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Title message: Advancing the Kingdom of God by equipping His people for His mission 

 

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 

 

Good morning and greetings in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 

 

Thank you for your kind invitation through brother Bert de Ruiter to attend and speak at this 

conference. Above all, I’m grateful to God for the work you are doing or more precisely/accurately: 

for the work He is doing in you and through you and your ministry in witnessing for Christ and 

equipping His followers to reach Europe and the world with His Gospel. That’s why I would like to 

start with a word of blessing and encouragement to you from the epistle of the apostle Paul to the 

Philippians 1: 2-6 (New International Version, NIV) 

“2 Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

3 I thank my God every time I remember you. 4 In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with 

joy 5 because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, 6 being confident of this, 

that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” 

Amen. 

 

My message consists of four points: 

 

1. Diversity within the Body of Christ: a blessing or a challenge? 

Let me start with a personal experience on this matter. When I look back, I realize that my 

upbringing has played an important role in raising my awareness of the diversity of Christian 

communities. I was born in Baghdad, Iraq, to a Christian family who has been part of the Syriac 

Orthodox Church for probably centuries. Yet during my childhood my parents have made a 

decision that was not very common there at the time.  Besides attending the services of the Syriac 

Orthodox Church with its (more than) 20-centuries-old tradition, we started visiting other 

churches, including the much younger (and smaller) Protestant Church in Baghdad. As you know, 

these two church/ecclesiastical  traditions have developed separately and have great theological 

and liturgical differences and their own distinctive ways in experiencing and expressing their faith 

in Christ. This openness to the diversity within the Body of Christ which my parents have sowed 

in me has grown to become my passion and greatest desire. Without me or anyone else realizing, 

God has been preparing me all this time for this task that He has/had in store, which is to serve the 

unity of His Church, in partnership with (many) other Christians and Christian organizations, 

connecting churches with diverse traditions, cultures and languages. Not to forget in a foreign 

country which I never expected to even visit. Indeed, God’s thoughts and His ways are infinitely 

higher than ours. 

Isaiah 55:9 (NIV)  

“As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts 

than your thoughts.” 

 

After arriving in The Netherlands (with my family) as an asylum seeker/refugee, I started getting 

to know the native Dutch churches and, of course, the Middle Eastern churches in the country. My 

perspective broadened after I started working at SKIN more than ten years ago. I’m still exploring 

the field of migrant and international churches in this small country, discovering more and more of 

what God is doing in one of the most secularized and secularizing countries in the world. At the 

same time I sometimes wonder how these very diverse churches can come to a mutual 

understanding and recognition of one another and support each other in fulfilling God’s mission in 

The Netherlands, Europe, and beyond.  

 

2. The unity of the Body of Christ (the Church) is essential for the fulfillment of His 

mission in the world 

Some years ago, God opened my eyes in order for me to understand the deep meaning of John 

15:1-8. Our Lord Jesus says: 

The Vine and the Branches (NIV) 
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15 “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. 2 He cuts off every branch in me that bears 

no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more 

fruitful. 3 You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. 4 Remain in me, as I 

also remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you 

bear fruit unless you remain in me. 

5 “I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much 

fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. 6 If you do not remain in me, you are like a branch that is 

thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned.7 If you 

remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for 

you. 8 This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my 

disciples.” 

 

I imagined the Vine (Christ) with His many, even countless, branches (Christians). The branches 

have different forms and sizes. They symbolize all the followers of Christ, from every single 

nation, tribe, people and language (as mentioned in Revelation 7:9). They belong to communities 

with different theologies, styles of worship and ways of being church. I realized two things. First, 

the branches are not connected to one another, but to the Vine. I used to ask myself what some 

churches have in common in order to reach/have a common ground for relationship and 

cooperation (in God’s kingdom). However, God made it clear to me that I was asking the wrong 

question. The question is not: what, but Who do they have in common! We are united in Christ, 

and in Him alone. One flock, one Shepherd (see John 10:16). Second, the branches receive the 

nutrients and the water of life from the Vine. Without the Vine, there is no life in the branches. 

