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It has now been seven years that I have been on staff at USC.  I came here when I was 23.  I’m now 30.  I’ve now seen four classes of students go from entering USC as freshman, all the way to graduating.  Time sure flies!  And in all of my years here, working with TCF, I have seen God do some wonderful things, and develop some wonderful, amazing Christians through TCF…but there is still something that I have dreamt of, something I’ve hoped for, something that I expected to see God do…but that I still have yet to see:  InterVarsity engaging the USC campus in all of its fullness.
When I came to USC in 1995, TCF was made up of 30 to 40 students:  pretty small.  But I believed that Jesus’ words were true from mark, page nine:  that the kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that starts really small, but grows to be huge.  I expected—over the next several years—to see God made us that huge plant, one that really made Jesus’ presence felt throughout the entirety of the USC campus, just like the early church affected their whole world in the book of Acts…but that didn’t happen.  Sure, we grew.  At one point TCF was made up of about 120 students.  But if you realistically plot our growth over time, the truth is that we’ve ebbed and flowed around the same size for the last several years.  And, more importantly, the pool of students that we’ve engaged with the gospel has essentially remained about the same.  God has brought me on a journey this year that has left me with a few questions:  why haven’t we experienced the “mustard seed phenomenon”?  are there things keeping us back from the influence God wants us to have on our campus?  what is the vision that God wants us to have for TCF?  These are the questions that I want to put before you, TCF, to help me answer.

Who We Are


Now if God is going to do some new things in us, he is going to begin by building upon our strengths.  TCF is an awesome community that has some great strengths.  Some of the core values that are at the heart of our ministry are something to really be proud of!  Here are a few of the core values and strengths that I see:

The Word—We are a community that is literally built upon the Bible.  For how many of us did some of our deepest friendships begin forming in Mark study?  Who feels like Mark study changed the way you thought about the Bible and about Jesus?  I sure do!  We’re a people that knows that the Word has power to transform lives.

Community—How about the way that we value Christian community?  For so many Christians in America, their faith is almost exclusively an individual thing, looking very little like the Christians of the Bible.  We live out the values of living together, partnering together in ministry, confessing our sins and praying for each other, and using our resources to care for each other in times of need.  Just last week I got an anonymous envelope for the summer missionaries from a TCFer:  it was filled with $1000 cash!  Amazing!  We know that Jesus calls us to be a community of safety and provision for one another.

Student Initiative—We are a community that values student initiative and leadership development.  Our fall small group Bible studies were all student-led.  Our worship team is all students.  We had students give several sermons this year.  We had students generate and implement the movie-watching night last month.  We have older students mentoring younger students.  And as students are eager to step into roles of leadership, the staff look to train them, advise them, and encourage them:  to help them develop as leaders.  We are growing to really believe that Jesus can work through students, and takes them and the gifts they have to offer very seriously.

Jesus’ Lordship—And we believe that Jesus is the Lord of everything.  But we don’t just believe this conceptually, and then discard that truth when it comes to our personal lives.  We are committed to taking an honest look at ourselves, and the calls God places upon our lives, even when they conflict with our own life plans.  We have students that are led by God to change their major, to let him call the shots in how they think about dating, to let him make the call with how they spend their money, with how they spend their summers, with their future plans…We know that Jesus is Lord, and that he has the authority to call all the shots in our lives.

These are some of my favorite things about TCF…but what about you?  What are some of the core values that you’ve perceived in TCF that you are grateful for?  What do you see as the greatest strengths that we offer?  take a few minutes to reflect…
What Keeps us from more growth?

