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CHAPTER 8 
One Place  

Phoenix, Arizona 
(Excerpted from Inside the Organic Church, copyright Bob Whitesel, used by permission) 

 
The outcome of a year without sermons.  

 
A contemporary church, like a contemporary translation  

should impress the uninitiated observer as an original production in the contemporary culture, 
not as a badly fitted import from somewhere else. 

- Charles Kraft, anthropologist and author1 

First Encounters: 
 
 The preacher was nervous, for One Place Church had not had regular sermons for over a 

year, and this was his audition.  Dressed in floppy hat, t-shirt and faded jeans, he delivered a 

remarkably poignant and engaging sermon, sprinkled with video clips from current movies.   

 As I sat in the middle of over 70 attendees, I wondered how this church had survived for 

over a year without a teaching pastor, or regular sermons.  “Without a teaching pastor, we had to 

teach the Word though mediums other than the spoken word,” stated Mark.  “Interactive stations 

became our primary means for truth delivery.”  Looking at the vibrant and enthusiastic throng, it 

appeared to work. 

Dashboard: 

Church: One Place Church  

Leaders:  Mark Roberts (senior pastor and worship leader), Jill Roberts (administrator and 

hospitality), Adam Brooks (outreach ministry), Israel Whittemore (worship ministries), Katie 

Whittemore (prayer and counseling ministries) 

Location:  Phoenix, Arizona 
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Affiliations:  Non-denominational, but started by another organic church, Highway Community 

Church in Palo Alto, California. 

Size:  50-75 

Audience: people in their twenties into mid-thirties, artists, metropolitan residents, homeless and 

urban poor, service industry workers, college/postmodern thinkers, and diverse social classes 

throughout and around Phoenix, Arizona. 

Website:  www.oneplacechurch.com 

A Fusion of Rhythms: 

Shared Rhythms 

The Rhythm of Place  

 Though meeting in a suburban school, candles, artwork and low lights were employed to 

transform the school theatre into a serene and reverential clime, imbued with a sense of the 

mystery and wonder of God.  And similar to The Bridge, One Place has recently moved into the 

inner city to be nearer the homeless, poor and disenfranchised with whom they feel solidarity.2  

The Rhythm of Worship  

Though dozens of stage lights hung from the ceiling, the stage was lit only with candles 

scattered across the stage.  Again, there is a propensity in the organic church to let the 

unprocessed luminance of nature’s light create both expectation and well as adulation.   

The worship also carried a decidedly authentic and transformational timbre.  Leaders told 

me they had been burned-out in a perceived quest for professionalism in their parents’ churches.  

But, they were quick to point out that though burned-out on their parents’ religiosity, they were 

not burned-out on their religion.  Subsequently, they sought to create a more stress-free and 

laissez-faire spiritual encounter.  
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The Rhythm of Discipleship and the Word 

 One Place embraces a missional perspective wed with an orthodox evangelical theology.  

And, the following “guiding values” represent well those embraced by many organic churches. 

Authentic community. The connection with our Creator opens the way for real 

relationships.  In our journey together, being real is more important than appearing good. 

Transforming love.  We love people wholeheartedly and sacrificially, pursuing 

the transformation of individuals and our community. 

Holistic worship.  True worship is more that mere singing; it is a transformational 

encounter with the living God.  We will pour out our lives in corporate worship and 

individual acts of praise. 

Endless mission.  The church doesn’t exist for itself.  We are life-long 

missionaries, laying down our lives for the sake of those who are still seeking. 

Soul revolution.  God wants to overthrow our old way of life; we will not be 

satisfied with how far we’ve come.  We will continue to push into God and will others do 

the same. 3 

Inspired Rhythms 

Inspired Rhythms of Discipleship and the Word 

 Interactive stations, sort of interactive and artistically orientated stations of the cross,4 

have usually been considered under rhythms of worship.  However, these stations can serve as 

channels for the transmission of the Word, even though they are often relegated to a supporting 

role for musical worship.  Yet because of necessity, One Place employed these interactive 

stations as the primarily mechanisms for what Mark Roberts calls “truth delivery.”  In other 
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words, interactive stations had to serve as the main message carriers for the year-long period in 

which the church was without a teaching pastor.   

My visit coincided with the end of this year, and I was surprised to see a maturity and 

spiritual growth in the congregation, even though truth delivery had been primarily via 

interactive stations.  Examples of One Place’s interactive stations will be explored in the lessons 

section. 

An Interview with My Tour Guide 
Mark Roberts (senior pastor and worship leader) 

Without a teaching pastor, you relied upon interactive stations as the main avenues for 

truth delivery.  How did this come about? 

