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PREFACE

The churches in Britain are about to embark on a unique process of prayer, reflection and debate in an attempt to discover how God
wants us to work together in the years ahead.

¥¥e have, of course, learnt to do a great deal together since the beginning of the ecumenical movement some 75 years ago. But there are
moments when it is wise to pause, take stock of where we are, and look again at some of the basic things which divide us, not least our
own understanding of ourselves as churches.

This process which we have called NOT STRANGERS BUT PILGRIMS, is not just an exercise for church leaders or regular
conference-goers. The aim is to involve people at every level in our churches, and it is with this end in view that large numbers of local
groups of Christians are being asked to meet regularly during Lent 1986. In many areas local radio will assist in providing material for
@scussion, and in collecting the results of such discussion.

The local discussion groups will play a vital part in the discovery of what our churches actually think about themselves, and each other,

Sut they will need careful preparation if their findings are to be of use. This resource book is designed to help the groups to focus on the
central issues. It sets out clearly and simply the main themes which need to be explored, and provides appropriate background material

for group leaders.

= commending it to the churches | see it as much more than just another Lent book. If we can tackle the questions it contains in a spirit
of prayer and openness to one another, then God can, and surely will, use it in the long process of healing our divisions and uniting all

things in himself.
JOHN EBOR

Archbishop of York.
Chairman of the Interchurch Meeting
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INTRODUCTION

This book expresses one person’s view. It is unlikely that readers will agree with all of it. Indeed it will defeat its purpose if they do, since
& has been written specially to provoke thought and discussion on the nature and purpose of the church as part of the national process
Mo Serangers But Pilgrims.

% has been written primarily as a resource for the groups which are being organised by Councils of Churches and others for Lent 1986.
Many of these groups will be listening to special programmes put out by local radio stations in England, Scotland and Wales, and on
satonal radio in Scotland and Wales. Some of these radio stations will be producing local editions of this book. Other groups are using a
central cassette pack, available for those places where a radio course cannot be received. Cassette packs are available at £5 including
postage from Publications Department, The British Council of Churches, 2 Eaton Gate, London SW 1V 9BL.

The book is designed to help three particular groups of people.

' Those who will be speaking on the local radio course in Lent 1986 and the many clergy and ministers who, it is hoped, will be
preaching on the five main themes on the preceding Sundays.

< Those who will be leading the house groups in all parts of England, Scotland and Wales in Lent 1986. Most of these will be lay people
and they will use this book in conjunction with programmes from their local radio station, or the cassette.

3 Al those in our churches or outside them who are willing to give careful thought and prayer to the nature and purpose of the church
s Not Strangers But Pilgrims gets under way, whether they are participating in house groups or not.

% 5 2 resource book. There is far too much material in each chapter section to be fully discussed in any one evening. Speakers and leaders
Wil want to be very selective, but at the end of each chapter there are suggested questions. We hope that radio presenters, speakers
s group leaders will focus on these as the basis of the group discussion.

“oc= groups and radio stations will use the material to suit their local situations. We hope also that, as a result of group prayer and
@iscussion, people will be moved to consider taking new initiatives locally.

Sowever this is also part of a programme covering England, Scotland and Wales. Those nationally responsible for Not Strangers But
Figrims want to know your views. At the back of the book there is a section containing a number of questions for individual response.
s section of the book has no copyright, and may be reproduced in any way that enables people to respond individually. Some Council
of Churches or radio stations may well reproduce them for use in their own area. There is also a leaflet available for | 5p from The
Fubiication Department, British Council of Churches, 2 Eaton Gate, London SWIW 9BL, giving all the questions for individual and group
response and chapter summaries. At the end of Lent 1986 we invite all readers, listeners and members of groups to send in their
mhwiduzl responses. Groups are also invited to make a corporate response and to send written views or resolutions. Those who are
Zseng part in the course through local or national radio are asked to send their replies to their local station, in accordance with
wmstructions given out on the radio. All these replies must be received by Sunday 12th April 1986. We wish we could give groups longer
Sur there is a very tight time-schedule.



If you are not taking part through a radio station but using the Central Cassette or the book itself, please send your replies to The
Reverend Canon Derek Palmer at the address given below. These replies must also be received by 12 April.

The task of assessing the replies will be done by Trumedia Study Limited, Oxford (formerly the Television Research Unit of Oxford
Polytechnic), who will produce the first report for church leaders by September 1986.

If you have any queries or suggestions about using this book please contact your local Council of Churches or radio station; or write to
or telephone The Reverend Canon Derek Palmer, Lent '86 Office, Church House, Westminster, London SWIP 3NZ. Telephone

01-222 901 | Extension 276.

Thanks are due to those representatives of the major Christian traditions participating in Not Strangers But Pilgrims, who have made
valuable comments on the first draft of the book; and also to several historians in Wales, Scotland and England for their contribution,
especially to chapter 4. However, the views expressed in the text remain the sole responsibility of the author. | would like to express
particular thanks to Miss Rita Almond for producing successive drafts of the book and to Roger Dawson for supervising its publication in
a very limited time.

Martin Reardo




I. WHY BELIEVE IN GOD?
- and go to church

Christians believe in God and go to church
because they believe they have been called and
attracted by Christ. However, they also have
many human needs which they hope the church
will meet. How does the church meet these
needs? Does it merely try to satisfy them; or does
it try to transform them so that the members of
the church can also witness to Christ in the
community at large and serve as God’s agents in
the world?

What do we mean by God?

The word God has no agreed definition; and yet people usually
Setave 2s if it had. The phrases ‘| believe in God’ and ‘I do not
2eeve in God' tend to stop the conversation, as if they make it
“=ar where the speaker stands. But they do not. We have to ask
“WWhas sort of a God is it that you do or do not believe in?’ The
Swadhest certainly does not believe in God in any way that is
wdety accepted in the West. The Muslim certainly will reject
= Trinitarian idea of God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, as held
2y traditional Christianity.

e Robinson'’s Honest to God in the 1 960s uncovered the
wedety differing views of God held within the Christian church at
=% tme — from an almost literal picture of an old man in the sky
‘2 swczure which first appears in Christian art only in the Middle
#g== stretching to such philosophical ideas as ‘the ground of
Wery few people in our society are avowed and logical atheists —
=t = people who positively assert that there is no God of any
W ™any people are agnostic — are unwilling to make up their
s whether there is a God. Many more live 99.9% of their
Swes 2s F God did not exist. They only think of or refer to God

& ©hose moments of death, extreme suffering, wonder or
supr=me joy which come rarely, but which compel self-

competent twentieth century humanity to look beyond the
immediate practical business of living, to face ultimate questions
of the meaning and purpose of life.

The Hebrews had two words for God, and | sometimes wish
Christians had three. We could use one in a mundane and
general sense — ‘his god is his money, his business, his family,
whatever is the pivot and main purpose of his life’. We could use
a second word in a philosophical sense — of the god of the
philosophers, who is ‘without body, parts and passions’, ‘the
ground of our being’, or ‘the unmoved mover'. We could use
the third word of the Christian God, the Holy Trinity, Father,
Son and Holy Spirit, who is neither an abstraction nor an idol/
substitute for a god — but is personal and who, we believe, has
charge of the world, history and ourselves.

Then it would be easier to provide a satisfactory answer to the
question, ‘Why believe in God?".

To those asking about the general sense of the word ‘god’ we
could point to all the different values that make life worth living.
In addition to those people who are religious in the normally
accepted sense of the word, there are very many who have a
value outside themselves to which they devote their lives — it
may be their family, football, their work, their car. Or they may
devote their lives to a great cause, to medicine, to peace-
making, to art. In common parlance we say that these are their
gods — meaning the things to which they attribute most value or
worth (worthship — worship), the things, people, or ideals
around which they arrange their lives. In the philosopher's sense
these values are not God, who is the ultimate source of all value;
but they do show that men and women need to devote
themselves to someone or to something outside themselves if
civilisation is to flourish. The person whose only concern is to
take care of himself becomes unbearable and antisocial. In this
sense of the word ‘god’, he is the ultimate atheist. Are all
churchgoers exempt from this kind of atheism?

To those asking about the god of the philosophers we could
provide all the answers which philosophers have given from the




time of Plato to the present day. We could point out that the
world is not self-explanatory: that it must have come from
somewhere, must have been created by someone; that it shows
evidence of purpose and design: that human beings seem to have
built into them a moral sense; that the very idea of being itself
implies a god. These are all powerful arguments. They prove that
it is rational to believe in a god, but they do not prove to
everyone’s satisfaction that it is irrational not to believe in a god.
The philosophers will doubtless continue to argue about it to
the end of time, when we will fall over the edge —and either
know or not know!

A Christian who is asked ‘Why believe in God?" can point to all
these arguments. But it is highly unlikely that such arguments are
conclusive for anyone. The reason why we believe in God is
likely to be much more specific and personal. Our imagination
will have been stirred by seeing or meeting other Christians and
being attracted to their way of life; by hearing or reading the:
Bible or an address on it; by sharing in an act of Christian
worship; or, most probably, by being brought up in a Christian
family, whose treasured way of life we come to make our own
by personal conviction through experience. We may explain this
in a hundred different ways, but ultimately we will have been
attracted, inspired, challenged, captivated, by Jesus of Nazareth;
and his story will have been interpreted by the Christian church
as the key to living, both in this life and beyond it. We will
believe that Jesus Christ shows us what God is like. We will also
believe that behind and within the world, as we know it, is a
loving God, a Father, who gives his Spirit to inspire human
beings. A Christian believes that this God is living and active;
does not wait for us to find him; but calls to us first. Somewhere,
somehow God touches us with a sense of wonder at the
mystery, glory, or painful depths of life; or speaks to us when we
are at the end of our tether. We catch a glimpse of a vision of
this God and we begin to pray and worship. Faith in God for the
Christian is not primarily something we achieve. Churchgoing is
not primarily a duty. Faith is our response to God’s first coming
to us; and worship and prayer are our response to God'’s prior
call to us.

What do we mean by believe?

God is not the only difficult word in the question 'Why believe
in God?". What do we mean by believe? The word is used in
two senses. It is used in an intellectual sense, as a little stronger
than ‘think’. | believe that there is a God. | have weighed up all
the arguments of the philosophers and | think there is a God. It is
also used in a personal sense of trust. | believe in God — | trust
him. Clearly this second sense of trusting is far more significant,
yet it is not unrelated to the other sense. It is difficult to trust
someone if we do not believe he exists!




i the end of the day we believe in the Christian God because
our imagination has been stirred by the person of Jesus. We may
#ave philosophical reasons for believing in God. We may be
amtracted aesthetically to the beauty of the Christian God, but
our attraction to Jesus is in large part a moral attraction. He is
e person in history who shows up all hypocrisy and self-
centredness for what it is, and he personifies goodness and love.
®esponse to that love is a moral act. We want to believe in him.
We may still have intellectual doubts and difficulties; we may still
e perplexed by the problem of suffering and evil in the world;
Sut if we turn away from his attraction, his call, we have rejected
what we have seen to be good. In the end of the day we believe
= the Christian God because he has reached out and touched
our lives and has given us the grace by which we can respond.
Faith is a gift.

imteflectual doubt is not the opposite of personal faith, however
wncomfortable it may be to hold them together. We have faith
= 2 God who is too great for us to comprehend. The early
Christians emphasised the mystery, the unknowableness of God.
= was the gnostics — the people who thought Christianity was
srwmarily about knowing the truth — who were major opponents
of Christian orthodoxy in the early days and not the agnostics.
There is at least as much danger in pretending to too much
smowledge before God as to doubting the knowledge that we
ave

Faith & questions

‘I keep six honest serving men
(They taught me all | knew).
Their names are What, and Why and When,
And How and Where and Who!
Rudyard Kipling

= the twentieth century in the West most adults overwork
soor How: and Why, What and Who become lazy. It is no
accident that proportionately more very young and very old
peopie have a living faith. They live nearer the ends of life where
ey are more concerned with the Why questions, and where
They are less pre-occupied with the practical and mechanical
guestions of How to make a living. This is not true in all
consnents. Lesslie Newbigin tells the story of an accident in

which he broke a leg in India. The Indian pastor asked why it
happened, and the explanation that satisfied him was ‘It is the
will of God’. An ‘enlightened’ European would have asked how it
happened, and would have been satisfied with the answer that
the brakes of the 'bus had failed. Neither would have been
satisfied with the explanations given to the other, since it was
the answer to the question they had not asked. We are
governed much more narrowly by the questions we ask, than by
the explanations we receive. Jesus often replied to a question
not by providing the answer, but by asking another (more
profound) question.

Virgin birth and physical resurrection?

There is much debate at present about certain aspects of
Christian belief. The question has been asked: does one have to
believe in the physical resurrection and virginal birth of Jesus to
be an official teacher of the Christian faith?

| do not intend to try to answer this question, but | make four
points which should be taken into account in answering it:

I. This is a how question — how was he born, how did he rise? It
is the sort of question which preoccupies twentieth century,
scientific and technological man. It cannot therefore be ignored.
But is it as important as the what, who and why questions? Is it
not more important to believe that Jesus is the expression of
God in a human life than to describe how he is that? Is it not
more important to affirm that the man Jesus is risen from the
dead than to describe how he rose? Is it not more important to
assert that he was born, died and rose again to save the world,
than to be able to describe the manner of his birth and
resurrection?

2. Clearly we are not able to compel ourselves or anyone else to
any particular tenet of intellectual belief. We are not therefore
saying that a certain person ought to have this intellectual belie
It is, however, perfectly reasonable for a church to require of it
official teachers both an affirmation of belief and also to refrain
from teaching anything contrary to the official teaching of that
church. But how do we agree the limits of orthodox teaching?
Scripture is obviously the first criterion, but Christians disagree
on its interpretation. This is one of the major outstanding
problems which divide Christians from one another.



3. People sometimes compare the Christian faith to an onion
with various layers of belief. The danger of peeling off one or
two layers is that there is no particular reason to stop there.
One can go on peeling until there is nothing left —for, it is said,
an onion is merely a series of skins wrapped around nothing.

But this is a fallacy. What is being described is a dead onion. A
living onion is not just a series of peels. It is, in fact a living root
with rootlets going down into the soil and leaves stretching up
into the air — both taking in food and goodness. In a living onion
the significant question is not how many skins has it got, but are
they drawing in nutrients from the soil and the air? So in the
Christian faith it is not so much a question of how much the
Christian believes, but whether our believing goes down into
the soil of God's goodness as revealed in Christ, and reaches up
into the world of life and action. Do we live the faith we claim to
have?

4. In the last two centuries Christian scholars have paid a great
deal of attention to passages in the New Testament which are
difficult for people today to understand or believe — the
miracles, the differing accounts of various events such as the
Resurrection. All this work has been of great importance.
However, Mark Twain made the salutary comment that it was
not the passages in the Bible that he did not understand which
troubled him most, but the ones he did understand! It is easy to
understand ‘Go, sell what you have, and give to the poor ... and
come follow me’ Mark /0:2/, or ‘If anyone would come after
me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me’
(Mark 8:34). It is not so easy to do it!

Believing in God and not going to church

For the Christian, belief in God has traditionally entailed
belonging to the Christian community, the church, and regular
participation in Christian worship. In fact corporate worship on
Sunday has become so characteristic of the church that most
Christians, if asked the question ‘What on earth is the church
for?’, would probably first answer, ‘To worship God’. We shall
return to the relationship of worship and church membership
later. Meanwhile, we are faced with a problem.

Most people in Great Britain say that they believe in God. Why
do so few of these go regularly and frequently to church? Many

will say that they are too busy; but that simply means that they
give priority to other activities. A woman in the East end of
London once told me that she was afraid of going to church
because it was like a spider’s web. Once she got inside the
building she would be caught up in a round of church-centred
activities from which she would never escape.

Innumerable individual reasons for not going regularly to church
will be given by those who believe in God. However, | will
hazard two caricatures, or contrasting viewpoints. The former
used to be characteristic of the countryside, and the latter of the
town or city. However, this distinction should not be pressed
today.

I. The church belongs to the community

According to the former view the church belongs to the
community. Religion is a community religion whose roots go
deep into earlier Christian centuries and even into pre-Christian
elements. The church is regarded as helping to maintain the
fabric of society in a cultural and moral sense. It enacts the rituals
which help to provide a stable background to life at moments of
crisis such as bereavement. Seasonal observance is important,
and Harvest Festival and Remembrance Sunday, alongside
Christmas and Easter, will see many people in church who are
not there week by week. The maintenance of regular worship is
seen to be the responsibility of a professional priest or minister,
and of a few enthusiasts who happen to be religious. The
believers in God who do not worship regularly see the clergy
and the enthusiasts as fulfilling their religious duty on their
behalf. The worship of God is being maintained, and that is good
for society. Such non-attending believers are often very
generous in giving money or even time in maintaining the church
building. How many voluntary bell-ringers and churchyard tidiers
do not attend worship regularly? Such non-attending believers
often send their children to church day schools and Sunday
schools. They are often also the first to complain if changes are
made in the church building or its form of worship. They see the
church as a bastion of traditional values in a rapidly changing
society.

On a 'bus journey in Lincolnshire a few years ago the two
women in the seat behind me had been shopping in the local
town and were returning to their village. They passed the whole



sawrney complaining to one another how things were changing
#2r the worse. The shops were impersonal and the 'buses less
S=guent than they were. The schools had radical, new ideas and
e children were undisciplined. The doctor didn’t visit like he
ws=< to do. The crowning complaint was left to the end of their
w=wrney. The most distressing thing of all was that the vicar had
m=w ideas and even the village church was changing.

We asked for a’ live—wire Vicar
and we've had a nasty shock/

+ The churchisaclub

Sczording to the latter view or caricature, the church does not
S=oeg o the community, and is accorded less importance by
e community. It s rather a club to which people belong, even
¥ S8y amvend only very rarely. They would probably say that
e 2o ot atzend church regularly because they rarely feel the
me=s 2o 2o so. They would, however, allow that the church does
me=s e need of certain other people, needs of which either
e Shemmselves are unaware or which they do not share. They
S 2een affected by modern, rationalist thinking and reliance

— K ‘\\\‘
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on science and technology. The God they believe in is likely to
be a supernatural being whose assistance is required only in
those rare moments when nature, helped by modern science
and technology, cannot cope; or on those special occasions when
something out of the ordinary seems appropriate — especially at
births, marriages and deaths. They believe in a ‘God of the gaps’
left by modern science. The point of view of such non-
churchgoing believers in a supernatural God may seem strange
to practising Christians. However, perhaps their views are the
result of the church’s emphasis in the past on the supernatural to
the exclusion of the recognition of the Spirit's presence in the
world of nature, and indeed in the working of science and
technology.

The existence of this very large group of non-churchgoing
believers in the Christian God is very significant in Britain. It is
evidence that secularisation here has not gone so far as in other
north European countries. In Holland, for example, a very large
proportion of funerals are conducted without any religious
ceremony. That is not true in Britain; though recent surveys
suggest that secularisation has been increasing rapidly in recent
years.

The church is hypocritical

There are, however, others who believe in God, who have deep
religious needs and high ideals which have not been met by the
traditional Christian churches which they have attended. They
have looked for clear Christian teaching, for help with prayer
and spirituality, or for a close-knit community devoted to what
they would regard as more self-evident Christian ideals.
Unaware of the riches of the Christian tradition, of Celtic
spirituality, of Franciscan simplicity, of the contemplative and
mystical tradition, of Puritan devotion, of Eastern Orthodox
spirituality, they have sought elsewhere. As a result idealistic
young people in particular have been attracted into one of the
new religious movements such as the Moonies, or one of the
groups claiming their origin in a Hindu culture. Others have
found Christian fellowship in one of the expanding group of
house churches. They would be more critical of the institutional
churches. They have been attracted by Jesus of Nazareth, but
they see the church as hypocritical, as claiming the Name of
Christ, but neither following his example, nor obeying his
teaching.



The word ‘hypocritical’ is a hard one, and one used by Jesus of
his own contemporary religious leaders. It is a word which need
not be interpreted as meaning consciously hypocritical. But if we
look at the life-style of Christians, at the ways our churches are
organised and at their short-term goals, and then compare them
with those of Jesus and of the early church, perhaps we shall see
what our critics mean. It would be good if we could persuade
someone who is attracted to the story of Jesus, but repelled by
much that goes on in the church, to help us see the church as he
or she sees it.

We have asked why people believe in God. We have asked why
so many people, who believe in God, do not go to church often.
We now ask why people go to church.

Why people go to church

The answer has always been complex, as the following rhyme,
found in an old Prayer Book, and dated 1870, shows:

Some go to church just for a walk;
Some go to laugh, some to talk;
Some go there for speculation;
Some go there for observation;
Some go there to meet a friend;
Some the tedious hours to spend;
Some to learn the Parson’s name,
Some go there to wound his fame;
Some go there to meet a lover,
Some new fashions to discover.
Some go there to doze and nod,
But few go there to worship God.

