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P r e f a c e 

A Wake-up Call to the Church 

Will churches merely survive or will they come alive in the 
twenty-first century? This is the real question facing most 
churches; the many publicized issues only cloud the picture. 
How do we work for congregational vitality as we enter the 
next century? What commitments are we willing to initiate and 
sustain toward this goal? Is there a singular vision for congre
gational vitality? 

In this book I have identified ten keys to making congrega
tions vital in the twenty-first century. First and foremost, con
gregational vitality calls for worship of God alone. This is 
easier said than practiced. Observers from Mars might have a 
difficult time sorting out the rationale behind many church ser
vices. Sometimes it seems the major portion of our services con
sists primarily of announcements rather than proclamation; 
more deference is sometimes shown to cultural allegiances than 
to God. At the center of congregational vitality must be an un-
apologetic worship of the triune God whom we confess to be 
our Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer. 

Second, congregational vitality calls us to be biblically liter
ate. A congregation ignorant of scripture is a church without a 
divine vision. Biblical illiteracy makes a congregation vulnera
ble to cultural fads and numerous ideologies. The biblically lit
erate worshipper knows that authentic worship is based on 
God alone. 

Third, congregational vitality depends on understanding our 
history, its highpoints as well as its shortcomings. Knowing his
tory well enables us to honor our heritage within perspective, 
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avoiding the temptation of idolatry. As we learn to honor our 
heritage and its limitations, we will be in a better position to 
maintain our present identity without suffering from ecclesias
tical amnesia. 

Fourth, congregational vitality occurs when a church truly 
becomes a welcoming community. This implies an inclusive fel
lowship where the welcome sign is expressed not only in words, 
but also in deeds of hospitality. The diversity of our fellowship 
needs to be a sign of our strength and pride in one another. 
Wouldn't it be wonderful if following the worship service we 
not only had tea or coffee together, but actually took time to 
share a meal as well? We often become so comfortable with the 
"Sunday regulars" that we resent strangers, feeling they dis
tract us from our sense of "community." A welcoming church 
cultivates a sensitivity to strangers and casual acquaintances 
rather than dismissing them with a brief smile and nod. Con
gregational vitality is characterized by the church that practices 
its own Good Samaritan's theology of caring concern and hos
pitality. Being a welcoming church is an effective and signifi
cant means of outreach. 

Fifth, a vital congregation promotes prayer by establishing a 
network of prayer support groups. Prayer expresses our de
pendence upon the grace of God to empower us daily. A church 
that prays together not only stays together, but its members 
learn to become supportive of one another. Each prayer sup
port group becomes a living reality of the church in action. A 
well functioning prayer group is never inactive and usually 
leads to community service. God's presence is felt and real to 
its members as we submit our wills and finite perspectives be
fore the throne of grace. 

Sixth, a vital congregation will pay attention to its youth. 
Nurturing youth sustains congregational vitality from genera
tion to generation. Neglecting youth will undermine both our 
present and our future. We must seek far more creative avenues 
to reach our youth and be far better listeners. We need to ad
dress their questions, not offer leftover responses from yester-

XI1 



PREFACE 

day's world. Nurturing the youth is absolutely essential for 
congregational vitality if we are to span the present generation 
gap in our churches. 

Seventh, in every situation where there is conflict, a vital con
gregation will address issues with knowledge. We cannot allow 
rumor to dominate our thoughts and then act on incomplete 
data. How often do we react to perceptions rather than seek
ing the facts of a case when we are looking for worthy solutions 
to the issues that face us? In this information age, no one can 
be satisfied with minimal data. Congregational vitality depends 
upon and demands accurate information and honest, believ
able communication not only with members but also with the 
public. 

Eighth, every time relationships break down and suspicion 
arises, we need to enter into a forgiving process, even though 
we cannot forget the wounds of yesterday. This is what Jesus 
taught and demonstrated. Congregational vitality depends 
upon becoming a community of the forgiving and the forgiven. 
Every church should be known in the neighborhood as a house 
of forgiveness. 

Ninth, we need to work for peace and justice in our expanded 
neighborhood; through advanced technology we have become 
an international neighborhood. We cannot be indifferent to the 
unfairness and injustice done to neighbors across the street or 
to those on the roads of Bosnia, Rwanda, Mexico, and North
ern Ireland. Congregational vitality requires attention to procla
mation and to peace and justice issues as we carry out the 
biblical commission to reach out to the whole inhabited earth. 

Tenth, for congregational vitality to become contagious, we 
must be people of trust. There is too much distrust in our midst 
today. We all know this. As we learn to trust God more boldly, 
however, we will begin to uncover the divine image in one an
other no matter how dormant or tarnished it may be. The first 
step in building trust requires faith—call it risk taking if you 
will—and it must begin with you and me stepping forward to 
initiate the process. Be prepared to be burned and hurt on 
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occasion, yet have faith in the grace of God to uphold us 
through the landscape of brushfires surrounding us. 

We have tall challenges before us if our churches are to be 
transformed into vital congregations. The choice is ours: Do we 
wish merely to survive or do we want to come alive in the 
twenty-first century? The wake-up call beckons. 

xiv 



»• I n t r o d u c t i o n 

Building a Visionary Church 

God's Mission 
For God so loved the world that he gave his only 
Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not 
perish but may have eternal life. —John 3:16 

The Church's Mission 
We are called to be the people of God, the body of 
Christ, worshipping, learning, and living out the 
good news of John 3:16 within the world. 

Before we can adequately respond to the wake-up call we must 
ask ourselves, do we truly desire to experience a new Pentecost 
of vitality in our midst? We must be willing to have a change 
of heart, abandoning, if necessary, old approaches and allow
ing the Holy Spirit to guide us into uncharted waters. How else 
can we become part of a visionary church? How else can we 
enter the next millennium pulsating with new energy as the 
body of Christ? 

Welcoming a Willingness to Change 

Building a visionary church is a major challenge facing all main
line denominations. What is needed first is an attitudinal 
change, that is, a theological outlook that welcomes rather than 
fears the future, that is willing to take risks when needed as the 
Spirit pushes us beyond our limited horizons. The situation to
day is serious. For instance, since the time of my ordination in 
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the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) in 1958,1 find the current nu
merical strength of my church reduced by almost one half, tak
ing into account two mergers, with the United Presbyterian 
Church of North America and the Presbyterian Church in the 
U.S. It seems that the Presbyterian Church is becoming a skele
ton of its former self while we continue to make excuses. 

I believe that Presbyterians today are unfocused; our identity 
is unclear to ourselves and to outsiders. Confessionally we 
seem less committed to our heritage; denominational loyalty 
has eroded considerably. Presently we seem to be in a survival 
mode. This unhappy trend is also evident among other main
line denominations. It is urgent that we pay attention to 
strengthening our churches as institutions. Institution building 
ought to be a primary agenda item within the leadership circles 
of every church of whatever size. Any shared vision to unite 
church members that does not place an emphasis on institution 
building will not prove adequate. For everything we attempt to 
do through the church is dependent upon us agreeing that the 
church must continue as an institution in our midst. 

In a 1995 symposium at McCormick Theological Seminary 
entitled, "Visions and Hopes for Parish Ministry," the Presby
terian moderator, Robert W. Bohl, reported that the parish 
church is endangered. He indicated that one-half to two-thirds 
of Presbyterian churches are struggling today to stay alive. 
There are approximately 11,500 congregations in the Presby
terian Church (U.S.A.); over eight thousand of these churches 
have fewer than two hundred members. What is going to hap
pen, asked Moderator Bohl, when these small churches are 
faced with a five percent inflation factor added to their already 
modest budgets? His response: "They are going to die." Iron
ically, at the same time, Presbyterian churches are being urged 
to either start or add to their church endowments to confront 
this crisis of decline. If we work hard enough, we may become 
the highest endowed Protestant denomination, but still re
main a remnant of our former self! More than money is re
quired in the building up of a church. We seem to have 
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overlooked the fact that the living endowment of every church 
is its membership, not the financial portfolios inherited from 
our forbears. Money is important, but it is not the principal 
building block on which to establish a visionary church. Iron
ically, endowments can actually reinforce churches' resistance 
to change as they cling to a dying status quo. 

At the same time, according to Moderator Bohl, we seem to 
be witnessing "a theological Darwinism in our churches. It 
seems that those churches that are succeeding have little knowl
edge of those trying to survive." The ecumenical future of 
mainline denominations is in jeopardy; we are living in a time 
of crisis, and the window of opportunity for recovery is shrink
ing rapidly. 

From my vantage point as a seminary president, I wonder 
whether the theological schools are interested or able to assist 
in this serious situation. Many seminaries are themselves fac
ing difficult challenges and are preoccupied with their own sur
vival. Seminaries also may be harboring guilt, believing they 
have exacerbated the crisis facing churches, and therefore tend 
to distance themselves from the grassroots struggle. Can theo
logical education responsibly separate itself from these ecclesi
astical battles for identity and direction?1 

If theological educators choose to be engaged with our 
churches, they must be prepared for the impact of such in
volvement within their schools on program and curriculum of
ferings. We cannot afford to be unresponsive; the church 
expects a leadership role from theological educators. Further
more, we cannot have visionary churches without instilling in 
seminarians a passionate vision of service. 

I believe that theological schools can collaborate with the 
churches in a concerted effort to encourage an attitude for 
change with a visionary focus on faithfulness to God. As theo
logical architects for the visionary church, we must continu
ally ask ourselves if we have allowed sufficient space and time 
for the realities of change to be addressed. No ecclesiology is 
complete without a visionary spirit implemented within the 
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organizational life of the church. We need to remind ourselves 
of the biblical admonition that, "Where there is no vision, the 
people [of God] perish." (Prov. 29:18, KJV).2 

The Nature of a Vision 

The heart of a vision is its power of anticipation—an antic
ipation that carries its own stamp of validity for the believer. 
The content of a biblical vision does not consist of wishes and 
unfulfilled daydreams. Abraham's vision of the promised land 
was divinely inspired, not an illusion; it was nurtured by signs 
and wonders during his earthly pilgrimage of faith. The apos
tle Peter's vision on the housetop sent him out to minister to 
Cornelius, moving beyond the Jewish community. Paul's vision 
on the Damascus road resulted in an expansion of the early 
church's missionary efforts. 

A vision has within it a force that awakens our emotions and 
at the same time challenges the contours of our rationality. It 
is a spiritual view of what tomorrow can become that moti
vates and directs our ministry today. It is almost as if the Spirit 
of God is enabling us to enter into a virtual reality of the 
church, but without the benefit of advanced technology. We 
cannot punch out on the computer screen the exact dimensions 
of our vision; instead its dimensions are communicated to the 
inner recesses of our passion. Enlightened and empowered by 
the Spirit of God we are driven forward with a sense of ur
gency. We no longer are allowed to continue as usual; the Great 
Commission of our Lord once again has our attention. Build
ing a visionary church starts then with fresh clues from God 
and is expanded through vigorous study of scripture and 
lessons learned from church history. 

Establishing Core Values 
and Beliefs 

With the above understanding, the first building block to
ward a visionary church is to establish our core values and be-
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liefs. We need to prioritize what is absolutely primary and es
sential, and what should be secondary. We want a common 
ground of agreement on the primary values and beliefs that 
shape the church's culture. How well do we understand our
selves and the way we operate as a church? What is essential to 
the church's vitality and what needs to be pruned to allow new 
growth? How committed are we as followers to these essentials? 

Establishing primary core values and beliefs depends on an 
organizational understanding of the church's purpose. What 
do we stand for and how are we viewed by outsiders? Some 
churches print their purpose statements boldly on their sta
tionery. For example, one church claims: "To proclaim our 
faith in Jesus Christ and by the power of the Holy Spirit to love 
God and others as we love ourselves." Another reads, "Re
sponding to the gospel of Jesus Christ—a ministry of disciple-
ship." I would suggest, "God's forgiving love energizes us to 
serve." Behind these statements lies a theologically oriented 
core. Any church wishing to be visionary must be clear about 
mission and purpose. A purpose statement ought to sum up the 
visions that shape character and witness to the community at 
large. In short, the purpose statement communicates core val
ues and beliefs strongly held by the congregation. 

Genuine commitment to a chosen purpose brings credibil
ity and integrity to the visionary church. These essentials are 
not negotiable and need to be remembered. The congregation 
must reaffirm its commitment regularly. Churches without 
vision are not clear about their core values and beliefs, and 
commitment diminishes when the going get tough. This is 
one major reason that causes confusion and an identity cri
sis. Without direction, how can any congregation make a dif
ference in society? Theological educators can guide churches 
through diagnostic workshops to discern their identity, col
lective values, and beliefs. 

An attitude for change is shaped by a church's primary core 
values and beliefs and by the active input of the congregation. 
The membership must be willing to take criticism, if need be, 
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in defending and interpreting its mission to the neighborhood 
and beyond. The absence of strongly held convictions under
mines individual loyalty to the local church as well as to the de
nomination. On the other hand, we are energized when we 
know what we believe and are willing to sacrifice for its preser
vation. This determination will be a sharp contrast to a social 
environment accustomed to endless compromises. 

There is no place for compromise at the core of the church's 
mission. Yet compromising in a democratic society is expected 
and necessary. No one's action either in society or the church 
is above challenge. However, in our heart of hearts, we need to 
know what can or cannot be compromised if the integrity of 
the organization is to be upheld. When compromise is called 
for, do we know how to go about finding common ground for 
agreement? An organizational theology of the church needs 
consciously to follow a responsible process of negotiating 
through battles and differing interpretations. As we become 
skillful in such a process, we will advance as a community an
chored to our basic tenets. Every conflict from the standpoint 
of an organizational theology needs to be seen from a historic 
perspective, reminding us that there are lessons to learn from 
the past. We must apply these lessons wisely to present con
flicts, asking ourselves how this present issue will read in the 
future history of the church. Will this approaching battle look 
foolish in retrospect? Compromise is an integral part of public 
life for any community or organization; it is the process of get
ting along with one another.2 

Once the faith community's values and beliefs are in place, 
they can serve as the necessary common ground for our iden
tity and strength. This will enable the visionary church to face 
and survive controversy knowing that there exists a bonding 
communion in Christ. The community's unique character 
stems from a nonnegotiable attitude toward primary values 
and beliefs. At the same time, we must yield to the Holy Spirit, 
who continually leads and awakens us to God's surprising 
grace. This is what it means to be a reforming church able to 
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discern between theological truths and ideologies; ideologies 
divert us from basic values and beliefs into a cul-de-sac in our 
journey of faith. Discipleship, in other words, has a twofold di
mension: first, faithfulness to abiding convictions, and second, 
flexibility whenever the Spirit leads. The Spirit of God will give 
us the courage to seek new adventures, as did Abraham, Peter, 
and Paul. These adventures are not based on trendy styles or 
market surveys, but are Spirit led and involve commitment and 
personal cost. 

It is always difficult within the church's organizational life 
to maintain a committed consensus, a common center of con
viction and trust. Our failure at consensus building is under
mining mainline denominations today. Unless we are clear and 
committed on core values and beliefs, our ecclesiastical struc
tures are doomed to obscurity and obsolescence no matter how 
financially well endowed we are. 

The visionary church with a clear sense of values and beliefs 
is much more than a fellowship of compatible people who en
joy one another's weekend company. Believers have a mission 
clearly distinct from service clubs and social agencies, as im
portant as those organizations are. We are the people of the 
cross. As such we must prepare ourselves to bear the cost of dis
cipleship. Unfortunately, the symbol of the cross has been 
eroded beyond recognition, so that the church today seeks to 
be everything to the community but the people of the cross. 
Many churches have even removed from their liturgy the for
giveness of sins and pardon, following the belief of some mem
bers that it might offend those who worship there! Without 
confessing our sins, how can we envision the kingdom of God? 
How can we sustain an urgency to practice the social and eth
ical implications in the Sermon on the Mount if we think so 
highly of ourselves? 

This is why it is so important that every congregation be dis
satisfied with the routine recitation and memorization of the 
Nicene and Apostles' Creeds. Every congregation must study 
and struggle with the roots of our heritage, as well as develop 
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an ecumenical spirit of love and adventure. The organizational 
church has a never-ending task of reforming, articulating in to
day's language the creeds and confessions of yesterday.3 

In each church we should be provided with the opportunity 
to discuss and formulate afresh what it means to be a Christian 
today. Our seminary classes and continuing education pro
grams should be accessible to church members as well as clergy 
as we examine the basics that undergird us. The visionary 
church encourages every member to think through his or her 
confession of faith on a regular basis. Theological schools can 
also equip laity to assist actively in this process, empowering 
the people of God to actually be the people of God. 

Embodying a Spirit of Openness 
with Reverence and Respect 

In addition to commitment to a set of core values and beliefs, 
the second building block for a visionary church is to practice 
openness, especially in worship of God and respect for one an
other. Openness must be accompanied by humility in our quest 
for understanding the mysteries and tragedies of life. There are 
no easy answers in life; therefore we need to allow space for 
one another's spiritual journey, respecting the need for silence, 
for sermonizing, and for endless discussion and debate. There 
are many styles of spirituality welcome within a visionary 
church. We need to acquire skills to listen with greater empa
thy to sincere questions in the search for meaning. 

A visionary church that practices openness will also become 
a laboratory of learning within a shared context of common val
ues and beliefs. No one should feel intimidated; investigation of 
one's faith is encouraged within this safe environment. Nor 
should we feel offended if our views are vigorously critiqued. 
Our reverence for God and respect for one another should gov
ern discourse within and beyond the community of faith. 

Reverence for God will also humble us before the Eternal; 
we are unable to transcend our finiteness. Since we are created 
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in God's image, our reverence for God also calls for our respect 
of one another. We are pledged to honor the reality of sacred-
ness, we are all icons of the Divine. 

Nobody within the community of faith should fear being 
reprimanded for not following a particular "orthodoxy" in 
vogue by the majority. Everyone's "orthodoxy" or "heresy" 
contains speculation as well as substance. The church as a nur
turing institution of faith should provide ample room for self-
expression in everyone's pilgrimage. We need to affirm one 
another's freedom to zig and zag in our journeys of faith. This 
is a significant part of our inheritance in Christ. 

Hopefully, no one's ecclesiastical tradition will exclude the 
importance of ecumenical dialogue. A visionary church will 
foster intrafaith as well as interfaith dialogue, which should ex
tend to agnostics and atheists as well. We must pull down bar
riers that exempt anyone from sincere dialogue. In the process, 
let us overcome fears and suspicions of unknown cultures; per
haps the Spirit of God is pushing us, like Peter and Cornelius, 
to new frontiers. All these efforts at dialogue warn us of the 
dangers of complacency and conformity, which can become 
oppressive conditions in any community of faith. 

The visionary church characterized by this spirit of openness 
is also liberated from unhealthy dependencies on overbearing 
leaders who can be intolerant of other viewpoints in the com
munity. No matter how high the level of integrity these char
ismatic leaders have, we need to be on our guard. Wise 
leadership in a visionary church recognizes the importance of 
everyone's ownership in the organization. In the visionary 
church, leaders are seen as followers and followers as leaders. 
It is from this vantage point that the people of God are em
powered to serve. Together in a spirit of openness, we are 
called upon to build a visionary community of faith, nurturing 
wholeness within diversity to the glory of God. 

John W. Gardner, former secretary of Health, Education and 
Welfare and founder of Common Cause, stresses the impor
tance of maintaining openness for any visionary organization, 
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especially in the context of today's diversity. Gardner is con
vinced that the day of the homogeneous community, with its 
emphasis on wholeness rather than diversity, is gone. He notes 
that homogeneity should not be preserved by practices we do 
not approve of.4 

Gardner also indicates that "the nostalgic feeling of the old 
traditional community, which is of course in our minds the 
great seed bed of values, is hopelessly anachronistic. . . . You 
can't bring it back, and if you brought it back it would be hope
lessly inappropriate. We have to be heterogeneous and have to 
live with the pluralistic." Gardner is particularly unhappy with 
the resistance to change so often found within traditional com
munities such as churches and theological institutions. Change 
is a reality of life. He worries that communities fail to move for
ward because of "the existence of long standing tradition." 
Community traditions are necessary he says, "but today you 
have to go out and create your traditions."5 

"One thing is sure," continues Gardner, "the outward ap
pearance of 'community' does not guarantee the inner spirit of 
communal effort." Gardner's studies of church congregations, 
for example, convinced him that there were "enormous differ
ences in whether they were in fact 'communities.' Some of them 
have simply gained diversity, without discovering how to cre
ate a wholeness within which that diversity can live."6 

Building a visionary church not only involves a dedication to 
core values and beliefs, but also a commitment to the process of 
openness to enable a diverse community of persons to experience 
wholeness for the mutual enrichment of all. Within this atmos
phere of openness, the community can be more innovative than 
ever, reaching out with the message of divine love and forgive
ness, not fearing change but welcoming it as part of its calling. 

Maintaining Competency 

The third block in building a visionary church requires main
taining the church's competency. This means asking: What is 
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basic to the church's business and does the church fulfill this 
purpose well? Is the church clear on its primary purpose for ex
isting? Have we been neglecting our competency, trying to be 
something we are not? An organizational theology invites the 
church to reconsider its behavior and practice. How faithful are 
we as a community of faith to our first and primary calling? 
"First things first," an often heard cliche, pushes us to remem
ber priorities, but have we been diffusing our energies and tal
ents in many directions and as a consequence neglecting our 
particular niche in society? This is to suggest not that we are lim
ited to our niche, but that we should show prudence when we 
venture into areas not essential to our basic mission. Organiza
tions often learn to regret the high cost of going far afield from 
their basic competency. How often has the church been ama
teurish in "prophetic" involvements in its intention to do good 
in society? Have we separated ourselves in these cases from our 
core competency? Every situation that beckons the church's in
volvement requires a judgment call that should be made 
through open discussion and mutual respect. An organizational 
theology promotes openness within the context of basic values 
and beliefs, mindful of our limitations and competency. 

We can all be tempted away from our competency, becoming 
generalists in our zeal to help in every area without expertise in any
thing specific. As a result, we become engaged without doing our 
homework. Pastors, for instance, know a similar temptation when 
they spend time from their busy schedules reading everything but 
materials in their field. Admittedly, theological writings may take 
real effort to read at times. Nevertheless, the pastor, as the grass
roots theologian to the community, is expected to keep up with in
formation in the field. Unfortunately, theological and biblical 
materials are often viewed as irrelevant; pop psychology has be
come the main diet. As a consequence, some pastors are engaged in 
what I call "theological malpractice" without realizing their 
failure, similar to a medical doctor who neglects the expanding 
knowledge in a particular field or a lawyer who skips the research 
needed to help clients. Maintaining competency is the necessary 
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balance to becoming well grounded. The organizational church 
needs to encourage as never before a learned discipleship, with 
deepening spiritual roots through study and prayerful fellowship. 
Only as we are equipped theologically and biblically can we make 
our ethical contribution in this changing world. 

The competence of the church is primarily expressed through 
its nurturing function in worship, preaching, and teaching. 
This nurturing function flourishes as the members of a congre
gation become caregivers, mediators in justice and peace issues, 
and active participants in the community. The church as the 
people of God must respond to changing circumstances with 
much more than an either/or mentality. With keenly honed 
theological knowledge and pastoral skills, we are better able to 
solve problems within the church and the community. As the 
world shrinks and technology expands, consensus building 
within the church and the larger community will become in
creasingly more difficult. Being caregivers and peacemakers in 
the midst of these realities will not be easy. The visionary 
church must continually update knowledge and skills within its 
competency, thus bolstering efforts to enhance our society's 
quality of life in the name of Christ. 

Toward the Visionary Church 

Building a visionary church is an invitation then to all mem
bers to take ownership in the enterprise. A theological outlook 
for change is postulated on the premise that followership and 
leadership are interchangeable roles for clergy and laity. This is 
evident as we witness the increased number of tentmaking min
istries (qualified clergy volunteers with other earning voca
tions) and certified lay preachers today, examples of role 
reversals among clergy and parishioners. A visionary church is 
a congregation liberated from unhealthy dependencies on char
ismatic leaders. A visionary church emphasizes being the peo
ple of God, a fellowship of imperfect members dedicated to 
pursuing God's will. A visionary pastor is committed to the 
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spiritual growth of believers, not a series of self promotions. A 
visionary church sees the local organization of believers (of 
whatever size) as the body of Christ responsible for advancing 
the church's mission of nurturing, caregiving and peacemak
ing. The visionary church is never satisfied with past achieve
ments; it strives to do better in giving its utmost to God. Finally, 
a visionary church continually works for wholeness among the 
members, exercising patience in digesting the diversity that 
healthy growth brings. Such a church is always seizing oppor
tunities for service in the midst of changing circumstances. 

The organizational theology of a visionary church is not a 
commitment to any single brand of theology as a path to the 
promised land. Most theologies have contributions to make 
and some even enjoy a period of limited dominance. Theolo
gies have their seasons, but no single theological orientation 
prevails. A visionary church uses many theologies, under
standing that all great pastors, preachers, and theologians 
eventually die. A visionary church looks beyond personalities, 
placing trust in God and building a unique culture and fellow
ship always open to the Holy Spirit. The efforts of a visionary 
church are directed toward building up the body of Christ, 
whose members are interdependent. The visionary church sees 
itself as a birthing fellowship, succeeding itself from generation 
to generation. The church constantly seeks to do the divine will 
until God's kingdom comes in its fullness. This ministry is 
never completed; the visionary church finds it incomprehensi
ble when clergy sometimes say, "My ministry is finished here," 
and move on. This prevailing consumer mentality found in 
the pulpit and pew undermines community building in our 
churches. A visionary church places its present conflicts in per
spective; it is always future oriented and encourages a spirit of 
innovation within the life of the whole membership. 

