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(Excerpted with permission from Inside the Organic Church: Learning from 12 
Emerging Congregations by Bob Whitesel, Abingdon Press, 2006, pp. 13-20.) 

 
 
 
 

CHAPTER 2 
Sol Café  

Edmonton, Alberta, Canada 
 

We’re a “coffee-stop,” an “information booth” along a spiritual highway. 
 

“Worship leading is … ‘curating” (providing opportunities for engagement and free 
association). 

- Sally Morgenthaler, worship leader and consultant 

First Encounters: 
 
 It looked like any other Internet café, with little indication a church gathering was 
about to take place.  Feeling adrift, I made my way to the coffee bar.  “I guess I’m the 
church greeter,” began Winston, the barista.  “I usually don’t act so forward but you 
looked lost.”  As a church growth consultant, I visit worship gatherings every weekend.  
But he was right, an unobtrusive beginning to this worship gathering had disoriented me.  
I didn’t know the bewilderment was so obvious. 
 “We usually don’t tell people a worship gathering is starting,” continued Winston.  
“We just let them get comfortable, have a coffee, and engage in conversation. Then the 
worship unfolds slowly … at an unhurried pace.  We want to usher people into a spiritual 
encounter, we don’t want to announce ‘Hey, its worship time: in or out!’” 
 I wondered out loud if people get offended once they discover a worship 
gathering is unfolding.  “Rarely,” replied Winston.  “Most of the time people like the 
music, the unhurried atmosphere, patrons sharing their stories.  It is a great way to do 
church, and it impacts people who have never been to church.  They are slowly led into a 
church experience.  It’s not dropped on them all at once.” 

True to the forecast, the evening progressed deliberately forward, but at a leisured 
pace.  People laughed, talked, introduced themselves, and generally turned this Internet 
café into an extended family.  Instrumental music was played at first, but soon some 
people were singing along.  Over time more joined in, and even reticent attendees soon 
sang.  At first the songs had a reflective timbre, but as the evening progressed so did the 
songs’ Christian content, until finally I noticed many visitors were reflective and pensive.  
This unhurried evening would eventually culminate with a short interactive sermon.  

The gathering that evening was warm and sociable. “And we get even better 
attendance when its colder,” reflected Matt Thompson one of the leaders.  “Edmonton is 
cold in the winter,” he continued “and the Sole Café provides a warm cup of coffee, good 
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conversations, and time to reflect on life.”  Though usually frigid in January, this day in 
Edmonton Alberta resembled a spring afternoon.  Yet good weather did not seem to deter 
a good turn out at the Sol Café.i 

 

Dashboard: 
Church: Sol Café  
Leaders: Debbie and Rob Toews (now employed as the director of a Christian retreat 
center), Jacqueline and Winston Pei, Anika and Steve Martin, Matt Thompson, Dave 
Wakulchyk. 
Location: Whyte Ave., an urban neighborhood in Edmonton, Alberta. 
Affiliation:  Christian and Missionary Alliance of Canada 
Size: 30-55 
Target Audience: college/postmodern thinkers, metropolitan residents, urban artists, 
immigrant families, blue collar families, people in their twenties into late-thirties. 
Website:  thesolcafe.com   
 

A Fusion of Rhythms: 

Shared Rhythms 
 

The Rhythm of Place  
“We wanted to create an atmosphere where people could come and just sit 

around,” reflected Rob Toews, the founding pastor.  Jokingly he continued, “a pub was 
another option, but we didn't think the CMAii was ready for that.”   

Sol Café had begun in the basement of a nearby Christian and Missionary 
Alliance Church.  However, the leaders felt that the catacombs of a local church would 
not adequately impact the postmodern thinkers in the neighborhood.  “The church facility 
was a safe bet.  It was available, and it wasn’t costly,” continued Rob.  “But it also wasn’t 
very effective.”   

Rob and another leader used a large portion of the denominational support to 
purchase a local Internet café.  During the week they ran it as a business.  Rob worked 2-
3 shifts a week, selling coffee and conversing.  Eddie Gibbs describes such risk taking as 
a characteristic of the organic church, where, “uncertainty becomes an occasion for 
growth, not a cause of paralysis.  It is a church prepared to take risks, which learns from 
its failures and mistakes.”iii 

As Gibbs forecast, mistakes followed risks.  “The café was supposed to support 
the church, but the finances to support the staff weren’t there,” recounted Rob.  “And the 
people we were reaching were too young or too underprivileged to make significant 
contributions.  But the location was excellent for our mission … just not for our 
finances.iv 
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The Rhythm of Worship  
The Sole Café’s atmosphere was much of what I had come to expect, an organic 

fusion of low lighting, candles, caffeine, soft music and comfortable chairs.  The evening 
included what I had come to expect musically, a soft almost plaintive style with simple 
instrumentation. 
 

