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FOREWORD

Richard J. Mouw


WRITING A FOREWORD TO SOMEONE else’s book is a unique assignment. It is certainly different from a book review. Reviewers are expected to offer some criticisms. It’s okay to say in a review, for example, that you wish the author had said more about so-and-so, and an honest book review will even on occasion lodge some serious objections to some things that appear in the book. But doing that in a foreword would be a betrayal of the point of the assignment, instead communicating, “Think twice before reading on!”

I have never written a foreword where I have felt the need to lodge some criticisms about what was in the book. On a couple of occasions I have covered myself on a point or two by including this sort of clause: “While not every reader will agree with everything the author says in these pages, nevertheless . . .” But my “nevertheless” has signaled my encouragement to the reader to keep turning the pages.

I don’t even have a qualifying clause to offer here. I agreed to write the foreword before reading what Scott Sunquist had written, not only because he is my friend but because he is a friend from whom I have learned much. I had no worries that I would dislike the views he would be setting forth.

Even if I did have some minor disagreements along the way—which I did not—Scott made it easy for me when he wrote in the early pages that “this book will irritate most people a little and (hopefully) encourage them a lot.” It was good to know that he would not feel betrayed if I happened to find something irritating in the book.

The irritation never happened, though. I like this book a lot, and he clarified some issues for me theologically. I have a strong scholarly interest in topics relating to church, and Scott offers many creative insights into topics I think much about these days: diversity in worship styles, crosscultural dimensions, the role of the church in the larger narrative of God’s redeeming and renewing purposes, the public role(s) of the Christian community. On all of these subjects and many others, he provides perspectives that are informative and compelling.

I also like the way he weaves insights about his own personal journey into the discussion. Many of us in the theological world pay considerable attention these days to cultural context, but we often do not attend to the very personal contexts that inform our scholarly discussions of a theological topic. Scott tells us, for example, about how he drifted away from church in his teenage years because much of what he experienced in worship had no connection to his adolescent preoccupations. He confesses that much of this was due to his own cluelessness about spiritual matters—which is a welcome dose of candor. But his teenage experience also clearly shapes the direction that much of his subsequent theological reflection has taken on what it means to be “church.”

Scott says in that early comment that he wants to encourage us in our efforts to get clearer about the nature and mission of the church, and he more than fulfills that intention in what he has written here. I am grateful for that, because we really need what he has to teach us. The case set forth in these pages is not only profoundly biblical, but it is compelling in the wisdom that it offers for our ongoing efforts to be a people who love and serve the cause of the gospel.

In short, what the reader will discover in these pages is a delightful and stimulating blend of personal disclosure, solid theology, global savvy, and creative counsel for what it means to be a people who are attempting to be faithful to the call to participate in God’s mission in the world. Read on in confidence!
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A LITTLE CHURCH EXERCISE

When my wife and I moved from western Pennsylvania to Southern California, we visited a lot of churches that first year. Actually, we visited about thirty-five churches—about thirty more than my wife wanted to visit. We learned a lot about what it means to be a church from visiting so many and such different churches, even though we were only visiting on Sunday mornings. We visited new churches being planted that had an attendance from about twenty people to a couple thousand. Most of these new churches had no denominational affiliation. We visited Lutheran, Roman Catholic, Presbyterian, Covenant, Bible, Orthodox, and Baptist churches. We visited churches that were mostly white (one) and mostly African American, Thai, Chinese, Korean, Hispanic, and of course, a lot of multicultural churches. (Spanish is the most common language of Los Angeles County we discovered.) We learned a lot about worship, hospitality, identity, conventions of behavior, and liturgy.

Another small thing we learned is about when people arrive at worship and when they leave. Patterns of attendance (when you come and when you leave) express something about what you value in worship. Some people want to miss the offering; others want to come only for the sermon. Below I present some patterns we observed, and later in the volume I will draw some comparisons with many African indigenous churches and Chinese churches. Read these three paragraphs below and then think about what each paragraph tells us about what the congregation values in worship.

Roman Catholic worship. We arrived at church almost exactly on time, and there was still a lot of milling around the sanctuary. By the time of the procession with the Bible and cross being carried down the aisle, most of the pews were filled. It was a very diverse crowd: all ages and ethnic backgrounds. Toward the end of the service was the Eucharist.1 People would come down the center aisle and return to their seats down the side—wait, did I say return? Actually, about half of the people did not return to their seats. They came down the center aisle, received the wafer and wine, and exited stage right. There was still another hymn, more prayer, some announcements, another prayer and then the benediction. But the church was about half full when all this was wrapping up.

African American church. The service was longer than most of the churches we attended. Unlike the Roman Catholic Church people were not “on time.” Most of the congregation did not arrive until about half an hour into the two-and-a-half-hour service. People kept coming in during the hymns, some special music selections, opening prayers, a small pre-sermon sermon, and prayers for couples and their marriages. By the time we got to the sermon (an hour or so into the service) the church was very full. The sermon was more of a community experience than in most churches; people shouted approval or concern as the preacher delivered his message. People stayed until the end, but most people do not know how the worship begins. Most arrive on the train as it is moving, so to speak.

