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/ In Thislssue \

Tracing threads of our conversa-
tionsin past issues, Brian
McGaffigan leads off this double
issue by challenging us to take
seriously the rural context as an
overlooked “ marginal” place of
ministry. Heis followed by a
personal and practical reflection on
“ Evangelism as Companionship” by
Katie Hayes (p. 3).

Several articles give attention
to the way “ gospel and our culture”
concerns surface in a panorama of
Western, secular societies. Three of
these are excerpts from addresses
given at the October 2002 GOCN
Consultation. David Kettle reflects
on*“ The Gospel inthe Haze” of
Britain’s Christendom (p. 5). Ross
Langmead traces the way the gospel
finds expression in an Australia
where the church was “ Never Quite
Established” (p. 7). Jurgens
Hendriks broadens the field by
reflecting out of a South Africa that
is both Westernized and marked by a
pluralism of African cultures (p. 10).

To these is added a report by
Michael Sahl of a World Council of
Churches consultation on mission
in postmodern contexts, at which
five of usfromthe GOCN in North
America were participants (p. 14).
Letters to the Editor sparked by the
July 2002 issue are on p. 13.

—the Editor
\ /)
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MINISTRY AT THE

MARGINS

Brian McGaffigan
Caleb Ministries
Strome, Alberta, Canada

twaswith areal sense of excitement
that | read the words of Ann

Wilkerson-Hayesin “New Ways of
Being Church” where she observed
that “we need to watch the margins of
our society - the inner cities and the
rural areas where creative approaches
are emerging, often born in despair.
And so when desperation forces us to
let go of the old ways God can bring

vast majority of the population is not
being touched. Fresh expressions of
the church and its ministry are
needed. Accordingto Craig Van
Gelder “these fresh expressions of the
churchwill comefrom the margins of
society, wherethey will radically
reshape both our understanding of
the church and the gospel.”® The
need is for change agents.® Eddie

Even with all the energy being expended in
traditional ways of doing church, it seems
that the vast majority of the population
is not being touched.

new life.”* Different authorsare
indicating a growing recognition of the
collapse of the old ways of being the
church. Douglas John Hall writes of
The End of Christendon?; David Kettle
of “TheHaze of Christendom”?; while
Philip Jenkinswrites of The Next
Christendom’. Evenwith all the
energy being expended in traditional
ways of doing church, it seemsthat the

Gibbsis specific when hewrites,
“change agents are more likely to be
pioneering church planters who have
no congregational history to deal with
and who areimmersed in the cultures
of the people they endeavor to reach.
In the case of established churches,
they tend to be those who are arriving
fresh to the task.... We must also
recognizethat God may haveimpor-




tant things to say to the church
through the complete outsider.”” In
my own role as a complete outsider
inavillageonthePrairies, | am
discovering this need for a new
approach to our thinking about
“church”.

| first began to consider the
concept of marginsback in 1998
while researching new ways of being
the church inarural environment.
My interest at that timewasin the
transformation of rural church and

support different denominational
outposts. Thevillage | call home
(population 270) had itstwo denomi-
national churches close within ayear.
By God's grace, agroup of believers
from different denominational
backgrounds gathered together to
receive one of the buildingsas a
community church in order to
preserve aplace of Christian worship
within the community. Asaresult we
arelearning that scriptural Christian
unity is not only possible and

Many are therefore looking for the reality
that is the gospel rather than
the unreality of the churches.

community because of the church
institutions that were closing. They
were simply not in aposition to
effect the creative change necessary
to survive. After much frustrationin
trying to renew my little corner of
Rura Christendom®, | cametothe
conclusion that | needed “to stop
lamenting the death of Christendom,
and start working on the life that that
death makes newly possible.”® Rural
interests are becoming like “lost
sheep” about which few care to
concern themselves, no lessin the
church than secular institutions.
However therearefolk in many rural
areas who are beginning to reach
levels of desperation where they are
willing to let go of the old wayswith
an expectancy that God will do
something new. Thusit isthat rural
ministry can be considered as being
on the margins—the cutting edge of
thefuture. Itiswhereleadersare
being raised from the grass roots—
folk who have not come up through
the system—where discoveries
between rural life and the gospel can
still point to effective ministry for all
inthefuture.

One very basic fact about rural
ministry isthat dueto declining
population and resources, rura
communities are becoming unableto

necessary, but also deeply enriching
of worship and prayer. Inkeeping
with the gospel admonition of
Matthew 5:47, rural lifefostersthe
need to learn to relate and to care for
whomever isthere. It means develop-
ing relationshipswith folk who would
not ordinarily be apart of one’slife,
instead of seeking out those who
seem on the surface, at least, to be

compatible. Becausefolkslivein close
proximity within rural communitiesitis
difficult to place on€’slight under a
bushel. Thereisno hiding. Thereis
plenty of opportunity to love one
another with agape love, because there
hasto be alot of give and take, and
acceptance, where everyone not only
knows everyone's business but aso is
connected relationally in some way.

There are many folk hurt by tradi-
tional church who will not talk about it,
never mind attend one. Somefolk
express a sense of fegling trapped in
existing church structures. Still others
have had no religiousinvolvement at all
—ever. Many aretherefore looking for
the reality that is the gospel rather than
the unreality of the churches'® and |
have found myself ministering to people
from every sphere of lifeand denomina-
tional background, attracted by that
something special that is the gospel
lived out in community.

Now | recognizethat | began my
current ministry with a Christendom
mindset - doing all the stuff of door-to-
door visiting, events planning, flyer
distribution, and outreach programs of
all kinds. After limited success| had to

Continued on page 15
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EVANGELISM AS
COMPANIONSHIP

Katie Hayes
West Islip Church of Christ
West Islip, New York

A response given to an ddress by George Hunsberger at a
Ministry Summit held at Abilene Christian University

nsider my father-in-law, aminister in the Churches of

hrist for forty years and counting. By one measure,
Jack’s career as an evangelist peaked in the 1970s when he
studied with and baptized dozens of people ayear. That
number was at one time one of the most important measures
of hissuccessin hiswork, a quantifiable indicator of the
effectiveness of his ministry.

But the number gradually declined asthe world

“moved on” (Stephen

something better at which to point. Jesus told people, “ The
kingdom of God is at hand, so close you can reach out and
touch it.” And he spent his ministry pointing out the clues,
teaching people what to look for, pulling back the curtain so
they could see what he saw.

| use the verbs “point” and “recognize” with some
hesitancy because Lesslie Newbigin and Dr. Hunsberger
have rightly pointed out that the church is not simply an
observer of God'skingdom intheworld. Butitismy
experiencein the decidedly post-Christian culture of Long
Island that a nose for sniffing out God'swork intheworldis
one of the best gifts the church has to share with its
neighbors. People are adrift in the apparent chaos of the 21%
century. September 11™ only confirmed what they already
believed and feared most of all: that no oneisin charge;
there is no higher authority on whom we can depend to
order the chaos; there is no sense to the circumstances we
suffer.

Thisisone of the “great social and cultural shifts’ that
Dr. Hunsberger, quoting Hans Kung, says makes thisa
crucial timeto re-evangelize the church with the good news

of “the coming completed

King's phrase from the
Gunslinger novel f

series). Over time,
people no longer
responded predictably
or a all to the proofs
he could offer, the

People were no longer grateful to be
shown the narrow path to the
tiny door that opened to reveal the
Church of Christ on the other side.

reign of God, revealed
N and...effectiveinthe
present” (Missional
Church, 87). Inthis
environmentitiscritical
that my congregation
never finish a Sunday

reasonableness of his
presentation of the &

without hearing those
J samewords; “Thisiswhat

gospel. People were no

longer grateful to be shown the narrow path to the tiny door
that opened to reveal the Church of Christ on the other
side—an earthly holding pen for heaven-bound souls who
had figured out God's scriptural code better than anybody
else. It didn’t sound like good news any more.

There was nothing to do, of course, but study and
pray, wait and trust; trust that the essence of the gospel not
only endures but thrives in the changing currents of human
history; trust that the Spirit would show the way. Jack’s
baptism stats are down, but his work as an evangelist goes
on, as must ours.