There are some great foundations that we have in TCF:  values that every single person on our campus—I believe—would be deeply blessed by if they could experience for themselves.  However…a wonderful foundation does not a thriving, all-campus-engaging ministry make!  What do I mean?  We have a great foundation of core values, but somewhere between our core values and the fruitfulness of our impact on the campus, TCF has not grown into all that it should.  We have the gospel!:  the truth that brings freedom.  Yet God’s freedom is so unknown to so many of our thousands of USC neighbors.  Somewhere, we have gotten tripped up.  There’s some kind of glass ceiling that has been blocking our full potential.  What is it?  What has blocked us from the full growth and influence appropriate to a Jesus-centered community?  take a few minutes to reflect on these questions…
I have spent many hours in prayer, in conversation, and in reflection over this enigma.  As I have sought God and his will for TCF, I have identified three blocks to our growth into all that God wants us to be:

1) we have a narrow view of what leadership is—most of us, coming into USC, were in a small group Bible study.  We had a small group leader that taught our Bible studies, maybe they came by our room to visit, maybe they counseled us and prayed for us.  And so when we think of leadership, we think of a small group Bible study leader.  Some of us get inspired by that model, and feel excited to grow into that.  That role fits our gifts and passions.  But others of us have different sets of gifts.  We have other godly passions.  To become a “mustard seed community”, we need to adhere to our value for student initiative and leadership, but to broaden our understanding of leadership to include the development of a broader range of gifts and passions.

2) we have a narrow view of how growth is supposed to happen—TCF has traditionally focused its ministry efforts almost exclusively on freshmen living in the dorms.  The freshmen Christians come to USC, they meet some nice, older TCFers, they get involved in the Bible study.  They enjoy it, they’re growing.  They take Mark study in the Spring, and everything’s great.  So then what happens after freshman year?  Well…if you want to keep growing with TCF, you get involved in another freshman-focused dorm Bible study.  If you have a sense of call from God to play a leadership role in the lives of the new freshmen—teaching a study, helping build community, mentoring Christian freshmen, leading gigs and evangelism—then this works great!  This was my experience, and, in truth, it was the best challenge that I’ve ever been called to.  Every one of us, when we were freshmen, was in some way blessed by older TCFers or staff that chose to give their hearts to us.  Older students giving themselves to freshmen is a godly tradition that’s been passed down through TCF as a blessing:  we shouldn’t let it die.

But what the other folks who don’t sense that call?  Well, as things have been up to now, we show up each week at the small group Bible study that’s focused on the freshmen.  We don’t get nearly as much out of the studies as we did the years before, because the studies aren’t really focused on our growth.  We may work really hard to let God speak to us through the passages, and we may give our best effort at caring for the freshmen, but we’re not growing like we were.  This is exactly what Jason was feeling.  To become a “mustard seed community” we need to hold onto our core value of forming community around experiencing the Word together, but then create more places for that kind of Word-based community to happen, rather than only in freshman-focused dorm small groups.

3) we have a small view of God’s power over USC, and small dreams of what we could see God do through us—as implied by the first two blocks to growth, I think our general expectation of what TCF will be is this:  we will have a handful leaders leading a handful of dorm Bible studies that reach a handful of Christian freshmen in the dorms, a handful of whom will commit to pursuing Jesus radically during their time in college.  And this will be TCF.  Now for those that meet all those criteria and actually do become a full part of TCF—like you and me—things will be great:  they’ll grow, they’ll form deep friends, they’ll learn to really trust God.  But what about the other tens of thousands at USC?  What about those not living in the dorms?  Those who aren’t fairly easy for us to become friends with?  Those who didn’t join TCF as freshmen?  Those who aren’t well-fed by our current style of small groups?  Well…right now, we leave them to go on their way.  We have a core value of Jesus’ Lordship, Jesus being the Lord of our individual selves and calling all the shots in our own lives—which is essential—but what about Jesus’ Lordship over the campus of USC?  We have a core value that the Word of God has power to transform lives, but do we believe it can be playing that role in hundreds or thousands of students during their college years?  We have a core value that we all need Christian community of safety, generosity, and deep friendship, but do we believe that God’s ready for that community to include all the rest of the students at USC that need those same things?  To become a “mustard seed community” we need to grow in our faith and expectation of what God can do through us.  We need to expand the target groups to whom we try to offer the Word of God.  We need to expand our mental pictures of what kind of impact IV should be having on the whole USC community.  I think God wants to change us from believing that he’s ready to work in a handful of people, to believing that he’s ready to work in a “campus-ful” of people.