New church plant. A number of newer churches, related to no denominations, but often in semiformal association with church planting networks, followed this pattern. Large numbers of people mill around outside before the service starts. In fact, a large number stand outside drinking coffee even after the worship starts. Worship starts with a brief introduction, a story, and/or a prayer. The meeting place has few if any religious symbols. In every way imaginable, the atmosphere is informal. People stand to sing worship songs for twenty to forty minutes. After about half of the singing is done (whether it is twenty or forty minutes, they seem to have a feel for the right timing) the congregation fills up. People seem to enjoy the worship music, and it is usually very well done, but about half of the congregations miss half of the worship music. After the praise music the other elements happen very fast: offering, Communion (infrequently), prayer (brief), the main message, song, and exit. People stay until the very end and usually stay around to talk and drink more coffee.




WHAT IS IN A NAME?

You can tell a lot about a person by their name. Scott may be from Scotland (or a distant relative was from there). Joshua was probably born after 1975—or during biblical times. Harmony’s parents may have been hippies in the late 1960s. Jesus is either Latin American (possibly a baseball player) or an important person in the Bible.

Sometimes you can tell a lot about a church by its name. John Calvin Presbyterian Church says it all. This is a church that follows the teachings of John Calvin, one of the great leaders of the Reformation. First Baptist is a church that does not baptize infants, and it was established before Second Baptist. Then there is St. Sergius or St. Nicholas; they are most likely Orthodox churches that follow an ancient liturgy from the third and fourth centuries in the Mediterranean world. John Wesley is probably a Methodist church, and St. Thomas or Sts. Peter and Paul are very likely Roman Catholic churches.

If we know a little history we can usually tell something about a church before we step in the front door (the entry hall, often called the narthex). However, I have visited a lot of churches recently—and spoken at a few of them—and it is much harder to figure out what church names mean for these newer churches. Here are a few that I know about personally:

• Reality, LA

• Upper Room

• Epicentre

• New City Church

• Open Door

• House of Manna

• Hillsong

• Mosaic

• Dream Center

• Harvest Rock Church

• Prism Church

Church names are significant in other areas of the world as well. Some newer churches in Nigeria have unusual sounding names, but often the name says something that makes us want to poke our heads inside. Here are a few of the more dramatic names of churches in the largest country in Africa:

• Guided Missiles Church

• Hurricane Miracle Ministry

• Healing Tsunami Ministry

• Satan in Trouble Ministry

• Fire for Fire Ministry

• Run for Your Life Ministry

• The Yoke Must Broke Ministry

• OPM—Other People’s Money

• Strong Hand of God Ministry

 

So what is in a name? A church name, like a personal name, expresses something of the identity of the church. Earlier churches that have long-standing traditions look back to their founding or what it was that gave them meaning as they looked around them (Lutheran means we are not Catholic; Mennonite means we follow Menno Simons, a sixteenth-century reformer). Today, newer churches choose names according to what they want to express about their understanding of what it means to be the church. We have a church named Open Door, which is a place that welcomes all people. A church that is a new expression of the Church in the city is called New City Church. Or, for many churches in Nigeria, we experience God’s power and invite others to experience that same power (Hurricane Miracles). All this raises an important question today: a question more basic than asking what a name tells us.




WHAT IS THE CHURCH?

Is a church just something we create to serve our purposes, or to serve God’s purposes, as we understand them? Is a church merely an expression of an old tradition that we hold on to as a way of maintaining an old tradition? Or is the church something more vital, more meaningful, dynamic, or important than just maintaining a (largely) meaningless institutional practice? Is the Church really the body of Christ? I capitalized Church just now because, with an uppercase C, it refers to the universal church, that is, all churches throughout the world and throughout time. Spelled with a lowercase c, church refers to a local church or a particular part or expression of the Church. So is the Church really God’s only plan for the redemption of the world? This seems hard to believe when we look at what happens at any one local church. Not all churches look or act like Jesus in the world. Many churches in the West are slowly (or even quickly) dying. How are these churches pointing us to Jesus?

I remember attending worship at the age of thirteen, a period of time when I was searching for my identity in the midst of the confusion and excitement of adolescence. I remember thinking, or rather beginning to decide, that church (certainly worship) was pretty strange and irrelevant to me. In my teen years we attended a wealthy suburban church in the northeast. The pastor drove a memorable yellow Cadillac Coupe de Ville. To our all-white suburban church he preached about civil rights, poverty, and our responsibility to the homeless. I went to a Sunday school class and remember watching a boy steal a girl’s purse during a prayer. I know, my eyes should have been closed, but I was an adolescent. I knew almost nothing about the Bible, and I found the denominational lessons both childish and rather odd. Maybe it was just me, but Moses, Jesus, Martin Luther, John Knox, and John Calvin all seemed like mythical figures to me, of the same type as Superman, Batman, Paul Bunyan, or Gandalf.

Of course, I was an adolescent, but still, it all seemed strange to my young teen ears and eyes. In fact as I look back now it still seems rather strange and irrelevant, if not irreverent. I didn’t understand the language that seemed to be an insider lingo: the Gloria Patri, the narthex, the Creed, confession, even pulpit and sanctuary! When I joined the church I was really learning a foreign language, a strange culture, as I was taught what all this (apparently) meaningless stuff meant. I was being enculturated into church culture and out of my local public junior high culture. Church was a whole separate existence from my week of playing soccer, studying for exams, learning to negotiate adolescent life, deciding what group to eat with at school lunch, and watching TV.

