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CHAPTER 2

A HOMILETIC THEORY FOR THE UPBUILDING OF
THE CHURCH

A hypothesis of this study is that a homiletic theory has to do with a faithful and
relevant ecclesiology for the upbuilding of the church. In other words, this study
develops a homiletic theory which is connected with such an ecclesiology during a
period of transition. This homiletic theory will be developed from the hermeneutic-
communicative perspective of a homiletic theory for the formation and transformation
of the identity of the church in the service of the Gospel in the congregation and in
society (Pieterse 2001a:15). These processes of developing a homiletic theory consist of
two steps. From a reformed theological perspective, firstly, a faithful and relevant
ecclesiology in a period of transition will be identified. Secondly, a homiletic theory for
the upbuilding of the church will be developed from the point of view of its identified

ecclesiology.

2.1 THE CONTEXT OF THE CHURCH

In this section the context of the church will be understood hermeneutically. As we
ponder the church’s response to the context of the church, we have to try to discern
how, as faith community, we have ourselves been shaped by modernity, how we have
allowed our grasp of the gospel to be distorted (cf. Newbigin 1986; West 1999:65-71).

In identifying the characteristics of the context of the church and its influence on the
church, it is first necessary to consider what term to use to describe the context of the
church. With regard to this, Cas JA Vos (1996:vol.2:236) prefers the term “modernism”
to describe the present phase of the church’s existence to the term *“postmodernism”.
Although the church is in a period of transition from modernity to postmodernity,
however, there is very little clear division between modernism and postmodernism (Vos
1996:vol.2:234ff). Vos (1996:v0l2:236) says that “We live in an age that cannot name
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itself”. These different cultural changes cannot be so easily divided into time phases.
They coexist in the situation of the church. However, these cultural frames are

understood as the interpretation people give to the world, in words and artefacts.

The church is in the modernising process of society. According to Heitink (1999a:35),
modernising is “a general term to describe the processes of change that have occurred in
society in the last few centuries, with modernity as its end product.” Modernisation, as
Cas JA Vos (1996:vol.1:234) mentions, is the objective reality that can be researched,
understood, and explained by the way of human reason. What modernisation is and its

influence on the church will be explained.

2.1.1 Modernisation

Modernisation is “the development in society that is characterised by the attempt to
solve problems from the perspective of rationality” (Van der Ven 1996:5-6). Modernity
is the name for the promise of rational, science-based progress as a human historical
project linked to capitalist and socialist economic engines, with a claim on democracy
as the polity of choice, with the nation-state as the primary form of political
sovereignty, and with the bourgeoisie as modernity’s most prominent inventor as well
as its vanguard and heart (Rasmussen 1993:26-27). Modernity has been characterised
by such features as the dominance of rationality and reason, the development of the
autonomous self, the distinction between public and private, fact and value, and the
notion of the social contract as the basis for community (Newbigin 1986; Bosch
1991:262-267; Guder et al 1998:18-36; Bellah 1991; Middleton & Walsh 1995:9-27).

The effects of modernity, according to Rasmussen (1993:26-29), are as follows: 1) The
secularising of society and the empowering of humanity would leave us all as the
unbounded rulers of ourselves and the earth. 2) Religion, the ancient integrator that
underpinned a society’s morality, was no longer organisationally necessary for a human
social order and could take its proper, more restricted place as voluntary personal choice

and practice. 3) Capitalist economics would offer freedom from scarcity need. 4)
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Democracy would release us from authoritarianism. 5) Science-based progress would

save us from the terror of change and the paralysing fear of the unknown.

2111 Rationalisation

Modernisation is accompanied by a rationalisation of society (Heitink 1999a:38).
Rationalisation leads to a functional mode of thinking, which sees human beings first

and foremost in the role they play and the position they occupy (Heitink 1999a:38).

By the end of the 14th century, a new movement, the Renaissance (c.1350-1600), was
beginning to take shape in Italy. It was a rebirth of learning because it ignited a new
interest in knowledge and particularly in the heritage of ancient Greek civilisation
(Hunter 1992:26). The period, commonly known as the Enlightenment or the Age of
Reason, covers the 17th and 18th centuries. It demarcates the modern age from the
Middle Ages. Modernists sought to construct a society guided not by superstitious belief
but by a universally valid rationality. With his famous “Cogito, ergo sum,” René
Descartes (1955:106) argued that simply because our perceptions can — and often are —
mistaken, certainty exists only in the mind. Descartes (1955:106) therefore placed his
confidence in the rational consciousness of our own existence from which the
indisputable “first truths” of philosophy might first be deduced through rigorous and
logical introspection and then applied to make sense of our perceptions of the external

world.

In contrast, the empiricism of John Locke (in Lose 2000:12) asserted that all of our
rational ideas originally stem from our sensory experience. Therefore, only a method of
empirical observation and verification could establish a reliable foundation for all
knowledge. While apparently starting at opposite ends of the philosophical spectrum,
however, both rationalists and empiricists held fast to the conviction that some
indubitable “first truths” or “universal foundations” could be discovered upon which to
ground all knowledge (Lose 2000:12).
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The intellectual breach initiated by the Enlightenment was primarily a shift from
understanding knowledge as logical and consistent belief to positing it as verifiable fact
(Lose 2000:24). In both the rationality of Descartes and the empiricism of Locke, such a
view of logical consistency is rejected in favour of the ideal of critical verifiability.
Knowledge — to be accepted as knowledge — is not simply displayed, but proved. Hence,
by submitting truth claims to either the rigorous doubt of rational introspection or the
strict examination of empirical observation, one gains knowledge through a critical
process of observation, experimentation and verification. The emphasis on coherence is
not, of course, entirely neglected by the modernists, but it is not sufficient on its own.
Knowledge is not only coherent belief, it is verifiable fact; it is no longer simply
mediated by others, but is immediate to our rational and sensory perception; it is not so
much an account of the past, as one of the present, and therefore is not the province of
tradition, but instead that of expertise. Knowledge, in short, is that which can be proven

here and now through the exercise of critical human reason (Lose 2000:25).

Another important aspect of rationalism is its search for absolute and objective truths.
Descarte’s Cogito ergo sum set a process in motion that created an “objective” world
(Van Wyk 2000:86-87). Modernistic scientists saw themselves as researchers who
produced exact and unambiguous knowledge, and established absolute truths. The
absolute abstraction and reduction of human nature is an example of this kind of

reasoning and an important characteristic of modernism.

Modernity would come to be animated by a resolute and optimistic desire to discover,
study, describe, and ultimately harness the universal laws of the created order.
Enlightenment thinkers, like their earlier Greek and Roman counterparts, believed that
reality possessed a certain structure or order that was knowable by the human mind
(Kuehn 1996:311). Thus, they endorsed the correspondence theory of knowledge
(Brown 1990:173). The Enlightenment project upheld the certainty of knowledge. It
regarded the world as an ordered realm with discernible natural laws to govern it. This
belief galvanised the inquirers to search for means in order to demonstrate the
truthfulness of their scientific, political, philosophical, and religious positions (Haykin

1996:52). The commitment to the certainty of knowledge inevitably led to the search for
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a historical universality. This is truth which applies “to every people, everywhere, at

every time, and in every culture” (Carson 1997:2).

Wedded to the idea of certainty was the belief in the objectivity of knowledge (Runia
1998:548). The assumption that knowledge was objective spawned the notion that the
inquirer was a neutral observer (Carson 1997:2). The possibility of the subjectivity of
the inquirer attracted scant interest. Consequently, science and the scientific
methodology inevitably enjoyed an unassailable position as the final determiner of truth
(Runia 1994:303).

The reassessment of knowledge — and therefore of truth — as that which can be verified
through reason promotes a similar movement from the metaphysical and theological
speculation that dominated the scholastic academy to an emphasis on mathematics and
the emerging natural and (later) social sciences that would become the hallmark of the
modern university. In his critique of modernity, Michel Foucault identifies three central
assumptions about knowledge that characterised the period. While each contributed to
the great technological strides of the era, each has also come under intense scrutiny
during the postmodern period. These beliefs are that 1) an objective body of knowledge
exists that can be discovered; 2) such knowledge is not only attainable but also value-
free; and 3) the pursuit of knowledge benefits all people (Grenz 1996:131; Allen
1989:5).

With regard to theology, before the Enlightenment, men accepted divine revelation as
the final arbiter of truth. While retaining the overarching belief in God that shaped the
Christian world of medieval Europe, modernists nevertheless suspected that grounding
one’s understanding of the workings of the creation on theological speculation about the
nature of the Creator was entirely inadequate, and therefore they freely called into

question the metaphysical convictions of the previous ages.
Vanhoozer (1998:6) argues that Descartes decentred God and divine revelation by

making the knowing subject and reason out to be the source of truth. Now the role of
reason was to understand that truth (cf Grenz 1997:17). Grenz (1997:150) asserts: “The
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way Christians think about God, themselves and their world was permanently and
irretrievably altered by an era in Western intellectual history commonly known as the

Enlightenment.”

With Descartes’ unaided human reason, there was a seismic epistemological shift.

Carson (1997:2) evaluates this as follows:

Now epistemology is not based on the assumption of a God who is omniscient such
that our human knowledge is invariably some subset of His exhaustive knowledge.
Rather, knowledge is being built on what is judged independent, self-evident truth,
an independent axiom that does not need God.

The Enlightenment replaced God and revelation on the centre stage with human reason.
Spykman (1992:26) fittingly describes the usurpation of human reason over revelation:
“Question marks were placed on God’s side and exclamation marks on man’s side.

Increasingly the centre of gravity...drifted from God to man.”

Rationalism, according to Van Wyk (2000:83), determined the nature of theology and
its reductionistic approach to truth. The Enlightenment was built on the epistemological
assumption that the modern mind can obtain certain and absolute knowledge. After
Decartes’ knowledge was regarded as a separate and isolated notion, removed from the
experiences and wisdom of life, truth became more and more defined with concepts,
and revelation and faith were explained by the way of propositions (Van Wyk 2000:83).
Whereas truth was at first separated from history, it later became, for the modern mind,
that which “passed the test of scientific verification or was guaranteed by solid
historical documentation.” In terms of the presuppositions of this approach, truth is

found only by scientific and historical research, and it cannot be found by faith.

With regard to the practice of the church, for example, according to Gibbs and Coffey
(2001:27), evangelicalism arose within that context, which meant that it had to confront
the challenges of humanism and rationalism. In so doing it was itself influenced, more
than it realised, by the modernism it combated. In response to the questionable
assumptions and reductionist explanations of Darwinian evolutionists and Freudian

psychologists, Christian apologists had to employ the tools of their opponents in order
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to engage in meaningful debate. In so doing they became unwittingly subverted by the
assumptions they made in debating with their opponents. Christian apologists argued for
the reliability of biblical texts based on their consistency and accuracy defined in terms

of modern “scientific” criteria.

In rationalism there was no place for revelation; such was the confidence in self-evident,
universal truths available to all through unaided reason. There was little place for the
“mystery” of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. For it was beyond the powers of human reason

to reconcile a holy God with sinful humankind.

21.1.2 Secularisation

Van der Ven (1996:153) refers to secularisation from the angle of the development that
society as a whole is undergoing, namely, that of modernisation, not just from the
viewpoint of the church. However this study limits secularisation with regard to
theology and the church. Secularisation, according to Vos (1996:vol.1:239), is a
changing relationship between religion and society. There is a breakdown in spirituality
as well as a factor that imposes limitations on the impact of religion. In this society faith

is diminishing and growing weaker.