What we need today more than ever are visionary churches 
driven by an organizational theology that places responsibil
ity on the membership to be the people of God. To build a 
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visionary church requires three essential building blocks. First, 
a set of core values and beliefs centered in Christ worth pre
serving and defending in the context of a reforming spirit must 
be identified. Second, there must exist openness that encour
ages creativity and discussion within the church and between 
the church and the surrounding society. Third, every effort 
must be directed toward maintaining the church's primary 
task. Organizationally, churches need to be aware of the harm 
they do when they drift away from their essential mission and 
competency. These then are the building blocks to a visionary 
church that can succeed in implementing the Great Commis
sion set before us. 

In this book, these building blocks are presented through ten 
chapters. Each chapter is like a spoke in a wheel, symbolizing 
our interrelatedness as we move together toward a common 
end. This wholistic or systems approach highlights that no as
pect of the church's life exists in isolation from other areas of 
concern. The interdynamic relationships found within the 
church call for greater emphasis on team leadership among the 
people of God in the creation of a rejuvenated church singing 
again with enthusiasm as we enter the next millennium. Our 
discussion begins with the importance of worshipping God, 
who alone is the source behind all visions of redeeming value. 

14 



< — a - C h a p t e r O n e H*» 

Worship God Alone 

"You shall have no other gods before me" (Ex. 20:3). Worship 
services are those special occasions for us to renew and review 
our basic commitment to this biblical God who is displeased 
with all rivals competing for our devotion. We humans are nat
ural worshipers; as a consequence, we always face the tempta
tion of "falling in bed" with gods unworthy of our lasting 
embrace. When this happens we tend to be either too judg
mental or too tolerant, while defending at the same time our 
freedom of curiosity as we sample one god after another from 
right to left and from left to right. After all, don't we belong to 
a generation of seekers, unwilling for the most part to make 
lasting commitments? 

Barriers to Worship 

Today's religious seekers it seems are interested in being 
short-term believers but not long-term joiners. This explains in 
part the growing tide of rootless spirituality in our society. It 
may also explain why we are no longer loyal to any single tra
dition. Various surveys inform us that over ninety percent of 
the population believes in "God," yet church attendance, espe
cially among mainline Protestants, continues to shrink to an 
all-time low. Furthermore, the "God" that ninety percent be
lieve in may be a far contrast to the biblical God. To examine 
with discernment which "God" deserves our trust is an un-
daunting task facing churches and theological schools in the 
next century. 
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Churches and seminaries dedicated to worshipping and in
terpreting the biblical God are committed to distinguishing 
their God from the false gods marketing themselves to us. Even 
so, many believers regard the task of naming the right God to 
be solely an autonomous and subjective pursuit of the individ
ual without the aid of ecclesiastical institutions. As a result, we 
have increased public interest in spirituality and television an
gels and Hollywood films describing "God" to us, a descrip
tion that may or may not correspond with the biblical God. 
These popular images of the supernatural further confuse us as 
we gather to praise the God of Abraham, Sarah, Mary, Joseph, 
and Jesus. 

Worship services ought to be designed to usher us immedi
ately into the presence of the biblical God who awaits our 
praise and wishes to address the anxieties and ambiguities 
found in our lives. Is this happening in today's worship experi
ence? Is worship providing us the opportunity to have a divine 
encounter? Perhaps our praise and study of God are too closely 
associated with the cultural wars of our day, robbing us of an 
authentic worship experience. Is the use of latest media tech
nology in worship an enhancement or a barrier to our desire to 
actualize God's presence before the congregation? Jim Taylor, 
writing in Perspectives: A Journal of Reformed Thought, hu
morously asks himself the question, "Is technology a blessing 
or a curse?" 

I started wondering what might happen if God got with 
modern technology and installed voice-mail. I imagined 
something like this: 

"Hello," says an angelic voice. "Thank you for calling 
heaven. We value your prayer and will make every effort 
to take care of your concerns promptly and efficiently. 
Please stay on the line; we can deal with your prayers more 
quickly than if you hang up and try again. 

"To help us direct your call to the party to whom you 
wish to speak please route your call as follows. If you wish 
to speak to one of the martyrs, press 1; to one of the saints, 
press 2; to one of the angels, press 3; to the Virgin Mary, 
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press 4; to Jesus, press 5; to the Holy Spirit, press 6; and 
if you wish to speak directly to God, press 7." 

I pressed seven. I wanted to go right to the top. 
Beep and beep again. 
There was a long pause. The telephone line played a 

recording of Bruce Springsteen singing a Bach cantata ac
companied by a choir comprising 2,000 clones of Linda 
Ronstadt. Then, a voice came on that was neither male 
nor female, neither loud nor soft. In fact, I couldn't even 
give it a quality—it seemed to vibrate through the very 
molecules of nature and permeate my cells and my 
thoughts. I knew it must, at last, be God. 

"Thank you for calling," the voice said. "Your call is 
very important to me. I'm sorry, but I'm either away from 
my heavenly throne or tied up with another prayer re
quest. If you wish to speak to my secretary, press 0. Oth
erwise, please leave a detailed message at the sound of the 
harp, and I'll get back to you as soon as I can."1 

While many explanations have been given for the decline in 
church membership and attendance, my suspicion is that the 
church has become increasingly less relevant to its own mem
bers. This decline may also be due to boredom and intolerance 
with mediocre worship services that often cannot be distin
guished from weekly service club meetings promoting good 
will and supporting business and professional interests. For 
others, the church has become simply a series of political cau
cuses where like-minded individuals seek to advance their fa
vorite cause. Attend, for instance, one of our large church 
assemblies, and see the numerous advocacy booths on display. 
Some lose interest in the church when their cause no longer re
ceives attention. 

Many still go to church regularly, attracted to the inspiring 
musical performances and preaching. Professionalism in these 
high performance churches has turned congregations to audi
ences being entertained. Those attending, for the most part, 
know minimal commitment is demanded of the audience, 
which translates into token support. The other significant factor 
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that draws many persons to church is the fellowship they enjoy 
among themselves, which at times is spoiled when strangers 
wish to join. Of course, there are exceptions to these general
izations, thank God! There are many joyful congregations with 
a visionary spirit that energizes everyone. 

An Order of Worship 

To move us in the direction of greater vitality and closeness 
to God, we may need to be more Quaker-like as we begin our 
worship hour. To start with, we could begin our services in si
lence, without music. There needs to be a quiet time for every
one, pastor and people, to settle down internally and to ask the 
Holy Spirit to transform our worship into an event of empow
erment. In silence we have an opportunity to be more receptive 
to the Spirit's guidance, creating a sense of anticipation that our 
time together will be a blessing for us and for those leading us 
in worship. To assist us in meditating during our brief time of 
silence together, we might have an appropriate scripture verse 
or a poem printed in our bulletin focusing our attention and 
inviting God to create a spirit of anticipation within us. 

Do not confuse this quiet time at the beginning of worship 
with the prelude. The prelude precedes the time of silence since 
many are still taking their seats. The period of silence begins 
when the organ stops playing. Save the "good mornings," an
nouncements, and congregational concerns until the end of the 
service, after the blessing or benediction. 

Following this period of silence, the liturgist calls the con
gregation together to worship God collectively. Together we 
praise this amazing God of grace whose love embodied in 
Christ is simply and elegantly symbolized by the cross and com
munion table. The hymns we sing inform us that we are so
journers, the community of God in the making; in worship we 
are seen as the people of God, the body of Christ. 

All aspects of the order of worship should have this one prin
cipal task in mind: to honor and praise God who is our Cre-
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ator, Redeemer, and Sustainer. The worship experience ought 
to empower us to affirm one another as God in Christ has af
firmed us. The sermon offers an opportunity to articulate the 
gospel for our day, inviting us anew to commit heart, mind, 
and soul to God. Worship nurtures us into our responsibilities 
of discipleship before God. Ideally, as we depart from the wor
ship service, we are left with a renewed dedication to the living 
God, and with enthusiasm we are called to undertake this day's 
challenges with joy, knowing we are not alone in this journey 
of faith and service. 

Churches have spent too much time and energy discussing 
the pros and cons of traditional versus nontraditional worship 
services. I believe this is a misplaced conversation. The service 
should be centered on worshiping God, not trying to discern 
the acceptable level of entertainment expected by each genera
tion. Instead, the service ought to be prepared to stimulate our 
imagination and sense of wonder, to lead us to a higher reality 
that liberates us from the excuses that imprison our spirits and 
prevent us from living with joy. 

The order of worship should enable us to catch the spirit of 
transcendent reality; the human heart is hungry for those grace-
filled moments that are gifts from God. I believe such experi
ences of grace are possible through numerous patterns of 
worship that defy easy labeling by us. In our order of worship, 
we need to provide spiritual space for one another, for the 
Spirit's creativity to work in our midst. If tomorrow's congre
gations become more intergenerational and diverse, no fixed 
categories of worship will be suitable. We need to work for a 
sense of order that provides room for experimentation. 

As I noted earlier, the important time in the service set aside 
for announcements and congregational concerns should be 
separated from the proper order of worship. These comments 
should be printed and distributed to the congregation as they 
depart, with a few necessary items highlighted and announced 
after the benediction. A special prayer time for members who 
are ill and in special need should be held in a prayer service 
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before the worship hour on Sunday and during the week. I be
lieve some arrangement of intimacy might be more welcomed 
by the congregation as we learn to respect the sacred hour for 
worshiping God, renewing and reviewing our lives before the 
Divine Presence, and praying and singing together for grace 
and direction for the week ahead. 

It should be clear now why the church's mission is different 
from businesses and nonprofit organizations. The church's pre
vailing mission is to worship God; the seminary's prevailing 
mission is to study God and to worship God. Actually, on be
half of the church, the seminary serves two significant teaching 
roles. The first is in a custodial capacity to remind the faithful 
of their biblical roots and heritage; the second is to be a dis
ciplined center of learning and research to enrich our faith 
and knowledge. The seminary's curriculum—theology, ethics, 
Bible, history, and pastoral care—helps us to avoid pastoral 
and theological malpractice in a litigious marketplace where 
the credibility of our faith is always being tested. This is why 
Jesus wisely shared with us the story of the Good Samaritan 
(Luke 10:29-37) with its examples of professional clergy who 
knew much about their religion but neglected its practice. On 
the highway of life they failed to live up to the test of authen
tic faith. The test of our convictions is seen in how we exercise 
belief and worship to make a difference in the marketplace. 
Ours is an incarnate God who demonstrated love and compas
sion to the people of Israel and at the cross of Christ. Can we 
afford to do less and be counted among God's faithful? 

The God of Grace 
and Mystery 

Worshiping God and serving others may not in themselves 
be enough to satisfy us in our journey of faith. We may in all 
candor still hunger for something more, as something deeper 
inside yearns for us to draw closer to God. What we desire and 
are often unable to articulate is a kind of mystical ecstasy or 
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union with God wherein our personal tragedies are addressed 
and wherein our unanswered questions find answers. How
ever, I am afraid most of us will continue to live with puzzling 
ambiguities and feelings of victimization because of our race, 
economic status, sexual orientation, age, experience living in 
broken homes, and from all sorts of tragedies. We will still be 
immersed in "cultural wars," which will come and go. Old en
emies will be replaced by newer ones, and our moments of 
peace will be interrupted by conflict and loneliness. Neverthe
less, we are called to move forward by the grace of God, en
countering those modest and rare moments of divine ecstasy 
that join together the fragments of our lives into a seamless 
cloth covering our nakedness and vulnerability in a world that 
is electronically wired but disconnected in spirit. 

We long for greater harmony and wholeness in our lives, but 
no church or theological education can promise that to anyone. 
With increasing disappointment, growing numbers in our soci
ety have opted for an uncommitted lifestyle, an open-endedness 
toward life. Since everything seems to be subject to change, 
they feel, why be engaged in any long-term commitments? And 
yet, to survive as human beings we need a coherent system 
of meaning at the center of our lives. If only God would 
give quick, bite-sized responses to our unanswered questions. 
Doesn't God know we live in a sound bite society? Our atten
tion span isn't long; we yearn to close the gap between asking 
questions and finding answers. Sadly, many in our society per
ceive churches and seminaries to be sources of confusion rather 
than clarity for their lives. Responsible Christian education in 
our churches and seminaries should make us leery of any sim
plistic temptation that seeks to soothe our discontented spirits. 

St. Augustine was right, there is a restlessness within us as 
we struggle to make our peace with God. But until we have 
reached this final union with God, we will continue to be tossed 
to and fro on a stormy sea with our faith, weak though it may 
be at times, as the only lifeline we have between us and any fu
ture with God. We will continue to struggle with our doubts, 

21 



SURVIVAL OR REVIVAL 

encouraged and thankful from time to time for those grace-
filled moments of God's presence in our lives. The well-known 
writer Frederick Buechner confessed at a recent General As
sembly of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) that he was no 
longer a regular churchgoer. "I hate to say this," said Buech
ner, "but for many years now I've taken to going to church less 
and less, because I find so little there of what I hunger for . . . . 
It's a sense of the presence of God that I hunger for. It's grace 
that I hunger for."2 

To me this deeper experience of worship, in which grace can 
be more frequently experienced, may call us to suspend judg
ment on the debatable agenda in our churches today, as we en
deavor to more earnestly pray for God's grace to bring divine 
wisdom to our differences, and remind us once again that God 
is with us—Jesus lives! The Word of God is present among us. 
The Spirit of Christ is waiting for us to be still and listen. 

Unfortunately, in our posturing with one another, many no 
longer seem to have the interest, passion, or energy to pursue 
this deeper relationship with God. The grace-filled moments 
elude us, those occasions when the conscious and the uncon
scious meet, transforming prayers for survival into prayers of 
praise and thanksgiving. In those fleeting seconds of divine ec
stasy, words are not longer adequate, as our spirits are lifted by 
divine grace. 

We can have those moments again if we honestly submit 
ourselves to do God's will, namely, to be cleansed, to forgive, 
and to be forgiven in our relationships with one another. The 
recovery of authentic relationships, divine and human, is the 
bottom line of God's agenda for the people of God. God is in 
the business of reconciliation. I suspect God is tired of hearing 
our prayers for survival. Instead, let us pray for a divine vision 
to free us from our addictions and self-imprisoning barriers. As 
Peter and Cornelius (Acts 10) prayed in their separate places, 
ghettoized by their wide cultural differences, each received a 
similar vision from God that dynamically transformed his out
look, enabling him to cross the psychic boundaries that divide 
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and dehumanize. Their shared vision was indeed a grace-filled 
moment for Peter and Cornelius. 

Finally, we need to realize that preaching, singing, and pray
ing will not unveil the divine mystery to us. Neither will a tradi
tional, nontraditional, or even a blended service do it. Nor will 
the pure study of theology reveal the divine essence to us. For 
that matter, the study of theology may lead us into greater igno
rance and abstract propositions that are no more than mere spec
ulations. The finite categories of human understanding can never 
capture God's being. We are engaged in a journey of faith, our 
convictions are woven with doubts. The few answers we have do 
not correspond neatly to every tragedy we face, nor will our "an
swers" stand up to empirical and rational measurements. 

Yet we still hold on to our naked faith. Why? Because we 
trust in God. We believe that God is, we believe that God is with 
us in Jesus Christ, and we believe that this very God is also 
within us through the witness of the Holy Spirit. Through faith 
alone we approach this triune God who alone is deserving of 
our unconditional worship, whose divine presence defines our 
identity, whose encompassing reality gives us peace beyond un
derstanding, and with whom we believe there is a glorious fu
ture. 

The mystery of God is no longer a mystery to the commu
nion of saints, for the dark night of the soul is behind them; 
their lives are now saturated in moments of ecstasy and union 
with God. This can be our destiny too. But there is no shortcut 
to get there. We need to be suspicious of worship experiences 
or theology courses that solve the mystery of God and answer 
most of our questions. Martin Luther and his reforming col
leagues were clear on that score, for in the very revealedness of 
God in Christ they uncovered God's hiddenness as well. In 
other words, there is no Christology that resolves the mystery 
behind the life, death, and resurrection of the Incarnate One. 
What we have is the biblical testimony that we receive in faith 
as a reliable and authoritative witness to the God who reveals 
and hides at the same time. 

23 



SURVIVAL OR REVIVAL 

As a community of God in the making, we should not un
dermine worship with attempts to name God in any limiting 
fashion, for any naming of the Divine will be less than accu
rate. Let God be God. The Incarnate One will also remain a 
mystery from a human point of view. Nor can we call God ex
clusively "he" or "she." Either approach makes God into an 
object, a being that is subject to our decoding. I hope that 
churches and seminaries in the future can overcome the gender 
politics of God fueled by the inflexibility of the English lan
guage. Any complete comprehension of God's true nature is be
yond our grasp of full understanding. 

In the final analysis, God is God. Whatever the limitations of 
language, we need to remind ourselves that God is neither femi
nine nor masculine, neither male nor female. As Margo Houts 
notes, "In the Genesis account, creation is neither begotten by a 
Divine body (male generation) nor birthed from a Divine body 
(female generation) but is, rather, spoken into existence by divine 
fiat.... The church has also consistently taught that the One who 
transcends gender nevertheless accommodates human limitations 
by using relational, gender-laden images for self disclosure."3 The 
cultural milieu and language are significant factors in determin
ing how believers speak of God. Language shapes our perceptions 
and anticipations. Therefore, all terminology representing God 
needs careful monitoring and balancing between statements of 
who God is (positiva theology) and who God is not (negativa the
ology) to avoid attributing to God inappropriate associations.4 

Houts illustrates that the suitability of language and methods de
pends on how the terms are used in any given context: 

Is God our Father? If by this the faith community means 
One who is powerful, nurturing, caring, faithful, tran
scendent Source, who speaks with authority and cre
atively (via positiva) and bears each of these traits to an 
eminent degree, without shortcoming (via eminentiae); if 
we do not mean that God is sexual, has male genitalia or 
masculine gender, is distant, aloof, absent, drunken, ma
cho, or abusive (via negativa), then yes, God is our Father. 
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Is God also our Mother? If by this the faith community 
means One who is powerful, nurturing, caring, faithful, 
transcendent Source, who speaks with authority and cre
atively (via positiva) and bears each of these traits to an 
eminent degree, without shortcoming (via eminentiae); if 
we do not mean that God is sexual, has female genitalia 
or feminine gender, is enmeshed in and inextricably 
bound to creation, passive, dependent, or abusive (via 
negativa), then yes, God is also our Mother.5 

Unfortunately, the Eastern Christian tradit ion of via nega
tiva or apophatic theologizing has not been widely employed 
in the West. It could serve, I believe, as a useful ecumenical 
corrective upon Western theologizing. Apophatic theologiz
ing tends to inform and humble us at the same time. We sim
ply cannot know God's essence, only the divine actions that 
emanate from God and that are experienced by the believer 
as moments of grace. These occurrences of grace take us to 
the anteroom of the kingdom of God. This is why we are mo
tivated to confess with unexplained joy that , "In life and in 
death, we belong to God . . . whom alone we worship and 
serve."6 Furthermore, we confess, "Loving us still, God 
makes us heirs with Christ of the covenant. Like a mother 
who will not forsake her missing child, like a father who runs 
to welcome the prodigal home, God is faithful still ."7 There
fore, "With believers in every time and place, we rejoice that 
nothing in life or in death can separate us from the love of 
God in Christ Jesus our Lord ." 8 This is also why the triune 
God is central to our worship, study, and life together as we 
discipline ourselves to be the faithful people of God, the body 
of Christ. 

Discussion Starter 

To worship God alone is at the heart of a visionary church; 
it is the essential foundation for congregational vitality. Dis
cuss the "views of God" found in your congregation and neigh
borhood. Is there a consensus? Should there be? 
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Be Biblically Literate 

The Bible is big business in America. More copies of the Bible 
are sold in the United States than any other book; more ver
sions of the Bible are published here than anywhere else on 
earth. Yet, in comparison to the number sold, it is one of the 
least read books. It seems, for whatever reason, that the ma
jority of Americans feel it necessary to have a Bible as part of 
their household furnishings. For many, possessing a Bible is 
seen as an omen of good luck. For others, it is a useful item to 
have around; like a flashlight in a storm, you never know when 
there might be a need for it. 

Owning a Bible, however, does not automatically make one 
scripturally literate! Unfortunately, this problem of biblical il
literacy is not only found in the pews, but also in the pulpits 
where often there exists little correlation between the pastor's 
sermon and the scripture lessons of the morning. Graduate 
theological schools cannot assume that seminarians possess a 
basic knowledge of scripture; consequently, a "Bible quiz" is 
required of students to test their rudimentary knowledge of the 
Bible. In turn, the experienced pastor cannot take for granted 
that congregations understand the different forms of the lan
guage of scripture, such as stories, metaphors, and images. 
Many scriptural references from the pulpit are foreign to most 
listeners in the pews. The situation is even worse among the 
millions of people who are illiterate, who lack adequate read
ing comprehension. At least twenty percent of the population 
in the United States is illiterate and hence biblically illiterate. 
As many as fifty percent of the chronically unemployed in our 
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country are not functionally literate.1 To those who cannot 
read well, the church faces a double task. Overseas missionar
ies among remote tribal groups teach natives to learn to read 
using the Bible as a basic text for instruction. Perhaps churches 
in the United States should also establish literacy workshops 
with the Bible as the means of instruction. 

The Importance of Scripture 

Why is knowledge of the Bible so important for building a 
visionary church and, in turn, congregational vitality? The an
swer is so basic that it almost escapes our attention: The Bible 
is the principal source for the information that contributes to 
our knowledge of God and knowledge of ourselves. As John 
Calvin emphasized, the Bible provides a framework that out
lines our role and destiny. We believe the Bible is the most re
liable guide to three significant questions that face us in life: (1) 
What may we know? (2) What ought we to do? (3) What may 
we hope for?2 

We wrestle with these basic questions throughout our lives. 
As believers, we trust in God for the answers to these questions 
of ultimate concern, and scripture is the best source in shedding 
divine light on these questions. To be ignorant of God's will 
and wisdom is to suffer from spiritual poverty. Beyond a gen
eral lack of knowledge about the Bible, the sadder reality is that 
many sincere seekers are misinformed about and misuse scrip
ture. Congregational vitality requires a scripturally informed 
church that can provide competent teaching on the significant 
questions of life. 

Church members live in a culture that defines reality largely 
in terms of power, sex, wealth, and success. In fact, most of us 
know what we know from our struggles with these realities, 
and when we are troubled, we sometimes fantasize ourselves 
into this other world. Advertisers know this, and they appeal 
to our insecurities, inviting us to use their products and services 
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to enable us to reach our goals. The biblical framework of re
ality is largely ignored as spiritual hunger mounts in society, as 
persons aimlessly seek a quick fix through pop psychology and 
pop theology. 

There is no denying that we learn from personal experience 
and from the experiences of others. For instance, if we bite into 
a steaming hot pizza, we quickly nurse our mouth with a cool 
drink and we warn others to be careful. Our senses of touch, 
hearing, sight, smell, and taste inform us daily through experi
ences. A loving relationship informs us about love, and the ex
periences of anger and hate also shape our understanding of 
reality. Experience is certainly one way of learning available to 
humans. 

Our knowing, however, extends beyond experience. We also 
receive knowledge by rational deduction or logic. Reasoning 
is another means of knowing that often paves the way for 
later reinforcement by empirical data. For example, Albert 
Einstein's formulation of relativity was at first a rational math
ematical discovery that later was verified by experience. Ratio
nal deduction is another important means of knowing. 

There is also an intuitive way of knowing, a hunch or a feel
ing that leads to discovery and knowledge. For instance, to 
what extent are psychic studies and detective investigations 
based upon intuitive insight? With many possible avenues to 
pursue, the detective and the scientist often focus intuitively on 
one or two areas leading to success. This way of knowing is 
subjective and more difficult to ascertain. 

In contrast, the believer's way of knowing extends beyond 
experience, reasoning, and intuition. It involves disclosure by 
God; divine initiative is at the heart of the Christian way of 
knowing. This way of knowing is called revelation. We look to 
the Bible as the primary interpretive means of divine revelation. 
In fact, we believe the Bible is the most reliable instrument we 
have of God's revelation. This is why the Bible is authoritative 
for us. We believe that the Holy Spirit guides us through the 
pages of scripture. 
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Revelation is God's way of unveiling or informing us of 
knowledge that would otherwise be lost to us in our finite ca
pacity. We shall never overcome our finiteness no matter how 
far we travel in space. God is simply infinite; the initiative to 
unfold divine mysteries does not belong to us. In our finite sta
tus there will always be a dimension of unknown mystery in 
our journey of faith. Beware of anyone who claims to unlock 
the secrets of God completely. 

Revelation is God's way of unveiling divine purpose and 
meaning. The means of revelation are varied in scripture. For 
instance, Moses discovered the divine presence in a burning 
bush that was not consumed, and received the Ten Com
mandments on two stone tablets; manna came from heaven as 
a sign to the Israelites to continue their pursuit of God's will 
in the wilderness, and prophets foretold God's judgment upon 
the kings of Israel in their sins. Uppermost for Christian be
lievers is the revelation of God in Jesus, the revealed Word of 
God made flesh. The advent of Jesus Christ reveals God's na
ture as forgiving love witnessed at the cross, bringing about 
the reconciliation of broken relationships (2 Cor. 5:18-19). 
What higher form of revelation from God can we ask for than 
this? 