The Rhythm of Discipleship and the Word 
Due perhaps as much to the caffeine enriched environment as to their philosophy, 

attendees at the Sole Café asked questions and posited comments throughout the sermon.  
“A friend of mine and I were comparing notes about the failure of his postmodern 
worship gathering, and the endurance of Sol Café,” recalled Rob.  “One reason is because 
at Sol Café interaction and asking questions is expected.  In his fellowship, that wasn’t 
the case.” Routinely the organic church encourages didactic interaction, recognizing that 
young people do not want to be lectured, but engaged. 

Sol Café also sees itself as embracing a missional perspective.  “That means we 
don't see reaching out as something we do, it’s who we are.  Evangelism isn't a program 
here,” stated Rob.  “It’s part of the café DNA.”  

The sermon embraced an honest solidarity with the needy and poor in Edmonton, 
as well as an orthodox theology. “We feel called to be a church that is unapologetically 
Christian, yet welcoming to people who are only generally interested in spiritual things,” 
continued Rob.  “We're a ‘coffee-stop’ or ‘information booth’ along a spiritual highway.  
And that doesn’t bother us.  People will come through here, encounter Christ, and wind 
up going to some other church. That’s okay.  It’s about touching hundreds of lives every 
week with the love and message of Jesus.” 
 

Inspired Rhythms 
 

Rhythms of Place  
“It started as an idea … and idea just brewing in the back of our minds” stated 

Rob.  “The idea was this:  if we wanted to get to know God better, we’d invite Him over 
for coffee and have a good talk.  After all, that’s how we got to know all of our good 
friends…. And word gets around any time there’s a good conversation and decent cup of 
joe to be had.  We see the Sol Café as being a “gateway” or “bridge” to a relationship 
with God.” 

Rob had persuaded his denomination to eschew the customary church venue, and 
instead support the purchase of an Internet café as the site for this fledgling 
congregation’s offices, worship gatherings, and outreach.  “We thought an Internet cafe 
would make a good outreach site, and it would pay for my pastoral salary,” observed 
Rob.  “It did the first part fantastic, we reached hundreds of people each week.   But it did 
the last part poorly.” 

Though Sol Café met in a sociable environment on a busy street, and had a steady 
stream of visitors, it was fiscally emaciated.  Shortsightedness in their business planning 



 
See the hardcopy for page numbers. 
 
 
 

had resulted in the locale serving as a great outreach opportunity, but less than a stellar 
capital venture.   

 
Rhythms of Worship  

Worship commenced in an unobtrusive and almost unnoticed manner.  
Instrumental music gave way to songs with which a few attendees might sing.  
Eventually, corporate singing would organically spill from the pattern.  In fact, the Holy 
Spirit caught me unaware of His arrival, until I sensed myself drawn into reflection and 
contemplation.  The Sol Café leaders allowed the Holy Spirit to begin his work first with 
my thoughts and then with my cares, by slowly setting the tone for God’s work. Alan 
Roxburgh calls this an “openness to mystery and the understanding of God’s own 
inscrutable work in our midst.”v 

The unannounced and unhurried nature of their worship also allows unchurched 
people time to acclimate to the workings of the Holy Spirit.  This relaxed approach 
encouraged introspection and instruction … as well as preparation.  Finally, the slow 
swell and direction of the music appeared to lead even the most disinterested observer 
into a spiritual inventory.   
 

Rhythms of Discipleship and the Word 
The beginning of the sermon was uncomfortable, not for what was being said, but 

for what was going on.  The barstool from which Matt Thompson delivered that night’s 
sermon was positioned in front of the café’s large glass windows, looking out upon the 
street.  Thus, throughout the sermon people passed by behind Matt in a dynamic snapshot 
of daily life.  Some consumed by their daily tasks took little heed.  Others, noticing a 
darkened room and a gathered group, peered inquisitively back at us.  And a few, 
intrigued by the scenario, entered and joined our conclave.  While at first this backdrop of 
daily life was distracting, I soon appreciated how Matt’s teachings about Jesus’ love for 
the disenfranchised, was deftly depicted out the café’s large glass windows. 

I discovered that this animated and living backdrop was intentional.  Rob 
explained that one night they had extra musicians and had to set up in front of the large 
windows.  Rob’s former pastor was in attendance and remarked how this backdrop 
provided a window on their mission field.  “We see it as a good thing,” said Rob.  “It 
keeps us focused on what we’re about: to reach the people that walk the streets of 
Edmonton, help them explore their relationship with God, and through this process help 
them know what it means to follow Him.” 
 

An Interview with My Tour Guide 
 

The idea of purchasing an Internet café as your hub of ministry was innovative.  
Why didn’t it work? 

