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‘The Church exists by mission as a fire exists by burn-

ing’.
Emil Brunner, theologian (1899-1966)

‘It is not the church which ‘undertakes’ mission; it is
the missio Dei which constitutes the church.’
David ]. Bosch, missiologist (1929-1992)

‘Everyday people are straying away from the church
and going back to God.’
Lenny Bruce, comedian (1925-66)

From the earliest beginnings of the Christian movement, the
Holy Spirit has created a variety of expressions of being
church in changing cultures and environments. Each gener-
ation as well as people groups has had to rediscover what
the appropriate clothing of the gospel is for evangelism and
church planting. Often a fresh reading of and reflecting on
the book of Acts has become the centrifugal inspiration to
aid this discovery.

The focus, however, has often centred on the outward
forms more than the essence, as debates were fostered about
what is appropriate and necessary, often driven from the cul-
ture of the interpreter. Even in the earliest church, the key
decisive issne centred on how ‘Jewish’ the new Gentiles
believers must become (Acts chapters 10, 15 and the ongo-
ing struggles within the Pauline churches over the
‘Judaisers’).

Just as the Holy Spirit led ordinary men and women to
become the church on the day of Pentecost, so also during
the beginnings of the Charismatic movement, these same
issues were once again explored as the Holy Spirit led
younger men and women to explore the nature and purpose
of being the church.? For many, this was both an exciting
and painful time as new forms of church life and mission
were explored. The new wine demanded new wineskins, and
there were many attempts at expressing what this might be
like (including house churches, communal living, renewal
and extensions of existing churches, developments of new
church networks, and the like).

This of course was nothing new, for the church has often
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had to re-invent itself as it faces new mission opportunities
from either changing cultures (one thinks of the rise of the
Celtic church [essentially a rural development and resporse]
during the collapse of Rome [primarily urban centred] or
varying responses to the gospel [like the Gentiles coming to
faith in Acts 10].) These paradigm shifts of culture and how
they affected the shape of the church are what Christian his-
tory and the move of the Holy Spirit are all about.

Once again, with a change in culture from a modernist to
a post-modern’® expression, we find ourselves asking the
question: how do we understand what it means to be church
in the 21st century? What are the appropriate wineskins to
express the gospel?

This question is being regularly and actively explored all
over the world by theologians, mission strategists, pastors
and local church leaders, church planters and other emerging
church practitioners. The sheer volume of literature is quite
staggering.}

Within a changing cultural environment where our under-
standing of ‘Sunday’ (and how it should be used e.g.,
worship, shopping, visiting family, leisure), what we mean
by ‘church’ (building, services, priests and pastors, commu-
nity, historic relic) and what we mean by ‘ministry’
(leadership led, sharing of gifts among the church commu-
nity, work in the community) are all open to discussion and
debate. Involvement and participation in these areas (or the
lack of it} by both believers and seekers alike mean that this
is no mere academic question. For those who regularly wor-
ship and share life in local churches, it has even greater
relevance for themselves and their mission. How we express
being God's people in this changing environment is founda-
tional.

What then are the key components to being a church, a
Christian community in our world today? Are some things
only cultural, while others are essential? How do we decide?
What do we keep and what might we leave out and still be an
authentic expression of church today?

I would like to suggest seven elements that I believe are
essential to being church in whatever expression the church
might express itself. I am already assuming that the church
has a living relationship with God and that it is clear on its
purpose and reason for being.

The first one is worship.® We are called and invited by
God to express our love, admiration, thanks and passion in
worship. This may seem obvious and therefore most
churches would already be expressing worship through var-
ious activities and disciplines (e.g., singing, prayer, sharing
of the sacraments, preaching, fellowship, and many other
ways). Some would use particular forms of structure or
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liturgy to enable the gathered worshippers to express their
faith in ways that resonate or challenge them.

In worship we need to be reminded that we are part of a
worldwide movement of Christians who join their voices
together when the church expresses worship, therefore we
can and should draw on the rich tradition of Christian wor-
ship at our disposal to aid us in this endeavour.