The anecdotal evidence of my father-in-law’sministry
career confirms the need for anew way of thinking about
evangelism, such as the one offered here by Dr. Hunsberger.
There are several waysin which hiswork movesthe
conversation along in the Churches of Christ. Dr.
Hunsberger reminds us that the “already, not yet” reign of
God must be the primary occupation of the churchinlife,
word and deed. Evangelism the old way alwaysinvolved
lots of pointing—pointing at the person you were evange-
lizing to say “You need to change”; pointing at yourself or
the church to say “We know how to change you,” or “You
should change to be like us’; and pointing at scripture,
words on a page, to back it up. A church that learns to
recognize and love the kingdom of God in thisworld has
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we believe, thisiswhat we
have seen, and thisis what we have to share: that God isin
charge, despite all appearances to the contrary.”

That is the essence of the gospel for our time: that God
isin charge, despite all appearances to the contrary. For
now, God's regime is subtle so as to draw the searching eye,
awhisper that invitestheinclined ear. The Enemy isa
totalitarian bully; he blows up buildings and people to get
us to see things his way. God's benevolent reign begs
discernment.

“Jesusrejoiced inthe Holy Spirit and said, ‘| thank
you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have
hidden these things from the wise and the intelligent and
have revealed them to infants; yes, Father, for such was
your graciouswill....” Then turning to the disciples, he said
to them privately, ‘Blessed are the eyes that see what you
see! For | tell you that many prophets and kings desired to
see what you see, but did not see it, and hear what you
hear, but did not hear it'” (Luke 10:21, 23).

Sharing our vision of God'sreign leads to the compan-
ionship that Dr. Hunsberger saysis the true invitation of
evangelism. Consider my three-year-old daughter at the
Museum of Modern Artin New York City, standing with me
in front of alovely Matisse. | cock my head thisway and
that, enjoying the colors and movement of his brush strokes
but unable to put it al together. Lydia stares, too, then says,



“Two goldfishinabowl.” And soiit clearly is. Two goldfish
inabowl.

It was not just information she offered to me; in the
sharing of her vision, she taught me to see, too, and once |
could seeit, we were standing together in awhole new way.
She was my docent, my teacher, but not in away that
pointed up her expertise or my lack of vision. She pointed to
the painting and offered the key to unscramble the non-
sense so we both could enjoy the beauty of the artwork and
the skill of the painter. Evangelism as companionship.

If we in the Churches of Christ want to take seriously
Dr. Hunsberger’srethinking of evangelism asan invitation
to companionship in the kingdom of God, we have several
challenges to meet.

First, we must re-train our vision so that we can

N

We must address the new and
growing reality that people
are wary of the religious
equivalent of telemarketing.

/

recognize the reign of God. This means sitting at the feet of
the one who first recognized and announced the nearness
of the kingdom. This means we should know Jesus better
than we know Paul. | trust Paul wouldn’t have it any other
way.

Second, we must address the new and growing reality
that people are wary of the religious equivalent of
telemarketing. They have a sensitive detection system that
alerts them when they are just another target for the
evangelistic sales pitch. | recommend the movie“ The Big
Kahuna” with Kevin Spacey and Danny DeVito to follow up
this point, but please don’t go home and rent it for your
Sunday night care group. It's rated R for language but far
more disturbing than the four-letter wordsisthe real
challenge the movie's characters present to the born-again
Christian who isnew to their marketing team. How is
sharing the gospel different from selling industrial lubri-
cants at a hotel convention? It's a good question, one we
must answer and answer well.

Third, we must reconsider our point-action idea of
Christian conversion. We have in the past assumed that
baptism was the goal, the culmination of our evangelistic
work in aperson’slife. Dr. Hunsberger and many others
have suggested, however, that the church is called to “a
lifestyle of continual conversion as it hears and responds to
the gospel again and again” (Missional Church, 86). [On
this point | recommend Walter Brueggemann's Biblical
Per spectives on Evangelism.] To be perfectly crass about it,
evangelism the old way allowed us to check people off our

lists when they were “finished.” Once we got them in the
water, we could move on to the next one. But companion-
ship: that connotes relationship, and that meansit’s never
finished. You don’t complete afriendship; you liveit.

This requires us to rethink our own conversion aswe
invite others to submit anew each day to God'sreign. A
friend of mine used to say, “You will spend the rest of your
life discovering the meaning of your baptism.” Inviting our
neighbors into the companionship of the kingdom of God
implies that we consider ourselves to be journeying
alongside them in the ongoing adventure of kingdom-
seeking.

Several years ago | took my youth group to visit a
Catholic Worker house in Birmingham. Our host explained
the mission of the house, which was called Mary’s House:
to provide emergency shelter for homelessfamilies, and to
care for every guest in the house as Mary cared for the
child Jesus. | asked her about results: How many families
moved out of Mary’s House into their own homes or
apartments? How many adults found jobs? How many
children enrolled in school ? In other words, how did she
measure the success of her work? Shetold me: “1 am not
often privileged to see the end of God’'swork in these
people’s lives. This house is one stop on their long journey.
Whilethey are here with me, they will see Jesus.”

Evangelism as companionship may very well mean the
same thing: that we are not often privileged to see the end
of God'swork inaperson’slife. They, and we, areworksin
progress, being “transformed...from one degree of glory to
another” (2 Cor. 3:18). Recognizing this, the evangelistic
church echoes Jesus' very first invitation to experience the
kingdom of God: “Comeand see.” &
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The Gospel in the Haze of Christendom

David Kettle
GOCN UK
Cambridge, England

ishop Lesslie Newbigin hasissued awake-up call to the

Church on two counts. Firstly, wake up to the fact that
the culture around you is neither Christian nor religiously
neutral ground; it hides commitments of a‘religious’ nature
which stand in conflict with commitment to the Gospel; it is
apagan culture. Secondly, wake up to the fact that the
Church itself not only has been unaware of this, but has
unwittingly bought into this pagan culture; the Church and
the Gospel it proclaimsin word and deed have been
compromised.

The British Gospel and Our Culture Network, like your
own, would hear what the Holy Spirit is saying to the
Church about authentic missionary engagement with our
own Western culture, and would serve this awakening in
the wider Church. And here we find ourselves presented
with two challenges. Thefirst is precisely to wake up to the
guestion of our vocation today. The temptation is there to
pretend that for the Church it can be ‘business as usual’
apart fromalittletinkering.

The second challenge arises precisely when we do wake
up to the fact that our circumstances have changed. And
weask: ‘what shall wedo? The experience of decline may
prod us awake, but it does not itself point the way forward
for us. Nor for that matter doesit provide the true impulse
for mission. We need the guidance and impelling of God,
otherwise our visions of the way forward may themselves
be captive to cultural presuppositions, and our efforts futile.

Among the cultures of the world, modern Western
culture provides a unique provisional context for usin our
encounter with the Gospel. It has emerged from amedieval
world that was at once Christian initsreligion but remained
significantly sacralized or ontocratic initsworldview.
Culture and the natural order were, so to speak, glued
somehow onto the divine purpose. A wild flower could be
called ‘Hearts-ease’ because its heart-shaped |eaves meant
that God had created it to ease the heart. God gave four
Gospels as comprehensively speaking to the four corners of
the earth. And so on.

This culture, at once Christian and sacralized, provided
the soil in which experimental science germinated. This
development decisively enlarged the scope of the challenge
alwaysimplicitin Christianfaith towardssacralizing
assumptions that fuse our cultural and natural worlds with
the ultimate context of God. Here, at the birth of modernity,
was an exciting moment of vocation for the Church.
Unfortunately, however, its continuing attachment to
sacralized authority and its sponsorship of religious wars
encouraged peopleto look for afundamental basis and
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context for new human life beyond sacral order elsewhere
than the positive revelation of Christian faith.