We didn’t realize that planting a church among people who don’t have any church 
background takes longer, and more resources.  We were working off of the typical model 
of a church plant, which usually is a church planted in a suburb.  We didn’t have a good 
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model for going into the city, and thus we projected financial independence would 
happen faster than it did.   

 
What should have been done differently? 
With an urban church plant you must commit to a longer process, with financial 

support lasting longer as well.  Our denomination has a pretty standard support formula, 
and we just went with that.  To reach the unchurched you have to be prepared for lagging 
income.  Base your support on whether you are bridging out to churched or unchurched 
people.  The later will require more time and resources. 

 
Was it a surprise that the Internet Café was not more profitable? 
It sure was.  We’ve seen Internet cafés filled, and thought they must be a money 

makers.  But do your homework.  We didn’t do enough.  I would still recommend an 
alternative venue such as an Internet café for better accessibility and presence.  But, don’t 
expect it to be self sufficient.  No matter how hard you work, fashionable business 
endeavors usually only break even.  Still, that’s better than just renting a store front, or 
offices in an office building.  At least with the Internet café, it pays the rent. 

3 Lessons to Consider 

Lesson 1: 
Let worship emerge from your ambiance.  Often times a calculated and deliberate 

start to worship is not required.  If you create a honest and authentic atmosphere of 
music, prayer, and personal introspection, then you can often linger and let the Holy 
Spirit guide you into an environment of adulation and praise.  At this, Sol Café excelled. 

On the other hand, the boomer church is notorious for launching into worship 
with a gusto that mirrors the launch of a rock concert.  But in the organic church, no such 
announcement or declaration seems necessary.  Refreshingly, they allow the Holy Spirit 
to commence the evening, once a musically infused atmosphere of humbleness, 
introspection, and prayer has been fostered.  Focus on establishing this authentic and 
unhurried connection, first among the musicians, then among attendees.  Unveil, rather 
than unleash. 

Lesson 2: 
Employ self-sustaining venues, while realizing any profitability will not usually 

sustain pastoral staff.  In hindsight, Rob realized their fiscal projections had been overly 
optimistic.  And, while utilizing a business such as an Internet café can be fiscally 
advantageous, it may not provide sufficient capital to retain a fulltime shepherd.   
 Alternative venues such as cafes, used clothing stores, bookstores, and music 
shops usually only sustain minimum wage jobs.  “Sol Café was able to pay our baristas 
$7 an hour,” recalled Rob.  “But a pastor with a family is not going to be able to live on 
that.” While such venues are often self-sufficient, they may not be significantly 
profitable. 
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 Earlier in this chapter a quote by Eddie Gibbs aptly described this congregation:  
“Uncertainty becomes an occasion for growth, not a cause of paralysis.  It is a church 
prepared to take risks, which learns from its failures and mistakes.”vi  In choosing an 
alternative venue, Sol Café took such risks.  However, they also learned from their 
failures to honestly evaluate the degree of fiscal support from such a venture. 

Lesson 3: 
 It helps when a missional church can face its mission field.  Facing the large front 
glass windows provided a missional backdrop for worship, interaction, and teaching at 
the Sol Café. 

While a backdrop of street-facing windows may be impractical for many organic 
congregations, a video image fed live from a street outside or nearby can suffice.  
Elsewhere in this book I described how the Bridge in Phoenix projected a grainy live 
video image behind the words of the songs.  And, I remarked that the unfocused image 
created an inconspicuous but inventive backdrop.  Churches interested in stressing their 
missional focus, may wish to project unfocused images of nearby scenes of daily life 
behind the words to the songs.  This can remind attendees of the daily activities and 
travails that go on concurrently with our worship celebrations.  And such images can 
provide a engaging backdrop upon which God’s love for humankind can be painted.  

 
 
A Travel-blog  (Questions for Group Study) 
 

 
                                                
i Sol Café’s leaders appropriated their name from the book “A Cup of Coffee at the Soul 
Café” by Leonard I. Sweet and Denise Marie Siino (New York: Broadman & Holman, 
1998).  They also modified to fit the bilingual culture of Canada. 
ii Christian and Missionary Alliance of Canada, the denominational affiliation of the Sol 
Café congregation. 
iii Eddie Gibbs, Church Next: Quantum Changes in How We Do Ministry, (Downers 
Grove, Ill.: 2000), p. 235. 
iv Subsequently, Rob Toews had to take a fulltime job at a Christian retreat center.  “I 
think we will survive, but it will be difficult,” observed Rob.  “We are on our own now.  
No support from the denomination, which can be a good thing.  It will make us learn and 
adapt.” 
v Alan Roxburgh, “Equipping God’s People for Mission” in Missional Church: A Vision 
for The Sending of the Church in North America, Darrel Guder, ed., p. 198. 
vi Eddie Gibbs, Church Next: Quantum Changes in How We Do Ministry, p. 235. 