And yet, there was something that kept me from straying too far from my church families, friends, and activities. These people had some different values and habits, some of which were inviting, even intriguing. We went on retreats with the youth, and we were not expected (or allowed) to get drunk and act stupid (maybe a little stupid). Families came together, and I saw many more fathers present than I did in the broader culture, fathers who were present with their families. There was something oddly attractive about the mystery and holy silence during a worship service. We would have a time to silently confess our personal sins. I didn’t think that was really all that odd because I knew I was a sinner. I felt bad about many of my thoughts and found it pleasant that I could talk to someone (God) about it. The church was one place where older people knew my name and spoke to me. That also did not happen in the broader culture. So even as I drew away from church, I felt an attraction to this institution, or this special community, that I didn’t wholly understand.

So I was intrigued by this strangeness of church, but slowly I drifted away to a life that seemed more meaningful to me. I suspect that this is the experience of many young people and young adults too. Does church need to be so foreign and odd compared to our other six days of existence each week? Yes and no. What is the purpose of the Church and of any local church? Can it (should it) be more meaningful and still profound and mysterious?




CHURCH: HISTORY AND CULTURE, SPEAK TO ME!

Many years have passed since I had my crisis of church faith. My conversion to Jesus at the age of sixteen was in some ways a conversion away from the church I had come to experience and only partially love. I had tried to leave the church and just focus on Christian friends and relatives, but I kept getting drawn back. I have, frankly, attended churches that have been frustrating and even embarrassing when I have brought my friends. I have been to churches that support abortion (which I do not) and churches that really don’t want to be multicultural (which I do want). I have attended churches that talk about the Bible, but really do not study it, and I have attended churches that talk about love and diversity, but seem only welcoming to older white liberals. I have also been to churches where you have to know how and when to turn pages in a liturgy book and when to stand up, speak, be silent, or sit down—things I didn’t know and so found frustrating.

With all of these frustrations and imperfections in churches, I have come to realize that I am really the main problem. At the same time I have discovered that the Church is really one of God’s best ideas (second only to Jesus). Two issues regarding the Church have helped me come to these conclusions. First is history. As I was traveling through life, trying to be faithful to Jesus as a university student, then as a junior high teacher/soccer coach, then as an InterVarsity staff worker, then as a missionary, and now as a seminary professor, I found out that I had become a historian. I have now written a lot about history, mostly about the history of the church. I have discovered that the Church and local churches are amazing, diverse, complex, and very, very meaningful. I have found that many governments find the church their greatest enemy! They try to crush the church because it threatens their rule.

My frustration and even anger at the church decades ago was in part because of my ignorance of what the church is. Was I to blame? Partly, but my fairly liberal mainline “Christendom”2 church was also to blame. I was involved in a local community that was much more beautiful and much more profound than I was led to believe. If I had known about the early church, living in the shadow of Jesus, the former dead person, I think I would have been much more committed to the idea of church. If I had known about how early Christians developed patterns of living and dying in imitation of Jesus, it would have helped me a great deal. Since that time I have come to have deep respect for the great martyrs of the church—those who died for their faith, refusing to recant or deny Jesus as Lord—missionaries, and even some pastors and priests (people I had no desire to emulate until I met some great ones). For me, history has revealed the richness, diversity, and even the joy of church. I plan to talk a lot about history in the following pages, mostly about people in history, which is far more interesting than facts and dates. But I will also talk about the church around the world. Thus, we will try to understand the church through time and throughout the world.

The best of churches, I believe, are both connected to the past and culturally relevant: connected and contextual.


Related to history is culture. I have discovered that the Church, or at least any local church, is embedded in local communities and larger societies. Churches are so different from one another! Some churches have incense and bells, large statues and paintings and stained glass; others have dirt floors and split cane walls. Some churches have no music, and others thrive on worship that is mostly singing and chanting. I have been to churches with joy and dancing (even dancing when the people come up to give their offerings), and I have been to very solemn churches where I have struggled to follow the little book in the pew with bold type and normal type and seasonal prayers that make it very difficult for the outsider to follow. At times I wish all these different churches were more similar, and then I catch myself: how wonderful it is that churches reflect different cultures and even different issues and themes from the Bible.

The best of churches, I believe, are both connected to the past and culturally relevant: connected and contextual. They are mysteriously ancient, and they make sense to the local visitor. I hope that after a few hours of reading this book you will come to a similar conclusion for yourself.




CHURCH HAS ONLY TWO PURPOSES

I think it is helpful to rethink what church is by reflecting on the two basic purposes of the church. I wish someone had told me this when I was younger, at a time when I was wondering what the church was all about. When we understand the purpose of an elementary school, then the architecture, programs, types of people hired, and schedule all make sense. Likewise, when we find out the purpose of a local police station, the various activities and regulations (and the bars on the windows) all begin to make sense. The same can be said of the purpose and design of a bathroom, coffee shop, or a racetrack.

We cannot understand the purpose of the church just by looking at our local church or looking at why churches split during the Reformation. We need to go back to the source and ask the question, What was Jesus’ intent in gathering disciples around him? Even more to the point, What was Jesus’ intent as he spoke to his followers in those last days before he departed this earth? Then, would Jesus recognize the church today as what he intended?