God's continuing revelation is centered in relationships. The 
Bible is actually the primary textbook on relationships, herald
ing the good news of reconciliation with God and with one 
another. Through relationships, divine and human, we are ush
ered daily into the realities of life. Reliable knowledge depends 
upon reliable relationships. In the Bible we have a standard by 
which the soundness of these relationships can be evaluated. 
Where healthy and renewing relationships exist, we help one 
another draw closer to God and understand more fully the 
meaning of life. On the other hand, unhealthy relationships 
leave us lonely and abandoned. No doubt this is why the 
French philosopher Jean Paul Sartre described hell as simply 
"other people." Sartre saw life as a series of broken and alien
ated relationships. How sad indeed! 
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The Issue of Interpretation 

Scripture can be a tremendous resource as we engage in re
flective dialogue with ourselves and others. God's word and 
way interpreted to us through scripture can serve to free us 
from external pressures, expand our horizon, and lead us to 
have hope instead of despair. But is scripture a reliable pointer 
to God? Is the Bible synonymous with God's revelation or sim
ply an interpretation of that revelation? If it is the latter, how 
accurate is its interpretation? And which of our versions of 
scripture is more reliable than others? Even as we accept the 
significance and uniqueness of holy scripture as the initial in
terpretation of God's revelation, we still need to ascertain who 
are the most reliable interpreters among the scriptural experts 
who contradict one another's efforts. 

In your personal study of the Bible bear in mind the follow
ing four suggestions that may prove helpful in clarifying ques
tions as you read scripture: (1) Don't limit yourself to a single 
translation of the Bible. While I have chosen to quote the scrip
ture passages mentioned in this book from the New Revised 
Standard Version, I do so for the sake of publishing conve
nience and the wide acceptance of this particular translation 
among churches. Actually, there are many other worthy and 
honored translations (for instance, the New International Ver
sion, The Message, the King James Version,) that will enrich 
your understanding of scripture, providing at times added in
sight on familiar verses. Develop a reference shelf of Bibles that 
are readily accessible to you, so that you can compare transla
tions of any particular verse(s) under study. You will profit 
from a variety of Bible translations and may even wish to learn 
Hebrew and Greek to read earlier editions. Some laypersons 
even attend seminary for language instruction. (2) On your ref
erence shelf, include some other valuable tools, such as a con
cordance, which serves as an index to words in the Bible and 
tells where to find them; a Bible dictionary to explain terms 
unfamiliar to you; and a Bible commentary, which can be one 
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volume on the whole of scripture or a set of volumes. (3) Keep 
a journal or diary when you feel certain verses of scripture 
speak to your situation, and share them with others in a dis
cussion or fellowship group. Exchanging thoughts with oth
ers will help you put your interpretation into perspective as 
well as provide new insights from others. (4) Read scripture 
in context. Examining isolated verses may not always reveal 
their true meaning. The use of a commentary often helps to 
place particular verses within a larger setting and thus re
duces the chances for an arbitrary handling of a single verse 
or two. If you have access to a computer, you will find addi
tional materials available to assist you in your personal study 
of scripture. 

In addition to the above suggestions, we must always re
member that we read scripture through the illuminating guid
ance of God's Spirit. This is why in my daily devotions, I 
normally utter a prayer to God to bless and inspire my reading 
and meditation of scripture. This is also why there is often a 
prayer of illumination before scripture is read in congrega
tional worship. Calvin reminded us that "Scripture is the 
school of the Holy Spirit." This dependence upon God's Spirit 
in the reading of the Bible influences the dialogue between God 
and ourselves in our study of scripture. The Bible is the 
uniquely authoritative source to God's revelation and wisdom 
for us, yet at the same time, the Bible is not synonymous with 
God's revelation. For that matter, neither are our own inter
pretations to be equated with God's rendition. This awareness 
will keep us humble as students of scripture. Furthermore, the 
distance from the original divine revelation highlights the dan
gers and frustrations inherent in any attempt to be strictly lit
eral in our approach to scripture. It also further emphasizes the 
need and importance of community sharing, since individual 
interpretations (and translations) of scripture may reflect solely 
the subjective needs of the individual interpreter rather than the 
message God has for us. Unchecked subjectivism in our inter
pretations is an ever present danger against which we must 
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always be on guard. As we share scripture in community to
gether, we will indeed discover that this divinely inspired book 
will serve us well as a "lamp to [our] feet and a light to [our] 
path" (Ps. 119:105). 

The Question of Authority 

With so many biblical translations and interpretations, indi
viduals still may have doubts about the authority of particular 
biblical interpretations. Jews, Christians, and Muslims disagree 
over definite interpretations of Holy Scripture within their re
spective faiths. For Christians this struggle has been acute; the 
question of authority and authoritative interpretation of scrip
ture continues to be a major barrier in the Christian dialogue 
among Protestants, Catholics, and Orthodox. From my view
point, the authority issue is the number one ecumenical prob
lem among Christians of the past as well as the present. 

Historically each Christian tradition (Orthodox, Catholic, 
and Protestant) took as its authoritative norm certain guide
lines. These have been challenged in today's demythologized 
and deconstructive environment, contributing to what scholars 
refer as the "hermeneutics of suspicion." This interpretive atti
tude questions everything. Nevertheless, the traditional lines of 
authority still prevail. For instance, for the Orthodox, author
ity continues to be the ecumenical councils, the early church fa
thers and the wholeness of the church; for Roman Catholics, 
the papacy and its magisterium serve as the guardian over the 
heritage of faith; for Protestants, authority rests largely in the 
confessions and creeds begun in the sixteenth century and con
tinued to the present. Each tradition has stressed the positive 
values of universality, antiquity, and consensus. Such values 
are in accord with the famous formula concerning authority by 
Vincent of Lerins in his Commonitorium, "Quod semper, quod 
ubique et quod ab omnibus creditum est" ("That which has 
been believed always, everywhere, and by everybody"). This 
formula, however, has not been entirely satisfactory, as evidenced 
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in the ecumenical history of Christians. Today we must renew 
our trust in these traditional benchmarks of authoritative guid
ance in our respective traditions. 

The issue of authority is integral to the interpretive process. 
The forms of authority are many—biblical scholars, councils, 
traditions, theologians, popes, to name a few. Each seeks to in
terpret the Christian heritage of revelation in an authoritative 
manner. Here two basic problems arise: the source of our 
authority and the transmission of authority. There is constant 
interaction between authority and interpretation; each genera
tion seeks its own interpretation of the gospel and wishes to 
validate this interpretation by an acceptable authority. The 
lack of agreement on a single authoritative interpretation of 
scripture is a major source of anxiety and a dilemma for Chris
tians. At the same time, church leaders (pastors as well as lay 
teachers) are not providing sufficiently informed guidance to 
church members. As a result we are misusing scripture today. 

Ultimately, the quest for an authoritative interpretation of 
the gospel is a quest for God, "for there is no authority except 
from God" (Rom. 13:1). This search for final certitude is not 
possible for finite humans. Other than God, there is no ultimate 
authority; any pursuit without this recognition can only end in 
futile disappointment. To fill this need, various church tradi
tions have emerged, promising authoritative interpretations for 
the hesitant pilgrim. Some young traditions have claimed to 
have received further revelations beyond the present canon of 
scripture. All these interpretations are under reexamination in 
today's ecumenical era, as Christian scholars strive to develop 
greater consensus among believers. Yet it seems any contribu
tion from "experts" is seen as another human attempt to assert 
new dogmatism over earlier dogmas. In the end, Christians still 
lack a definitive and authoritative interpretation where there 
are no disagreements. In short, it seems that authorities are in 
search of The Authority.3 

The search for an authoritative interpretation of scripture is 
ultimately a quest for God as revealed in the beloved Son, who 
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is the truth that frees and the power that saves. Neither exter
nal nor internal sources of authority will satisfy; only a divinely 
centered authority, the name of God as expressed on the lips of 
Jesus the Christ. Since the ability to be on an equal relationship 
with either God or Jesus is not possible, Protestants as well as 
other Christians are dependent upon the scriptural interpreta
tion of revelation and the current activity of the Holy Spirit in 
the life of the church. Such dependence testifies that final certi
tude is not possible short of God. For many this is the time of 
waiting in faith; for others it is a time of frustration and doubt 
before proximate authorities. 

Differing Views of the Bible 

Because there is a wide range of interpretations of the bibli
cal materials and no definitive authority acceptable to all Chris
tian traditions, we find that those who possess a Bible can hold 
a wide range of views toward it. Let me briefly characterize 
seven contemporary views toward the Bible: 

1. There are those who acknowledge the Bible as great lit
erature, but are not really interested in establishing its author
itative status. In this view the reader is not required to regard 
the Bible as sacred scripture calling for some special allegiance. 
In college, I was encouraged to read the Bible as great litera
ture in an English course, just as I would read Shakespeare. It 
was considered part of a good education to be acquainted with 
such literature, and of course lessons are learned from the 
reading. 

2. There are committed believers who view the Bible as lit
eral history. This position is in direction opposition to those 
who accept the Bible as great literature. Here the Bible is not 
only viewed as sacred history, but is accepted as literally au
thoritative on all subjects, beginning with creation and ending 
with God's judgment and the outcome for individual believers 
and nonbelievers. As literal history, the Bible is also seen as an 
authoritative guide in understanding such issues as economics 
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and science. There are, of course, more sophisticated nuances 
to this literal approach, but essentially scripture is accepted as 
literally synonymous with God's revelation—inspired, infalli
ble, and inerrant. To budge from this stance is to enter a slip
pery slope of disbelief and diluted authority. Unfortunately, 
even literalists have differing interpretations of specific texts of 
scripture, resulting in far greater fragmentation within their fel
lowship than many publicly wish to acknowledge. 

3. Some see the Bible as a collection of inspired stories with 
implicit moral lessons. Children's Bibles are often designed 
around these stories—baby Moses and Pharaoh's daughter, 
Samson and Delilah, King David and Bathsheba, the parables 
of Jesus. This is often a Sunday school view of the Bible re
membered by many children and adults. Each story presents 
dramatic action and ends with a moral lesson. These stories 
have abiding value; however, they also have added implications 
beyond the simplified moral illustration. 

4. Many adults view the Bible as an icon, a necessary and 
welcome item to possess in their homes as well as in their 
churches. The Bible's presence in the household serves as sym
bolic representation of God's presence in their home. It may be 
seen as a shield of protection. Within the civil religion of our so
ciety, the Bible is accepted as a cultural symbol; we see presi
dents and court witnesses sworn into position with their hand 
on the Bible. We dare to confess nationally that "in God we 
trust," and we illustrate that trust and presence by possessing a 
Bible. The Bible offers an iconic means of bonding, an accepted 
part of our ethos, and a cultural symbol within our society. 

5. For countless believers the Bible is a personal devotional 
book. Their Bibles are full of underlined verses, which act as a 
"private Bible" within the Bible. Thomas Jefferson collected 
passages meaningful to him; his collection is known as the "Jef
ferson Bible." The remainder of the Bible was less significant to 
him. Those who underline passages in their Bibles often reread 
these portions of scripture regularly, but may be ignorant 
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about the rest of scripture. It is certainly good to have one's 
daily devotional time with scripture, but we should not equate 
this level of piety with being scripturally literate. 

6. There are those, among them most seminarians and pas
tors, who view the Bible as redemptive history, that is, as the 
most meaningful interpretation of God's revelation. This is the 
most familiar understanding of scripture, as the student of 
scripture discovers, from Genesis to Revelation. In this view, 
the Bible recounts the unfolding of God's salvation history for 
humankind. A gracious God creates us and then witnesses our 
abuse of freedom, as we alienate ourselves from God and one 
another. From this perspective, the Bible is essentially seen as 
The Book on redemptive relationships, divine and human, il
lustrating through its content how God initiates reconciliation 
and expects us to also initiate a forgiving and loving process 
of reconciliation in our lives, thus uncovering the image of 
God in one another. The Bible as redemptive history is the 
dominant interpretation employed in most theological 
schools; in turn this viewpoint is communicated to parish
ioners through the preaching and teaching of seminary gradu
ates. Together, pastors and parishioners are called upon to 
demonstrate through their lives that forgiveness and reconcil
iation are at the heart of what makes human life authentic and 
fulfilling. 

7. Closely related to the redemptive view of scripture is the 
understanding of the Bible as the church's book. The church's 
early councils, guided by the Holy Spirit, defined the early 
canon of scripture—the sixty-six books that make up the two 
testaments of the Bible. (Some ecclesiastical traditions, such 
as Roman Catholic and Anglican, also include the books of 
the Apocrypha.) The totality of scripture is accredited to the 
church under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.4 This is some
times shocking for Protestants who believe that the Bible 
came before the church. Treating the Bible as canon and as a 
product of the church's early development makes us aware of 
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the historic realities involved in the interpretive process, 
namely, the subjectivity of the interpreter (I call it the pre-text 
attitudes) who exegetes (interprets) the text within the con
text. Differing contexts influence our interpretations of scrip
ture. A balanced interpretation of the text seeks then to be 
fair to its original intent, while we sort the pre-text attitudes 
and varying contexts. This is why biblical literacy is necessary 
within the fellowship of the church, where competent leader
ship can provide space for parishioners to question, and 
where everyone studies together to understand and appropri
ate God 's way and wisdom for our lives today. 

This discussion closes with the insightful words of theologian 
William C. Placher, who views the Bible as simply a matter of 
trust. Placher wishes to replace a hermeneutics of suspicion with 
a "hermeneutics of trust." 

We trust the Bible because we have come to trust the God 
about whom it tells us. The process moves in a kind of cir
cle: we also trust in that God in significant part because of 
what we learn in the Bible. Nor should Christians look, I 
think, for a single entry point into this circle. No one doc
trine provides the foundation on which we believe all the 
others. We find ourselves trusting, in a way we sometimes 
find ourselves in love, without being able to define the 
steps that led to that state, and the elements that shape our 
trust are all tied together in complicated ways. Even a 
complete systematic theology will not fully explain such 
matters, but it follows that we cannot work out even a 
fairly good doctrine of Scripture without, for instance, a 
doctrine of the Holy Spirit and then, in turn, a doctrine, 
of the Triune God.5 

Finally, Placher's admonition "to trust the Bible, to let it de
fine our world and provide a language for thinking about the 
world, can transform our lives. But it does not make under
standing the Bible easy."6 The challenge is clear for us to be 
biblically literate in our churches if we are to experience a new 
Pentecost. 
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Discussion Starter 

Becoming biblically literate not only enhances our trust in 
God, it provides us with a framework of what it means to be 
the people of God. So what is holding us back from being en
gaged in Bible study together? Is there only one right way to 
interpret scripture? If so, why? If not, why not? 
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Honor Your Heritage 

The Significance of Heritage 

Why do so many church members seem not to know much 
about their own ecclesiastical history? Are they simply igno
rant, or do they have selective amnesia, remembering heroic 
moments of their church's past and conveniently erasing mo
ments of historical embarrassment? Whatever the case, we can
not live in a historical vacuum; we need roots and a sense of 
identity. And with identity comes the capacity to recall events 
and associations of earlier years, offering perspective in shap
ing our lives. 

None of us can escape the importance of history. Whether 
we respect it or reject it, the good as well as the bad is woven 
into a tapestry that constitutes our past, individually and col
lectively. However, we seem to limit severely what we learn 
from our personal stories and collective history. This behavior 
among mainline church members expresses not only our grow
ing disunity, but also reveals our ignorance of past battles in 
the church. We forget the lessons of the past. Or perhaps we 
selectively remember only what conveniently nurtures our bi
ases? The teacher of Ecclesiastes reminds us how such prac
tices will cause us to repeat our history and its shortcomings 
over and over again: "What has been is what will be, and what 
has been done is what will be done; there is nothing new un
der the sun" (Eccl. 1:9). Will we ever be able to break this 
chain of cyclical predictability? Will we find better ways to re
spond to change? 
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The disciplined study of church history offers us perspective 
and enables us to see effective and ineffective ways of respond
ing to change. Change is inevitable for ourselves and for our 
churches. The forebears of our heritage were agents of change 
as well as victims of change. Their lives and thoughts have 
much to teach us. 

God wisely commanded the Israelites, "Honor your father 
and your mother, so that your days may be long in the land that 
the Lord your God is giving you" (Ex. 20:12). Honor your par
ents, your founders; our existence is part of a larger human his
tory. We did not simply come from nowhere; there is a 
biological history that makes you and me who we are. Like
wise, there is a complex spiritual dynamic involved in the 
birthing of an ecclesiastical tradition. We may never know the 
whole story, but we are duty bound to acknowledge the jour
ney our church has traveled as we encounter the forks and pot
holes in the road today. One's ecclesiastical heritage is a 
significant map to aid us in entering new pathways. For those 
without any church home past or present, knowing our her
itage can provide them direction; it can also give them per
spective in their long journey to find a spiritual home. 

We are not called upon to idealize our founders nor to turn 
them into idols. Rather, we are called upon to honor our be
ginnings ("Honor your father and your mother"). No 
birthing process, human or ecclesiastical, is done in a vacuum. 
To honor our heritage is to gain an understanding of our be
ginning and, in retrospect, to develop appreciation for the 
present moment from the viewpoint of the past. The search 
for common ground on which to base denominational unity 
calls for the rediscovery of our history. We have discovered 
the importance of uncovering one's past in today's therapeu
tic society. Insights gained through authentic dialogue have a 
way of liberating us to accept ourselves, removing the guilt 
that sometimes paralyzes us. For many, the lessons learned 
have a way of energizing us to reach beyond the limitations 
of the past and experience divine grace anew. It also enables 
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us to build positively on the foundation of God's image be
queathed to each of us. 

No one's ecclesiastical heritage or personal history is with
out shortcomings. Nonetheless, when studied, this heritage be
comes a vital force in reviving congregations to not only 
recognize their humanity, but also to experience the Spirit's 
efforts in their church's history. This is the vision glorious wait
ing to be reclaimed through a careful study of history. Honor
ing our heritage then is an underutilized source of vitality 
urging us toward greater heights in our journey of faith. 

But wait a minute, some may urge. Aren't the issues differ
ent? And haven't the players changed? Why waste our energies 
on the past? Besides, aren't we entering a postdenominational 
era? True, there is a great deal of discussion on this among 
scholars and seminarians, but there is no conclusive determi
nation as yet. Perhaps we have accepted this postdenomina
tional designation uncritically. What is the evidence to date? 
Perhaps the church on a national level (for example, through 
the National Council of Churches) should contract with a re
search marketing firm to do for us what professionals do for 
the business community, namely, to provide a better under
standing of our members and the potential constituency we 
wish to reach.1 This might be research money well spent if we 
are willing to take the findings seriously in making future plans. 
Meanwhile, I am withholding judgment as to whether or not 
we are living in a postdenominational context, in spite of the 
mushrooming of nondenominational, independent mega-
churches (which have now formed their own associations). 

Moreover, my focus (shared, I hope, by denominational 
churches) is to reach the homeless church constituency that has 
rapidly increased in recent decades. Cutting across genera
tional lines, this group includes former church members and 
those who have probably never joined. Together they make up 
the largest proportion of spiritual drifters, shopping in a hap
hazard fashion for the "perfect congregation," which con
tinues to elude them. For this group, whether a church is 
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denominationally related or independent is of secondary im
portance. They desire to be embraced by a supportive fellow
ship led by a "near perfect" pastor. It is beginning to dawn 
upon this homeless church crowd that there exists neither a 
perfect church nor a perfect pastor. 

Frankly, I have yet to find any perfect seminarians either. We 
certainly have dedicated and competent candidates at our sem
inaries preparing for ministry, but none are without shortcom
ings. Nor can I imagine for the foreseeable future (based on my 
thirty-five years of teaching in theological settings) that the sit
uation will change. We will continue to graduate imperfect 
seminarians to minister to imperfect congregations as imper
fect pastors. There is no theological curriculum on earth that 
can produce perfection. So what can we do to reach the home
less church constituency of all ages and motivate them to make 
a commitment? 

To begin with, denominational churches need to regain 
pride in their history. What made their heritage great? How 
can we implement the pioneering spirit of our forebears and 
learn from their errors? The appeal of today's denominational 
church needs to be based on more than a marketing analysis; 
we must recover the strengths of our respective traditions and 
rediscover the shared leadership that clergy and laity together 
enjoyed as the people of God. We are currently imbalanced, de
pending too much on clergy and not enough on the laity. This 
needs to be corrected.2 I believe the independent megachurches 
are trying to remedy the neglected role of the laity. These 
megachurches blame this neglect on clericalism nurtured by 
seminaries, hence their wish to conduct their own educational 
programs as a corrective. Seminaries need to listen to what 
these churches are saying. Laypersons need to be more wel
comed on seminary campuses. We must provide more pro
grams and courses for laity in a conscious effort to build up the 
people of God. Honoring our heritage will point us toward the 
vision that motivated our forebears to reform the church in the 
face of change and corruption. Honoring our heritage provides 
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lessons on how the church successfully and unsuccessfully 
maintained its creative tension between continuity and discon
tinuity in response to the future. An ignorance of church his
tory will doom us to repeat our errors. 

As we continue in our faith journey, no doubt our feelings 
toward the church will oscillate between frustration and faith
fulness, but we must never lose sight of the biblical vision for 
outreach inspired by the teaching of John 3:16. The church of 
various traditions is still the best vehicle to pursue this out
reach. Romanian author Petru Dumitriu has expressed well his 
own struggles with faith and his church: 

It is impossible to be a Christian. 
It is impossible not to be a Christian. 
It is impossible to be a Christian outside the Church, 
And the Church is impossible.3 

The Sovereignty of God's Grace: 
The Reformed Story 

There is a story behind everyone's search for a church home. 
I came to the Presbyterian Church by adoption; I was not born 
into a Presbyterian family. I joined the church during my 
sophomore year in college. I was drawn to the church's order 
of worship, the finely crafted sermons and prayers, the quality 
of music and choice of hymns, the accepting fellowship of 
peers, and the welcoming attitude in church classes that en
couraged an inquisitive mind to ask questions as we sought to
gether to establish a deeper faith commitment. In time, I 
discovered that most of these particular traits of the local Pres
byterian Church were due in no small part to its historic tradi
tion that nurtured theological reflection, inviting persons to be 
thinking as well as caring Christians. 

Today, nearly sixty percent of members are new to the Pres
byterian Church (U.S.A.). We Presbyterians belong to a larger 
family of churches referred to as Reformed. Our heritage is as
sociated with the Swiss Reformers of the sixteenth century. 
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Two of these were Ulrich (Huldreich) Zwingli (1484-1531) of 
Zurich and John Calvin (1509-1564), who came to Geneva as 
an immigrant from France.4 We continue to be influenced by 
Calvin's legacy of writings, especially his Institutes of the 
Christian Religion. 

Presbyterians have long been identified as proponents of pre
destination, but a more significant characteristic is an empha
sis on "always being reformed" according to the Word of God. 
The popular Latin phrase, "Ecclesia Reformata, semper refor-
manda" ("The church reformed and always being reformed") 
places importance on the church's need to seek constant re
newal. The church is a living organism, subject to the leading 
of the Holy Spirit. Implicit in the Presbyterian understanding 
of the church is dissatisfaction with the status quo. The church 
is always in need of improvement; we must never stop learning 
with relevance and sensitivity in response to changing realities. 
At the heart of the Reformed tradition is an essential commit
ment to God's grace witnessed in scripture, encountered in 
Christ, and experienced in daily life. 

Trusting in the sufficiency of God's grace enables Reformed 
believers to rejoice in the limitless power of God. Yet, in the 
same breath we are faced with the mystery of God, which lies 
beyond human comprehension. We experience God's mysteri
ous power as Trinity, whose triune nature intercedes in our 
lives but exceeds our understanding. God is greater than our 
grasp; at the same time, the distance between us is narrowed by 
our experiences of God's grace. This in turn enables us to cel
ebrate the divine presence in our midst, nurtured as we are 
from grace to grace, from mercy to mercy every moment of our 
lives. We Presbyterians believe we have no other guarantee in 
life than the reality of God's grace. Within the Reformed tra
dition, all experiences of genuine forgiveness and love are at
tributed to divine grace and mercy in action. 

Presbyterians take pride in being realistic Christians. This is 
due to the Reformed belief that human nature is not perfect and 
that human achievements are not self-sufficient. From a Re-
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formed perspective, all cultural and scientific "advancements" 
are subject to theological scrutiny. A reforming attitude toward 
the totality of life is crucial. In the spirit of "always being re
formed," believers are challenged to question existing practices 
and innovations in the church and in society. Our freedom in 
Christ enables us to work for justice with love in a changing 
world. Our reforming stance also encourages us to be ecu
menical in our outreach and concern for others. 

Influenced by the Reformed tradition, Presbyterians take 
their work ethic seriously. Whatever our means of livelihood, 
our jobs and professions are viewed as a calling, a vocation be
fore God demanding our best efforts. This attitude is at the cen
ter of Reformed understanding of stewardship. Influenced by 
Calvin's teaching, we are expected to view life as a process of 
holy living, exhibiting self-denial, seeking always God's will 
and destiny. What characterizes a Reformed Christian in prac
tice is an unending passion for God's will; the Ten Command
ments serve as benchmarks to guide our behavior. Obviously, 
most Reformed Christians fall short of the mark. Presbyterian 
realism therefore sees our lives oscillating between forgiveness 
and thanksgiving. 

We are also encouraged to live a life of simplicity, to be 
savers and conservers of personal and natural resources. Re
sponsible stewardship for Reformed followers ultimately leads 
us to a life of gratitude and generosity. We are primarily thank
ful for divine forgiveness personified in Christ. Through a spirit 
of thanksgiving and sharing we give glory to God, grateful that 
there is a divine purpose for each of us, whatever our circum
stances in life. In the deepest sense, we see ourselves as the peo
ple of God called to be chaplains to one another, whatever our 
particular gifts may be, looking always to the Spirit's leading 
in the employment of our talents and resources. 