The way was opened for afalse inversion between God
ascontext and ‘world’ as context. Initially in this secularist
development the things of God no longer offered a deeper
context, but were displaced into aproblematic spiritual realm
alongside the material world. Thetruth of religious belief
and the obligation of religious practice remained genuine
questions although they might be ignored. In afurther
stage the things of God become assigned to a ‘ private’
realm within the supposedly given context of the secular
world.

Britain’sChristian heritage

Michael Polanyi findsthe freedom informing English culture
quitedifferent in origin and kind from that informing
continental Europe. In Europe freedom has rootsin polemical
rejection of the authority of the Church and has been shaped
by secularist ideology; in England (asin America, he notes)
it has been rooted in Puritan spirituality. And this has given
it avery different character.

Britain, indeed, has been less shaped than Europe by
secularist ideology. According to Nicholas Boyle, Britain
was too preoccupied with running an Empire to pay much
attention to the European Enlightenment and this enabled
Christendom archaisms to survive through much of the
twentieth century. |deology only really hit Britainin the
1980'sduring Margaret Thatcher’stermin office. Reflecting
onthelegacy of thisin 1988 Boyle could write: “ British
society isthus at once polarized and homogenized. The
great ingtitutions that gave it depth and complexity fade
away. Instead we have on the one hand the undifferentiated
mass of individual “consumers’ and on the other hand the
legislative and executive power of central
government...enforcing itswill, in the last analysis, by the
power of the police. The prominence of the policein British
lifehasincreased greatly.... [T]heforces of socia control
represented by family life, church authority, professional
morality, or corporate loyalty have all been losing effective-
ness....”

The English heritage of which Nicholas Boyle and
Michael Polanyi speak in different waysisno mere dead
weight hindering progress towards a bright future. Itisa
Christian heritage. It is, however, tacit. This does not mean
that it isineffectual, or dead. But it does mean that it is not
something we take responsibility for or passonin an
intentional war, as a nation—or even asachurch. Andin a
culture where ideologies and consumerism constantly shape
cultural change, thismakesit vulnerable.

Thislack of Christian self-awarenessisamission
challenge: awaken to the scope of God's grace at work in our
history and culture. Celebrateit, and take responsibility for
it, for the future!

In church circlesit is significant that the Church of



England has no doctrinal basis like the Westminster
Confession; it claimsthat itsdoctrineisimplicitinits
worship. But what we don’t talk about we can’t defend or
reform or pass on to our children. Inamoral context | think
of the many parents who look on with great sadness as
their young adult offspring cohabit as unmarried partners,
but are quite unable to talk intelligently about their values.
Part of the challenge we faceisto talk about faith when
traditionally faith was about deference to God and conform-
ing to moral principles, which one didn’t talk about but took
for granted.

It seemsto me we need to learn from yourselves here.
Living with your first amendment has sharpened your
awareness of Christian faith as distinctive, and your
enthusiasm for ideas helps you to talk about faith and take
responsibility for it. And we can learn from your debates.
Rowan Williams—Archbishop of Canterbury elect—has
spoken of Britain's‘ mid-Atlantic culture.” Our cultureshave
much in common. We have much to learn from analysis of
North American culture provided by Christopher Lasch,
David Riesman, Richard Sennet, Charles Taylor, Jacques
Ellul, Alister Maclntyre, Neil Postman, Allan Bloom and
Richard Stivers among others, with De Tocquevillein the
background. To my knowledge we have little to compare
with these analyses in Britain. Nor do we have your strong
tradition of Christian Collegesto provide a context for such
Christian cultural formation—although | realize these can,
like our own church schools, become captive to culture.

Which brings me to the next issue. The committed,
articulate Christian self-awareness demanded by Christian
mission today must engage closely with ideology and
consumerism. And because these incul cate hidden commit-
ments of areligious nature, this engagement callsfor
personal conversion. For example, itisamatter of personal
conversion, to admit that one has been seduced endlessly
by advertisements which target one’s impulses, one’s self-
image, and offer false intimacy where one should have risen
to judgement grounded in deep personal formation. In the
same way it takes a conversion for the Church to shun
‘consumerist’ distortions of mission, which do the same
thing as those advertisements using the figure of Jesus.

I deology 1: economicrationalization
Ideology hitthe U.K., as| have said, with Margaret
Thatcher. Her free market ideology wasand isdriven, it
seemsto us, above al by the United States. In Fukayama's
formulation, the U.S. sitsmore squarely at the end of
history. Thisideological pressureisfelt keenly today in the
corrosive effects of economic rationalization on the country
way of life (recently provoking London’slargest ever
protest march), in the push for private investment in public
services, and in the power of the business lobby in general
over government. Linked to thisis ahuge growthin
litigation, fear of which increasingly subverts community
and the trust on which it is built.

The vision of Christian mission must rise above cultural

captivity in two respects here. Firstly it must rise above
domestication to the processes of economic rationalization,
merely pursuing civil religion in serviceto the capitalist
enterprise. If we go along with this we should hardly be
surprised if God uses figures as unlikely as Cyrusto judge
the co-called Christian West.

Secondly, managerial and marketing strategies must not
capture our imagination as models for mission. Mission does
not deliver the Gospel to a particular market; it changes
people. It opens marketsto transformation by God into
something rather more than amarket.

I deology 2: ‘political correctness

Morerecently we have been feeling theimpact of ‘ politically
correct’ ideology. Although this has taken more extreme forms
inNorthAmerica, Australiaand New Zedland, itisfrom
Europe—from EC headquartersin Brussels, to be precise—
that we have been feeling itsimpact through EC directives, for
example, on human rights, employment and privacy, to which
our government must give effect in legislation. And what this
gives effect to is that second stage of secularization which
inverts the relation between Christian faith and the secular
world, confining faith to aprivate realm within the secular
world.

Now in one sense faith has been private for along timein
Britain. This may sound odd, given that Bishops sit in the
House of Lords, state schools are legally required to hold
religious assemblies, and religion is taught in the school
curriculum. But as| have said before, such things are often
like wallpaper we no longer notice. Church buildings, church
hymns are of sentimental value, but they aren’t expected to
say anything requiring attention. And they aren’t allowed to.
The gatekeepers in secondary culture—in education, the

media and politics—consistently screen out anything like
Christian testimony. Accordingly, as Christian understanding
fades, it has become an increasing source of tension in parish
ministry that parents bring babies for baptism with no
expectation of introducing themto religion. Some ministers
have become morerigorist while others practice so-called
‘indiscriminate baptism.” Thesametensionisarisingin
relation to funerals. Yes, religion istaught in our schools. But
| think of the education scheme in which the story of Noah
was placed in alearning module on water, and the story of
Jesus’ feeding of the five thousand in amodule on litter. The
integrity of the Gospel as afundamental message to our world
islost; it isreduced to debris lying silently around the place.
In an odd way, however, thisisall compatible with acertain
deference to faith, reflected in the saying that ‘you don’'t have
to go to church to be a Christian.” But thisis changing. The
new politically correct ideology seesreligion asan affair
private to the individual, with two consequences. Firstly it
subverts Christian community. For example, privacy legida
tion emanating from the EC today threatens to bar hospital
chaplains from routine knowledge of apatient’sreligion. And
it introduces into religious community theideology of
consumer entitlement. Recently my parish received a request
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for ahumanist funeral in Church. Peter
Berger has made the point that
‘heretic’ originally meant ‘ someone
with amind of their own.’ Today, he
said, we are all hereticsin this sense.
Now deference and consumer entitle-
ment do not mix. And this presents the
Church with new challengesto its
integrity. Can the Church offer the
distinctive hospitality of Christ? What
does this mean?

A second conseguence of the new
privacy of faithisthat it has
protectioninlaw: we may not
discriminatein mattersof religion. We
must beindiscriminate, relativistic.
Religionisaprivate, vested interest.
On the one hand the continuing
prevalence of religionin secular
society requires politicians to manage
these vested interests. On the other
hand, the presentation of areligious
argument in the public domain is now
seen as the unacceptable promotion of
a private vested interest; new hostility
isforming towardsreligiousinputin
education, politics and the media.