Jesus came to start a movement, a small movement of marginal Jewish men and women who were from western Asia. He called it yeast: just a little bit can change the whole lump (Mt 13:33). Jesus wanted them to continue what he started, to bring about just and compassionate change beginning with individuals. Scripture tells us that he intended for this movement to extend to the farthest and most remote corners of the earth and become the most diverse and inclusive movement the world has known. It happened. Jesus intended to initiate, through apparent defeat (dying on the cross), a movement that would conquer death, injustice, and even disease, extending what he called “the kingdom of God.” He said it would be like yeast in dough or like a tiny mustard seed that becomes a great tree. As I mentioned above, this is God’s only plan for redeeming all of humanity, all societies, and all of creation. Jesus has only one plan and that is the Church. There is no alternative plan. He doesn’t have an optional military plan, or a last-chance political plan. The Church—a community of the broken and imperfect—is his great plan for all of creation. Jesus’ plan and purpose was built on God’s work through Israel in the Old Testament. Jesus was a radical, but he was also a reformer. It is important to remember that he was both. God’s vision was laid out centuries earlier in prophecies recorded in the Old Testament:


For as the soil makes the sprout come up

and a garden causes seeds to grow,

so the Sovereign LORD will make righteousness

and praise spring up before all nations. (Is 61:11)

 

Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen:

to loose the chains of injustice

and untie the cords of the yoke,

to set the oppressed free,

and break every yoke?

 

Is it not to share your food with the hungry

and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter—

when you see the naked, to clothe them,

and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood? (Is 58:6-7)

 

He was pierced for our transgressions,

he was crushed for our iniquities;

the punishment that brought us peace was on him,

and by his wounds we are healed. (Is 53:5)



These few verses from the prophet Isaiah, written over half a millennium before the time of Jesus, point to the very purpose that Jesus identified for his own life and for the lives of his followers. In fact, in Jesus’ inaugural address in Luke 4, he quotes directly from this section of Isaiah, as if to say, Here I am! I am the one God has sent to bring this about.


The Spirit of the Lord is on me,

because he has anointed me

to proclaim good news to the poor

He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners

and recovery of sight for the blind,

to set the oppressed free,

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. (Lk 4:18-19)



Luke makes it very clear that this inaugural address or opening sermon of Jesus was meant to be an announcement: this is what I am going to do; now just watch. The rest of Luke’s biography of Jesus and his introduction to the church (the book of Acts) show how Jesus—and the church—begins this movement that we are invited to be part of today. The purpose or mission of Jesus continues through the Church, in general, and through local churches specifically. Some Scriptures, such as John 20:21, make explicit the continuity with Jesus’ purpose and method. The resurrected Jesus spoke to his frightened followers: “‘As the Father sent me, I am sending you,’ And with that he breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’” He was addressing his apostles, but by extension he is addressing all of his followers. The foundation of the church is seen it its sentness. The church is a community sent by Jesus into the world, as Jesus was sent into the world. As part of the global Church, every local church is not only a local community (institution), but also a movement (a people sent).

In more explicit language we read the purpose of the Church in Matthew 28:16-20. Before looking at this passage, though, we need to pause a moment. When Jesus was preparing to leave earth, to ascend to be with the Father, he left behind (as far as we know) very specific but also very limited plans. He did not tell his followers how to organize themselves. He did not tell them how to run committees, nor did he say what it means to be ordained or whether to meet in the mornings or evenings for worship. He did not even talk about church membership, or the role of women in leadership or how to take offerings. Many people wish he had done so. He left only the instructions that were absolutely necessary. Other instructions, apparently, were not necessary or critical.

Jesus inaugurated the Church through common worship and mission, not in ritual or nuanced beliefs. The Church is constituted in its adoration of Jesus (worship) and commission by Jesus (mission). We see both worship and witness as the repeated purposes of the church in numerous passages and in the early church’s life. In Matthew 28, one of the most frequently quoted passages, the Church is established: It is established in worship and mission.

Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told them to go. When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” (Mt 28:16-20, italics added)


It is in the midst of worship that Jesus gave instructions for mission (go) to this fledgling gathering to be called the Church. The overall purpose is to make disciples. The details include baptizing and teaching. The context is that Jesus has all authority and he will be with them to the end. Thus, they are to go to the ends of the earth, and he will accompany them to the end of time. The Church universal begins with a particular church, the left-behind disciples who are told, as they worship, to make disciples of all nations. “All nations” means every language or culture group, not every political nation as we think about nation today. The meaning of this small community is given in their task of reaching out to every single tribe, refugee group, language group, nation on the earth. When you think of it, it was a ridiculous command.

Another passage describes a final scene with Jesus and his disciples. The first chapter of the Acts of the Apostles recounts the episode when Jesus commanded his disciples to wait for the coming of the Holy Spirit before they scatter. Then when they asked if he was going to “restore the kingdom to Israel” (Acts 1:6), continuity with God’s work through Israel, he redirected their attention to something far more expansive: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Again, Jesus gave extensive and extending directions: To the ends of the earth you will go as witnesses.