Moreover, we notice that the fashionable answer to this
question changes with the generations. In the early Victorian era
the Prime Minister, Lord Melbourne, is reputed to have
complained that things had come to a pretty pass when religion
was allowed to encroach upon a person’s private life. On the
other hand a Member of Parliament has recently advised the
clergy to give up politics for Lent. in one age churchgoing was
widely regarded as the face and prop of public morality. In our
own time it is widely regarded as the private occupation of
those who have a personal interest in it.

For the Christian, as we have seen already, membership of the
church is part of faith. The Christian is called by Christ to follow
him, and, in doing so, becomes part of the community or
fellowship of the church. The Christian responds to the divine
call by worship.

However, if we leave aside, for the moment, the divine call,
what are the human motives which impel people to regular
worship? The needs which people feel and go to church to
satisfy? The question will often produce answers which bear
little obvious relation to Jesus of Nazareth. Any categorising of
answers is bound to involve gross over-simplification, but |
suggest five main headings:

l. To find meaning and truth

Life is not self-explanatory and religion supplies a framework
into which life’s experiences may be fitted, and which will give
some kind of picture of what is otherwise uknown and therefore
frightening.

This was one of the motives which led the court of King Edwin
of Northumbria to adopt the Christian faith in 627AD on behalf
of our ancestors. According to St. Bede a member of his court
likened our life to the flight of a sparrow through the king’s hall.
The flight was visible in the hall, but no one knew where the
sparrow had come from before he entered by one window, or
where he had gone after he left by another. Christianity
purported to tell where our life came from and what was its
destination, and so it provided meaning, and satisfied the search
for truth.

2. To find beauty

For centuries Christianity was the chief patron of the arts, and
the life of Christ the main inspiration of the artist. Even today
many people go to church partly at least because of the beauty
of the music, liturgy, ritual and architecture.

The Russian Primary Chronicle tells the story of the official
conversion of Russia to the Christian faith in 989AD. The Grand
Prince Vladimir sent envoys to examine the great religions of
the world, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, so that he could
decide which to embrace. He rejected all the others, and
decided that Russia should adopt the Christian faith as



r=oresented by the Eastern Orthodox because he heard one of
%= enwvoys describe the beauty of the holy liturgy celebrated in
St Sophia in Constantinople, and how through it he felt himself

=ramsported into heaven.

3 To establish moral values

Secause Britain has been Christian for many centuries, our
sacety has developed certain moral values. Many people have
Sase’y assumed that such values exist on their own. As
secularisation and materialism take hold, and as other religions
weh other value systems come to this country, we are realising
=ae moral values do not exist in a vacuum, but are dependent on
2 comerent system of belief and behaviour.

£y szudent of the Old and New Testament will be aware that
c==eral to the teaching of the Law, the Prophets and of Jesus
Swmse' is the insistence that religion without morality is of no
e

Sr-msh Protestantism has been highly moralistic in tone at least
smce the Victorian era. So much so that people give as an excuse
Sor mot going to church the fact that they are not good enough.
This excuse betrays a misunderstanding of Christian teaching.
The church is for sinners who are welcomed as they are, so long
2= ey trust in Christ.

4 To belong and find acceptance

®=aos today the human motive which draws people most
poweerfully to church is the need to belong and find acceptance.
W& e in a society where communities are breaking up, even
e most fundamental of all communities, the family. To find a
s=cure base from which to live our lives we need to
sckmowledge our dependence on God and on one another, and
== = symbolically enacted in church rituals. In baptism we are
== 2 member of the family of Christ. Week by week we
=efiess our sins, are forgiven and are accepted by God in Christ.
We receive communion to renew our relationship with God and
s one another, and are sent out into the world refreshed to
=eeewe our everyday witness to Christ by what we do and say
E_ =

The meed o belong and be accepted may take many forms, some
Se==ty some less healthy. There are those who belong to the

church partly because they need to exercise some kind of
leadership, which they have been unable to do in the outside
world. Others treat the church as a cocoon to protect
themselves from the harsh reality of the world. One woman
described her God as her own personal armchair into which she
could nestle for comfort when life was difficult. Another woman,
who lived on a housing estate where probably only 2% of the
adult population went to church, was asked what her non-
churchgoing friends thought about a particular matter. She
answered that she did not really know anyone who did not go to
church. For such people the church has become an escape from
reality.

5. To find healing

Akin to the need to belong and find acceptance is the need to
find healing. Not only are communities breaking up in our
society; personalities are breaking up and in great need of
healing or wholeness. From the time of Jesus onwards the
Christian church was deeply involved in the ministry of healing
until recently. Then for a while the church left healing almost
entirely to the medical profession. Now the church has begun to
discover again its ministry of healing. The reconciliation of
humanity to God also involves the reconciliation of person to
person, people to their environment, and the personality within
itself.

Shop or service station?

The need to find meaning, beauty, healing and acceptance can be
met in a selfish and negative way or in an unselfish and positive
way. In response to a survey carried out 20 years ago an
Anglican priest in Sheffield said of some of his parishioners, ‘They
treat us like a shop’. He explained that they came to church
merely to get something out of it for themselves, and showed no
sense of responsibility for maintaining the church, let alone for
sharing its benefits with those outside it. In the same survey a
Free Church minister painted a similar but more positive picture
of some of his lay members: ‘They regard it as a vehicle service
station. They come in once a week to fill up with the Spirit to
keep them going for the rest of the week; and they come in for
an occasional overhaul when things go wrong’.



The point at issue in these examples is the effect of the regular
worship on the worshippers. Does it make any difference to the
way they live for the rest of the week? Does the meaning,
beauty, moral value, healing and sense of belonging that they find
in worship transform them, so that it shines through them in
their weekday lives and contributes to a more coherent,
beautiful, supportive and whole community in the world around
them? Or do they in effect lock up these values and leave them
behind in the church building, during the rest of the week adopt
the values of the world at large, and so make no specifically
Christian witness and contribution to wider society? Do they go
to church to escape from the difficult reality of this world, or do
they go to church to renew their morale and so to return to
their everyday concerns with their spirit restored?

The church and the world

This is a key issue which emerges in this chapter, the relationship
of the church to the world around it. It is not merely a question
of the motives, needs and attitudes of individual churchgoers. It
is a question of the way in which a local church relates its
worship to its mission in society, and vice-versa.

Churches which are based on parish boundaries are more likely
to admit to membership people of all different types and classes
who happen to live in the area. They are more likely to become
involved in the secular concerns of the parish area. They are less
likely to have a clear-cut frontier between those who are
members and those who are not, and sometimes lack a sense of
closer fellowship and corporate identity.

On the other hand churches which have no geographical
boundaries tend to have clearer rules of membership, but run
the risk of being isolated from the secular concerns of the
neighbourhood. They also run the risk of attracting into
membership people of one class and attitude. They tend to have
a clear-cut frontier between members and non-members,
although this may be blurred by a category of adherents, who,
while not being members, nevertheless attend worship
occasionally (and sometimes more regularly than some of the
members), but who are not prepared to commit themselves to
membership.

This relationship between worship and mission, local

congregation and neighbourhood, church and world is not
merely a practical and sociological issue. It is a theological one.
Different churches and Christian groups have differing
understandings of the world and of the church’s mission in it.

To caricature the extreme viewpoints; some churches believe
that the world is in the power of the devil and is doomed to
destruction, and that the church’s task is to bring Christ's
salvation to as many individual people as possible by bringing
them into a personal knowledge of Jesus Christ and into the holy
community of the church, the saints who are being prepared for
heaven in the next world. Other churches believe that Jesus
came into the world to save it, and that means liberating those
who are oppressed by injustice and so transforming the world’s
institutions and structures that it becomes much more like the
Kingdom of God. What happens in the next world is God’s
concern. Our best preparation for it is our work on behalf of the
poor and oppressed in this world.

Effect on Christian unity and mission

We have looked briefly at the motives and felt needs which
bring people to church; secondly at the social make-up of local
churches and their relationship to the secular community in
which they are set; and thirdly at their theological understanding
of the relationship between the church and the world. All three
affect profoundly, and sometimes in hidden ways, their attitudes
to Christian unity and to Christian mission. Even when Christians
are intellectually convinced of the importance of Christian unity
or Christian mission, they are unlikely to act upon those beliefs,
if in fact the motives which bring them to church or the
underlying purpose of the existence of the local church militate
against mission and unity.

To give some caricatures as examples:
Ferry-boat to heaven

If a church sees its task to be plucking souls from this perishing
world and ferrying them to heaven, then it is not likely to
become involved in trying to improve the structures and
institutions of this passing world. Nor will it see Christian unity
as a priority. Indeed the greater the variety of modes of
transport to heaven in the form of differing denominations, the
more souls are likely to reach their destination



How many more perishers
am 1 expected to save ?

‘.-ML__‘
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Pace of refuge

¥ 2 person comes to church to escape from the pressure of daily
W= ez person will need to change before he or she is willing
e abie to see it as a Christian responsibility to engage in
m=mon in the world he or she has been trying to escape.

Tl for the like-minded

¥3 wca church is at heart a support club for like-minded people,
& = gong to have to change before it sees its mission as including
& me=come to members of another class or race. It will also have
= —arge f its concept of Christian unity is to include close
s==sorshps with people who have different ideas, or who come
S amother class or race.

Faces of secular community
¥ 2 cwrch believes its task is confined to providing a focus of

community for the neighbourhood, it will not be likely to engage
in evangelism nor concentrate on the preparation of souls for
eternal life.

Shop for religious consumers

If a church sees its role to be the meeting of the religious needs
felt by its adherents as a shop meets the needs of its customers,
then it will have little cutting edge for mission. It will have no
incentive for a wider unity since a consumer society is based
essentially on competition between different shops.

Of course the felt needs and motives which bring people to
church are containers too small to hold the Spirit of God. The
local congregations to which such people come are too narrow
fully to represent the Body of Christ into which they baptise
their members. Their understanding of God’s mission to the
world, and of the unity he desires to give his people, the church,
is a container too limited to hold the fulness of his truth.
However, the Holy Spirit is constantly transforming our
motives, deepening our needs, reshaping our congregations and
breaking open the narrowness of our minds. The Spirit is
constantly reshaping the human material himself, enlarging and
enriching it to make it more serviceable to God'’s purpose at
that particular time and place.

The Christ who calls us into his church is constantly raising new
questions, making us aware of deeper needs; until we begin to
see that our needs will be met only as we forget ourselves and
allow him to use us to meet the needs of others for his sake.

Suggested Bible reading: John 6:35-40 and 60-7|

Suggested questions for discussion

Why do you (and other people) go to church
—not go to church?

What do you expect to get and to give as a result?
How does the church relate to the local community?



2. WHAT DID JESUS COME FOR?

The first seven chapters of Mark’s Gospel describe
what Jesus did and said in Galilee. In Chapter 8 we
learn who Jesus is: the Messiah whose coming was
foretold in the Old Testament. The remaining
half of the Gospel describes Jesus’ deliberate
journey to Jerusalem, where he resolutely bears
witness to God’s love and justice in the public
forum, is handed over to death and rises again.

The New Testament writers interpret this story
in terms which their contemporaries would have
understood: Jesus was the Redeemer, Justifier,
Sacrifice, Saviour and Reconciler.

Jesus also gathered a group of disciples who
became a community to continue his life and
work as an instrument of God’s purpose in the

world.

People go to church from a mixture of motives, some conscious,
some no doubt unconscious. The churches themselves, and the
Christians who attend them, understand their task in different
ways. They would probably all be able to answer the question
‘What on earth is the church for?" using similar general phrases.
They could agree that it exists to worship God and to carry on
Christ’s mission in the world today. But if asked to interpret
those general phrases, then the answers given would begin to
diverge. Some would emphasise evangelism, others the search
for holiness, others the transformation of society.

How should we set about judging which are the truest answers,
and which have the right priorities today? Most Christians would
agree that the best place to start to find an answer is the New
Testament.

They would also agree that we should begin by studying what
the writers of the New Testament considered to be the
purpose of the early church. As the early church depended on
Jesus, that study would lead us to ask what was God’s purpose in
sending Jesus. To put it in the simple and direct terms of the

fourth Gospel, Jesus says to his disciples, ‘As the Father has sent
me, even so | send you' John 20:2 /. The disciples’ task and
purpose may not be identical with that of Jesus, but it clearly
follows from his and is dependent on it. We shall not be able to
understand the task and purpose of the church until we
understand how the authors of the New Testament explain
what Jesus Christ came into the world for, and what he trained
his disciples for.

The earliest written account left to us of the story of Jesus is
probably Mark’s Gospel. It is not biography in the modern sense.
The author was a member of the early church, and possibly an
eyewitness of Jesus’ betrayal in Gethsemane, Mark /4:5/. The
first verse of the Gospel declares the author’s belief that Jesus
was the ‘Christ, the Son of God'. His Gospel is a powerful
presentation of this belief and is carefully arranged to develop his
theme. Matthew, and to a lesser extent Luke, follow the outline
of Mark; and their additions, which are considerable, are chiefly
of the sayings of Jesus.

Beginning of the Gospel

Mark begins his Gospel with a reference back to the Old
Testament. Isaiah, the prophet, has foretold the coming of a
messenger who will prepare the Jews for the coming of the
Lord. John the Baptist is this messenger. He warns his
contemporaries that God will come to them in anger and
judgment unless they mend their way of life. Many people repent
and are baptised by John as a symbol of the washing away of their
sins. John also points to the coming of Jesus who will baptise not
only with water, but also with the Holy Spirit. Jesus is baptised
by John, and he is immediately conscious of the Spirit coming
upon him and driving him into the desert, which the Jews
thought of as the home of the devil. This opening scene of the
Gospel emphasises the continuity of the Old and New
Testaments. Jesus did not come to start a totally new church and
religion. He came to purify and fulfil the hopes of the old religion
of the Jews, the People of God.

Luke and Matthew tell the story of Jesus’ temptation by the devil



= e wilderness — stories which claim to show how Jesus
swmself interpreted his mission. He refused to perform a miracle
oy turning stones into bread merely to satisfy his own hunger.
== had come to fulfil his Father’s will, not his own. He refused to
“wow himself off the Temple parapet to compel people to

2= eve in him. He had not been commanded to do this by his
Facher, and faith separated from obedience to God is mere self-
confidence. Jesus is finally tempted to use the devil's own
woricly power to establish his messianic reign. In rejecting this,
J=sus was rejecting the way of the Zealots who were trying to
awerthrow the Roman occupation of Palestine by force. Had he
“len into this temptation he would have acknowledged the
=i s right to rule this world, for he would have endorsed the
@=w s means of control, the power that corrupts and leads to
@=ach, instead of God's power of love which waits patiently until
& =vokes a response and so brings new life.

Beginning of Jesus’ ministry

== his temptation in the wilderness in the south-east of
Faestne Jesus goes north to begin his ministry in Galilee, Mark
-~ proclaiming the good news of God's rule and the coming of
M= Engdom. Luke links this with the Old Testament by
aresenting |esus as beginning his ministry with a quotation from
==ah &1, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has
asowned me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me
%= sroclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the
S o set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the
sec=omable year of the Lord’ Luke 4:18 & 9. The Jews had been
expectng that God would intervene in history, and establish his
=ue of justice and peace. Jesus proclaims that God'’s rule, God’s

Smgsom, has begun and will grow.

oo the beginning of his ministry Jesus called men to follow him
srosing that they will fish for men. And in the next seven
=mapeess of his Gospel Mark describes Jesus, and very soon his

. Sscpies also, travelling about Galilee in a ministry that fulfils
‘== s prophecy. He preaches the coming of God's rule, he
‘== out devils, he heals the sick, the blind, the deaf and the
Sume. and he forgives sins. He teaches the multitudes and feeds
e when they are hungry. He goes aside by himself to pray to
‘= Fasher. He calms a storm on the lake and walks on the water.
=& worships in the synagogue. He resuscitates the dead.

Mark records that Jesus calls |2 disciples for three purposes: to
be with him; to be sent out to preach; and to have authority to
cast out devils Mark 3:/4 & 15. ‘He who receives you receives
me, and he who receives me receives him who sent me’ Matt.
10:40. When 70 disciples return from a mission, Luke quotes
Jesus as saying, ‘| saw the devil fall like lightning from heaven’
Luke [0:18. Matthew and Luke both record Jesus’ promise that
the Twelve will be leaders of the restored People of Israel in the
kingdom Matt. /9:28, Luke 22:30.

The next chapter of this book is devoted to the beginning of the
church. However, it is important to notice here that, according
to the Gospels, a significant part of Jesus’ purpose was to gather
round him a group of disciples. These disciples followed him as
master, were drawn into a community of life with him, imitated
his example, received special teaching and training, and were
sent out to share his ministry. The Greek word apostle means
‘sent out’. It is therefore not surprising that, after the
resurrection of Jesus and the sending of the Holy Spirit, the early
church should see itself as integrally bound up with the life and
work of Christ; having its origin in his life and its purpose in
proclaiming his life, death and resurrection; and in being a
channel through which the salvation he achieved could be
extended to the world.

Priorities

Is it possible to establish priorities in Jesus’ work at this period?
Did he give priority to preaching over healing, to teaching over
casting out demons, to training the disciples over teaching the
multitudes? He did on occasion try to take his disciples away to a
quiet place to avoid the crowds, but this was to restore a
balance in his ministry, not to establish a priority. He also
deliberately left Capernaum, where his ministry was still much
sought after, on the grounds that he had to preach in the next
towns also, Mark /:38; but this does not establish the priority of
preaching over healing. It is not possible from the Gospel
accounts of his actions to divide Jesus’ ministry into some
elements which had greater priority than others. His ministry
was all of a piece where words and deeds both pointed to the
nearness of God’s reign.

One priority is established. His disciples are told not to go to the



Gentiles, but only to the Jews, Matt /0:6. Jesus protests to a
Greek woman that he was not sent to the Gentiles; however, he
has pity on her and casts the devil out of her daughter, Mark
7:26-30; Matt 15:21—28. This limitation, however, is removed,
according to Matthew, after the resurrection when the gospel is
to be preached to all nations, Matt 28:/9.

It is also claimed that Jesus gave priority to the poor and the
outcast. There is no doubt of this, but we have to be careful not
to oversimplify what this meant. God cares for rich and poor
alike as human beings. All are called to salvation. However,
personal wealth, the exercise of power and concern for
respectability bring with them such pre-occupations that they
make people forget their need of God. The humble, the poor,
and those who know they are sinners know also their need of
God and of his salvation. They are nearer the Kingdom of God,
and Jesus devoted most of his ministry to such people because
they had ears to hear what he was saying. Jesus’ bias to the poor,
what some theologians call his ‘preferential option for the poor’,
is not a manifesto for a political programme to establish exactly
equal conditions for every member of society. It is certainly not
an approval of the gross inequalities and injustice in society
which cause such suffering and strife. Jesus knew that all he
possessed, his little wealth and his vast powers of healing, was a
gift of God to be used for the benefit of all those in need. He
used them in this way unstintingly, and taught others to do the
same.

Who Jesus is —

The first seven chapters of Mark’s Gospel describe the words
and deeds of Jesus and his disciples in their ministry in Galilee. In
Chapter 8 Jesus takes his disciples twenty-five miles north up on
to the slopes of Mount Hermon. There at Caesarea Philippi, near
the source of the river Jordan, Peter recognises him to be the
Messiah, Mark 8:29, the leader some of the Jews have been
expecting to come and give them freedom. From that moment
the dramatic and geographical direction of the Gospel changes.
Jesus immediately foretells his own suffering and death, a
prophecy he repeats several times as he now journeys resolutely
back south again, along the line of the Jordan, into Judaea and
confrontation with the Jewish and Roman authorities. Peter
remonstrates with Jesus, but is rebuked. ‘You are not on the side

of God, but of men’, Mark 8:33. We are immediately reminded
of the Temptation story in Matthew and Luke. Jesus is
consciously correcting the popular expectation that the Messiah
will bring in God's reign by force. He replaces this picture with
that of one who suffers. Perhaps Mark, and certainly Luke see in
this, reflections of the picture of the Suffering Servant in the Old
Testament, one who was ‘wounded for our sins’ and ‘reckoned
with sinners’. fsaiah 53:5 and | 2; compare Luke 22:37 and Acts
8:32-35.

—and what the disciples will be

Mark’s Gospel then continues with a saying of Jesus that
challenges the disciples with the realisation that, just as they have



swared his ministry of healing, preaching and exorcism in Galilee,
52 mow they must share his way of suffering. ‘If any man would
coeme after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and
S=low me. For whoever would lose his life for my sake and the
gooel's will save it', Mark 8:34 & 35. This saying is one of the
S=w found in all four Gospels. In it Jesus shows his disciples the
e springs of his own commitment which will shortly take him
%= erusalem and to death. His commitment in life is not to
Sw=smel, but to his Father and to others. His commitment even
%= seach defeated the power of death and the devil, and issued in
e with God. That is the good news; and following Jesus means
scc=sting the triumph of his death and resurrection, and sharing
== commitment. The world offered by the devil to Jesus at the
Tempeation is worth nothing if a man loses his soul, his life, his
me=grity. in gaining it. Here Jesus adds ‘for my sake’. The
@scoles’ commitment is no longer now simply to Jesus’
message, but to him as, in a true sense, Messiah.