Vos (1996:vol.1:239) sees secularisation adapting to religion, and as religion adapts to
its social context, its worldview changes. The natural, societal, and personal reality is
becoming increasingly demystified. To put it semiotically, it means less and less
interpretation of the world in terms of religious signs. Theologically it means there are
fewer and fewer traces of God. Natural reality appears to be under the ever-increasing
control of the laws of nature in a natural-scientific sense. Societal reality is becoming
increasingly subject to sociological patterns and regularities. Increasingly, personal
reality is being described and predicted according to psychic factors and mechanisms.
Natural, societal, and personal reality is being increasingly desubjectivised,
objectivised, and de-deified. The total worldview is being more and more rationalised
(Van der Ven 1996:154).
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Through secularisation, society has become autonomous. One of the products of this is
privatisation. Enlightenment has brought the church from public to private spheres. The
religious issue is now the private matter. The separation of life into public and private
spheres and its compartmentalisation into specialised areas resulted in the
marginalisation of religious faith from society and its reduction to a privatised matter
for like-minded individuals to pursue without imposing their views on the public sphere
(Gibbs & Coffey 2001:27-28). Religious faith becomes relativised, helpful as a resource
for coping with the crises of life, but having no legitimacy in claiming public truth.
James Hunter describes the resulting crisis in the following terms: “What was ‘known’
with a taken-for-granted certitude becomes, at best, a ‘belief’. Further along in this
process it becomes a ‘religious opinion’ or a ‘feeling’.... The emphasis shifts from a
concern with the proclamation of an objective and universal truth to a concern with the
subjective applicability of truth” (Gibbs & Coffey 2001:27-28).

As Witten (1993:19) points out, “privatization refers to the shrinking sphere of
plausibility of religion in the modern world,” and to the corresponding limitations on
religious language as a medium for public conversation about morality, law, economics,
and other topics once discussed in religious terms (Witten 1993:19), “Religious topics
of relevance are those that treat the inner workings of the self as the focus of in-depth
analysis, frequently conducted through the secular language of psychology (Witten
1993:20).”

As religion is increasingly privatised, even faith communities have difficulty sustaining
public conversation and corporate identity. Those who identify themselves with a
particular religion may “decide not to accept the creeds or doctrines of their church as a
‘package deal.” Instead, they may exercise their freedom to pick and choose among
church teachings, professing and following some and denying the importance or the
relevance of others” (Witten 1993:21).

Pieterse (2000:6) notes that “the process of modernity... in societies throughout the

world causes a tendency in which the church begins to resemble the changed society”.

The church is mostly rather a mirror of society than a window on another reality with

38



University of Pretoria etd — Lee, S-H (2004)

the values of the Gospel. Thus the church reflects the values, but does not inculcate the
values and norms of society. Pieterse argues that when there is an interwovenness
between church and society, they become “more alike and prophetic possibilities
naturally dwindle”. The opportunities diminish as the world moves into modernity. The
effect is that “modernisation automatically brings secularisation into the church.”

Pieterse (2000) argues that the church lose its prophetic role in the society.

2.1.1.3 Pluralisation

According to Vos (1996:vol.2:236), owing to individualisation, people interpret
themselves more as individuals than as members of a group, and this is more valid than
it was in previous generations. This implies a greater independence from family, society
and the societal roles of the individual. This change sees a rise of in pluralism, in the
social, psychological and spiritual contexts. Diversity and variety is the order of the day
in terms of cultural customs and viewpoints. There is therefore a greater fragmentation
of personal values and identity. This is casual to relativism in all spheres of human
activity and militates against any domination, also domination in the spiritual realm.

Secularisation brings with it pluralisation and marginalisation (Van der Ven 1996:157).

Modern society is being characterised more and more by the independence of the
economic, political, and cultural dimensions from each other. This also applies to the
societal institutions within these dimensions, which become independent organisations
that strive to achieve their own goals, work according to their own laws, mechanisms,
and procedures, and aim at increasing their own effectiveness and efficiency. In short,
society is branching off into more and more autonomous institutions (Van der Ven
1996:16).

This institutional differentiation is of great importance to the church. In the agrarian,
preurban, premodern period, the church was the centre of society and carried it. In
modern society this is no longer the case. The church can no longer maintain its position
as an overall institution. The other institutions have become autonomous and have

emancipated themselves from the church. It has become merely one institution among
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many. The church has been marginalised in the course of the modernising society
(Gibbs & Coffey 2001:216-217).

2.1.2 Conclusion

As some characteristics of the context of the church have been discussed, these thoughts

have influenced the identity of the church.

When we consider the influences on the church, from traditional influences to those of
the self-assured modern world, then those of the fragmented and fragile world of
postmodernity, the church is merely one segment in that fragmented world, which is
characterised by polarisation and conflict with each segment fighting for its right of

self-determination.

During this period of social transition the church has been displaced from the prior
social role it played in culture and society and has lost its once privileged and influential
position (cf Brueggemann 1997:24-37). The church cannot assume a privileged position
(Gibbs & Coffey 2001:216-217). It finds itself marginalised in a pluralistic world.

However, this situation is not only negative, but also positive for articulating a faithful
and relevant identity and mission for the church. In the next section, in which an

ecclesiology is outlined which reflects a faithful and relevant identity and mission for
the church, a homiletic theory will be developed.

2.2 ARTICULATING A FAITHFUL AND RELEVANT

ECCLESIOLOGY IN TRANSITION

2.2.1 Defining an ecclesiology from a missional perspective

In the previous section, the churches in transition were shown to have been dislodged

from their prior social role of chaplain to society and to have lost their once-privileged
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position of influence. At the same time, the churches have become so acclimatised to
the dominant culture and way of life that they are now domesticated. These changes

have brought about a crisis of identity for the church.

The church has lost its dominant position in culture and is now at the margins where it
struggles with identity. In discussing engaging with culture, Roxburgh (1997:23) cites
the model of “liminality” which was developed by an anthropologist, Victor Turner.
The church in contemporary culture is at a point of liminality. According to Turner (cf
Roxburgh 1997:23), “Liminality is a term that describes the transition process
accompanying a change of state or social position.” Liminality is a condition of
transition from one position or role in culture to another. In the model, Roxburgh
explains the process of cultural and social marginalisation and re-entry. According to
Roxburgh (1997:23-49), Turner describes three phases of transition in any rites of

passage process: separation, the liminal phase, and reaggregation.

The three phases of separation, the liminal (marginal) phase, and reaggregation describe
how a group is transformed in its outward relationships to other groups and institutions,
and, equally important, in its own inner life (Roxburgh 1997:27). In the separation
phase, the subjects going through the rite of passage are detached from their established,
embedded roles. The initiates have had a socially determined and shaped role that has
been essential to their sense of place and purpose (Roxburgh 1997:28). As this change
occurs, the initiate moves into the second, liminal, phase. This is the place of
marginalisation, or disestablishment. In the liminal stage, the group, or individual, is
now outside the normative roles and relationships that characterised and gave meaning
to their identity. The final phase in the rites of passage is reintegration into the social
group as a new person with a fresh identity. This kind of reintegration is possible only
after the liminal phase has been accepted as a marginal experience that leads to a new,
transformative relationship with the social structures of the culture (Roxburgh 1997:27-
29).

This study develops the identity of the church in transition and goes on to describe the

mission of the church from the perspective of The Gospel and Our Culture Network
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(GOCN). The Gospel and Our Culture Network (GOCN) is a fast-growing and
significant movement in North America, made up of theological educators, pastors,
denominational administrators, and local congregational leaders from a variety of
confessional traditions devoted to the task of fostering a missionary encounter with
North American culture. The work of GOCN has been done in three areas. The first area
is cultural analysis: What are the religious foundations and societal practices of North
American culture (cf Hunsbuger & Van Gelder 1996)? The second is theological
reflection: What is the Gospel to which the church is called to bear witness (cf Van
Gelder 1999)? The third is ecclesiological discussion: What kind of church is needed to
present a faithful and relevant witness of the Gospel to North American culture (cf
Guder et al 1998)? The GOCN can be understood as a movement that is attempting to

revision ecclesiology in the context of this new situation.

With regard to the third discussion, GOCN published a book entitled Missional church
in 1998. The Gospel and Our Culture Network (GOCN) understands that contemporary
thinking about the church as well as its current structures have been shaped by
Christendom or the corpus Christianum (Guder et al 1998). The church of Christendom
was moulded by changes that took place in the fourth century, when Constantine
became a Christian and legalised the Christian faith (Goheen 2002:482). In 392
Theodosius made Christianity the religion of the empire. The church, as a result, moved
from a marginal position to a dominant institution in society; from being socially,
politically, and intellectually inferior to being in a position of power and superiority;
from being economically weak and poor to being in a position of immense wealth; from
being an oppressed minority to being the oppressive majority; from being a religio
illicita to becoming the only religion of the empire; from being resident aliens in a
pagan environment to being an established church in a professedly Christian state
(Shenk 1995).

This could not help but have a dramatic impact on the church’s structures and self-
understanding. Under the Christendom symphonia of church and state, the church lost
its sense of being a distinct community embodying an alternative story. The prophetic-

critical dimension of the church’s relation to its culture diminished. The church became
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part of the constellation of powers within the Christian state. It took place alongside the
political, economic, military, social, and intellectual powers within the empire (Goheen
2002:482).

The authors of Missional church (within the North American scene) who discuss
ecclesiology from a missional standpoint deem that the Christendom legacy continues to
the present in the Western church (Hauerwas & Willimon 1989; Hall 1997; Shenk 1991,
1993; 1995; 1999:118-128; Hunsberger 1996). The Christendom that is present in North

America is not “official” but “functional”:

“Christendom” also describes the functional reality of what took place specifically
in the North American setting. Various churches contributed to the formation of a
dominant culture that bore the deep imprint of Christian values, language, and
expectations regarding moral behaviours. Other terms like “Christian culture” or
“churched culture” might be used to describe this Christian influence on the shape
of the broader culture (Guder et al 1998:48).

According to the authors of Missional church, however, Christendom has crippled the
church in two respects (Guder et al 1998). On the one hand, the churches of North
America have been dislocated from their prior social role of chaplain to the culture and
society and have lost their once privileged positions of influence. Religious life in
general and the churches in particular have increasingly been relegated to the private
sphere of life. Too readily, the churches have accepted this as their proper place
(Newbigin 1986).

At the same time, the churches have become so acclimatised to the American way of
life that they are now domesticated, and it is no longer obvious what justifies their
existence as particular communities. The religious loyalties that churches seem to claim
and the social functions that they actually perform are at odds with each other.

Discipleship has been absorbed into citizenship (Hauerwas & Willimon 1989).
In this situation, forming the faithful and relevant ecclesiology of the church does not

mean going back to Christendom. The church has to find a faithful and relevant identity

for itself in a new situation. Therefore, in developing a relevant identity and mission for
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the church in a transitional context, Lesslie Newbigin (1995:165-172; cf. Gibbs &
Coffey 2001:214) argues that the church has to reflect the dynamic interplay of Gospel,

church and culture, as illustrated in the following diagram.