At most, a‘faith voice’ may be
permitted. Now the ruling monarch of
England, as you may know, bearsthe
title* Defender of the Faith.” Prince
Charles, however, has said that he
would liketo beknown as‘ Defender
of Faith.” What is this one thing called
faith? Surely, | have been asked by a
visitor from the Middle East, since
September 11th Christians can point to
evidence that faithisnot all one?In
fact, | told him, Christiansareall the
more intimidated now about speaking
of differences. Seculariststhink
private faiths should be one in
upholding secular order. On
September 11threligion—all religion—
was shown to be a menace, they say.
If Christianswereto talk about
differences now they would be seen
as exploiting the situation and only
confirming the menace posed by all
religion.

And yet the Church cannot
acquiesce to the silencing of itsfaith
in public. It cannot accept the
protection afforded privatelife, any
more than the early church could
accept the protection afforded by
Rometo privatereligions. The Church
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isecclesia, apublic assembly. It
proclaimsthe truth of God's
sovereignty over hisworld. It
witnesses to, and hosts, a richer
rationality for public debate, including
public debate about religious truth,
than supposedly inclusive secularism
withitshidden religiouscommitments.
But any such claimwill meet with
opposition, both from secularists and
from any group which seesits own
interests served by this ‘inclusive’
ideology and which comesto identify
Christianity with intransigent
resistanceto itsaims. We may
therefore be moving into atime when
Christian witness or martyrionwill be
costly.

In effect | am saying that, in Britain
at any rate, now is not timeto talk
about the Church learning to livein
exile. Itistimefor the Churchto come
out of exile, led by the Lord, and enter
public culture as his serious witness.

It goes without saying that thereis
real devotion to Christ among
individualsin the British churches.
However, this devotion has often
been such a private thing, for so long,
that the prospect of talking with
othersabout Christ, for exampleina
bible study group, can be very
intimidating. The object of their
private devotion is to be turned into
public property subject to argument,
to the views of scholars, and so on.
And yet how else do people discover
the fullness of community in Christ?
Spiritual sharing isvital to authentic
Christian spirituality. Small study
groups and support groups are, it
seemsto me, vital to nurturing mission
from the very beginning with
enquirers groups and catechesis.

Here, then, are some issues facing
mission to our pagan British culture—
missionwhich, waking from
domestication to that culture,
authentically discloses the approach
in Jesus Christ of our sovereign
God. =

Not Quite
Established:
The Gospel
and Australian
Culture

Ross Langmead
Whitley College
Parkville, Victoria, Australia

want to argue that the gospel has

never had areal ‘bite’ on Australian
culture, and in particular, that the
Christian church has never quite been
established in either the narrower or
broader sense. Thereisacertain truth
to the common claim that Australiais
one of the most secular societies to be
found. But the pictureisnot assimple
asthis. While Australians are not
generaly interested in organized
religion, most believein God and are
open to the spiritual dimension of life,
even if they are somewhat inarticul ate
and stop short of commitment to a
group. There are opportunities facing
the Christian church in Australiaas a
contextua faith shows signs of
developing interms of Australian
theology, new forms of church practice
and engagement in wider society.

Some qualifications areimportant.
Inthisdiscussion I'll bereferring to
the dominant cultural strands of
Australian society. A thicker descrip-
tion would have to take account of
Australia’smulticulturalism, indig-
enous culture and marginal groups.
Also, for the most part I’ [l be discuss-
ing Australian distinctives, though
many Australian cultural trends are
actually trends in Western culture,
linked through the effects of globaliza-
tion.

Secular Australia?

It was a popular view until recently
that Australiais one of the most
secular states ever to exist, perhaps
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‘the most godless place under heaven’
(in the words of Scottish Presbyterian
James Denney). Although I’ m going
to put an alternative perspective there
are several factorswhich led to this
view gaining wide acceptance,
particularly inthe 1980s.

First, itisarguably the first modern
society without deep religious roots.
Unlike other New World colonies, New
South Wales had no religious cer-
emony to mark itsfoundation; a
worship service was not held until
eight days after the first fleet landed.
Historian Patrick O’ Farrell writes,
“There came hereno truly religious
people, save very few, and they
founded here no [Australian] reli-
gion.”!

Secondly, European Australians
have been slow to appreciate the
Australian continent, to come to terms
with the indigenous people they
displaced and to learn from indig-
enous spirituality. Most Australians
have had arelationship of attraction
to, and yet avoidance of, the vast
center of the continent. They see
themselves as pioneers and people of
the bush but live on the seaboard.
The‘sky God' of European Christianity
has not been integrated with the
immanent God of theAustralian
landscape. European Australians have
lived on the ‘ edge of the sacred,’
unable to integrate within themselves
their relationships to the country, to
indigenous people, to migrants, to the
opposite sex and to their placein the
cosmos.? Their experience haslargely
been one of exile. The gospel in
Australia has been a truncated gospel.

A third often-mentioned factor,
related to the land, is the sun, sand
and surf which have often led to a
shallow hedonism. A television
documentary series on Australian
spirituality, screened in the1980s,
summed up thisview withitstitle: ‘The
sunburnt soul.” Closely linked isthe
national obsession with sport. As just
oneexample, in 1888 the Melbourne
Cup drew 100,000 people, reputed to
be the largest crowd ever to gather for
ahorserace until that time. The
gospel has struggled in Australia to
come to terms with pleasure and

8

celebration, with the churches
repeatedly cast askilljoys.

Fourthly, a set of myths has
emerged from Australia’s nation-
building phase that is powerful for
theway Australians (particularly men)
have seen themselves. Australians
see themselves as easy-going
larrikinswho stand by their mates—
self-reliant, laconic, anti-authoritarian,
egalitarian, iconoclastic and impatient
with abstract thought. The world has
seen this self-image most clearly in
thelarger-than-life characters of Paul
Hogan (especialy in thefilm Croco-
dile Dundee) and Steve lrwin, the
crocodile hunting television cel ebrity.
The gospel has had to compete with
the frontier myths of self-sufficiency
andtribalism.

Inthe 1980s all of these factors
combined with arealization that
Australiawas experiencing a signifi-
cant decline in church attendance
and belief in God.® Sociological
research into religious belief and
practice, until then scarce, began to
show trends common to most
Western countries.

Nevertheless, the statistics then
and since have also challenged the
popular view that Australiais highly
secular. Further, they suggest that
complex changes have been taking
place in Australian society over the
last few decades. Consider just afew
representative indicators, each of
which gives some comfort but also
raises issues of concern for the
Christian churches seeking to express
the gospel in an Australian way.

Spiritual but not religious
First, the great majority of Austra-
lians have always identified as
‘Chrisgtian’ at atime of Census. In
the 1901 Census 96% identified as
Christian, and in 2001 thefigure,
though significantly lower, was till
68%.

Secondly, although for most of
Australian history church atten-
dance has been low, belief in God
has remained high. Australian
spirituality is arguably not absent but
inarticulate. Many peoplebelievein
‘someonebehindit al’ but findit hard

to go beyond this general belief and
trandateit into religious commitment
of any kind. Most Australians believe
inGod. TheNational Socia Science
Survey of 1993 found that 61% believe
in apersona God, afigure that goes
upto 79% if theideaof Godis
broadened to include a* higher power’;
only 13% identified as agnostic and
9% as atheists.

Thirdly, for alongtimethe
churches have had the respect of
average Australians for their defense
of the poor and for addressing the
darker issues of Australian society,
such as racism, conflict and poverty,
but (as in other countries) have
recently lost much of that moral
authority by being slow to respond to
their own dark issue, abuse of
vulnerable people in the care of the
churches themselves and, in particular,
sexual abuse by clergy.

Thedoublecall of contextual
faith

I’ ve painted in broad brush the
ambivalencethat existsin Australian
society towards the gospel asit is
expressed in the churches. The record
of the church has had highlights and
lowlights, but for the most part it has
been mediocre. Australiaisnot a
secular society if by ‘secular’ we mean
that most people are atheists or
irreligious. Butif asecular society is
one that ignores religious dimensions
initsmainstream daily pursuits, then
Australiaisincreasingly adeeply
secular society. Despite many positive
things that could be said about
Christianity inAustralia, it haslacked
vigor and has often failed to engage in
avital way with politics, economics,
the arts, education, the law, entertain-
ment or other aspects of Australian
culture.