& Jzte later in the Gospel James and John ask to be with Jesus in
W= gory, and Jesus asks them; ‘Are you able to drink the cup that
" @k or to be baptised with the baptism with which | am
Smoesed’ Mark |0:38. And he foretells that they will indeed
ware= s cup of suffering and baptism into his death. And then he
costmues: The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve,
@t o give his life as a ransom for many” Mark [0:45. His life is
afiered for others. This theme is taken up in various ways in
e parts of the New Testament.

~== us pause and reflect for a moment on this aspect of Jesus’
s=acing. In the first chapter of this book we looked at some of
=% swman motives and needs which draw people to church. In
W= s=aching Jesus promised to fulfil people’s deepest needs: ‘|
e that they may have life, and have it abundantly” John 10:10.
2w = ffilling people’s needs he turns them upside down. The
serson looking for abundant life will find it, not by satisfying his
= %er own need for meaning, beauty, belonging and healing.

T =ue e s to be found in following Jesus in bringing meaning,
Semury acceptance and healing to others. We find our own life
2y when we deny ourselves, stop trying to satisfy our own
izl needs and self-will, but rather seek God’s will and to
me== the needs of others. It is only in dying to self for Christ’s
e et we find our true self, the self God intended, an

e tish self directed not by our own will, but by God's will for
e enefit of the whole of his creation.

The journey to jJerusalem

Jesus journeyed south and his teaching was shown to be true in
his own life, given up for others in obedience to his Father's will.
According to Matthew, Mark and Luke, Jesus made a deliberate
choice to go to Jerusalem, although he knew he was travelling
towards a confrontation with the Jewish and Roman authorities
which would entail his death. John’s Gospel presents a similar
picture. Christ’s glory and his love are shown above all in his
crucifixion.

Jesus enters Jericho amid excited crowds. Blind Bartimaeus calls
him Son of David, a Messianic title. Placed here it presumably
signifies the nationalistic hopes of the crowd that Jesus is the
Davidic king who will restore Israel’s fortunes by force. This is a
dangerous moment for Jesus. As he enters Jerusalem he fulfils
Zechariah’s prophecy ‘Lo, your king comes to you; triumphant
and victorious is he, humble and riding on an ass, on a colt the
foal of an ass . .. and he shall command peace to the nations; his
dominion shall be from sea to sea..." Zechariah 9:9. In so doing
he asserts both his Messiahship, and his peaceful purpose.

Jesus cleanses the Temple of those who are using its sacrificial
system to make a profit for themselves. ‘My house shall be called
a house of prayer for all the nations, but you have made it a den
of robbers’, Mark | |:17 quoting lsaiah 56.7. This is a challenge to
the religious authorities, not directly to the Roman governor,
and the chief priests look for a way to destroy him.

Some of the Jews, who presumably wished to be rid of Roman
rule in Palestine, tried to trap him with the question ‘Is it lawful
to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?' Mark /2:/4. He evaded the trap
by stating the principle rather than giving precise guidance:
‘Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the
things that are Gd's, Mark /2:17.

Just before Jesus’ own betrayal to the authorities Mark records
Jesus’ prophecy that similar things will happen to his followers:
‘But take heed to yourselves; for they will deliver you up to
councils; and you will be beaten in synagogues; and you will stand
before governors and kings for my sake, to bear testimony
before them. And the gospel must first be preached to all
nations. And when they bring you to trial and deliver you up, do
not be anxious beforehand what you are to say; but say
whatever is given to you in that hour, for it is not you who



speak, but the Holy Spirit’, Mark /3:9-/ |. This would have
begun to happen before the Gospel was written down.

In the upper room Jesus ‘took bread, and blessed, and broke it,
and gave it to them, and said, “‘Take; this is my body”. And he
took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to them, and
they all drank of it. And he said to them. “This is my blood of the
covenant, which is poured out for many”’, Mark [4:22-24. This
giving of his lifeblood ‘for many’ picks up the earlier promise that
the Son of Man gives ‘his life as a ransom for many’ Mark [0:45.
The earliest recorded account of Jesus’ words at the last supper
is found in Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, | Cor. 2:24, where
Jesus is reported to have added ‘Do this in remembrance of me’.
Paul’s letters and the Acts of the Apostles recorded the
frequent and regular, symbolic and sacramental memorial and re-
presentation of Jesus’ action in the upper room. The breaking of
the bread or celebration of the eucharist symbolically and
sacramentally unites the participants together in Jesus’
obedience to the Father, and in receiving the gift of his life for
the world — ‘for many’.

Jesus suffers, dies and rises

The first seven chapters of Mark’s Gospel are primarily the
record of what Jesus said about the coming of God’s rule and
what he did to show God’s healing and forgiving love. In the
eighth chapter we begin to learn who Jesus is, a suffering
Messiah. In the following chapters we see Jesus on his way to
confront the religious and secular powers of his time. And so we
come to the climax of the Gospel. In the last three chapters we
see the bewildering power of his suffering love which allows his
enemies to do what they will with him before God raises him to
life from the dead.

The heart of Jesus’ obedience to what he saw to be his Father’s
will is expressed in Gethsemane. ‘He fell on the ground and
prayed that, if it were possible, the hour might pass from him.
And he said, “Abba, Father, all things are possible to thee;
remove this cup [of suffering] from me; yet not what | will, but
what thou wilt™’, Mark [ 4:36.

Judas came with a crowd and Jesus was arrested, and all the
disciples forsook him and fled. How could they defend a man
who did not wish to be defended by force?

According to John's Gospel Jesus answers Pilate’s enquiry as to
whether he claims to be a king by saying, ‘My kingship is not of
this world; if my kingship were of this world, my servants would
fight ... but my kingship is not from this world". Jesus goes on to
explain a kingship which is in the world but not of it, by claiming
that he came ‘into the world to bear witness to the truth.
Everyone who is of the truth hears my voice’, John /8:36 & 37.
The citizens of God’s kingdom then, in John's terms, are those
who understand and obey the truth, and Jesus is the witness, in
Greek ‘martyr’, of this truth. The title witness is given to Jesus in
the Book of Revelation: ‘Jesus Christ the faithful witness, the
first-born of the dead, and the ruler of kings on earth’. Rev. /:5
Jesus rejected the use of force to compel people to obey the
rule of God, but was willing to suffer death in order to show
them the lengths to which patient love would go. It is not
difficult therefore to see why Christians later regarded him as
the archetypal martyr, or witness to the love of God, from
whom they drew strength as they faced martyrdom in their
witness to the gospel of love. The depth of the patience of this
love is shown by the word from the cross to the soldiers
recorded by Luke: ‘Father, forgive them; for they know not
what they do’, Luke 23:34. The depth of the human desolation of
Jesus is expressed in Mark and Matthew's recorded sayings: ‘My
God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?’ Matthew 27:46,
Mark [5:34, and the triumphant achievement of the cross in the
word from John’s Gospel, ‘It is finished’, John /9:30. For John,
Christ’s glory is shown above all on the cross, John [2:23-26 -
My strength is made perfect in weakness’ 2 Cor. /2:9.", if | be
lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto myself’, John
12:32. Immediately after Jesus’ death Matthew reports the
tearing of the curtain which hid and separated the Most Holy
Place in the Temple, symbolising the presence of God himself,
from the rest. Christ’s death on the cross revealed God to the



warid in 2 way nothing else ever had. God is like Jesus, self-giving
e satient love, but also unwaveringly just and holy.

e resurrection appearances, together with the empty tomb,
S that Jesus, the same but transformed, has risen to new life.
= remains the same in character in that his appearances are not
= sectacularly supernatural as to compel belief. He can be
smszaken for a gardener by Mary, or an ordinary traveller on the
s=ac to Emmaus, or a beachcomber by the Lake of Galilee. Yet
%= mode of being is transformed, for he promises his continuing
ar=sence to the disciples through the Spirit for all time.
Sezording to Matthew, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has
Se=n gven to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations,
Sspcsng them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of
e Soly Spirit, teaching them to observe all that | have
=mermanded you; and lo, | am with you always, to the close of the
ag= of this present world], Matthew 28:/8-20.

The interpretation of the story

e =arty church, of which the authors of the four Gospels were
#ss members, told and re-told the story of Jesus’ life, death and
s=surrection. They recounted what he had said and done in his
==y ministry. They explained who they thought he was. They
ke of hus suffering, and of his resurrection and the mystery of
= continuing presence. They told and retold this story not just
S Semselves, but because they realised that this was the focus
& = zood news which Jesus himself had preached, and which
% %2 commanded his disciples to preach to others.

=== had totally changed their lives. They searched
aowt for language adequate to explain to others what
S meant to them. The experience came first. The
Samguage of interpretation followed. Interpretation
Sallowed so close upon experience that the two fused
Sagecher and Christian theology was born.

%2 we= have seen theological interpretation is already present in
% Sowr Gospels. Each Gospel has a different author writing for
& @fe=rens set of readers with different questions in their minds
e possbly different needs to be met. Each Gospel therefore
== o have aslightly differing emphasis and to use different

res and images.

For Mark Jesus is the Son of God who shows his power in healing
and casting out devils.

Matthew quotes Old Testament texts to show that Christianity
is the fulfilment of Judaism. Jesus is the Messiah, the king. The
people of Israel are succeeded by the church. His is the only
Gospel to use the word church. Matthew’s Gospel would have
come over with particular force to Jews.

Luke’s Gospel would have been more intelligible to Gentiles.
Salvation is for all the world, and not just for Jews. For him Jesus
is especially the Son of Man, who has compassion for all,
especially for women, and for the outcast and sinner.

John'’s Gospel selects and orders the events of Jesus’ life to
express profound spiritual truths.

The authors of the New Testament painted word pictures to
explain what Jesus’ life and death meant to them. These word
pictures used ideas and practices which were very familiar to the
disciples and their hearers.

As they developed their interpretation they had to use picture
language, because their experience of Jesus had been unique.
There was no one else like him. The pictures they used were
inadequate in two ways: first because no human language can
adequately describe what Jesus Christ meant to them; and
secondly because many of their pictures were bound to get out
of date.

They wrote and spoke of Jesus’ life and particularly his death as a
sacrifice for sin, making peace with God; drawing their picture
from the slaughtering of animals in the Temple according to the
laws of the Old Testament. This picture began to lose its
brightness as early as AD 70 with the destruction of the Temple
and the ending of Temple sacrifices.

They wrote of God in Christ as their redeemer, ransoming them
from sin and evil; drawing their picture from the responsibilities
of Hebrew relatives for their next of kin who got into
difficulties, and also from the freeing of slaves in the Roman
world. This picture changed its meaning as slavery changed and
then eventually ceased.

Paul wrote of our justification by faith; drawing his picture from
the law-court. He also wrote of our salvation and our
reconciliation, both common words which he used in a particular



way. When the early Christians used these word pictures taken
from the practice of everyday life and from the ideas of their
time, the eyes of their hearers or readers would light up,
because their fresh colours immediately conveyed something of
the meaning of the disciples’ experience of Jesus.

Today these word pictures are revered and valued like the
paintings of old masters, but centuries of grime and retouching
have dulled their colours and obscured their lines. Sometimes
their meaning has changed; sometimes it has all but disappeared;
and the words of Scripture, which originally helped the reader
or hearer to grasp the Gospel, can today sometimes actually
obscure it.

There is no space in this little book properly to expound the
original meaning of these words and word pictures. A few
sentences on each must suffice.

I. Redeemer

Already in the old Testament God had been called Redeemer.
He redeemed Israel from slavery in Egypt, as Abraham
redeemed Lot from the hands of the kings who had captured
him. The word Redeemer meant ‘next of kin’ or ‘near relative’.
In Hebrew tradition it was the duty of a next of kin to redeem a
relative. On this analogy God in Christ has liberated us from the
clutches of sin and the devil, and has restored to us our freedom.
A different example from the Old Testament was Boaz’
redemption of Ruth. He redeemed her by marrying her and
raising up sons for her inheritance. On this analogy God in Christ
has married his bride, the church, and raised up a true
inheritance.

In the time of the early church, however, the idea of redemption
had another meaning on the analogy of the freeing of slaves in
the Roman Empire. By definition a slave was unable to buy his or
her own freedom. Anything the slave owned belonged to his
master. And so a religious ceremony was held when a slave was
given freedom. The slave was taken to a temple; a ransom price
was paid and the slave technically became the property of the
god of the temple. According to this understanding we are all
the property of someone. If we are not the property of a man,
we must be the property of a god. That is not an insight that
modern democracy would favour!

The Pauline letters, however, make good use of the picture: ...

you who were once slaves of sin ... having been set free from
sin, have become slaves of righteousness’ Romans 6:/7 & 18. In
order to be free of sin, we become slaves to righteousness. In
order to be free of the powers of evil, we become slaves,
servants, sons and daughters of God. Indeed while we are in this
life we shall never be wholly free and redeemed: ‘we know that
the whole creation has been groaning and travailing together
until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have
the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for
adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies’, Romans 8:22 &
23.

2. Justifier

Paul makes much of an analogy from the law court. We are
pictured as prisoners at the bar of God's awful judgment seat.
We remember the words of Psalm 143: ‘Enter not into
judgment with your servant, O Lord; for in your sight shall no
one living be justified’. Jesus had condemned those scribes and
Pharisees who trusted in themselves that they were righteous.
‘No one is good but God alone’, Mark /0:18.

However, Paul claims that we are justified (acquitted, declared
righteous), not as a result of our fulfilling all the demands of the
Law, but through our faith in Christ. Jesus Christ stands with us
as prisoner at the bar. He has so identified himself with us, (again
the doctrine of the Incarnation), that we are acquitted. He not
only lived as a man, subject to all the sufferings and temptations
of mankind. He was also crucified for us, and so, according to the
Law of the Old Testament, he was cursed, Galatians 3:/3.
“Christ who knew no sin, God made to be sin on our behalf that
we might become the righteousness of God in him”, 2 Cor. 5:21.

It is here, of course, that the picture of the lawcourt breaks
down. In no human lawcourt can a criminal be identified with an
innocent person and acquitted. In no human lawcourt can the
judge make a criminal just or righteous.

God does not force justification upon us. We have to accept his
gift of justification by faith. Moreover, this justification is not
something outside ourselves, achieved without us. That means
that Christ gives us the grace of righteousness if we respond by
faith in him. That faith will then lead to the fruit of righteousness
in our lives. Later an Archbishop of Canterbury, Anselm,
explained that ‘what he did for us has to be done in us’.



1 Sacrifice

The most difficult of these word pictures for us to understand
Sy s that of sacrifice. It is also the one used most frequently
= = New Testament, not only by Paul, but by many other
wezers, and particularly by the author of the Letter to the
Setrews. The ideas of sacrifice would have been immediately
amderstood by every Jew.

& = ohe more difficult for us to understand because we think we
wnderszand it. A modern definition of the word ‘sacrifice’ would
= o give up something for the sake of something or someone
== more highly valued'. But this is a spiritualisation of the
@mcent or original meaning, which usually involved the killing of
@ awmal in worship.

Sempiy expressed the Old Testament idea of sacrifice involved
@f=ring to God something valuable, preferably something which
=ae=ined the gift of life, represented for the Hebrews by the
Seac of an animal. It also involved communion with the God to
whom the sacrifice was offered. Part of what was sacrificed was
=== solemnly eaten as an expression of peace or communion
‘s God. A third element in sacrifice was the making of
mamement for sin. This third element was especially stressed
@mce 2 year on the Jewish Day of Atonement. What happened
‘= Thac day is described in the Book of Leviticus, Chapter 6. On
s day the High Priest sacrificed an animal as a sin-offering. He
e through the curtain which separated the most holy place in
e Temple from the rest, and he sprinkled blood of the sacrifice
an e mercy-seat there. He came out and confessed the sins of
== 2= he laid his hands on the head of the scapegoat, who was
e chased away into the wilderness, where the devil was
Semured 2s living. So, by means of sacrifice, the people of Israel
@fi=r=d something valuable to God, separated themselves from
e sns, and restored their communion with God.

Sacr¥ice had a representative element. The farmer did not
smerce his whole crop or flock. He killed the firstborn and
fered the firstfruits to God, so that God would bless the rest.
#= was offered representing the whole. In a similar way the
re= performed the sacrificial ceremony on behalf of the rest of

e >eople.
% mshors of the New Testament use this word picture again

e 2gan in many different ways, so as to convey their
ssmerience that through Jesus’ obedience to his Father, through

his death on the cross, God has received a perfect offering on
behalf of us all, our sins have been forgiven, and our peace and
communion with God have been restored.

It is important that we do not misrepresent this picture.
Through his self-sacrifice Jesus is not propitiating an angry
Father. He is expiating, neutralising, taking away, the sins of
humanity, so that men and women may once more be acceptable
to the holy and just God. The author of the Letter to the
Hebrews emphasises that the power and effectiveness of this
sacrifice, unlike those of the Old Testament, lie in the willingness
of the victim; and his sacrifice is not and can never be repeated.
It was made once for all, Hebrews /0:10.

Jesus Christ bore the full impact of evil and the full weight of the
sacrificial suffering that can save us. We have neither the will nor
the power to do this for ourselves. Yet we have to share in the
suffering if we are to share in the life of Christ, and Christ
awakens in us the will and gives us the grace to do this. He bore
the Cross and died on our behalf, so that we could bear the
cross after him and follow in his footsteps.

4. Saviour

The word ‘save’ and related words such as ‘saviour’ and
‘salvation’ are not consciously thought of as word pictures when
applied to God's work in Christ, except that all human words
must be thought of as pictures when we try to describe God,
who is indescribable. They are intended as straightforward
descriptions of what God has done in Christ. When Peter was
drowning, Jesus put out his hand and saved him. When people
were sick in mind and body, Jesus healed, forgave, saved them,
and they were whole again. In the teaching of the authors of the
New Testament salvation means the transforming of a world,
which is at variance wth God’s plans, into the wholeness he
intended for it.

The verb is used in three tenses. We have been saved once and
for all by Jesus Christ’s death on the Cross and by his rising again.
The critical or crucial work of salvation is in the past. We are
being saved in the present as the Holy Spirit heals and transforms
persons and relationships by making them more Christlike. We
shall be saved at the last day when God'’s kingdom arrives at its
completion.

We are not being true to the idea of salvation in the New



Testament if we fail to acknowledge its past, present or future
dimension; if we so spiritualize it that it has nothing to do with
this world; or if we so contemporize it that we either forget our
ultimate hope and destiny, or deny that Christ has already won
on the cross the decisive battle for the world’s salvation.

The Gospel of Jesus Christ is not abstract. There is no pure
Gospel which we can distill and keep in a bottle. It has to be re-
fashioned and re-presented to each culture, in each generation
and indeed to each person.

In the first chapter we wrote about people’s needs. The Gospel
comes alive only when those needs are met by Jesus Christ. An
elderly English woman who has lost her husband, feels battered
by life, but who had an adequate pension, may need a Gospel to
assure her of life beyond death. A young woman in Latin
America who has to bring up children under an oppressive
regime in a shanty town with no drains, may need a Gospel to
encourage her that God is concerned for physical health and that
she can do something towards getting proper drainage for her
family home.

Salvation begins to come differently to different people
in different needs. Salvation is never complete in this
life. It always has a future dimension. When salvation is
complete in the Kingdom of God it will be seen to be the
same salvation for all.

5. Reconciler

‘God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, not
counting their sins against them, and entrusting to us the
message of reconciliation’, 2 Cor. 5:/9. Reconciliation is one
picture which does not need restoring. While broken
relationships exist between human beings, and while people try
to mend those relationships, this picture will never get out of
date.

Nevertheless, four things should be said about God’s work of
reconciliation. When two people are at variance, the best
reconciler or mediator is someone closely related to both
parties. Jesus was clearly a human being. The early church taught
that he was also divine, united with God as a Son to his Father.
That is what the doctrine of the Incarnation means.

The second thing to be noted is that, in the quarrel between
mankind and God, the hostility and fault was on the side of

mankind. Mankind needed to be reconciled to God, and
therefore it was mankind who needed to be changed. God had
already taken the initiative in sending his Son. Therefore this is
not a picture of a loving Jesus trying to placate an angry Father so
as to encourage him to be nice to mankind. God is already at
work in Jesus trying to change human wills so that they will want
to be reconciled to the will of the Father.

The third thing to be noted is that God’s work of reconciliation
in Christ is global or cosmic. Fundamentally he reconciles
humanity to God. As a result further reconciliation follows. He
reconciles the divided parts of the personality within human
beings. He reconciles people to their neighbours in the
community and across the world. He reconciles humanity to its
environment, restoring the damage humanity has done to the
creation.

The fourth thing to be noted is that the church is called to be
minister of this reconciliation. It is not ‘peace at any price’. It is
peace with God on God's terms. This ministry of reconciliation
requires that Christian should be reconciled to Christian.
Churches cannot credibly preach a Gospel of reconciliation in
Christ, and do it in competition with one another!

