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I had the joy of recently partnering with Phil Bowling-Dyer in leading on our 3rd annual regional BCM conference.  To my surprise, Phil asked me to write up some thoughts about the conference.  I never imagined this white guy would write something about leading a BCM conference, nor do I consider our conference a model of success.  But as requested, here is a brief overview of what we have tried and what God has taught us over the past 3 years.  
THE LAUNCH

The first year, we gathered the five African-American interns and one staff from around our region in order to build the content of the conference around their testimonies and experiences with God and InterVarsity.  We wanted to connect ethnic identity development with discipleship, and with Christian community lessons within InterVarsity.  This was a helpful starting point for several reasons.  First, they became the core of the conference.  It gave them very real ownership of the conference since they were the speakers.  My role was to help prep them.  Second, their stories of joy and suffering gave hope to the approximately 60 students who attended.  Third, three of those five interns joined us full-time with InterVarsity staff the following year.  They gained a picture of what BCM could look like in our region.  When it came to naming our new conference, they suggested that we call the conference, “THE REAL: The Real Jesus, the Real You.”  I had never heard of a conference called The Real, but it was a wonderful way to begin a regional tradition of BCM conferences.   

NEW INSIGHTS

As we debriefed the first year, we realized that a key need for BCM to flourish in our region would be to help “pew-sitters” become missional Christians.  With this pivotal need identified, it shifted how we planned the conference.  One improvement we made to the conference was to add a “leadership track” for student leaders.  Nearly 10 African-American student leaders arrived 6 hours early in order to grow as Black student leaders.  We also shifted how we planned the conference program in order to mobilize more missional Christians.  We decided to address issues of ethnic identity and Lordship, but we would also call for everyone to become missional on campus.  As we brainstormed, God gave us the idea to create a response event after the conference.  It seemed fitting to create a BCM track for our Fresno Urban Project.  So we linked our BCM conference in November with a 2-week urban plunge in July.  This allowed us to make the urban plunge a center piece of the conference and we asked all the students to consider giving God two weeks of their summer to fall more deeply in love with God’s kingdom and urban purposes.  It was very helpful to have a concrete way to apply the call to become missional Christians, and it made the conference much more rooted in reality.  However, in the end, only 5 students joined our one staff at The Real Urban Plunge (“TRUE”).  We had succeeded in connecting ethnic identity development with missional outward focus.  But we had not succeeded in involving many of the students in concrete application.  

RETOOLING YET AGAIN

As we began to brainstorm the third annual conference, the planning team suggested some important improvements.  First, they asked that we include overnight accommodations at a hotel, not sleeping on a church floor like the first 2 years.  They graciously offered to take up to $1,000 out of each of their staff accounts to subsidize the conference if need be.  (By God’s grace, the national ME department made some BCM grants available, so in the end they did not need to help pay for the hotel.)  Second, they suggested we take our “missional Christians” theme and go deeper.  How could we use the conference to directly impact campus ministry?  We set our sights on Black History Month as a clear time of year for when the campus has felt need for excellent events for African-American students.  A new goal for our conference became to help each campus and group of students brainstorm an outreach event for Black History Month.  

BUMP, SET, SPIKE.

As we approached the 2008-09 school year, we needed a framework to explain to all the staff in our region how to view The Real in a new light.  No longer would The Real be a standalone conference, but instead it needed to be embedded in campus strategy wherever possible.  Borrowing from volleyball, we created the regional “Bump, Set, Spike.”  “Bump” was our first pass at casting vision for a missional conference.  We offered a special track at our September Ignite conference for students and staff who wanted to grow in BCM ministry on campus.  (Ignite is our annual regional evangelism conference for students and staff.)  We invited Phil Bowling-Dyer to lead the track on cross-cultural ministry and BCM growth.  Our goal was to train the students, and also allow them to meet Phil and hear the new direction that The Real was going.  We explained our Bump, Set, Spike strategy, emphasizing that attending The Real is not the goal, but the springboard to something much greater.  The students bonded with Phil and grasped our concept.  

THE REAL 2008

We repeated our student leaders track that began Friday at noon, led by Phil.  Approximately 15 student leaders benefitted from the 4 hours of training.  At the main conference, we were delighted that about 120 students showed up.  After two years in a row of averaging 60 students, God gave our conference a boost.  The worship was wonderful and the preaching was powerful.  We had a team of 20 staff serving the conference in the kitchen, behind the scenes, and around the edges.  I wanted to thank and bless these staff for their BCM investment.  They joined me for a discussion of what it feels like to serve at a BCM conference while not being Black.  

On Saturday afternoon, we chose to have campus time instead of seminars on relevant BCM topics.  Before campus time, we asked each campus to brainstorm an effective Black History Month outreach event that would serve their campus.  During the two-hour campus sessions, several staff floated around the room, serving as consultants to the campuses who wanted help or direction.  The campus times were well-led, and they came up with inspiring ideas.  At the end, we gave each campus 30 seconds to present their idea.  The emcee, watch in hand, had each campus share their creative ideas.  The room was full of energy and applause for each of the 20 campuses.  
It is only January, 2009.  We don’t know how many of those 20 campuses will follow through with their event ideas.  Only time will tell.  However, before Black History Month even begins, we believe that we have helped more African-American students  become missional.  (As we have learned from the Chapter Planting Handbook and from Val Gordon’s “Overlay, the key to growth is to increase the number of missional Christians in a ministry.  At The Real ’08, we tried to help potential missional Christians become empowered and motivated as true missional Christians.  Because each campus planned an outreach event, we made progress growing the missional core on each campus.  
How deep was the transformation?  Will we be able to maintain the momentum?  There are many key questions yet to answer.  But by God’s grace, we took a step forward.
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