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IN GRATITUDE TO MY FRIENDS

in East and West Berlin (1971–1973)

and in New York City (1989–2003)

who opened brave, new, and beguiling worlds to me


FOREWORD

GORDON T. SMITH 


THIS IS A TERRIBLY IMPORTANT BOOK; and it is timely. You are holding in your hands a fine piece of accessible scholarship and a gift to the whole church, not merely those within the Free Church tradition. It is a terrific contribution to the current ecumenical conversations because of the way this project proceeds: John Rempel speaks to his own tradition but does so in dialogue with other traditions.

The approach taken to the important topic, the sacraments, is so very appropriate—as he frames it: to provide a correction to an overcorrection. This is a brilliant tactic or posture to take in addressing this topic that has been so divisive at key points in the history of the church, notably the sixteenth century. What he does is demonstrate than an overcorrection is really, in the end, no correction at all. And in this case, the overcorrection meant that those within Free Church and Evangelical Christian communities have as much as anything missed out on the beauty and power of the sacramental life of the church.

Related to this is the overall tone of the manuscript: non-defensive and attentive to the insights of others with whom he may well differ. And this tone allows him to demonstrate that we may well have more in common with other traditions than points of difference. Rempel’s work is a fine example of what is now called “receptive ecumenism.”

Rempel’s historical overview is worth the price of admission. This is superbly well done. He has detailed what needs to be mentioned without being onerously focused on the particulars: just as much detail as one needs to be “in the know” and able to understand the issue or issues at hand. And by the historical overview, I include the work that Rempel does on the book of Acts and the experience of the early church. In this book you will be introduced to patristic sources, the voices and perspectives from the Reformers, as well as contemporary sources.

The particular relevance of Rempel’s work is that he speaks to what he calls “liturgically lean churches” in a manner that frees them and opens them to learn from the more liturgical or historical traditions. In the process, he helps those within the Free Church and evangelical world to come to a much greater appreciation of the critical and essential place of ritual in the life and witness of the church. Naturally and appropriately, this call to a renewal in sacramental theology and practice is grounded in a renewed appreciation of the incarnation.






PREFACE


IN WORSHIP WE ARE “lost in wonder, love, and praise”1 of the God who created all things out of love and watches over all of creation. This God is not only the Source of life, but also the Incarnate One, and the One who indwells all that is. The psalmists, those balladeers of ancient Israel, poured out their yearning for God’s presence.


My soul longs, indeed it faints

for the courts of the LORD;

my heart and my flesh sing for joy

to the living God. (Ps 84:2)



Simply opening ourselves to the One who is “unresting, unhasting and silent as light”2 reorders our lives; we leave the Presence changed.

In traditional societies the forms in which life is lived change slowly: children learn how to worship by imitating the adults around them. New designs are woven in the cloth we call ritual, but slowly enough that its overall pattern remains intact. People are guided into unselfconscious habits of worship. Living, as we do now, in societies of constant, creative, chaotic change, we long for a spirit of worship and forms of worship that will set us free to come before God authentically, with mind and heart and song—that is, with all that we are and make.

In order to find words and acts that have integrity, people of our time in Western societies need to self-consciously appropriate the practices and patterns of historic Christian worship and give them genuine form for the ever-shifting, pluralist culture of which we are a part. To do that we need to know both our own denominational tradition and that of other parts of the body of Christ so that we arrive at a way of worshiping that makes a new whole of all its parts. Although this book focuses on one particular part of the body of Christ, it aspires to be ecumenical in spirit and method.

It is intended as a guide for those who wonder why their church has certain habits of worship and not others, for those who feel that something is missing when they come to church but they don’t know what it is, and for those who want to take into account how the church has worshiped through the ages. I hope it will be of service specifically to those who plan and lead worship.

To embark on this journey we need a road map. There are many good books that take the main pilgrimage route. We will start there as well by talking about the meaning of the incarnation and how ritual expresses the incarnation. Then we will take back roads that crisscross the main route. Since this is a book on ritual and sacrament, we will focus primarily on baptism and what we call the Lord’s Supper, the Eucharist, or Holy Communion and secondarily on the sacramental nature of time. As we travel, we will see that the dominant tradition (established churches, called mainline churches in North America) preserved some of the habits of the earliest Christian generations but also lost many of them, like the art of improvisation on an agreed-upon liturgical pattern. This rhythm of preservation and loss and improvisation is true also of the dissident tradition, the movements that took back roads through church history. We will pay special attention to the kind of church that arose at the Reformation in Europe (Anabaptist and its Mennonite offspring) and in the seventeenth century in Britain (Baptist). They were radical and nonconformist in their dissent from the union of church and state. Yet they remained tied to the long Christian tradition by their trinitarianism. They and communities like them are called Free churches because they claimed freedom from the state in matters of belief, worship, and discipleship. They arose to champion a kind of church one becomes part of by a personal confession of faith and whose worship arises from this intense and intimate community. They had much in common with kindred movements of reform within mainline churches, known as pietists or evangelicals. But in their attempt to correct what had gone wrong, they often overcorrected: they not only put aside abuses of word and sacrament but gave up some of the principles and practices behind them. This ultimately impoverished their worship.

What I have just written locates the two types of church in historic Christianity. They remain valuable for the typology they provide. At the same time, these two historic types do not adequately describe the shifting expressions of denominational and postdenominational church life today. The implication of my approach is that both types of church can arrive at greater wholeness in their liturgical life by learning from each other, especially in a world where one-time established churches are becoming gathered churches, somewhat like the historic Free churches. My goal is to correct the overcorrection that dissenting movements made in reaction to established Catholic and Protestant churches. To do so I want to sketch out some high points in the development of sacramental worship among trinitarian communions in the Western Christian tradition, placing nonconformist churches and minority understandings of sacraments alongside established churches and dominant understandings of sacraments.

Everyone who proposes an interpretation of a subject does so from a particular vantage point. The quest to praise God with “clean hands and pure hearts” (Ps 24:4) has many aspects to it. There is a growing body of literature, for example, that reflects on Christian worship on the basis of the new engagement between science and religion concerning the unfolding vastness of the universe. Similarly, there is an emerging perspective on worship based on the peaceful encounter among world religions. I write from the vantage point of the colossal moral tragedies of the twentieth century. I lived and traveled in Eastern Europe during the late 1960s and 1970s. I stood frozen to the ground at the intake hall in Auschwitz; I sat speechless next to a survivor of the massive bombing of civilians in Dresden. Never had such horrible wars been fought, such remorseless slaughters undertaken. That the chief antagonists were Christian nations, bloodying the body of Christ on the basis of their higher loyalty to a nation, is one deliberately ignored aspect of this carnage. What does this say about human nature? What does it say about the church’s misunderstanding of the gospel? Even more, what does this say about God? Where was God when innocent children were being slaughtered?