The meaning of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection is not
expressed only in words and ideas. It is also expressed ina
continuing community or institution, the church, which is called
to witness to the Christ who meets all these needs. In one way
the church is a continuation of Christ in the world. According to
the author of the Acts of the Apostles, Saul on the Damascus
road heard a voice asking, ‘Why do you persecute me?’ Acts 9:4.
So far as we know Saul had never met Jesus in his earthly
ministry. The me referred to was clearly his followers, and so
later the same Saul, now called Paul, referred to the followers of
Jesus, the church, as the ‘Body of Christ’.

Suggested Bible reading: Mark 8:22-38

Suggested questions for discussion

How would you try to show to someone, who was not a
Christian, what the life, death and resurrection of Jesus
means to you? What was God’s purpose in sending
Christ?



3. WHY DID THE CHURCH BEGIN?

The word church is used in two primary senses in
the New Testament: (i) the local community of
Christians who gather week by week for teaching,
prayer and the eucharist: and (ii) the cosmic
church, the Communion of Saints, Christians of
2ll times and places united in Christ and built
upon the foundation of the apostles. The church is
a sign, instrument and foretaste of the Kingdom
or Rule of God. It is described variously as the
Communion of the Holy Spirit, the Body of
Christ, the People of God, the Bride of Christ, the
Household of God, the Servant. The local church
is not simply part of the cosmic church; it is the
fulness of the cosmic church trying to fulfil the
i purpose of God in one particular time and place.

Different meanings of the word
“church’ today

Sefore we examine the origins of the church, it would be wise
== set out the main senses in which Christians use the word
“urch’ today. Members of different Christian traditions tend to
use the word differently. When, for example, Baptists say they
ar= members of the church, they mean they have full rights and
s==ponsibilities in the local congregation. When Roman
“asholics say the same thing, they mean that they have been
S=ccsed into the universal body of Christians united with the
Fooe

Wz isz eight different meanings:

Semiding

* Most commonly the word ‘church’ is used to describe the
Swiaing in which Christians meet for worship. Clearly this is
wery much a secondary usage since the building is called ‘church’
2miy because the people who are the church use it for their
warship. Moreover, special buildings for Christian worship date

back only to the fourth century AD. For the first three centuries
Christians met for worship in one another’s homes. The word is
not therefore used of a building for worship in the New
Testament.

Local community of Christians

2. The word is also used of the local congregation of Christians
meeting for worship. This is the commonest way in which the
word is used in the New Testament, and it is used in this way
today in almost all our denominations. In Baptist and
Independent traditions this is regarded as the primary sense of
the word. Thus a national organisation of Baptist (local) churches
is not itself called a ‘Church’ but a Union of (local) churches, as is
the Baptist Union of Scotland, or the Union of Welsh
Independent Churches.

Strictly speaking in Anglican, Orthodox and Roman Catholic
traditions the local church is not the local congregation, but the
diocese with its bishop. The bishop is the sign of unity and
continuity who represents the local church (diocese) to the
wider church, and the wider church to the diocese. Methodists
also have a local church unit wider than that of the local
congregation — the circuit, looked after by a superintendent.
However, the very fact that the words diocese and circuit are in
commeon use means that the word ‘church’ is not properly used
much in these senses.

National or Provincial group of churches

3. The word ‘church’ is used in Anglican, Protestant and
Orthodox circles of a national, provincial or regional grouping of
local churches, as the United Reformed Church in the United
Kingdom, the Church of England, the Church of Scotland, the
Orthodox Church of Russia. These churches are self-governing
churches which have representative synods or assemblies.
Roman Catholics have not traditionally made much use of the
word in this national sense, although they have referred to the
French Church or the Spanish Church, for example. Moreover
the increasingly important role given to national or regional
Roman Catholic episcopal conferences is likely to mean that they
use the word ‘church’ in this sense more and more frequently.



House or domestic church

4, Orthodox and Roman Catholic Christians have long regarded
a Christian family as a domestic church in some sense. The
Puritan and Pietistic traditions in Protestantism also emphasised
the importance of the Christian family and family worship. In
recent years many churches have reverted to the primitive
practice of encouraging Christians to meet in one another’s
homes for study and prayer. Some pentecostal groupings of
Christians have made such a central feature of this that they are
known as House Churches.

Universal (geographical) church

5. Roman Catholics use the word church in a universal
geographical sense of all Christians who are alive today and who
are in communion with the Pope. Other traditions have been
developing ecclesiastial machinery for linking their national
Churches or unions together, but they do not use the word
church to describe this universal entity. Anglicans have an
Anglican Communion, Lutherans have a World Federation,
Reformed Churches have a World Alliance.

Universal (cosmic or mystic) church

6. This meaning differs from that immediately above in that it is
not limited to Christians alive on the earth today. The church in
this broad sense is a cosmic or mystic reality in which all
Christians, past, present, and to come, are united in Christ. They
are together sharing in God'’s cosmic purpose of bringing the
whole of creation into a unity in Christ. They are sometimes
referred to as the Communion of Saints.

Of the senses of the word church listed so far the second
and sixth are clearly primary in the New Testament.
The third, fourth and fifth senses are developments
from New Testament usage, whether we accept the
particular development or not. There are, however,
two more ways in which the word church is used today
which most theologians would agree to be a serious
misuse of the basic meaning of church.

The church as clergy

7. It is sometimes said of a young man, preparing to be ordained
as a minister, that he is ‘going into the church’. Here the
ordained ministry is treated like a profession, such as the law or
medicine. Those who are not ordained as ministers are laity. In
this picture the layperson is thought of as ignorant, passive, and
has to do what the professional says. The ministers do the work
of the church and the laity assist under their guidance.

This is a travesty of the picture in the New Testament where
the word ‘laity’ is simply the English translation of the Greek
word ‘laos’ which means the people [of God]. In this sense the
minister is part of the laity, part of the people of God, The word
‘clergy’ is a translation of the Greek word ‘cleros’ which means
inheritance [of God].

Christians are sometimes heard to call for the church to say
something on some issue or to act in some cause. Those who
speak in this way are themselves part of the church, but they are
really appealing for the minister or the Archbishop or the
Cardinal to speak or act for them. Of course the ordained
ministry has an important role in the church, oftenasa
spokesman and representative, but it is misleading and
dangerous simply to call the ministry ‘the church.’



The Church as denomination

£ I the next chapter we shall see briefly how divisions between
‘heistians have occurred. The result of these divisions has been
et in every town and city there is a selection of different
Semominations, each calling themselves ‘church’. Such a state of
#%ars is clearly contrary to the teaching of Paul. Already in
‘“arinth there were threatened divisions in the local church, and
Fau warned that the one church of Christ cannot be divided
o separate factions / Cor. /:1 /-1 3. We shall return to this

groblem in the next Chapter.
Ecclesia

Mow let us examine the meaning of the word ‘church’ in the
Me=w Testament. It is commonly said that the church began at
Femcecost with the gift of the Holy Spirit to the early disciples’
= _ Inasense this is true, but the word ‘church’ goes back
‘wong before that. The Greek word for church is ecclesia, ‘eglwys’
= Welsh. For the four previous centuries this word had been
ws=< 0 the secular Greek world of those who were called out to
2 me=ting of the assembly of the citizens of a city state to form
e oty parliament. More significantly perhaps for us it was also
= word used for the assembly of the people of Israel in some
#ars of the Greek Old Testament. We cannot now be sure why
=% zarly Christians chose to use the word ‘ecclesia’ to describe
e community. They might have chosen to call themselves a
smagogue, which has a similar meaning. In fact the word
‘mmagogue’ is once used of the Christian assembly in the Letter
= == 22 some Jewish Christians in Transjordan continued to
== = word of their own community. Synagogue was the word
= =wish community chose to use for their own local Jewish

gces of worship.

=wever, when the early Christians used the word ‘church’ to
Sescrbe their own assembly, they were almost bound to see
Semseives as the true successors of the people of Israel in the
Ohs Testament — called out by God to fulfil his purposes. At the
=t of his letter to the Churches of Galatia Paul calls down a
‘Ses=ng on the church; ‘Peace and mercy be upon ... the Israel
= Sod'. This same idea is present even where the words: ‘You
= = chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own
s=ccie. that you may declare the wonderful deeds of him who
=les you out of darkness into his marvellous light’ Peter 2:9.
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Jesus and the church

There is a profound sense in which Jesus had no intention of
founding a church but of renewing the existing one, because for
him his disciples were the inheritors of the true church or
assembly of the Old Israel. In the Old Testament Israel was the
people (laos) and inheritance (cleros) of God, Deuteronomy
9:29. In Jesus’ parable of the vineyard the true inheritor of Israel,
God's vineyard, is the Son, Jesus himself Mark /2:6, and God will
give the inheritance of Israel to others, namely his disciples Mark
12:9. Jesus is the true vine of the old Israel, and his Father will cut
away the unfruitful branches and leave only fruitful ones, his true
disciples, fohn 15:1.

As we noted in Chapter 2, when we described the beginning of
his ministry, Jesus certainly gathered a band of disciples whom he
expected to inherit the promises made to the old Israel. He
chose twelve each of whom would rule one of Israel’s twelve
tribes. He must have expected them to form a continuing
community after his death. The Gospels speak of him as a
shepherd, and that would have no point unless he had sheep to
follow him. A Messiah can no more be Messiah without a
Messianic community than a shepherd can be a shepherd without
sheep. The twelve came to be called apostles, and together with
others including Paul and Barnabas, came to exercise leadership
in the church.

The word ‘church’ is used only twice in the Gospels, and both
times in Matthew. In one of the collections of different sayings of
Jesus the word is used to describe a local group of disciples
Matthew [8:17. The other follows immediately Matthew's
account of Peter’s recognition of Jesus as the Christ. Jesus says:
“You are Peter, and on this rock | will build my church, and the
powers of death shall not prevail against it. | will give you the
keys of the kingdom of heaven and whatever you bind on earth
shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall
be loosed in heaven’ Matthew 16:18 and | 9. Christians generally
have interpreted this as a prophecy of the important role that
Peter personally would play in the early church. Roman
Catholics have also seen in this passage the origin of the role of
the bishop of Rome, the successor of Peter.

These two passages in Matthew seem to presuppose a fairly
well-developed Christian community.



Paul and the church

Long before Matthew’s Gospel achieved its present form the
word ‘church’ was in common use in Christian circles. Paul
addressed ‘the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father
and the Lord, Jesus Christ’ / Thess. |/ in what is probably the
earliest of his surviving letters, written about 50AD. He uses
similar forms of address in virtually all his letters. For him the
church exists wherever Christians gather regularly. Usually he
writes of the church in a town or region, but he can also write of
the church which meets in a house, for example Romans 16:5;

| Corinthians 16:19; Colossians 4:15. We have to remember that
at this period Christians had no special church buildings, but met
wherever they could, usually in the house of one of their
members. Often Paul links the church with God or with Christ
or both. For him the church is the church of God and of Christ,
called out to fulfil their will and purpose.

Clearly Paul gives particular respect to the church in Jerusalem.
It is there he goes to be assured that he is preaching the true
Gospel. It is there he sends financial help when it is needed.
However, for him the church is the same church wherever it is,
and he is particularly concerned to maintain the unity of all the
churches.

A similar picture of the church appears in the Acts of the
Apostles, and there the historical spread of the church becomes
clearer. Jesus promises his disciples that after Pentecost they will
be his witnesses ‘In Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to
the end of the earth’, Acts /.8.

A careful study of the Acts of the Apostles and the Letters of
Paul show that the church spread in New Testament times in
two ways. Most obviously Paul, Barnabas and other apostles and
evangelists crossed frontiers and took what opportunities they
could to preach the Gospel in public places and to nurture the
newly converted Christians in an infant church. Less obviously,
though perhaps more significantly for the rapid growth of
Christianity, mission and evangelism were not the preserve of
the church leaders only. Many ordinary Christians bore witness
to Jesus Christ, through their words, deeds and way of life,
among their relatives and acquaintances, as they moved about
the eastern Mediterranean. There was considerable mobility
among the population because of persecution, Acts 8:/ and 18:2,
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pilgrimage Acts 2:5, and other unspecified reasons, among which
trade was undoubtedly one, Acts /8:24, and |9:1. This mobility
gave the infant church the opportunity to spread the Gospel,
since they were a missionary church in which each member bore
active witness to Christ, and shared in the growth of new
churches.

Church and Kingdom

It has been said that Jesus preached the good news of the coming
of God’s Kingdom: but what actually arrived was the church.
What is the relation of church and Kingdom?

In English the word ‘kingdom’ suggests a country or
geographical area. However, Jesus was talking of God’s rule or
sovereignty, not about the place over which he rules. The
Kingdom of God is present where God’s rule is obeyed. It was
first and above all present in Jesus, in his preaching, his healing
the sick, his casting out devils, and especially in the way he
himself suffered, died and rose again. For there was one over-
riding priority in Jesus’ life, and that was obedience to God, his
Father. That is why the Kingdom was shown above all in him —
he acknowledged the rule or reign of God in all he said, did and
suffered.

As we have already seen the disciples shared in preaching the
Kingdom during Jesus’ earthly ministry. According to the Acts of
the Apostles Jesus spoke further to the disciplines about the
Kingdom of God after his resurrection, Acts /:3. After
Pentecost the early church also continued to preach about the
Kingdom of God, although now the Kingdom was clearly shown
to have been inaugurated by the coming of Jesus, his death and
resurrection, Acts 8:12, 19:8, 28:23. The Kingdom of God which
had been an evocative but mysterious phrase in the mouth of
Jesus, was now given content in the story of Jesus’ own life,
death and resurrection.

However, this did not mean that the Kingdom of God was now
relegated to the past. The Kingdom had begun to enter human
history in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. It continued to be
present and to grow secretly where the good news was
preached, the sick were healed, the devils were cast out. It
would come finally in full power at a moment in the future
known only to God, Acts /7.



%e church is the assembly of the new people of God, the
Sscples of Jesus, journeying towards the Kingdom, preparing
Sor = pointing to it, and in some sense also embodying it.

“The church is sent into the world as sign,
instrument and first fruits of a reality which
comes from beyond history - the Kingdom or
reign of God.’

Sod’s Rejgn and Our Unity,

SPCK & St. Andrew Press, 1984, p. 19.

e church is a sign of the Kingdom in so far as its words speak
= =e Kingdom, its actions do the work of God and its being is
W= 2 mirror reflecting the image of Christ. It is an instrument of
e ¥ingdom in so far as it is used by God to bring the world
wmcer his rule. It is a firstfruits of the Kingdom in so far as the life
o Chnstis flowing in its fellowship.

“s=molic and Eastern Orthodox Christians have tended to
e=phasise the identity of the church and the Kingdom, thus
sressing the perfect and divine side of the church. Not only have
ey asserted the church’s permanence and infallibility: “The
sowers of death shall not prevail against it’. They have also
Smuge that its form and structure is divinely willed, making much
us= of Paul’s picture of the church as the Body of Christ.

Froeestants, on the other hand, have tended to emphasise the
srowsonal and fallible element in the church, and the constant
me=< of repentance and reform not only in the individual
member, but also in the church itself. Only at the last day will the
“wurch be presented to her bridegroom, Christ, without spot or
wemmide, Ephesians 5:27.

images of the church in the
New Testament

S emphases can be found in the New Testament, which
mawe=s use of many pictures, images, metaphors to describe the
=wroh Some emphasise the closeness and identity of Christ and
e chwrch, the church as a living organism — Vine and branches,
Sy of Christ and members. Others point to the distinctness of
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Christ from the church, picturing personal relationships within a
Christian community — Bride of Christ, People of God, bearing
in mind that God’s people in the Old Testament were compared
with an unfaithful bride. Some images emphasise the public
nature of the church’s witness. The church is a lamp shining ona
lampstand. It is a herald announcing the good news. Other
images emphasise the hidden, transforming presence of the
church in society at large. The church is salt which seasons and
preserves the food with which it is mixed. It is yeast which
works secretly to leaven a loaf.

When the images are taken together the overall picture of the
church is one of harmony among diversity, order without
regimentation. It is significant that the church is nowhere
described as Christ’s army in the New Testament, although
Ephesians 6:10—17 and Il Timothy 2:3—4 speak of the individual
Christian as a soldier of Christ.

In its Final Report the Anglican-Roman Catholic International
Commission (ARCIC) singles out the word ‘communion’ or
‘fellowship’ (koinonia) as what underlines the images of the
church in the New Testament. Clearly communion is essentially
a relationship between persons who are in union with Christ
through the Holy Spirit.

Pentecost, when he Holy Spirit came upon the disciples Acts 2,
has traditionally been called ‘the birthday of the church’. The
faithful remnant of the old Israel was later contained in the
person of one man, Jesus Christ. It came in a renewed sense after
Jesus’ resurrection in a growing Christian community when the
Holy Spirit descended upon the disciples at Pentecost. Certainly
the rest of the Acts of the Apostles is the story of the guidance
of the Spirit upon the young Christian community, the renewed
People of God.

As we saw in the last chapter, the metaphors or picture language
which the early Christians used to express their experience of
salvation by Christ can be misleading, if we use only one picture
or take one metaphor too literally. So it is with the pictures or
metaphors of the church. One scholar has listed nearly a
hundred such word pictures of the church in the New
Testament. We have no space for that number, but we list five.

I. Body of Christ

Although there are hints elsewhere in the New Testament, it is



in the Pauline letters that the Body of Christ becomes so
important an image of the church. It is closely related to Paul’s
idea that Christians are ‘in Christ’. In our individualistic age it is
hard for us to grasp the idea of corporate personality that this
implies. It signifies that the individual Christians who come
together in the assembly of the church are one person, one body
in Christ; that the risen Christ lives in us a corporate body; that
there is an identity between the risen Christ and his church. It is
a picture of a living organism, not of a human organisation.

Paul points out that this has implications for the members of the
Body. We are dependent on Christ and also on one another. We
have different functions in the Body, and we should respect and
value all the members / Cor. | 2; Romans | 2. If one member
suffers, all the others suffer too. In the later Pauline letters,
Ephesians and Colossians, this image is developed and Christ is
called the Head of his Body, the church. He is the source of all
bodily growth and, here the metaphor breaks down, all the parts
of the Body grow up into maturity in him, Ephesians 4. Just as it
was God'’s plan that his purposes would come to maturity in the
one man, Jesus Christ, so it is his plan that God's fulness will fill
his Body the church, until all things grow into maturity and into a
unity with God, Ephesians 1.

The agent or instrument of God's purpose is the church, the
Body of Christ, whose task is a cosmic one.

‘that through the church the manifold wisdom of
God might now be made known to the
principalities and powers in the heavenly places’
Ephesians 3:10.

The church is dependent on Christ and the members are
dependent on one another, as Christ and his members work
together in organic harmony to fulfil God's plan for the world. It
is not surprising that this image of the church as the Body of
Christ has been built on in later generations.

Christ has no hands but our hands
to do his work today;

He has no feet but our feet

to lead men in his way.

Christ has no lips but our lips

to tell men how he died;

He has no help but our help

to bring them to his side. St. Theresa of Avila.
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2. People of God

The Body of Christ was the dominant image of the church in
Anglican and Roman Catholic thinking in the first half of this
century. In the 1960s, however, the Second Vatican Council
gave pride of place to the image of the church as the People of
God. This image is closely linked with the word ‘church’
(ecclesia), which, as we have seen, was used of the People of
Israel, the People of God of the Old Testament. We have
explored this image earlier in this chapter. It allows a greater
distinction between Christ and his church than does the image of
the Body. Moreover the word ‘people’ immediately evokes
thoughts of personal responsibility and personal relationships
within a community.

3. The Bride of Christ

The picture of the church as the bride of Christ is also inherited
from the Old Testament where Israel was sometimes spoken of
as God's bride, especially in Hosea where the bride was often
spoken of as unfaithful. In the Gospels the arrival of God’s
Kingdom is pictured as the Bridegroom coming to marry his
People.The image is applied to the local church in 2 Corinthians
12

It is also used in Ephesians of the church in general.

‘Christ loved the church, and gave himself up for
her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed
her by the washing of water with the word, that
he might present the church to himself in
splendour, without spot or wrinkle or any such
thing’

Ephesians 5:25-27.

The image expresses the church’s love responding to the prior
love of Christ, and, following the social context of the day,
speaks of dependence and submission without absorption.

Because of the Old Testament background it speaks of a faithless
bride being won to purity and faithfulness, cleansed in baptism,
until at the end of time the marriage feast is celebrated when the
bride, New Jerusalem, comes down from heaven, Revelation
21:2and 9.



Secause the image of the marriage feast represents and looks
%orward to the final celebration of God's rule and Kingdom, the
mage of the church as bride comes close to equating church and
¥imgdom at the last day. However, because of the image of Israel
2= 2 faithless bride in the Old Testament, it also carries an image
o 2 church which is at present imperfect, and needing cleansing
= preparation for the completion of God'’s purposes, the
marriage supper of the Lamb and the consummation of the
¥mgdom. The church as yet is only an imperfect and provisional
==oodiment of the perfect Kingdom of God.