This is one basic way we can experience the unity or ecu-
menism of the Spirit. To explore another tradition or way of
doing things can be very liberating for a community of faith.
It can help when times of malaise set in and show us new
ways of expressing our love and passion for God. It is not
inconsequential that for many older adults, there is an attrac-
tion to a more thoughtful rather than pure spontaneous
approach. Many in the ‘emerging church’ experiences addi-
tionally see this, where the rich and varied forms of Christian
spirituality are finding new resonance.

We can perhaps see examples of this in the pages of the
New Testament, where, for example, authors regularly quote
important Old Testament texts and include early Christian
hymns (e.g. Philp. 2:1-11). However, we are given limited
guidance as to what actually needs to be part of the service
of worship. Much of this is due to the fact that the worship
for these earliest Christians would have been a continuation
of the Jewish synagogue practices that they had inherited.
Adding to this is the new experience of Jesus as Messiah and
the empowerment of the Holy Spirit, which meant some
expressions were quite fluid and open to each person bring-
ing their own contributions as led by the Spirit (as in the
practices of the Corinthians — 1 Cor. 14:26). This fostered a
dynamic of finding appropriate contextnal expressions of
worship that reflected the reality of their journey with God.

Today many churches continue in the received traditions
of liturgy without taking the time to reflect and ask how this
particular approach to worship is affecting the congregation,
its mission and the surrounding community. In other
instances where more formal liturgy is often absent,
churches are returning to or re-envisioning a more liturgical
framework. A common example is in the resurgence of the
use of the Psalms as a key component of their shared wor-
ship, recognizing that every human experience is involved
in worship in this, the prayer book of the church.

In my second year lectures on hermeneutics, we examine
case studies of how Christians in differing times and cultures
have interpreted texts and how it has affected their life as
church and their mission. From the rise of apartheid from
Dutch Reformed churches, to the struggle of the confessing
church during the Nazi regime, to the struggles of power and
poverty in the Southern Americas, inherited expressions and
understandings have brought blessing but more often diffi-
culties to the church and its mission. In addition to the case
studies, I also show a portion of the 1986 film The Mission
about Spanish Jesuit missionaries working in the rain forests
of Brazil and how the inherited church (which encouraged
slave training) contrasts with the new emerging church in
the tribal village which seeks to embrace appropriate cul-
tural expressions of what it means for them to be
worshippers of Jesus. The aim is to begin to illustrate how
each of us can be blinded in our interpretations and to begin
to become more aware of what we bring, what we receive,
and how we make use of it.
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‘What I think is often lacking in church renewal and explo-
rations of worship is the realisation of the need for each
church to express itself with a local accent, in other words,
contextually. This makes worship authentic to that local
expression of being church. It is here that continuing work
and searching needs to take place to enable and encourage a
local church to consider how they might express their jour-
ney with God and his mission in words, music, and their own
story within their own culture. This could involve writing
their own songs, their own prayers, and their own frame-
work for worship. The aim here is not to be clever but honest,
authentic and human. To seek to engage with God in both
our joys and pains and find meaningful ways to express this
in community worship is both a delight and a challenge.

The second element is the need for a shared life in fel-
lowship. To engage with God in his mission in the world
requires the need for shared life on the journey of joy and
discovery of being his people in the world. Without this sense
of togetherness, there can be no real sense of mission since
God’s aim was always to create a people, a nation, a com-
munity of Jesus and the Spirit.’

This means more than just the mere time spent in the
meetings when the church gathers. To be church means to be
together. It is ultimately about the need for community and
sharing the whole of life with one another (this seems to be
central to the biblical meaning of koveovia) b

This also implies the need and opportunity to share our
resources with each other to enable us to fulfil the callings
God has given us. In this way, we can seek to accomplish
the mission agenda by appropriately using our time, material
and spiritual resources, as well as our very lives laid down
for the common good.

As the Spirit is helping us to explore being church in fresh
ways, this aspect of authentic fellowship in the gospel comes
into its own again. To share not just in meetings or events,
but actually to open our lives up and journey together, to be
in a place of transparency and feel safe, to know you are a
part of the life of God with other people, this empowers us to
live the Jesus life in the world. Since nearly all the New Tes-
tament was written directly to or for faith communities, and
since we find most uses of the English word ‘you’ are plural,
it is hard to imagine how we could not live in fellowship
together. The lone Christian is therefore an anti-type to the
normative purpose of God in creating a people for his praise.