A chapter later, in Acts 2, the fulfillment of this begins when the Holy Spirit arrives and people speak in many different languages, almost as a foretelling or a foretaste of their purpose in Jesus’ mission. Jesus promised the Holy Spirit, and when the Holy Spirit comes, he comes to aid in worship and in witness3 (mission) across cultures. This first community witness occurred during worship. Speaking all the different languages of the Roman Empire and beyond, they were “declaring the wonders of God” (Acts 2:11). Worship and witness, the two primary purposes of the church, also appear in Acts as the two primary themes of the earliest church commissioned by Jesus and experienced by the disciples.

If the two primary purposes of the church are worship and witness, how did we end up with such complex churches, denominations, networks, and buildings, not to mention theological statements and theological divisions? Well, it is a long story, and some of this we will talk about in the third chapter, but before that history, I want to take up another important question.




WHY A BASIC BOOK ON THE CHURCH?

Nancy and I learned a great deal visiting thirty-five churches in our first year in California. We learned about both the diversity of expressions of Christian worship and the extent of confusion about “doing church” today. Many diverse movements appear to aim at different purposes and nurture very different goals. What was going on? This seemed so very different from the situation when I was attending church as a child, a period of time when diverse churches shared much more similarity, but that similarity came more from the context of Christendom rather than a shared understanding of the Church. And frankly, even though I saw much more consistency among churches in the twentieth century, the purpose of those churches was not clear to me at the time.

This basic book is for people who, like most people in the West today, are confused or uninformed about the meaning and purpose of church. This is a guide for people who don’t naturally, or have not traditionally, “done church.” I write it as a person who was also very confused about church when I was young, but I realize that my confusion in the twentieth century is nothing compared with the confusion we have now in the twenty-first century. I hope that high school students who are thinking of joining a church, college students who are studying about Christianity (whether Christian or not), and people who were not raised in a Christian home but who have now come to faith and are joining a church—that all these people will find this guide helpful. For a number of decades now I have thought about church, both globally (in many cultures) and historically (2,000 years).




HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED

This volume seeks to explain what a local church is to be and what the Church is by using five body movements of worship:

• Come •Stand • Kneel • Sit • Go

On one level it is very simple. Many Christians take these postures every week in worship, either figuratively or actually. Yes, some churches do actually stand to praise and then sit and kneel. Most newer churches do not, but it was the pattern picked up from Old Testament patterns of worship.4 We come to worship, we stand to praise God, we kneel to confess our sins, we sit to receive the Word and the elements, and then we go to bring Christ’s love to the world. This is pretty straightforward, but it is deceptively simple.

On another level this is very complex, even mysterious. The simple act of coming, chapter two, is more than just coming to worship, it also symbolizes a choice and a calling. We are choosing not to do other things. When we come we are turning to Christ and to the cross, trusting in a different authority and a historic event. Thus, come symbolizes conversion to Christ and, thus, to his body, the Church. Each chapter is organized in the same way: we look at a basic body movement in worship and unpack what lies behind that movement and how it reminds us of the nature of the Church, not just the purpose of worship.

This book will irritate most people a little and (hopefully) encourage them a lot. I describe the Church as I have studied it throughout history and throughout the world.5 I am very fortunate to have had the opportunity (or obligation) to study the Church (and churches) in such a broad context, and I have been blessed to meet many global church leaders as well. Spending much of my working life with “professional Christians” in a seminary, I have asked some family members and friends from around the world to read chapters and make comments. I listed their names in the acknowledgments at the front of this book. Thus, a small community of global Christians has helped to shape the final product. Because of the nature of the Church and because of human nature, none will be fully satisfied. And yet I hope that most, if not all, will see something of their church, and something of what they wish and pray for the global church in the following pages.

Before we look at the five basic body movements of worship, let’s begin with a brief sketch of how we got here: from Christian movement to Christendom to post-Christendom.
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    I HAVE COACHED ABOUT THIRTY-FIVE TEAMS in my life: all teams my children were playing on. I was glad to have the time with them, and we had lots of fun and learned a lot about life—mostly, it seems, through the agony of defeat. Most of our teams were like the Chicago Cubs before 2016. That means that we were underachievers, but we were loyal to one another and made great memories. Most churches are also underachievers.


    Here is my analogy about church and sports teams, starting with the world’s sport: soccer. Before understanding how to improve a soccer team, you need a pretty good analysis of what is wrong. For example, the striker is making bad passes, the sweeper is too slow, the goalie is not communicating with his defense, the midfielder is not passing the ball—these are common problems. So we analyze the problem before making adjustments.


    Churches also have problems, and our most basic problem today is simply that of understanding what the Church is. But before we can understand the Church, or before we begin to “fix” our local church as we see fit, we first need to understand a little bit about how we got to this situation. This will not be too painful; it will be a light dose of history in a small chapter. However, I have found this very helpful in understanding how we got from the New Testament to the diverse expressions of church that we have today.


    This chapter is based on this one assumption about the Church, an assumption that will guide our discussion for the rest of this book: the Church, and thus each local church, is always connected and contextual.