4 Household of God

There is a cluster of images picturing the church as a household,
Souse, or Temple. According to John’s Gospel Jesus himself
arophesied ‘Destroy this temple, and in three days | will raise it
e A0 2:/ 9. The evangelist explains that Jesus spoke of his risen
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e First Letter of Peter elaborates the theme by calling Christ
2 wing stone’ and appealing to his readers to be built together
weeh that stone into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood to
afer spiritual sacrifices’ | Peter 2:5.

The Letter to the Ephesians calls the readers:

‘members of the household of God, built upon the
foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ
Jesus himself being the corner-stone, in whom the
whole structure is joined together and grows into
2 holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are
built into it for a dwelling place of God in the
Spirit” Ephesians: 2:19-22.

= Shese varying pictures we are shown the risen Christ as the
se=w Temple, taking the place of the Temple at Jerusalem, and
@50 5 disciples being built into this Temple with him.

Sur = picture of the building or house easily slips into the
@=ure of the household and the differing servants or ministers
whe keep it going. The passage from Ephesians quoted above
smmediately leads into a reference to Paul as a steward in God's
Seuse and minister of the Gospel, and then to a reference to
Sext as the Father of the family.
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This reminds us that we cannot separate the image of the church
in the New Testament from the duty of varying ministers or
stewards whose task it is to build up the church, Ephesians 4:/2.
The pattern of this ministry is the pattern of service laid down
by Jesus himself at the Last Supper when he washed his disciples’
feet, John |3:5. This pattern is not of a leadership by domination,
but of a leadership by service. ‘| am among you as one who
serves’, Luke 22:27, says Jesus. In the Greek ‘one who serves’ is
diakonos, a deacon.

5. Servant

This picture of Jesus as a servant had led in the last twenty years
to the development of a picture of the church as a Servant to the
world. This picture was painted, for example, in 1968 both by
the Fourth Assembly of the World Council of Churches at
Uppsala and by the Second Conference of Latin American
Roman Catholic Bishops at Medellin. This picture sees the
church not as standing over the world, as the mediaeval
cathedrals symbolically towered over our towns in the Middle
Ages. It was suggested that the church’s organisation and
ministry should be directed not to building up its own life, but
humbly and unobtrusively to serving the needs of the world. The
shape of the church should be the shape of the world’s need.




It must be admitted that this image of the church cannot be read
directly out of the pages of the New Testament. There the task
of service (diakonia) is the task of the ministers of the church,
and the Letters of Paul and the Acts of the Apostles suggest that
their acts of service were actions performed by ministers within
the Christian community. The interchurch aid collection made
by Paul among the Gentile churches was for the benefit of the
poor saints in Jerusalem. However, if we think more broadly of
Jesus Christ as the pattern of the church, then we see that his
whole ministry was a ministry of service, healing the sick, feeding
the hungry, preaching the good news, and casting out devils. This
ministry he did not confine to his disciples and followers. The
duty of loving and serving one’s neighbours is directed to all,
irrespective of colour, class or creed.

The life and work of the early church

In the last chapter we listed the activities of Jesus’ ministry. If we
go through the Acts of the Apostles we could make an almost
identical list, as the early church went about healing the sick,
casting out devils, preaching, teaching, gathering more disciples,
praying, and some members suffering persecution and
martyrdom. Such activities were promised in John’s Gospel: ‘He
who believes in me will also do the works that | do; and greater
works than these will he do, because | go to the Father’, John
14:12

The content of their preaching and the nature of the young
church’s community life was made possible by the death,
resurrection and ascension of Christ and by the gift of the Spirit.
These became the pivot of the life of the church and its
members. Like Jesus the early church pointed to the coming of
God's kingdom, but they saw that rule as focussed upon the
person of Christ crucified, risen and ascended. Although at first
the members of the early church in Jerusalem continued to
worship in the Temple, nevertheless they also had their own
specifically Christian forms of worship in their homes, Acts 2:46.
New members of the community professed their faith in Christ
and were baptised into his death and resurrection.

Thus symbolically new members were reborn in Christ as
followers in his way of suffering and triumphant love:
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“We were buried therefore with him by baptism
into death, so that as Christ was raised from the
dead by the glory of the Father, we too might
walk in newness of life’’ Roman 6:4.

Also the early disciples met regularly for the breaking of bread
and the prayers. This was the service of thanksgiving
(eucharistia) at which the church recalled the death and
resurrection of Christ in a meal of bread and wine, as at the Last
Supper. In this meal the disciples ate Christ’s body in the form of
bread, and thus were re-created as his Body, the church. They
drank his lifeblood in the form of wine, and his life flowed freshly
in their fellowship. It became the custom to celebrate the Lord's
Supper on the first day of the week, Acts 20:7, the day on which
Christ rose from the dead. All distinctions between Jew and
Gentile, slave and free, rich and poor were extinguished in this
celebration. Thus their communion with Christ was re-
established week by week. Thus the local church was also in
communion with all other churches celebrating the eucharist.

There is one practice of the early church which is described in
the Acts of the Apostles as important, and we should not shrug
it off as a mere aberration. The early church in Jerusalem ‘had all
things in common; and they sold their possessions and goods and
distributed them to all, as any had need’, Acts 2:44 & 45 and 4:32.
This was a practical expression of their total devotion to Christ
and to the work of the community directed by his Spirit.

Jesus’ disciples may have had a common purse during his earthly
life, John 12:6 and 13:29, and so the practice of the early church
may be directly traceable to Jesus. This common ownership does
not seem to have been the practice of the churches founded by
Paul, since 25 years later he instituted a collection in his churches
for the poor in Jerusalem.

All the churches, both that at Jerusalem and those founded by
Paul, exercised stewardship of their resources. As slaves,
servants, children of God, all that they owned belonged to him,
and it was all to be used in his service and in the service of his
community, the church. Many of our churches are recovering
this concept and practice today.



The cosmic church

W= Save already noticed that the word ‘church’ was applied first
%= ozl gatherings of Christians, that in Jerusalem, those in
Semara and those in various towns and regions up and down the
=== Mediterranean. These churches usually met in people’s
Sewses Because the Christian church began in one place,
Jemusalem, it is not always clear whether the word is being used
= = smecifically local sense, or in a more general sense.
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However, even if the church began by being a local group of
Jesus’ disciples in Jerusalem, because of their union with the risen
Christ, the church was also seen as having a universal, and indeed
a cosmic significance. It was universal because it was to spread to
all nations. It was cosmic because ‘the whole creation has been
groaning in travail’, Romans 8:22 waiting for Christ’s redemption
of humanity; and because it is the church’s task to make known
‘to the principalities and powers in heavenly places’, Ephesians
3:10 God's purpose for the world. This cosmic meaning of the
church is expounded particularly in the letters to the Ephesians
and Colossians. The principalities and powers referred to were
the hierarchy of superhuman powers, some good, some bad,
which exercised an influence on the world. The idea of
superhuman influences, such as many of Paul’s contemporaries
believed in, would a few years ago have seemed totally alien to
modern thought. In recent years, however, humanity seems to
have unleashed powers which have gone beyond rational, human
control. The crimes committed in the name of fascism and
communism, the growth of inter-racial hatred in all continents,
the apparently irreversible stockpiling of nuclear weapons, the
intransigent, dual problems of inflation and unemployment, the
uncontrolled market economy which makes the poorer nations
ever poorer, the dangerous damage to the environment and
pollution of the atmosphere ... these and many other
developments are not to be mastered by the wisdom and skill of
a few wise men. They require the spiritual conversion of the
often seemingly faceless powers and influences which control
the world.

It is these powers which are subject to Christ. It is to these
powers that the church is called to preach the gospel, to make
God’s purposes in Christ known. This cosmic task is not the
work of some hidden, spiritual elite. It is the work of the
ordinary visible church in every place. The cosmic church is not
something different from the local church, nor is it the sum total
of all the local churches. It is Christ at work in many and various
ways in Christian communities everywhere, witnessing to God's
plan by word, deed and life. The local church is not merely part
of the cosmic church. The whole Christ is present through his
Spirit wherever a group of Christians believe and trust in God
truly, share in Christ’s baptism and eucharist, and bear witness to
him faithfully. The local church is not just part of Christ’s Body; it
is his whole Body present in that place.



Paul struggled not only to develop the idea of the church both
cosmic and local. He also struggled to develop and preserve the
reality. He was constantly seeking to preserve and foster unity
both within the local church, as in Corinth, and also between the
local churches. The spiritual gifts which built up the local
community in harmony were greater than all other gifts, and the
greatest of all was love, / Cor. /2, /3 & /4. Unity was seen both
as a gift of God and also as a process of growth into which the
church was constantly maturing.

The gifts provided by the ascended Christ for the unity and
growth of the church included:

‘some to be apostles, some prophets, some
evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip
the saints for the work of ministry, for building up
the body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity
of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of
God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the
stature of the fullness of Christ’. Ephesians 4.

Suggested Bible reading: Acts 2:14 and 36-47

Suggested questions for discussion

What picture of the church, its nature and purpose,
emerges from the New Testament?

To what extent is the church today similar, and to what
extent is it different?
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4. WHY DIFFERENT CHURCHES?

Diversity in the church is essential if God’s mis-
sion is to reach the diverse needs of different
peoples and cultres. However, diversity can easily
Become division. The early church tried to avoid
division by holding Ecumenical Councils in order
to agree on teaching and practice. However,
division occurred between the Eastern Orthodox
and Roman Catholic Churches when they lost
contact and developed in different ways. Further
divisions occurred with the Reformation and the
Methodist Revival, both movements aiming at the
renewal of the church. The Christian scene in
Britain has been enriched by the recent arrival of
Orthodox and Afro-Caribbean Churches. The
modern ecumenical movement is trying to renew
the churches and bring them together in unity.
How can Christians be enriched by diversity and
y=t grow together in one church?

Trough twenty centuries the church has told the ‘Old, old
oy of Jesus and his love’. But that old story becomes good
w=ws only as it meets and satisfies the needs and hopes of

Smrmcuiar people in particular places at particular times.

W= 2w in the first chapter that different individuals, different
e groups, different societies have different needs in different
=roumstances. To commend the Gospel the church must
wm=roret the old story in a way that is intelligible to particular
empie in their specific circumstances. More than that: it will
e o relate the Gospel to their particular needs and concerns,
oweng how attractive it is, or how challenging, or both. All this
‘& mece=ssary if the Gospel is to be heard, understood and
aemesced. A living and missionary church therefore means a
Swese church, a church as diverse as the societies and cultures
W wiuch it is set.

“Smwever, there are dangers in such diverse approaches and
‘sm=oretations. Diversity can easily lead to division. The church
e sopear to be teaching different doctrines or commending
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different behaviour at different times and in different
circumstances. Diverse teaching already appears in the pages of
the New Testament, for instance over the church’s attitude to
secular authority.

Church and State

In writing to the church in Rome, where the Roman Emperor
had his court, Paul commands the church to obey the secular
authorities because they are appointed by God to maintain
order, Romans [3:1. This attitude is maintained throughout the
Pauline Epistles.
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However, the Book of Revelation paints a sharply contrasting
picture. Far from being God’s instrument in exercising true
justice, the Emperor Nero, the beast with the number 666, is
the instrument of the dragon, who represents the devil,




Revelation | 3. The attitude to the State expressed by Paul
differed from that of the author of Revelation probably because
the latter was writing after the persecution of Christians by the
Emperors Nero and Domitian. He knew from bitter experience
that secular authorities could come under the influence of evil
powers. His teaching contrasted with Paul’s because his
circumstances differed from his.

Christians were persecuted by the Roman authorities because
they were not willing to take part in the civil religion of the
Empire by worshipping at the Emperor’s altar. The Gospel of
Jesus was about the Kingdom or rule of God over the whole of
life and not simply about the interior life of the soul. It was
therefore not possible for a faithful Christian to put incense on
the altar of the Emperor. The Emperor might justly claim God’s
authority to establish and uphold the laws of human society, but
absolute authority belonged to God alone.

Persecution occurred from time to time during the next two
centuries. Countless Christians died as witnesses to their faith in
Jesus Christ, the ‘faithful witness (martyr), the firstborn of the
dead, and the ruler of kings on earth’, Revelation /:5. The blood
of the martyrs proved to be the seed of the church, which grew
rapidly after persecution. The martyrs died in the expectation
that Jesus would come soon and establish his kingdom.

What actually happened must have seemed almost more
surprising to the Christians who survived. Thousands of
Christians had perished, including a layman called Alban from
Verulamium to the north of London. It seemed the most unequal
of all history’s struggles — the might of the Roman Empire against
a defenceless and unresisting church. In 306 AD Constantine was
proclaimed Emperor of Rome by his troops in York. He
marched on Rome taking the Cross as his standard. In 313AD he
declared Christianity a permitted religion, and was later himself
baptised. As the dying Emperor Julian said fifty years later, “Thou
has conquered, O Galilean’.

The transformation in the church caused by this event can
scarcely be over-emphasised. From being the persecuted
underdogs of society, Christians soon found themselves in
positions of authority. From being a series of local communities,
holding aloof from society at large, the church became an
important ingredient in the mortar that preserved the Empire
and its civilisation from pagan barbarians. From being a prophetic
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community looking for the return of the Messiah, the church
became one of the valued pillars of imperial Rome. It has been
said that when Constantine took up the Cross, the church laid it
down.

In this victory therefore were hidden the seeds of compromise
and possible defeat. As the Empire and gradually also the
surrounding pagan nations became Christian, so the church ran
the risk of succumbing to one of the temptations which faced
Christ in the wilderness — that of using worldly power to its ow
advantage. Christianity ran the risk of becoming pagan.

After Constantine more and more government offices passed
into the hands of Christians who found themselves exercising
responsibility and power for which Christian teaching had not
prepared them. It was all too easy to adopt the prevailing secula
or pagan standards. The Emperors interfered in the affairs of the
church. Church leaders sometimes intrigued with the civil
power to obtain advantage over rival parties in the church.

Christian Divisions

As early as the time of Paul the Christian church was threatenec
by divisions, / Cor. 1:/10-13 and | 1:18; James 2:2—4; Galatians
2:11—-13. Some were caused by support for different leading
personalities; some by different teaching; some by allowing
worldly distinctions between rich and poor to enter the church
Christian divisions soon became realities. The Gospel was
preached in new cultures. New questions were asked about the
Christian faith, and differing answers were offered. Different
Christian groups took different attitudes to those who gave wa
under persecution; some received them back into the church,
while others were more strict. By the time of Constantine ther
were fundamental differences of belief and practice in the
church, and he set about trying to reconcile them. He it was
who summoned the first ecumenical Council to Nicaea in
325AD.

Six further Ecumenical Councils followed. The decisions of thes
Councils are still recognised as authoritative by Orthodox,
Roman Catholics and most Protestants today. They tackled
disputed points of Christian teaching. Was Jesus Christ divine?
Was he fully human? Is the Holy Spirit a divine person? The
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=owrch gradually discovered and settled the standards by which
arthodoxy was to be judged. These standards, and especially the
*cene Creed, were settled and affirmed by the Ecumenical
Councils. Sometimes differing Christian groups were reconciled
2= 2 result. Sometimes they were not, and then even large
groups of Christians were separated off from the main body of
e church.
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East and West

The Roman Empire split in two, one half centred in Rome, and
the other centred in Constantinople. As the centuries passed
the Eastern Christians, centred in Constantinople, and the
Western Christians, centred in Rome, grew apart. The Empire
lasted longer in the East and Constantine'’s successors as
Emperor retained a strong influence, some would say
domination, over the church. The Eastern Church spoke Greek.
The Western Church spoke Latin. When Rome fell to the
barbarians the Western Empire looked to the church for some
stability; and the Bishop of Rome, the Pope, increased not only in
spiritual status, but also acquired political influence and power.

Everywhere in East as well as West, the Church of Rome
enjoyed a special prestige among Christians. This was no doubt
primarily for two reasons. Tradition had it that both Peter and
Paul had been to Rome and indeed had been martyred there, and
therefore the reliability of its traditional teaching was especially
important. Indeed throughout the early centuries its witness
remained strong and reliable, and it supported other weaker or
less securely orthodox churches. The second reason for Rome's
prestige was that the city had been for centuries the secular
capital of the Empire.

The crucial question for later history — whether Rome’s primacy,
and hence the Bishop of Rome’s primacy, was simply one of
honour or whether the Bishop of Rome had legal power over
other churches — took some time to emerge clearly. By the
middle of the fifth century AD the Roman Church had
established a primacy of right and jurisdiction over other
churches in the West, based upon the promises to Peter
recorded in the Gospels, Matt. 16:18; Luke 22:32; John 21:15-17.-
Pope Leo the Great, who was Bishop of Rome from 440 to

461 AD, taught that these Gospel texts should be applied not
only to Peter, but also to his successors as Bishops of Rome.
Moreover, he taught that, unlike other bishops, the Pope of
Rome as the church’s divinely appointed mouthpiece had full
power extending over the whole church.

Was such teaching ever acknowledged in the Eastern Church?
Even when the great patriarchates of Constantinople,
Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem emerged in the fourth and
fifth centuries, throughout the East Rome was always seen as
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pre-eminent. By and large, however, Eastern theologians

regarded Rome's pre-eminence as one of honour rather than of
legal power. Peter was seen clearly as prince of the apostles, yet
his apostleship was not different in kind from that of the others.

The Orthodox Church in the East and the Catholic Church in
the West grew apart from each other. They ceased to meet in
Council. They faced different questions and came to different
solutions of different problems. The West added the words *. ..
and the Son" (filioque in Latin) to the Nicene Creed without
consulting the East. To most Eastern theologians even today to
say that the Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son
implies a division in God and so is horrifying. The separation
between East and West became worse in 1054 AD when the
Pope and the Patriarch of Constantinople excommunicated each
other.

It was made far worse one hundred and fifty years later when
the Western crusaders failed to rescue the Holy Places from the
Muslims, turned aside, attacked Constantinople with its Eastern
Orthodox Christians, and established a Latin Patriarch there.

The Eastern Orthodox Church does not acknowledge the Pope
of Rome as having more than a seniority of honour among the
bishops. For the Eastern Orthodox there are several
independent or autocephalous churches, such as the Greek
Orthodox Church and the Russian Orthodox Church, using
different languages for worship, living harmoniously and in
communion with one another under the leadership of various
Patriarchs, the senior of whom is the Ecumenical Patriarch of
Constantinople. In recent years particularly the Orthodox
Churches have suffered much persecution from different
governments, bearing a quiet witness to Christ through faithful
worship and family devotion.

The West in the Middle Ages

Throughout the Middle Ages the Roman Catholic Church was a
unifying force in Western Europe. The Papacy brought about a
growing uniformity in church organization and worship. It
harnessed the fruits of original missionary enterprise, such as
that of the Celtic monks in Britain, bringing their practices into
line with that of the Roman Church. It also harnessed the
reforming tendencies of the later religious orders, ensuring that



e gifts remained within the Catholic Church, and did not
cause a new sect or heresy. When, however, such sects or
seresies did appear in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries the
=wurch called for a crusade against them, established the
mausition, which consigned them to torture and death, in order
2o save their immortal souls and the souls of those who might
atherwise be lost in heresy.

Feople’s loyalties tended to be either local, or to Christendom
== 2 whole. Latin, the language of the church’s worship, was
wnderstood everywhere in the West, and the Pope exercized a
sswrimual authority which transcended national boundaries.
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Indeed it was only towards the end of the Middle Ages that
people began to identify themselves with the emerging nations
of Europe. The kings of these nations often quarrelled with the
Pope, but they dared not quarrel too long, for this was an age of
faith. The Pope could excommunicate kings, endanger their
immortal souls, and release their subjects from their oaths of
loyalty.

It is significant, as we noticed in the last chapter, that the Roman
Catholic Church is organized internationally, under the
jurisdiction of the Pope, and locally in dioceses under the
jurisdiction of the bishop, but not primarily nationally. This is
because of its belief in the universality of the church, and also
because a key period in its development took place within the
Holy Roman Empire before the rise of modern nation states.

The Reformation

By contrast the Reformation occurred with the rise of the
nation state, and it is not surprising that Lutheran, Anglican and
many Reformed Churches were organized within national
boundaries. It coincided with a new approach to learning and a
greater emphasis on the importance of the individual person.

The Reformation was basically a religious movement. All serious
churchmen at the beginning of the sixteenth century agreed that
reform in the church was very necessary. The papacy was in
disrepute; many clergy and monks seemed to be more
interested in worldly affairs than in spiritual values. But why
should a movement for reform in the church lead to divisions?
There were many factors involved and they were certainly not
all religious in origin. One important factor was the growing
nationalism of the period which we have already mentioned.

When Martin Luther made his famous protest against the sale of
indulgences in 1517, he was inspired by profoundly religious
motives. As a monk he had striven as hard as he could to earn his
salvation, but nothing he could do relieved his sense of guilt and
sin. Then the words of the Epistle to the Romans, ‘the just shall
live by faith’, brought him a sudden light and hope. He needed
only to respond in faith and trust. Salvation was not won by
human effort; it was a free gift of God, who had saved us through
Christ’s death and resurrection. He interpreted the rest of
Scripture in the light of this profound truth.