These are three blocks to our growth that I’ve identified:  do you identify with any of them?  Have you seen them in our midst?  What is your experience of these blocks?  take a few minutes to reflect on these questions…

Becoming a “Mustard Seed Community”?

I believe that as we address some of these limited applications of our core values, and learn to think more creatively about leadership, about personal growth, and about what God can do through us, God wants to make us a “mustard seed community”.

For those who will be blessed by a refresher, consider Jesus’ words in Mark 4:30-32:

“With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable shall we use for it?  It is like a grain of mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth; yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.”

Let me bring some interpretation to the relevance I believe this has for us.  Right now at USC, let’s face it:  we’re a mustard seed.  We’re small.  Your average student or faculty has no idea who we are or that we even exist.  They may walk right by us without even noticing us, or might even step on us and not feel it.  We look quite insignificant in the greater scope of USC.  But don’t despair!  Jesus loves the little mustard seeds!  When Jesus sees a mustard seed, he doesn’t see what it is, he sees what it can become.

I think Jesus has all kinds of visions for what we can become.  He knows how small we are.  He knows that even with the people we have, few of us feel ready and able to transform the whole campus.  But his parable in Mark makes clear that the mustard seed has a bright future!  The mustard seed will grow up and become the greatest of all shrubs!  And the mustard seed will put forth branches, and provide nests and shade for the birds of the air.  Let me tell you what I think this means for us.


I think Jesus wants us to believe that he can make us a “great shrub” at USC:  a group that everyone knows about, a group of major campus influence, a place that everyone at USC has an opportunity to hear the gospel, and be loved by Christians.  But I think it goes beyond just that.  I think he wants us to “put forth large branches”:  to launch various new outreaches to different arms of the campus, and to reach out and connect with other Christian groups that are also becoming great shrubs.  And I think Jesus wants us to be a place where “birds of the air make nests in our shade”:  I see these as all different kinds of people—grads, internationals, artists, the handicapped, various ethnic groups, professors—feeling the safety and peace of God in our midst, and as a result, feeling the space to consider God’s call and plan for their own lives.

What are some of the ways you can envision us becoming a great shrub at USC?  What excites you about that?  take a few minutes to reflect on these questions...

How will we get there?

So if Jesus’ parable is to become reality among us, how is that going to happen?

1) we will have to dream bigger dreams of faith for our campus—I think this one is now self-evident

2) we will have to learn to develop all kinds of leaders—if we’re going to be a large-shrub of a community, we’re going to have to start learning to develop and employ all of the different gifts we have in our body:  we’ll need people that can make awesome videos, we’ll need people that have a heart for Indian students, we’ll need people that can organize conference transportation for one thousand people, we’ll need people with a passion to lead hundreds of non-Christians into social justice, we’ll need people that are interceding daily for all of our ministries.


Hence, we have been moving forward with two specific changes to the TCF ministry in response to our desire to see this growth move forward.  These are:

1) pioneering teams—the pioneering teams are our first attempt in training and releasing TCF students that have some sense of call from God to minister to a particular group of people.  These are currently about 25 TCF students that feel called to step into a greater level of faith and believe that God can use them to affect and transform freshman dorms, black students, international students, and students of the arts.  These people are choosing to directly contradict one of our major blocks to becoming a mustard seed community:  they are choosing to let God give them a bigger view of God’s power over USC, and are letting God give them big dreams for what he can do through them.  In essence, pioneering teams are the direct response to God’s challenge that “mustard seed faith can move mountains.”  All of the “small groups” as we’ve previously known them will be led by pioneering teams, geared specifically toward the group they are trying to reach.  Jenny Vaughn will be the trainer and supervisor of the pioneering teams.