No one who wants “to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with . . . God” (Mic 6:8) can escape these questions. We need to heed them, not only because people who have given up on faith press them upon us but because we cannot worship God with integrity until we have grappled with them. There is no clear-cut answer to these harrowing questions. In the end, the Christian response is simply to confess, to lament, to plead with the God who made us, who came to our side to die with us and for us, and in whom we can never be lost. Even in the midst of our suffering and our questions we are called to praise God. The God of the Bible and our willingness to be changed by his presence is where true worship begins.

That is why I spend time early in the book calling for two responses. One of them is a purgation of religious language. The other is the realization that words alone are inadequate to our encounter with the Holy One. Our nature as beings with a body as well as a soul speaks and listens through gestures and signs as well as words. We speak two languages. That is one of the first implications of Christ’s incarnation for worship. Just as a word is lit up in meaning by a gesture, so also a gesture calls for a word of assurance about what it has led us into. Sermon and sacrament belong together.

I grew up in the Mennonite church, a Free Church, with both an evangelical dimension and lingering fragments of liturgical form. We observed the church year from Advent to Pentecost with the partial exception of Lent. Instead of using traditional Lenten practices to guide people in following Jesus as he prepares to accept the cross, we had a week of evangelistic services in which we tried to do something similar. But the two seldom came together. As long as I can remember I have yearned for authentic and life-giving rituals wedded to an evangelical spirit, gestures that go beyond words and words that unlock the actions we perform. The meaning of the term evangelical is so fiercely disputed in our day that I need to say what I mean by it. I understand it as referring to the believer’s participation in Christ. Paul says it best: “It is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal 2:20). I use evangelical as an adjective and not a noun; it is one aspect of a larger reality. It is that part of a much larger gospel of God’s kingdom that grounds us in God experientially.

The purpose of this book is threefold. Its first intention is to describe the barren landscape of many Christians and churches whose worship and spirituality lack ritual and sacrament. The second purpose is to present Christ’s incarnation as the door to a universe in which matter mediates spirit and allows us to “touch and handle things unseen.”3 The third purpose is to propose an interpretation of the sacramental—particularly the Lord’s Supper and baptism—that is life-giving for worshipers and leaders of worship, especially those from liturgically lean traditions.

Let me say more about each of these purposes. What about the barren landscape I have hinted at above? In many churches there is a longstanding wariness of signs and symbols. This wariness goes back to the sixteenth-century Reformation. Ritual acts had lost their life-giving power for some people because they were severed from their roots in the gospel. For them, touching the relic of a saint, for instance, was no longer a door to God but an earthbound object that had innate power. Then came the Enlightenment. Some of its early thinkers strove to find complementary roles for religion and science. But increasingly the thrust of the Enlightenment was to confine religion within the bounds of reason. Other philosophers of science concluded that there was no evidence in the material world for God. With the flowering of modern science, the physical and spiritual worlds were increasingly separated. In the wake of this separation, sacraments were denigrated in two ways. They were disparaged by skeptics as part of a primitive stage of human development. Ironically, they were also disparaged by some believers, who taught that the spiritual path transcended matter and had no need for its mediating role.

Second, for all of its good intentions, this attempt at transcendence forsook the way in which God had chosen to come to us when the “Word became flesh and lived among us” (Jn 1:14). The stupendous assertion of the New Testament is that God encountered us on our terms, taking on our body and blood. To put it another way, Jesus is the human face of God: the fullness of God indwelled him (Col 1:15-20). This reality is the ultimate grounding for the realm of symbol and sacrament. It makes transcendence tangible. The incarnation is the other “language” the gospel speaks; it choreographs the mystery of existence in sounds and silences and gestures. The chapters of this book trace the church’s pilgrimage across the centuries in enacting this elusive reality.

Third, this book is a proposal to reclaim the enchanted world of God’s nearness in worship and discipleship. My proposal drinks deeply from Scripture and the long Christian tradition in the West. It also pays attention to dissenting streams of church history that sought a way between (1) sacramentalism (objects and actions that mediate grace) that became preoccupied with objects and (2) spiritualism (the higher path to God is unmediated) that trivialized the incarnation. In crafting the vision for this book I went in search of a seamless way of worshiping and living that held together evangelical spirit, liturgical form, and incarnational mission. At the heart of that project was a way of loving God that turned me toward my neighbor—and my enemy. This happens most profoundly in receiving the bread of forgiveness, which Christ becomes for us, and turning it into the bread of justice and peace.

I have written this volume for people seeking a greater portion of the transforming presence of God in worship and mission. It is not a theologian’s book for other theologians. Among others, I had three seemingly opposing groups of people in mind as I wrote. First, I wanted to fire the imagination of people who help shape their congregation’s worship. Second, I wanted to lure people who find themselves in barren spiritual landscapes back into the bounty of a sacramental universe. Third, I wanted to give people resources to expand the horizon of the denomination they are part of and encourage them to stay there rather than to leave for some “more perfect” form of worship.

As I wrote, my mind often turned to churches—both liberal and conservative—that are ritually “lean.” They like to keep it simple so they can take home from worship a chunk of truth that they can live out and speak out during the week to come. At the same time, many people from those communities feel increasingly earthbound, without a sense that God has met them and changed them when they gather. Church ends up being all about them and their commitments. Others are trying to find the transcendent by reinventing worship every Sunday. And they wear out doing so. Still others are ready to borrow awareness and patterns from ritually “fat” traditions but want to recast what they borrow to express their own “lean” church’s character. They are looking for help in doing so.

To sum up, I’m looking for partners on a journey toward worship expressed in sacrament as well as word, a kind of worship that transforms everyone who risks entering its orbit.
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AN ENCHANTED WORLD?