In Western societies where part of
the church has been established at the
center, whether legally or culturally,
the missiological task includes
intentional disestablishment. The
church must disengage from the
dominant culturein order to meaning-
fully reengage that same culture.
Mission flowsfrom neither simply
disengaging (in order to be asign of
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the kingdom on the edge of culture)
nor simply engaging (without critical
awareness of our entanglement with
culture). To use Douglas John Hall’s
words, it callsfor a“diaectic of
separation and solidarity.”* To put it
another way, the ongoing critical
contextual task involves seeking both
to be culturally attuned and to allow
the gospel to challenge and transform
theculturewelivein.

The challenge for Australian
Christiansis to discern how the
gospel, expressed in theology, church
and mission, can authentically reflect
the dialectic between cultural
attunement and cultural critique. The
search for authentic faith hasled to
solutions all the way along the
spectrum from non-contextual to
highly-contextual faith. At ashallow
level the Australian church hastried
everything from importing North
American waysto articulating ‘ ocker’
theologies such asa‘gumleaf’ or
‘boomerang’ theology. But there are
signs that in the last twenty or thirty
years the Australian churches are
engaging in this quest in these three
areas.

Australian theologies

Gideon Goosen, in hiscomprehensive
survey called Australian Theologies
(St. Pauls Publications, 2000), argues
that “Australian theology is identifi-
able, vigorous and growing [and] has
moved from being sectarian to being
ecumenical [against] thewider
background and reality of world
religions, the whole planet and indeed
the whole cosmos’ (p. 68). Among the
issues that contextual theologies are
tackling areindigenous spirituality,
traditional doctrines expressed in
terms that resonate with Australian
culture, theland, the environment,
Australianidentity myths, feminism,
justice, everyday life, literature and
the arts.

Australian waysof being
church

In ways of being church there are
signs that churches are experimenting
with authentically Australian ways of
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gathering, worshipping and express-
ing community. Some churches meet
over abarbecue, in neutral venues or
on aweekday. Australian hymnsare
now being written (though the songs
coming from the dominant Hillsong
stable tend to be non-contextual).
Most importantly, natural ways of
exploring Christian community
continually emerge. Training net-
works such as the Forge Network are
devoted entirely to training younger
leadersfor amissional church attuned
to the postmodern generations and
those on the fringe of society (see
www.phuture.org). Many of these
trends are shared with other Western
cultures, and the theme of disengage-
ment in order to begin at the margins
of society isarecurring one.

There are strands of the gospel
which are muted in Australian
churches but which | would argue
resonate with both the gospel and
Australian culture. Oneisthe recovery
of community, whichisboth at the
heart of Australian longing (though it
may be counter-cultural to talk about
commitment) and at the heart of the
gospel call to love one another as the
body of Christ. Another isthe
practice of hospitality, again central
both to Australian culture and the
gospel. A third, rather counter-
cultural at first sight, isthe centrality
of embodied lifetogether, acentral
aspect of community. Ina‘virtual
world’ marked by mediasaturation and
fragmented lifestyleslived at an
increasing pace, the always-embodied
God offersin the authentic church a
grounded and personal reality where
the holy isvalued and time slows for
people to get back in touch with each
other and the sacred, thereby allowing
space for growth and transformation.

It must be said, however, that the
signs of lifein Australian churches are
counter-balanced by many signs of
conservatism and decline. Evangeli-
cal, Pentecostal and Charismatic
churches are often global rather than
contextual in character, drawing
particularly on North American songs,
theology and education programs.
Cathedrals and other old church
buildings often stand as symbols of

the*cultural establishment’ of a
previous era, even though their
congregations are ageing and in
numerical decline. Churchesfind it
difficult to shed the old patterns and
to experiment with new ones. Their
“disestablishment’ is being forced on
them as they become weaker and less
culturally relevant.

Contextual mission

Thethird areain which there are signs
of contextual engagement ismission.
Incarnational mission, inwhich the
church ‘enfleshes’ the message to
which it points, is at the heart of God's
way of communicating in Christ and
therefore at the heart of Christian
mission. Itisalso at the heart of
contextual faith, because it seeksto
take shapein its specific context and
culture.

Australian churches are experiment-
ing with new ways of sharing faithin
informal settingsor holding ‘ Spiritual -
ity inthe Pub’ evenings. Australian
theological conversations held in
public forums are beginning to cross
boundaries and address questions of
meaning that Australians are asking.

One of the goals of the amalgam-
ation of the Presbyterian, Methodist
and Congregational denominationsin
1977 toformthe Uniting Churchin
Australiawas to become an Australian
church, and it has been aleading voice
in contextual missionsince. In
particular it hasled the Australian
churches in speaking prophetically on
social issues. On matters such as
indigenous reconciliation, the environ-
ment, aid to developing countries,
canceling the debts of heavily-
indebted poor countries, poverty in
Australia, thereduction of welfare
funding, and gambling addiction, the
voice of the Australian churches has
been loud and clear.

Whether in theology, church or
mission, these encouraging signs are
only abeginning. In most aspects of
the expression of the gospel in
Australian culture the process of
losing what power and influence the
churches once had is still largely
experienced asloss, and thereislittle



desire to ‘ disestablish themselves
voluntarily (as Douglas John Hall
putsit) in order to discern more
clearly what the gospel saysto
Australian culture.

Thereisanincreasing number,
however, who see the link between
mission on the margins and the
cultural location taken up by Jesus.
When Australians, who are generally
sceptical of the traditional church, see
new expressions of the gospel which
are at the sametime both culturally-
attuned and yet counter-cultural in a
‘gospel way’, the receding tide of the
gospel’srolein Australian culture may
yet turn in the power of the Spirit and
the transforming power of the Good
News may befelt at acultural aswell
asapersonal level. m
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TheActs 15 Agenda

H. Jurgens Hendriks
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he missional renewal of the church

isintegrally linked to its cross-
cultural diffusion. The cuefor this
hypothesisistaken from Acts 15. The
process of the movement of Christian-
ity from one place to another and the
principles that guide that process, are
nowhere more prominent than in that
chapter. The earliest believerswere
devout Jews. They maintained
observance of the Torah, practised
circumcision and culturally remained
Jewish. When the Antiochene
believers approached Jerusalem on the
issue whether circumcision was a
necessary requirement to be saved,
the real question was between
continuing the Jewish practice of
making proselytes and accepting
people who had a genuine conversion
experience as Christians. The question
was about the relationship between
the gospel and a culture. Does
Christianity mean becoming Jewish
and following the Jewish customs?
The astonishing decision was to place
no Jewish cultural burdens on the
Gentiles. They were thus challenged to
find, with the guidance of the Holy
Spirit, aChristian lifestylewithin
Hellenistic society. By doing this, a
truly Greek Christianity emerged that
penetrated the Hellenistic intellectual
and social heritage.

Theletters of Paul, Peter, James
and John testify to this demanding
struggle where every aspect of the
culture was challenged by the gospel.
Converts could associate with
Christianity because it was trand ated
into their own cultural world, address-
ing what was wrong and converting
lifeitself in ways that witnessed to the
central truths of the gospel but within
their own social world and realities.

Acts 15 produced two distinct
Christian lifestyles representing two
distinct ethnic and cultural worlds.

The result was not, however, two
distinctly different Christian communi-
ties, aJewish and a Gentile one. Each of
the lifestyles represented a culture
converted to Christ expressing some-
thing that the whole body needs. The
tension that the different cultures had
in working together illustratesthe twin
dangers. One was the instinctive desire
to protect one’s own version of
Christianity, trying to establish it asthe
standard and normative one. The other,
which Andrew Walls callsthe more
seductive one in the present condition
of Western Christianity, is the post-
modern option to decide that all
versions of Christianity are at liberty to
enjoy their own inisolation fromthe
others. Walls concludes: “None of us
can reach Christ’'s completeness on our
own. We need each other’s vision to
correct, enlarge, and focus our own;
only together are we completein
Christ” (The Cross-Cultural Processin
Christian History, Orbis, 2002:79).