2) growth groups—these represent our first attempt to create a structure in TCF that will allow for the development and growth of people with gifts and passions that do not fit well with being on a pioneering team.  There will be two growth groups:  one for sophomores, and one for juniors and seniors.  While all the details are still being worked out, what we do know is that these groups will meet weekly, and their goals will include building friendship and community, being shaped by the scripture together, and discovering and developing passions and spiritual gifts.  Scott will lead the sophomore growth group.  Chris will lead the junior/senior growth group.  In essence, this structure is the direct response to my conversation with Jason Lau, and my resulting conviction:  to create a place where non-freshmen who aren’t pioneering can be developed well, and keep growing strongly in our ministry.  If you’re not on a pioneering team, commit yourself to the growth group.

I feel incredibly excited about these first steps as I believe they will begin shaping us more into a true “mustard seed community.”  I believe the presence of the pioneering teams will not only bring more people into God’s kingdom and plan for them than we ever have, but that it will also cause all of us to consider more seriously any passions or sense of call he gives to us, and to hear such calls with greater faith.  Even as we’ve begun to move forward with the pioneering teams, I’ve seen Natasha identify a passion that God is putting in her to minister to Indian students.  I’m not sure she would have found that passion, or taken steps to act upon it had she not been around other people on pioneering teams—people who were taking God’s call to use them to reach new groups more seriously.  That is exciting!  The pioneers are going to bless all of us!  And I believe that the growth groups are going to bring out gifts and passions in people that they never knew that they had, and that end up becoming essential to God’s plan to build us up as a “great shrub” of a community at USC.  

How have you felt about having pioneering teams?  What will they need from the rest of TCF as they reach these groups?  Do you understand the growth groups?  What will make them excellent places of growth for us?  take a few minutes to reflect on these questions…

Implications of These Changes


As we implement these two new ideas, our community will change.  As we enter into this in faith, we trust that God will change us for the better.  But we do not want to change foolishly.  As the staff have counted the costs of stepping into these new changes, we have identified two things that will be important for TCF next year, if we are to continue to be a healthy community:


1) the fellowship meeting will become incredibly important—as we reach out to more kinds of people, and as we broaden our view of leadership and how growth can happen, if we’re not careful, we’ll begin drifting apart, less and less well-connected as a community over time.  Well, we don’t want that to happen, and so, in anticipation of that, Chris Rattay has been given the job of designing and running our strong central “hub” of TCF community:  our new, re-vamped fellowship meeting!  (see Chris’ paper for more detail)

2) we don’t need just pioneers  but “builders”—we already have formed our team of pioneers for next fall.  They are playing to role of expanding us outward to reach more and new people.  But as we expand out, if we want to remain a community, we are going to need people who are willing to commit to building us up as we expand out.  This is a perfect opportunity for those in the growth groups to take steps into new kinds of leadership and giftedness development.  Those who are pioneers have taken time to seek God to know what role they should play in the body of TCF.  But for the rest of us that don’t yet have that sense, we want you to figure out how God wants to be a builder.
What can you think of that will make the fellowship meeting more central and excellent for all of us?  What are some of the roles you can envision the builders playing?  take a few minutes to reflect on these questions…

“So, Scott, what are you asking of each of us, personally?”


I’m glad you asked.  With changes come costs.  What are the costs that we need to count as we move into becoming a mustard seed community?:

1) we may not be as much of the “big happy family” that we’ve been if we grow in size, or as God leads different individuals into living out passions to reach different kinds of people

2) if we grow in diversity, all of us may feel a little culturally displaced at different moments in our community life

3) if dorm pioneers are focused on reaching freshmen, we won’t be able to assume that all of our community needs will be met by all living in the dorms together

4) “leadership” won’t be left for the handful of small group leaders to do; each of us be expected to play a role in our community growth

5) it may be challenging to discern the passions and gifts that God’s given you; discerning that from God might bring up insecurities that you have

6) you may be tempted to feel “less faithful” than other people if they are discovering an area of passion and giftedness, and you are still figuring that out