The long list of one-anothers,’ found mostly in Pauline lit-
erature, illustrates that this is not just an ideological or
spiritual reality, but also involves our human undertakings
and relationships. It is about being the body of Christ, of
being Jesus to our communities and nations, which enables
us to demonstrate the power of changed lives and values as
we learn to live together under God’s reign as King.

The third essence is the central and vital importance of
regular engagement with the Scriptures. We are essentially
a people of the book. From our early Jewish roots to the ongo-
ing development of the early church and throughout Christian
history, the place of the word of God has been an integral
ingredient of what being church is all about.

In practice this is most often expressed in teaching,
preaching, training, bible study, bible translation, scholar-
ship, as well as engaging other spiritual disciplines (such as
meditation or Lectio Divina). These are some of the forma-
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tive ways in which God’s people have sought to engage with
the word.

Far too often, particularly in western expressions of Chris-
tianity, Bible study or listening to a sermon has taken place
without the necessary work towards appropriate application
and ongoing engagement. The aim should be transformation
{personal, corporate, and community). Letting the word
shape us is crucial to the process of enabling us to fulfil the
mandate to maturity and the commission to go to all nations
in God’s mission.

This task reminds us of the many ever-present hermeneu-
tical challenges that face the reader/listener as we engage
with the word.”® Learning to be aware of our own cultural
baggage and the ways this affects how we understand and
act upon the word is both a challenge and an opportunity.

One way a church can explore this more creatively is what
I have experienced as ‘community exegesis’. This is where a
group of people sit down together and share their own
insights and experiences from the word they have read/lis-
tened to. My own home group has explored this when we
looked at the parables of Jesus and invited people to bring to
the group the ones they liked, the ones they did not under-
stand, and the ones that they wished had never been written
down, Through this process, we learned to listen to what the
Spirit was saying through one another and then to bring in
the appropriate historical, sociological and theological
insights, which aided our journey and understanding. Much
was learned through this group sharing that would have been
lost through a more traditional western approach of the bible
expert being there to provide all the answers.

Holistic discipleship is the fourth essential in being
church.

We are beginning to realise the failings of the church in
the West to follow Jesus’ primary commission to make dis-
ciples." Instead, we have primarily invested our time and
efforts in encouraging and producing converts, church-goers,
or even a culture of being ‘churched’ without an ongoing liv-
ing, obedient relationship with God.*

Recently the works of Dallas Willard have enabled us to
reconsider the importance of doing and the consequences of
not doing discipleship properly. In a very poignant passage
he writes,

For at least several decades the churches of the West-
ern world have not made discipleship a condition of
being a Christian. One is not required to be, or to intend
to be, a disciple in order to become a Christian, or one
may remain a Christian without any signs of progress
toward or in discipleship . . .So far as the visible Chris-
tian institutions of our day are concerned, discipleship
clearly is optional (italics his).”

In a previous generation, Dietrich Bonhoeffer made simi-
lar observations about his fellow Christians and his own
national church amidst their participation in Hitler's Reich
programme. In his classic work The Cost of Discipleship he
comments,

Christianity without discipleship is always Christian-
ity without Christ. It remains an abstract idea, a myth
that has a place for the Fatherhood of God, but omits

Christ as the living Son . . .. There is trust in God, but

no following of Christ.”
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Again he says, ‘When Christ calls a man, He bids him
come and die’.”

Ultimately for Bonhoeffer, this approach of Christianity
without discipleship led to the reality of a cheap grace, one
that refused to participate in the daily challenge of following
Jesus and therefore becoming like him, which inevitably leads
to the place of the cross and subsequently suffering, rejec-
tion, and misunderstanding.*

If the primary role of the church is indeed to make disci-
ples, then the challenges and opportunities to assist
individual believers and church communities to learn to deny
self, take up the cross and follow after Jesus'’ must be inte-
gral to the very work we are engaged in." To become mature
almost always means to face up to the things that hinder,
the obstacles that must be overcome, the pain to change, the
sacrifices that will lead to a new beginning. This requires us
not only to be ‘doing good’ and being active but also reflect-
ing on what we do, why we do it, and how it expresses the
authentic nature of Jesus to others.