It was his sense of need for faith that made Luther so shocked at
the sale of indulgences, a practice which often left the
impression that forgiveness for sins could be bought for money,
although this was not the official teaching of the Catholic
Church. Luther was at first convinced that the Pope could not
be aware of the teaching and practices which were going on in
his name, but he was to discover that the Pope was more
concerned with raising money for the building of the new St.
Peter’s at Rome than with the methods of raising it. At Rome
Luther’s demand for reform was not taken seriously; Luther’s
attitude hardened and he began to attack not only the Pope and
the current church practices, but also the structure and teaching
of the church.

Because of the printing press Luther’s ideas were able to spread
more quickly than those of any reformer before him. In
Germany Luther began to be regarded as something of a hero.
Then the Elector of Saxony and other German princes began to
see that they could use Luther’s popularity in their attempts to
weaken the authority of the Holy Roman Emperor, their
overlord. Thus Lutheran ‘Churches’ grew up based on the
authority of the Bible and supported by the ‘godly prince’,
whose authority in church affairs Luther also came to accept.
When the Emperor tried to restore Catholicism throughout his
territory, the Lutheran princes revolted and were finally strong
enough to compel the Emperor to accept the principle that in
each state the ruler should determine the religion of the people.

Once Luther had broken with Rome and his supporters had
become a force to be reckoned with, divisions within
Christendom became thinkable. In the city states of Switzerland
there were a number of reformers, the most notable being John
Calvin of Geneva. Besides giving Protestantism a carefully
worked out theology, he gave it a strong organization, and it
was the Calvinist, Reformed or Presbyterian form of
Protestantism which became dominant in Scotland under the
influence of John Knox. Different Protestant groups disagreed
on doctrine, interpreting the Scriptures differently, though all
alike claimed to base their teaching on the Bible. Some of the
more extreme Baptists and Independents were condemned by
Lutherans and Calvinists as strongly as they themselves were
condemned by the Catholic Church.

Gradually certain ideas and practices came to be labelled
Catholic and others Protestant, and each side in defending its

own ideas tended to push them to extremes. Because Luther
had stressed faith, Catholics stressed the need for good works.
Whereas Protestants stressed the authority of the Bible,
Catholics stressed the authority of the Pope and of the church
tradition. While the Reformers stressed the ‘royal priesthood of
all believers’ and called their clergy ‘ministers’, Catholics held to
the idea of the priest as a ‘father in God’. Protestant ministers
could be married, as could Orthodox priests, but Catholic
priests remained celibate. Above all it was in worship that
people felt and expressed their differences: while Protestants
called the Eucharist ‘The Lord’s Supper’ and stressed the idea of
a memorial meal, Catholics spoke of the ‘sacrifice of the Mass’,
stressing the Real Presence of Christ and insisting on the term
‘transubstantiation’ to describe the fundamental change in the
bread and wine. The Reformers thought services should be held
in the language of the people, and concentrated on Bible reading,
hymns and sermons; Catholics kept to the use of Latin and for
them it was the Mass above all that mattered.

Religious belief came to be determined as much by opposition to
the views of others as by positive Christian insight and truth.
Faith became polemical.

in England and Wales

In England and Wales the break with Rome was inspired by
political motives. The Tudor King Henry VIl wanted to marry
Anne Boleyn; his first wife, Catherine of Aragon, had failed to
present him with a male heir and he wanted his marriage to her
annulled. He got the backing of Parliament in an attempt to put
pressure on the Pope to grant an annulment; when this failed,
Parliament and the majority of the English clergy did not oppose
him in breaking from Rome and declaring himself to be the
Supreme Head of the Church of England in the Act of
Supremacy, |534. His son, King Edward VI, was a devout
Protestant. However, the Reformation in England and Wales
was still not firmly rooted when Queen Mary Tudor came to the
throne and restored the church to communion with Rome.
Mary’s zeal in pursuing Protestant heretics defeated her object.
By burning three hundred men and women for heresy in three
years she created martyrs, and made people feel that if
Protestantism was worth dying for, then it was worthy of
renewed respect. Her reign sowed the seeds of the intense anti-



#omanism which has been a major factor in England for
c=ncuries. Roman Catholicism, identified with Mary's pro-
Seanish policy and the fires of Smithfield, was long felt to be a
%areign and persecuting religion.

Jueen Elizabeth | was more diplomatic. She attempted a
compromise — a State Church comprehensive enough to include
Soch Catholics and Protestants. She claimed merely to be
Supreme Governor’ of the Church of England, not ‘Head’. In
%er reign the church became moderately reformed in its
=—eology, while retaining the traditional ministry of bishops,
arests and deacons.

Sizabeth’s religious settlement succeeded in so far as the
Church of England became the church of the majority and very
argely satisfied the religious aspirations of the nation. It failed in
so far as there remained two groups, the Protestant Puritans on
= one hand, and the Roman Catholics on the other, who finally
~=fused to accept the Elizabethan compromise. In 1570 the Pope
excommunicated Elizabeth and exempted Catholics from
alegance to her. The reign of Elizabeth gave Roman Catholicism
sowughly as many martyrs as Mary's reign had done for
Frotestantism. Elizabeth, politically wiser than Mary, took care
== make Catholicism into a treasonable offence, and hanged men
2= 2 danger to the State rather than burning them for their
2==fs. For this reason, and because the executions were spread
awer 2 longer period and concerned mainly celibate priests
~==her than laymen and laywomen with family responsibilities,
=ere was less public sympathy for Catholics under Elizabeth
=an for Protestants under Mary. But for Roman Catholics
“emselves these were most definitely martyrs, not traitors, and
‘=5 English martyrs’ have continued to be venerated by
Zatholics to the present day.

Cromwell and the Civil War

The Civil War which brought Cromwell and Puritanism to
sower in England and Wales, brought toleration to all dissenting
g oups in England; except the Quakers who followed the Inner
& but rejected creeds and the formal sacraments of baptism
s the Lord’s Supper. Cromwell himself personally favoured
e Independents. The Independents, later known as
Congregationalists, and Baptists had separated from the Church
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of England in a conscious attempt to return to the sort of local
church which they read out of the New Testament. Theirs was a
gathered church, made up only of those who felt themselves
consciously called to enter into a covenant with Christ and with
one another. The Baptists rejected infant baptism, insisting on a
personal profession of faith by the believer before baptism.

In spite of the translation into Welsh of the Bible and the Book
of Common Prayer, the reformed Anglican Church of the
sixteenth century was slow to take root in Wales. The progress
of the more radical tenets of Puritanism was even slower. Not
until the 1630s did small groups of believers have the strength of
conviction to form their own separate, gathered congregations.
The triumph of the Parliamentary regime and the Puritan cause
between 1645 and 1660 gave them a powerful impetus. During
these years the Independents, Baptists, Presbyterians and
Quakers founded a number of churches in Wales, though they
still remained a minority among the population.

When Charles Il succeeded Cromwell, bishops were restored to
the Church in England and Wales and the attempt begun by
Elizabeth |, to provide a comprehensive church finally failed with
the Act of Uniformity of 1662. By it some two thousand
nonconformist ministers were ejected from their livings in
England and Wales, because they would not accept ordination by
bishops.

Under William and Mary Anglicanism remained as the
established church in Engand and Wales. The 1669 Toleration
Act brought some relief to Protestant Dissenters, but they
continued to suffer some legal disabilities until 1828. Roman
Catholics were penalised for an even longer period.

Iin Scotiand

In Scotland the effect of the Reformation was to create three
min religious groups.

The pre-Reformation church was almost entirely swept away
and Roman Catholicism as we know it today is the consequence
of the survival of a few very small communities, until their
numbers were multiplied many times over by the Irish
immigration, especially into the West of Scotland, as a result of
the potato famines in the nineteenth century.



The two other groups comprise, first, that of the more radical
Reformers which later emerged as the Presbyterian Church, and
that of the more moderate Reformers, which later emerged as
the Episcopal Church. The former looked to the Reformed
tradition of Geneva, and the latter to the Anglican settlement
south of the Border. The fortunes of these two bodies were
closely bound up with competing political movements, so that
the established form of Christianity was sometimes Presbyterian
and sometimes Episcopalian. The Episcopalian cause, however,
remained loyal to King James and suffered a final eclipse after
1690 and the arrival of William and Mary. The Act of Toleration
of 1712 gave legal recognition to the Episcopal Churchas a
separate and independent body, but by 1750 it was reduced
almost to vanishing point, except in the North-East of Scotland
and parts of the Highlands.

The Presbyterian Church of Scotland, as the national church, is
still the dominant Christian body today. The Annual General
Assembly of the Church of Scotland is as near as Scotland comes
to having a national voice. On the other hand, more Roman
Catholics attend worship on a Sunday than do Presbyterians.
Further, the role played by the Episcopal Church in the life of
Scotland, secular as well as ecclesiastical, has been out of all
proportion to its size. Baptists, Congregationalists and Brethren
have developed north of the Border as they have south of it. So
have Methodists, though not in large numbers.

Revival

The eighteenth century has been called the Age of Reason. The
prevailing mood of Western Europe was confidence in the
human mind. All superstition was rejected. Anything not
intelligible to human reason, such as miracles or the doctrine of
the Trinity, was suspect. Unitarianism, belief that there is only
one person in the godhead flourished. Some went so far as to
deny the existence of God. Many of the traditional churches
were at a low ebb.

It was this century that saw the rise of Methodism. John Wesley
never intended to start a separate church. He hoped to revive

the Church of England. To this purpose he and other preachers
in what came to be called Methodism preached and held revival
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meetings all over England, Wales and Scotland. At first they
preached in Anglican churches, or at least with the permission of
the local parish priest. When, however, permission was not
given, they preached without it to increasing crowds. The
response was particularly great among miners and industrial
workers in the towns and cities — groups which had often been
seriously neglected by the Church of England. The final break
with the Church of England occurred because Wesley, himself a
priest, not a bishop, ordained two ministers to serve in the
newly independent United States of America. For Anglicans
ordination by a bishop remains an important sign of unity and
continuity in the church. John Wesley, however, had come to
believe that such ordination was not essential. The ordination of
Anglican ministers for the USA remained a technical problem for
the Church of England because it was a national church; and it
was eventually the Episcopal Church of Scotland which ordained
the first Anglican bishop for the USA. Methodism therefore in
the British Isles dispensed with bishops.

Wesley had been much influenced by the Moravian Church, and
following their pattern he divided his followers into small groups
which were called ‘classes’. The small classes became a means of
intimate fellowship and nurture under the leadership of a mature
lay Christian. Within a remarkably short time Methodism
became the largest Free Church in England and Wales, and one
of the larger Protestant denominations in the world. However,
within Britain it soon divided into different groupings, splitting
partly according to social class.

The Revival in Wales turned the nonconformists into a majority
among the Welsh. It began in 1735, quite independently of
English Methodism, under the leadership of Howel Harris and
Daniel Rowland. During the eighteenth century it greatly
stimulated the growth of evangelical religion based on powerful
preaching, individual conversion and shared subsequent
experience. One of its greatest contributions was the
hymnology of writers like Williams Pantycelyn and Ann Griffith,
who crystallised for thousands of ordinary believers the
extraordinary wealth and profoundity of spiritual fervour
released by the movement.

Further revivals took place in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. In the nineteenth century for the most part these did
not lead to the rise of new Christian denominations in England



@ Wales, but rather strengthened existing ones. However,
=me new body which came into existence was the Salvation
#rmy. Having no sacraments of baptism or the Lord’s Supper
s body would not call itself a church; but it has devoted itself
%2 preaching the Gospel and improving the social conditions of
many of the poorest in our society.

= Wales the revival was often closely linked with the use of the
Weish language. Because the leadership of the Anglican Church
= Wales at the beginning of the nineteenth century was mostly
Smgish, it was the Free Churches which at first benefitted from
e revival. Although the Anglican Church also shared in the
swaening, it had become a minority church. In 1920 it was
Ssestablished and became known as the Church in Wales.

Sty as a result of the evangelical revival in Scotland a split
seouwrred in the Church of Scotland. A group of Presbyterians
‘== the established church in 1843 and formed the Free Church
= Scotiand as a protest at what they saw as subservience to the
===

e word ‘revival’ is usually used of an evangelical movement,
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and such a revival certainly swept through the Church of England
at the beginning of the nineteenth century. The middle of the
century, however, saw a revival of a different kind, the Oxford
Movement, which sought to renew the Church of England
according to the pattern of early catholic tradition. The
potentially fruitful but uneasy co-existence of these catholic and
evangelical strands in the Church of England has continued to
this day. They make the Church of England potentially a bridge
church interpreting Protestants to Catholics and vice-versa.
However, they also make it difficult for the Church of England
to come to an agreement over reunion with any other particular
Christian body.

The revivals of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in
England, Wales and Scotland also led British Christians to wake
up to the missionary opportunities overseas. Missionary societies
and associations were founded from the eighteenth century
onwards, and thousands of Christians went overseas to preach
the Gospel. Enthusiasm continued unabated until the beginning
of the twentieth century when it was possible for young
Christians to aim at ‘the conversion of the world in this
generation’.

New arrivals

Over the centuries Christian immigrants from other countries
have arrived in Britain. One very influential group were the
French Reformed Huguenots who arrived in the seventeenth
century. A flood of Irish Roman Catholics arrived in the middle
of the nineteenth century because of the potato famines, and
they outnumbered by far the English, Welsh and Scottish
Catholics. In the twentieth century, Christians arrived from
overseas bringing churches new to the British Isles. A small but
very important group were the Russian Orthodox who arrived
after the Revolution. A larger and very significant group have
been the Greek Orthodox coming mostly from Cyprus. The
Russians have mostly had time to integrate into British society,
and their church has received a number of British converts. The
Greeks have so far tended to remain apart in their own
communities, maintaining their own culture, although one of
their bishops is an English convert.

In the 1950’s and 1960's a large number of West Indian



Christians arrived in Britain. Some came from Pentecostal or
Evangelical churches whose headquarters are in the United
States or the Caribbean. The largest of these in Britain now is
the New Testament Church of God with some two hundred
congregations; but there are many others. Some West Indians
who came were Anglicans, Baptists, Methodists or Roman
Catholics. Many of these came from churches which had been
founded in the two previous centuries by missionaries from
Britain. Some found a welcome in the churches of their own
denomination in Britain and retain their allegiance. Many others
sadly found no welcome, while some met with negative
discrimination. As a result an increasing number transferred
their allegiance to one of the black-led Pentecostal or
Evangelical churches, which retained their West Indian culture.
These churches have mostly been established in the inner cities,
where the other churches are often weak. There they have
grown and developed, and are carrying out their Christian
witness and ministry. There is now an increasing desire both
among them and among the other churches to work together as
partners in Christ’s mission.

Modern Ecumenical Movement

As we have seen, reformation and revival have usually led to
further divisions among Christians. Although leaders of renewal
movements have not intended to break the unity of the church,
their enthusiasm, faced sometimes with intractable
conservatism, has resulted in division. What makes the
ecumenical movement of the twentieth century almost unique in
church history is that the attempt to renew the church has had
as one of its specific objects the reunion of the church. The word
‘ecumenical’ means ‘concerning the whole inhabited world'.

This movement grew out of the evangelical revival. It is
significant that it was from the evangelical, Protestant world,
which in earlier centuries had been ready to break the unity of
the church for the sake of what it saw to be the demands of the
Gospel, that concern for reunion grew. First of all it was a
concern for Protestant unity, as when the Evangelical Alliance
was formed in London in 1846, and the National Free Church
Council at the end of the century.

At the beginning of the twentieth century Anglicans were also
drawn in. The enthusiasm, which drove missionaries overseas to
convert the whole inhabited world, led them to co-operate with
one another. It also brought them back to a missionary
conference in Edinburgh in 1910. There Protestant and Anglican
church leaders and missionaries debated their failures in
missionary work. They realised that one of the hindrances to the
Gospel was that Christians were divided. They were preaching a
Gospel of reconciliation in Christ, and they were doing it as rival
bodies working in competition with one another. The Edinburgh
Conference took further moves away from competition in
mission and towards co-operation, and the International
Missionary Council was born. However, some of those present
in Edinburgh realised that co-operation was not enough. What
was needed was the recovery of the complete unity of the
church. They worked for the establishment of what came to be
called the World Council of Churches in 1948. The British
Council of Churches was formed in 1 942; the Council of
Churches for Wales in 1956; and the Scottish Churches’ Council
in 1964.

Anglican, Orthodox and Protestant Churches have worked
alongside one another in these bodies. As yet the Roman
Catholic Church is not a member of them.

However, the Roman Catholic Church formally committed itself
to sharing in the modern ecumenical movement with the
publication by the Second Vatican Council of the Decree on
Ecumenism in 1964. Its text begins as follows:

‘The restoration of unity among all Christians is one of the
principal concerns of the Second Vatican Council. Christ
the Lord founded one Church and one Church only.
Nevertheless many Christians Communions claim to be
the true inheritors of Jesus Christ. All, indeed, avow that
they are followers of the Lord, but they are divided in
their convictions and go their different ways, as if Christ
himself were divided. Such division is clearly contrary to
Christ’s will. It is a scandal to the world and a hindrance to
the sacred task of preaching the Gospel to every
creature.’

A few years after this Pope Paul VI and the Ecumenical Patriarch
Athenagoras of Constantinople solemnly removed the mutual



=scommunication which had stood between Orthodoxy and
#aman Catholicism for nine hundred years. This did not mean
=t the two churches were now in communion with each other,
2wt it did signal the end of centuries of hostility.

Growth towards unity

&1 the major churches are now committed to working for
Christian unity at every level of their life.

— internationally

O the world scale the member Churches of the World Council
o Churches, together with the Roman Catholic Church, have
r=cently been represented in a study of three matters which
“awe been traditional causes of division, and the World Council
= Churches has published their report under the title of
Baptism, Eucharist & Ministry WCC, Geneva, |982.
“hough this report does not show complete consensus, it does
ot to a growing convergence on these three matters. The
r=oort is now before the churches for their comment.

e World Council of Churches now has a similar group
considering the Apostolic Faith. A united church must be rooted
= zgreement on its fundamental faith, and so this group is going
Sack behind the centuries of division to the first Ecumenical
Councils. How can we confess that same faith together today in
s==ms which the world can understand?

The method of these studies is totally unlike the way our
scestors did theology after the Reformation. Our ancestors
s=nded to begin with a denominational or confessional
s=zement, and then developed it in a polemical way to show
Sow different they were from other denominations. These
s=ucies begin with Scripture and the early Fathers, and attempt
22 dscover the faith of the church as it has developed through
= 2ges. They see Tradition not as static and unchanging, but as
Seweloping to meet new questions and challenges. In this
f=w=lopment they claim to discern ways in which our previously
sesarated and mutually hostile traditions are now converging.

= acdition to Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry and following
== methods, there have recently been published a large number
= r=ports in each of which two worldwide churches have
==amined together their points of doctrinal agreement and

S=sreement.
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- nationally

Despite many failures, there has also been progress at the
national level. In 1929 the Church of Scotland and the United
Free Church of Scotland came together again in one church. The
Presbyterian Churches remaining outside the Church of
Scotland are all quite small. In 1932 the largest groups into which
British Methodism had been divided were re-united. In 1972
English Presbyterians and the larger part of the Congregational
Church of England and Wales came together in the United
Reformed Church, in which they were joined by the greater
part of a smaller denomination, the Churches of Christ, in 1981.
In Wales the Anglican Church in Wales, the Methodist Church,
the Presbyterian Church of Wales, the United Reformed
Church and |3 congregations of the Baptist Union of Great
Britain and Ireland have entered a solemn covenant to work for
closer unity. In Scotland a report on a series of multilateral
conversations between church representatives is before their
churches for decision.

- locally

At local level growth towards unity has been uneven. There are
about one thousand local councils of churches in which all the
major Christian denominations co-operate. More recently there
have grown up nearly five hundred Local Ecumenical Projects
which have gone beyond co-operation, and are sharing church
buildings for worship and going as far as they each can towards a
shared ministry, united worship and mission with a united
congregation.

In an increasing number of places the local churches have
entered into a solemn covenant to do specific things together.
This practice has been especially commended by the Roman
Catholic Church in England and Wales.

Even smaller units are the various ecumenical communities and
specialist ecumenical groups which keep in touch with each
other through the National Centre for Christian Communities
and Networks at Westhill College, Selly Oak in Birmingham.

Smallest of all are those families where husband and wife are
practising Christians who belong to different denominations.
Particular difficulties exist where one partner is a Roman
Catholic and the other a Protestant. Some of these families find
mutual support by belonging to the Association of Interchurch
Families, based at the Old Bakery, Danehill, Sussex.



Why different churches?

Most of this chapter so far has been a description of how
Christian divisions came about. We are now in a better position
to answer the question ‘Why different churches?’