SURRENDER TO THE WATER


WHEN I WAS SEVENTEEN, I was baptized. I had great expectations as the Sunday of my initiation into the body of Christ approached. Finally it arrived. In the morning there was preaching on the meaning of conversion and discipleship, on belonging to the church. In the evening the twenty-one candidates entered the church in procession. After more preaching and praying, the candidates were called one by one into the baptistery and asked questions that would change our lives. When I had answered them all with “yes,” the minister called out so everyone could hear, “On your confession of faith in Jesus Christ, I baptize you in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.” Then he put his arm behind my neck to support it. For a moment I was breathless; then I surrendered to the minister’s outstretched arm and was lowered into the watery deep where I was buried with Christ.

Something happened in that surrender to the water for which I had no words. On the one hand, everything had been in place before my baptism: God calling me to Christ, me answering with a trembling faith, the church confirming that God had acted in my life. What had happened, I came to understand later, was that God’s inward work in me and my inward journey to God were condensed into a moment and enacted outwardly in baptism. It was a tangible actualization of my conversion, both as a comfort and a challenge. The pastor’s invocation of the Trinity was a confirmation that God had been involved in everything that had brought me to faith. Baptism was the sealing of my faith, the outward echo of the Holy Spirit’s inward witness with my spirit. This echo confirmed two realities. One of them was that I belonged to Christ and the church. The other reality was that God had said yes to me and I had said yes to God before a host of witnesses: now there was no turning back! “Do you not know,” writes Paul, “that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?” (Rom 6:3). At the hands of the church, God the Holy Spirit reenacted all the aspects of my inward conversion outwardly. The Spirit took me to my death and brought me back to life.

You might have noticed that I’ve already been speaking the two languages required to grasp encounters with the divine: the language of words and the language of gestures. We speak both of them without noticing it. When I suddenly encounter a long-lost friend, I begin by putting into words how happy I am to see an old friend. But both of us realize that words aren’t adequate to express the bond between us so we reach out and embrace each other.

This simple and familiar exchange between me and my friend sets the stage for what will be talked about in the chapters that follow, the inseparability of word and gesture to manifest the gospel. When actions are stylized and given communal expression, we call them ritual. For example, many churches include “the passing of the peace,” in which worshipers wish one another the peace of Christ, in their Sunday liturgy. This greeting is not an occasion for getting caught up with each other but a refined gesture that passes on the peace Christ has brought. The intention of a ritual like this one is for it to be habit-forming. I practice passing the peace of Christ in church. Gradually, I gain the confidence and conviction to pass Christ’s peace to people in my daily life as well.

Traditionally, ritual is one of the ways in which religion is made tangible. This is a paradox because the realm of the sacred and mysterious is vaster than our grasp. Take for example the foundational stories in the Bible about creation and exodus. The creation accounts of the book of Genesis (1:1–2:25) describe realities for which literal words are too small. The people who first told these stories unselfconsciously turned to their divinely inspired imagination for pictures and images big enough for their subject. “Let there be a dome in the midst of the waters, and let it separate the waters from the waters” (Gen 1:6). Modern, Western, self-conscious people call these stories myths of origin and meaning. They are written in stylized language; that is, their words are close to poetry with its repetitive forms, like “on the first day,” “on the second day,” and so on. Such language is easy to memorize. What scientists tell us took millions of years is described in Genesis as taking place in six days. The original audience (and we ourselves) can grasp this human scale of language without losing the point of the narrative, that God is the author of the cosmos.

Reason is essential to human endeavors of all kinds, but on its own it can’t comprehend the intersection of time and eternity, the numinous place where we encounter God.1 Ritual is the language the community enacts when it gathers; ceremony consists of the flourishes we add to highlight it. The ritual of Holy Communion comprises the Breaking of Bread and the sharing of the cup as well as the words accompanying this act. The ceremony is how we carry out the act. For example, in some churches the bread and wine are held aloft before they are shared. In ritualized communication there is a reciprocal relationship between sound and gesture. Sound includes the reading and preaching of Scripture in the ordinary cadences of speech but also the musical settings we create for it. Words put to music transcend the earthbound nature of language. Gesture includes the passing of the peace, the giving of money in the offering, and most densely the sacraments, especially baptism and the Eucharist.

The drama of ritual is both more compact and more spacious than literal words and actions. It is more compact because it enacts the heart of human belief and belonging. When a sick person asks for the anointing of oil, there are many aspects of the event that need to be attended to. They are all gathered together in the bafflingly simple gesture of applying oil to the sick person’s forehead in the name of the Trinity. But the drama of ritual is also more spacious in the sense of the range of meanings it can include or imply. When we break bread and share wine in the Lord’s Supper, it is at once a remembrance of Christ’s death for us, an encounter with the risen Lord, and the remaking of the church into the body of Christ. We need rational discourse to sort out what and why we believe. But such discourse can get lost in its own wordiness trying to give voice to the mysteries of the gospel. Ritual comes to life the moment we realize that more is going on here than we have words for.

By means of a repeated act that evokes belonging, memory, and promise, ritual places individual experience within collective identity. On that Sunday when twenty other believers and I were baptized, each candidate came to that event with an intensely personal conversion from the world to Christ, unique to each of us. And the rite of baptism had room for all those experiences: it made our individual journeys a part of the church’s journey across the centuries. All of us shared one baptism, one profoundly simple gesture by which our belonging to Christ and his body was sealed.


ENCHANTMENT AND DISENCHANTMENT

Since rituals like baptism enfold believers in a collective reality big enough for all of them, it is easy to forget that there is another side to repeatable forms. If they are broken from their source (the Holy Spirit) and their setting (a congregation), they can become idols—objects that magically give us what we want while keeping God at a distance. In fact, we are tempted to believe that we can control God by manipulating the signs we have of him.

This fear that outward rituals might take the place of inward faith has been of concern throughout the history of the church. Reform movements have arisen across the centuries to make clear that it is only by God’s grace responded to in faith that symbolic words and forms mediate encounter with the divine. This concern played a role in the origin of monasticism and mysticism as well as the Protestant and Catholic reformations. More radical dissenters from medieval church life, like Waldensians in the twelfth century, Anabaptists in the sixteenth century, and Baptists in the seventeenth century, sought to solve the problem by giving words a higher place than gestures. They did so for two reasons. One was to counter the use of ritual in superstitious ways. The other was to emphasize the response of the individual believer before God. Ritual acts are admirably suited to express the shared faith of a community. They need to be complemented by the unique aspects of each individual’s faith; a ritual needs to be inhabited by such faith to be authentic. During the late Middle Ages and the Reformation the individual’s faith was a subset of the community’s faith. This attitude was not yet the same as the later assertion of the individual’s autonomy, but the seeds of that notion were being sown. A trend was set in motion by the culture of the elites of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. It ripened into a cultural shift we call the Renaissance. There was both an unparalleled curiosity about the world and humanity and an unparalleled cultural and intellectual creativity in exploring them. Leonardo da Vinci and Galileo were the embodiment of the early Renaissance just as Martin Luther was the embodiment of the early Reformation.