    Any local church must be connected to Jesus and to the earliest church, and it must be contextually relevant and meaningful for its location and people. Being connected means that, since the Church is called the body of Christ, it must show its unity with Jesus and, at some level, with all Christians. All churches are connected because there is only one Church. Many people have written about what that unity is that keeps us connected,1 and while this discussion is very much worth having in your local church, it is not one for us now and here. However, if Christianity has no coherence from church to church and throughout time, then we really are not all one body. We actually become different religions with different centers. Thus, any new church being planted, as well as any traditional church contemplating some drastic changes in form, structure, or beliefs, should make sure they stay connected to the family (the body of Christ). The main clue to our connectedness is Jesus Christ. The connection among all churches comes through the life, teachings, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ.


    But churches are not all exactly the same, and that is one of the reasons for this book. Churches have some major differences. Just think about something as simple and straightforward as collecting the offering. I have worshiped in a church in South Africa where offering was a fifteen-minute event where music guided the parishioners, row by row, to bring up their offerings to two women with large pots in the front of the church. The movement toward the pots was part dance and part march, but all celebration. I have been in a church where someone sang a song that was difficult to understand while men in tuxedos (no lie!) passed brass collection plates with red velvet lining on the inside. Other churches have collection pillars on the way out of the church, and some collect the offering by pushing a plate on a long pole in front of your face. Some churches give very specific instructions about who is to give, and others say nothing. All of these differences are a matter of context. South Africans celebrate offering and do so in a manner consistent with all worship: song and dance. The tuxedo ushers were from a very wealthy section of a major city; the clients (parishioners) expected this type of formality around money. Context determines how we express our worship of Jesus and our witness in each place. And this is just some diversity in collecting the offering. The differences about the Lord’s Supper, Communion, or Eucharist are even more complex and divisive.


    Thus, as we look at history here, we will see some important themes that keep us connected and should be retained or (if we have lost them) recovered. Other items started out as a matter of context and can be dropped (or maybe even should be dropped). By the end of the chapter we should have a better idea of how we got to where we are in the twenty-first century with our great diversity of churches. By the end of the book we should have an idea of what holds us all together as the Church.


    

      FROM JESUS TO CHURCHES AND THE CHURCH


      The Church was Jesus’ idea. He gathered some people around him, taught them what to do, sent them out, debriefed, and then he was killed. He explained that what he was beginning was a whole new way of thinking about the world, societies, relationships, and good and evil. He explained that it was the kingdom of God, and his followers were given the task of spreading it. It was not an earthly kingdom, but a powerful kingdom of resistance and joy that permeated all earthly kingdoms. As I said, he was killed, or more accurately, he was nailed to a cross for these ideas, but then he came back to life (surprising absolutely everyone) and gave his followers marching orders: a whole new purpose for life. A mysterious kingdom for this world, and he was the king.


      The earliest church spread throughout three continents by people who were so identified with Jesus that they saw their lives as a continuation of the life of Jesus on earth. Driven by the final words of Jesus to his disciples, they did “go” and “make disciples” of many cultures (Mt 28:19). It was costly, unorganized, extensive, and a labor of love. The words of Jesus were translated into Greek, Armenian, Syriac, and soon they were in Arabic, Gothic (German), Ge’ez (Ethiopian), and some of Jesus’ teachings were in Chinese. Worship centered on Jesus’ words and his life. Central to worship was the Eucharist because it was both commanded by Jesus (“do this in remembrance of me,” Lk 22:19), and it reminded the believers every week that Jesus’ life culminated in his death for us. Breaking bread and pouring wine reinforced Jesus’ meaning. In great contrast to other religions, the followers of Jesus had the dubious joy of remembering their God as one who was crushed and killed. Remembering the cross and passion (suffering) of Jesus every week united the community and reminded all of Jesus’ followers of the virtues of humility and faith. It also reminded them that the basic twin problems of humanity, sin and death, were conquered. Death conquered death.


      

        More than anything else, it was worship that normed Christian theology.


      


      New believers were initiated or received their new identity through baptism.2 The old was put under the waters (as if killed), and the new person rose up from the cleansing waters (as if a new life). Baptism and Eucharist were two signs (more accurately called sacraments3) that centered the church on complete identity with Jesus the God-man.


      Communities were soon formed in Persia (Syria, Iraq, and Iran) as well as North Africa (Egypt, Nubia, and Ethiopia) and Europe (from the Mediterranean to Britain). Not individuals, but families, villages, and even empires were converted, that is, changed their allegiance to follow Jesus as Lord. Conversion was communal. When new believers turned to reorient their lives around the life of Jesus, the local communities or churches began to develop patterns that could be passed on: patterns for living, for worshiping, and for witnessing. Of course, local contexts and different languages mixed things up a bit4 and so tensions developed about the proper way to worship, the proper way to express beliefs, and how to live as a Christian.


      Worship language (much of it from the New Testament) indicated the identity of Jesus (“[He is] in very nature God. . . . Every tongue [will] acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord,” Phil 2:6, 11). The language of Jesus as Lord was dominant in worship. For the early Jewish Christians, Lord (kyrios in Greek) was the word that was used for God (YHWH) in the Septuagint (Greek Old Testament). Lord meant God. Jesus, the human who spoke Aramaic and ate local olives, drank wine, and had a mother named Mary, was God in human form. The diverse church spreading across three continents was united in worship even as they struggled to explain the full meaning of what was foundational. The common assumption that this message should be translated into each language added another layer of complexity to this mission. Common liturgies (patterns in worship) kept beliefs common, connected, and centered on Jesus.