The Missional Model (Gibbs & Coffey 2001:214)

During the hegemony of Christendom, as discussed previously, there was a church-
based culture. There was little dissonance between the church and the culture. Wilbert
Shenk (1995:34) argues that the established church “surrendered the vital critical
relationship to its culture that is indispensable to a sense of mission.” However, in the
post-Christendom period, this honeymoon is over. The church has been marginalised.
The dominant “plausibility structure” between church and culture has collapsed. The
gap between church and culture is widening. Now there are three poles: Gospel, Church
and Culture (Wyatt 1999:157).

The identity and mission of the church in a period of transition, therefore, is to be
articulated with reference to a “three-cornered pattern of relationships” between Gospel,
church, and culture. The point to grasp is that the church does not simply range itself
with the Gospel in its missionary approach to culture. Rather, such a Gospel-culture
encounter always unfolds for the Christian community as a twofold dialogue: the
dialogue the Gospel of God has with us within our culture, and the dialogue we then

have representing the Gospel among the others who share our culture. In other words,
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the Gospel incites conversation with both the culture and the church simultaneously. It
confronts the culture about its godlessness, while it confronts the church about its
worldliness (Wyatt 1999:159-160).

As preachers, we stand with the church, which means that the gospel’s confrontation
with the church’s worldliness also implicates us. We relate to culture as former lovers,
who having returned to our spouse, nevertheless carry inside us an intimate awareness
of the hurts, hopes, lures, and lies of our former relationship with this culture. We know
that we have not yet completely broken free of its hold on us. Our spouse’s
unfathomable love enables us to honestly face and explore these parts of ourselves. Out
of the intense dialogue between culture and gospel within ourselves, there grows a
compassion that animates the missionary conversation as a dialogue, not merely a
monologue. This double conversation of the Gospel with both the culture and the

church forms the heart of our being “in” but not “of” the world (John 15:19).

2.2.2 The identity of the church as a missional community

David Bosch (1991:368-389) has observed a shift in the perception of church and
mission in recent years. The significant world missionary conferences of the twentieth
century have influenced Protestants, both ecumenical and evangelical. The resulting
shift in ecclesiology has encouraged the Western church to break out of its Christendom
isolation, to recognise the missional reality in the local church as well as in the world,

and to bring renewal to the body of Christ.

Several aspects highlight Bosch’s development of church and mission. First is the
emphasis on the missionary nature of the church. Mission no longer is a “fringe”

activity of special groups and people in the church. Mission is defined as follows:

Mission is the creating, reconciling and transforming action of God, flowing from
the community of love found in the Trinity, made known to all humanity in the
person of Jesus, and entrusted to the faithful action and witness of the people of
God who, in the power of the Spirit, are sign, foretaste and instrument of the reign
of God. (Quoted in MISSIO 2000:21)
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Mission is the very essence of what the church is about. The church is sent into the
world by a missionary God. Moreover, the local church is “the primary agent of

mission” both “in its own environment and further afield” (Bosch 1991:380-381).

A second emphasis, according to Bosch, is a new relationship between the church and
the world. Rather than setting church and world in direct conflict, Bosch shows how
many now see the two more in solidarity. Bosch suggests a coexistence that sees
mission as “church-with-others.” Therefore, the church truly can be salt, light, and a
servant to the world. “Just as one could not speak of the church without speaking of its
mission, it was impossible to think of the church without thinking, in the same breath,
of the world to which it is sent”(Bosch 1991:377).

Bosch submits, third, that in the new paradigm a tension exists between two views of
the church. One view sees the church owning the exclusive realm of salvation. The
other views the church as a sign of God’s interaction with the world. Bosch (1991:381-
389) suggests that the two views need not mutually exclusive. Rather, he advances a
perception of the church with a dual focus held in “creative tension.” The church’s
gathering together in worship and prayer sustains its involvement in the world.
According to Bosch (1991:377-378), the church is both separate from the world and
sent into the world. Therefore, from this understanding of mission and the church, the

faithful and relevant ecclesiology of the church will be developed.

1. The church is to be a missional community. A contemporary notion of the church has
been understood in the terms dictated by a functional Christendom (Guder et al
1998:79). However, Guder et al (1998:79-80), following David Bosch’s mention given
in the lecture at Western Theological Seminary in April of 1991, point out the following

problem with this conception:

The churches shaped by the Reformation were left with a view of the church that
was not directly intended by the Reformers, but nevertheless resulted from the way
that they spoke about the church. Those churches came to conceive the church as
“a place where certain things happen.” The Reformers emphasized as the “marks of
the true church” that such a church exists [italics mine] wherever the gospel is
rightly preached, the sacraments rightly administered, and (they sometimes added)
church discipline exercised. In their time, these emphases may have been
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profoundly missional since they asserted the authority of the Bible for the church’s
life and proclamation as well as the importance of making that proclamation
accessible to all people. But over time, these “marks” narrowed the church’s
definition of itself toward a “place where” idea.

In the functional understanding of Christendom, the conception of the church as a
“place” pays little attention to the church as a communal entity or presence, and even
less does it emphasise the community’s role as the bearer of missional responsibility
throughout the world, both near and far away (Guder et al 1998:84). This understanding
of the church as “a place where” brings with it the expectation that the church will be a

vendor of religious services and goods.

David Bosch (1991:380-381) emphasises the missionary nature of the church. He
defines the church from a missional perspective, as a “body of people” sent on a
mission. The church is understood to play a central role in God’s mission, that is, the
Missio Dei framework (Bosch 1991:10). The church is sent into the world by a
missionary God. Lesslie Newbigin (1953) also understands the nature of the church
from a mission perspective in The household of God. Similarly Guder et al (1998:77)
describe the church as the “people of God” who are called and sent to represent the
reign of God. Unlike the “functional” notion of the church as an entity located in a
facility or in an institutional organisation and its activities, the church is being
reconceived as a community, a gathered people, brought together by a common calling
and vocation to be a sent people (Bosch 1991:8-10; Guder et al 1998:81).

As David Bosch (1991) hinted after San Antonio, and affirmed in Transforming
Mission, a recovery of the church as community is central to being a missional church in
transitional situation, not just because a church which seeks to be truly communitarian
will be able to bear a more authentic witness in modernisation, but also because a
communitarian ecclesiology is closer to our origins in the Trinitarian community of our

missionary God.
Therefore, as Bosch (1991:368) wrote, the church-with-others, the incarnational

community of faith, is the starting point for mission in our time. As Bosch says later,

“...it is the community that the primary bearer of mission” (:472). In common Christian
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use the word “community” can range from the “two or three” gathered in Christ’s name
to the whole oikumene, and even as a synonym for the solidarity of Christians with the
poor and oppressed, people of other faiths, those in new religious movements, and so on
(cf Bosch 1989:137). Christian understandings of “community” need to be rooted in the
New Testament word koinonia and its cognates. For Paul, the main user of the word,
koinonia “refers strictly to the relation of faith to Christ” (cf 1 Cor 1:9, 1 Cor 10:16, 2
Cor 13:13, Gal 2:9, Phil 1:5, Philem 6 (Schattenmann 1975:643). Koinonia
(community) is the result of God’s saving, liberating mission in Christ, as humanity’s
relationship with God is restored, making possible restored relationships with others and
with the created order. “The New Testament concept of koinonia defines the Christian
church as all those who have Jesus Christ and his mission in common” (Guder et al
1998:233). Koinonia is made real as the Spirit forms and transforms those who follow
Christ in God’s mission. The theological foundation and framework of Christian
community is Trinitarian. And that means that our sense of Christian community, and
therefore our ecclesiology, has to be rooted in relational terms, rather than in the
hierarchical or bureaucratic conceptions which have dominated Christian theology for
two millennia (Gunton 1989:48-54).

With this understanding of the nature of the church, mission shifts from naming a
function of the church to describing its essential nature (Guder et al 1998). This has
direct implications for all aspects of the church’s ministry. It changes the conception of
both missiology and ecclesiology. Behind the change of conception of the church from
a place to a people, there is a shift in the understanding of the mission of the church
from an ecclesiocentric (church-centred) view of mission to a theocentric (God-centred)
one (Guder et al 1998:81).

In the church-centred paradigm, mission was considered to be activities initiated by the
church with an aim of extending the church or planting it in new places. The church sent
out missions and defined their character. The expansion of the church into new areas
was thought to be its guiding goal (Guder et al 1998:81). However, in the theocentric
paradigm, mission stressed the mission of God as the foundation for the mission of the

church. The church was redefined as the community spawned by the mission of God
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and gathered up into that mission. The church was beginning to understand that
wherever it may find itself it is a community sent by God. The church’s essence is

missional, for its calling and sending by God shapes its identity.

This theocentric mission theology produced two theological interpretations of mission
(Guder et al 1998:82). First, Newbigin (1964:77) argues that “missionary practice must
be grounded in the person and work of Christ, seeded by “trust in the reality and power
of the Holy Spirit” and rooted in a practical faith that discerns “God’s fatherly rule in
the events of secular history,... in the revolutionary changes which are everywhere

taking place in the life of the church.”

In this understanding of the church from a missional perspective, “mission” is not
something the church does, a part of its total program, but the essence of the church, its
identity (Bosch 1991: 373-374; Guder et al 1998:82). The church does not do mission, it
is mission (Guder et al 1998:5). Michael McCoy (2001:4) mentions that “It reminds us
that in all our talk about missional community, we must avoid the trap of thinking that
the church generates mission: it is God’s mission which defines the church.” The missio
Dei flows from one community — the Trinity — to another — the people of God. It is a
mission which, originating in the relatedness of the Godhead, reaches out to create and
restore relationships with and within all creation. By its very calling and nature, it exists
as God’s “sent” people. Its worship, its proclamation, its life as a distinctive community,
and its concrete demonstration of God’s love in acts of prophetic and sacrificial service
are all witness to the good news whose sign and foretaste it is to be (Bosch 1991:373).

Second, the theocentric approach rediscovered the four characteristics of the church
mentioned in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed (AD381) (Guder et al 1998:83). This
creed affirms belief in “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church.” The last-mentioned
distinctive feature of the church, “apostolic,” asserts the church’s missional vocation.
The church is apostolic not just because it represents the apostles’ teaching, but because
it re-presents Christ (Scudieri 1995:28).
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In relation to these four attributes of the church, Charles van Engen (1991:66ff) has
suggested that the Nicene marks be read as “adverbs” rather than “adjectives” in order
to capture the dynamic character of the identity of the church. Rather than static
concepts defining the nature of the church, he proposes that the church’s ministry is
“unifying”, “sanctifying”, *“reconciling”, and *“proclaiming”. This constructive
suggestion provides a way of doing an ecclesiology because it focuses on the dynamic
work of God’s Spirit in and through the church, rather than dwelling on abstract
concepts defining the church (Guder et al 1998:255).

But Guder et al (1998:255) go one-step further. In order to capture the fundamental
character of the church’s identity, the Nicene marks should be also read and understood
in reverse order. “The church is called and sent to be apostolic, catholic, holy, and one —
or, with van Engen, to be proclaiming, reconciling, sanctifying, and unifying
(1998:255).”