Our immediate interest, which will be expanded in the following chapters, is to sketch the overlapping paths taken by the Renaissance and post-Reformation Protestantism into modernity. Both of them chafed at the comprehensive structures of thought and authority represented by the Roman Catholic worldview. Its picture of the world was one in which everything physical and spiritual was part of a larger whole held together by God. The political and religious hierarchies of Christian civilization were seen to embody God’s order. Sociologists call such seamless cohesion of mind and matter under God an “enchanted world.” As the Renaissance spirit progressed, greater and greater weight was put on the human capacity to comprehend itself and the world on its own. Science concluded that it was no longer necessary to posit a God in order to understand existence. This was a sea change in Western civilization, the “enlightenment” of humanity. This intellectual foundation for finding one’s way in the cosmos led to the “disenchantment” of the whole creation. Creation was seen as a material reality governed by observable mechanisms rather than as an encompassing organism in which all parts of reality are held together by God’s providence.

The concepts enchantment and disenchantment were popularized by the sociologist Max Weber, especially in his book The Sociology of Religion. They are poetic terms that evocatively describe the shift of consciousness we are recounting here. They are also romantic in their depiction of enchantment as an unfallen world of mystery, myth, morality, and community in contrast to a world devoid of them. In this disenchanted world, science is exalted and belief dismissed; mystery is not something to stand in awe of but to explain; knowledge is fragmented, and its goal is the pursuit of efficiency. Weber describes such a world as an “iron cage.”2 I have found these concepts most helpful in illustrating the contrast between these two worlds as they bear on the sacramental universe Christianity has traditionally occupied.

The term “sacramental universe,” for which there are competing definitions, is essential to the case I am making in this book. Let me give you a number of definitions that express the interpretation I follow. The presupposition of the term is the incarnation: Paul declares that Christ “was in the form of God . . . but emptied himself, . . . being born in human likeness (Phil 2:5-7). The church has deduced from this claim that God reveals himself through the material world, that matter can mediate spirit, and that the numinous can be found in the created order. For our purposes, this means that bread broken in Jesus’ name is not simply a chemical equation but a latent bearer of his presence. In short, sacramentality is the mediation of the heavenly by the earthly.

The reality of a sacramental or enchanted universe has been misused historically in two ways. One misuse has veered into magic, suggesting that humans can manipulate the spiritual realm. The other misuse of this reality is to empty the material world of its spiritual potential. Taking the example I have just used, this second view might perceive bread broken in Jesus’ name as nothing but a human term of reference, a mere symbol.

Can the world be resacralized? Can we make ancient myths and mysteries come to life again? Or is that a colossal act of nostalgia that sequesters the gospel and keeps it from speaking to people of our time? Historians and sociologists have traced the “desacralization” and “resacralization” of the universe in various ways.3

Our stake in this vast and amazing phenomenon we call the Enlightenment is how it affected religion. The Enlightenment was not a single reality. It had traits in its Dutch-Anglo form that differed from those of its French form. This included a different attitude between the two regarding religion and its relation to science. Little by little God receded from Enlightenment worldviews. The Roman Catholic Church gradually accepted the shift to a new science but opposed autonomous individuality and inquiry into the nature of things ungoverned by Christian philosophy. The mainline Protestant churches were of two minds. On the one hand, their very identity was based on a providential God. On the other hand, the place of the individual, whose status before God the Protestant Reformation had exalted, appealed to them as did the freedom of the mind to explore the world through the scientific method. For a time, Protestantism hovered between an enchanted and a disenchanted universe, but it increasingly belonged to the disenchanted world, one in which the material and spiritual realms were completely separate. The material realm was rational, objective, and governed by its own laws; the spiritual realm was nonrational, subjective, and unprovable. Because of that, its sacraments ended up as human projections rather than divine enactments.

This Enlightenment worldview, in a popularized form, was attractive to two surprising forms of church life. One of them was called pietism on the Continent and evangelicalism in Britain. These movements sought the nurturing of personal piety and discipleship within the structures of national churches (allied with the state in providing religious institutions for the whole population). The second form of church life to which the Enlightenment focus on the individual appealed was the Free Church movement. These were dissenting faith communities in Britain and on the Continent who freed themselves from an alliance with the state. Membership was by the confession of faith of the believer, whether by infant or believer’s baptism. They included Mennonites, Separatist Puritans, Baptists, Methodists, and their offspring in North America. The place of individual faith and competence before God was central. Although the church as the body of Christ and the Holy Spirit as the giver of faith were still foundational for them, the Free churches discovered a kinship with the Enlightenment belief that human beings can come to God on their own, without the mediation of the institutional church. This notion tapped into the suspicion Free churches had had of Protestant and Catholic national churches all along and made them susceptible to ways of thinking that went against the grain of other assumptions they held.

Two illustrations of this Free Church susceptibility follow. Some strands of those denominations bought into the Enlightenment scientific assertion that ritual, in its broadest sense, belongs to a “primitive” stage of human understanding. This is how the argument went: before humanity had a rational grasp of nature, it resorted to practices like offering sacrifices to unknown gods to appease them. In the light of science and with the aid of philosophy, inhabitants of modernity have learned to think abstractly. More and more we can explain why the world functions as it does. Rationality has replaced the mythic potency of ritual as a way of coping with the immensity of the world and the depth of our experience.

Thus two very different and often hostile worldviews—the Free Church concern for the individual’s inward decision in the light of revelation and the secular concern for the individual’s action in the light of reason—came together in popular forms to push aside the world of symbols. Other Free Church thinkers went even further: they agreed with the rationalists that nothing of God could be found in the outward world of matter.4 In so doing they crossed the final bridge from an enchanted to a disenchanted cosmos. “Nature” was no longer “creation.” It became a place in which sacrament and mystery have no place. Rationalistic Bible exegetes went on to impose this modern worldview on the Bible. Of relevance to the pilgrimage onto which this book invites the reader is the logic according to which cardinal New Testament passages concerning sacraments were read after this shift in thinking. For example, in Romans 6 Paul is presumed to rule out the possibility that God could use elements of creation as a medium of grace. So the argument goes: in baptism believers declare their faith, making the ritual of baptism an entirely human undertaking. This does not reflect Paul’s claim that God the Spirit acts in baptism: “all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death” (Rom 6:3).