While the historic development of the Reformed tradition is in
debted to the Swiss Reformers, and especially to Calvin, no sin
gle definition of Reformed faith to this day has emerged to form 
a consensus. This is due in part to the tradition's reforming stance 
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as reflected in our history of confession-making, exemplified in 
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Book of Confessions. 

Faithfulness to (1) the Word of God, (2) the sacraments, and 
(3) discipline are the distinguishing marks of churches within 
the Reformed tradition. Anchoring theological reflections in 
the Word of God (scripture) is the cornerstone in the formula
tion of Reformed beliefs, and the Bible continues to have an au
thoritative place in the shaping of Presbyterian reality today. 

The common ground in the Reformed tradition is the cen-
trality of Christ. His life, death, and resurrection offer salva
tion from our alienation from God and neighbor. This is the 
message behind the symbols of baptism and the Eucharist. Our 
participation in these sacraments expresses our acceptance of 
God's healing power on our behalf. This is why the cross of 
Christ signifies hope at the center of our life together. 

In the Reformed churches discipline is manifested through 
several forms of church governance: congregational, episcopal, 
and presbyterian. The word presbyterian actually refers to the 
practice of church governance in which clergy and laity are 
elected by the church and organized through judicatories at the 
local, regional, and national levels to enforce church order and 
discipline. The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) follows its ances
tors in Scotland and England in its practice of representative 
governance, beginning through its presbyteries, and we owe 
much of our discipline to the Scottish Reformer John Knox 
(1514-1571). The forms of governance found within the fam
ily of Reformed churches all share a common Calvinistic her
itage; internationally the churches of this Calvinistic heritage 
have been organized into a fellowship known as the World Al
liance of Reformed Churches, which represents over 70 million 
Christians in 99 countries and consists of over 200 member 
churches primarily of Presbyterian and Congregational origin. 

Reformed Christians do have their disagreements and unre
solved issues. In the midst of debates within our extended fam
ily, we need to recognize that our tradition is not dead. A vital 
tradition embodies a conflict of interpretations. There is no ab-
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solute norm that satisfies all members of the Reformed family. 
A healthy family does not press for uniformity at the expense 
of testing ideas and a range of views. A split on one issue may 
cause turmoil, but in the midst of many issues a family can find 
space for agreement and disagreement on varied concerns 
while staying bonded together in love, mutual forgiveness, and 
hope, continuing to wish one another well in the journey of 
faith under the guidance of the Holy Spirit and by the grace of 
God, seeking always to be reformed. 

Developing a Shared Vision 

Congregational vitality calls not only for dependence on the 
grace of God, but also for a shared vision based on a common 
understanding of our heritage. Asserting the desire for ecclesi
astical unity when conflict exists over apparently irreconcilable 
issues (for example, ordination of homosexual persons, or 
abortion), may not in itself have sufficient pulling power, un
less there is common will among the members to be faithful to 
their heritage. Only as we are pulled together by an apprecia
tion for the essential tenets of our past and their continued va
lidity today will we be able to survive present ambiguities that 
cannot necessarily be resolved by a democratic process of vote 
taking. A congregational esprit de corps depends on a shared 
vision nurtured by a common commitment to the heritage that 
brought us into being. 

Heritage creates a sense of family. This is what a denomina
tion represents. It remains to be seen to what extent it is God's 
will that the mainline church families stay together despite their 
differing viewpoints. Within the Presbyterian tradition we are 
not expected to agree theologically and ethically on every issue; 
it is expected, however, that we will concur on basic matters of 
faith centered in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. To agree on the essential ethos of our tradition provides 
a common ground to express our differences as a church fam
ily, praying that the Holy Spirit will lead us to a shared vision, 
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much as Peter and Cornelius experienced (Acts 10), liberating 
us from our imprisoning positions that can easily sidetrack us 
from our primary mission. 

The later ecumenical leader Lesslie Newbigin, known for his 
dedication to world mission, said that the church's primary 
mission today is the conversion of its surrounding culture. Our 
material culture, which pragmatically honors success and eco
nomic power, has become the real religion of our time, and it 
has penetrated all other religions. Philosopher Lewis Dupree of 
Yale University has noted that our culture offers the emotional 
benefits of religion without asking the price faith demands. Ac
cording to Dupree, even those of us who are still in the church 
have become atheists, "not in the hostile anti-religious sense of 
an earlier age, but in the sense that God no longer matters ab
solutely in our closed world, if God matters at all."5 Today this 
culture of ours with its own religious bent has imposed its 
agenda and its battles upon the church. What we are currently 
witnessing is the "de-energizing" of the church; we no longer 
seem committed to be the people of God, the body of Christ, 
worshiping, learning, and living out the good news of John 
3:16 in the world. 

Today's culture stresses reason, political muscle, and money 
to lead us to the promised land. The church, exhausted and 
weakened by these cultural battles, is unable to connect the 
grace of God it preaches to the human anguish that seeks heal
ing and wholeness in our woundedness. To connect this human 
longing and hope to the divine touch of God's grace is what the 
mission of the church is all about. Every branch of the Chris
tian church witnesses to this fact; as we look to our past with 
renewed zeal, we will place our differences into perspective, lis
tening anew to what the Spirit has to say to the churches as we 
seek to be faithful as the people of God, the body of Christ. Nor 
can we overemphasize the church's primary agenda of recon
ciliation to God and to one another (2 Cor. 5:17-21); other
wise we will waste ourselves without furthering the kingdom 
of God where peace, justice, and love prevail. 
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As church members struggle to find common ground in the 
midst of their present battles with one another, it would be well 
within the self-interest of every church to rediscover its respec
tive heritage and uncover the buried enthusiasm of its past. We 
will also confront our shortcomings, but in the overwhelming 
context of thanksgiving for the strides made toward revitaliz
ing our church. Honoring our ecclesiastical heritage serves as a 
critical means of measuring our present efforts to be faithful as 
the people of God. 

Discussion Starter 

How much information does your congregation possess 
about its heritage? For instance, have you thought of starting a 
study group to read books written by Luther, Calvin, Wesley, 
or other significant writers in your tradition? 
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Be a Welcoming Church 

The Stranger in Our Midst 

In my course, Church and Sacraments, for senior seminarians, a 
midterm assignment requires that every student attend and cri
tique two church services outside of her or his particular tradi
tion. The responses from members of these churches are usually 
wide-ranging, as the seminarians enter unfamiliar congregations 
as strangers. Some are warmly welcomed, others are seen as in
truders, and the remainder simply encounter indifference. 

At times, how a stranger dresses and appears influences how 
that person is received and welcomed by the congregation. One 
Sunday, Ed Dobson, pastor of the Calvary Church in Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, appeared at the three Sunday morning ser
vices of his conservative and traditional congregation dressed 
in torn blue jeans and a T-shirt, with his hair tied into a pony-
tail. As Dobson put it, 

I was preaching about how Christians get concerned 
about things that don't matter while not getting con
cerned about things that do matter. I preached the whole 
sermon without saying a word about my appearance. I 
talked about compassion for people in our community 
who are marginalized, disadvantaged—about breaking 
out of our circles of security. 

Finally, at the end, I said, "Now some of you today 
have been more upset about my ponytail than you are 
about people not getting Christ's gospel and Christ's love. 
The truth is, ponytails don't matter—but people do. I'm 
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going to cut my ponytail. What are you going to do about 
your neighbors?" 

They remembered that one!1 

Some visitors feel as if they are invisible to the congregation. 
A few like it this way—they are comfortable with their ano
nymity and invisibility—but I suspect the majority welcome the 
recognition they receive and the fellowship after the service. 
Some strangers are even welcomed to a modest brunch after the 
service with a follow-up call and invitations to something spe
cific in the next week. The depth of loneliness existing within 
our society is vast; it is not limited to our urban and suburban 
areas, but is found in small town settings as well. Most persons 
are waiting to be invited in a caring and authentic way. 

Churches signal how welcoming and inclusive they are by 
the appearance of the facilities and availability of resources. Is 
our church neat and clean? Do we have a sense of pride in our 
church buildings and grounds? Are our restrooms working and 
tastefully decorated? Do we provide a nursery and is it well 
maintained? Is the narthex an inviting place to greet strangers? 
Is there adequate parking or have we made provisions at a 
nearby parking lot? Is the space for fellowship an effective area 
for community building? Do we make it easy for strangers to 
find us? How inviting are the road signs leading to the church? 
How accessible are we to the physically disadvantaged? 

Most improvements to facilities cost money, of course, but 
to what extent have we explored creative budgeting through 
the volunteer talents of members and nonmembers? I don't 
know of a church that could not do something to improve its 
appearance to promote a more welcoming presence to out
siders. We can talk all we want about being a mission-minded 
church, but it often begins with attention to details. 

In our cities and countrysides today many church buildings 
are no longer serving as churches. They have been converted 
into restaurants, townhouses, antique shops, furniture stores; I 
even know of a church building that now houses a brewery. 
The human spirit is creative and enterprising. It seems we have 
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an abundance of churches that are skeletons of their former 
selves, struggling to continue. Churches can survive for a long 
time. Some survive because their church buildings were en
dowed by an earlier generation, enabling them to keep their 
doors open; unfortunately, they may be unwelcoming to the 
emerging neighborhoods in their midst. Other churches nos
talgically long for the "good old days," and those lingering 
members remember the old neighborhood and tend to distrust 
the new residents on the scene. I suspect we have more concrete 
dedicated to God in our old neighborhoods than is spiritually 
healthy or pleasing to God. We must initiate a more welcom
ing spirit within our changing neighborhoods or we will 
become relics perpetuated and cared for by yesterday's endow
ment. This is why I believe church endowments are a mixed 
blessing. 

The most significant endowment any congregation possesses 
is the living endowment of its people, who contribute not only 
their finances, but also their time and talent. Let's not give these 
parishioners any reason to believe that their input is less needed 
because of a legacy provided by earlier generations. Also, let us 
remind ourselves that today's dwindling inner city churches 
were yesterday's megachurches. Could it be that the present 
"seeker sensitive" megachurches might become the museums 
of tomorrow? It is quite possible that the current seeker's tastes 
will change, and if commitment levels are low, what assurance 
is there that a new generation will follow? There are some real 
challenges ahead for megachurches. 

I am trying to suggest that a church's welcoming strategy 
needs to be more than an effort at being "seeker friendly." 
Taking clues from marketing research to recruit new members 
is not sufficient. Market research may indeed be necessary, as 
I noted earlier, but it will not ensure the continuance of our 
churches. A welcoming church is more than a public relations 
program or a sincere attempt to be seeker sensitive; a wel
coming outlook is tied to a theological foundation that enables 
the church to encounter effectively the surrounding culture of 
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death with all its fears and anxieties. The situation is further 
compounded by the violence we witness in the news and 
through television and film entertainment. Only a church with 
a resurrection outlook can overcome this culture of death. 

However, if the church is either perceived or experienced as 
dying or dead, its members will find it difficult to have any hope 
for the church. In fact, if our own resurrection outlook is not 
articulated and our churches are less than lively, our efforts to 
be a welcoming institution will fall on deaf ears. We will be
come an increasingly invisible institution in society, no longer 
a prophetic voice for the enhancement of human life and the 
betterment of society. Our presence will be seen as making no 
real difference in society. As a witness to the living Lord, the 
gospel message of hope needs to point us to an alternative 
lifestyle, to meaningful relationships, and to a compassionate 
and caring God who promises us a more fulfilling way to live. 

A Theology for a 
Welcoming Congregation 

The apostle Paul instructed early Christians to 

Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is 
good; love one another with mutual affection; outdo one 
another in showing honor . . . be ardent in spirit, serve the 
Lord . . . persevere in prayer . . . extend hospitality. (Rom. 
12:9-13) 

In the letter to the Hebrews we read, "Let mutual love con
tinue. Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by 
doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it" 
(Heb. 13:1-2). These scriptural passages suggest a biblical the
ology for welcoming strangers into the congregation. 

To begin with, a welcoming theology supports genuine hos
pitality. Actually, hospitality is not exclusive to Christians. 
Muslims, Hindus, Jews, and Buddhists are also encouraged to 
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receive strangers graciously. In his book, Reaching Out, the late 
Henri Nouwen proposed that it is obligatory for all Christians 
to offer open and hospitable space where strangers can cast off 
their strangeness and become fellow human beings. I have been 
a recipient of such hospitality on my numerous travels abroad 
as I recall events in India, Iran, Egypt, Korea, and China. My 
hosts were not always Christians. These experiences have been 
so important in making me feel at home in a strange setting. 

The second aspect of a welcoming theology is to have some 
understanding of the stranger's situation and outlook. The 
most important step to building any meaningful relationship is 
listening. The stranger unfolds a story; we need to hear the 
unanswered questions within the narration. Are you in a posi
tion to assist with some partial answer that reaches out to the 
stranger's situation? Understanding always involves informa
tion, reflection, and engagement. The quality of our under
standing is essential, especially in today's multicultural society 
where pluralism is a given factor in most of our communities. 
Everyone living with pluralism is struggling with questions re
lated to their identity. The stranger who arrives on the steps of 
our churches may be no exception. How we listen to the 
stranger's story and the quality of our response may make the 
difference between hope and hopelessness for those who knock 
on our doors. 

A welcoming theology of understanding requires time and 
the willingness to enter into a process of mutual discovery. 
Building trust takes time. Through such means of outreach the 
welcoming congregation becomes a community committed in 
love, understanding, and prayer for one another. 

The third and final dimension of this welcoming theology is 
synthesizing. As we recall the most memorized verse among 
Christians, John 3:16, we see the importance of synthesizing. 
This verse has been recited so often that we may have over
looked its deeper message, that God loves not only the world, 
but everyone in the world. This is not always clear to us. Im
plied in this statement is the divine commitment to the imago 
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dei—the image of God found in every human being. This is at 
the heart of the apostle Paul's preaching and teaching. It is also 
what we read in the letter to the Hebrews. This imago dei is im
plicit in everyone; this is why God loves the world and everyone 
in it. The task of interconnecting with all human beings is the 
synthesizing goal implicit in John 3:16. 

The challenge to your congregation living within the aware
ness of today's pluralism is to be faithful to John 3:16 while 
practicing an inclusive welcoming theology, because God's im
print is found in everyone. In other words, a threefold theology 
of hospitality, understanding, and synthesizing has a single fo
cus: to honor God's image in everyone. Such acknowledgment 
is basic to any welcoming theology that seeks to reach out ef
fectively to a multicultural society where pluralism is very 
much a part of today's ecclesiastical landscape. The church's 
task is to proclaim the evangel (the good news of John 3:16) 
without encasing its obligation in narrow interpretations and 
practices of evangelism, which have threatened to undermine 
the evangel into another "ism," another ideology that is actu
ally in competition with the evangel. Christians should be ever 
mindful of the tension between the evangel and evangelism.2 

Christians believe that God in Christ loved humankind. 
With this conviction as the foundation of our faith, we are ex
pected to live up to the standards of our founder. Jesus as the 
Christ models for us in the midst of our inhumanity that au
thentic humanity is the act of forgiving love demonstrated on 
the cross of Christ. Even on the cross, Christ practiced hospi
tality toward the strangers on either side. His was an under
standing love in the presence of violence, alienation, anxiety, 
and brokenness. For Christians, Jesus the Christ is the perfec-
tor and pioneer of our faith. His earthly pilgrimage confronted 
the inhumanities often associated with the status quo of our 
society. Jesus wants to free us from the self-imposed bound
aries and customs that dehumanize us from one another. To
day the Holy Spirit pushes us beyond those barriers, inviting 
us to take risks and cross boundaries for the sake of Christ. 
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We know that the future belongs to God, and we are encour
aged to participate in that future. 

To participate effectively, every congregation needs to artic
ulate its mission internally and then share it publicly. The 
process of articulation is the synthesizing task so critical to a 
welcoming congregation. On a recent trip to England, I dis
covered a congregation that seemed to be doing this well. The 
congregation is St. Martins-in-the-Fields, an Anglican parish in 
the heart of London. It has devised a three-year mission action 
plan. Its mission statement is clear: "St. Martins-in-the-Fields 
exists to honor God, and to enable questioning, open-minded 
people to discover for themselves the significance of Jesus 
Christ." 

Along with their mission statement, they have publicly de
clared and distributed a charter synthesizing their outlook. I in
clude it here, for I believe it can serve as a model for other 
churches seeking to articulate their theological perspectives. 

ST. MARTINS-IN-THE-FIELDS' TEN POINT CHARTER 

1. We believe in and proclaim both the mystery 
that is God, whom we partly know and partly 
do not know, and the human need to worship. 

2. We believe in and proclaim the person of Jesus 
Christ who distinctively reveals the nature of 
God and the meaning and purpose of life, and 
who calls us to follow him through the death of 
the cross to the place of Resurrection. 

3. We trust in the Holy Spirit who prompts lib
erty, beauty, truth, love and joy against the 
waywardness of human nature. 

4. We are committed to using the Bible in a way 
that takes account of all truth and relates it to 
the real experiences, both good and bad, that 
people have of life. 
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5. We are committed to a Church that conveys the 
Christian revelation in signs and symbols, par
ticularly in the sacraments of Baptism and Holy 
Communion. 

6. We are committed to exploring the meaning of 
the Kingdom of God and to making connec
tions between what we profess and the way in 
which we live and work. 

7. We draw inspiration from our patron saint St. 
Martin who, by cutting his cloak in two, de
mands that we look both at the resource we 
create and possess, and the way that it is 
shared. 

8. We are committed to taking all people seriously 
wherever they might be at their particular point 
of understanding, while at the same time shar
ing with them whatever insights may have been 
gained by our relationship with God. 

9. We acknowledge the destructive power of hu
man sinfulness, and we welcome gratefully the 
forgiveness that God offers to those who are 
prepared to turn to the truth. 

10. We are committed to identifying and affirming 
what is good and identifying and opposing 
what is evil, and living as best we can in the 
mess in the middle. 

Every congregation looking for revitalization must declare 
its mission succinctly, and then outline the essential tenets that 
encompass its theological outlook and emphases. The con
gregation then should declare periodically its commitments 
through its liturgy. To strangers in our midst, this practice will 
clarify the basic character and beliefs that motivate the con
gregation to make a difference in the immediate neighborhood 
and surrounding society. 
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Are the Megachurches More Welcoming? 

Are the independent, nondenominational megachurches more 
accepting of strangers than denominational houses of wor
ship? From the point of view of "unchurched Harry" and 
"unchurched Mary," the answer is a resounding yes. The suc
cessful growth of these megachurches indicates that they are in
deed more welcoming places for the unchurched. And as we 
know, these churches are increasing. The Willow Creek for
mula is now being employed by over 2,300 churches in fifteen 
countries through the Willow Creek Association and its affili
ates. The average attendance in these emerging megachurches 
is four hundred or more, four times the national average of 
mainline churches. The Willow Creek Association hopes to 
have 16,000 churches within ten years. Is this the emergence of 
a new denomination? Time will tell.3 

Megachurches are primarily positioning themselves to reach 
seekers. According to Alan C. Klaas, in In Search of the 
Unchurched, over seventy million unchurched people are living 
in the United States today. Interestingly, seventy to eighty-five 
percent of these unchurched people identify religion as impor
tant or very important in their lives. These people are mostly 
among the baby boomers and baby busters, between twenty-
five and fifty years of age. The average age at Willow Creek 
Community Church in Barrington, Illinois, is forty; the average 
age of American churchgoers in the more traditional churches 
is fifty-five. Megachurches seem more willing to adapt than 
mainline churches in their desire to reach out to the 
unchurched. It will be interesting to see what happens when 
mainline churches make a greater effort at new church devel
opment in the next decade. How influential have megachurches 
been already on denominational new church development? 
The answer to that question will become evident when these 
new mainline congregations are fully functioning. 

It is now becoming clear that the essential difference between 
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megachurches and most mainline churches is not in the faith 
they proclaim but in how they proclaim it. Some mainline 
churches have begun Saturday night services similar to those at 
Willow Creek, complete with drama, avant-garde music, and a 
time for questions and answers following the message. Such 
services are meeting with success; they respond to one of the 
major causes that initially gave impetus to the megachurch 
movement, namely, the boredom the unchurched felt when 
they attended mainline worship services. Providing an innova
tive and more contemporary type service is one way for a 
traditional church to adopt a "new church development men
tality" without compromising the core values and identity as
sociated with mainline churches. 

There are other lessons that mainline churches can learn 
from megachurches. One is to emphasize small groups. The 
megachurch slogan seems to be, "the bigger the church, the 
smaller it has to grow." Small groups address the human need 
for intimacy and a supportive community. The megachurch 
has often made more successful use of the gifts of lay leader
ship in their midst. The leadership core in most megachurches 
has uncovered what it means to be people of God in partner
ship. The mainline churches have a propensity for clergy 
domination; the megachurches seem to have established a bet
ter balance. Whether this can be maintained remains to be 
seen. Some, however, view the lay leadership emphasis as pro
ducing "religion lite" for the worshipers. How true this is 
requires further study and investigation. In the future, semi
naries must play a greater role in developing lay leaders to 
study side by side with seminarians. This will do much to de
velop a healthier partnership for church leadership in the next 
century. 

Finally, there seems to be a greater willingness on the part of 
the megachurches to invite seekers into their fellowship. The 
feeling is that the step from seeker to believer is better encour
aged within the fellowship of the church where faith is more of
ten "caught rather than taught." In any case, there is no 
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denying the fact that an inviting fellowship of believers is an at
tractive welcoming sign to all strangers. This good news of wel
come will spread widely in the community and beyond. 

The answer to the question of whether megachurches are 
more welcoming is mixed. The answer depends on what your 
own church is doing on behalf of strangers. From my obser
vation, the strangers who call upon us fall within at least five 
identifiable groups, and each requires special attention in our 
welcoming efforts. These groups are (1) seekers, (2) prodigal 
sons and daughters, (3) the wounded and marginalized in so
ciety, (4) dormant members (the alumni/ae of the church who 
attend at Christmas and Easter), and (5) those who are taken 
for granted, the regular undemanding churchgoers who hide 
their needs, the "strangers" in our midst. Being a welcoming 
church calls for designing a leadership team in every congre
gation to work with a task force of members dedicated to hos
pitality. Depending on the size of your congregation and the 
number of persons who can serve, you may need to adapt spe
cific responsibilities for your local situation. We no longer can 
operate with our usual membership committee way of doing 
business if we seek to be a visionary and growing church in the 
next century. 

Discussion Starter 

What would he for you the essential characteristics of a wel
coming congregation? What grade (on a scale of 0-10) would 
you give your own church for its welcoming efforts? Discuss 
the grade with others in your group. 

63 





** C h a p t e r R i v e -*-

Promote Prayer 

The Sacramental Power of Prayer 

Prayer is at the heart of everyone's faith journey. The quality 
of our prayer life measures the progress of our pilgrimage. Our 
experiences at church ought to provide perspective and sub
stance to our prayers, but "educated prayers" from the clergy 
are no more effective than the prayers of a novice. 

When we pray we engage simultaneously in various dia
logues with God; at one moment we express adoration and 
praise, in another thanksgiving and confession, in another we 
announce our sorrows as well as our blessings, and present fur
ther petitions and supplications before God. All prayers are 
premised on God's grace and freedom to respond to us. The be
liever trusts that God has our best interest at heart; it is for this 
reason that every prayer is uttered in the spirit that God's will, 
not ours, be done. 

Eugene H. Peterson, well-known writer, scholar, and transla
tor of scripture, believes that "the impulse to pray is deep within 
us, at the very center of our created being, and so practically any
thing will do to get us started—'Help' and 'Thanks!' are our ba
sic prayers."1 There is no "insider" language to prayer. 
"Prayer," he points out, "is elemental, not advanced, language. 
It is the means by which our language becomes honest, true, and 
personal in response to God. It is the means by which we get 
everything in our lives out in the open before God."2 

It is not surprising then to read the Pauline admonition to 
"pray without ceasing" (1 Thess. 5:17). On our Pittsburgh 
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Seminary campus, the presence of a prayer room, regular 
chapel services, and prayers before classes, in faculty and 
administrative offices, and at the beginning and close of com
mittee meetings are ways in which institutionally we attempt to 
follow the apostolic admonition. On a personal level, we are 
tempted to ignore this praying attitude toward life; we are too 
busy trying to make it on our own. Even as we study the sacred 
subjects of the curriculum, including classes on spirituality, we 
know there is a gap between where we are and where we need 
to be in our communion with God. Prayer is that elemental 
sacrament and mysterious link between us and God and is not 
dependent upon bread, wine, and water. Prayer is the most pri
vate sacrament between us and God. 

To say that prayer is at the heart of our faith journey is to 
emphasize that we need to pray daily, individually and collec
tively. To pray without ceasing is both an activity and a state 
of being that engages our hearts, minds, and souls. Through 
prayer we can foster an atmosphere of expectation and ex
citement that will energize our personal and community life 
together. 

John Calvin often saw the world as a theater pointing to 
God's glory.3 To transform this world into the kingdom of 
God we must learn to pray with our eyes open as well as shut: 
open to the facts and insights gathered in the marketplace, 
and shut in meditation and awesome wonder before the mys
teries of God, which defy absolute definition. These methods 
correspond to the two traditions of prayer in Christian 
history. Apophatic prayer is "praying with eyes shut," cen
tering on the Divine in silence, knowing that all human ex
pressions of conceptualizing are inadequate. Kataphatic 
prayer is "praying with eyes open," seeking to express in a 
limited way the majesty of divine grace experienced. Both ap
proaches, at their deepest levels, view prayer as listening for 
God's peace and presence beyond words and images as one 
enters into a unifying moment of ecstasy and tranquility. Be
ing at one with God (John 17) and listening to the murmur-
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ing of the Spirit within the silence of our hearts are the 
essence of prayer. 

