JESUS’ CHURCH ARISING IN THE MARKETPLACE

There is a small historic town in central Florida, where God is doing a work that can only be described as utterly transformational. John and Lisa Callea have only enjoyed a few short years as the owners of The Rising Sun Café, but they have become the couple at the hub of a quiet revival. They bought the café without having any idea of how they were going to do it. They only knew God wanted them to and the money, like most all else that has happened here, miraculously showed up. 
John, a former successful stock broker from Denver where I first met him about 10 years ago, says, “The first rule of investing wisely is to never buy a restaurant, especially in a depressed town in one of the worst economies in the US” [17% unemployment rate and aging population, many who lost their nest-eggs in the recent financial upheaval]. Within a year of the day John met the Lord in Denver he found himself bankrupt, divorced, and living in a seedy motel with nothing but the shirt on his back and his car. He spent the next three plus years trying to wheel and deal his way out of the pit, but remained basically unemployed. He recalls spending a lot of time in prayer, receiving a few unappealing job offers, and then deciding to use some of his former skills to do biblical financial counseling. He went to Florida to be with his daughter for two months, thinking he would plant the ministry there. But as with everything in John’s life, the Lord had different plans. 

When he arrived in 2005, wondering what in the world he was going to do with the rest of his now shattered former existence, He remembered a message he had received from God in 2001: “The church is broken. It has become a business, and it’s forgotten about Me. I will build My church in the marketplace.” A year later he met his wife, Lisa, who had started a coffee shop with a partner in an historic building in Brooksville. A year after that Lisa and her partner decided to split, and she and John bought out the partner. And so what now borders on the unbelievable began. 
In the 4 days I was there I met with no less than 5 pastors of the local churches who all just wandered in for coffee and fellowship. There was no agenda, just a group of excited young men who had come to know, like I now do, something incredible is happening at John and Lisa’s place. Unlike my previous experiences witnessing men of the cloth valiantly trying to get together where a date has to be set a month in advance, 50 emails sent out, and a meeting held that consists of a fairly strict agenda, these men just show up. 
I spent these days talking, debating, and praying with a wide variety of God’s people: enjoying fellowship around Jesus Christ such as I have never experienced before. I caught a glimpse of what John describes as, “The church, right here at the café. The surrounding churches are coming to it, and everything is flowing forth from it.” What the Calleas have started here is what every pastor in a building we now call church desires: Jesus becoming fully integrated into life. It is the beginnings of, as John said, “God’s plan to build His church in the marketplace.”

But on to Lisa: the machine behind all of John’s dreams. She’s a native-born dynamo with blonde hair typically flowing in a ponytail behind her baseball cap, and a motor that makes the energizer bunny head for cover. “Got no time to do hair” she says with a smile, as she runs the staff at the café and, with John, mothers their two year old Daughter, Jessica. A few years ago Lisa also started a Farmer’s Market of sorts on Saturdays that has now grown into an event. 60-100 merchants line the closed down Main Street to sell their wares, and who better to get it going? Lisa’s the head of the local business co-op.