However it is more than just being busy serving. One could
argue that the western church is often the busiest church on
the planet, but the quality of life and community can leave
much to be desired. The systemic reality is not just doing
things or even doing the right things, but being able to do
serious reflection on our journey, our mission and therefore
our raison d'etre together as we seek to follow Jesus in our
own communities.

And this means that ultimately discipleship is participat-
ing in the reality of the cross and suffering in our growth.
Bonhoeffer's statement makes this abundantly clear,

Only a man thus totally committed in discipleship can
experience the meaning of the cross. The cross is there,
right from the beginning, he has only got to pick it up
there is no need for him to go out and look for a cross
for himself . . . Every Christian has his own cross wait-
ing for him, a cross destined and appointed by God.
Each must endure his allotted share of suffering and
rejection.

Alan Hirsch, a mission strategist and emerging church
leader from Australia, makes a similar statement in his |
recent book The Forgotten Ways. He states,

For the follower of Jesus, discipleship is not the first
step toward a promising career. It is in itself the fulfil-
ment of his or her destiny. We never move from being
a disciple on-the-way. And yet it seems as if we find lit-
tle place for radical discipleship in our life together as
believers (italics his).”

This highlights the need for appropriate leadership that
sees as its primary ministry, to enable and empower each
member to become what God intends. This is what Jesus
demonstrated in his work with the twelve and the remain-
ing followers, and this is the outcome that is highlighted in
Ephesians 4:11-16 in terms of leadership that brings the
church to maturity.®

Fifthly, communitas.

The word and concept as used here first appears in a
book* by the anthropologist Victor Turner, who along with
his wife worked primarily in Zambia among the Ndembu
tribe.? In his observations, particularly of the initiation rites
of passage leading to adulthood of young males, he discov-
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ered that these young men went through three distinct
stages: separation, liminality,”® and reintegration.** In their
culture, children would live with their mothers until their
entrance to manhood (about 13 yrs) when the men and lead-
ers of the tribe would take them away (separation), and place
them outside the tribe in the jungle where they had to learn
to adapt or die (liminality), then once they passed this test,
they were brought back into the tribe where they now lived
with the men {reintegration). It was the stage of liminality in
particular which enabled these young men to share and
explore something much more edgy, uncertain and often life
threatening as they journeyed together through this process.

It was in this stage of liminality that the anthentic sense
of communitas was realized. Here, both individuals and the
group experienced something that was neither what they had
previously known (the comfortable and known past) nor what
they would become (the uncomfortable and unknown future).
Instead, they found themselves in a state of flux, of uncer-
tainty, of transition. It is here, argues Turner, that the
discovery of a new way of life was experienced. Living in
such an extended period created a spatial, social and spiri-
tnal threshold that deeply affected their own lives, and upon
their return reinvigorated the tribe by this shared experi-
ence, which kept the tribe in tune to their values and
purpose.”

In the recent film adaptation of J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of
the Rings trilogy, we can see something of this illustrated
at that moment at the end of the first film/book as the for-
mation of ‘the fellowship’ of Hobbits and men, Trolls and
Elves, and one uncompromising wizard are sent off together
into an unknown place to purpose the destruction of the one
ring of power. It is an adventure full of excitement and fear,
of battles and blessings, of deep friendships and loss of life.
This, I believe, is an example of what Turner is arguing for.
And it is this that I see in the earliest expressions of the
emerging church in Acts, in times of church renewal in his-
tory, and in the fresh expressions of church that are being
explored today.

So this Latin word ‘communitas’ rather than the more
common English word ‘community’® enables us to under-
stand that being church involves more than just being
together, even together for a purpose. Instead it involves the
shared experiences of marginalisation, danger, disorienta-
tion and ultimately finding God afresh as we follow him in his
mission.