Praying is a universal exercise among all believers. Every tra
dition in its own way fights against turning prayers into form 
without substance. The late Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel 
said, "Great is the power of prayer to expand the presence of 
God back in the world."4 But for Heschel, talking about God, 
which is what theological educators do, can become idle chat
ter unless one first learns to talk to God. Real prayer seeks to 
address God through silence, not chatter. 

Unless we dialogue prayerfully with God, the study of scrip
ture and theology will become arid. Prayer needs to be foun
dational to our lives if the excitement and enthusiasm for 
studying the sacred is to flourish. William James observed, 
"Prayer is the very soul and essence of religion."5 It is more 
than the human attempt to bend God's will to our will, it is 
more than the human manipulation of divine providence, it is 
more than spiritual lobbying for our desires. Prayer instead 
quickens our sense of social responsibility and stewardship be
fore God. Believing in a loving and gracious God, we ask for 
God's will to be done in our lives. 

What we pray for and how we think about God are closely 
related. This is why theologian George S. Henry used a simple 
method to evaluate the writings of theologians past and pres
ent: he looked for what they said about prayer. If a theologian 
took prayer seriously, Henry took the theologian seriously, for 
he realized that prayer is the fundamental way we relate to 
God. This is why we must make sure that church education 
centers on God; we come from God, we are sustained by God, 
and our destiny is to be with God. Prayer is our way of ex
pressing trust in God, finding affirmation as we move closer to 
the divine purpose and meaning of our lives. Augustine said, 
"We are restless until we find our rest in God."6 

Prayer is also our means to combat the demons in our midst. 
According to Luther, prayer is necessary in our struggles with 
evil: 
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We know that our defense lies in prayer alone. We are too 
weak to resist the Devil and his vassals. Let us hold fast to 
the weapons of the Christian; they enable us to combat the 
Devil. For what has carried off these great victories over 
the undertakings of our enemies which the Devil has used 
to put us in subjection, if not the prayers of certain pious 
people who rose up as a rampart to protect us? Our ene
mies may mock at us. But we shall oppose both them and 
the Devil if we maintain ourselves in prayer and if we per
sist in it. For we know that when a Christian prays in this 
way: "Dear Father, thy will be done," God replies to him, 
"Dear child, yes, it shall be done in spite of the Devil and 
of the whole world."7 

Following his forty days of fasting in the wilderness, Jesus 
used prayer to counter Satan (Matt. 4:1-11) . Jesus was vulner
able at that moment and Satan knew it, tempting Jesus with of
fers of food, power, and wealth. Jesus, empowered through 
praying, responded each time with the aid of scripture. He was 
fully aware of the sacramental power of prayer. 

Prayer is also useful in sidestepping the defenders of antiq
uity that seek to drag us down into irrelevance. Under the guid
ance of the Holy Spirit we need inspired and visionary prayers 
to lead us. Too many of our prayers seem to restrict us to the 
status quo, missing our need to minister to an increasingly hos
tile and hurting world undergoing rapid change. Church critic 
William Easum has noted that churches and theological insti
tutions "with a slow pace of change are no longer adequate in 
a fast-changing world. Structures designed to coordinate min
istry are unable to cause innovation. Ministries that worked in 
the industrial society no longer meet the spiritual needs of peo
ple in an informational society. In an age of computers, we can
not express truth in the language of a chariot age. The time has 
come for new wineskins."8 

Visionary prayer is rooted in the recognition of change. And 
with that in mind Easum identifies seven assumptions Chris
tians must make about the future, specifically the twenty-first 
century, that will be at the heart of visionary prayer: 
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1. North America is the new mission field. 
2. Society will become increasingly hostile toward 

Christianity. 
3. The distinction between clergy and laity will 

disappear. 
4. If churches only improve what they have been 

doing, they will die. 
5. The best way to fail today is to improve yester

day's successes. 
6. Bureaucracies and traditional practices are the 

major cause of the decline of most denomina
tions in North America. 

7. Traditional churches that thrive in the twenty-
first century will initiate radical changes before 
the year 2001.9 

Easum exhorts us to distinguish between essential beliefs that 
need to be maintained and nonessential practices that we should 
shed. Haven't we already witnessed church buildings turned into 
furniture stores, restaurants, antique shops, and townhouses? 
Do we need further evidence to sound the alarm? Dinosaurland 
may already be upon us as we cling to "security," seeking insti
tutional guarantees that cannot be made, and failing to remem
ber that God's grace is our only guarantee in life. Today, 
institutional long-range planning is confronted with tough 
choices as churches and seminaries seek to clarify priorities; the 
call is out for a new re-formation within our communities of 
faith that is future-oriented and realistic. Canadian writer Dou
glas Coupland, author of Generation X, already anticipates the 
irrelevance of the church in his book Life after God. 

Finally, the sacramental power of prayer will help us to de
velop the urge to find meaning, transcendence, wholeness, 
and truth. Prayer makes a difference in life by changing our 
view of the world and our understanding of ourselves. Prayer 
gives us a cosmic outlook beyond our limited horizons. 
Through prayer, this instinct to look for truth and meaning is 
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given an opportunity to express itself; the channels of prayer 
can lift us to new levels of authenticity and fulfillment beyond 
our imagination. 

In her book, The Body of God, theologian Sallie McFague 
has suggested that all the world is God's body. We are a net
work of humans who can empower one another by the grace 
of God through prayer. Spirit-led prayers are essential in quick
ening the pulse of our congregations, enabling us to fulfill our 
mission. Prayer groups are an essential means in this transfor
mation as we reach to revitalize congregations by the power of 
prayer. 

Prayer Groups: 
The Parishioner's Workshop 

Within our anxious society, prayer groups for seeker and be
liever alike can become applied workshops, dealing with one's 
faith and concerns. The struggle between belief and doubt can 
converge within the supportive fellowship of persons who can 
give intimacy, friendship, and encouragement to each other in 
their faith journeys. 

Prayer groups are the "little churches" within the larger con
gregation. They foster bonding among those who covenant to 
uphold one another in prayer and to meet regularly. Each one 
supports the other in carrying out the church's witness in soci
ety, offering encouragement when tragedy strikes, and learning 
that we are in this faith journey together. Hopefully, out of 
sharing and revealing vulnerability, we discover our common 
humanity and ask for God's grace to support us above and be
yond our expectations. In other words, we will pray and bond 
together, becoming "the angel" God wishes us to be. By divine 
grace, we can empower one another to reach out and fulfill the 
destiny God has appointed for us. I believe there is a divine will 
and purpose that God has for each of us (Rom. 8:28) and also 
for each congregation. To be fueled by this theological convic
tion in itself offers a vision of hope that energizes us to fulfill 
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our present stewardship before God. An effective prayer group 
keeps us accountable to one another as the people of God, the 
body of Christ. 

Our petitionary and intercessory prayers will also lead to 
discussions on the nature of God and prayer. For instance, does 
prayer actually change circumstances? We will find ourselves 
engaged in prayer seminars, theological workshops that pro
vide space to wrestle with questions and to learn and pray to
gether as we delve deeper in God's grace and frustration with 
our own finitude. We will find ourselves intellectually and emo
tionally struggling with Jesus' parable in Luke 18:1-8, where 
he compares God to an unjust judge. Jesus informs us that 
this unjust judge neither fears God nor cares for humanity. 
Through the widow's persistent petitions, the judge finally 
grants justice. Reflecting on this action, Jesus observes, "And 
will not God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him 
day and night?" (v. 7). 

Is it possible to sway the eternal God with volumes of in
sistent petitions? This theological challenge confronts every 
prayer group. As theologian Ronald Goetz asks, "Where has 
God, the answerer of prayer, been in the modern world's killing 
fields—from Armenia to Auschwitz to Cambodia, to Bosnia, to 
Rwanda? Surely many of the victims prayed to God for deliv
erance. Why such maddening variations in God's responses? 
Enter the Unjust Judge—the electing God who can appear ruth
less and arbitrary."10 

The Variety and Benefits 
of Prayer Groups 

Churches that promote prayer groups understand the power 
behind congregational vitality, the bonding that results from 
coming together to pray and share. Groups provide an oppor
tunity to name our anxieties in the fellowship of believers. We 
empower one another and offer a sense of belonging. A faithful 
intercessory prayer group rooted in candor and confidentiality 
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will enable members to lower defenses, express vulnerability, 
and provide some measure of safety in the closeness of caring 
persons. The following is the testimony of a woman in a prayer 
group: 

One effect upon me of this intercessory prayer [group] is a 
greater interest in other people, especially the people I am pray
ing for. On the whole, I think I have been kind to people and 
have wanted to serve others in the course of my life, but I have 
also tended to be shy, feeling rather unworthy of taking inter
est in others. Now, I am unabashedly curious about the lives of 
the people I pray for. I really want to know what is happening 
to them, what life is like for them, in order to get some sense of 
how God is working in their lives. I feel how much I want the 
best for them, first the people I pray for, and by extension, 
everyone I meet, and how deeply I yearn for God's Will to be 
done in their lives and to be able to see that Will at work.11 

Prayer groups also help us to articulate our beliefs and indi
rectly influence us ethically as we face the market realities of 
our society. Ultimately, prayer groups teach us to maintain a 
conscious dependency upon God. Praying together enables 
members of the congregation to develop a shared vision for 
their church, and to admit once again that there is no need for 
any of us to be islands to ourselves. We are interconnected as 
we pray and uphold one another before God. 

Prayer groups can be specialized within congregations, with 
groups based on vocational interests and common age; for in
stance, there are groups for homemakers with young children, 
Internet users, sports fans, clergy, professional managers, as
sembly workers, and senior executives, to name a few. In other 
words, the church ought to assist and encourage persons to join 
one or more prayer groups within the church, at work, or in 
the neighborhood. 

The variety of prayer groups can be endless as we allow our
selves freedom to tailor these groups for specific interests, 
knowing that when they are functioning well they nurture and 
strengthen us in our onward journey of faith, ultimately trans-
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forming us into the communion of saints who have witnessed 
the vision glorious in its fullness. 

Discussion Starter 

How significant is prayer in your life? As we listen to one an
other's responses, what can we learn from each person? How 
can we go forward together in our journey of faith? Are you a 
part of a prayer group? 
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Nurture the Youth 

Where and Who Are the Youth? 

The aging of mainline churches today is apparent. Take, for ex
ample, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.): 67 percent of the 
membership today is at least fifty-six years of age. It doesn't 
take a rocket scientist to wonder about the church's future 
leadership and members. The vitality of tomorrow's church is 
dependent upon the engagement and enthusiasm of youth. But 
where are the young people? 

No doubt there are many answers to this question. And the 
answers vary depending on which age group you are address
ing. There has been a good deal said about the baby boomers 
(those born from 1946 to 1960) as a generation lost to the 
church. Although in the recent decade many have returned for 
the sake of their families (some especially attracted to the 
"seeker-friendly" church services), a majority still tend to be 
alienated from the church. Most of the children of the baby 
boomers are known as Generation X or baby busters; they are 
much fewer in number (45 million) than the 78 million baby 
boomers. The Generation Xers are actually hard to describe; 
their general outlook is amorphous, intangible, and elusive. 
That is probably why they are referred to as Generation X. We 
almost need to fill in the blanks on an individual basis. Yet, Gen
eration Xers do worry about the future; it is a major source of 
stress for them. A vast majority of Xers say, "No matter what I 
plan for the future, when I finally get there, it's always some
thing different."1 
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Some Xers opt out of the rat race, while others are driven to 
work hard yet do not equate success as their fulfillment in life. 
In fact, "Never confuse having a career with having a life," 
might be their slogan.2 It is these Xers who have been put on 
guard by the recession of the 1980s and are largely planning a 
fulfilled life without God, at least without God as packaged by 
the church. They are mostly the twenty-somethings, many of 
whom are victims of broken families as well as economic reces
sion. Their trust has been eroded deeply. They are latchkey kids; 
many have some sense of homelessness and do not necessarily 
see the church as a home in any sense. Many have experimented 
widely with drugs, sex, alcohol, violence, and compulsive shop
ping. "Life after God" for the Xers is wired to the competitive 
realities of the marketplace that requires them to compromise 
their principles to achieve success and security. Many Genera
tion Xers want to duplicate the affluence of their grandparents, 
a much stronger drive than the idealism of their parents' gener
ation. This down-to-earth pragmatic cynicism leads to a low 
level of commitment to all institutions. Job hopping more than 
company loyalty seems to be the pattern of their lives. This at
titude carries over to the church as well: they tend to be cynical 
about nonprofit institutions but are surprisingly optimistic as 
individuals with a sort of "can do" philosophy. 

The emerging group of youth has been referred to as "Gen
eration Y," persons born after 1980 (though some surveys be
gin with 1976) and are 57 million strong in America today (if 
you begin with 1976, it would be over 72 million). They are 
larger in number than the Generation Xers but smaller than the 
baby boomers. Members of Generation Y see themselves al
most on a different planet than their parents. Computer tech
nology is a given for them; some produce term papers with full 
motion video. Nearly 60 percent of children in Generation Y 
under the age of six have mothers who work outside the home, 
compared with just 18 percent in I960.3 Correspondingly, 61 
percent of American children between the ages of three and five 
attend preschool, compared with 38 percent in 1970. And 
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nearly 60 percent of households with children aged seven or 
younger have personal computers. 

The portrait of Generation Y is not complete without noting 
that the number of racial and ethnic minorities has increased 
greatly and, according to the Census Bureau, will comprise the 
majority of our elementary level students by 2050, compared 
to 22 percent in 1974. Already 15 percent of U.S. births in re
cent years are to foreign-born mothers, and a hundred differ
ent languages are spoken in the school systems of New York 
City, Chicago, Los Angeles, and Fairfax County, Virginia. 
Moreover, nearly one in three births in the 1990s is to an un
married woman. With the divorce rate about the same as the 
birth rate, clearly at least part of Generation Y's childhood will 
be in a single parent home. Finally, one quarter of the children 
under six are living in poverty, defined as living with a cash in
come of less than $15,141 for a family of four. This situation 
opens the door to government programs and their abuse, and 
to potential crime to supplement income. Generation Y will 
grow up with a reduced fear of a nuclear war, but many will be 
without the benefits of the traditional nuclear family. 

The parents of Generation Y are always searching for 
greater safety for their children. As a result, we have a number 
of large indoor sports arenas; the number of indoor play
grounds for children and youth who can afford them will in
crease. The computer will be another kind of playground as 
well as a learning tool. Generation Y will have a global mind
set, with conversations carried out internationally through the 
Internet. Through this global networking, Generation Y will 
become increasingly aware of the growing gap between the 
haves and the have-nots in the world. They will be unable to 
hide under the parochial mask of ignorance about the larger 
world and its demands. 

When we begin to add all this up, we can see where the 
youth have gone: following the example of baby boomers and 
Generation Xers, today's teenagers (Generation Y) do not give 
the church a high priority. This trend will continue unless a 
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compelling case can be made to these young people (as well as 
to their parents and grandparents) of the church's significance 
for their lives. As these young people cross the threshold of the 
next century, we must help them grasp the role of a vital 
church in shaping and enriching the society they will inherit. 

Can a Compelling Case 
Be Made for the Church? 

What does the church in your community represent? Some 
believe there are too many churches competing for a diminish
ing number of parishioners. Others see the church as a place 
where the older generation gathers and where day care assists 
working parents. For many there is a growing impression that 
the church doesn't make a difference in society. Of course, 
there are those who disagree! Perhaps the vitality of your con
gregation is due to the visionary spirit that enables your church 
to make a major difference in the life and welfare of your com
munity. I hope so; in fact, your congregation may be in the best 
position to offer a compelling case for the church. Many per
sons readily stand up and testify for Christ, but I have not heard 
nearly as many witness to why the church is important to them. 
Perhaps if more church members of all ages would articulate 
the church's value for themselves personally, we could unleash 
the exciting beginning of a shared vision for the church. And 
with it would come the most compelling case for your church's 
presence in the community. 

As I reflect on compelling arguments to make for church at
tendance, my first position is pragmatic. The church stands for 
values that humanize society and reinforce respect for one an
other's intrinsic rights and dignity. As we learn to practice for
giving love toward one another, we will further humanize the 
marketplace and exemplify the church's message of reconcilia
tion and good will. 

Moreover, recent studies show that regular church atten
dance is beneficial to health. For instance, the Graduate School 
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of Public Health at the University of Pittsburgh has approached 
Pittsburgh Seminary, where I teach, to establish a Consortium 
on Faith and Health. Persons who "regularly attend religious 
services have been found to have lower blood pressure, less 
heart disease, lower rates of depression and generally better 
health than those who don't attend."4 Such a link between 
church attendance and health has practical value and points us 
to an understanding of wholeness and wellness of our total 
self—physically, psychically, and spiritually. Churches that 
hold healing services and prayer sessions do so not only for 
physical healing, but also for psychic and spiritual healing. 

Another practical consideration that argues for going to 
church is to combat the social abuses in our society. For in
stance, it has been demonstrated that young people who attend 
church regularly have a reduced rate of crime. According to the 
Search Institute's findings, those involved in church activities 
have fewer drug problems (5 percent vs. 14 percent); less tru
ancy from school (6 percent vs. 14 percent); are less sexually 
promiscuous (22 percent vs 42 percent); and engage in less 
binge drinking (18 percent vs 32 percent).5 

However, from my standpoint, the most compelling reason 
for an intergenerational commitment to the church now and 
into the future is that we are incurably religious by nature. It 
might even be said that we are actually engineered for religious 
faith. Whether or not we go to church, we have a human 
propensity toward idolizing Someone or Something at forma
tive periods in our lives or during crisis times. 

It has also been noted that "religious progress" is made on 
the personal level by the denunciation of "gods" in our lives— 
those objects or persons that we place on pedestals and idol
ize until we find cause for disappointment and then abandon 
them, switching our devotion elsewhere or falling into despair. 
Perhaps this explains in part why some disappointed individ
uals are reaching back to idolize the legacy of Marilyn Mon
roe or Elvis Presley. On the other hand, the church witnesses 
to the biblical fact that there is no god but God who alone is 
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deserving of our worship. Such a steadfast devotion inspires us 
to fulfill our created destiny to love God and to love one an
other as persons like ourselves created in God's image. 

Through the church we gather to express our allegiance to 
God, whose will and wisdom give us direction and fulfillment. 
Of course, God is not limited to church buildings; one can ex
press devotion to God in the sanctuary of nature, but it is God 
the Creator (not nature) whom we worship. Such worship and 
praise remind us that our identity is incomplete without God, 
and that we cannot be good without God's help. Without the 
grace of God we are incapable of the healing forgiveness that 
beckons us to experience salvation as wholeness of health now 
and into eternity. Going to church clearly reminds us that we 
cannot make it on our own in life. 

For no matter how successful we are, we have also failed; the 
price of success often involves costly tradeoffs and broken re
lationships. The mercy of God pulls us through, and the power 
of God raises us above despair to remind us of our identity as 
God's children, offering a sense of fulfillment more satisfying 
than we could ever imagine or deserve. This is why I go to 
church; it places my life in perspective and provides peace be
yond human calculations, with the realization that God's will 
is in my best interest. Jesus himself demonstrated for us the 
truth of this. He is the pioneer and perfecter of our faith; this 
is why Christ is at the center of the church's worship of God. 
The most compelling reason for me to go to church is to be re
minded over and over again of these facts, to renew my faith 
and to place my life in the framework of God's abiding grace 
and love. 

Youth Ministries: 
Strategies for the Future 

There are many more qualified persons to suggest strategies 
for youth ministries; my days as a youth director are far behind 
me. But as one deeply interested in building a visionary and vi-
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tal church, I know that the youth are a pivotal part of our fu
ture. And I believe there are eight strategies we must begin to 
implement immediately to ensure that youth become and re
main part of the church. 

1. Affirm and celebrate the youth who are already coming 
into our churches. This is first and foremost in any strategic 
planning for the youth. We need to listen to them, for they will 
give clues and suggestions about what needs to be included to 
have a nurturing and satisfying experience at church. They will 
also offer important clues toward building an effective Chris
tian education program that will yield intergenerational bene
fits for all. 

2. Your church's Christian education committee must in
clude a significant number of young people. How often the 
youth are missing from our committee discussions! We need to 
realize that this is a joint partnership and the youth need to be 
involved in the planning. We must listen to them, and they 
must be a part of the decision-making process for implement
ing a successful youth emphasis at church. 

3. There needs to be a leadership team of parents working 
with children and youth in their respective activities. One adult 
for every five young people in attendance would be ideal. Hir
ing a youth specialist will not do the job by itself; any sustained 
and meaningful youth ministry requires a leadership team of 
parents. I was deeply grateful during the days of my youth min
istry to have enlisted a number of parents and single adults to 
work with me at church as a leadership team. This team effort 
became a bonding experience and a blessing for us as well as 
for the young people. 

4. We need to provide strategic and well-planned field trips, 
retreats, and conference experiences. Young people often need 
to relate to adults other than their parents. Modeling, listening, 
and providing guidance are much appreciated by children and 
young people of all ages. 

5. Don't be afraid to set up creative links among neighbor
ing youth groups of other churches. Perhaps a cluster of smaller 
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churches can hire together a youth minister (or youth consul
tant) to serve all the young people in the area. Youth often like 
to be identified with a larger crowd than a smaller individual 
fellowship group permits. We err at times in isolating and be
ing overly possessive of our young people, and thereby miss a 
greater vision for serving them. Likewise, there could also be 
creative links with responsible parachurch groups in the area. 
This needs to be determined on a case by case basis. And speak
ing of creative links, look within your own congregation for 
opportunities for interaction, such as inviting mature older 
adults to work with young people and children, inviting them 
to share their stories, talents, and wisdom from their life expe
riences. These can be enriching for all who are involved. 

6. We need to develop imaginative and informative educa
tional resources for our Sunday school classes and youth 
groups. Denominational offices will be helpful; in the spirit of 
ecumenism, we also need to be receptive to materials from 
other sources approved by the leadership team working with 
the young people. We should also explore and develop in
structional materials for the computer, although the computer 
will not substitute for face to face fellowship and learning ex
periences together. On the other hand, computers can be a 
useful supplemental resource for young people who are geo
graphically isolated or physically disadvantaged. 

7. Theological schools need more actively to develop youth 
leadership courses for seminarians, clergy, and laypersons, as 
well as provide experiences on campuses for church young peo
ple. For instance, Pittsburgh Seminary recently held its first 
Summer Youth Institute with thirty-one young people from 
eleven states, nominated and recommended by their congrega
tions. The institute was designed to provide an introduction to 
theological education for young people who have completed 
the eleventh grade. In essence this was a "theology camp," pro
viding an opportunity to study the nature of ministry, similar 
to summer science camps. We hope this pioneering effort will 
be emulated by other seminaries. We plan to repeat our Sum-

82 



NURTURE THE YOUTH 

mer Youth Institute, enabling more young people to explore se
rious questions of life. The seminary is an ideal setting to in
vestigate these ultimate questions and to discover how 
leadership roles in the church can make a positive impact for 
good as we seek together to do the will of God. 

Our message to these young people is simple: positions in the 
church offer exciting and challenging possibilities for ministry. 
We want to provide the "seed thought" of a possible vocational 
calling before God as a pastor or some other form of ministry 
offered through the auspices of the church and related institu
tions. From this experience, we hope that young people will 
gain a greater appreciation of what it means to be the people 
of God working together in a common calling to be the body 
of Christ. 

8. Finally, theological schools need to establish professor
ships for youth and family ministries. This has already taken 
place in some schools. It is a need long overdue; hopefully, po
tential donors will step up to make it possible. 

I believe all these efforts and more are essential in develop
ing future strategies for youth ministries. Such ministries are 
crucial in building a vital church that not only addresses the 
needs of young people, but also transforms them into leaders 
of tomorrow's church in whatever calling they pursue as they 
seek God's will for their lives. Hopefully, today's youth, the 
people of God for tomorrow's church, will form a stronger 
partnership between clergy and laity than the church has ever 
known. Our future will require this if we are to address ade
quately the fast-paced changes and challenges of the twenty-
first century. 

Discussion Starter 

Are you satisfied with your present youth programs at 
church? Why or why not? Outline an inter generational theol
ogy that includes parents, grandparents, single adults, chil
dren, and young people into an exciting and fulfilling 
partnership. 
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Address Issues Knowledgeably 

The Need to Reach Consensus 

Is the contemporary mainline church in America preoccupied 
with too many "nonissues" and therefore depleted of emo
tional energy and resources? According to theologian John B. 
Cobb Jr., it is, and this condition has led to "lukewarmness" 
toward the church.1 While lecturing in South Korea recently, I 
was given a message from Christians there that was simple and 
clear: "Tell American Christians to recover their enthusiasm 
for the church." In contrast to the rapidly expanding Korean 
churches, we have become worn out, suffering from ecclesias
tical fatigue for having wasted ourselves on nonissues. This is 
precisely where we lack consensus today: Who determines 
what is and is not an issue? The confusion and disagreements 
on this question add to our lukewarmness and disinterest in the 
church. Doesn't every individual and group in the church with 
a cause think that their issue is worthy of the church's atten
tion, time, and support? 