In due time the heartland of
Christianity moved from Jerusalemto
the Eastern Mediterranean, to Africa
and to Rome. It should be clear that no
one church, place, theology or culture
owns Christ. When a candle died at
one place, it was kindled at another.
The cross-cultural movement of
Christianity has been itslife’ s blood.
The church has been in principle both
multiracial and multicultural fromits
very inception, the result, amongst
others, of the Acts 15 agenda.

TheDNA StructureOf

Christendom
Walls' argument is that the missionary
movement should be seen as the
connecting terminal between Western
Christianity and the Christianity of the
non-Western world. In exploring the
relationship between the two worlds,
Walls(2002:34-47) proposed three
hypotheses that | find of utmost
importance to grasp:

(1) The history and outlook of
Western Christians, their theol ogical
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DNA structure, was shaped by the
circumstances through which they
received the gospel. The Roman
Empire needed aunifying ideology to
rule aworld with too much diversity
and pluralism. In order to have a
united people they needed a unifying
code. It made good poalitical and
economic sense, even today! The
momentum and influence of Christian-
ity was used to this effect. In the
processaform of territorial Christian-
ity was born and avery specific
relationship between the church and
the state developed. It was very
effective. The Protestant Reformation
caused the division of Christendom
but did not abandon the idea. The
Protestants were trying to reform
Christendominareligiousway. The
ideaof apureand Godly common-
wealth, of acertaintypeof civilization
and an attitude of “rule and control,”
was so much a part of being church
that very few people questioned it.
“One empire, one church” had the
indirect implication that one theology
of what was right and what was wrong
was also needed.

(2) Theway inwhich Europeand
the West colonialized the Americas,
Africaand Asiain the end led to the
downfall of Christendom. Thetwo
terrible wars of the twentieth century
put thefinal nailsin the coffin.
Western political and economical
imperialismis, however, continuing
thislegacy with the holy war rhetoric
between President Bush on the one
hand and Saddam Hussein and the
Taliban on the other hand.

(3) “[1]n keeping with the serial
nature of Christian Expansion that
seems so characteristic of the Chris-
tian faith, the dissolution of
Christendom made possible adiffu-
sion of Christianity that isnow in
process of transforming it” (Walls
2002:34). After theWorld Missionary
Conferencein Edinburghin 1910, a
landmark in the history of mission, the
two world wars curtailed most of the
missionary planning and work.
Unshackled from the bonds of
Christendom, the natural process of
inculturation advanced in the new
heartlands of Christianity. TheActs 15
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agenda was freed to encounter the
cultures with the good news and to
transform them under the guidance of
theHoly Spirit.

TheActs 15 agendamay well lead
to adiversity and pluralism of
unprecedented scale. For those whose
theological DNA structureswere
formed within the confines of
Christendom where every region has
to haveitsofficia religion backed by
its denominational creeds and
(Systematic) Theology, thisis going to
bevery difficult to accommodate. The
Acts 15 agendais, however, balanced
by the Ephesian call to unity
(ecumenicity). It provesto be no easy
exercise. Thehiblical challengeis,
however, not to continue making
proselytes of Christendom but to give
converts the freedom to take the
gospel to address their cultures.

Africa FromaLiminal

Per spective

Analysing and interpreting
Christendomiscrucial in order to
understand the state of Christianity in
Africa Africais, however, inaliminal
phase. | want to apply the concept of
l[iminality to my personal situation asa
member of the Dutch Reformed
Church as well asto Africa south of
the Saharawhere| aminvolvedin
networking theol ogical colleges. The
white peopleinAfricaare here
because of what happened in the last
500 years of Christendom. In South
Africatheideology of the apartheid
period wasin no small way influenced
by Christendom. Since 1994 our
country isasecular state. The old
stable world (of whites) collapsed asit
didinall theformer coloniesinAfrica.
The stable structures of modernity are
also collapsing for those privileged
enough to benefit by them. In many
African countries to the North of
South Africa, Zimbabwe being the
tragic example par excellence, people
areexperiencing aterriblein-between
world: in-between life and death, death
because of poverty, drought, AIDS,
political instability and corruption.
Africa cannot be described as a stable
continent nor as a continent with
functioning Christian core values. Our

perspectivefromAfricaisaliminal
one.

Christianity in South Africa
(measured in percentage of population
identified as Christian) expanded until
1980 and then the typical Western
recession began to register. Within the
general trend, thereisdeclinein the
white and coloured population groups
but steady growth in the black
population group until 1991. After
1991 adlight declineisevident evenin
the black population group. In the
Asian population group, culturally
quite adistinct group in South Africa,
thereis steady growth. It isimportant
to note that it is the two population
groups (white and coloured) that
identify more strongly with the
Christendom paradigm that showed
the sharpest decline pattern.

The most outstanding growth
through the twentieth century has
been inwhat are called the African
Independent Churches. Consisting of
some 4000 groups, their phenomenal
growth is by all means the most
outstanding feature of the South
African and African church scenario.
The history of these churchesis
fascinating. Basically African leaders
who were no longer content to serve
under and be manipulated by the
patronizing style of mainline leader-
ship broke away from the
Christendom-styled denominations
and founded their own churches. In
many of these churches one can still
find typical characteristics of the
denomination from which they broke
away. The African Independent
Churches (AICs) inculturated the
gospel and translated it especially for
the black people who moved to the
cities. These congregations, most of
them small and in houses, acted as a
safe haven where people could find
fellowship, community, aswell as
spiritual and physical support. They
were cared for by their own peoplein
their own cultural ways. They grew
and multiplied.

Following the Acts 15 agenda, the
gospel was crossing cultural bound-
aries. In the beginning there was alot
of uncertainty whether these churches
could be called Christian, because the
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theological framework used to assess the AICs was that of
Christendom. Oncefreed from the cultural domination of
Christendom’s “ standard Christianity,” they showed vigor
and expanded beyond the wildest dreams of the mainline
denominationsin South Africa

Doing Theology in Africa

So then, what does one do if you were born and bred in one
of Christendom’s denominationsin Africa? One response has
been NetACT (Network for African Congregational Theol-
ogy), formed to network Reformed-Presbyterian Theological
Schools south of the Sahara (see <www.sun.ac.za/theol ogy/
netact.html>). The emphasis on “congregational theology”
has a specific motivation. We acknowledged that seminaries
can become an academic refuge, acomfort zonetypical of the
Christendom paradigm. Without being praxis-based, theology
can too easily become away of training students to be
proselytes of Christendom. Will we be able to change the
way seminariesteach? Will it be possible to develop leader-
ship in our seminarieswith apassion for amissional church,
congregations, faith communitieswhere every single member
is empowered to think and do theology and take it upon
themselvesto make adifferencein our continent with all its
woes and challenges? The key question was. How do we
understand and do theology in Africa? We formulated our
answer inthefollowing way.

We believe theology is about:

# Themissional praxisof thetriune God, Creator, Redeemer,
Sanctifier, and

# About God's body, an apostolic faith community (the
church),

# Ataspecific timeand place within aglobalised world (a
wider contextual situation),

# Where members of thiscommunity areinvolvedina
vocationally based, critical and constructive interpretation of
their present reality (local analysis),

# Drawing upon an interpretation of the normative sources
of Scripture and tradition,

# Struggling to discern God’swill for their present situation
(acritical correlational hermeneutic),

# To beasign of God'skingdom on earth while moving
forward with an eschatol ogical faith-based reality in view
(that will lead to avision and a mission statement),

# While obediently participating in transformative action at
different levels: personal, ecclesial, societal, ecological and
scientific (adoing, liberating, transformative theology that
leads to a strategy, implementation and an evaluation of
progress).