This woman is a combination of mother Theresa and GI Jane when in action, but you won’t hear a word from her unless you ask. She also runs the Love Your Neighbor ministry she and John started in the café that provides a Sunday meal for the homeless they now serve at a local church [got too big for the café]. She does this on the one day she could otherwise take off when the café is closed. Most of the kitchen and serving staff now working in the café are folks they met and helped through the LYN meals, and they’re the friendliest people you’ll ever meet. 
But it has not been an easy ride. John and Lisa have had to live hand to mouth, trusting in God for literally everything. “Every time we think we’re done and going to have to close our doors, Jesus comes through,” they say. In September of 2010, at a particularly low time in their journey, John was ready to give up. Driving to work at the time he felt a nudge to start a monthly newsletter sharing testimonies of people who had been helped by the various ministries residing under the Rising Sun umbrella. 
So he started with Jerry, a former homeless crack addict who is now the head cook at the cafe. Then he remembered Bob, an atheist suffering from Leukemia and considering suicide, who was prayed over by their faith community.  Shortly after, while standing in the woods with a pistol in his mouth ready to end it all, Bob heard a voice say, “I’m not done with you yet,” and was soon after healed and became a believer. Then John thought of Afsan (fictitious name), an excommunicated Muslim Christian with fourth stage breast cancer who “somehow knew” she had to go to the café, even though it was after closing. A Bible study group that just happened to be meeting there welcomed her, prayed for her, and within a week her cancer was gone. John started jotting down the memories, and when his list “Got to number 135 I said, ‘OK Lord, I get it.’” 
When you consider they don’t advertise, and yet have remained open when the local Starbucks was forced to close, you quickly become a believer in this cutting edge journey of faith. John doesn’t believe in advertising because, according to him, “That would be the same sort of manipulation that causes the churches to be what God had described to him as businesses. It’s been hard for me because I come from a background of investment banking and fund raising, but we are learning to trust God. Apart from Him I can do nothing, and every time I try I just screw things up.” 
As you sit in this quaint café where nearly everything: from the kitchen equipment your food is cooked on, to the nearly new Dodge pickup that brings it here, to the chair you sit on, the table you sit at, and the nick-knacks that are scattered around this funky historic café were divinely provided, oh yes, you begin to believe. 
So what’s on the agenda for the future? John will tell you he has some sketchy plans, but he learned long ago the secret is to wait upon the Lord and just see where He leads.  A major component I was there to try to help him with is a vision to network local government, helps ministries, and churches, to serve the many who will be left homeless in the wake of what we both believe is imminent global financial unrest, if not collapse. Denominational walls that are falling as a result of pastors from all around the area hanging out and exchanging ideas at the Rising Sun will be a major factor in facilitating this, and the church will be better prepared to act as one to serve the community when times get tough. 
There are concrete indications that such a network is already taking shape. There are crisis response ministries that are now in place due to Katrina and the many other weather catastrophes experienced four years ago, churches planting crops to feed the large homeless population, and individuals setting up hydroponic gardens for further food production. It’s the makings of quite a network.
As I worked with John and Lisa, spoke and prayed with leaders and flocks alike, led a Communion service at the café, and spoke at a local church on Sunday, I found myself overwhelmed with how God is fulfilling His words to John: “I’m going to build My church in the marketplace.” It has also occurred to me since that moving into the marketplace because of frustration with a church built largely around “business models” is precisely what Jesus did when He came to earth. But it’s not something John set out to do. It’s not something contrived, planned, or forced. It didn’t come about because of planning meetings, and there were no fundraisers. The church, the one God told John about in His vision, is just happening through day to day divine intervention and this couple so willing to let it carry them along. 
The Rising Sun Café is Jesus becoming fully woven into the fabric of life in a tiny town with little to boast of. It is integration of life and belief in the purest form I have yet witnessed here in America. God’s marketplace involves churches and God’s people revolving around the hub of a very special place, and two extraordinary believers in the absolute sufficiency and provision of Christ. It’s life on the bloody edge: a life of believe or die because there’s no other way to do it. There’s no other way they want to do it. 
I have been telling John since the day we met I knew we would be doing something with and for God together, and this trip certainly did nothing to dissuade that feeling.  At the end of the Sunday services where I spoke about hearing and answering the call of God to a church interested in setting up their own TCH ministry, the pastor called me into his office, said he had already talked to some of his men, they wanted to move forward, and then he asked when I could return to start their training. So it looks like I’ll be heading back soon for another inspirational taste of the church in the marketplace. 

Well, that’s my story of life in the whacky, wonderful, world of a very real and tangible faith in Jesus that a man and his wife the world would consider hopeless losers have brought to bear in the little town of Brooksville, Florida. It’s the beginnings of the true Christian community all of us talk and preach about, but cannot seem to put together because we try to do it within the framework of the “business of church” John’s God so decried. What’s happening here is something the church in America wants so badly to be, but within her current paradigm simply can’t be because, as God told John, the current model is “broken.”
This is infectious, powerful, organic, grass-roots, and as real as it gets. It’s men and women living in relative poverty by worldly standards, and yet glowing in the richness of God’s kingdom. It’s charismatic Catholics, Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians holding hands in prayer in one booth, two Pastors fellowshipping in another, and unbelievers eating and drinking coffee in the booth next to them. It’s all comfortable. It’s all good, and it all feels soooooo right. It’s not about arm bracelets with slogans on them advertising what we want to be, or “going to church” and coming back to a real life disconnected from it. It’s actually what Jesus would do, and church that just is…24/7.
I can’t wait to get back to Brooksville and see what the God of the marketplace and these two misfits, leading their band of misfits, do next. You can’t help but want to be a part of something so much bigger than yourself—something so powerful and yet so indelibly grounded in child-like faith. It’s what you always somehow knew could be as you read the Scriptures, but never could quite put your finger on. 
Ever since I returned home from this funky café, in this historic building in the middle of this historic town, I’ve been crying out to God, “Lord, regardless of the cost my flesh so dreads, take me to a whole new paradigm of faith. Now these old eyes have born witness to it, and I know it can be done!” This is the Rising Sun Café, “God’s church in the marketplace,” and something tells me there will be history of another sort made here someday soon.