Can any denomination with a diversity of interests and 
members reach political consensus on what the essential issues 
are? Perhaps we need first to build a theological consensus on 
basic belief and then determine the social implications of those 
beliefs for the church's public voice. To some extent we have 
theological consensus on the essential tenets of the Christian 
faith based on historic ecumenical creeds such as the Apostles' 
and Nicene Creeds. However, when a congregation confesses 
its beliefs and then considers the implications of these beliefs, 
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there is inevitably a clash of viewpoints, with the resulting 
voices emoting more than reflecting together. Why then are we 
surprised that all the noise from these "sacred assemblies" has 
so little impact in the social and political arenas? The civil 
rights movement of the 1960s was a significant exception in 
both church and society, and that struggle is not yet over. If we 
distance ourselves from advocating for our pet issues, we will 
find that we have seriously neglected the care and maintenance 
of our denominational structures. 

How then can we engage effectively on public issues? 
Politicizing has taken our church's ship badly off course. For 
too long, many of us have taken our ecclesiastical ship for 
granted. Did we think we were on automatic pilot and could 
sail on indefinitely? We have now suddenly discovered that 
the church is running on only one engine instead of the full 
complement, and there is no automatic pilot. We are adrift 
without direction. Yet we continue our debates aboard ship 
as if all is well, not acknowledging the fact that we are leak
ing badly. With only one quarter of our steam power, and in 
desperate need of good maintenance, we seem bent on de
stroying ourselves. There is no captain at the helm wishing to 
take on the burden of a neglected ship with its cantankerous 
passengers and personnel. 

Is the situation hopeless? Not if we act quickly and pru
dently. Now is the time to intelligently table our pet issues, 
whatever their nature, until we can address the underlying is
sue: getting this ship running again at full steam toward a clear 
destination and mission. How dare I suggest that we delay any 
longer the important issue that you are passionately pursuing! 
My suggestion may sound unchristian. Hasn't God called us to 
be prophetic and faithful before concern for institutions? Un
fortunately, we have singlemindedly pursued this attitude in 
our denominations in recent decades, thereby becoming weak 
and lukewarm. We have not wisely integrated the implication 
of our beliefs with the ethical qualities of our life together. We 
have failed to educate effectively the membership on the im-
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portance of the church's public witness and advocacy. As it is 
now, who is going to listen to a sinking ship that has lost its es
prit de corps? 

It is imperative that we reach a consensus that our first or
der of business in the church is to revive a fatigued membership 
on a leaking ship. Otherwise, we are without an effective ec
clesiastical base to be taken seriously in the world. Some spe
cial interest groups within our churches are already thinking of 
abandoning the mother ship and pursuing their own self-
interests; those thinking in this manner are headed for an un
certain future. Furthermore, their absence will leave the rest of 
us poorer. What I am pleading for is both the expansion, not 
reduction, of our diversity, and the recognition that we need a 
well-powered ship that can run again on all its engines. Unless 
we are willing to suspend judgment about others' agendas and 
give our immediate attention to the repair of our ship, we will 
sink, no longer a viable means to further the kingdom. Perhaps 
it is in the best interest of the kingdom for our denominations 
to disappear. But are we ready to give birth to a new church, 
liberated from its past? Or are we willing to recover and im
plement the reforming nature of our church? Whatever our an
swers to these questions, one thing is clear: a church divided 
and without consensus cannot be vital. 

Is there hope? Of course! If the church is indeed the body of 
Christ, then we must pursue the truth, trusting the lighted path 
that can lead us to be faithful to God. We must become again 
a learning church as well as a service-oriented church. Actually, 
learning and service nurture each other; we learn in order to 
serve, and as we serve we learn. The sanctuary is a good place 
to learn the realities facing society. To see the church as a wor
shiping, learning, and serving center can help us to pioneer 
change while uncovering a fresh consensus on many issues. As 
a result we will have fuller information on which to make bet
ter decisions. 

Furthermore, any attempt to legislate through the church 
our self-interests prematurely (with inadequate knowledge) 
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will lead to divisions within the household of faith. We will 
simply be contributing to our dysfunctionality as we continue 
to limp along on one engine. The church must be more of a fel
lowship of learners. How helpful it would be to envision the 
church as a Christian learning center, the yeast within the 
larger community, advocating enlightened and constructive 
change. Then the church would be the light on the hill, beck
oning believers and seekers to taste the good life in Christ. As 
a learning church, we need to address selective issues knowl-
edgeably as the people of God who realize that the truth will 
set us free. 

Clergy as Followers: 
Empowering the People of God 

For the church to be more of a learning center, we must 
make a greater effort to inventory the talents and accomplish
ments of our membership. We can then pull together more ef
fectively for service in the community. 

For tomorrow's church to have greater vitality we must al
low its members to be the people of God (1 Peter 2:10). The 
clergy hold the key to unlock the vast resources the member
ship brings to the church. If the clergy are willing to liberate the 
laity from their limited and passive roles in the church, con
gregations will experience a new burst of energy and excite
ment. The church will widen and deepen its understanding of 
discipleship as congregations become more vital. There are al
ready many examples of this taking place in churches of all 
sizes. Take, for instance, the leadership style that Dr. John 
Buchanan, senior pastor of the Fourth Presbyterian Church, 
brought to that downtown Chicago parish. He emphasized 
shared leadership, which meant a much greater degree of lay 
involvement, expanding the knowledge and experiences of the 
lay members to the church's benefit rather than concentrating 
simply on a centralized, staff-led administration. To this end, 
he designed an administrative system with twelve session com-
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mittees, each with at least ten members, thus engaging dozens 
of church members and expanding the leadership base for 
planning and carrying out the dynamic activities of the church. 
This visionary step has led to a greater sense of vitality in the 
church, and has provided more leadership opportunities for 
women, minorities, young, and old.2 This reorganization at 
Fourth Presbyterian Church has been an important key in en
abling the congregation to further its mission within the inner 
city of Chicago. It has provided increased knowledge for the 
leadership team at the church, assisting them to minimize in
ternal conflict as they address controversial social issues, and 
empowering the church staff to do much more through joint 
partnership with the congregation. 

In the course of his ministry, Buchanan has discovered the 
importance of being a follower as well as a leader. Within any 
congregation, whatever its size, members have talents, knowl
edge, and wisdom that supplement the pastor's. Oftentimes, 
the question is whether pastors are willing to listen and enlist 
assistance. In practice, the role of leader and follower are in
terchangeable; knowing this, clergy and laity can be empow
ered to function in a healthier manner with greater vigor as the 
people of God, the body of Christ. In most churches today, 
however, there is a dysfunctional imbalance among the people 
of God; pastors have a tendency to centralize control and the 
laity tend to be passive, assigned frequently to lesser responsi
bilities. Some laity have even rationalized the situation by say
ing, "After all, isn't that what we are paying ministers for?" 
This imbalance has preempted congregational vitality and has 
caused many pastoral search committees to articulate their de
sire for a "super pastor." 

This is no way to build a strong church or a national de
nomination from generation to generation. The succession of 
pastoral leadership in any congregation will inevitably be un
even; this is no fault of the seminary (although we wish for per
fect students), nor is it necessarily the fault of the pastoral 
nominating committee that puts on its best face when presenting 
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its imperfect candidate. We need to cease blaming one another 
as well as the ecclesiastical system of our tradition. Instead let's 
admit that we have not really lived up to our understanding of 
the church as the people of God. We have not empowered 
clergy and laity to work as equal partners on the bumpy high
way leading to the kingdom of God. Our understanding of 
Christian leadership is simply too limited in scope. 

Church history should have taught us that the church is too 
important to be trusted solely to clergy; likewise, it is equally 
true to say that the church is too important to be left alone to 
laity. Rather the call is for clergy and laity to be disciples to
gether in a leadership team that works symbiotically, comple
menting each other's abilities and sharing accountability as it 
advances the church's mission. This is why I have not singled 
out clergy leadership as the panacea for what ails the church. 
It is too simplistic an approach organizationally, and it lacks 
biblical and theological support. Jesus chose disciples, and dis-
cipleship implies that the qualities for leadership and follower-
ship are both needed. Unfortunately, followership is often a 
neglected factor in the practice of professional ministry. The re
sult has been an underdeveloped laity and ineffective team 
leadership in our parishes. 

Robert Kelley, who teaches organizational strategy at Car
negie Mellon University, has identified certain characteristics of 
organizations in his insightful book, The Power of Followership: 

Leaders contribute on the average no more than 
20 percent to the success of most organizations. 
Followers are central to the remaining 80 per
cent. 

Most people, however impressive their title or 
salary, spend more time working as followers 
than as leaders. That is, we spend more time re
porting to people rather than having people re
port to us.3 
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Kelley observes that "followership and leadership are syner
gistic more than separate, and interchangeable more than 
caste-conscious."4 Aristotle similarly taught that training as a 
nonleader was a necessary part of growing to leadership. Per
haps this is why for many a working definition of a leader is 
simply someone who can attract and retain followers,5 because 
the leader is first and foremost a follower as well. As pastors 
make a more assertive effort at appropriate times to be follow
ers vis-a-vis their laity, they will take a vital step in letting the 
people of God be the people of God. Herein lies a pivotal fac
tor in bringing new life to a congregation. This can be espe
cially meaningful in very small congregations that cannot 
afford a full-time pastor or in various "tent making" ministries 
within our business-oriented culture. 

The Church and the Business World: 
Responsible Cooperation 

How well does the church understand the dynamics of the 
business environment that encircles it? After all, the economic 
health of communities greatly affects local churches. Some 
churches have lost members as businesses have downsized and 
consolidated to meet the demands of competition and prof
itability. In such situations, what is the role of the church? Of
tentimes, the people of God are caught between the forces of 
recession and recovery. Pastors are sympathetic to the unem
ployed in their parishes and communities; at the same time, de
cision makers in management argue for greater economizing 
and belt tightening. Caught between these conflicting forces, 
most clergy are confused about how to respond. When con
fronting such a vital issue in the community, the acquisition of 
adequate information and reliable knowledge for all parties 
involved is often seriously neglected. As a result, more emo
tion than wisdom is often expressed in the heated moments 
that follow. 

91 



SURVIVAL OR REVIVAL 

Corporate management usually believes the church's in
volvement on behalf of workers is uninformed; yet pastors 
cannot be indifferent when parishioners are hurting in their 
midst. The church, after all, is in the business of compassion. 
Misdirected compassion, however, can be detrimental for the 
very persons the pastors are seeking to help. How then is the 
church to express its concern and care in a complex world? 
Fairness and justice as envisioned by most pastors and 
churches are at best approximations of the kingdom of God. 

We live in a world of trade-offs, but we fail often to ac
knowledge that until a crisis appears. When a crisis looms, both 
business and church leadership (clergy and laity) must reexam
ine the cost of their positions. Certain trade-offs may be neces
sary when survival is at stake for any organization. 

There is always a struggle when a trade-off affects lives. The 
anguish is often unseen; and the results may seem cold and un
feeling to the majority. Business leadership often fails to com
municate the pain of their struggle, while at the same time 
responding defensively to church activism as naive. Church 
leadership in turn views business as callous. In most cases, nei
ther perception is accurate. Each harbors a simplistic impres
sion of the other. The knowledge possessed by any one party is 
incomplete. 

This became clear to me recently when the troubled chief ex
ecutive of a major business corporation called on me in frus
tration and said, "Why are clergy organizing unemployed 
workers and saying such bad things about the company? Don't 
they know the terrible suffering involved in our decisions? Why 
won't pastors listen? Why do they see management as the en
emy? I'm a devout church member and a Christian. I resent 
what's being said and done by clergy. I'm really angry!" 

This chief executive needs to remind himself that every ac
tion has a reaction. All acts reflect our self-interest, perceived 
and actual. Fact is often difficult to separate from fiction; the 
data at hand is usually incomplete, and our perceptions often 
unfounded. For example, in the case of the angry chief execu-
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tive, his company was perceived as creating unemployment by 
investing the organization's resources outside the community. 
The actual situation was far more complicated than that. 

Industry today is unable to maintain all the jobs it previously 
supported. We are living in a period of transition stimulated 
in part by high technology and increased global competi
tion. John Naisbitt and Patricia Aburdene's book, Megatrends 
2000, makes that amply clear. Companies are simply unable to 
turn the clock back to the "good old days." This is difficult to ac
cept when management decisions weaken the worker's position. 
The concept of fewer jobs is difficult for any unemployed person 
to understand, even while he or she buys overseas products. 

Management has the responsibility to explain its position, 
but explanations often come too late and tend to be less than 
candid. Top executives expect workers to sacrifice and retool 
their attitudes, yet often fail to show sufficient empathy, sup
port, and sacrifice themselves. 

For a company to explain difficult trade-offs and decisions 
calls for a different kind of dialogue from the traditional nego
tiating table approach of labor and management. A third party 
is needed, someone respected by both sides and thus able to ini
tiate the process of unpacking the complexity of the situation 
and confronting the inevitable trade-offs ahead. The third 
party serves the role of "educator" and "pastor" for all sides, 
helping each to listen to the other's feelings and preventing 
stereotypical reactions. If there are additional possibilities and 
solutions, these will surface through the creative and resource
ful guidance of a third party whose primary interest is a reso
lution of differences for the mutual welfare of all concerned 
within the community. 

Such a third party needs to be sought and introduced early 
into the decision-making process if the listening skills are to 
have an opportunity to be effective. The traditional impersonal 
role of mediator or referee at the negotiating table may become 
increasingly passe. Trained third-party individuals known to 
the community are the wave of the future. 
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Every community has at least one or two respected persons 
who are trusted by all sides and who in turn value all parties. It 
could, of course, be a clergyperson, but not necessarily. Perhaps 
respected laypersons may be even more suitable. Perhaps a lead
ership team of clergy and laity might be best. The third party 
will be someone whom all the parties can accept, and who 
knows how to listen creatively. A believable third party can in 
a realistic and caring manner help all to face the inevitable 
trade-offs and to work for the most humane solution. Unfortu
nately, there seems to be no effective utilization of third parties 
today. Persons of good will, including the clergy and laity of the 
community, are often placed in a reactionary position follow
ing a disheartening management decision, leaving a trail of 
anger and disappointment within the community. Such condi
tions are not constructive to creative resolutions. The tempta
tion for labor or management is to find quick-fixes, which may 
prove to be disastrous for the community in the long run. 

The state of employment or unemployment within a com
munity will always have a direct impact on the quality of life 
there. To enhance the quality of life for all ought to be the goal 
of responsible leadership in every community. Short-term so
lutions to long-term problems will never be satisfactory, re
gardless how politic it may be at the moment. The public and 
private sectors of society must be creatively engaged together; 
we need to see the emergence of a working coalition of man
agement, labor, church, education, and government for joint 
problem solving on behalf of the total community. This five-
way partnership is essential. 

Every situation is complicated further by the political factors 
within organizations. Bringing insight and hope to these com
plex situations is really an art that we apparently have not been 
practicing very well. Church leadership in particular finds itself 
trapped between victimized workers and frustrated decision
makers, between those suffering from recession and those call
ing for painful cuts. 

We held a symposium at Pittsburgh Seminary through our 
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Center for Business, Religion and the Professions on the pain 
of unemployment. Many people from labor and management 
came to express their hurts and concerns, and to seek answers. 
Unemployment is no longer limited to blue-collar workers. In 
fact, "blue-collar" and "white-collar" are not meaningful des
ignations according to the Labor Department. When you are 
unemployed, you are unemployed! The question of one's iden
tity, as well as putting bread on the table, is at stake for every 
unemployed person. Take the supervisor of a plant who finds 
himself unemployed overnight, but who loves to work. He is 
fifty-five, too young to retire, and not wealthy enough. He is 
too proud to go to his pastor to discuss his situation. Or look 
at the business executive who knows she is vulnerable and 
could be in the unemployed ranks overnight. She may not have 
immediate financial worries, but her self-esteem has been 
crushed. Some churches have formed committees to assist the 
unemployed, as well as to establish food pantries. However, 
churches are discovering that many persons are too proud to 
admit they need help. 

The church must not only be involved in helping dislocated 
persons, but also in assisting management faced with the ques
tion of business suvival. Possible trade-off options not earlier 
considered could ease the pain of unemployment. I believe that 
the church needs to be brought early into the process of man
agement decision making before battle lines between employ
ers and labor leaders are formed. Clergy and laity can be 
trained through education and experience to become effective 
third party leaders in activating the moral imagination within 
a community. 

Church leadership, not afraid to face conflict situations and 
angry voices, can challenge status quo approaches in times of 
recession and recovery. What our theological seminaries re
quire today are faculty chairs in leadership, not administration. 
We have too many administrators and too few leaders among 
the clergy and laity in our churches. Perhaps we need to take 
our cue from the professorial chair in leadership established 
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not long ago at the Harvard Business School, made possible by 
a gift from the Matsushita Electric Industrial Company. It is 
noteworthy that a Japanese corporation had the insight to of
fer such a chair to a prestigious American university. Where is 
the vision for similar initiatives on behalf of seminaries?6 

Trained third party leadership, as I envision it, can assist 
those engaged in decision making to (1) identify and separate 
primary from secondary issues, (2) focus on primary issues 
without getting sidetracked in emotion, (3) stimulate the moral 
imagination of everyone involved to identify what is negotiable 
among the possible scenarios, and (4) develop a strategic plan 
of action based upon a broad level of support. Sacrifice and 
hurt may be unavoidable, but they can be reduced greatly when 
there is shared ownership in the decision making process and 
when there is an honest effort to face a significant issue with 
knowledge and sensitivity. A consensus among persons with 
common vision overcomes narrowly perceived interests and 
promotes the pioneering spirit on behalf of the larger commu
nity to achieve economic viability for the area. I believe that 
qualified clergy and laity can play a vital role in this process and 
that congregations will be invigorated by such involvement. 

Discussion Starter 

What current issues in the church are nonissues for you? 
Would others agree with you? Can consensus be reached on a 
list of common concerns? How knowledgeable are we regard
ing the concerns we debate in the church? 
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Practice Forgiveness 

Christianity as Forgiveness 

Some understand the Christian faith as forgiveness personified 
in Christ. This forgiveness centered in Christ has the power to 
humanize our existence. We live mostly in an unforgiving soci
ety, but if we could learn again the basic elements of the Chris
tian doctrine of forgiveness, both our individual and social lives 
could be renewed. The church should be the house of forgive
ness, for it is the role of the church to teach, preach, celebrate, 
and practice the message of forgiveness within the world. The 
meaning of forgiveness within the Christian faith can be un
derstood in the following seven ways. 

1. Forgiveness as judgment. The incarnation, God with us, 
is in actuality divine judgment upon us. Jesus' coming ac
knowledges our estrangement from both God and one another. 
His presence is evidence of our history of disobedience before 
God and points to our prideful, rebellious wills, which have 
caused us to be unfaithful, resulting in our separation from the 
very source of our being in God. Sin is essentially a broken re
lationship between us and God, a state of separation. 

Divine forgiveness assumes the existence of sin. When we 
view forgiveness as judgment, we acknowledge that we are 
helpless in overcoming the human history of sinfulness, our dis
tance from God. No means of corrective behavior, discipline, 
or punitive payment can rectify the situation. The option ac
ceptable to God is that we receive humbly the gift of forgive
ness as judgment upon us. All other efforts to overcome our 



SURVIVAL OR REVIVAL 

estrangement are doomed to failure. Only God can close the 
distance between us, accepting us with our imperfection. The 
story of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11-32) is an illustration of 
this forgiveness as judgment and acceptance; the waiting father 
is reunited with his sinful son. Forgiveness assumes waiting as 
well as separation. 

2. Forgiveness as love. Just as forgiveness assumes separa
tion and waiting, it also assumes love. Forgiveness originates 
with God who loves us in spite of our sinfulness; it is love in 
action. This can be illustrated through the story of the prodi
gal son. The prodigal's father was ready and waiting in a 
spirit of love when the lost son returned. The visible embrace 
of the father and son was preceded by the father's forgiving 
love. 

Theologian Soren Kierkegaard may have been thinking of 
the parable of the prodigal son when he wrote, "By forgiveness 
love hides a multitude of s ins . . . . I believe that what is seen has 
come into existence from what is not seen; I see the world, but 
what is not seen I do not see; that I believe. Similarly, in for
giveness—and sin—there is also a relation of faith of which we 
are rarely aware. . . . Just as one by faith believes the unseen 
into what is seen, so the one who loves by forgiveness believes 
away what is seen. Both are faith. Blessed is the believer; he be
lieves what he cannot see; blessed is one who loves, he believes 
away that which he indeed can see!"1 Forgiveness as love 
points to the greatness of God's compassion, which ignites the 
forgiving process beyond human understanding. 

3. To speak of forgiveness as judgment and love is to un
derstand forgiveness as grace. The good news of Christianity is 
that the guilt originating from our sinfulness has been cancelled 
by God's grace. This was Martin Luther's great discovery. 
Weighted down as he was with guilt and anxiety, he had lost 
sight of God's miraculous grace. Luther rediscovered that the 
believer is accepted on faith alone through the grace of God; 
this is the evangel, the good news of the gospel. Theologian 
Paul Lehmann expressed it as follows: 
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Man exists altogether by the grace of God. When man is 
forgiven, he is forgiven in toto and from moment to mo
ment. The consequence of the discontinuity between God 
and man is that God forgives man as the sheer miracle of 
his love and that when he forgives, a man's whole exis
tence is changed. Changed?—yes, but not as simply mov
ing from one house to another. Forgiveness, coming to 
man as the crisis of his existence, is a thoroughly para
doxical event. It is the paradox of the man who is both sin
ful and righteous.2 

4. When we understand forgiveness as grace, we also come 
to understand forgiveness as pardon. The significance of this 
pardon, or justification by faith, is acknowledged almost uni
versally by Christians in today's ecumenical era. The depen
dence upon God's grace limits all explanations as to how 
pardon takes place. Try as we may through traditional expla
nations of the atonement (sacrifice, commercial transaction, 
substitution, example, love, forensic), the fact remains that 
there is no final interpretation as to how we are pardoned from 
our sinfulness. The mystery of salvation is beyond rational 
explanations; we cannot know the divine plan. H. R. Mack
intosh, in his classic book The Christian Experience of For
giveness, expresses the limitations of our understanding by 
saying that "how God makes forgiveness real is hidden from 
us, and no enlargement of human faculty is conceivable for 
which the mystery would be resolved. . . . Events of vast spiri
tual significance—and every instance of Divine pardon, if it oc
curs at all, is such an event—cannot be wholly judged by 
narrowly rational canons which appear sufficient for simpler 
cases."3 

While forgiveness as pardon is shrouded in mystery, justifi
cation by faith, implicit in the Christian understanding of par
don, involves a forensic dimension. To be justified or pardoned 
assumes that our wrong (debts) have been graciously cancelled 
(for given) by God. This cancellation points to the satisfaction 
of a forensic relation between us and God. Divine forgiveness 

99 



SURVIVAL OR REVIVAL 

discharges (pardons) us from our debts; believing this, we are 
justified by faith, by God's grace. 

But a pardon from God is more than divine amnesty waiv
ing the claims of the law. Divine pardon or justification by faith 
teaches that God accepts us not by waiving the claims of divine 
law, but by satisfying those claims as the divine purpose is 
made concrete in the life and ministry of Jesus the Christ.4 This 
is the heart of Paul's teaching in Romans 3:21-31; forgiveness 
as pardon justifies us before God, while at the same time the 
demand of God's law is met. 

5. When we experience pardon, a sense of relief enables us 
to experience forgiveness as freedom. As Paul indicates, Christ 
has set us free from the law of sin and death (Rom. 8:2). The 
freedom offered by Christ is real freedom (John 8:36). As the 
load of sin and guilt is lifted from us, we are able to free our
selves from the chain of events that has thus far controlled our 
existence. The freedom Christ offers originates in another 
realm; it contradicts and overthrows the laws and restrictions 
of this world. The freedom Jesus taught and modeled through 
his life was a threat to the powers of his day. 

6. Forgiveness as costly reconciliation is well documented 
throughout the New Testament. There is a cross at the center 
of the Christian faith. From Jesus' birth to the cross, reconcili
ation initiated by God was a costly affair (Phil. 2:5-11). We 
worship a suffering God, as Jiirgen Moltmann has reminded 
us, as did earlier theologians such as Horace Bushnell, H. R. 
Mackintosh, D. M. Baillie, and Leonard Hodgson.5 Somehow 
God suffers, is not passive, and experiences the pain that sin 
brings.6 

There are both vertical and horizontal dimensions to costly 
reconciliation. Vertical reconciliation requires God's suffering; 
this suffering began prior to the incarnation. Horizontally, the 
suffering is in the acknowledgment that we cannot forget the 
wrongs done against us by our neighbors as we go through the 
painful process of taking the first steps toward forgiveness. Un
like God, we are unable to forget the wrongs committed to us 
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or by us. The cliche "forgive and forget" is not possible, Chris
tian, nor biblical. Only God is capable of erasing our sinful 
histories (cf. Pss. 25:7, 79:8-9; Jer. 31:34; and Isa. 1:18). Bibli
cally we are called upon to forgive in the spirit of God's for
giveness of us. The accent is upon forgiving, not forgetting.7 

Even if forgetting were possible, we would as a result find our
selves radically cut off from the past, and in a state of amnesia. 
Instead, we are asked to remember the cost of God's mercy 
through our participation in the sacraments of baptism and 
communion. As we receive and remember God's costly mercies, 
we are motivated to practice costly reconciliation with others. 

"Forgive and forget" calls us to do the impossible, but God 
expects us to forgive without forgetting. That is why forgive
ness involves a painful process. There is a cross at every for
giving encounter; open wounds take time to heal. Forgiveness 
without forgetfulness is the human way of loving one another. 