Without Christ, we cannot bear lasting fruit.  

 

To make a long story short (or shorter): The diversity within the Church is part of God’s plan and 

is even needed to reach diverse peoples with their diverse backgrounds and diverse needs with the 

Gospel of Jesus Christ. Think of the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox churches with their rich 

heritage and unique appeal, or Farsi- and Dari-speaking churches that are unmatched experts in 

evangelizing Iranians and Afghans, or Victory Outreach in reaching out to gang members, addicts 

and prostitutes. Just to mention a few.  

 

The unity of the Church is a gift from God and is already given. However, unity is not a synonym 

for uniformity. We need to embrace the diversity within God’s people, and we need to act as one 

Body of Christ, as brothers and sisters in Christ, as children of our Heavenly Father, as a 

testimony to the world, as our Lord Jesus says in John 17:21 (NIV).   

“that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us 

so that the world may believe that you have sent me.” 

 

3.  We need to be Kingdom oriented instead of being church/denomination oriented 

Although God is certainly working in and through His Church to expand His kingdom, we as His 

followers can often be too obsessed with our denominations, ministries and local congregations 

and think that this is what it’s all about. We then tend to observe the Church (whether at large or 

on the denominational or local levels) as the goal in itself instead of God’s instrument for the 

purpose of growing His kingdom. In that case, the objective seems to be to convert people within 

our target groups so they can become members of our own denominations. Some Christians have 

difficulty seeing how God can acknowledge or even use and work through other Christians and 

churches that seem too strange to them or with whom they don’t agree on certain issues (by these 

issues I mean non-essential issues, of course). Too often church leaders are competing with one 

another, especially with those who are working among the same or similar target groups (whether 

language or ethnic groups or other categories), leading to leadership conflicts and church splits. 

Unfortunately not every new congregation is a church plant.  

 

We need a mentality shift within the Body of Christ. We need to realize that we are citizens of 

God’s kingdom, before being members of certain denominations and congregations. We need to 

understand that our identity is in Christ in the first place, before our socio-cultural identities.  
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But how can we reach this level of awareness? This brings me to my fourth and final point. 

 

4. God’s people need to be equipped in order to contribute together to the growth of His 

kingdom 

Years ago when I followed a discipleship training, I became aware of the core business of the 

Church, or the Great Commission in Matthew 28”18-20: 

“18 Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to 

me. 19 Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 

and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded 

you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”   

 

I have to admit that I have misunderstood this text for many years. I thought that the word disciple 

applies to every Christian, thus the goal (task of making disciples) would be to evangelize non-

Christians so they would convert to Christianity. It was an eye-opener to me to learn that a disciple 

of Jesus Christ is a spiritually mature Christian who is actively contributing to the growth of God’s 

kingdom. This definition applies to/ These are the laborers about whom Jesus said that there are 

few (of them) who are ready for the great harvest. More than ever, I started to see that Christ is the 

greatest visionary. Period. By means of the Great Commission He is involving us as partners in 

His divine and genius strategic master plan to reach the nations and peoples. Instead of 

establishing a mega church, He chose to invest in mainly His twelve disciples, which were not at 

all (exactly) the kind of people who were perceived by their society as suitable religious leaders, 

or future evangelists, teachers and church planters. By doing this, Jesus unfolded His long-term 

plan of spiritual multiplication. He equipped His disciples to be His witnesses in our broken world 

and to help others to grow spiritually. He sent us His Holy Spirit to live in us and guide and lead 

us at all times, therefore laying a strong foundation for the centuries to come. He is not only 

asking us to pray for more laborers, but to equip fellow Christians for the work in His service, for 

His glory and the growth of His kingdom.  

You have been contributing to this greatest cause for (many) years. May Christ continue to bless 

you as you have been and still are a blessing to others around the world. Amen.   

 

Anmar Hayali, coordinator of Samen Kerk in Nederland (SKIN, Together Church in The 

Netherlands), the national association of migrant and international churches, 

www.samenkerkinnederland.nl  

   