 Every mainstream church has a teaching pastor, so we felt we had a hole to fill.  But 

when our leaders filled the gap we were really mediocre, because it wasn’t our giftings.  We 

asked ourselves “what are all the ways God speaks to us?” We concluded the 30 minute sermon 

is only one way, there are other ways God can deliver truth.  So is the teaching portion really a 

gap, or should we emphasize the things we are strong in, such as the arts?  Its more native.  Its 

who we are.  And we do it passionately. 

 How do you structure this? 

 We do an eight week series on one theme, with different topics each week.  We plan each 

week’s stations in advance to support the theme and topic.  We make sure they have scriptural 

support and lessons you can apply.  We also give the congregation specific direction, we don’t 

want to say ‘hey go figure that station out on your own.’  We explain the foundational topic, 

back it up with scripture, and describe each station.  During the interactive time we worship, plus 

we allow attendees to share scripture, poetry or a short story about the topic.   
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 What has this taught you about the advantage of interactive stations? 

 It reinforces the idea that God longs to teach us though different gifts in the Body of 

Christ.  And when the whole church body is involved, we’ve see powerful experiences with 

Christ. 

3 Lessons to Consider 

Lesson 1: 

Create interactive stations to enhance your truth delivery.  One Place demonstrates that 

interactive stations can play a more vital role that just supporting our musical expressions.  And, 

while musical lyrics can be truth delivery conduits, so can poetry, journaling, painting, sculpture, 

etc..  Therefore, look to your interactive stations not as antidotes to boredom, but as compelling 

message carriers.  Don’t relegate them to second-class status, rather see them as full partners in 

God’s creative and redemptive mission. 

To understand creative and proficient truth delivery stations, the following are stations 

employed by One Place.  

Community art stations.  Here attendees participate in the creation of a work of art.  In 

one example, each person received a unique ribbon.  An empty frame was positioned so that 

congregants could stop, pray, and add their ribbon to the developing montage.  “Everybody 

would uniquely weave in their ribbon” recalled Mark.  “And, at the end we had a beautiful 

tapestry of ribbons.”  The topic, belonging to a community while also being unique, was 

supported by 1 Corinthians 12:1-31 and Ephesians 4:7-13. 

Labyrinths.  Labyrinths of complex circular paths have historically been used by the 

Christian church to foster spiritual contemplation.  One Place adds mini-stations along the route 
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to emphasizing scripture, prayer, dependence on Jesus, even partaking in the Lord’s Supper.  

This allows the labyrinth to not simply function as a meditative tool, but also as a teaching tool. 

Confessional opportunities.  Confession is a part of most churches’ liturgy.  But One 

Place deploys this element in creative ways.  On one occasion they asked attendees to confess 

their sins privately before God, and then write them on a piece of paper.  Attendees were then 

invited to bring them to an interactive station and lay them at the foot of a cross.  However, the 

pens dispensed disappearing ink.  “By the time they made it to the station, the sin was gone” 

recalled Mark.  “We even saw people go back to their chair to rewrite the sin, only to see it 

disappear again.”  Another time, attendees were asked to paint on a large canvas something 

representing an area in which they were selfish.  During the following week’s worship an artist 

painted a picture of God’s forgiveness and redemption over the entire canvas.  And on another 

occasion, congregants wrote their sins down on a piece of paper and tied them to large rocks. 

The rocks were then thrown into a sizeable vat of water, where they sunk to the bottom beyond 

retrieval. 

Resting in God’s grace.  One theme focused on not being so busy that we forget to stop, 

rest and connect with God.  One Place spread out pillows all around the auditorium, and invited 

congregants to sit on the floor as they prayed and meditated on the scriptures provided.  “Some 

worshiped, some prayed, and even some fell asleep,” laughed Mark.  “But it was a powerful 

lesson on not getting too busy, but taking time to experience God’s rest.” 

Gift sharing stations.  Often in the organic church artists are invited to create art during 

worship.  For example, a painter might create a painting inspired by the music or topic.5  One 

Place took this a step further, allowing artists to sometimes write songs during the service 
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(staying in the same key as the singing).  Then if the artist wishes, they can share their 

composition.  

Voices of the Holy Spirit.  This station addressed the topic of envision God’s plans, both 

corporately and individually.  An isolated room became an interactive station where attendees 

could anonymously use a voice recorder to record the vision that Christ was giving them.  “We 

edited it quickly,” stated Mark.  “And then later in the service we replayed the recording for 

everyone, with music underneath it to disguise the voices.”   

Snapshots of God’s presence.  A month before the Easter disposable cameras were 

handed out and each person was given a different Easter theme to photograph.  Topics included 

rejection, suffering, forgiveness, sacrifice, grace, resurrection and rebirth.  On Easter Sunday the 

pictures were grouped in stations according to topic, with accompanying scriptures and a 

description of the lesson.  

Lesson 2: 

 Don’t allow the spoken word to monopolize your teaching ministry.  It is important to 

see varied communication mediums as not just suitable, but God-ordained conduits for truth 

delivery. The adage that a picture is worth a thousand words, must not be lost on the church.  