There are good reasons for diversity among the churches.
Effective mission demands that the Gospel should be translated
into a language the people understand. It should be presented in
a way that meets their questions and needs. Worship and
community life should allow the people to express their
particular characteristics, if it is really to enter into the depths of
their personalities and society. Because of the great variety of
peoples and cultures around the world, their churches are bound
to have an element of diversity.

This diversity has frequently led to differences in teaching and
practice. As we have seen, the early church tried to overcome
these differences by bringing representatives of different
churches together in Ecumenical Councils before divisions
occurred. The modern ecumenical movement is trying to bring
representatives of divided churches together in order to try to
heal the existing divisions. It is important for Christians of
different traditions to discuss past divisions, for their folk
memories interpret the past very differently and help to
perpetuate divisions. Even today the memories of Protestant
and Catholic martyrs of the Reformation fester, and these
memories need to be discussed together if we are to heal our
history.

Why divided churches?

There are clearly bad reasons for divisions between Christians.
Division, as distinct from diversity, is a sin. At the risk of over-
simplification it is worth examining briefly what sort of sin has
caused Christian divisions. In the case of the division between
Eastern Orthodox and Catholic West a major factor was that
they failed to meet regularly. Their ways of worship and their
teaching developed separately, and they allowed differences to
grow into division. Of course political divisions made it difficult
for them to meet — we are not called to pass judgment on
history but we can learn from it. Apathy and mutual indifference
among churches clearly is a cause of division. If we are to
maintain unity, we must meet regularly and patiently sort out
our differences.

In principle we have said that diversity in the church is not only
acceptable; it is positively good. But how much diversity is
possible before unity is threatened? To what extent do we
expect a uniform expression of the faith, or a uniform
interpretation of the nature of God’s salvation in Christ? Do we
require uniformity in worship? Do all local churches need to
have the same orders of ministry? What arrangements need to
be made so that differences between the churches can be sorted
out?

{ “Theyve agreed to unite ond are just looking\
into the recordsto find out what caused
the sphit.
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Suggested Bible reading: | Corinthians 1:10-18

Suggested questions for discussion

Are the historical reasons why our denominations have
been divided from one another still valid today?

What are the continuing causes of division?

What sort of diversity enriches the church and what
differences cause division?



5. WHAT NOW?

We consider how different churches see the goal
of unity, and then examine what it might mean
for the church in our particular place. The church
is called and trained. The church responds in
worship and prayer — our goal should be one,
united church, administering baptism and
celebrating the eucharist in each place, but with a
great diversity of worship, and prayer closely
linked with the needs of the community. The
church is sent in mission to be present
everywhere, to bear witness by its deeds, its
words and its readiness to suffer.

Christians need a threefold conversion - to
Christ, to the church and to the world. Is there
sufficient agreement on the nature of mission
that Christians can covenant to work together in
it?

The goal of unity

“he churches have for the most part put behind them mutual
Sesuility and competition. They have learned to co-operate
sogether. As they commit themselves to proceed to full, visible
umity, they have to agree on the nature of that unity. Orthodox
anc Roman Catholic Christians have traditionally regarded their
e churches as identical with the one, true church of Christ.
&1 other Christians had therefore broken away, and their duty
was to return to the one, true church. In the full sense of the
word other churches were not really churches. This is still the
position taken by the Orthodox, although it has not prevented
e from playing a full part in such ecumenical bodies as the
Worid Council of Churches.

This seeming intolerance is a firm witness to the fact that in
Sod's will there is only one church. It rejects the easy alternative
wfuch claims that 'in spirit’ or ‘invisibly’ we are united, even
Sewgh visibly and in fact we go our separate ways and have little
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to do with each other. It also refuses to accept
denominationalism, which, as we saw in Session 3, is quite
unknown to the teaching of the New Testament. Churches
offering varying brands of Christianity are competing for
customers; and people are therefore encouraged to ‘shop
around’ to find the church of their choice. According to this
pattern people often change denomination when they move
house, and this has become a growing practice in Britain.

The goal of unity for the Orthodox is that other Christian
bodies should accept the same faith and order as themselves, so
that throughout the world all Christians would belong to self-
governing Orthodox Churches. Perfect unity in the church
isexpressed as Christians celebrate the eucharist together; and
these churches would be in communion with one another, and
from time to time would meet together in an Ecumenical
Council.

In the Second Vatican Council the Roman Catholic Church
qualified its assertion that it was identical with the one, true
church of Christ. The goal of unity for Catholics is still that all
Christians should share the same basic faith, life and church
order, that they should come under the authority of a local
bishop. All the bishops govern the church together with the
Pope, who is the successor of Peter and the visible head of the
whole church on earth. However, the Roman Catholic Church is
prepared to grant the name of church to the Orthodox
Churches, even though they are separated from perfect union
with the Pope. It is also prepared to recognize that other
Christian bodies have retained some of the most vital and
essential elements of church life, including baptism, the
scriptures, the creeds and some form of eucharist and ordained
ministry. In the Second Vatican Council the bishops declined to
identify exclusively and completely the one true church of Christ
with the Roman Catholic Church. Instead they wrote that ‘“This
Church subsists in the Roman Catholic Church’, thus leaving
open the possibility that the true church also exists, however
imperfectly, in other churches too.

Most other churches believe that the divisions which have
afflicted Christendom are within the church. They are therefore



prepared to recognize one another, including the Orthodox and
Roman Catholic Churches, as churches, all of which are to some
extent impaired by Christian division.

The fact is that all churches tend to envisage a truly united
church as being their own denomination writ large. Can anything
profitable at all then be said about the goal of unity?

Christian unity is not our unity, but God's; yet it will not be
realized in our part of the world without our doing his will.

God’s unity is expressed as we profess one faith, preach one
Gospel, submit to one baptism, share one eucharist, join in one
community and fellowship with all other Christians in our
locality by the power of the Holy Spirit; and as we go out
together to all the people in our locality witnessing to Christ
and serving them.

Unity should be visible so that those who are not Christians can
see that the barriers which divide human beings from one
another (barriers of class, race, sex, wealth, power) are being
overcome in the Christian community.

In any one place there is no room for permanently separate
denominations. For the sake of mission and nurture it may
initially be necessary to have different groupings, for example,
for those who speak different languages, come from different
cultural backgrounds or belong to different age groups. But in
baptism and eucharist among mature Christians these barriers
should be overcome.

Perfect and complete unity is not something that will be
achieved in this life. We have constantly to grow into greater
maturity in Christ. Perfection belongs to the full realization of
the Kingdom and rule of God. In this sense unity is a process.
Christians are growing up into it.

Unity in each place cannot be dissociated from unity with all
Christians of every place and every time. The ordering of the
church’s ministry and membership is therefore very important,
so that we do not betray the mainstream of tradition we have
inherited, and so that we do not cut ourselves off from
Christians in other places. We have to find ways of coming to
decisions which are accepted by the whole church. The church
transcends all generations and national boundaries. This is part of
what the word ‘ecumenical’ means.

One church renewed for mission in
each place

The goal of unity is not abstract, nor is it something far away. It
concerns the local church. In most of the remainder of this
chapter we shall consider what this might mean for the church in
our place. Following the outlines laid down in Chapters 2 and 3,
we see that it has to do with God'’s calling and training of a
community of people in each place. This community is baptised
into Christ’s death, shares in his life through the eucharist, is
conformed to what he did and said and suffered in obedience to
the Father. In this way the community becomes an ever truer
embodiment of Christ, so that it is constantly renewed to fulfil
his mission in the world through its presence everywhere, and
through its deeds and words and readiness to suffer for his sake.

Readers should not look for a blueprint from which they can
build their ideal, united church. The following pages will contain
suggestions, questions and challenges, as well as assertions. The
church is set in such diverse situations that generalisations are
dangerous. More important still, the local Christian community
should take responsibility for producing its own answer to the
question ‘What is the church for?’; and a blueprint imported
from outside could hinder that shouldering of responsibility.

So let us try to draw together some material for an answer to
the question, ‘What is the church for?’; and ask ourselves what it
might mean now for the church in our place — in my family,
among my acquaintances, in our village, neighbourhood, suburb,
town, city, in the context of my work ...

The churchis called

First of all the church is called. The Gospels make clear that it
was Jesus who chose his disciples and said to them ‘follow me!’
They did not choose to follow Jesus, as was the case with the
disciples of other contemporary Rabbis.

Of course we cannot draw an absolute dividing line between
being called and being attracted. As we saw in the first chapter
people are attracted to the church for all sorts of reasons, and
hope to have all sorts of needs met. However, the principle is
clear.



The church is not some sort of human club which seeks
to further the interests and aspirations of its members.
It is not an end in itself. It is there not primarily to
satisfy the likes, dislikes and needs of us its members,
but to transform them. It is there to fulfil God’s
purposes in Jesus Christ under the guidance and by the
power of the Holy Spirit. William Temple said that the
church was the only co-operative society which existed
for the benefit of the non-members.

This should begin to rule out much of the discussion which
actually goes on in our churches: ‘| do not like this form of
service’; ‘| am attached to that building; please do not alter it'.
We all are attracted to the church in the first place from all sorts
of motives, hoping to satisfy all sorts of needs. Through baptism
and church membership these motives and needs should
continually be transformed. Our lives and wills should be reborn
sfter the pattern of Christ’s life and in obedience to his Father’s
will. Then it is not our likes and dislikes that matter, but God’s
will and the good of his world. In this life, however, none of us
reaches perfection. Therefore we are constantly tempted to
foist our own needs and motives onto the church.

The churchis trained

The best corrective to this temptation is Christian education.
From the moment of their call Jesus taught his disciples. It was
ome of his priorities. His teaching had certain characteristics. He
swared his life with them. They went almost everywhere with
%, and so their training was a kind of apprenticeship. In this
context his teaching often arose naturally from their questions
or from the events of everyday life. Their education was in a
s=all g1 oup. There was also not much delay between their call
and their being sent out, two by two, on a mission. Part of their
ecucation involved being given responsibility, under guidance.

= contrast much of the education in our churches has in the past
2een delivered from a pulpit, not always related to the everyday
I#e and experience of the members of the congregation, and
alowing little opportunity of practical, supervised
smplementation. Even the substantial sermons of an earlier
g=neration have become shorter, particularly in Anglican
cwrches, where the centrality of the communion service has
s=nded to displace other services which gave a greater

@pportunity to preaching.
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Many churches have been attempting to tackle education more
positively. The role of clergy and ministers as trainers, or at least
as managers of training, is vital, and it may take a generation for
the churches to rectify a gap in the training of many priests and
ministers.

The renewal of the church depends on the provision of trainers,
and trainers of trainers. In the letter to the Ephesians Christ’s
gifts to his church are seen to be ‘that some should be apostles,
some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to
equip the saints [the Christian people] for the work of ministry
..." Ephesians 4:1 | and |12. Every member of the church has
a ministry, and it is part of the task of the ordained
ministers to help to equip them for it.

Many churches have rediscovered the need for education in
small groups. In such groups it is possible not only to impart
information, but to relate it to experience. Therefore everyone
in the group is both a learner and a teacher.

The churches in each locality should ask themselves whether
their Christian education is adequate to meet the needs of both
young and older people; and whether it might not better be
done ecumenically. A beginning has been made in ecumenical
education, both in seminaries and theological colleges, and also in
joint church schools (there are some Anglican/Methodist and
Anglican/Roman Catholic schools) and in lay education.

The church responds in worship
and prayer

The church is called into being by God. It exists for the sake of
God — for his glory. Its immediate response is therefore worship
and prayer.

This prayer, worship, meditation and education in the way of
Christ is important both for its direct glorification of God, and
also for the way it deepens the Christian lives of the members of
the church. Newly converted Christians and not only the newly
converted, are often unaware of how shallow their spiritual
resources are, until some difficulty overcomes them. St. Bernard
of Clairvaux said that the church needed Christians who were
not shallow conduits, which were easily blocked, but deep
cisterns, from which the water of life was constantly



overflowing. The deepening of the church’s life comes from
worship and prayer.

The creative and transforming heart of worship are the two
sacraments or ordinances which we find in the New Testament,
baptism and eucharist. By means of them the individual is
conformed to the way of Christ in his community, the church.
Baptism, linked with profession of faith, is the way of entry into
the church. Almost all our churches, except the Orthodox and
Baptists, accept one another's baptisms. The full implication of
this for the mutual acceptance of one another’s church members
has yet to be worked out.

The eucharist is food for our journey through life and medicine
for immortality. It is both sign of the unity we all have in Christ,
and also the instrument for restoring and maintaining that unity.
At the present time Orthodox, Roman Catholics and some
Baptists tend to emphasise the former, and so do not admit
other Christians to communion. Other churches tend to
emphasise the latter and do admit Christians from other
churches to communion. Whatever view they take at present, all
Christians are agreed that full unity will mean that all Christians
should be able to receive communion together.

| believe that our goal should be to have only one, united church
administering baptism and celebrating the eucharist in each
place. In this way Christians will witness to the fact that Christ
has broken down all barriers and divisions in the community.
Black and white, rich and poor, privileged and underprivileged
are all one in Christ. Only if they all share in the eucharist in the
one, local church will the reconciling power of Christ be known
and understood.

However, there is good reason why there should be other
forms of Christian worship and devotion. Those on the fringes of
the church ought to be helped to share in worship in a form
more easily understood. Religious pop festivals, for instance,
have helped many young people in their worship. There is need
for more teaching in the context of prayer and worship than is
possible in a large eucharist. Christians facing different tasks in
the world find different devotions helpful to the development of
their ministry. The early Methodists had their own devotional
meetings, but went to the parish church for communion.

We have emphasised the importance of the relationship of the
church to the community in which it is set, and to the wider

world. If this relationship is to be healthy it has to be fostered =
both ends — in mission and in worship. Christian mission will be
ineffective unless the concerns and needs of the community ane
the world are brought back into the church to inform prayer z=¢
worship.

In too many churches this is done only in a perfunctory way by
rather general and abstract prayers, or by using the newspaper
or the latest news bulletin. Anything more consistent and
profound requires great skill and deep Christian fellowship; but
it is required if our Christian faith is really to be seen to relate =
and to heal the hurts, brokenness, injustice and divisions of our
secular world. We have to find ways to enable lay people to
bring their real concerns and have them voiced in intercession
among their fellow Christians.




Also our prayers are often too insular. The World Council of
Churches is revising its ecumenical prayer cycle, For All God’s
People, which could become an instrument for helping all
churches, to pray for the whole world. Roman Catholics are
ncluded in the Cycle.

The church is sent in mission

A former Bishop of Bristol used to say that the most significant
act that a church member performed in a service of worship was
%o fay hold of the church door handle on his or her way out. The
Orthodox make a similar point when they talk of ‘the liturgy
#ter the Liturgy’. The worshippers give ‘worthship’ to God in
Symns and prayers and meditation for one hour in the service.
How do they give ‘worthship’ to God in the other 167 hours in
e week? What is the relationship between the worship and the
mission?

We shall consider the church’s mission under four headings:
presence, deeds, words, and suffering:

I. The church is to be present everywhere

_=sus tried to get round all the towns in Galilee, even though the
mhabitants of the town he was in wanted to keep him longer.
Matthew's Gospel ends with the charge to the disciples to go to
2! nations. The church’s task, as we saw in Chapter 3, included a
auwet and transforming presence in society comparable with salt
and leaven — a presence which should extend everywhere.

This concern was behind the creation of the parochial system
about the time of the Norman Conquest. Since the Middle Ages
2ritain has been ostensibly a Christian country divided into
parishes, with a priest or minister to look after the welfare of
e flock in each field. Until about two hundred and fifty years
2o this pattern of ministry worked tolerably well. Most people
“wed in villages or relatively small towns, and remained there for
most of their lives. They were born, educated, married, earned
=eir living, spent their holidays, were nursed and died in the
same parish. The pastor knew them all, and the church related to
e whole of life.

WWith the Industrial Revolution hordes of people moved from
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the country into the cities. At first in some cities the church did
not even provide adequate places of worship for the new
working class. Many of them were lost to the church from that
time.

The result of this was shown in a survey of the city of Sheffield
carried out twenty years ago. In the wealthiest part of the city
twenty per cent of the population were in Anglican or Free
Churches on a Sunday. Roman Catholic attendance was not
measured but might well have been an additional five per cent. In
a new housing area, to which people were moved by slum
clearance, only seven families were churchgoers out of a
population of six thousand five hundred — three families were
Roman Catholic, two were Salvation Army, one was Methodist
and one Pentecostal — less than one per cent of the total
population.

The re-conversion of such areas requires a mission strategy
involving lay people, and not simply pastoral care by the clergy.
Perhaps one of the reasons that the Roman Catholic Church did
not suffer the same losses during the first half of this century in
its working class parishes as the Anglican and main Protestant
Churches did, was that they had a different ethos. They
maintained a working-class ethos and for the most part stuck
together and stayed put. The Anglican and Protestant Churches
encouraged their people to ‘better themselves’ and to move up
in the social scale and so out of the neighbourhood. Mission will
perhaps involve not merely the clergy but also some laity moving
into these areas and identifying with the people there.

Today, however, there are other subcultures which are not
simply built on class distinctions. In some of our cities there are
Asian immigrants, many of them Muslim or Hindu. We have sent
missionaries in the past to their countries of origin. Will we send
missionaries now they are British living in our midst? Already
Asian Christians are working in some of these areas.

Moreover in our complex modern society the church is called to
be present not simply in each geographical neighbourhood. If the
Gospel is to be heard in our contemporary society its
representatives need to be present in the boardroom, on the
shop floor, in the learned society, on the football field, in the
sales network which crosses national frontiers, among those
working with the handicapped, and so on.

The local church therefore needs to discover the interests and



concerns of the people in its neighbourhood. It needs to
discover Christians who already share or who are prepared to
share those interests and concerns so that the Gospel may enter
the world of those pre-occupied by those concerns and
interests. If, for example, there are a lot of business people
working in a neighbouring city, a missionary church will enter
their world of interest, perhaps by establishing a group in which
they can discuss their particular ethical and social concerns. Such
groups are usually more effective when they are ecumenical.

2. The church bears witness to Christ by its deeds

The church in the second half of the twentieth century has been
criticized for being too activist. But we have to ask if all its
activity reflects the work of Christ and is at the service of his
kingdom. In church we pray ‘Your kingdom come, your will be
done on earth ..." That prayer is empty unless the church
expresses it in actions. What proportion of the church’s time
and resources is spent on preserving its own life and buildings,
and how much is spent on service to the poor and disadvantaged,
on the pursuit of peace, justice and reconciliation between
classes, races and nations? The churches are generally good at
serving individuals in need. One of the main elements of Jesus’
activity in Galilee was his ministry of healing. In some places
today the church is beginning to recover this ministry. The
churches are generous in supplying first aid to the hungry and
the refugee in other continents. Often we are not so ready to
serve the community as a whole, and to work for the eradication
of the causes of poverty and oppression. Unlike Christ, we are
not so good at putting ourselves in the shoes of the poor and
disadvantaged, at feeling with them in their situation, and
understanding the factors that lead to their being oppressed.

There is no blueprint for action that can be proposed to every
local church. The church itself needs to open its eyes and look
around its neighbourhood, to discover where there is suffering
and need: Its task then is not merely to try to alleviate the
suffering and to meet the need, but to ask what caused the need
and suffering, and to try to remove the causes. No church can
meet all needs and eradicate all suffering. It has to establish
priorities, and these should include both service to those in need
and an attempt to remove the factors which cause poverty and
oppression.
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At present the most controversial area is political action. It
could be argued that Jesus resorted to a symbolic political action
on one occasion, when he drove the money-changers out of the
Temple. There are occasions when, in the interest of love and
justice, the church should take political action. Most people
retrospectively would agree that the confessing Christians in
Germany were right to resist Hitler. Today many Christians in
Latin America and southern Africa believe that the Gospel
requires them to protest against their governments’ policies.
Such protests may include symbolic action. Most Christians in
Britain agree that it should not include taking up arms to fight
against an unjust regime — but then we do not live in a nation
where human rights are so flagrantly suppressed.

If it is to be true to Jesus’ preaching of the rule of God, the
church must exercise the right to bear witness in the public
forum to injustice and to important moral issues. Moreover
because the planting of the church in every part of the world is
‘the great new fact of our time’ as William Temple claimed, and



Secause there are now means of communication between
churches across the world, the church’s public witness must now
5e not simply about local, regional and national issues and abuses,
Sut also about international ones. So the churches are in the
forefront of concern for world development, relations between
richer and poorer nations, fairer terms of international trade,
setter race relations, the establishment of mutual confidence
2nd peace between nations, the overthrow of oppressive and
unjust regimes etc. In this they stand in the tradition of Jesus and
of the Old Testament prophets.