These costs are real.  It would not surprise me if each of us feels the effects of each of them in some way.  But, if you can’t tell, I believe that each of them is a cost worth paying:  I believe paying them will help us grow into a more mature community, corporately, and individually.  But what do you think about these costs?  Do you feel that paying them is worth it?  Are there other costs you foresee with our changes?  take a few minutes to reflect on these questions…

  In response to these costs, I believe that there are several practical steps that will be necessary for each of us to take on a personal level if we are to grow into a mustard seed community, and not have these changes have a destructive effect on TCF, but instead, see them cause us to grow.  Here’s what I want to ask of each of us:

1) take your personal growth seriously—this good idea won’t happen without you.  If we really are to become a huge shrub, we will need to have all of the gifts and passions of the body alive and functioning together.  If you remain idle and passive in your pursuit of your growth, you’ll be depriving TCF of what God wants you to offer it.  This is the foundation of all of the changes we’re stepping into. 

2) pay attention to your passions—don’t be stopped by the fact that you may not have seen any practical expressions of the passions you feel God’s given you, find a way to act on them, as big or small as they might be.  It is in this way that we will really live out all that God is calling us to.

3) take responsibility to deal with your heart if you have a bad attitude—
a. if you’re missing the old ways of TCF, and upset at how we’re going off after so many new people…choose to take initiative to work on deepening your peer friendships, and consider how you can contribute to helping build more community among TCF; remember that other people’s gain does not have to equal your loss in God’s economy.

b. when you’re not happy with your growth or role in TCF, grab a friend and pray—have a friend help you go to God.  Ask God, “What role do you want me to play here?”  “How are you calling me to contribute to us being a mustard seed community?”

4) a word to the pioneers:  when the fall comes, and you start feeling “I just want to be with my peer friends, I’m tired of these new people” stop and go back to why you decided to pioneer in the first place.  Ask yourself, how is God calling you to trust him.  You may need to get more consistent time with some peers, but don’t let the challenge cause you to compromise the call.  Know ahead of time that it’s going to be challenging.

5) a word to the rest of us:  we want you to commit yourself to being a builder!  make the choice to find a role that you can play in the building up of this community.  make the choice to commit yourself to a role in the body, and to begin to learn how you can bless TCF with your gifts and service.

6) commit yourself to regular prayer for God to make us a great shrub—this vision is powerless without the action of God:  he is waiting to see if we will believe that he’s powerful, and if we’ll call upon him to be our strength.

Do these requests feel reasonable?  Can you see why they are important?  If we live these out, how will our community become a more godly place?  Do you think that will effect our witness on the campus?  please reflect on these questions…

Closing Thoughts

God is calling us to be a more faith-filled community that develops every gift in the body, and uses our gifts in harmony to have big-time impact on the USC campus.  This means that God is calling TCF to change.  The vision of us changing to become a powerful campus influence is exciting, and inspiring.  But it is also scary, and unsettling:  it means that the TCF we are trying to build will look different from the TCF that we joined.  In order to begin preparing our hearts for the new thing God is doing among us, I want to ask each of us to use our summers to work on three things:

1) paying attention to passions for the growth of the kingdom that God is giving to you—for most of us this is a very new thing.  Sensitizing our hearts to passions that God’s trying to give us is a skill.  Work on developing that skill in your personal prayer times, and by journaling.

2) ask God to show you spiritual gifts that you might have—take some time to learn about what the gifts are, ask God to reveal your gifts to you; experiment with using gifts you think you might have.

3) grow in your intercession for USC and for TCF—pick a couple things that you think God wants you to hope for, and discipline yourself to petition him regularly to do those things.  We all need to grow in this if we want to see God do really exciting things.

My final charge to you is to take this proposal to heart, mull it over deeply in your minds, ask the questions you need to ask, make the suggestions that you need to make…and then join me in getting on-board with the vision God wants for us, and let’s give our whole hearts to all that God has for us!  

“…it is like a mustard seed, which…is the smallest of all seeds…yet when it is sown it grow up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs.”