I mentioned earlier that post-Reformation mainline Protestantism hovered between an enchanted and a disenchanted world. It is evident in theology, worship, and piety that scholars and ordinary believers alike, both in national and Free churches, continued to believe in sacrament and mystery. Yet they were caught up in an intellectual and cultural shift we call modernism. It is a seldom-explored irony that the Enlightenment cosmology from which they had borrowed continued, decade after decade, to chip away at the foundations of Christian belief. This book makes the case that this sequence of shifts in worldview is a missing piece of the puzzle in understanding how those forms of Protestantism that unwittingly made common cause with rationalism abetted the subjectivizing of spiritual reality and its reduction to the private and personal realm. The consequences of this transposition are vast. To begin with, it means that the public, political, material world is a law unto itself rather than a realm in which God is at work accomplishing his will. A good example of an incarnational stance toward nature is environmental justice. If God has bound himself to the creation and intends to save it (the new heaven and new earth of Rev 21), it becomes part of the church’s mission.

The most profound reason behind this separation of the sacred and the profane on the part of churches is their narrowing and sidelining of the doctrine of the incarnation. Teaching on the Word becoming flesh often limits itself to a doctrine that asks for assent without delving into its consequences. In other parts of the church the significance of the incarnation is limited to the earthly ministry of Jesus. In response to this state of affairs, Free churches (as well as other Protestant churches and the Catholic Church) have realized anew in our time that a robust theology of the incarnation is not possible as a stand-alone doctrine but only on the basis of an encompassing trinitarian theology.

At the heart of the New Testament’s message is the dazzling assertion that “the Word became flesh and lived among us” (Jn 1:14). For people who are afraid to mix spirit and flesh, this presupposition is like saying a square peg can fit into a round hole! From the vantage point of the incarnation, the relationship between spirit and matter is profound yet easy to distort. One example that comes to mind is sex. When it’s engaged in casually or abusively, all that exists is flesh pushing on flesh. But when our bodies become the medium of our spirits, the Bible says that we become “one flesh” (Gen 2:24; Mt 19:4-6). When flesh, and matter as a whole, is seen as nothing more than molecules, there’s no room for the animation of spirit. But when spirit inhabits body, as happened at the creation, creation comes to life.

That is how God made the world and how he redeemed it. In the mystery that is God, the church believes there are three persons mutually related as one being. One of these persons, the Word, took on flesh to embody what God is like and what God intends for the creation. At the heart of God’s self-disclosure is his boundless love for us, vast enough to lead the Maker of heaven and earth to become one with us. Paul declares that we see “the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor 4:6). John turns to paradoxical language to make the claim that no one has ever seen God in the fullness of God’s being. Yet “it is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known” (Jn 1:18). Paul takes the meaning of the Word becoming flesh an astonishing step further. He asserts that the church is the body of Christ and the dwelling place of the Spirit (1 Cor 12); it prolongs Christ’s presence as the coming of the kingdom on earth. Through the Holy Spirit the church enacts that presence symbolically in the Lord’s Supper and other ceremonies, and literally in acts of witness and justice in the world.

In this book, I want to make the case that God comes to us through the creation, through our bodies, through our actions. They become signs that promise us God is near.5
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EMBODIMENT, LANGUAGE, AND SACRAMENT


IN THE BEGINNING WAS THE WORD, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him. . . . And the Word became flesh and lived among us” (Jn 1:1-3, 14). This claim concerning God’s embodiment is the most sublime mystery of the gospel. It is so dazzling that an irresistible question arises: how can Christ be both the agent of creation and a member of creation, like us? There is no rationally provable answer to this question, but there are images that slowly reveal its truth. As he contemplates the vastness of God’s love embodied in Jesus’ death on the cross, the hymn writer is at a loss for words. He interrupts his description with the question, “What language shall I borrow to thank thee, dearest friend?”1 We do well to remember that the subject we are exploring will often leave us at a loss for words.

In his search for language adequate to the subject, Paul is drawn to an intimate image, that of seeing God in the face of Jesus. God’s glory, that which radiates from God and fills the temple in Jerusalem, is ultimately found in Jesus’ face, the most revealing part of our anatomy (2 Cor 4:6). When he writes to the believers in Colossae, Paul expands on this claim in language that rises to the poetic. Christ is “the image of the invisible God,” “the head of the body, the church,” the one in whom “the fullness of God was pleased to dwell” (Col 1:15-19). Paul’s climactic and comprehensive declaration concerning the mystery of Christ is that Christ Jesus,


who, though he was in the form of God,

did not regard equality with God

as something to be exploited,

but emptied himself,

taking the form of a slave,

being born in human likeness. (Phil 2:5-7)



The Scottish Reformed theologian T. F. Torrance recalls an encounter of his as a military chaplain. A nineteen-year-old soldier lay dying. His unrelenting question to Torrance was “Is God really like Jesus?” Torrance assured him that, indeed, “there is no unknown God behind the back of Jesus for us to fear; to see the Lord Jesus is to see the very face of God.”2

Most of the time most of us are like the dying soldier: all that ultimately matters is to trust that seeing Christ is to encounter the Maker of heaven and earth. All the sweat and tears it took the early church to arrive at the claims of Nicaea and Chalcedon, the most authoritative articulations of our belief in God as Trinity, had the profoundly simple goal of answering the soldier’s question.

Yet, because of intellectual restlessness or the raw experience of suffering, many people find this claim inaccessible or incredible. Because the mystery of the gospel is barely within our grasp, we have been given two kinds of signs to help us comprehend it. One of them is the word; the other one is the sacraments. Christ is the Word of God, the one who discloses God’s love and will. In reading and proclaiming the Bible, we listen for the echo of God’s Word in our words. Because the Word became flesh, we look for God’s act in the midst of our acts. In their profound simplicity ritual gestures, especially those we call sacraments, add a concrete language to God’s pursuit of us and our pursuit of God. Both languages are native to the church. There are seasons in a pilgrim’s life and settings in different cultures in which one of these languages speaks truth more illuminatingly than the other, but the body of Christ needs both of them to fully perceive God’s presence in the church and the world. The animator of Word and sacrament is the Holy Spirit. The Spirit makes our proclamation into God’s Word and makes the baker’s bread we bless into the bread of life.