Our objectiveisto define amethodology for doing
theology in an African context. The plausibility structure of
Africansisunlikethat of Christendom and modernity. The
dichotomy between faith and reason is Westernin origin.
God isnot called into question in Africa. We argued that
doing theology ought to be, among other things, a personal
and congregational way of living in communion with God.
Our theology should seek a methodology that leads to
transformation, afaith-praxiswith inculturation asanatural
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by-product. We see inculturation as the continuation of the
hermeneutical process of addressing and interpreting your
culture, your changing contextual reality, with the gospel.
The hermeneutical process, however, should be done from
the vantage point of converts, not proselytes. Proselytes
arelikeintellectual or theological slaves. Convertsare born
again Christians true to their own identity (culture), trying to
discern, in afallible way, how to make sense of the gospel in
their lifeand their culture.

In essence then, we believe theology is about discerning
the guidance of the triune missional God who leads usto
bring the gospel to our people and culture. This discern-
ment starts“ on theground” with an Isaiah 61:1-2, Luke 4:17-
19 program. It starts “from the bottom upwards’ and as
such isinherently contextual, as all theology actually is. The
point to emphasize is that we need a theology that does not
dominate or manipulate the present situation and culture
with “old” contextualized theology from previous centuries
that actually addressed other agendas and is usually
infected with other ideologies, as much of Christendom
theology is. This approach isin fact applying the Acts 15
agenda.

TheContinuing Conversion of the Church

Those of us who are asking the question about the continu-
ing conversion of the church are by and large thosein the
mainline denominations who are struggling to escape the
spiritual and ideological legacy of the Christendom para-
digm to which we are the heirs. We see our children dying.
Our situation isvery much like that of Israel in Egypt. We do
not want to be associated with the Pharaoh, but the fact of
the matter isthat Western economic, cultural (theinforma-
tion era) and political imperialismisbut another form of
revived colonialism. The morals and motives of the system
inwhich most of uslive and from which we benefit materi-
ally, are questionable. It seemsasif the Christendom virus
has adapted to a new time and age and is leading to a
spiritual AIDS pandemic of enormous proportions. We have
the statistics of the “death of the church” in Europe and the
Christendom heartlands at hand. The light of many a candle
isflickering and about to be blown out.

The critical question is: How does one escape the
influence of asystem? My own liminal perspectiveisthat of
awhite Dutch Reformed Church member and observer in
Africa, aWestern-African. We were caught in the apartheid
system, a system that in the end enslaved everybody.
Nobody caught in an evil system isfree. My church
supported that system. The road to freedom was along and
difficult one. How did it happen?

TheActs 15 agenda and the Ephesian model is one
answer. The prophetic voicesin our church and the voices
of those in other denominations and worlds were never
silent. The leaders of the ruling party of this day, the African
National Congress and the leaders of the African Indepen-
dent Churches grew up together. Both challenged the
existing system of the Christendom paradigm, though from
different perspectives. They refused to be proselytes.
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In South Africa, the Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion (TRC) and what happened there freed those who had
eyesto see and earsto hear. Our local Presbytery, our
Seminary and our denomination at large confessed at the
TRC. Some of us have been preparing the ground for this on
acongregational level ever since 1986. The people and
congregations who confessed and actually became involved
in reconciliation and restitution are the congregations that
arein the process of regaining their missional character and
are being transformed by the presence of the Triune God. B

P

L ettersto the Editor

Responses to articles in the June, 2002 issue (Vol. 14, No.
2), “New Hope” and “ The Prodigal Church” which can be
found online at www.gocn.org/newsl etter.htm.

| congratulate George on aGOCN issuethat is more concrete
than some others, alwayswelcome. | appreciated Tim's
humble pleato elder brother missionalsfor less criticism and
more acceptance of returning seeker church types. | liked a
lot of David and Kristin’selder brother-like article, but |
missed any corresponding humble acknowledgment of what
missionals haveto learn from seeker church types, e.g. how
to produce new convertsin the first place, who can then be
discipledinto missiond life.

Brown Kinnard
Ecumenica Theological Seminary
Detroit, Ml

*kkk*k

Yes, older brothers do “ sulk”.

And, younger brothers do have ataste for “gravy” (only
lately has the economy pulled the plug on our collective
sense of entitlement).

Neither brother comprehends fully the price paid for
their kinship nor the suffering of the Father for the sake of
the Family (not to mention hiswrath).

It seemed to me that the note of “repentance” raised
early on evaporated too soon. Yes, we may return to the
Lord our God, for heisgraciousand merciful, slow to anger
and abounding in steadfast love. But, thereisadifference, |
think, between liberty and license (I hope thisislament and
not just sulking).

That God is quick to forgive moves us beyond sulking
and beyond gluttony (I wonder whether older brothers are
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sulking as much as mourning - another thing overlooked by
our culture. Just as | wonder whether younger brothers
vacillate between joy and presumption in the prospect of
receiving the gravyboat.) Both areinversion. Not all
indignationisrighteous. Not all turning from the “ market-
place” is metanoia. It isnot about sulking nor about gravy
but about the Father’s embrace. Since the Kingdom has
not yet comein itsfullness, (God forgiveus,) | will not be
free of my sulking and others (likely) will not befree of their
presumption.

I know my Greek isvery poor, but.... Don’t | remember
that “proskyneo” (sometimes in suggestive contexts,
though not always) occurs in conjunction with “pipto”
suggesting that neither chorales nor praise choruses, chant
nor ecstatic ejaculations, prayer books nor projection
screens come close to what God is asking of us?

| wonder if what L utherans (you knew it was coming)
meant when they used to talk (am | sulking or mourning?)
about the Second Use of the Law might be an overlooked
treasure? If wesiblingslooked moreinto the mirror of God's
righteous expectation and, thereby, saw more clearly our
predicament (rather than judging what other siblings may or
may not have been (for)given), might wefinally seewhat
the Father has given for usall?

Repentanceis a difficult thing because it demands that |
give up the scorecard. Neither my brother nor the market-
place, but God isthe measure of lifeand living. And, isn’'t
there a deepening cycle of continuing discovery? The more
aware of my sin, the greater my grasp of what God has
forgiven, whichin turnincreases my clarity about my prior
condition, whichin turn.... Hewho isforgiven much, loves
much (and on the other hand....). A diagnosis shared by us
al?

Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be
to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord! One day, the
embrace.

Ivan Philip Nordstrand, Jr.
Evangelical Lutheran Churchin America
Grand Rapids, Michigan

* Kk kK%

Thank you, oneand all, for the latest newsletter! | first
encountered missional theology at the Center for Parish
Development five or so years ago, and have been moving
deeper and deeper, getting more and more excited by its
authenticity. Downright converted, as you say.

| have the books. | am preaching the theology. | am
leading my congregation to the best of my ability. But what
I am hungry for is stories of churches who are engaged in
the same endeavor—and pastors who are willing to
network and mutually support one another in this often
discouraging task of leading a people to the promised land.

| found it interesting that Tim Parsley’s conservative-
evangelical seekers church of 700 and my near-tiny,
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mainline, struggling for survival church have so muchin
common. All of us have beeninfected by theworld's
appetites and values. ALL of usarethinking “seekers’ in
oneway or another. ALL of usdeal with folkswho only
want fast food or junk food—and only for an hour or so on
Sunday morning. Eveninaliberal mainlinechurch, very
conservative theologies have crept in through books, t-
shirts, friendships among laity, etc. so that we, too, deal
with the conflict between God as judge, and God as father
and/or party host.

So—thank you for letting me know that | am not alone
in this endeavor, and that others are facing the same issues
asl am.

Nancy Stimson
United Methodist Church
Monrovia, Indiana

Listening to People’s Spirituality:

*kkk*k

| simply want to express my great satisfaction with the June
issue of the newsletter and its focus on the transformation of
acongregation from a seeker focusto amissional mindset. |
am sharing it with one of our bishops, Roger Haskins, whois
inaPh.D. programin which hismajor project isworking on
the dynamics of change in churches. Theinsightsin the
Juneissue are purely excellent, particularly the aspect of
going deeper and doing theological work.