The apostolicity of the church: the church as the proclaiming community

The concept “apostolicity” has been understood in terms of faithfulness to the apostolic
tradition (Guder et al 1998:255). The church is apostolic in that it is based on the
teaching and preaching of the apostles, and carries forward their legacy. Heyns

(1980:114) describes apostolicity as follows:

Apostolicity is simply not on the same level as the Church’s unity, holiness, or
catholicity, neither is it of the same nature. Those three attributes pertain so
universally and permanently to saving history that they do more than characterize
the Church as long as it exists; they are also of the essence of the Kingdom, and
will remain so after the institutionalised Church has long since disappeared from
the scene. Apostolicity is not an eschatological attribute in this sense, but rather the
historical method by which the Church realizes those three attributes.

There is important truth in all of these emphases. CJ Wethmar (1999:79) says that “in
the apostolicity implies that the one, holy and catholic church is based on the original
witness to Jesus Christ”. What the apostles did, that is, their life and work as witnesses

to God’s good news in Jesus Christ the Lord, defines and shapes the very nature of the
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church. The apostolicity of the church is expressed by its witness to the Gospel, its obe-
dience to the mandate to go out as Christ’s ambassador (Guder et al 1998:255-256).

Faithfulness to the apostolic authority of the church is not, then, merely a matter of
subscription to doctrinal tenets. It is a matter of commitment to and practice of the
apostles’ mission, which comprises both the apostolic message and the apostolic
incarnation of the Gospel in community (Guder et al 1998:256). As the church
continues to submit to the work of God’s Spirit through the authoritative and normative

biblical Word, it is empowered to continue the apostolic ministry.

In regard to the structure of the church, the fundamental criterion of apostolicity defines
and shapes both the community of faith and the structures of connectedness (Guder et al
1998:256). The church is apostolic in that she continues the apostolic ministry. The
church does so as an organic body, in complementary interdependence. The catholicity,
holiness, and unity of the church are rooted in and formed by its apostolicity. These
marks express the identity of the church; they describe what the community does and
how it does it (Guder et al 1998:256).

The catholicity of the church: the church as the reconciling and reconciled community

The catholicity of the church is demonstrated in all the ways in which the church at
every level witnesses to the one Gospel that draws all people unto Christ. “Catholicity”
should be understood in its original Greek sense: kata holon, “according to the whole,
or appropriate to the whole” (King 1968:296-297). The World Council’s Fourth
Assembly at Uppsala (1968) defined this catholicity as “the quality by which the church
expresses the fullness, the integrity, and the totality of life in Christ” (Guder et al
1998:257).

The church is catholic when its way of serving Christ is appropriate to the Gospel while
modestly recognising that this is not the only way to be a Christian community (Guder
et al 1998:257). Its way of being Christian contributes to the reconciling of the entire
church by focusing on the centre of the Gospel: the person and work of Christ, the hope
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of the Gospel, the promised inbreaking of God’s rule already begun in the apostolic

ministry.

The structures of connectedness have a distinctive set of responsibilities with regard to
catholicity. Even as they represent their traditions and constituencies in many forms of
interaction with each other, they must demonstrate in the way that they cooperate, listen,
decide, and even disagree that the one Gospel is authoritative over them all. They must
keep their focus on the underlying apostolicity that shapes the authentic church
everywhere. And they must find ways to relate to each other that are appropriate to the
wholeness of the Gospel (Guder et al 1998:257; Wethmar 1999:78).

As regards an ecclesial homiletic hermeneutic, catholicity is important in discerning the
message of the Bible beyond the reduction to individualism and socialism (Guder 2000;
Eslinger 1996).

The holiness of the church: the church as the sanctifying community

The holiness of the church is expressed by the way a particular community understands
itself and functions as a community set apart for God’s mission (Guder et al 1998:258-
259). Since that mission is apostolic and entails the demonstration of the inbreaking
gracious rule of God, the impact of the community’s witness is sanctifying (Guder et al
1998:259). That means that God’s Spirit (the Sanctifier) works through the
community’s witness to heal the broken creation, to extend the salvation that Jesus
accomplished on the cross. Thus the church carries out its mission by making holy
through its witness. This holiness is demonstrated in the ways in which it practices
forgiveness, fosters healing and reconciliation, makes peace, loves righteousness, and
walks in Jesus’ footsteps in all that it does with all who are “the least of these who are
members of my family” (cf Matt 25:40). The community sanctifies, by God’s
empowering Spirit, when it serves God and God’s children as the continuing incarnation
of Christ’s love and invites others to join in this calling. In particular, its holiness must
be translated into concrete service to those who are poor, discriminated against, and

subject to injustice. The sanctifying community’s confident anticipation of the eschaton
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turns its piety into a joyful foretaste and harbinger of the reign for whose coming it
prays daily (Guder et al 1998:258-269).

In short, the holiness of the church happens in and through the ecclesial practices. The
community makes holy as it lives out the Gospel in all its organisational processes, both
internally and externally. With such an emphasis, the particular mission community is
liberated to focus less on its holiness as a concern for its own inward spiritual state and

more on its impact as a sanctifying presence where it is sent.

The same emphasis needs to characterise the structures of the church. At these levels,
the holiness of the church should be demonstrated by the way those who uphold the
church structures go about their business. Their decision-making processes,
administrative policies, financial practices and personnel structures are all opportunities
to incarnate the Gospel. What the world needs to experience is institutions whose
decisions and actions are shaped by God’s love revealed in Christ. For the sake of its
mission, the church must risk being genuinely alternative in our culture. This
alternativeness does not mean a withdrawal of the church from society, but rather an
intentional demonstration in the actions of our connecting structures of this basic fact:

Christ is our Lord, and we are his witnesses and the first fruits of his inbreaking rule.

Regarding a homiletic hermeneutic, the holiness is a guide to discerning the message of
the text to form the identity of the church. The church is not of the world, but in the

world. The church is an alternative community and also a parallel community.

The unity of the church: the church as the unifying community

The apostolicity of the church, expressed in its catholicity and holiness, must result in
its unity. The emergence of the contemporary ecumenical movement out of the
worldwide missionary expansion of the seventeenth to early twentieth centuries is an
intriguing demonstration of that fact. Where the missional vocation of the church is
taken seriously, where the Gospel mandate to be reconciled and reconciling, to be “holy
even as | am holy” (Lev 19:2; 20:26; 1 Pet 1:16), shapes the church, then its visible and
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tangible unity must follow. This unifying witness is to be understood in the light of the
New Testament’s radical message of God’s healing work that overcomes all human
boundaries of discrimination and injustice, especially with regard to the poor. Divisions
may arise because Christians disagree among themselves, as they have done since the
first century. They may arise because of the cultural setting in which the church is
functioning. The tension between Jewish and Gentile Christians in the early church is a
first example of this cause. However disunity comes about, the Gospel addresses it and
the rule of Christ overcomes it (Guder et al 1998:260).

The catholicity and the unity of the church are two sides of the same apostolic truth,
because Christ reconciles us and we therefore are made one in Christ. In the particular
community, this truth will mean that we need openly to confront everything that divides
us, finding the ways we are “conformed to this world” (Rom 12:2). The ministries of
preaching and teaching are to equip the community to recognise and affirm as
Christians those brothers and sisters with whom we disagree, because Christ has taken
down the walls of division (Eph 2:11ff). The church has to practise unifying mission
through seeking forgiveness for all the ways in which people discriminate within the
community. An ecclesial life is unifying when the church follows Paul’s detailed
instructions in Romans 14 and people cease judging one another and causing each other
to stumble, and instead seek to “please our neighbour for the good purpose of building
up the neighbour” (Rom 15:2). Unifying practice confesses our racism, our sexism, our
classism, and it experiences the healing work of the Lord who comes to those who
know that they need a doctor. Unifying practice deals with our dissension by learning
how to disagree in a Christian manner. This is an important part of the apostolic

instruction preserved in the New Testament.

The connecting structures of the church, for their parts, should express and implement
the mutual interdependence of all the parts of Christ’s body. They should do this both in
relation to the particular communities that make up their constituencies (e.g. the
congregations of a denomination) and in relation to other structures. They should foster
dialogue, enable contacts, provide resources to their communities, and encourage the

public witness to the Lord who is the Prince of Peace and who breaks down the walls of
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separation. This witness will move from the oneness of the community in Christ to the
unifying power of the Gospel as God’s claim on the world. The practice of unity and
unifying ministry are ethical expressions of the radical newness of the life made
possible by birth from above (John 3:3-8).

This functions in a concrete manner as communities practise accountability towards
each other and submit to each other’s guidance and admonition. Evangelical unity
rejects the idea that any particular community is independent of all other communities.
Dependence, connectedness, mutual love, shared responsibility as well as submission to
one another are the marks of the structures of connectedness that practice unity as
apostolic witness. The biblical purpose of visible unity is to manifest the “unity of the
Spirit in the bond of peace”. This witness manifests to the world that there is “one body
and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your calling, one Lord, one
faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in
all” (Eph 4:4-6).

This call to unity must be effected in new and altered structures. The church’s oneness
must carry out and demonstrate its mission. Unity is witness. To seek unity for the sake
of faithful witness will reveal more options for the structures of the church than the

organisational approaches that currently dominate our ecumenical efforts.

2. The church is to be an alternative community. In this “three-polar” situation, the
church has to move beyond accommodation and isolation. With regard to the faithful
and relevant characteristic of community in transition, Douglas John Hall (1996:198-
213) argues that the church must disengage from the culture in order to re-engage with a
fresh voice. The developing process of a faithful and relevant ecclesiology of the church
in a period of transition can be described as a disengagement-reengagement process.
Walter Brueggemann (1997:80) explains that the disengagement is not an end in itself
but a strategic matter for the sake of refocusing and redeciding about its identity and

mission.
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In the context of failed Christendom where the church has become excessively
accommodationist, emphasis must be placed on disengagement. But such sequencing of
“disengagement/reengagement” is somewhat programmatic and theoretical, for in the
real church on the ground, these two strategies are worked at simultaneously. Through
the process of liminality, the church needs to re-enter as a missionary presence with an
apostolic stance, living adventurously as a subversive movement, realising afresh its
total reliance on the Lord. The church is both separate from the world and sent into the

world.

To understand this situation, it is important to reconsider the relationship between the
church and culture. Traditionally the relation between the church and culture is
understood according to a framework supplied by H Richard Niebuhr in Christ and
Culture (1951). Niebuhr outlines five possible relationships between Christ and culture:
“Christ against culture”, “the Christ of culture”, “Christ above culture”, “Christ and

culture in paradox,” and, his favourite, “Christ the transformer of culture”.

However, Rodney Clapp (1996) and the authors of Missional church (Guder et al
1998:115-116) point out that Niebuhr’s analysis is inadequate for the church to find its

way among the cultures surrounding it due to the following several reasons:

First, “Christ” and “culture” are not parallel concepts. “Christ” from Greek, or,
“Messiah” from Hebrew, usually refers to the church’s title for the specific person Jesus
of Nazareth and his continuing relationship with the church. By contrast, “culture” is a
very general term. It involves an ongoing aspect of human society in every time and
place. Moreover, the use of the singular term culture does not recognise the multiplicity
and diversity of cultures that commonly exist in any one space and time.