      Looking back: The Church’s connection to Israel. As we have seen, Jesus, a Jew, came to speak first to the Jewish leaders, and then his movement was intentionally sent out to all cultures (nations). However, the Jewish background laid the foundation for the Church. The understanding of God as creator, as One God, the basic Law and commandments (found in Deuteronomy) were all still important in Jesus’ teachings. From the Old Testament sacrifice the early church understood the meaning of Jesus’ death. “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (Jn 1:29). This exclamation from John the Baptist referred to the concept of sacrifice given to Israel as a way to remove sins. The Law commanded that animals be sacrificed, but at the critical point of Israel’s liberation or redemption from Egypt, a lamb was sacrificed at Passover. The death and blood of the innocent lamb marked the family for life and freedom (Ex 12).


      The early Jewish Christians understood this well, and so throughout its history, the Church has continued to identify Jesus as the Lamb of God. Even in Revelation, looking ahead into the heavenly realm, John “sees” Jesus as the Lamb: “Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing at the center of the throne, encircled by the four living creatures and the elders” (Rev 5:6). The victorious God (Lord) is identified in his humiliation and apparent defeat. And so, throughout history Christian worship has retained this Jewish element.


      Many other elements of the Old Testament are also foundational for the Christian Church. The idea of testament or covenant comes from God’s covenant with Israel. We read of a “new covenant” in Jeremiah 31:31, and the early church identified Jesus as that new covenant. Thus, as early as the third century, the biographies (Gospels) and significant letters about Jesus began to be called the New Testament. Jesus is also identified as the Good Shepherd, and early Christians were quick to see that Psalm 23 was speaking of Jesus. First Peter identifies Jesus as the cornerstone—the foundation—for some and a “stone that causes people to stumble” (1 Pet 2:7-8) for others. This language also comes from Jewish Scriptures: “but for both Israel and Judah he will be a stone that causes people to stumble and a rock that makes them fall” (Is 8:14).


      The very language of worship, the benedictions (good words) in worship also use blessings directly from Old Testament writings:


      

        The LORD bless you


        and keep you;


        the LORD make his face shine on you


        and be gracious to you;


        the LORD turn his face toward you


        and give you peace. (Num 6:24-26)


      


      In short, the Christian church in worship develops and completes the idea of worship (sacrifice, song, poetry, liturgy) found in the Hebrew Scriptures. The Old Testament is a foretaste of worship fulfilled in Jesus Christ. Theology, right thinking about God, was first expressed in worship.


      Looking forward: Theology and worship as one. Thus, theology was developed from worship, and worship was the community expression of thanksgiving for what God had done. Christian worship was a radical new expression of Israel’s worship, now with a sense of completion and mission. The response to God’s grace led to an expression of belief. Worship was always fully, completely, thoroughly, directly, and indirectly about Jesus. He was the promised Messiah, which means “anointed one.” In Greek, the word is christos. Followers were called Christians because they were identified with Jesus Christ. Worship traced his life, teachings, suffering, death, resurrection, and ascension. In the single worship event on the day of resurrection (Sunday), as well as throughout the Christian year, Jesus’ life and teachings made up the content of worship. Thus, worship affirmed the full divinity of Jesus, his human suffering, his death for our sins, and his conquest over death. When questions were raised—How could he really be a human if he was raised from the dead?—worship language re-centered the discussions.


      Disagreements about Jesus’ identity continued for hundreds of years, for his identity as fully human and fully divine both confounded scholars and inspired worship. Another major struggle arose concerning God: If Jesus was really God, then who is God? Is God a mode of existence who can be a Spirit and then (like a Transformer) turn into a human Jesus and then into the Creator? Are there three Gods? Language of God as three persons who is still one God began to develop, but this formulation became necessary because of worship language. The worshiping church called upon the Holy Spirit as if actually calling upon God. They directed prayer to Jesus or prayed in Jesus’ name. So who is God? The answer given and affirmed in worship was clear: God is a triune person, a three-in-one God. And so the earliest statements of belief, centered on the historic Jesus, guided the church, and the church recited them in worship. The Apostles’ Creed5 is one of the most important and most quoted.


      

        I believe in God the Father Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth.


         


        I believe in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord.


        He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit, and born of the Virgin Mary.


        He suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died and was buried.


        He descended to the dead.6


        On the third day he rose again.


        He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father.


        He will come again to judge the living and the dead.7


         


        I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic8 church,


        The communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins,


        The resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.


      


      Three paragraphs about the three-person God. The center of belief (what we confess to be true; our confession), like the center of worship, is Jesus.


      If we have been following this carefully it may appear that our discussion has veered away from our original statement that the Church has two and only two abiding purposes: worship and witness. Here we are only talking about belief. I think it is best to think of the struggle to norm Christian beliefs as a missionary encounter with cultures and philosophies. It is very likely that this creed (“I believe”) was first a public declaration given at baptism. Today public confession of belief, especially on secular university campuses, is a type of witness. Confession points to Jesus, and witness means giving out witness of what Jesus has done and who Jesus is. Every time the gospel encounters a new language, a new culture, is a missionary encounter. Every conversion and confession is a witness to Jesus Christ.


