmentalism, human 

rights, and love for creation and recreation, were going to be effective 

bridges. I also realized that our church had to be a “safe zone” for people 

who felt threatened by organized church/religion. 

 

Other Strategic Learning Zones … Join the Workforce 

I am a firm believer that as a pastor, I must interact constantly with 

people if I want to have a good sense of what is happening in the 

community. Early on, I realized that the more I understood the situations 

and perspectives in Durango, the better equipped I would be to 

communicate the biblical message.  

 

Thus, the coffee shop was just one part in God’s education strategy. 

Another component was working part-time in a local ski resort. Once again, 

this job was an easy way to learn about a particular group of people our 

church needed to reach. The resort employee culture is tough and gritty. 

Yet to this day, some of my best conversations about Jesus have occurred 

while shoveling snow, helping a lift operator, calling in medical help for 

an injured guest, and so forth. Working at our local ski resort over the 

past five years as both an employee, volunteer, and chaplain, has provided 

a great way to engage the culture and get a sense of how to reach people 

who are caught up in the resort lifestyle. 

 

Why Learning is Crucial 

Just like the Celtic missionaries, I am convinced that we, too, must invest 

ourselves in a process of understanding our community. This is a non-

negotiable! The church-disconnect comes when churches look nothing like 

the people in the community. That is a stark observation in Durango. I live 

in a town full of people who love the mountains, enjoy adventure sports, 



 

take on rugged challenges, stand up for environmental causes, try to live 

“green,” and enjoy extremes. We understood that if our church failed to 

connect with these issues in a relevant way, we would miss the target. The 

more I learn about what is important to the people in my town, the more 

bridges I can build inside and outside the church. It doesn’t mean I have to 

embrace all the opinions and views out there. I simply need to listen, 

learn, seek to understand, and love. 

 

I genuinely want people who feel estranged from God to reconsider what 

faith might look like. To get at this, I must understand where these people 

are coming from. The only way to understand is to be in the midst of the 

community. This is an ongoing challenge for me, because it is easy to slip 

into a cozy group of Christ-followers. You must intentionally find ways 

to graft your life into the learning zones. You never become an expert of 

your community. You must continually be a student. 

 

I find it fun to invest my time continually learning about my community. 

The key to learning is admitting that you need to be taught. When people 

think you are eager to learn, they become eager to teach you. The more 

teachable you are, the more approachable you are.  

 

This quest for knowledge can be fun! Especially when you understand 

that you can “mine” people from inside and outside your church for the 

things you need to understand. My friend James, who is a part of our 

church, has taught me so much about music and environmentalism. In fact, 

those conversations have enriched his spiritual journey, too. Another 

good friend, Antonio, who is not yet a Christ-follower, has taught me the 

art of tele-mark skiing, which has created all kinds of recreational 

inroads for me with people in the winter season. I could go on and on. The 

learning process is rich with opportunities to grow in understanding 

people, all of whom God loves! 

 

I suppose we could have arrived in Durango, Colorado, and tried to start a 

church that simply looked like other successful churches in the area. We 

could have also come to the area and attempted starting a church that 



 

employed trends that are working in some other part of the world. I firmly 

believe that both of these approaches are problematic and inadequate, 

especially if we are serious about reaching people who are not yet Christ-

followers.  

 

Re-duplicated church models are denying God the opportunity to 

creatively build bridges into people’s unique lives. For us, we discovered 

that our church needed to be unique in reaching outdoor-loving, athletic, 

spiritually-misguided people. And the best way to become that unique 

expression of church requires constant learning, studying the specific 

trends of our culture, and loving everyone … especially those who dislike 

Christianity. 

 

About Our Church and Some Words Concerning Theology … 

My perspective has changed a great deal since I started living the church 

planting lifestyle more than five years ago. Our church plant started 

meeting regularly after six months of preparation, research, and core 

group development. We were a small gathering of people for eight 

months—on average 12 regular attendees (including our initial core 

group)! This season provided a sort of incubation period where we worked 

out who we really needed to be as a church. It took a lot of time, prayer, 

risk, and perseverance.  

 

Our church is called Matthew’s House. We named our church with 

Matthew 9:9-13 in mind. It is the story of Matthew, the tax collector, who 

invited Jesus over for a party with his friends—tax collectors and 

sinners. The religious leaders were scandalized by Jesus’ willingness to 

associate with these “sinners.” Jesus told the religious leaders that He 

came specifically for the “sinners.” The “wrong crowd” needed Jesus, and 

He wanted them. 

 

One of my biggest, ongoing struggles has to do with the fact that many 

“sinners” of today’s world (me included) see church as the last place they 

want to go to for help. This bothers me. I am grateful that our core group 



 

decided that we needed to be a “safe place” for people to learn about faith 

and God.  

 

Every Sunday when we gather for church, we say, “Matthew’s House is a 

safe place for your spiritual journey.” We emphasize this because the 

people who are coming are often approaching with a sense of estrangement 

towards God. Creating a safe zone allows people to show up, hear about 

God, and hopefully move towards a genuine faith decision. It takes time, 

but we understand that our calling in Durango is to be a safe place for 

God to do His work. 