GeraldE. Bates
Bishop Emeritus of the Free Methodist Church
Indianapolis, Indiana

WCC Consultation Looksfor New Formsof Church Belonging

Michael Stahl
North Elbian Evangelical Lutheran Church,
Hamburg, Germany

9July 2002
“Believing without belonging” was the theme of aWorld
Council of Churches (WCC) consultation held at the end of
June at the Christian Jensen Collegein Breklum, Northern
Germany. The 50 participants, mostly theol ogians from the
European and North American churches, searched for “new
paradigms of church and mission in secularized and post-
modern contexts,” discussed new forms of religiosity
emerging in many countries, and asked what kinds of
spirituality churches are called to. “ The western experience
of church makesit possible for people to believe without
belonging, and belong without believing,” a consultation
report notes. Yet it isthe missionary task of the church “to
nurture a deeper sense of belonging,” participants said.
Looking at religiosity among those who do not attend
church, the director of the Orthodox Institute of Mission
and Ecumenismin St Petersburg, Vladimir Federov, reported
that “in Russia many people perceive themselves as
orthodox believers without being members of any constitu-
tional church.” His colleague, Anne-Marie Kool, a professor
of missiology and director at the Protestant Institute for
Mission Studies in Budapest, agreed that despite a great
sense of mistrust inherited from their communist past, there
was “afeeling of believing without belonging” among
peoplein Eastern Europe. Kool iscommitted to anew
contextual approach to mission that aims at “restoration of
biblical shalom, reconciliation, aswell asaloving, caring,
healing community of Christians.”
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According to arecent study presented at the consulta-
tion, church attendance in Great Britain fell by around 20%
between 1987 and 1999, while the number of people report-
ing spiritual or religious experienceincreased by more than
60% over the same period. But according to Simon Barrow,
the secretary of the British and Irish Churches’ Commission
on Mission, “popular alternative spiritual practicesin
Britain today areradically dislocated from traditional ideas
about God and religion.” For him, these are, rather, “ secular
spiritualities.” Considering the situation in their own
countries, most participants agreed with Barrow’s sugges-
tion that “ The huge gulf between authorized church
teaching and the diffuse, often intensely individualistic,
spiritual experience offers no obvious escape route from the
continuing collapse of the hegemonic, Christendom form of
church.” Barrow characterized the churches' response as
“technological and managerial rather than spiritual and
theological. It is not based on the distinctiveness of
resources likefaith and promise of God'sfuture.” He called
on churches “to engage in much more systematic, non-
judgmental listening to the spirituality of those beyond their
gates.”

Barrow’s arguments were supported by another
consultation report which suggests that “new spirituality is
affecting the population at large,” and that many people
would “no longer find themselves at homein church
environments that are out of touch with the changesin their
lives.” The consultation pledged to take very seriously the
new spiritual quest of people al over theworld. Thereis
“no reason to lament,” it said. Rather, churches should
respond to the new spiritualities by drawing on “al the
spiritual resources in the long and rich Christian tradition,”
and “seek ways of presenting these more widely.”
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George Hunsberger, a professor at
the Western Theological Seminary in
Michigan, suggested that “our habit
of alwaystelling our Christian story as
a success story is running out of
capital,” and that churches which try
to recapturetheir privileged role as
chaplain, reconstruct the Christian
moral fabric, or recruit loyal and
faithful customersfor religious
services, are in danger. Instead, he
feels, they should seek to “recover
what it meansfor them to be
missional,” and encourage people “to
allow the gospel to reshape the way
they think and live, forming new
patterns that move away from those
assumed in their cultural frames.”

Offering a Southern perspective,
Jyoti Sahi, founder of the Art Ashram
inBangalore, India, criticized the
European churches for “having
become too involved with rational
thinking and having thus lost contact
with the symbolic and magical
dimension of life.” He encouraged the
Northern churches to open them-
selves to “the insights to be found
among other faiths and religions.”
“Christ does not belong to us. Christ
asks us to step beyond our bound-
aries,” he said. This point of view was
echoed by Korean theologian Hong
Eyoul Hwang, aresearcher at the
Center for Theological Studies of
Peace and Reunificationin Korea:
“Christians need to take the opportu-
nity to learn from indigenous cultures
and religions to face the challenges of
post-modern society.” Thereis
growing awareness, he said, that the
poor are not just objects of exploita-
tion but “the proud bearers of cultural
and religious traditions with atruly
holistic life-oriented worldview.”

For Dietrich Werner, atheologian
at the North Elbian Centre for World
Mission, the consultation showed that
the question of gospel and culture has
now entered the debate of Northern
theologians, while the challenges of
modernization and secul arization are
being taken up by Southern ones.
“Moreand more, werealize that
globalization has not only economic
and social consequences, but cultural
and religious onesaswell,” he said.
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Ministry at the Margins
Continued from page 2

re-evaluate the process. Reading
Biblical accounts of the early church
made mefreshly aware of theinclusive
community life of theearly Christians.
The people were amazed by the love
Christians had for one another, alove
that brokeall the normal social barriers.
The degree of their caring and being
present in times of need for the wider
community was phenomenal. They

4 Reading Biblical A

accounts of the early
church made me
freshly aware of the
inclusive community life
kof the early Chrlstlansy/

consciously lived out the values of
Jesus as a distinctive prophetic
community ingenuinemission, “a
prophetic minority—salt, yeast, and
light—distinct from the social milieu of
whichitispart, yet assuming a new
kind of responsibility for its host
society...."1t

| have had to incorporate this
understanding into my ministry
because the North American cultura
values of success in terms of numbers,
happenings, and products seems to
get into our mindset in antithesis to
the values of the beatitudes. It has
meant for me, aformer engineer, agreat
process of change. Change from being
program to process oriented; from
being directiveto transformational;
from having goalsin terms of achieve-
ments to obedience despite the pain
involved, for thereis struggle, pain,
anxiety, adesireto run, death to self,
and need to trust God for provision.
ThomasKelly writes: “Itisan over-
whelming experiencetofall into the
hands of the living God, to be invaded
to the depths of one’s being by His
presence.”? Isthis not what is
needed, |eaders invaded to the depths
of their being by His presence and

thereby enabled to live out Gospel
truth and values?

These days | am taking on the
analogy of my farmer neighbours, i.e.
plant the seed and entrust it to God.
Different community involvements
aregiving new insightsinto rural
culture. My wifeistheloca news
reporter for the County Community
Press. | was recently elected to the
Board of the District Gas Coopera-
tive. Our Summer Vacation Bible
School is seen asamulti-genera-
tional community event asmuch asa
church one. We live simply. Where
churches are dying and closing, we
have begun three small community
churches (fellowships) at the three
corner-points of the county each
thirty milesapart. Douglas John Hall
is encouraging when he writes that
“today we are constrained by the
divine Spirit to rediscover the
possibilities of littleness. We areto
decrease that Christ may increase.
We cannot enter this new phase
without pain, for truly we have been
gloriousinthisworld'sterms. It
seemsto many of usahumiliation
that we are made to reconsider our
destiny as“little flocks.”** Working
with small groups has made it
necessary to bring the vulnerable
and marginalized to the core of
churchlifealong with their humble
wisdom and challenge to the way we
do church. Each of our groups has
its own flavor and is developing
according to the needs of the group
asit goesaong. People are opening
up to care for one another in
deepening ways, helping one
another to be overcomersin the face
of many trials, disappointments and
opposition.

Asl reflect over my experiences
and research, it becomes very
apparent that there is a need for
further investigation to find and
support the innovative living and
ministry of pioneer-prophets
working at the margins of society.
Sharing and documenting experi-
ences of such frontier ministry
would help othersin every cultural
setting who are experiencing God's
refining process to enter into His
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Rest, as they move from anxiety to trust; wondering to
confidence; doubt to faith. It ismy prayer that those who
areworking at the margins—including pioneer-prophets,
outsiders to the systems, and church planters from different
cultures—would becomeinvolved inintentional networking
with aview to gathering together in person. It would be
wonderful if resourceswithin the Kingdom of God were
made available to enable such a coming-together, to support
those working on the frontier, and to bring the voice of the
marginsto awider audience. ®
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