Second, Niebuhr’s analysis has no real place for the church. His primary actor is the
individual Christian, who must make choices concerning Christ and culture. By
implication, the church is simply a collection of individual Christians. The church as a
social reality, a community that affirms or dissents from culture based on its following

Jesus Christ, is lost when the primary categories are “Christ” and “culture”. The “Christ
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transforming culture” model, in particular, does allow for both affirmation and dissent.
It assumes, however, that the real arena of God’s action is in the surrounding culture,
not in and through the church. All but one of Niebuhr’s options take for granted a
Christendom or Constantinian model of the church.... Not only the “Christ of culture”
option but also most of the others assume that Christians have a common identity with
the surrounding culture, so that church and culture mutually support each other; if there
are problems in the culture, Christians are responsible for putting them right. Moreover,
responsibility is always defined in terms of service to the culture, rather than in terms of
Christians’ covenant responsibility to God in the context of the church.

Finally, Niebuhr claims that the only non-Christendom model, “Christ against culture,”
is flawed because in it Christians are said to withdraw from the world, to reject any
responsibility for it, and to be no longer “in the world” (Guder et al 1998:116). This
model, however, is a straw figure set up to be knocked down easily. The possibility of
living human beings not being “in the world” or withdrawing completely from “the
culture” does not exist. Even those churches that have dissented from many aspects of
the dominant culture still participate in it in many ways — through sharing its language,

through involvement in its economic system, through social interaction of various kinds.

Niebuhr further criticises this model of Christian life by calling it inconsistent wherever
it does participate in the dominant culture. Yet Niebuhr ignores the possibility that the
most transforming activity of the church in relation to the culture might not be to try to
wield power in the dominant culture, but instead to demonstrate by the church’s own
life together the renewing and healing power of God’s new community (Guder et al
1998:116). Clapp (1996:59) argues that Niebuhr’s understanding failed to appreciate the
fact that the church does not stand above culture. Niebuhr’s work was the creation of a
time when few Christians could conceive of the church as itself being a culture (Gibbs
& Coffey 2001:213).

In the movement of disengagement for reengagement, David Bosch (1993:98-95)

proposes an anabaptist model in a contemporary situation. He (1993:89-95)

distinguishes five traditions in the relationship of the church to civil authorities:

57



University of Pretoria etd — Lee, S-H (2004)

Constantinian, pietist, reformist, liberationist, and anabaptist. He dismisses the first two
— Constantinian and pietist — as otherworldly. He sees the other three as *“world-
formative” and “much closer to each other than may appear at first glance” (Bosch
1993:94). The scope of these categories can be broadened to assess the relationship of

the Gospel and church, not only to civil authorities, but to the culture as a whole.

In this scheme, it is the Anabaptist tradition — which Bosch calls elsewhere the
alternative community and countercultural model (Bosch 1982) — that has been gaining
ground and has begun to function as the dominant model in the contemporary context.
According to Bosch, the Anabaptist model emphasises that “the primary task of the
church is simply to be the church, the true community of committed believers which, by
its very existence and example, becomes a challenge to society and the state” (Bosch
1993:92).

There, according to Goheen (2002:483), are two important features that characterise this
model. First, it emphasises the communal dimensions of the missionary witness of the
church. There is a reaction against reducing mission to the calling of individuals in
culture, which is characteristic of the reformist model. It stands against a neglect of the
church as a community that embodies the life of the kingdom together. Second, the
critical side of the church’s relationship with its culture dominates: “The church is
understood to be an implicit or latent critical factor in society.... The church is critical
of the status quo, indeed very critical of it” (Bosch 1993:92). These two factors are

combined in the designation “alternative community.” Bosch summarises:

The church simply exists in society in such way that people should become aware
of the transitoriness, relativity, and fundamental inadequacy of all political
programs and solutions. The believing community is a kind of antibody in society,
in that it lives a life of radical discipleship as an “alternative community”(1993:92).

These two important features have been developed in critical reaction to the impact of
Christendom on the shape of the church: under the Christendom symphonia, the church
lost its sense of being a distinct community embodying an alternative story. Both the
communal and critical dimensions of the church’s mission were eclipsed by its

established position within culture.
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The authors of Missional Church adopt the centring metaphor of an alternative or
contrast community (Guder et al 1998:9-10). Goheen (2002:484) refers to it as follows:
“The thrust of the gospel exposition in this book is to define a missionary people whose
witness will prophetically challenge precisely those dominant [idolatrous] patterns [of
culture] as the church accepts its vocation to be an alternative community.” With this
fundamental ecclesial designation, the authors of Missional Church want to highlight
the need for a church that embodies the communal and critical dimensions of the

Christian mission, over against the individualism and accommodation of Christendom.

However, according to Michael W Goheen (2002:484-488), due to the emphasis on the
communal dimension of the church’s mission, the calling of individual Christians in the
world is neglected. On this point, a contrast between Missional Church and Lesslie
Newbigin is instructive. On the one hand, Newbigin stresses the communal expression
of the church’s mission: “The most important contribution which the Church can make
to a new social order is to itself a new social order” (Newbigin 1991:81). On the other
hand, the calling of individual believers in culture is equally emphasised: the church
“must equip its members for active and informed participation in the public life of
society in such a way that the Christian faith shapes that participation” (Newbigin
1991:85). In fact, for Newbigin the mission of individual believers in the world of

culture is the primary place where the church’s missionary engagement takes place.

| do not believe that the role of the Church in a secular society is primarily
exercised in the corporate action of the churches as organized bodies in the
political or cultural fields.... On the contrary, | believe that it is [exercised] through
the action of Christian lay people, playing their roles as citizens, workers,
managers, legislators. (Newbigin 1977:127).

According to Herman Ridderbos (1975:328-330), the New Testament understanding of
the church supports Newbigin’s emphasis. The word ecclesia is used in three different
ways. The first refers to the new people of God in the totality of their lives as the
reconstitution of humankind in Jesus Christ. As such, the “church” is expressed in the
totality of the life of its members and not only as they gather for worship and
fellowship. The second use of the word refers to local, identifiable congregations. These

congregations are organised as communities and are recognisable as a human
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community in a certain place. The third use of “church” points to a community gathered

for certain “religious” activities — worship, prayer, sacraments, and so forth.

Therefore, there is a need for a continuous struggle with communal patterns of ecclesial
life that will enable the church corporately to be a preview of the Kingdom. However,
this should not be done at the expense of the mission of God’s people in their various

and scattered callings.

2.2.3 The mission of the church as the representation of the reign of
God

If we are to understand the church from the perspective of mission, this also means that
the church and mission should be understood from the perspective of the reign of God
(Bosch 1991:31-35; King 1968:41-104; Ridderbos 1962:334-396; Van Gelder
2000a:74-100). The missional identity is connected with God’s mission. God’s mission
is described under the reign of God. Therefore the mission of the church also needs to
be understood in terms of the mission of God and the reign of God. Van Gelder
(2000a:74) argues that an understanding of the church must start with an understanding
of the kingdom of God.

As the church is defined from a missional perspective, in order to identify some
characteristic of mission of the church in a transitional situation, the church’s mission
has to be understood from the perspective of the reign of God. In order to do so, firstly
it is necessary to understand what the reign of God means, after which the mission of

the church according to the understanding of the reign of God will become clear.
The meaning of the reign of God
Guder et al (1998:93) point out some problems of the understanding of the Kingdom of

God as the image of “building” and “extending”. They explain that the images of

“building” or “extending” arise from the combined effects of a Christendom heritage of
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power and privilege, the Enlightenment’s confidence in reason and social progress, and

modern culture’s dependence on managing life with pragmatic technique.

Firstly, the church’s role as “building” the reign of God may also use words like
“establish,” “fashion,” or “bring about.” The reign of God in this view is perceived as a
social project. The church is sent out by God to achieve that project, to create it. This
view tends to place the reign out there somewhere, where we go to construct it as its

architects, contractors, carpenters, or day labourers (Guder et al 1998:93).

Secondly, the church is sent to “extend” the reign of God — that is — “spread,” “grow,”
or “expand” the reign of God. This treats the church’s mission as a sales project. The
church attempts to provide an expanded place where the reign of God may reside.
Functionally, the church becomes the CEOs, promoters, or sales force for the reign of
God (Guder et al 1998:93).

However, according to Guder et al (1998:93), the verbs to build and to extend are not
found in the New Testament’s grammar for the reign of God. The announcement of
God’s reign nowhere includes an invitation to go out and build it, nor to extend it. These

are not New Testament ways of speaking about the reign of God.

Guder et al (1998:93-97) argue the reign of God from the words receive and enter in the
New Testament (Guder et al 1998:94). At times they are intertwined in the text. “Truly |
tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a child will never enter it”
(Luke 18:17). In that same context Jesus notes how hard it is for those who have riches
to enter the reign of God (vv. 24-25), and he assures the disciples that there is no-one
who has left mother or father, houses or land, for the Gospel’s sake, who will not
receive one hundredfold (vv. 29-30). These two verbs represent dominant image
clusters that are embedded throughout the New Testament in the discussion of the
relationship between the people of God and the reign of God.

If we understand the reign of God in terms of the image receive and enter, these two
images indicate the appropriate way for a community to live when it has been captured
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by the presence of God’s reign. For example, the reign of God is, first of all, a gift one
receives (Guder et al 1998:95). The reign of God is something taken to oneself. It is a
gift of God’s making, freely given. It calls for the simple, trusting act of receiving.
Second, according to Guder et al (1998:95), in addition to being a gift, the reign of God
is equally a realm one enters. Here the imagery is quite different, for the reign of God is
cast as a domain into which one moves. It meets everyone with God’s welcome and
Jesus’ invitation. The reign of God is a realm — a space, an arena, a zone — that may be
inhabited. Hence the biblical grammar for this reign uses the spatial preposition “in”. In
the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus declares that some “will be called least in the kingdom
of heaven” and others “called great in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 5:19). Likewise,
Colossians 1:13 tells us that Jesus “has rescued us from the power of darkness and

transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son.”

If we take seriously these two images of the reign of God as a gift one receives and a
realm one enters this curbs our cultural instinct to think of the reign of God as
something we achieve or enlarge. The biblical images of gift and realm are not without
their own dangers, certainly. The former can lead to the presumptuous claim of owning
the reign of God, and the latter to the prideful assertion of knowing ourselves to be “in”
it.

The reign of God as God’s gift and realm are its most striking and critical features.
Biblical language about the reign of God also embraces the eschatological tension of
God’s reign being a present fact and an anticipated future. It suggests the need as well
for decisive action now. The call to receive warns against the consequence of rejecting

the gift. The invitation to enter casts a shadow on hesitation at the door.

Inherent within the two biblical images of gift and realm are the further issues of
repentance and faith. Receiving and entering are actions that mark a turning from other
hopes and loyalties that we may accumulate to a singular hope in the one true God.
They mark a turning in faith from sinful rejections of God’s rule as well as carefree
disdain for God’s mercy and care. Receiving and entering the reign of God are the ways

we “turn to God from idols” (1 Thess 1:9). This movement indicates that we are
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involved in an ongoing dynamic relationship with the divine reign and that we must
distinguish between the reign of God and its responsive community, between God’s

reign and the church.

It is in these findings that any biblically rooted and contextually relevant sense of the
calling of the church in the contemporary context must begin. Here is a far more
dynamic sense of the church’s identity and its mission in the world. This sense stands in
bold contrast to the merely functional or activist notions of building or extending that
have so prepossessed the church. At this point of beginning one finds a more humble
starting point for mission. It leads to the fresh insight that the first mission is always the
internal mission: the church evangelised by the Holy Spirit again and again in the
echoing word of Jesus inviting us to receive the reign of God and to enter it.