This clearly was the experience of the formative church of
Jesus with the twelve and the seventy-two. Following Jesus
meant leaving what was known and comfortable, sharing
with him in his life and ministry, and then being sent out to
carry it on. It was equally echoed in the life of the emerging
church in Acts as they discovered that following Jesus into
new cultures, people groups and amidst opposition, confu-
sion, and fear was equally exciting and difficult. Again, as
the church has faced new mission opportunities and chal-
lenge throughout its two millennia, this has often been
repeated. Today the ongoing experience of those who are
seeking to become new expressions of church also face these
issues, particularly in a post-modern and increasingly post-
Christian western society.

Sixth, a sacramental way of life

For most Protestants, the two classic expressions of the
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sacrament of grace are baptism and communion.”’” These are
seen to be the two corporate experiences initiated by Jesus to
his people for their participation as means of enduring grace
on the journey of discipleship and mission. Baptism is most
often connected to initiation whereas communion is the nour-
ishing element of the journey of faith. While these two are
significant, they have also caused enormous controversy over
the centuries. It is not my aim to explore these, but note that
they are vitally important aspects of the church and the indi-
vidual Christian’s life and growth.

In addition to this I also would suggest that the church
itself is an expression of sacrament. The New Testament
was primarily written to churches who were the living incar-
nation of Jesus in their community. This skxAnoix is an
expression of the grace of God to that location and people.
The ‘body of Christ’ is not just some esoteric or symbolic
expression of God, but, like its Lord in his incarnation, the
human church demonstrates, albeit weakly and incompletely,
the living Jesus in the power of the Holy Spirit. This means
that God is expressing his life through his people. The church
intentionally becomes the body of Christ where all body parts
are active and Jesus is seen and experienced, often in the
everyday events of life.

Emerging churches in particular have recognized afresh
the value of the incarnation as a means of living the good
news in their communities. Goodness and kindness, impor-
tant characteristics of God himself, are thereby experienced
by those currently outside or on the fringe of the existing
Christian community, often before words are fully spoken or
understood.

The Christian memory is all but gone in much of western
Europe. As we learn to negotiate what the demise of the
Christendom cultural paradigm means it will inevitably
demand a different approach to being church and living the
gospel.” The story of the prodigal son is not the experience
of many Europeans; there is no previous experience of God to
return to. Rather, I suggest the dialogue and conversational
approach used by Paul and his team in their missionary jour-
neys convey the flavour of a post-modern, post-Christian
approach to connecting with God. Actions and words are
both necessary. Bombardment by mere words often leaves
people cold, rational and uninterested or dismissive. ‘The
church should be an event that needs an explanation, not
the other way round.’® Seeing a radical community of people
that love one another, serve their community without seek-
ing self-interest must be a prophetic symbol today.

Seven, missional® '

In the past fifteen years, there has been a plethora of writ-
ings and discussions on the issue of being missional.*

Alan Roxburgh sums up the present reality in his lucid
comment that the world missional,

has now become part of the lingua franca of the church
in North America. Almost everywhere one goes today
the world missional or the phrase missional church is
used to describe everything from evangelism to reor-
ganisation plans for denominations, to how we make
coffee in the church basements and denominational
meeting rooms. In a very brief period of time a new
form of language entered the common conversation of
the church and diffused itself across all forms of church
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life. At the same time, it is still not understood by the
vast majority of people in either leadership or the pew.
This is a stunning accomplishment: from obscurity to
banality in eight short years and people still don’t know
what it means.*

Whatever else this word means, it implies joining God in
his mission in the world (the mission Dei). To be good news
not just to share it, to express grace in the day to day as we
follow Jesus into the darkness of the world. God goes before
us and with us (and indeed after us).

The best summary must continue to be the five marks of
mission first put forward by the 1988 Lambeth Conference
and subsequently adopted by the worldwide Anglican Com-
munion:

e To proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom
To teach, baptise and nurture new believers
To respond to human need by loving service
To seek to transform unjust structures of society
To strive to safeguard the integrity of creation and
sustain and renew the life of the earth

This represents the missional heart and imagination that
is needed for churches to become what God requires of them.

As we allow the Holy Spirit once again to transform and
shape the church, my prayer is that this season of explo-
ration will be challenging, exciting, frightening, and
(hopefully) fun!

Dan Yarnell is Lecturer in Theology and Community at Birming-
ham Christian College
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