 

I must admit that my understanding of the book of Acts has changed as a 

result of this church planting experience. I used to think that the book of 

Acts gave us a punch list of characteristics for what churches should 

look like. I’m rethinking that. Instead, I see the book of Acts as a historical 

look into how God specifically and uniquely created churches to meet the 

specific issues of different communities. Each of the churches described 

in Acts were different. No two were alike! The communities described in 

Acts required local churches that were designed to meet specific village 

dynamics. Acts is an amazing account of how the Holy Spirit broke 

barriers, left and right, to uniquely address each community with an 

indigenous expression of the gospel! 

 

Conclusion … Learning Turns into Practical Expressions of Unique 

Church 

I believe that our worst mistake as church planters is failing to allow God 

the creative rights in developing specific expressions of church in our 

specific villages. We risk being motivated by what looks successful in 

other contexts. Whether driven by numbers, budget, innovation, or 

something else, we fail to submit ourselves to what God wants to do 

specifically where we live and serve. 

 

This means that Matthew’s House in Durango is not meant to be re-

duplicated somewhere else. Of course, along with all gospel-centered 

churches, we hold common elements that are both sacred and biblical. Yet 



 

each church is a creative expression of God, designed specifically to reach 

specific groups of people.  

 

For us, our ongoing process of learning in Durango has helped 

significantly. Our research led us to practical expressions of church that 

fulfill our unique calling. Here are some of the ways our specific calling 

is fleshed out in Durango: 

 

1. We meet on Sunday nights because the people we seek to reach in 

Durango love to play during the weekend. We decided that Sunday 

morning would position us to be a source of competition for existing 

churches. We wanted to collaborate, not compete. Thus, we chose 

Sunday night. This has its challenges, but in the end, it reaches the 

people we long to interact with; and honestly, I love telling people 

that they should play during the whole weekend then consider 

topping it off with a church gathering on Sunday night. We want 

people to walk in covered in mud after mountain biking, wearing 

their ski pants, dirty from rock climbing, and so forth. We are 

convinced that our church gathering needs to connect with people 

who like to play! 

 

2. Brand recognition is crucial for our church. In Durango, Colorado, 

that means we communicate at every regular worship service that we 

are a “safe place for your spiritual journey.” We back this statement 

up by structuring our gatherings so that pre-Christians can come 

and interpret what is happening around them, as well as walk away 

with something significant. 

 

3. Our church predominantly targets college-aged adults and 

resort/leisure enthusiasts. We don’t exclusively reach these groups, 

but they are a dominant part of who God has called our church to 

connect with. 

 

4. These groups are highly transitional. Thus, we see anywhere from 

50-60% turnover in our church annually. We have to literally 



 

rebuild our leadership constantly. This isn’t bad; it is simply reality 

in a mountain-town like ours. As we strategically reach groups of 

people who are on the move, we must structure our ministry to fit 

our context. In a sense, we believe we are training up believers for 

other churches and ministries—we are a sending agency. 

 

5. We reach people who are typically walking into our church with a 

lot of issues—substance abuse, lifestyle dilemmas, bitterness 

towards church, and so forth. Sometimes it takes a long time to see 

spiritual transformation, but we’ve got some epic stories to tell! It 

just requires patience. 

 

6. Our financial strategy is unique and creative. We rely on a base of 

internal and external partners to cover operational costs. Over 

time this will likely evolve, but to reach low-resource crowds, we 

have to think creatively. We don’t want to build a church that 

targets people for their money. If you look at our situation from a 

purely logical approach, we shouldn’t exist. Resources are so 

limited! But God is in control, and He has built this church out of 

impossible circumstances. We are a living testimony to the fact that 

God will sustain His work in the world. 

 

7. Our learned ministry strategy is simple—we tell people to make 

their passion their ministry. If you like climbing rocks … make it 

your organic venue for ministry. If you like backcountry skiing, make 

it your strategic venue for being the presence of Christ in the 

world. We don’t measure success based on how many people are at 

church on Sunday night. We base effectiveness on how many 

understand their role in representing Christ in the places they live, 

study, work, and play. To facilitate this strategy, we constantly seek 

out ways to naturally be in the community. This means everyone, 

including myself. I must model an incarnational approach in the way 

I lead.  

 



 

8. We spiritually nurture our people through one-on-one discipleship, 

small groups, worship gatherings, and hands-on missions (both 

locally and globally). Our crowd has a unique interest in missions 

and social justice. We see this clearly as a way God is working in our 

community of Christ-followers. Thus, we make it a point to annually 

expose our people to missions, both abroad and in our town.  

 

The above characteristics are specific, learned expressions of church for 

Matthew’s House, a church in Durango, Colorado. Do not re-duplicate! 

Sure, we can learn from each other, but no cookie-cutter approaches are 

allowed in God’s kingdom movement! Each context, each town, each city is 

an opportunity for a unique, relevant expression of church. We must 

never slack on doing the hard work of learning who the people are in our 

community. Otherwise, we cheat our community when it comes to showing 

the miraculous, universal, and relevant nature of the gospel. 

  

My conclusion is that we must prayerfully engage our communities in 

whatever ways we can. We must constantly study in order to appreciate 

where people are coming from. We must relinquish control to God, too. 

God will whisper to us as we live, work, play, and interact with the towns 

and communities we seek to reach. We, then, can be part of His creative 

gospel revolution, which is moving forcefully throughout the world! 

 

Joe Beckler ~ Joe and his wife, Cheri, live in Durango, Colorado, where 
they are planting Matthews House.  
 