7. Forgiveness as healing directs us to the goal of wholeness. 
The healing process points to wholeness, which begins with 
forgiveness. Paul Tillich suggested this in his sermon, "To 
Whom Much Is Forgiven," when he indicated that forgiveness 
is an event of joy and healing, "the greatest experience anyone 
can have. It may not happen often, but when it does happen, it 
decides and transforms everything."8 The greatness of the for
giving event lies in the fact that it enables the creative powers 
of healing in us to be released. Any participation in forgiveness 
is a healing and uniting experience with God and with one an
other. The human face of God in Jesus manifests a healing and 
humanizing ministry of forgiveness. This humanizing power is 
the loving Spirit of Christ that heals and makes us whole. The 
paralytic ordered to take up his sick bed and walk away was 
both forgiven and healed; this incident represents God's inten
tion for us all. 

To recognize forgiveness as healing is also to admit that we 
cannot heal or forgive ourselves. Rather, the source of healing 
and forgiving is God. The initiative always belongs to God; the 
source of healing resides outside of ourselves. This divine 
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factor reminds us that we exist from grace to grace, from 
mercy to mercy, every day of our lives. The healing aspect of 
forgiveness reminds us of our fallibility and fault. Having been 
forgiven from our sins, as Langdon Gilkey indicates, "we may 
more hopefully embark upon becoming like Jesus to our 
neighbor in the world. Thus the cross is not only a sign of the 
negation of the world, but also necessarily a symbol of the 
negation of the virtue of the prophet himself."9 The healing 
process informs us that we are neither virtuous nor heroic; we 
are simply travelers, wandering, and oftentimes lost, but nev
ertheless drawn to follow, however imperfectly, the master of 
forgiveness incarnate. 

Forgiveness is more than an individual matter; it is a corpo
rate affair involving the structures of society. The corporate di
mension of forgiveness in our theologizing frequently receives 
only a passing nod, but as Jesus was being crucified he said, 
"Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do" (Luke 
23:34 KJV, emphasis added). Wherever corporate forgiveness 
exists, we have the beginnings of true community. Theologian 
Joseph Haroutunian once said that "the church is where for
giving neighbors exist."10 The church as the forgiving commu
nity should be the harbinger of a forgiving society. 

At the core of Christianity lies the doctrine of forgiveness. 
Responding to divine forgiveness and practicing forgiveness 
ourselves can humanize us. We are thus enabled to complete 
our incompleteness and to live and work toward a forgiving 
society. 

The Sacramental Power 
of Forgiveness 

It ought to be clear that forgiveness has profound implica
tions; it is not a simple undertaking. Forgiveness as judgment, 
love, grace, pardon, freedom, reconciliation, and healing con
verge when we celebrate the sacraments of baptism and com
munion. These are the sacraments of forgiveness, where the 
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mystery and meaning of our lives come together and when we 
realize anew that we are the children of God. This is why it is 
important for a congregation's vitality that these sacraments 
are practiced regularly and where all who confess their faith in 
Christ are given an opportunity to participate. 

I believe it is especially helpful to have members reaffirm 
their baptismal vows annually, to understand again what it 
means to be baptized into the life, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ. Our bonding with God through baptism has with 
it an implicit covenant of accountability not only toward those 
being baptized, but also toward all the people of God. We need 
to have a sense of responsibility for one another's nurturing 
sense of discipleship as we follow Christ, who while on the 
cross uttered neither a complaint nor an accusation, but a 
prayer: "Father, forgive them; for they know not what they 
do." The gospel according to Jesus is one of forgiveness; the 
church that witnesses in his name can do no less. The sacra
ments we celebrate remind us that forgiveness is at the heart 
of the Christian faith. To call ourselves Christians means not 
only to accept God's forgiveness on the cross, but also to prac
tice forgiveness as Jesus taught his disciples through words 
and actions. 

Sadly, many of us do not believe forgiveness is realistic to
day. How then can we expect the power brokers of our global 
society to take our faith seriously? What do we think life would 
be like without the possibility of forgiveness? I know what my 
answer is—hell! And many people (more than I like to think) 
are living in hell today, refusing to cross the emotional barrier 
of alienation, filled as they are with guilt and hatred, as they 
search for opportunities to destroy their so-called "enemies," 
created in God's image as they are. 

The cross of Christ hovers over the global community today. 
As Christians we are bearers of the cross, and through the pain 
of for giving we can help others to discover the therapeutic power 
and freedom that comes with forgiveness. Yet it is difficult to 
break out of our self-imposed prisons of hatred or animosity, 
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which at times seem to bind people together. Too much of our 
energy and emotions are lost through hatred and misplaced sus
picions. We are all in need of liberation and new life. 

The idea of forgiveness, however, seems to fall on deaf ears 
in a cynical society that stereotypes its enemies and rationalizes 
its own behavior. Ours is a culture of victimization and blame, 
so it is all the more moving to witness a public act of forgive
ness such as took place between the late Cardinal Joseph 
Bernardin of Chicago and Steven Cook, who in 1993 falsely ac
cused Bernardin of sexually abusing him in the 1970s. At their 
two-hour meeting, Cook apologized and the two became rec
onciled. Together they celebrated a private mass for Cook and 
a gay friend. "I think I have grown spiritually as a result of 
this," said Bernardin.11 Both ceased to be victims through this 
process of reconciliation. 

A Postscript on Forgiveness 

Since I believe forgiveness is the defining characteristic of the 
Christian faith, I share with you my personal statement in the 
hope that it can help you to reflect for yourself on what it 
means to be counted among the people of God, the body of 
Christ working to revitalize your church. 

A Framework Of Christian Reality 
And Good News 

I believe in a forgiving God in human history. I believe the 
cross of God in Jesus Christ is the signature of divine for
giveness for all time. 

I accept the scriptures of the Old and New Testaments 
as the authorative witness to this forgiveness. 

I am persuaded to accept this divine forgiveness through 
the activity of God's Spirit, who beckons us into the circle 
of forgiving love. 

I believe the church is the fellowship of the forgiving 
and forgiven. We confess therefore our imperfections and 
sinfulness individually and collectively. Dependent as I am 
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on God's mercy, I declare my need for constant renewal 
and reform. 

I believe the fellowship of the faithful is called to be cre
atively involved in overcoming the broken fragments 
within our global village. I am reminded of this calling 
through the practice of baptism and communion, sacra
ments of our brokenness and need for forgiveness. 

I witness to the fact that earthly death is not the end. I 
believe in the crucifixion and resurrection of God's Son, 
who ushers us into a new society of faith, hope, and love. 
I see signs of that new society when relationships are re
stored and new beginnings of compassion and justice 
transpire in our communities. 

Discussion Starter 

What is the defining characteristic of the Christian faith for 
you? Do you believe your church practices Christian forgive
ness? Give examples of forgiveness, or of lost opportunities for 
forgiveness. 
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Work for Peace and Justice 

The story in the first two chapters of Genesis depicts the Gar
den of Eden as the perfect garden, where humankind and na
ture lived in harmony. We glimpse that harmony when we 
listen at night to the diverse sounds of insects and other crea
tures being orchestrated into nature's symphony. Harmony as
sumes dissonance and diversity, a creative blending of sounds 
orchestrated to make our lives interesting, not boring. God in
vited us to delight in this garden and to care for its variety, di
recting us to live at peace with ourselves and with all of 
creation. As the biblical story unfolds, however, we express our 
freedom by becoming dissatisfied with perfection. As a conse
quence, our human story ever since has been one of suffering 
and adaptation to our imperfect status; exiled from the garden, 
we are lost. Is this our destiny? Are we sojourners searching for 
a return route to our perfect home? 

Living East of Eden 

Each of us lives east of Eden. Many of us see ourselves wan
dering through life without a destination, concerned only with 
the here and now. The only games for keeps are the tempta
tions and trials of this present life. Eternity is a vague concept 
beyond comprehension; at least it is beyond the scope of pres
ent technology to capture on the screen of our imagination. 

Within this limited universe of measurable realities, we learn 
to make our way, to teach our offspring, as did our forebears, 
how to survive and defend themselves. Survival dictates that we 
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be somewhat selfish as we look after our best interests. In time, 
we claim that greed rather than generosity may be the best pol
icy to ensure personal, tribal, and national survival, since nat
ural resources are not endless. We pass on this attitude; those 
who feel otherwise often do not succeed in this harsh world. 
We wish it could be otherwise; we wish that generosity would 
win in the end, but we are afraid to take that chance. We may 
be believers, but we are atheists and agnostics in practice. Our 
interests and our neighbors' interests are in a tug-of-war when 
resources are scarce, and we seem to want more and more. Liv
ing with conflict and violence seems to be inevitable east of 
Eden. Do you think this is the situation the writer of the epis
tle of James had in mind? 

Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they 
come from? Do they not come from your cravings that are 
at war within you? You want something and do not have 
it; so you commit murder. And you covet something and 
cannot obtain it; so you engage in disputes and conflicts. 
You do not have, because you do not ask. You ask and do 
not receive, because you ask wrongly, in order to spend 
what you get on your pleasures. Adulterers! Do you not 
know that friendship with the world is enmity with God? 
Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world be
comes an enemy of God. (James 4:1-4) 

James's words offer a window through which we can recog
nize our present situation. To work for peace and justice under 
God promises difficulty and requires discipline as we take each 
step under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the source of life 
who channels the flow of grace on our behalf. Living east of 
Eden, we are dependent upon God's grace; we have no other 
guarantee in life as we struggle with the destructive forces of 
evil. It will never be easy; and it cannot be done without divine 
empowerment as we unmask the false images of God. We long 
for affirmation as we transform a crowd of lonely strangers 
into a community of caring love, seeking one another's welfare. 
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To reach this vision of society requires individual risk and re
sponsibility. 

Guidelines for Advancing 
Peace and Justice 

To advance peace and justice, we must first identify those 
universal convictions and values worth preserving whatever 
the cost. We must make this determination through balanced 
discussion in both our churches and also publicly through town 
meetings, the workplace, governmental agencies, and the judi
cial system. We must understand political processes in order to 
ensure a fair hearing to clarify the substantive values being dis
cussed. We must all do our homework as we listen to a range 
of viewpoints on the issues under discussion. To succeed, we 
can use the following three guidelines for our work in the 
church. 

Guideline One: 
Seek Out the Image of God in One Another 

This guideline requires us to uncover and respect the divine 
birthmark in each person, for we are all created in the image of 
God. This implies that we must hold one another accountable 
to that divine image, difficult to do in the midst of highly 
charged battles where we might deeply wound and kill rela
tionships, turning at times our verbal fights into violence. We 
cannot afford to lose our civility; our high calling is to respect 
the intrinsic worth of the other, in spite of our intense distaste 
for the "enemy" who seemingly has abandoned the image of 
God. It is this invisible image of God, this theological thread of 
faith that knits human beings to one another. By God's grace 
we must continually work to uncover that spiritual factor. The 
best means to strengthen that theological thread among us is 
through the practice of forgiveness, discussed in chapter 8. 

The tough ethics of forgiveness cannot be ignored in the heat 
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of debate where human emotions are unbelievably strained. 
Ethicist Donald Shriver recognizes this: 

People who take the trouble to listen to each other are vul
nerable to empathy, and the path to empathy lies through 
forbearance. For the moment none of us may know what 
truths or principles we should learn to applaud in the brew 
of our cultural diversity. We may not yet grasp with con
fidence the moral judgments that we will eventually make 
about our past and present relations with each other. We 
may lack the empathetic knowledge of others necessary for 
making settled judgments about them. Meantime, the for
bearance that says "let us not leap into retaliating against 
each other" and empathy that says "we are beginning to 
understand why each of us feels the way we do" is a solid 
prelude to real politics. For politics is the struggle of di
verse groups and interests to fashion common action on 
some common agenda. Without the time and patience for 
discovering that agenda, we leap to inept conclusions, and 
the day of realistic politics never comes.1 

Implicit in Shriver's comment is the principle of human 
worth, upholding the image of God, no matter how absent it 
might seem at the moment of battle. However, upholding the 
image of God in one another does not mean that we are oblig
ated to practice unlimited tolerance toward the "enemy" who 
might be committing terrible harm and evil, for, as Shriver 
points out, "Civic diversity is not the same as infinite toler
ance."2 For instance, given its history, Germany bans neo-Nazi 
political parties. Our American democracy strongly endorses 
individualism and freedom, so it is unlikely that even such hate-
filled groups will be restricted in the United States. Yet as 
Shriver points out again, "human beings cannot remain neigh
bors in a society of unlimited literal 'freedom for the thought 
we hate, ' especially when that thought takes the form of deny
ing to others their claim to justice as well as freedom."3 

In our zeal to be tolerant, many mainline Protestants have 
drifted into what psychotherapist Michael Maccoby calls a 
"soft humanism where faith is lost and with it the passion for 
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transcendence which most people need to sustain a strong hu
manitarian spirit of service. An undiscriminating tolerance in a 
desire to avoid rigidity and exclusiveness, undermines believ
ers' yearning for transcendence, substituting relative and ten
tative 'commitments' based on pragmatic considerations rather 
than principles based on faith."4 In our ardor to be tolerant for 
its own sake we are in danger of losing the foundation of tol
erance rooted in our understanding of the image of God. All of 
this is to say, we must be on guard lest we slip into a practice 
of uncritical tolerance, condoning and practicing what is in
herently evil. As believers in the image of God, we are to up
hold human dignity in all circumstances, "learning enough 
about each other to discover the benefits of difference—as well 
as the bonds of commonality."5 Functional democracies and 
local congregations depend on both for their healthy growth. 

We ought to celebrate then the worth of every person cre
ated in God's image, which is the biblical premise that enables 
us to seek justice in matters of racism, gender and age discrim
ination, sexual orientation, and numerous other issues. At 
times we get so mired in the details and procedures of debate 
that we lose sight of the biblical norm, accusing one another of 
manipulation, guilt, heresy, and wrongdoing. My experience is 
that in all keenly felt justice issues, we need to maintain a 
painful process of forgiving while dialoguing, lest the scars of 
the past overcome us and prevent the possibility of reconcilia
tion. If we do not, we will have injured personhood for the righ
teousness of our cause, making forgiveness and healing nearly 
impossible. The healing of relationships comes slowly and is 
only possible if our wounds are bathed and baptized in the 
clear, healing streams of God's forgiving and accepting love. 

To uphold God's image in one another is a mandate through
out scripture, articulated in the Ten Commandments as well as 
in Jesus' summary to love God and neighbor. These are God's 
rules of behavior for us. Vital congregations must articulate for 
themselves, as well as to the larger community, the heart 
of God's expectation based in scripture. A recent survey 
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conducted by the Wall Street Journal and NBC News found 
that Americans continue to be strongly supportive of religious 
teachings. Almost a third of the respondents of this poll indi
cated that "beyond having a good family, a strong religious 
faith was the best indicator of a person's success. When it 
comes to issues of right and wrong, 37 percent of respondents 
said they should be decided based on God's law. Only 25 per
cent thought they should be decided by society as a whole; and 
33 percent said they should be a matter of personal con
science."6 The church must proclaim in the public square un-
apologetically the importance and relevance of these biblical 
standards. 

On the other hand, we must not allow scripture to be ma
nipulated to support the particular self-interests of any group. 
Both sacred and secular history illustrate such abuses in defense 
of ideologies and political agendas. Such abusive practices will 
get us nowhere beyond fighting and wasting our energies. Yet 
this is what we have been doing in the mainline churches, and 
we are weaker today because of it. 

Unfortunately, today we often misuse scriptural authority, 
overlooking history and its use of scripture to defend slavery 
and segregation, to exploit workers, exclude women, justify 
poverty, support greed, and abuse the environment. Scripture 
is authoritative and instructive when it is not manipulated ac
cording to our biases, when we can appreciate its essential 
guideline: to maintain the divine image in one another and hold 
one another accountable as we build the body of Christ in or
der to do justice and to walk humbly with God and our neigh
bors in peace. 

Guideline Two: 
Uphold the Sanctity of Nature 

The second guideline toward establishing peace and justice 
is to recover the sanctity of nature. God created a garden of 
beauty with all forms of life and invited humankind to be re
sponsible for it. Human sin is seen in our irresponsibility as 
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overseers of God's creation. Today's battle between environ
mentalists and the free marketplace is an ongoing struggle of 
stewardship. We continue to ignore our interdependence with 
nature. God created and intended a critical balance within all 
of creation, and theologian Jurgen Moltmann has suggested 
that we might do well to extend the double commandment of 
love to the earth: "You shall love God your Lord with all your 
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and 
your neighbors as yourself—and this earth as yourself. "7 

Our ineptness and self-interest threaten the sanctity of na
ture. Where is the prophetic voice of the church on this matter? 
Discussions in the church have been limited to a small group of 
scholars and kindred spirits interested in a sustainable future. 
But to ensure peace and justice in the future we must place con
cern for the sanctity of nature higher on the priority list. 

Human society is connected to a very complicated biologi
cal chain of life. God holds us responsible for its care and 
preservation. It may well be that the impending scarcity of nat
ural resources will be the greatest barrier preventing global 
peace.8 It is in our best interests to work for peace and justice 
by recovering the sanctity of nature. This concern will require 
an ecumenical group of supporters working for a common end: 
to establish a sustainable future for the sake of our children and 
grandchildren so that they might live in peace on earth. 

One way to recover the sanctity of nature is to stop viewing 
life simply from an anthropological viewpoint. As we become 
more aware of and sensitive to our surroundings, we will come 
to appreciate better the delicate balance of nature and work for 
its preservation. To this end, church groups, young and old 
alike, should take more excursions into forests and onto moun
tains, with competent teachers informing us of our Creator's 
handiwork. More important, we must learn to curtail our con
sumerism and stop wasting nature's gifts. We can practice en
vironmental tithing, reducing by one-tenth the amount of 
power and water we use in our homes and houses of worship.9 

Likewise, seminaries need to introduce workshops and seminars 
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on the significance of nature. One of the more meaningful sym
posia I recall took place through Pittsburgh Seminary's Center 
for Business, Religion and the Professions as we discussed the 
ethics of ecology with both the chief executive officer from a 
major lumber company and a spokesperson for the Sierra Club, 
an advocacy organization for the environment. More discussion 
along these lines will increase our awareness that human needs 
are intrinsically related to nature's needs. 

Guideline Three: 
Identify One Another's Ultimate Hope 

If peace and justice are to transpire we must have a keener 
understanding of one another's ultimate aspirations and hope. 
Our understandings of hope are largely rooted in our respec
tive religious backgrounds. As America becomes more reli
giously diverse, we are no longer surprised to have Jews, 
Buddists, Hindus, and Muslims living in our neighborhoods. In 
addition, approximately a half million international students 
study in the United States annually at colleges, universities, and 
professional schools. The vast majority of these students are 
non-Christians. How knowledgeable are we of their faiths? For 
peace and justice to prevail in the future, interfaith dialogue 
must be encouraged. What better place for most Americans to 
begin than with neighbors and international students who live 
among us. 

I suspect most of us are ignorant of the basic tenets of non-
Christian religions, yet if we take the trouble to inquire, we will 
discover that our neighbors, like ourselves, often define their 
identity through religious faith. In particular, the understand
ing of hope is at the heart of personal belief systems. Jiirgen 
Moltmann's book Theology of Hope indicates that to hope is 
human, but to hope in Christ is to be a Christian. Every believer 
has a vision for the future; to engage meaningfully with global 
neighbors and their faith, we will do well to understand the 
meaning and significance they attach to the concept of hope. 
Even those who claim to be nonreligious incorporate an aspect 
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of hope in their personal vision for the future. This awareness 
might enable us to appreciate those with whom we converse 
and to have insight into their motivations and priorities. Iden
tifying one another's ultimate hope is an important step in 
building peace and justice at home and abroad. Global tech
nological and commercial ties are not sufficient to ensure 
peace; sooner or later we cannot escape the fact that interfaith 
understanding is necessary to ensure an abiding peace in the fu
ture. This is why Swiss theologian Hans Kiing insists that 
"peace among the religions is the prerequisite for peace among 
the nations."10 At the heart of this peacemaking process lies the 
need to appreciate one another's understanding of ultimate 
hope, which will uncover the forces of motivation among our 
non-Christian neighbors throughout our global community. 

Unfortunately, hope is not universal. Many have no hope, 
due either to cynicism or to the marginalized condition of their 
lives. For the cynic, to hope in nothing can be construed as a 
form of liberation, freeing one from accountability. For the 
poor and the marginalized, the absence of hope opens the door 
to despair and in some cases to violence, which can be seen as 
a means to escape from their condition. 

It is therefore essential for us as the people of God not only 
to witness to the hope that is within us, but also to discover the 
hope in other believers so that we may enhance understanding, 
peace, and justice. We must also reach out to those who feel 
hopeless, angry, and cynical to begin the difficult task of build
ing relationships as the Holy Spirit empowers us through acts 
of goodwill, lest our gospel of hope seem no more than an 
empty gesture. 

In the light of these basic guidelines, congregations may need 
to reevaluate their current mission programs. Most important, 
before beginning, we must do our homework so that we can 
avoid exchanging ignorance or misinformation rather than 
facts. We must encourage open forums at church with knowl
edgeable panelists to discuss the implications inherent in every 
peace and justice concern. 
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This process of learning can inform us about any number of 
topics: the widening gap between wealthy and poor, global 
warming, animal welfare, population explosion, public educa
tion, terrorism, the arms race, health coverage, AIDS, toxic 
waste, age and gender discrimination, corporate downsizing 
and the loss of loyalty, global trade and jobs, excessive con
sumption, welfare, illiteracy, promiscuity and abortion, safety, 
hunger, genetic engineering, and physician-assisted suicide. 

The vital congregation will not avoid these issues; instead, it 
will discuss them in a manner that is fair and equitable as we 
pursue the truth in Christ and the desire to be faithful to each 
person's dignity and destiny. Reviving the church calls for 
every congregation to be involved as a learning community, 
translating its knowledge into deeds that promote peace and 
justice. 

Discussion Starter 

Are peace and justice issues doomed to divide us? What steps 
would you take to work for the church's unity without ne
glecting peace and justice concerns? 
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Be People of Trust 

Can the Clergy Be Trusted? 

We live in an age of suspicion and distrust. Society's expecta
tions of professionals and institutions are lower than ever. Why 
have we lost this trust among ourselves? Why have we become 
a culture of distrust? 

According to public policy specialist Darwell West of Brown 
University, "the rising level of mistrust is the most profound 
change in public opinion over the last three decades. If you go 
back to the 1950s, about 70% trusted the government in 
Washington to do the right thing. Today about 70% mistrust 
the government. There is no other change that is that dra
matic."1 We have moved from the 1960s slogan "Don't trust 
anyone over thirty" to the present temperament of 1990s:— 
"Don't trust anyone." 

Within this context some people view former television 
news anchor Walter Cronkite as the most trusted American 
living today, prompting Cronkite himself to wonder, "Why 
should a TV personality be deemed most trustworthy?"2 

Why indeed? Clergy, unfortunately, are no longer regarded 
as the most trusted professionals in America. Why has the 
public, and that includes parishioners, become so cynical 
that seemingly all leaders, including the clergy, are not 
trusted? Some measure of distrust may be an important ele
ment in everyone's survival kit. Surely, anyone who has been 
the victim of professional malpractice, a bad business deal, 
or a poorly designed product is reluctant to trust anything or 
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anyone without reservation. A reasonable level of suspicion 
is essential. Yet we know that we cannot exist meaningfully 
or help one another without trust. This is especially true for 
the religious leader who cannot practice ministry effectively 
without being trusted by the congregation and community. 
To what extent has this loss of trust, more than any other sin
gle factor, contributed to the church's decline and the mount
ing suspicion within our church structures today? 

I suspect no survey will ever reliably tell us what happened 
to create "church dropouts" and an even larger number who 
are simply indifferent or suspicious of the church today. 
Restoring credibility is never an easy task, and there are no 
shortcuts. A top priority for ministry today is to be engaged in 
trust building, if our message of hope in Christ is to be heard 
and our efforts at evangelism are to have enduring significance. 

For church renewal to go forward, trust building must be 
paramount on the church's agenda and among its leadership. 
We can take action to restore trust by practicing the follow
ing: 

1. We must be accepting of others. We must see promise and 
potential even in situations others overlook. We need to relate 
to the marginal and questionable in our society with forgiving 
love that disarms their suspicions and provides hope beyond 
their cynicism. 

2. We must be accessible to youth as well as to adults. Youth 
can often distinguish authenticity from insincerity. We need to 
invite everyone to enjoy the church's hospitality. We must 
practice an open door policy no matter how busy we are; we 
must keep our agenda flexible. We cannot operate with a time 
clock mentality; we need to expect more than a forty-hour 
week, we must willingly accept interruptions. 

3. We must have the courage to express ourselves with can
dor and clarity. We must also know how to live with ambigu
ity as we instruct followers to accept mystery until their 
comprehension can catch up with their experience. 

4. We must teach and speak with humility and competence. 
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We must master our materials and understand human nature; 
we must be able to present a fresh angle on issues, teaching cre
atively and addressing matters that count. In our encounters 
with others, we must show ourselves to be outstanding teach
ers who are able to listen and be corrected at times as well. 

5. We must make every effort to communicate concretely 
through stories and deeds. We must seek to capture the imagi
nation of listeners, inviting them to interact in lively dialogue 
with us. 

6. We must practice silence when needed. We need to main
tain confidentiality on delicate issues and practice sensitivity 
appropriately in various contexts. 

7. We must always maintain a caring spirit, in spite of per
sonal stress. Our circle of concern must be larger than our 
friends and enemies expect. Our acts of caring can lead to dis
agreements among followers, while at the same time challeng
ing the establishment. Our stance on issues may be disliked by 
many in power while loved by outcasts. In all circumstances, 
let us ask God for Solomon's wisdom, namely, the gift of hind
sight before the event, listening with the heart as well as the 
head. 