Lesslie Newbigin (1995) asserts that the mission of the church starts with the Bible
story indwelling or inhabiting individual and gathered lives, to such an extent that the
Gospel becomes plausible through others seeing how the church practises the truth.
From that base, the church speaks of and persuades others about Jesus Christ. In
sociological terms, Christians have to have a plausibility structure that is based on the
Lordship of Christ from which to proselytise.

Here there is also a more dynamic image for every Christian’s personal calling and
discipleship. Daily life becomes a discipline of asking how one may move more
squarely into the realm of God’s reign and how one may welcome and receive it into the
fabric of one’s life this day more than ever before. Here as well one can find a more
focused way of living together as the community of Christ. This point is especially
crucial for churches that have suffered the loss of focus, the loss of a sense of what lies

at the centre, the loss of their soul.

Here, moreover, is a far more welcoming framework for evangelism. Evangelism would
move from an act of recruiting or co-opting those outside the church to an invitation of
companionship. The church would witness that its members, like others, hunger for the

hope that there is a God who reigns in love and intends the good of the whole earth. The
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community of the church would testify that they have heard the announcement that such
a reign is coming, and indeed is already breaking upon the world. They would confirm
that they have heard the open welcome and received it daily, and they would invite
others to join them as those to whom God’s welcome has also been extended. To those
invited, the church would offer itself to assist their entrance into the reign of God and to
travel with them as co-pilgrims. Here lies a path for the renewal of the heart of the

church and its evangelism.

The relationship between the church and the reign of God

In this section, what the mission of the church is will be discussed. In order to
understand the mission of the church, it is necessary to consider the relationship

between the church and the reign of God.

There are two kinds of the understanding of the relationship between the church and the
reign of God (Guder et al 1998:98-100). Firstly, the church must not be equated with the
reign of God (Bosch 1991:377). The church as a messianic community is both spawned
by the reign of God and directed toward it. This is a different relationship from the one
that at times has dominated the church’s thinking. The church has often presumed that
the reign of God is within the church. The two have been regarded as synonyms. In this
view, the church totally encompasses the divine reign. Therefore church extension or
church growth is the equivalent of kingdom extension or kingdom growth, and the reign
of God is coterminous with the people who embrace it through faith and gather together
as the church. This view leads easily to the affirmation that there is no salvation outside
the church. The church then sees itself as the fortress and guardian of salvation, perhaps
even its author and benefactor, rather than its grateful recipient and guest. The biblical
portrait of the divine reign and church does not allow such conclusions. The church
always stands in a position of dependence on and humble service to the divine reign
(Ridderbos 1962:354)

Secondly, the reign of God must not be divorced from the church (Guder et al 1998:99).
The church is constituted by those who are entering and receiving the reign of God. It is
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where the children of the reign corporately manifest the presence and characteristic
features of God’s reign. The divine reign expresses itself in a unique, though not

exhaustive or exclusive, fashion in the church.

However, sometimes these two have led to views that ultimately divorced them in some
ecumenical circles during the 1950s and 1960s (Guder et al 1998:99). The vision of the
church and its mission was most forcefully expressed by the report of a World Council
of Churches’ study program entitled “The Church for Other” (1967). Lesslie Newbigin

has summarised the thrust of that document:

“Thinking about the Church should always begin by defining it as part of the
world”(17). It is the world, not the Church, which “writes the agenda”(20-23), and
the Church is not to be concerned about increasing its own membership (19).
“Participation in God’s mission is entering into partnership with God in history,
because our knowledge of God in Christ compels us to affirm that God is working
out his purpose in the midst of the world and its historical processes”(14). So
“What else can the Churches do than recognize and proclaim what God is doing in
the world” — in the emancipation of coloured races, the humanization of industrial
relations, and so on?”

What is missing in this view is the church’s reason for being a particular community,
both distinct from the divine reign and yet spawned by it as its intended fruit and
servant (Guder et al 1989:100).

Beyond these two perceptions, Newbigin (1980:19) has affirmed a perspective that
seeks to maintain the distinction between God’s reign and the church without breaking

their connection:

The ... danger to be avoided is the separation of the Kingdom from the church. It is
clear that they cannot and must not be confused, certainly not identified. But they
must also not be separated. From the beginning the announcement of the Kingdom
led to a summons to follow and so to the formation of a community. It is the
community which has begun to taste (even only in foretaste) the reality of the
Kingdom which can alone provide the hermeneutic of the message.

Therefore, to understand the relationship between the church and the reign of God, it is
necessary to consider a way to capture the biblical sense of the church’s calling and

vocation: the church represents the reign of God (Guder et al 1998:100). This is another
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way of rendering the fundamental New Testament notion of witness, but promises a
fresh and holistic approach to viewing the whole life of the church in missional terms.
The word represent can carry two different senses, a passive one and an active one.
Passively, the meaning indicates that one thing stands for another. In contrast, the active
meaning of represent indicates the way a person may be given authority to act on
another’s behalf or to care for another’s interests. Both the passive and the active
meanings of “represent” are intended when it is said of the church that it represents the

reign of God, and each adds particular force to the missional calling of the church.

Guder et al (1998:100-102) explain the meaning of represent as follows: Firstly, the
church represents the divine reign as its sign and foretaste. Themes woven into the
fabric of the book of Ephesians illustrate this intended meaning. When the author
speaks of the breaking down of the barriers between Jews and Gentiles (Eph 2:11ff.)
that has resulted from the expansion of the Gospel mission to the Gentile world, he
states that this profound social change within the small community of Christians rep-
resents God’s purpose for the world: “that he might create in himself one new humanity
in place of the two, thus making peace” (Eph 2:15).

The emerging multicultural church here is a foretaste of God’s redeeming purpose for
the world, which is the mystery now revealed: “that is, the Gentiles have become fellow
heirs, members of the same body, and sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus through the
gospel” (Eph 3:6). This point is even more explicit when the church is described as the
sign of God’s wisdom for the cosmos: “so that through the church the wisdom of God in
its rich variety might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly
places” (Eph 3:10). As a sign represents something else and as a foretaste represents
something yet to come, the church points away from itself to what God is going to
complete. In this sense, the divine reign’s otherness is guarded. The church must affirm

that it is not identical with God’s reign.
Secondly, the church also represents the divine reign as its agent and instrument. Here it

represents that reign in an active sense. The church bears the divine reign’s authority

(the authority of the “keys,” Matt 16:19; and the authority of “forgiveness,” as indicated
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in John 20:19-23). It engages in the divine reign’s action (living in terms of the lordship
of Jesus over all creation). For this reason, Paul may address Christians as “co-workers
for the kingdom of God” (Col 4:11) and consider them to be “suffering” for the reign of
God (2 Thess 1:5). The church is representative in the sense of an embassy
(*ambassadors for Christ,” 2 Cor 5:20) of the divine reign. By its very existence, then,
the church brings what is hidden into view as a sign and into experience as a foretaste.
At the same time, it also represents to the world the divine reign’s character, claims,

demands, and gracious gifts as its agent and instrument.

Representing the reign of God as its community

The next point is to consider how the reign of God should be represented. How does a
community of people represent the reign of God in the world? Guder et al (1998:102)
point out that in Jesus’ way of carrying out God’s mission, “the church is to represent
God’s reign as its community, its servant, and its messenger.” Guder (1985) talks about
“being the witness, doing the witness, and saying the witness”. This means the church’s
mission around the truth (message), the life (community), and the way (servant). The
mission of the church is to represent the reign of God as its community, servant, and

messenger.

In a free world where the focus is on the autonomous and decentred self, and with a
gospel of reconciliation in Christ, the churches must revive their commitment to what it
means to be communities of the reign of God. Churches are called to be bodies of
people sent on a mission rather than a voluntary association of individuals in the
contemporary culture. The church is to be a communal body of Christ’s followers,
mutually committed and responsible to one another and to the mission Jesus sent us

upon at his resurrection.

It is necessary to consider the primary mission of the church to be a community. The
church’s mission has to repattern Jesus’ mission. Jesus’ mission was to embody the
reign of God by living under its authority (Guder et al 1998:103). The church shares this
calling with Jesus. In the church’s case, though, its vocation is corporate, not individual.
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Jesus, the one who represented Israel, is now represented by the new Israel, the church.
Like Jesus, the church is to embody the reign of God by living under its authority. We
live as the covenant community, a distinctive community created by God’s reign to

show forth its tangible character in human, social form.

Guder et al (1998:103-104) suggest two reasons why the church should be a missional
community. Firstly, before the church is called to do or say anything, it is called and
sent to be the unique community of those who live under the reign of God. The church
displays the first fruits of the forgiven and forgiving people of God who are brought
together across the rubble of dividing walls that have crumbled under the weight of the
cross. It is the harbinger of the new humanity that lives in genuine community, a form

of companionship and wholeness that humanity craves.

What the church identifies as true about itself because of Christ, it also knows to be far
from true about itself in its present experience. Yet it is precisely this affirmation made
by Christ concerning who the church is, that moves it to actualise in practice what it
believes to be true (Kiing 1968:59-65). Believing itself to be one in the “unity of the
Spirit” (Eph. 4:3), the church knows God has sent it into the pursuit of the “unity of the
faith” (Eph 4:13).

Secondly, God delights in having a people who are one in love, and God’s people enjoy
the freedom of being that particular people. But there is another reason for this mission
of being the community of the reign of God. “You are the light of the world,” Jesus said
(Matt. 5:14). We are a noticed and watched people. The genuineness of our identi-
fication as the disciples of Jesus is observed only in our love for each other (John
13:35). Jesus seeks our oneness with one another “so that the world may believe” that
he indeed has been sent by his Father (John 17:21). The church’s love and unity holds
ultimate significance for the world as the visible basis of the Gospel’s power and
legitimacy. In fact, the church is itself the promise of the Gospel. The universal
invitation to believe the Gospel includes the invitation to enter the reign-of-God-
produced community of the new humanity. Just as Jesus exhibited his union with his

Father in obedient submission to God’s rule and could therefore say, “Whoever has seen
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me has seen the Father” (John 14:9), so too God has designed it so that when people
have seen God’s “peculiar” people, they have in a real sense caught a glimpse of God.

“As the Father has sent me, so | send you” (20:21).

Representing the reign of God as its servant

In a secular world of privatised religious faith and with a gospel of Christ’s reign over
all things, the churches must discover what it means to faithfully represent the reign of
God in their society (Guder et al 1998:104). Because we live in a plural world that no
longer gives us a privileged place and automatic powers, we have the choice whether to
confine our business to the private sphere and treat worship as a chosen means of
spending our leisure or to find new patterns for demonstrating faith through public
deeds. The calling to seek first the reign of God and God’s justice means orienting our
public deeds away from imposing our moral will on the social fabric and towards
providing tangible experience of the reign of God that intrudes as an alternative to the

public principles and loyalties.

Jesus’ mission is to exhibit the signs of the presence of the reign of God by exercising
its authority over broken lives, domination, oppression, and alienation (Guder et al
1998:104). Jesus demonstrated his authority over disease and nature, over people and
their social structures, and over spirit forces that bind and distort. This authority was
derived from being “under authority” (Guder et al 1998:104). His authority sprang from
his own faithful trust and loyalty, his living under authority.