The mystery of the Word becoming flesh is so dazzling that we fumble for words to describe it.3 Because poets are more at home with paradoxical thinking, they are better than academics at finding words for their subject. The poet W. H. Auden simply says, “How could the Eternal do a temporal act, the Infinite become a finite fact?”4 At the same time our questions are irresistible. If the only begotten Son of the Father could take on a human nature—the particular identity of a Jewish teacher in ancient Palestine—how could he still remain God? If he took upon himself the conditions of sin, how could he, alone among humans, not rebel against God?5 If the answer to questions like this is yes, both Jews and Christians have asked, was the God here referred to still the monotheistic God of Israel? After enormous theological (and political) struggle, patristic writers asserted that Jesus Christ as revealed in the New Testament shares in the very identity of the God of Israel. To safeguard this lynchpin of Christian belief, the church distilled the images and claims of the New Testament into the doctrine of the Trinity. Its goal in doing so was both to confess God’s self-disclosure in the Bible and to preserve his mystery.6

A paradox appears in both testaments of the Bible: God is infinitely beyond our grasp, yet he lets himself be known. Moses meets God in the burning bush (Ex 3:1-6); Isaiah is overwhelmed by God’s enveloping presence in the temple (Is 6:1-8). Athanasius, the fourth-century church father, heightens the paradoxical nature of what ultimately happened. “The incorporeal and incorruptible and immaterial Word of God entered our world . . . in a new way, stooping to our level.”7 God, who is spirit, takes on flesh in solidarity with his creatures, to teach them and save them. If Christ were only human, then he would have died as a martyr; it was only because he was both divine and human that he could be our Savior. Thus the incarnation reaches its fulfillment in the atonement.

Even while the first believers were grappling with the significance of Christ’s historical embodiment in Palestine, they were beginning to see its far-reaching implications. The incarnation was not only the unique entrance of God into the limitations of time and space; this unmatched incursion revealed a pattern of how the Creator comes to us through creation. Already in the 50s of the first century Paul describes the community that emerged from the Lord’s resurrection as “the body of Christ” (1 Cor 12). Paul recognized a correspondence between Christ’s historical and his sacramental presence in the visible community that confessed him. We have a hint that Paul applied the same principle to the signs that accompanied the church’s coming into being, baptism (Rom 6) and the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor 11:23-26; see also 1 Cor 10:16-17). Another way of describing this incarnational reality is to say that Christ is the primal sacrament. Karl Barth speaks about the sacrament of the being of Jesus Christ. By this he means that “the Son of God becomes identical with the man Jesus of Nazareth and therefore unites human essence with his divine essence.”8 The body of Christ continues Christ’s enfleshment in history. Signs like baptism and the Eucharist are “derived sacraments” that locate Christ’s presence here and now.


THE SEARCH FOR ADEQUATE LANGUAGE

What kind of speech is being used to talk about the incarnation? It is literal to the extent that it refers to historical realities like Jesus of Nazareth and the church. It is metaphorical in its use of literal language to describe something that is more than that. This language is also mythical in its attempt to describe a realm beyond the historical. In its recurring search for adequate language, the early church began speaking about the “body of Christ” in three ways—Jesus in Palestine (the historical body), the church (the sacramental body), and the Eucharist (the mystical body).9 By doing so, the church was not reducing one category of Christ’s presence to another; they remain distinct but refer to a single reality.

In the first and second centuries, including in the words of the New Testament, the church spoke about the “mystery” of Christ as both his hiddenness and his self-disclosure (e.g., Eph 3:1-12). Soon the church talked about mysteries in the plural, broadly referring to elements of everyday life that are latent bearers of Christ. For example, human love can become the bearer of divine love (1 Jn 4:7-12). Similarly, bread—taken, blessed, broken, and shared—can become the bearer of divine presence. These examples make it clear that in the New Testament the cultic and the ethical are not neatly separated. Encountering God turns us toward encountering people and other aspects of creation. This has immediate implications for our subject that we will see as we go along.

Our concern in this chapter is to establish the sacramental as a manifestation of the incarnational. In Paul’s understanding, which was foundational for the early church, the church as the body of Christ was the prolongation of the humanity of Christ through time.10 As we have seen, the church is the original sacrament. Particular ritual acts—those we normally call sacraments or ordinances—are a further expression of Christ’s incarnation and his presence in the church. In the third century, when Latin replaced Greek as the language of the Western church, mystērion was translated as sacramentum. A sacrament was originally an oath of loyalty by an inferior to a superior. As the term was applied to worship, a sacrament became the inverse: God is the one who makes an oath of loyalty to us. God promises to be present with the signs he has given us.

In Christian usage the term mystery in and of itself and “sacrament” as its translation is at the heart of worship and thus deserves further comment. Its origin lies in the New Testament notion of the hiddenness of Christ that is now being revealed. In the post-apostolic church this concept was broadly applied. Rites of the church, especially baptism and the Breaking of Bread, were called “mysteries.”11 For Ambrose of Milan, a mystery was also what we anticipate receiving when we read the Bible.12 Later commentators on the liturgy turn to Platonic concepts in applying the notion of mystery concretely to sacraments. Enrico Mazzo, a Catholic scholar of patristic liturgies, both affirms and cautions against aspects of this development.13 Centuries later, the Protestant Reformation saw this development in a wholly negative light, asserting that alien thought patterns had displaced Biblical ones.

During and after the Reformation some radical voices made the case for the term ordinance because of the magical connotation sacraments had acquired in the Middle Ages. They wanted to place the emphasis on actions Christ himself had ordained. Most of them held that only baptism and the Lord’s Supper were mandated by Christ but allowed for other rites of the church that marked God’s presence in blessing, like marriage and ordination, confession and anointing.




SPIRIT AND MATTER

People who are in love know things the rest of the world has yet to discover: “Soul and body have no bounds to lovers.”14 Most of us have known moments of ecstasy in which all boundaries are transcended and we are one with the beloved—spouse, friend, nature—and of course, ultimately, God. Ecstasy is blissfully unselfconscious. It is only when we look in on the experience from a distance that we get glimpses of how it happened. In an experience of ecstasy everything that I am is vulnerable to everything the other is: it is by means of our body that we give our spirit to someone we love and receive the spirit of our beloved. Even when I kiss the beloved, I am, at least in a small measure, giving myself to that person.