8. We must be strategic planners who intentionally prepare 
our people for the kingdom of God. We must carefully mentor 
future leaders. We need to provide the framework for future 
ministry with an emphasis on forgiving love, repentance, and 
integrity, teaching ourselves to be dependent upon a gracious 
God who accepts us in spite of ourselves. 

9. Finally, we gain trust by living a life with purpose. Our 
own leadership must have a clear sense of direction, a desire to 
do justice, show mercy, and practice humility before God and 
neighbor (Micah 6:8). We must not trade core convictions for 
shallow compromises. We ought to move with a strong sense 
of mission. We must faithfully follow the will of God, whatever 
the cost. With God's help, we can become people of God wor
thy of trust, effectively confronting the challenges of today and 
tomorrow.3 
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An Exercise in Trust Building: 
The Shoemaker Roundtable 

Not only is trust in the clergy needed, but also trust within 
the membership as well. The people of God, clergy and laity as 
a leadership team, must be people of trust, mutually account
able and biblically informed as all move to deepen their trust 
in God. Then and only then can we build the foundation for a 
visionary church whose witness is vitally demonstrated daily 
within and without its walls. 

It is true that the church matters, that theology matters and 
that Jesus matters, but let's not forget that all our declarations 
are endangered when we overlook the important factor that 
character matters. Trust building among the people of God is 
essential if we wish the church to be characterized as a fellow
ship of Christians who enjoy genuine trust among themselves. 
What a powerful example for a society immersed in suspicion 
and distrust! Unfortunately, the church too often mirrors soci
ety rather than being an alternative model that exemplifies a 
higher quality of life—an accepting and forgiving fellowship 
that places ultimate trust in God. 

Not long ago, Pittsburgh Seminary sponsored the G. Albert 
Shoemaker Roundtable conference on the church's mission for 
the future. The gathering to a large extent was an exercise in 
trust building among the forty participants—clergy, scholars, 
lay leaders, and denominational executives in the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.). 

Participants had expressed through a questionnaire prior to 
the conference their confusion over the church's raison d'etre. 
Discussion began around some of the problems and paradoxes 
facing the church today: pragmatic marketing vs. doing God's 
work; "if we follow Jesus, numbers don't matter"; give them 
what they want vs. give them what they need; strategy vs. lead
ership; getting people to church vs. getting people on the path; 
following successful models vs. being yourself; having in
tegrity; extroverted community building vs. introspective; get-
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ting in touch with yourself; architectural design is important vs. 
only the spirit is important; and centralized governance vs. de
centralized governance. 

The issue that arose first was whether the conference group 
itself was a community. The answer was clear—there existed 
suspicion and mistrust in our midst. As the discussion moved 
tentatively from mistrust to candor over disagreements, partic
ipants began to experience authentic dialogue. Furthermore, 
they affirmed qualities of the Presbyterian Church that create a 
spirit of community: service and missionary work with people 
in need, democratic decision making, equality between the 
sexes with women in prominent roles. 

As the conference came to an end, the group sensed a mo
ment of divine convergence driven by a common vision and a 
willingness to be a community in mission to further common 
goals. In that moment, they found what it means to be a com
munity of God in the making, and they articulated the follow
ing mission statement: 

Believing that God is redeeming the world through Jesus 
Christ, we are forgiven and called to discipleship. Seeking 
to respond to God, we work to transform society in the 
lives of individuals. Being drawn by the power of the Holy 
Spirit, we nurture communities of faith that glorify God 
and engage in ministries of peace and justice. 

For a brief time, the group was able to envision what it 
meant to be the community of God, working for wholeness 
that incorporates diversity, practicing forgiveness and accep
tance toward one another, recognizing and naming shared val
ues, and, most important, wanting to work together toward a 
common purpose. This experience supports what John W. 
Gardner, founder of Common Cause, has observed: 

Individuals have a role in the continuous rebuilding of the 
value of framework and the best thing that they can do is 
not to preach values but to exemplify them. Teach the truth 
by living it. All of us celebrate our values and our behavior. 
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It is the universal ministry. The way we act and conduct our 
lives is saying something to others—perhaps something 
reprehensible, perhaps something encouraging.4 

The participants of the Shoemaker Roundtable experienced 
in the short time together a growing sense of caring, trust, and 
teamwork as they learned to listen with empathy rather than ex
pound in a monologue fashion. At the same time they engaged 
and affirmed one another through their encounters and fellow
ship at the conference. They acted as the people of God who saw 
themselves as the body of Christ. They realized that no one can 
ever take the church's future and mission for granted. The need 
to reform ourselves calls for constant vigilance according to 
scripture and the Spirit's leading. The group's sights were lifted, 
they desired to become the community of God in the making, a 
gathering of believers in a place it is safe to raise doubts, express 
feelings, and explore a wide range of ideas based on our free
dom and commitment in Christ. 

The Congregation That Trusts 
Together Is in Mission Together 

Perhaps the most effective and productive way to become 
people of trust is to develop a mission outlook as a congrega
tion to the surrounding world, to be the people of God in ac
tion together. As we work together in service projects and 
mission programs, we will learn to build trust and respect for 
one another's talents and dedication. Gardner is right—the 
world wants to hear our preaching through our lives and deeds. 
Do we exemplify what we preach, teach, and celebrate sacra-
mentally? 

It has been my experience that both pastors and parishioners 
are searching for their dream church, the church they always 
wanted to be active in but could not find. A "shopping mall men
tality" in spiritual matters seems to be the prevailing mood. 
Some are even building the "virtual church" on their computer 
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screens and wish it could be substituted for the real thing that 
eludes them. We need to shift from computer games to the actu
alities confronting today's believer, beginning with the realiza
tion that there is no "Christian America." This fact is a wake-up 
call that many congregations refuse to heed. To be a visionary 
and vital church in tomorrow's world is to grasp the fact that we 
are living in a post-Christian society. If in our moments of clar
ity we know this is true, why do we persist in holding on to out
dated perceptions and inflated numerical data, denying the 
reality of our minority status in a secularized society?5 

In recent times we have witnessed the marginalization of 
Christian commitment within our ranks; even civil religion has 
lost its societal respectability. Stephen Carter of Yale Univer
sity Law School claims we live essentially in a "culture of dis
belief." The majority of Americans continue to believe in a 
generic God, a divine someone, who is there on a stand-by ba
sis whenever there is an emergency in their lives. Most Ameri
cans shy away from any serious commitment that might cost 
something. Afraid of fanaticism or fundamentalism, most be
lievers have a nominal faith as the careful prudent course to fol
low in life. 

To meet this challenge of growing indifference, we must dis
cipline ourselves to become a resourceful minority willing to 
commit ourselves to the sake of Christ. We admire the stories 
of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Mother Teresa, and Desmond Tutu, 
but most of us haven't the desire or the will to follow their ex
ample. At the same time, we know it is a difficult world, and 
belief in a generic God simply will not be enough to nourish us. 
We must be more focused in our faith, fed with the biblical 
manna to sustain and motivate us. As we practice our message 
of healing forgiveness through Christ, Christians can make a 
difference in a society of broken relationships. 

However, let's be realistic; the odds are against us. The 
world is not receptive to our message of forgiveness. We are 
strangers to peace and show a tendency to hate and violence. 

123 



SURVIVAL OR REVIVAL 

The bombing in Oklahoma City is still burning in our memo
ries. Our capacity for wrongdoing shocks us. We think more 
highly of ourselves than the evidence justifies. We are more pre
occupied with the question "why do bad things happen to good 
people?" than "why do good people do bad things?" We have 
lost the underlying sacredness and significance of Christmas 
and Easter. 

As people of God, we need to comprehend the situation con
fronting us. Only then can we strategize as a determined mi
nority to proclaim the message entrusted to us. If only we could 
truly envision (through our computer screens or otherwise) 
what we can become, we would reenergize ourselves and be 
more willing to change, to take the necessary risk required of 
us. We need to see, as if for the first time, the beauty of a soci
ety where love, justice, and peace prevail. We need to envision 
the reign of God as the last great hope to reidentify the divine 
image tarnished in us and rediscover the common ground of 
our humanity as witnessed in our Lord's earthly ministry. 

We need to recapture the intensity of our "first love" for 
God, whom we have come to trust through Christ. Loving God 
in Jesus Christ helps us break out of countless stereotypes— 
ethnic, economic, racial, gender, or whatever—that prevent us 
from building a bonding community. In Christ, says the apos
tle Paul, there is no Jew or Greek, no rich or poor, no slave or 
free, no woman or man; we are all one, mutually called upon 
to respect and uphold God's image in one another (Gal. 3:28). 

Unfortunately, the majority within our culture is influenced 
by other temporal realities: power, money, and status. As a 
global minority we must transcend these penultimate realities. 
We must make God the overriding influence is our lives. Yet, it 
seems the vast majority of the human race finds it difficult to 
hear the still small voice of God's Spirit—our culture is too 
noisy and our lives too busy. Prayer too has become difficult, 
and when we do pray, it tends too often to be self-serving and 
self-centered. It seems we have no time to practice God's pres
ence; we are more interested in keeping in step with our sur-
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rounding culture. The challenge before us is so great! To be 
counted among the company of the committed, God's minor
ity, is the distinct call of Christian discipleship today. 

We must become more intentional, more assertive about our 
central mission in life. We need to recover again the mission
ary nature of the church, proclaiming without apology the 
good news of God's forgiveness in Christ and its healing pow
ers within our scared and suspicious world. Kennon L. Calla
han of the National Institute for Church Planning and Con
sultation makes the prophetic observation: 

The day of the professional minister is over, the day of the 
missionary pastor has come.... The day of the church cul
ture is over, the day of the mission field has come. . . . The 
day of the local church is over, the day of the mission out
post has come.6 

As a committed minority, we need to regain the missionary 
spirit of the apostle Paul, who took the challenge of John 3:16 
to heart, reaching out to the world. Let's not get caught in the 
false debate between church growth and being faithful. The 
truth is that we are neither growing nor being faithful today. 
When we are truly faithful, we will be a growing church. Any 
growth not rooted in faithfulness to Christ will not last. 

Our hope is to be a faithful minority disciplined in mind, 
heart, and soul, led by the Holy Spirit to let the church be the 
church. Then and only then can the church be revived. For 
now, we are called to be the salt of the earth, the mustard seed 
that grows, the yeast that multiplies, and the light that illumi
nates the darkness. And with discipline, we will emerge as the 
body of Christ empowered by the pioneer and perfecter of our 
faith. 

Discussion Starter 

Is there anyone you can trust? Describe the qualities of trust 
in that relationship. What lesson does it hold for the church? If 
you are unable to trust, why is this so? 
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Becoming the Church 
for the Next Century 

This is an exciting time for the people of God to be in ministry. 
We are living between old wineskins and new ones. We are at 
a crossroads, deciding whether to fuss further with patching 
old wineskins or discard them for the new. 

The Old or the New? 

For many, these new wineskins are seen in the outreach of 
parachurch ministries, such as Promise Keepers, Navigators, 
Young Life, Campus Crusade for Christ, and Inter-Varsity 
Christian Fellowship. Others find new wineskins in the much 
publicized megachurches, often referred to as full-service 
churches. 

Perhaps the best known of these churches is the Willow 
Creek Church in Barrington, Illinois, where more than 20,000 
people regularly attend services. A budget of fifteen million dol
lars includes the salaries of the church's 192 full-time employ
ees. There are approximately four hundred megachurches in 
the United States today, and the Willow Creek Association has 
been formed with 1,400 churches in North America to teach 
and promote the "Willow Creek principles" in their own 
neighborhoods and regions. According to a 1996 article in the 
Atlantic Monthly, "Half of all church-going Americans . . . are 
attending only 12 percent of the nation's 400,000 churches. To 
look at it in another way, half of American Protestant churches 
have fewer than seventy-five congregants."1 

We do not know what the church will be like in 2050, but 
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we need to ask whether the "brand name" mainline denomi
nations—Methodist, Reformed, Episcopal, Lutheran, Ameri
can Baptist, United Church of Christ, Disciples of Christ, and 
Presbyterian—will be but a remnant of themselves. The pres
ent decline casts a doubtful future for denominations, and, I 
suspect, creates anxiety for younger seminarians who represent 
these denominations. 

We need leadership with the courage, intelligence, and com
mitment to Christ and to the church to creatively lead us to the 
cutting edge of mission in the next century. We seek future 
leaders among the clergy and the laity who have a keen desire 
to make a difference; not simply institutional maintenance 
keepers, but those who have the capacity to consider and act 
on what is at stake—the demise or revitalization of our eccle-
sial institutions. 

Many questions bear down upon us. Is the core mission of 
the church worth preserving? What "holy gamble" should 
these mainline churches make with their limited resources if 
they wish to be significant players in the next century? Are we 
defending the status quo out of fear of the unknown? What is 
the right thing to do? Will we go on trying to do things right, 
but fail to do the right thing? 

The Reality of Change 

How inviting will our houses of worship be for those born 
after 1990 who may or may not wish to identify with the Chris
tian church in the next century? We cannot take the next gen
eration or two for granted; we ought to have learned that 
lesson from the generation of baby boomers and baby busters, 
some of whom find the megachurches appealing. To what ex
tent is theological education sensitive to the stresses con
fronting local churches? Are we in the seminaries willing to 
participate meaningfully and relevantly in educating leadership 
for the church in the next century? Or is the present curriculum 
in our seminaries simply a projection of faculty interests and 
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needs? What overriding bias rules among theological faculties 
today, to stick with old wineskins or begin to stitch new ones? 
Seminary communities are not safe havens from the turmoil 
and confusion felt at the grassroots; seminaries and churches 
are connected institutions that need to support and assist one 
another in articulating the gospel message. 

Others of us might sigh with relief that we will not be around 
in 2050; perhaps we can hold out, grasping for that invisible 
contract we signed where the church promised not to abandon 
us if we were faithful in upholding our end of the bargain, re
gardless of how many worldly changes there are. There is no 
doubt we will need a measure of stability in our lives, and isn't 
this the expected role of the church? Yet none of us can escape 
the reality of change; even death is a changing event that awaits 
each of us. The big question is whether churches and related in
stitutions can master dynamic continuity while sailing on 
stormy seas of change. 

The only way to address change is to face it in a reforming 
spirit, to be willing to be led by the winds of the Spirit into un
known territory, to take a risk, driven by an abiding vision to 
realize the kingdom of God. We cannot afford to harbor illu
sions that churches or seminaries are bastions of safety against 
forces of change. To maintain such an attitude is to become ob
solete. In this information and learning age, as never before, we 
need to justify our actions not only to ourselves but to a spiri
tually starved society that craves spirituality largely without the 
aid of the church. 

Developing a New Mindset 

Perhaps we should acquire a mindset that views all existing 
churches (of whatever size) as new church developments. How 
then would we go about establishing an "ideal church" for the 
next century that is theologically and biblically sound, caring 
and nurturing, socially relevant and electronically connected? 
To imagine each of our existing churches (in spite of present 
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circumstances and restrictions) as new church developments 
might provide a fresh angle of vision. Might each new church 
development see itself first and foremost as a Christian witness 
in a pluralistic neighborhood whose goal is to interest the 
unchurched, many of whom are no doubt indifferent or suspi
cious of the church, having largely dismissed its relevance in 
their youth? Some will elect to be part of a new church devel
opment, excited to build a model of what the church could be. 
It is precisely this new church mentality that we need to adopt 
if we are to transcend the restricting circumstances choking us 
in our present situations. Perhaps by this means of planning for 
the future we may find a more satisfactory approach in which 
to envision the church as it ought to be if it is to flourish and 
educate effectively in the next century. This way of thinking 
may be a jump start, liberating us from present inertia and feel
ings of despair. 

The same is true for us in seminary education. Perhaps we 
ought to engage ourselves in designing a new seminary for the 
next century in spite of the given constraints each school faces. 
For many schools, this may be a clarion call for zero-based cur
riculum planning, where every course and teaching method 
would need to be justified. The struggle over turf would also be 
discussed openly among colleagues. It is my hope that this 
could take place in an atmosphere of some security with a 
growing appreciation and trust for one another, a necessary 
premise for genuine communication in any organization. Sem
inaries could model for the churches the dialogical attitude 
needed in facing change and the critical issues that will surface 
and have already into the next century. We need to be clear 
why we exist and for what we stand, but this does not mean 
that we need to be wedded to the old and traditional in carry
ing out our mission. We need to become shepherds of dynamic 
continuity as we transfer the core of our beliefs and values into 
new wineskins that have not yet been stitched together, seek
ing to preserve the best of our proud heritage and with humil
ity and hope looking to the future. 
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The planning process for envisioning the "ideal church" and 
the "ideal seminary" must incorporate synthetic, or systemic, 
thinking. Most of our thinking process is primarily preoccu
pied with analysis. The analytical approach points us to struc
tures and asks, how does it work? The analytical method 
breaks the whole down into minute parts for examination and 
change to improve efficiency. It enables us to do things right. 

However, doing things right may be the wrong approach! 
That may sound paradoxical. Yet, I am afraid that is what has 
happened in reorganizing attempts (for instance, in the Presby
terian Church [U.S.A.]) that I have witnessed since 1958 when 
I was ordained. I suspect the same might be said of reorganiz
ing efforts in other mainline denominations. We have been too 
analytical! The analytic approach is geared to research and 
solving a problem, examining and correcting the parts that lead 
to the whole. Analytical thinking is detail oriented, but for the 
most part it does not envision adequately the big picture. 

On the other hand, synthetic or systemic thinking is occu
pied with function rather than structure. It is concerned with 
dissolving messes. Instead of asking how something works, 
synthetic thinking is concerned with function, asking, what is 
the role? Synthetic thinking seeks understanding rather than 
knowledge. It aims for effectiveness, for doing the right thing 
rather than doing things right. It is primarily design oriented 
rather than detail oriented. It looks to the whole (the ideal 
church or seminary) and then to the appropriation of necessary 
parts that would enable us to function at our best. Synthetic 
thinking, for instance, would beckon us to envision the king
dom of God and then to proceed toward that end under the 
Spirit's guidance. 

I was introduced to this way of thinking as a participant at an 
invitational workshop sponsored by the Tallberg Foundation 
under the theme "Preparing for the 21st Century: Leadership in 
an Age of Learning." Russell L. Ackoff of the University of Penn
sylvania stimulated us to think beyond the use of analytical 
skills, to employ a systems approach as we prepare ourselves for 
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challenges of the next century.2 You might wish to examine this 
method as discussed in Peter M. Senge's book, The Fifth Disci
pline: The Art and Practice of the Organization, where the em
phasis is also upon systems or synthetic thinking. 

The challenge I received from the Tallberg workshop can be 
summed up in this quote from Albert Einstein: "We cannot 
solve the problems we have created with the same thinking that 
created them." We might modify his quote slightly and say for 
our purposes, "We are unable to solve the problems we have 
created with the same theologizing and church practices that 
have created them." 

Recently, a mainline pastor shared with me his concerns 
about ministry. He admitted that he could not wait to retire. 
"Why?" I asked. "You are only fifty years old and have at least 
fifteen years of active ministry before you." He replied, "I'm 
not alone in my feelings; there are a number of my colleagues 
who feel the same way. We don't want to 'rock the boat' any 
longer, the ship is clearly too fragile. At the same time, I no 
longer feel I can exercise my freedom in Christ before the con
gregation. I find myself simply offering churchgoers what they 
want to hear and that keeps me out of trouble." 

How would you respond to this pastor's fatigue and loss of 
purpose? He was expressing frustration and despair; his per
sonal unwritten contract for ministry as he envisioned it was to 
bring prophetic renewal to the church. However, he is finding 
the old wineskin inadequate and beyond repair, and yet is 
afraid to use a new one. He finds himself increasingly lonely in 
a cultural wasteland where street signs are torn down and 
where stoplights are not longer dependable; the present flow of 
traffic and noise in and out of the church no longer makes sense 
to him. The paradigm has shifted for him; unfortunately, he 
feels nostalgia for an earlier context and is still grasping tightly 
in his hand an invisible contract he made when he accepted his 
call to ministry. 

How many parishioners are there in the pews today who 
have similar feelings and have dropped out or have taken early 
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retirement from church life for a number of personal reasons? 
An active churchwoman told me recently that she took a "sab
batical" from church for several months and was surprised to 
find that she did not miss it. Is she on the way to becoming an
other church drop out? My hope is that neither this pastor nor 
parishioner will give up on the church, but be reenergized by 
discovering and practicing a systemic way of thinking and 
thereby implement steps toward an ideal church. Working in 
small increments, we can behold in time something new and ex
citing formed by the grace of God and through the guidance of 
the Spirit. As we work then to fulfill the ideal, we can celebrate 
each step of progress to the glory of God. Don't for a moment 
think that this synthetic process is easy; it takes hard work and 
constant empowerment through prayer. 

Toward the Community of God 

I believe we can enter a "new reformation" for denomina
tions if we are willing to shed old wineskins for new ones that 
we presently cannot envision clearly.3 But first we must have a 
consenting will to work toward an ideal institution (church and 
seminary) that will take us beyond our fragmented theologies 
and present skirmishes. We need to be liberated to think more 
holistically and synthetically. We need to shift from analytical 
thinking to synthetic approaches envisioning the ideal church 
and the ideal seminary for the next century. There must be a 
will on our part to take the risk, individually and collectively, 
and then to move out by means of dialogue and experimenta
tion to incorporate the characteristics that go into a commu
nity that resembles the kingdom of God. Our task, in a spirit 
of discipleship and discipline, is to turn a church or seminary 
into a vibrant community of God motivated by divine love and 
forgiveness in Christ, enabling us to practice joyful openness 
with one another. More specifically, we need to promote the 
incarnate characteristics of the community of God in the fol
lowing ways: 
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1. We must endeavor to be the community of wholeness 
that incorporates diversity. A community of diversity has 
greater opportunity to accept and renew itself in a swiftly 
changing world. Finding wholeness and coherence within 
our diversity will overcome fragmentation not only in our 
churches, but in our cities and neighborhoods as well. The 
church must become the model of community among commu
nities to make wholeness credible. There is no doubt that a 
new church development mentality must be our outlook. The 
sooner we engage in this task, the sooner we will find ourselves 
doing the right thing as we enter a new millennium. 

2. We need to become the community of forgiveness and ac
ceptance. Who of us is without sin? Perhaps we ought to take 
a clue from the twelve-step organizations, and be bonded at 
first through our confessions and struggles, but then push on 
for a deeper unity through Christ as we become biblically lit
erate with the sacramental symbols and stories of scripture to 
inspire us. 

3. We must become the community of shared values. 
Churches need to be defined by the values they are willing to 
defend, and believers must know that the society and media 
will be there to test our sincerity. Are we then truly willing 
to stand up for what we believe amid the ambiguities in our 
society?4 

4. We must become the community of caring, trust, and 
teamwork. Reality resides in relationships; we need to nurture 
authentic relations with one another. This does not mean we 
need to abolish conflict, but must work toward constructive 
outcomes from our disagreements. 

5. We must become the community of listening as we seek 
to communicate with one another. We will discover, if we have 
not already, that a common language helps. Speaking English, 
however, does not mean necessarily that we are speaking a 
common language. It goes far deeper than that! We must un
derstand and appreciate one another's passions and life histo
ries if we are to truly communicate. 
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6. We must become the community of engagement and par
ticipation. Everyone is important and has a role to play. Posi
tive involvement enhances self-esteem and a sense of belonging 
to the community. 

7. We must become the community of affirmation. By this 
means we can empower one another. A word of encourage
ment and an honest compliment can go far in lifting spirits to 
do our task. 

8. We must be the community of fun and celebration. Every
one works together better when we can play and enjoy one an
other's company. There is too little fun and play presently in 
our church and seminary life to really contribute to fellowship 
and a sense of togetherness. Most of us are too busy, and per
haps we take ourselves too seriously. Lightening up is impor
tant in relating successfully to one another. 

9. We need to be the community that embraces all ages; 
where youth are welcome and the elderly are embraced. These 
two groups have been neglected—greater investment is re
quired from the younger adult members of the community. 
Parachurch organizations are replacing the vacuum felt within 
the church. Seminaries need to direct their attention to offering 
programs and nurturing leadership for all ages. 

10. We need to be the community that looks beyond itself. 
A church community must engage in networking with a wide 
range of organizations, never losing sight of our own unique 
mission and purpose in society. Creative alliances will be 
needed more than ever in the next century. 

11. We must be the community that never takes its own mis
sion and direction for granted. We must be open to the future 
while constantly evaluating our current activities. In our wit
ness before the surrounding society, we must demonstrate a 
sense of divine connectedness, never forgetting who we are and 
whose will we seek to honor. 

12. In this incomplete listing of characteristics of the com
munity of God in the making, we need to become a safe place 
where our thoughts, doubts, and feelings can be expressed. We 
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must uphold one another in prayer as we take mutual respon
sibility for each person's daily walk in faith. 

The church in the next century will take bold steps to envi
sion the kingdom of God in its midst, discovering in the process 
that this is God's will for the church. We are called to be the 
community of love, nurtured by the triune God whose essence 
is the embodiment of love within a divine community. Reach
ing the kingdom of God, our hope and destiny, calls for 
nothing less than entering this community of God, a perfect fel
lowship of oneness, more beautiful than we can ever imagine 
(see John 17). Let us dare to discard old wineskins, discovering 
and embracing new ones to lead us onward to the promised 
kingdom of God as we become the church for the next century. 

"Veni, Creator Spiritus," Come, Creator Spirit. 
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