Jesus’ healing, exorcisms, calming of storms, feeding of the multitudes, and raising the
dead to life were all signs. These signs revealed that in Jesus’ life under the authority of
God the reign of God was at hand. The deeds themselves were simply doing what ought
to be done under God’s reign. They also point to what God intends the world to be like
when God’s reign comes. They represent what God fully intends to bring about at the
world’s consummation, when all that creation was envisioned and imagined to be is
finally made true. Jesus’ actions show forth the horizon of the coming world of shalom

— peace, justice and joy in the Holy Spirit (Guder et al 1998:105).

69



University of Pretoria etd — Lee, S-H (2004)

Therefore, the church shares that horizon, and with it the impulse to respond to the
whole range of need in humanity and in the creation. Thus the church represents the
reign of God by its deeds as the servant to God’s passion for the life of the world. Like

Jesus, it exhibits by numerous signs the reign of God, thereby exercising its authority.

Representing the reign of God as its messenger

The church’s being and doing are irretrievably tied to its proclaiming (cf Guder 1985;
2000). Proclamation is inevitable if our being and doing signify anything at all about the
presence of God’s reign. If in our being the church, the world sees God’s reign, and by
our doing justice, the world tastes its gracious effect, then the call to all on the earth to

receive and acknowledge that reign must necessarily be expressed.

Guder et al (1998:106) propose that the mission of the church is to be a messenger of
God can be expressed as follows: “in a plural world of relativised perspectives and
loyalties, and with a gospel of the knowledge of God through the incarnate Christ, the
churches must learn to speak, in post-Christendom accents, as confident yet humble
messengers of the reign of God”. A postmodern world is a wildly exciting arena for
learning to speak boldly, often, and in fresh ways. The church speaks out boldly, but
with the aim of recruiting members into an organisation through an individualised
version of the Gospel, easily understood by an equally individualistic culture. It speaks
boldly and in such a way that the signs of the reign of God in the Scriptures, in the
world’s history, and in the present may be clearly seen. It speaks so that the signposts to
the reign of God evidenced in the church’s own deeds will not be misunderstood.

In a fractured and disoriented society, to communicate the Gospel the church needs to
be transformed by the message it seeks to communicate and needs to be built up as an
authentic community of faith. Rodney Clapp (1996:188) says that “Christianity is not an
ideology to be recovered or a philosophical system to be remembered. Christians are
called to live the story, not restate it in the form of universalised propositions.” Gibbs
and Coffey (2001:189) suggest different communication strategies. They suggest the
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church needs the strength of community to reinforce its message. The community of

faith need to be “meaning-makers”.

Pieterse (2000:6) maintains that the church should be a window to another reality
through the transformational power of the Gospel rather than simply be a mirror of
society. The question is, how can the church speak prophetically to society, and achieve
a sense of dignity and self-worth and stability? Pieterse (2001a:3) is of the opinion that
in this world of suffering and poverty people can still achieve a “good life”, but then
preaching must be “meaningful in their situation”, and help the poor to achieve a

“vision, through their faith in God”, of a liberating way out of their wretched situation.

In order to accomplish the above, Pieterse (2001a:6) feels that preaching has to account
for three things: firstly, to encourage people to decide for themselves, given that they
are mature enough to do that; secondly, to account for the covenant relationship; and
thirdly, to account for community with the values of “reconciliation, faith, love, justice,

freedom, peace and hope”.

In sum: these three are distinguishable, yet inseparable. Synergy, not competition for
primacy, should exist among these three facets of the mission of the church. To quote
Newbigin (1997:229), if the local congregation is not perceived in its own
neighbourhood as the place from which good news is transformed into good actions, the
programs for social and political action launched by the national agencies are apt to lose
their internal relation to the good news and come to be seen as part of a moral crusade
rather than part of the Gospel. The local congregation is the place where the proper

relation is most easily and naturally preserved.

2.2.4 Conclusion

In order to develop a faithful and relevant identity and mission for the church in
transition, firstly I have suggested an interpretation of the context of the church. In this
situation, the identity of the church has to be articulated from the relationship with the

world. As Bosch’s work suggests, this is a reminder of a new relationship between the
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church and the world that began to be understood in the twentieth century. Church and
world are seen more in solidarity than in hostility. Bosch delineates six implications of
this view: (1) The church is not the only goal of mission. (2) The church is a sign of the
Kingdom, not the Kingdom itself. There is a convergence in evangelizing people and
proclaiming God’s reign. (4) The church is a “community of the Holy Spirit.” (5) The
church that is not involved in the world is heretical. (6) The church bears the good news
as a privilege (Bosch 1991:377-378). Creatively, the church is both a theological and a
sociological construct. It glorifies God and reaches out to people in “an inseparable
union of the divine and the dusty” (1991:389). So we see that retreating into a Christian
ghetto is not the answer. Embracing the society so tightly that no differentiation can be
made between the reigning culture and Christianity is fruitless. The only adequate
answer lies in being fully participate in the world, but resting firmly in the Christian
tradition. It is so preposterously easy, and so maddeningly difficult, as being in the
world but not of it (John 17:14, 16).

According to Bosch (1991:472), the church-with-others, the incarnational community of
faith, is the starting point of mission in our time. It is the community that is the primary
bearer of mission. The church’s vocation to represent the reign of God as sign, foretaste
and instrument. The church’s calling is to live in the world as an apostle of God’s reign,
being an alternative community whose inner, communal life of the church matters for
mission. This inner life is cultivated by ecclesial practices such as baptism, eucharist,
reconciliation, discernment and hospitality, each of them expressing the reality of God’s
reign and shaping the character of the community’s members. The church is a missional
community. Its characteristics are identified as an alternative community, its missions

being “community”, “servant” and “messenger.”
From this articulation of the ecclesiology, in the following sections, | discuss the

formation of the identity of the church as a community of faith and the homiletic

implications of this.
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2.3 RICOEUR’S MODEL FOR THE FORMATION OF THE

IDENTITY OF THE COMMUNITY

In this section, ideas on the formation of the community will be explored. Paul
Ricoeur suggests a way in which the community could be formed — the characteristics
of the identity of the individual and the community and the process of the community’s
identity. Firstly, the characteristic of identity and the process of the formation of the
identity, that is, a personal and community identity, will be explained through Ricoeur’s

understanding of the identity. Secondly, Ricoeur’s three models will be discussed.

2.3.1 The characteristics of the identity of individual and community

Paul Ricoeur, in his book Oneself as another (1992), distinguishes the identity of the
individual in terms of three aspects: 1/me, ipse/idem and self/other. According to him,
firstly the individual’s identity is based on a dialectical tension between what other
people think of “me” and what | think of “myself” in the interior dialogue | conduct

with myself. This is the “I/me” aspect.

Secondly, the individual identity includes a dialectic tension between ipse and idem.
The Latin term ipse means selfhood (Ricoeur 1992:115-116). This means that the
identity of the individual accommodates change over time. The other word idem means
sameness or permanence in time. According to Van der Ven, Dreyer and Pieterse
(2002:104), “l am determined by sameness, but at same time | overcome it in my
selfhood. It is in this transcending that | actualize my ipse, which reveals itself in

newness, originality, creativity.”

The third aspect is a dialectic tension between self/other. The individual’s identity
depends on the extent to which the person is able, not to passively tolerate, but to
actively recognise and accept the radical otherness of the other with whom he or she
lives, cooperates and meets. In the recognition and acceptance of the other as other,

individuals become aware of their own otherness: then they accept themselves as
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another. In a sense the alterity of the other is mirrored in one’s own alterity, which leads

to the alterity of both alter egos.

The identity of the community can be applied and explained by this understanding of
the three aspects of the individual’s identity (Van der Ven et al 2002:105-106). From
the 1/me perspective, in the community, a we/us perspective, communities conduct an
internal dialogue on whether the kind of community other communities say they are fits
their own self-image, their own understanding of themselves. That is to say, the “we” in

communities speak to the “us” (Van der Ven et al 2002:105).

Secondly, there is the ipse/idem perspective. In this perspective, communities are
concerned with commemorating the core events in their past, from which they can then
trace a communal line to the present so that they can believe they are still the same (Van
der Ven 2002:105). But this sameness in itself cannot be the cornerstone of the
community’s future identity, because that would make it cling to the past, preventing
further growth and development, which would lead to conservatism and possibly

fundamentalism, even if the fundamentalism is of a narrative nature.

Thirdly, from the self/other-perspective communities are dynamic, vital and vibrant,
when they are aware of their own identity and at the same time recognise the unique,
inalienable, irreducible otherness of other communities, including their worth, value,
richness and fecundity. “Only then the community’s own otherness — its enigma or even
mystery — comes to the fore: one’s own community as just one other community. Or, to
put it paradoxically, communal identity derives from communal alterity” (Van der Ven
et al 2002:106).

A community’s identity which is understood as a network of individuals and groups is a
communicative identity. This is considered in the three directions: inward (we/us);
outward (self/other); and in time (ipse/idem). In particular, the formation of the identity
of the community can be described from the two perspectives of the identity: temporal

and relational perspectives (Dreyer 2000:21-52). In the following section, | deal with
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the way in which the identity of the community can be explained and formed in the

dialectic tension between temporal and relational perspectives.

2.3.2 Two dimensions of the identity of the community

2.3.2.1 Temporal dimension of the identity of the community

The characteristics of individual and community identity have been explained. Now the
two dimensions of the formation of the identity of the community are discussed.
Ricoeur (1992:115-116) distinguishes the two dimensions of identity: idem-identity and
ipse-identity. Idem-identity (Latin idem) means sameness or some permanence in time.
Ipse-identity (Latin ipse) as selfhood means “no assertion concerning some unchanging

core of the personality”. In contrast to idem-identity, it accommodates change over time.

Dreyer (2000:27) remarks that “this tension between identity as sameness (idem-
identity) and identity as selfhood (ipse-identity) plays a central role in Ricoeur’s
thoughts on personhood and forms the background to his introduction of the term

narrative identity.”

Ricoeur tries to bring the tension between these two models of identity together in a
creative way through his typical dialectical style (Dreyer 2000:27). The confrontation
between idem-identity (character) and ipse-identity (keeping one’s word), according to
Ricoeur (1992), centres around the question of “permanence in time.”

From this temporal perspective of identity, according to Dreyer (2000:28), the
distinction between idem-identity (with character as the paradigm) and ipse-identity
(with keeping of one’s word or promise as the paradigm) reflects a basic tension
between stability and change. In other words, personal identity, from a temporal
perspective, always reflects this tension between self-sameness (character) and self-
constancy (promise). Van den Hengel (1994:467) refers to this as Ricoeur’s theory of
the internal dialectic of the human being. In the narrative there is an interaction of a self

that, on the one hand, maintains an identity of constancy (a self that remains the same,
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hence “sameness”), with a self that, on the other hand, projects itself into the future and
commits itself to change and transformation (a self that is not yet but becomes in the

“kept word”, which Ricoeur calls “ipseity”.).

The dialectical relationship between idem- and ipse-identity, between character and
keeping one’s promises, describes a fundamental tension or dialectic implied by the
temporal dimension of narrative identity, in other words, the tension between stability

and change, or, in the words of Ricoeur, between sedimentation and innovation.