This reality is expressed in the strikingly simple words the bride and groom speak to each other in the historical ring ceremony of the Anglican Church. “With this ring I thee wed; with my body I thee worship; and with all my worldly goods I thee endow.”15 This action of giving someone my spirit by means of my body is an aspect of what the biblical creation story means when it speaks of husband and wife becoming “one flesh” (Gen 2:24). Paul quotes this line, describing the human bond as a “great mystery” and honoring it by applying it to the relationship between Christ and the church (Eph 5:31-32).

The narratives in the Bible take the embodied nature of human identity and experience for granted. The paradox of our being is that in this life body and soul are inseparable, but only in the moment of ecstasy are they are identical, whether that experience is religious or sexual. God made us as whole beings; we are “bodied souls.” Yet body and soul can be pulled apart. If we live only for money, for instance, our bodies lose their bond with spirit and become dead matter. By the same token, if we live only for spirit, that is, striving to transcend our earthiness, we are no longer at home in ourselves or for our neighbors. In his letter to the church in Corinth, Paul provokes believers who are preoccupied with food and sex. “Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God, and that you are not your own? For you were bought with a price; therefore glorify God in your body” (1 Cor 6:19-20). It is our embodied self that is called to holiness.

Sometimes we long for pure body; we call that lust. But we also have times of longing for pure soul, as if we need to escape the world of matter to find ourselves with the divine. This tendency to seek either pure body or pure soul is the case not only with our own being, individually or collectively, but with symbolic objects in general. For instance, a rationalistic mindset can reduce the Bible to mere human words; on the other hand, a spiritualistic mindset can exalt it so highly that it has no traces of human composition. A more embodied understanding would say that the Bible contains God’s Word mediated to us through human thoughts and words. This mediation of the heavenly by the earthly is what we mean by the term sacrament. Take baptism. At the one extreme are people who think of sacraments as quasi-physical realities: in their belief the washing with water saves, in and of itself. At the other extreme are people for whom physical objects could not possibly bear spiritual reality: in their belief the water of baptism is no different from water anywhere.

My approach to overcoming these extremes is to assert that the material world has the potential to mediate spirit, but it always remains the medium and not the reality itself. When spiritual realities are reduced to things, objects that humans can manipulate rather than means of divine grace, they become obstacles on our path to God. The solution to this problem is not to put the world aside so we can ascend to the realm of pure spirit. Because we are made up of body and soul, these extremes of succumbing to spiritless matter or escaping into matterless spirit turn out to be false dichotomies. For example, I remember holy moments in my life when all obstacles were out of the way and I was alone with God, sitting on a rock as the sun arose over a breathtakingly still lake. Heart spoke unto heart. Yes, I was alone with God in the sense that no distraction, no divided loyalty, kept me from him. This did not happen, however, because I had been admitted into the realm of pure spirit. Quite the opposite: it was me in my wholeness, with my panting heart, me with the words of Scripture in my awareness, me at one with the palpable morning stillness of the lake that met God.

The apostle Paul was at home in the embodied nature of being because it was part of the Jewish understanding of creation. According to Christian interpreters, who carried aspects of Jewish thought concerning God’s intention in creation forward, it culminated in the Word becoming flesh (Jn 1:14). In his incarnation Christ became one of us: God let himself be most fully known through the person of Jesus. It was by aspects of his embodied being, like his voice, that the disciples recognized Jesus after he had been raised from the dead (Jn 20:16, 20; 21:7, 12). In his reflection on the reality of Christ’s embodiment, Paul promises that everyone who has become one with Christ will share in his wholeness of identity when the fullness of God’s reign comes (1 Cor 15).

Human nature is made up of body and soul together; spirit is mediated by matter. So I have argued. Yet what about the raw fact that in death our being is torn from our body? In death we become naked souls (2 Cor 5:1-9). We relinquish our bodies and with them the wholeness of our created being. We are promised that, when time shall be no more, we, and all that was made, will be reclothed. In the sublime eighth chapter of Romans, Paul asserts that we, and the whole creation, groan in labor pains as we await “the redemption of our bodies” (Rom 8:22-25). We are speechless in the presence of a promise that we can barely grasp; it leaves us with an enigma. On the one hand, there is our mortality and finitude: what God intends will not reach its fulfillment in this life. On the other hand, Jesus’ resurrection is the sign of signs that God can and will redeem what he has created in the future he intends for this world.




NOSTALGIA FOR THE ABSOLUTE

Today we inhabit a cosmos in which we experience God as elusive. The sacramental universe of the Bible and premodern cultures has been shattered. It has not always been so. To overcome the disenchantment of life in Western countries today, some historians of religion and culture romanticize the High Middle Ages as the exalted fusion of revelation and reason, spirit and sacrament.16 While this fusion was never seamless, the world of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was filled with God. Wherever you turned, there were images of God—in churches, in wayside shrines, in processions bearing images and statues, in a recurring cycle with its days of fasting and feasting.

The goal of philosophy was to manifest the wholeness of the creation in God so that there would be no ontological barrier between the sacred and the mundane: holy realities manifested themselves through ordinary ones, through water, bread, and wine. God was confessed as the cause of all things. The symbolic words and gestures of worship made the Creator present in the midst of the creation. Medieval and, to some extent, even Reformation-era Christians were at home in this enchanted universe. Everything in their world, from philosophy to farming, witnessed to the fathomless mystery of God, the One who was behind everything we are and have and who could be counted on to order it for good. The mystery of God (Col 1:15-20) was the dazzling, impenetrable cosmic reality beyond human grasp that nevertheless disclosed itself, most fully in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Long after the scientific revolution, traditional movements, like the Amish, have remained in this enchanted universe. To the extent that they are no longer primarily farmers or have accepted the digital revolution, they are being catapulted into the disenchanted universe of mainstream society.

Today we in the West are estranged from the mystery of Christ, in whom all things hold together. We live in a disillusioned, demythologized cosmos in which evidence of God is, at best, found in the shards of a shattered worldview. This is a breathtakingly vast subject at which we can only hint. The point at issue is whether symbols can have a meaningful reference point if there is not a personal God, the Maker of heaven and earth, who is present to his creation. Through science we have discovered a boundless universe of cause and effect, yet also of seeming randomness. The popular scientific worldview asserts that no claims can be made for the divine, not just for the premodern picture of a God of intervention, of miracle, but of a force beyond that of matter.17 The God of the universe has become a stranger to Western society. Believers might still have a place for God in their hearts, but there is no room for God in the world.