      This discussion is important for a basic guide to the church because we must remember that it is possible to get belief wrong and then to worship a false Jesus, or to worship a generic God. Worship should always be, as in the early church, a time of re-centering our belief and our witness.


      One quick example will help. The creed above gives minimal information about Jesus. There were people who could affirm most of what this statement says but who developed a belief, contrary to the teaching of Scripture, that Jesus was himself a creation. Jesus came into existence inside of Mary, and this was when he was “created.” Many people reasoned, as Arius9 and others in the fourth century, that Jesus was created, born, lived, and then was exalted to live in close fellowship with God because of his holy life. It was reasonable, but it was not what Jesus or the apostles Paul, Peter, or John had taught. It was also not what the worship and liturgy taught.10 After much discussion, councils, and not a few angry words, statements like the following were developed to reflect what Scripture taught and what worship celebrated:


      

        I believe in one God the Father Almighty; Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible.


        And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten not made, being of one substance [essence] with the Father; by whom all things were made.11


      


      

        Right teaching became right praise or glory. Worship expressed orthodox theology and repressed false teaching.


      


      This statement from the Council of Nicaea held in 325, overseen by Emperor Constantine, ruled out any question about Jesus’ origin: Being fully God, he could not be created, but he was “begotten” from before all words. Jesus is “very God of very God.” Worship practices in the Eucharist, baptism, and other elements of the liturgy had all taught this about Jesus. Now it was sealed in a confession. False teachings, such as those of Arius, called for responses, and the responses were given as orthodox (ortho-doxa: right or straight opinion or worship). Worship, the gathering of the local Christian community, would re-center Christian belief each week around the grace of God in Jesus and the practices expected to flow from this belief.


      Looking outward: From persecution to protection. While the growing church was establishing common beliefs and practices in worship, it was also struggling for survival. At first persecution came from the Jews (Christian belief seemed to be a heresy of Jewish beliefs), but soon persecution came from imperial regimes: the Roman Empire and the Persian Empire. Both Jesus and Paul had promised persecution and suffering for the followers of Jesus (Mt 10:22; 16:24-26; Phil 1:29; 2 Tim 3:12). That is exactly what happened. In many regions Christians had to worship secretly in homes, and during certain periods and various places, authorities rounded up Christians and killed them. Political rulers were to be feared. Yet even with the threats of persecution, the young Christian movement grew. Christians talked about the dead savior who was alive. Their changed lives made up part of the message. We even read in places how the love that Christians showed the poor, the orphans, and widows angered government officials: “They even take care of our poor!” complained one official.12 Thus, in the first few centuries, being a Christian went against the cultural norms. In many cases it was dangerous to confess Jesus as Lord. Still the good news (gospel) of Jesus spread, and more and more local churches were founded. Jesus and the love of the Jesus communities proved to be winsome to the ancient world.


      Then something unexpected happened. Before Christianity was even a large minority of the population of the Roman Empire—in the early fourth century—the emperor (Constantine) became a Christian, and he began to remove all restrictions against the church. In fact the empire became a friend of the church. The empire would provide buildings and vessels for worship. Sunday was declared a holiday for worship. Churches and priests did not have to pay taxes. Less than three centuries after the death and resurrection of Jesus, Christians were protected. Not only did Christianity soon become the protected religion, Christians were favored in the palace, and other religions began to be persecuted. In fact, some Christians became comfortable and wealthy, and some of their leaders began to wield political power. This was not the life that Jesus had foretold for his followers: “Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me” (Mt 5:11).


      Some Christians, seeking to live a life fully devoted to Jesus in an age of affluence and ease, fled to the desert to live a more austere “Christlike” life. Monasteries spread rapidly, not only in the Roman Empire, but even beyond. It is not really that hard to understand this today. The world and its affluence was infecting the church, making it difficult to be fully devoted to Jesus and his mission. The early church, as we read in Acts, often sold their goods to care for each other and to feed to poor. Now the government was subsidizing the church. Following Jesus became more than acceptable; it became popular.


      

        It is important to remember that Christendom always bends the church toward persecution of others and hubris of its own.


      


      This situation in the West, where the government and church mutually support one another, has become known as Christendom. In Christendom, the church has power, influence, and the ability to use that power in unchristian ways. It often did. Christendom is an alliance between church and state. The state assumes the Christian belief and practice of its citizens—as normal—and the church accepts (even expects!) the support of the state. In short, Christianity holds a special status, and other beliefs face restrictions and, many times, persecution.


      Christendom made it possible for the church to survive, and it was a great opportunity for the church to grow. Centuries of persecution had ended. We must not be overly critical of Christendom because basic values of respect for God, the church, the family, sabbath rest, and other Christian virtues had support within Christendom. However, Christendom also misrepresented Jesus, the humble savior of the world.


      Worldly power and pride were constant temptations, even infections of the church. This odd arrangement of Jesus and worldly power constituted the history of Christianity in the West from the fourth through most of the twentieth century. That favorable status that the church had for so many centuries is now gone. We now live in a post-Christendom age. Our situation in relationship to governments and cultures bears greater resemblance to that of the very early church than to the church of the Reformation or even the early twentieth century. Many Christians in the West have not yet understood the dramatic change that has taken place.
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