Ricoeur (1992:118-119) solves this tension between stability and change, between
identity as self-sameness and identity as self-constancy, by resorting to a narrative
theory. Ricoeur explains that the notion of mimesis in narrative theory provides a way to
mediate these tensions (Dreyer 2000:29). Ricoeur, drawing on Aristotles’ idea of a
narrative as an imitation of action (mimesis praxeos), introduces a tripartite model of
mimesis (cf Joy 1997:xxix). Mimesis; (narrative prefiguration) refers to human action
in its unthematised or unreflective manner; mimesis;, (narrative configuration) refers to
the organisation of action in a meaningful form by means of a plot, and mimesiss
(narrative refiguration) refers to the effects of reading or reception of a narrative by
means of which the reader can change his or her ideas and actions. Ricoeur pays special

attention to the mediating role of configuration (mimesis,) (Dreyer 2000:29).

Narrative configuration (mimesis,) refers to the dynamic of emplotment. Emplotment of
action is important because it provides a synthesis of multiple events or incidents
(Dreyer 2000:29). Furthermore, a plot provides a synthesis of the heterogeneous not
only by combining multiple events but also by unifying widely divergent and even
opposing events. The result is a single story that “turns the plot into a unity which one
could call both concordant and discordant” (Dreyer 2000:29). This story is not just a
collection of events, but a narrative which has a plot. It is this power of unification of a
narrative that helps us to see how it is possible to integrate diversity, variability,
discontinuity, and instability with sameness and stability (Ricoeur 1992:140). Ricoeur
(1991:77) concludes: “It is primarily in the plot therefore that we must search for the

mediation between permanence and change....”
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In considering the relation between narrative and identity, with reference to Hannah
Arendt, Ricoeur (1988:246) maintains that to state the identity of an individual is to
answer the question: “Who did this?” and to answer the question “Who?” is to tell the
story of a life. The unity of a life is the unity of a told story, says Ricoeur (in Reagan
1996:112). Stories give unity, “not unity of substance but narrative wholeness” (Ricoeur
1986:132).

This relation between narrative and identity also applies to communities. Ricoeur
(1996:7) explicitly refers to this connection between narrative and collective identity
when he writes that the “identity of a group, culture, people, or nation, is not that of an
immutable substance, nor that of a fixed structure, but that rather, of a recounted story”.
Narrative is the power of unification, the power to synthesise the heterogeneous, to turn
multiple events into a “plot”, and to establish a concordance from a discordance. It
provides the resources, the “privileged mediation” (cf Ricoeur 1991:188), to establish

the coherence, the “identity” of a group.

The dialectical tension between permanence and change can be solved through the
emplotment, because a plot integrates variability with sameness. According to Dreyer
(2000:30), the identity of a congregation is not a given, but an achievement, a narrative
accomplishment. In other words, it is in the telling of stories, and in the listening to the

other’s stories, that a congregation’s “story,” its identity, is shaped.

Therefore, this narrative identity of a congregation or collectivity is never a finished
product. The “story” of a congregation always has to be recounted. To recount is,
however, not the same as to repeat or to reproduce. This brings a congregation back to
the tension between stability and change, between sedimentation and innovation. This
tension between the two poles of sedimentation (tradition) and innovation is of
particular relevance when it comes to collective identities. Ricoeur (1996:8) says if the
values, norms, heroes, etc, that is the acquired identifications of a collectivity, are not
constantly renewed and reinterpreted, a tradition becomes rigid and dead. Innovation
requires a rereading and reappraisal of the transmitted tradition, especially with a view

to past promises which have not been kept (Ricoeur 1996:8).
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This tension between stability and change, between tradition and innovation, which is
inherent in the “story” that expresses a congregation’s identity, connects past and future
through the present. The recounting of a congregation’s story always takes place in the
present, but involves the past and the future. On the one hand the story relates to the
past — to which Ricoeur (1992:161) refers, with reference to R Koselleck, as “the space
of experiences” — through the collective memory of the congregation. Narratives are
rooted in memory, says Ricoeur (1997:xli). It is therefore important to take the role of
memory, and its counterpart forgetting, into account. One of the most important ways
for a congregation to take the past into account is through commemoration.
Commemoration is an expression of collective memory. But in the continuous struggle
to derive a configuration from the heterogeneous elements of a congregation’s “story”,
there is not only a movement from the present to the past through memory, but also
from the present to the future through imagination. In a congregation’s story the
members of the collective recognise the unfulfilled moments of the past and also
anticipate what they will be in future. Narratives are not only rooted in memory, they
are also rooted in imagination, writes Ricoeur (1997:xlii). Through imagination,
narratives provide opportunities to articulate “imaginative variations”. In taking part in
the composition of a congregation’s story, we conduct “a thought experiment by means
of which we try to inhabit worlds foreign to us” (Ricoeur 1988:249). In the dialectic
between memory and imagination “the space of experiences” and “horizon of

expectation” are connected (Ricoeur 1992:161).

The temporal dimension of narrative identity stresses the importance of maintaining a
healthy relationship between stability and change, between sedimentation and
innovation. Ricoeur’s view on the social imagination, and more specifically the dialectic
between ideology and Utopia, presents us with further insight into this dialectical
tension. The main function of ideology is that of conservation. In the words of Ricoeur
(1986:318), “...ideology has one fundamental function: to pattern, to consolidate, to
provide order to the course of action”. This can, however, become pathological, and
then ideology can distort matters (Ricoeur 1986:323). The main function of utopia, on
the other hand, is that of critiquing established systems of power and of rethinking

alternative ways of living. The pathology of utopia, however, is a flight from reality,
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from the imperfections and challenges of praxis, that is, escapism. Ricoeur (1986:322)
adds that the pathology of utopia conceals under this escapism and futurism “the
nostalgia for some paradise lost”. The interplay of ideology and utopia is such that
ideology needs the critical and subversive function of utopia in order to prevent it from
developing its pathology of distortion, and utopia needs the integrative and conserving
function of ideology to prevent it from developing its pathology of escapism. When this
is applied to the narrative identity of a group, one can say that if a group’s dominant
narrative lacks innovation, it becomes an ideology in the negative sense of the word,
namely it distorts and subjects. On the other hand, if a group’s dominant narrative lacks
stability as provided by the integrative power of ideology, the danger is that it will

develop the pathology of utopia, namely an escape from the task at hand.

An important feature of the temporal dimension of collective narrative identity is the
never-ending tension between stability and change, between the idem- and ipse-identity
of the congregation, between sedimentation (tradition) and innovation. There is no final

story, no master plot to express a congregation or collective’s identity.

The identity of a congregation is not something static, and has to be recounted
continuously. The notion of discordant concordance helps the church to understand how
diversity, variability, discontinuity and instability within a congregation can be
integrated. It helps the church to understand how it is possible to make some kind of
synthesis, to recover (rather than impose from without) a plot from the many stories in
which congregations are entangled (cf Ricoeur 1986:130). This perspective provides
insight into the struggle to compose a group’s “life story” from the diverse actions and
events that characterise the congregation’s life, the outcome of which can at best be

regarded as an unstable equilibrium.
2.3.2.2  Relational dimension of the identity of the community
The second aspect of the narrative identity, according to Ricoeur (1992:115-116), is its

relational dimension. A narrative identity is not only a temporal, but also a relational

identity. The relational dimension of the identity has another important dialectic,
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namely that of the “self” and the “other-than-self”. It means that personal identity is
always constituted in relation to others. Ricoeur (1992:116) also relates this tension to
the distinction between idem- (with character as its paradigm) and ipse-identity (with
keeping a promise as the paradigm). This is most apparent in terms of ipse-identity. The
keeping of one’s word, of holding to your promise, always implies an “other” towards
which the promise is made. Personhood in the sense of ipse-identity implies a

responsibility towards others.

However, the tension between the “self” and the “other-than-self” is not restricted to the
pole of ipse-identity. The “other” is also important in terms of idem-identity. On a
biological level, the “other” is reflected in the genetic code of a person, and on a
psychological level the “other” is always present in terms of our acquired habits, values,
and identifications. In the words of Hughes (1999:56): “If we look again at the two
models of personal identity, we see that selfhood involves a dialectic of self and other-
than-self not only in the internalised values and acquired habits and identifications of
one’s character, but also in the response to the other and responsibility for the other at
the heart of promising.” Therefore the tension between the self and the other-than-self is

thus implied by the two poles of identity as sameness and identity as selfhood.

Ricoeur (1992:146-148) again explains the mediation of this dialectic of self and the
other-than-self by a narrative theory — the notion of emplotment. This time, however, it
iIs not the emplotment of action as in the case of the temporal dimension, but the
emplotment of character. Ricoeur refers here to the necessary correlation between plot
and character. Telling a story is not only relating the actions, but also saying who did
what and how. In a narrative people identify the different roles characters play. But
more than this, people get to know the identity of the characters: “The narrative
constructs the identity of the character, what can be called his or her narrative identity,
in constructing that of the story told. It is the identity of the story that makes the identity
of the character” (Ricoeur 1992:147-148). In the story told people know the characters
as heroes or as villains, as characters loved and respected or not, says Ricoeur. The
different characters’ actions influence and shape each other, that is not only their habits

and values, but also the promises made and kept or not kept.
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What are the implications of this aspect of narrative theory for personal identity? The
relational dimension is quite apparent in the construction of personal identity. The
church not only constructs her stories from memory, but also from the stories she is
being told. For example, this is most pronounced in the stories regarding our
conception, birth and childhood which are not even part of our own memories — they
belong to the stories of significant others who tell stories about us — and the stories
regarding our deaths, which will belong to those who survive us (cf. Hughes 1999), but
it is also true throughout life. The relational nature of narrative identity is also implied
by the fact that our life stories are composed not only on the basis of our own stories,
but also on the stories that others tell about us. The stories of our lives are never told in
isolation. Personal identity always involves others. Like characters in a narrative we are

“entangled in stories.”

Collective narrative identities do not escape this tension between self and other-than-
self. Although there is no strict transference of the dialectic of sameness and selfhood
(the idem- and ipse-identity of personal identity) to the collective level, one can also
make use of the concepts character and keeping one’s word (self-constancy). Ricoeur
(1992:121-124) argues that the identity of a community is made up of the acquired
identifications with the values, norms, ideals, models and heroes in which the person or
the community recognises itself. This pole of collective identity is also a reflection of
the historical and geographical situatedness of a group. This aspect refers to the idem-
identity, the character of a collective identity. As mentioned above, a group’s character
is the result of the narrative interaction, the telling of stories, and in the listening to the
others, stories within a collectivity in a specific context. It is, however, not restricted to
this aspect. The story of a group is also shaped by the stories that other groups or
collectivities tell about them. The relational dimension of collective narrative identity
thus recognises that every group’s story is “entangled in stories” of other groups.
Collective identities are not shaped in isolation.

This entanglement in stories of other groups is, however, more than influencing and

being influenced by other groups in terms of the idem-identity (the “character”) of a

group (Dreyer 2000:35-36). The relational dimension of collective narrative identity
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highlights the importance of the other with regard to the ipse-identity (of keeping one’s
promises) of a collectivity. The collective identity of a collectivity or group also implies
responsibility towards the others. A group’s dominant story, its collective identity, is
never ethically neutral. This is, for example, clearly visible regarding membership
issu