In addition, during periods of church history where illiteracy was common, pictorial 

representations of God’s truth dominated the truth delivery process.  During the Renaissance 

paintings by Sandro Botticelli, Michelangelo Buonarroti and Sanzio Raphael engaged nobleman 

and peasant alike with the grandeur, compassion, and magnificence of Christ’s life and sacrifice.  

During the Reformation ideologically dueling artists such as Rembrandt van Rijn and Peter Paul 

Rubens contended for Catholic or Reformation convictions in their art. And, describing how 

Saint Patrick reached the barbaric Celts of Ireland, George G. Hunter recalled, “They did not 
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rely, as some traditions come close to, upon preaching alone to communicate the fullness of 

Christianity. They seem to have employed as many different ‘media’ as they could to get the 

message across, and to get people involved with the message.”6 

Only in the 20th century with an upsurge in avenues and outlets for the spoken word has 

oratory transmission of the Good News been preferred.  This may be to our detriment, allowing 

too much focus to be placed on narrow oral communication, and not on the plurality of message 

carriers God provides.  A media-fixation of Christians upon televised sermonizing, may belie an 

unhealthy emphasis on a primary oral conduit for communication.  However, Mel Gibson’s 

creative and controversial “The Passion of Christ,” along with Fuller Seminary’s engagement 

with the film industry may be harbingers of a correction in course.   

Thus, if we recognize the important role artists play historically and strategically in the 

communication of God’s truth, we can help prevent over aggrandizement of the orator’s role, as 

well as encourage communication via a mixture of transmission and artistic mediums. 

Lesson 3: 

 Create an indigenous values statement that encapsulates your beliefs, purpose and 

focus.  One Place’s leaders developed a surprisingly succinct and lucid values statement through 

a late night brainstorming session.  While many congregations simply borrow statements 

verbatim from other sources, creating your own can be more evocative   

The following is an approach that can foster innovation and creativity for the creation of 

such statements. 7   

1. Select example statements. 

2. Prior to meeting together, ask leaders to read example statements as background. 

3. Join together to brainstorm. 
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Brainstorming guidelines8 

- There is no discussion until after the brainstorming process. 

- The more options the better. 

- All ideas are welcome. 

- Combinations of options are sought. 

- Proposing or hearing an option does not mean accepting it. 

Brainstorming elements9 

- The leader describes the problem. 

- Group members share their ideas. Clarification is allowed, but no one 

is allowed to criticize.  Everyone withholds judgment until all 

alternatives have been heard.  

- Only when all alternatives have been suggested do group members 

debate the merits of each. 

4. Team creates statement. 

5. Draft statement is distributed to attendees, volunteers and colleagues. 

6. Modifications are requested. 

7. Leadership meets to codify statement. 

8. Statement is adopted. 

Remember, a good statement create a emotional bond and sense of mission between an 

organization and its participants.10 

Footnotes:  
                                                
1 Charles H. Kraft, Christianity in Culture: A Study in Dynamic Biblical Theologizing in Cross-
Cultural Perspective, p. 318. 
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2 Though One Place met in a school auditorium of an affluent suburb, their focus in music, word 

and ministry has always been the inner city.  No degree of modern accruements could mask this. 

3 Bulletin, January 23, 2005.  According to Mark Roberts, these guiding values were created by 

the staff after a late-night brainstorming session.   

4 The term “stations” is often applied to these artistic interactivities.  This is drawn from the 

historical Christian practice of utilizing 14-15 Stations of the Cross as reminders of Jesus’ 

passion and resurrection (the fifteenth).  The organic church employs this term in part because of 

proficiency, but also because of its historical connection.   

5 Vintage Faith Church in Santa Cruz is a congregation that is especially adroit at this.   

6 George G. Hunter, The Celtic Way of Evangelism: How Christianity Can Reach The West … 

Again (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2000), p. 74. 

7 Adapted from Fred R. David, Strategic Management: Concepts and Cases, 9th ed. (Upper 

Saddle River, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2003), p. 61 

8 Based upon Sy Landau, Barbara Landau, and Daryl Landau, From Conflict to Creativity: How 

Resolving Workplace Disagreements Can Inspire Innovation and Productivity (San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass, 2001),. Pp. 128-129 and adapted from Bob Whitesel, Growth By Accident, Death 

by Planning: How Not to Kill a Growing Congregation, p. 91. 

9 Gareth R. Jones, Jennifer M. George, and Charles W. L. Hill, Contemporary Management, 2nd 

ed. (Boston: Irwin, McGraw-Hill, 2000), p. 217 

10 Andrew Campbell and Sally Yeung, “Creating a Sense of Mission,” Long Range Planning, 24, 

no. 4 (August, 1991), p. 17. 