3. The church bears witness to Christ in words

When Jesus told his disciples that he would make them fishers of
men he was thinking of fishing in Galilee. There a team of
Sshermen launched out into the deep, cast a net from a small
Soat, and tried to drag sometimes large numbers of fish to
shore. It could be a dangerous occupation as sudden squalls arose
which could overturn the boat. When we think of the picture of
fshing today, we tend to picture an individual with rod and line
sitting on the safety of a bank slowly and patiently hooking the
occasional fish into the church. Mission in the sense of the New
Testament takes place primarily in the heart of the life of the
world; not on church premises. This was recognized by John
Wesley who preached in the open air, and by the Salvation Army
who preached in the public houses. Catherine Booth said: "You
cannot get at the masses in the chapels’. For the most part,
nowever, the churches today hold missions on their church
premises. This is a contradiction in terms since the word mission
implies that the church is sent outside its premises.

¥ we are to benefit'from the example of the early church two
things are needed. The first is to find appropriate ways today of
bearing witness to the Gospel in the public forum. Paul chose
the Jewish synagogues in the first place, for there he expected to
Sind a sympathetic audience who already shared many of his pre-
sppositions. When that failed, he chose the market place, the
wreversity campus, wherever he might receive a hearing. Where
are the most appropriate public places for speaking of Christ
saday? The church'’s task is to look out for these places. One
such may be local radio. This is a work for those who have
soecial gifts. The duty of the rest of the church is to discover
who these gifted people are, to see that they are given
r=sources for their task, and to search out opportunities for
em to exercise their gifts.

The second need is for the Church to develop what has been
called ‘every member ministry’. After Jesus called his disciples he
did not wait for years before he sent them out. Every Christian
is called to bear witness to Jesus Christ in his or her everyday life
as opportunity offers. ‘Always be prepared to make a defence to
anyone who calls you to account for the hope that is in you’

I Peter 3:15. The account that is called for is the first hand
account expected of any witness in a court of law. It is not a
carefully prepared, theologically balanced treatise. It is the
personal hope and belief of the particular Christian, spoken not
out of a text book but out of the emotion of the heart and the
experience of a lifetime. In order to be ready to do this many
Christians are discovering the value of meeting in small groups
to read the Bible, to pray and to discuss together the problems
and opportunities of living a Christian life today.

For since the Middle Ages life has become immensely more
complicated. Not only do people move house more frequently;
they also spend less of their time in the vicinity of their homes.
They sleep in one parish; work in another; their children go to
school in a third; they shop in a fourth; and at weekends they are
often far away. How can the Gospel penetrate anything but the
private world of family life? The church has tried to supplement
the local neighbourhood church with Christian schoolteachers,
and with hospital and industrial chaplains. Many specialist
Christian communities and networks have grown up to help
those in particular circumstances to live and witness as
Christians. For it is those who work on the shop floor that can
best interpret the Gospel to others on the shop floor; it is those
in business that can best help others in business; and so on.
However, all the denominations have most of their resources in
their neighbourhood churches, and it is to these that we must
look for the establishment of small groups to nurture Christians
so that they can relate the Gospel to their everyday problems
and opportunities, and so that they can be prepared for
Christian witness in the world.

4. The church bears witness through suffering

Under the heading of ‘mission’ we have considered the church’s
presence everywhere, bearing witness by deed and word — just
as Jesus went about in Galilee preaching and ministering to those
in need. But as we saw in Chapter 2 Jesus, in obedience to what
he believed to be his Father’s will, went to Jerusalem and



confronted the authorities of his day, suffered and died for his
witness. He was the first Christian martyr. The merit of that
martyrdom lay not primarily in the suffering, but in the
obedience to his Father’s will. Following in Jesus’ steps the
church today has to be obedient in bearing witness to God’s
rule, even when it may lead to suffering.

The Christian churches, particularly in this century, have
recovered their prophetic witness. It is therefore probably no
accident that this century has produced more Christian martyrs
than any since Constantine. Janani Luwum, Anglican Archbishop
of Uganda, died because he dared to speak in public against the
dictatorship of Idi Amin. Oscar Romero, Roman Catholic
Archbishop of San Salvador, was shot down because he
persistently and publicly criticised oppressive government
policies. Martin Luther King, Baptist minister, was assassinated
because he led non-violent protests against racial discrimination
in the United States. Maria Pilenko, Orthodox, willingly took
the place of another woman, and was killed in a concentration
camp, to which she had been consigned for sheltering fugitives
from Nazism. All these, like Jesus, stood up publicly for what
they believed to be right in the name of the God they
worshipped. None of them used physical force.

A threefold conversion

Stephen Neill, among others, has said that Christian conversion
has three elements: conversion to Christ, conversion to the
church, and conversion to the world. All Christians need to
undergo these three conversions at some time in their lives if
they are to reach maturity as Christians. They may come ina
different order to different people.

Conversion to Christ

For the Christian, conversion to Christ is, of course,
fundamental. It means that we become conscious that we have
been saved by Christ’s life, death and resurrection; and that in
response and by God's help we trust in him and try to follow him
in everything.

Yet this conversion can become twisted and devalued into a
selfish thing if it is separated from concern for the world and for
the church, We can become pre-occupied with the salvation of
our own individual souls. Our concern for others may be to
make them like ourselves, and not like Christ. In this way we
shall reject the proper diversity of experience in Christ’s church
We may also be so concerned that everyone shares our
experience, that we are not concerned about what goes on in
the world which God created and which Christ died to redeem.

[ Harry thinks it’s good for the |
children tohave a bit of religion.
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Conversion to the church

It has been the thesis of this book that the church has a vital
place in God's plan. Christianity is neither private nor
individualistic, but expresses itself in a community in which all
the members try to support one another, especially those who
are weaker. This inevitably leads to all the tensions and problems
which have afflicted the church through the centuries. The
church is the sign of God's reconciling love; an instrument for



the realisation of his kingly rule; a foretaste of heaven on earth.

Yet conversion to the church can also become twisted and
devalued. We can go to church on Sunday and receive comfort.
¥e can be active on church premises and at church meetings
several times a week. We can be so busy about church affairs
that we have no time for our neighbours in the world.
Moreover, history has produced too many church people whose
behaviour suggested that they lacked the fruits of the Spirit —
that their conversion to Christ was lacking.

Conversion to the world

¥We refer to conversion to the world, not in the sense of
worldliness, but in the sense that God sent his Son into the
world not to condemn it, but to save it. In some generations
Christians seem to have become so pre-occupied with their own
faith and salvation, or with the inner life and activity of the
church, that they have forgotten their mission in the world. Yet
there is the opposite danger. There are Christians who have
Secome so concerned with world poverty, or homelessness, or
race relations or some other vital human cause, that Christ and
#is church have been almost forgotten. They have become
simply humanitarian.

n mature Christian conversion all these three aspects fit
together:
A Christian deeply converted to the world sees in
Christ the world’s only hope, and his church as
God’s instrument at work in the world.

A Christian who is deeply converted to the church
sees Christ as its only head, and the salvation of
the world as its only mission.

A Christian who is deeply converted to Christ will
treasure the church as his body, and the world as
God’s world for which Christ gave his life.

The realization that few Christians are deeply and completely
converted in these three ways should make us all humble and
r=ady to respect the commitment of other Christians whose
mwnistry may have a different emphasis from our own. It is vital
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that the local church, the place where Christians assemble for
the worship of God, for teaching, for fellowship, for the
eucharist, should be a place where a diversity of gifts, attitudes
and understanding come together. One of the great dangers of
our present denominational divisions is that in many local
neighbourhoods this diversity may be separated out into divided
denominations which tend to attract the likeminded. Thus in one
and the same neighbourhood one congregation will concentrate
primarily on liturgical worship, another perhaps on a sense of
fellowship and service to the community, another perhaps on
evangelism. In this way not only is Christian unity shattered; its
overall mission is impoverished because the different aspects of
mission, instead of enriching one another, are carried on in
separation.

Agreement on mission

Certainly effective mission requires diversity in the church,
diverse gifts and diverse emphases. But can our already divided
Christian denominations agree sufficiently on their
understanding and strategy of mission, so that they really can
have a common mission?

A few years ago the answer to that question would certainly
have been ‘No!" Christians were as deeply divided on their
theology of the mission of the church as they were on their
understanding of the nature of the church. Happily the same
growth towards agreement, which in Chapter 4 we saw
happening on the nature of the church, its baptism, eucharist and
ministry, is also beginning to happen on the mission of the
church. There was a great deal in common between the
statements on Evangelization published by the Roman
Catholic Church and by the Lausanne Conference of Evangelicals
in 1974, and by the World Council of Churches in 1975. The
World Council of Churches has attempted to express this
growing consensus on mission in Mission and Evangelism -
An Ecumenical Affirmation, British Council of Churches,
1984.

Evangelicals have traditionally emphasized the lostness of
humanity without Christ; that Christ’s death on the cross alone
can save mankind; and that there is an urgency and priority that
must be given to evangelism.



Christians in the Catholic and Orthodox traditions have given
priority to the establishment of the church in each place, seeing
its celebration of the sacraments and its very existence as
Christ’s presence transforming the kingdoms of this world into
the Kingdom of Christ.

Meanwhile, some Christians coming from all denominations, and

often in Britain labelled ‘radical’, have stressed the importance of
social and political action, protest on behalf of the oppressed and
disadvantaged, and the transformation of human society.

The growing together that has occurred in recent years has not
come as a result of the watering down of these emphasis. It has
come as a result of a wide recognition that all these emphases
have their place in mission because they are complementary.
Evangelicals have not given up their sense of urgency about
evangelism, but they are recognizing that it should come out of
the witness of a united church where the sacraments are
administered, and alongside social and political witness. The very
word ‘catholic’ by definition means ‘whole’, and so the Catholic
tradition, even though it has not always lived up to its ideal, has
no difficulty in recognizing the need for a holistic approach to
mission including evangelism, and also social and political witness.
Radical Christians have increasingly seen the importance of the
existence of a lively, worshipping community, and also of
speaking about Jesus Christ. As with Baptism, Eucharist and
Ministry so with Mission and Evangelism we can point to
convergence. We cannot point to complete and universal
agreement. Different Christians and different churches still have
different priorities. Can they still work together, and even live
together in one church?

The answer is ‘Yes', if they see other people’s understanding and
priorities of mission as acceptable and as complementary to their
own. The answer is ‘No’, if they are seen as contradictory and
incompatible. So are they compatible or incompatible?

Growing together in common mission

In most places, | believe, we shall find that different churches
share sufficient of their priorities to be able to commit

themselves to working more closely together, at least in certain,
agreed areas and on certain, agreed programmes. Where this is
possible the local churches may well decide to covenant to do
these things together. If so they will find Local Churches in
Covenant, Catholic Information Services, |983, a useful guide.
It is a small booklet prepared by a small inter-denominational
working party and published with the approval of the Roman
Catholic bishops of England and Wales.

If they follow this pattern they will find that they have embarked
on a process of growth into unity by which God in Christ
through the Holy Spirit reconciles them more and more to
himself and to one another as they share their common mission
in the world.

Since 1964 many areas have found new ways forward in local
unity and mission. Local Church Unity, British Council of
Churches 1985, is a practical guide to the great diversity of local
work for unity, including Local Ecumenical Projects.

It is likely to be a rewarding process, but also at times slow and
frustrating. For the members of Christ’s church are as yet
imperfect saints, drawn to Christ and to one another froma
whole mixture of motives, some good and some less good. They
have to be refined and transformed into a faithful and
harmonious instrument of reconciliation, and that requires both
grace and patience. Restoring unity after centuries of division
will take time.

Lesslie Newbigin told the story of the train slowly crossing the
centre of Ireland. A passenger got out and ran to the front and
said to the engine driver ‘Can’t you go a little faster?’ The driver
replied ‘Sure! But | have to stay with this train’.

Suggested Bible reading: Romans 12:3-13

Suggested questions for discussion:

What sort of unity in worship and mission do you think
the church should have in your locality?

What would be its priorities?

What next steps are you able to take in order to bring it
about?



QUESTIONNAIRE

The Lent '86 Committee asks every individual, whether
they are taking part in a discussion group or not, to help
by returning this questionnaire.

For statistical purposes please give the personal details
below, but do not put your name on the form.

If you are a member of a discussion group give your
completed questionnaire to the host or leader at the final
meeting. They will send it on to the Radio Station or
direct to the Committee for Lent '86.

Those not in groups are invited to return their
questionnaire direct to:
The Rev'd Canon Derek Palmer,
Lent'86 Committee, Church House,
Westminster, London SWIP 3NZ

All questionnaires must be returned by |12th April
1986.

Please complete each section of the questionnaire by
yourself.

PERSONAL DETAILS FOR OFFICE

USE ONLY
A. Age Group

Under
16

17-25
26-35
36—45
46-55
56-65

over 65

(Please circle)

Ny AW —

B. Sex

Female |
Male 2

(Please circle)

C. Occupation

D. Do you go to church? (Please circle)
Once or more a week

|
Two or three times a month 2
Once a month 3
Twoor three timesayear 4
Once a year 5
Special occasions 6
Not at all 7

E. Name your Christian denomination, if
any.

F. If you are listening to the Course of a
Radio Station, please give the name of
the radio station

Please state the town in, or near
which, you live
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Here are some of the answers people give to the

QUESTIONS TO SESSION |

question, ‘What on earth is the church for?’ Add any
answers of your own on line |6 if you wish.
Place a tick opposite each answer in the column which
most nearly expresses what you think.

S

M.
12.

13.

15.
16.

WL N 0 b !-‘-'!"-’.—')

. To comfort and support

ABSOLUTELY

O OO OO 0O 0O O ESSENTIAL

To preach the gospel to all
To serve those in need

To build up fellowship among
Christians

To prepare people for eternal
life

To speak out against injustice
and evil

To worship God

To work for the conversion
of individuals to Christ

To heal the sick

To teach the faith to
Christians

To help people live and
witness as Christians in their
everyday life

To work for a better society
To be asign of God's
reconciling love for the world
To satisfy people’s religious
instincts and needs

those who feel inadequate
To administer the sacraments

B B B BB
oo O O mOA

Are any of the answers listed
above things which you think
the church should not be doing?
If yes, which? ...........iissaissisncana.

VERY IMPORTANT
IMPORTANT

T i | [ S O 1

O OO0 OOo O g oo

oo 0o o oo
OO O O 0o

O OO0 OO 0O O OO NOTIMPORTANT

FOR
OFFICE
USE
ONLY

B BEC BE B R B

BEOE BE &8 B B

QUESTIONS TO SESSION 2

Here are some of the phrases people have used to
explain what God has achieved for us through the life,

death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

A space is left on Line 10 for you to add any other phrase

of your own.

Place a tick opposite each phrase in the column which

most nearly expresses what you think.

VERY HELPFUL

HELPFUL

I. We are justified through
faith in Christ

2. Christ redeemed us from
slavery to sin

3. We have been reconciled
to God through Christ

4. We have been filled with
the Holy Spirit

5. Jesus saved us through his
sacrifice on the cross

6. Christ has won the victory
over evil and death

7. Christ has liberated us
from oppression

8. Christ is our teacher,
pattern and example

9. Christ has brought
humanity hope for the
future

5 R Y VAR | o S i S [
B @ 8 BB B E B
SR 0 R 1 ) O [ W

oo
e

NEITHER HELPFUL
NOR UNHELPFUL
UNHELPFUL

[
oo
oo

BB O BB O O B

INCOMPREHENSIBLE

o 1 O O O o O o S A i

FOR
OFFICE
USE
ONLY

0 1 S R i A i N

ano
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QUESTIONS TO SESSION 3

Listed below are several senses in which the word
CHURCH is used today.

Add, at Line 10, any other use of the word you wish.

Please circle up to five of the numbers on the right of the
definitions which most nearly express what you take the
word ‘church’ to mean.

FOR
OFFICE
USE
A. ONLY
I. The building where Christians
worship | O
2. The local congregation (assembly) of
Christians 2 O
3. The diocese, district or area 3 O
4. The national grouping of Christians 4 O
5. The Christian household or family 5 O
6. The international grouping of
Christians 6 O
7. The body of all Christians, past,
present and to come 7 O
8. Clergy and Ministers — as distinct
from the laity 8 El
9. The Christian denomination 9 O
QO i s 10 O
B.
Which definition is the most important to
you?
Write its number in the box [ O

QUESTIONS TO SESSION 4

Listed below are a number of features found in the
churches.

Add any further features you wish at Line |3.

Place a tick opposite each phrase which most nearly
expresses how you would classify them.

d
a 2
= 22 E
E3za Y
Z - 0 w ©
w9 E § ; FOR
88 % 5 5lornce
USE
I. The Faith as expressed in ONLY
the ancient Creeds B EEEE B 6
2. The baptism of infant as
well as adult believers | 2 8 T N | S
3. The baptism of believers
onl 0 (8 o 5 i o o f R |
4. Regular meetings for
public worship 0 4 1 Y S | R
S. Regular meetings for the
Eucharist (Mass, Holy
Communion, Lord’s
Supper). EE B ESE R B
6. Engagement in mission
generally 1 [ 1 8 1 3 1 [ 0
7. Engagement in personal
evangelism by members 13 i o 1 1§ 54 )
8. An ordained ministry E BB EEf i
9. Bishops, priests and
deacons E B =R
10. TheauthorityofthePope 1 O OO O O
I'l. The gift and presence of
the Holy Spirit O EB:0 O O
12. The Holy Scriptures
(Bible) as containing all
things necessary to
salvation oooog o
|2V . ooooaol o
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QUESTIONS TO SESSION 5

Here are some things which some peope say the local
church ought to be doing.

Place a tick opposite each statement, in the column which
most nearly expresses what you believe.

P.J — T

PN AW

15.

B.

. Serving those in particular

. Speaking out on matters of

ABSOLUTELY
ESSENTIAL

VERY IMPORTANT
IMPORTANT

NOT IMPORTANT

. Meeting the religious

needs of those only loosely
attached to the church
Regular services of
worship

A weekly Eucharist
Prayers for the church
Intercession for the world
Teaching the Faith
Helping people to pray
Helping Christians to
relate faith to daily life
Evangelism

Helping Christians to bear
witness to Christ

O

0 OO gooooo &
O OO OOOooon

0 OO0 oooooo d
0O OO0 Ooooooo O

O

. Encouraging Christians to

know and support one
another

B B B
0 Y i R
BR @ # 4

need in the community

social and political justice
Giving guidance on the
spiritual and ethical issues [
Working for reconciliation [ [0 [
List things you think the Churches in your
neighbourhood should be doing together.

i O 1 (=

O

SHOULD NOT BE DONE

O . MEOEEEE: 3

FOR
OFFICE
USE
ONLY

=

O 00 mpoiEE

OoE B B H

goo
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The following Radio Stations (as at 1.8.1985) are planning to put on their own Lent Course under the general title
‘What on Earth is the Church For?". A leaflet giving summaries of this book, the discussion questions and a copy
of the Questionnaire is also available from the publishers price 15p each plus postage and packing.

SCOTLAND

BBC Radio Scotland

ILR West Sound (Sunday)
ILR Radio Forth (Midweek)

ENGLAND (North)

BBC Radio Cumbria (Wednesday)
BBC Radio Lancashire (Wednesday)
BBC Radio Cleveland (Thursday)
BBC Radio York

BBC Radio Leeds (Monday)

BBC Radio Sheffield (Thursday)
BBC Radio Newcastle (Thursday)
ILR Pennine (Sunday)

Manx Radio

ENGLAND (South and East)
BBC Radio London (Thursday)

BBC Radio Bedfordshire (Thursday)
BBC Radio Kent (Tuesday)

BBC Radio Sussex (Thursday)

BBC Radio Norfolk (Thursday)

BBC Radio Cambridgeshire (Thursday)

ILR Essex Radio (Sunday)
ILR Radio 210 (Monday)

ILR County Sound (Sunday)
ILR Radio Mercury

ILR Radio Broadland

ILR Saxon Radio (Thursday)
ILR Radio Orwell (Thursday)
ILR Chiltern Radio (Monday)

WALES

BBC Radio Wales (Wed. and Thurs.)
BBC Radio Cymru (Wed. and Thurs.)
ILR Swansea Sound (Wed. and Thurs.)
ILR Marcher Sound (Wed. and Thurs.)

ENGLAND (Midlands)

BBC Radio Nottingham (Thursday)
BBC Radio Derby

BBC Radio Leicester ( Thursday)
BBC Radio Stoke ( Juesday)

BBC Radio Humberside

BBC Radio Shropshire

BBC Radio Northampton

ILR Radio Trent (Sunday)

ILR Leicester Sound (Sunday)
ILR Mercia Sound (Thursday)
ILR Hereward (Sunday)

ENGLAND (South and West)
BBC Radio Oxfordshire (Thursday)
BBC Radio Solent ( Thursday)

BBC Radio Devon (Wednesday)
BBC Radio Cornwall (Tuesday)

ILR Severn Sound (Wednesday)
ILR Wiltshire Radio (Sunday)
ILR Radio West

BRITISH FORCES BROADCASTING SERVICES
Germany and other stations

PUBLISHED JOINTLY BY
THE BRITISH COUNCIL OF CHURCHES
2 EATON GATE LONDON SW1W 9BL
AND THE CATHOLIC TRUTH SOCIETY
38/40 ECCLESTON SQUARE
LONDON SW1V 1PD