The Enlightenment sought the emancipation of humanity from its enforced submission to religion. By means of science and philosophy its thinkers concluded that we inhabit a universe whose source cannot be known. Humanity must seize the freedom to make a home for itself in this world within the bounds of reason and rational inquiry. Much good came from the freedom of the human mind to explore the natural world: modern science has given us spectacular discoveries of medicine and inventions of technology. The problem arises when claims of autonomy and finality are made for human creativity.

Many people in our society grew up with an awareness of religion—and perhaps even an experience of God. But the public place of Christianity in our culture has receded to the point that seekers after God need to go to the margins of our culture in search of him. They often bring two responses with them. George Steiner, the philosophically minded American literary critic, concludes that “the ancient and magnificent decline of the architecture of religious certitude” leaves us with “nostalgia for the absolute.”18 Many of us still long for God, perhaps even for the God of the Bible. We welcome experiences of intimacy and transcendence, moments of an enchanted universe, but can no longer take the leap of faith. The massive popular literature on spirituality, deliberately distinguished from religion, testifies to this widespread nostalgia.

A second attitude often accompanies—or displaces—the first one. Many believers once swam in Matthew Arnold’s “sea of faith” when it was full. But now the poet hears only “its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar.”19 What remains in the wake of the “withdrawing roar” in liberal religious and academic culture is a polite cynicism. Jackson Lears, the American social historian, speaks of this phenomenon as one of “elegiac regret.”20 In the twentieth century the wake of the “withdrawing roar” has been all the more intensified by the horrors of that century’s endless violence, from Verdun, Auschwitz, and Nagasaki to Cambodia, Rwanda, Iraq, and Yemen. This rape of the human body and spirit has almost stripped us of the capacity to imagine a good God who rules the cosmos. Are we left with merely a reluctant agnosticism, at once nostalgic and cynical?

When the innocence of childhood, our first naiveté, has been wrested from us, can we enter into a second naiveté, a fresh receptiveness to the possibility of love and truth? That is one of the profound questions modernity asks of itself. Addressing a boundless question like this is beyond the scope of this book except at two related points. First, orthodox Christian thought has responded that only a trinitarian theology is ultimately sturdy enough to keep symbolic language and ritual from being self-referential, that is, having as its ultimate reference point not human experience but divine reality. Second, we can most fruitfully begin our postdisillusionment pursuit of God in worship. By worship I mean specifically the church’s Sunday assembly around Word and Table as well as the more general realm of the luminous and liminal, the threshold between the empirical and the ineffable. In church history good theology has arisen out of worship, not the other way around. This is especially so in an age in which all rational, propositional claims of truth are suspect. Our first naiveté ends when we realize this and embark on the intellectual and moral quest for meaning. Our second naiveté begins when we realize that pure rationality addresses only part of what matters in life: love itself is beyond the reach of reason.




THE AMBIGUOUS INTERIM

We shall need no sacraments in eternity because faith will have become sight. Sacraments are the densest signs given to us for the ambiguous interim we inhabit on earth between the breaking in of God’s reign and its consummation. In the sway of the Holy Spirit, the animator and medium of life, God’s reign becomes tangible. In the Gospels Jesus casts out demons. At one point his critics accuse Jesus of casting out these evil spirits by the power of the ruler of demons. He takes their argument on forcefully, concluding, “But if it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come to you” (Mt 12:28).

Jesus is put on the spot another time. Immediately before he ascends, his followers ask him if he will now restore God’s reign. Jesus replies that it is not for them to know the times the Father has set but that they will receive the power of the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:6-8). Paul describes the Holy Spirit as God’s “first installment,” a promissory note to the church and the world that there is more of God to come (2 Cor 1:22; 5:5). The church itself is the primal sacrament of the divine down payment: the body of Christ is the prolongation of the incarnation. The church is the Spirit’s servant in offering tangible evidence that God’s reign enters time and space. Bread that is shared locates Christ among us around the Lord’s Table and the tables of the world. These tangible signs take us beyond the ambiguities of our mortal life long enough to let us taste—and even see—the promised new age of healing and justice for all.

This nearness of God’s reign is not an ethereal reality that lifts us above the world; it is an earthly reality, hard evidence that love cannot be banished from the plane on which we “live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). I think of the refugee mother with three children of her own, barely surviving. The woman in the next tent of the refugee camp dies and leaves an orphaned daughter. Something greater than her woes—by faith we would say the indwelling presence of the Spirit—comes to the mother so that she can take the orphan into her arms and life.

I think of such an unequivocal sign in my own life. It concerns a double death. Within the space of four days, my cousin’s husband and daughter died. We were blackened with grief. The day before the first funeral was Good Friday. Grasping for solace I went to church with a friend. The solemnity of the occasion took us to the heart of the sacred narrative, recounting the naked experience of Christ’s death on our behalf in word and sacrament. I returned to the grieving family, persuaded that the wonder of God’s love embraced our sorrow as well.

Most of the time in most of our lives we struggle to become aware of spirit taking on flesh. We long to recognize God’s embodiments. In the Christian narrative there are two root signs of the realm of love, from which all others grow. They are baptism and the Lord’s Supper. Their simplicity helps to make their meaning transparent. They hallow water, bread, and wine—elements that were primal to natural existence in the Mediterranean world in which the gospel arose. Water is the womb of life; without it we perish. Bread and wine are the staff of life; they slake our hunger and quench our thirst. In the gospel these elements become the bearers of salvation’s narrative. As water is poured, new life arises; as bread and wine are shared, we ingest Christ. These primal rituals will be explored in later chapters.




THE LANGUAGE OF TRANSCENDENCE

Although we seldom stop to think of it this way, language also has a sacramental nature. Intelligence speaks. Ideas become tangible as they are mediated by the human voice. In the Christian understanding of revelation there is an interdependence between material and linguistic signs. Augustine is famous for saying that when you add the element to the word you have a sacrament.21 The word tells the story behind the element; the act demonstrates the reality referred to in words. To put it another way, both the language of en-act-ment and the language of en-voice-ment (forgive the term) convey God’s involvement with the creation. Both of them are mediations of spirit. The church is fatally impoverished when it prefers one over the other.

George Steiner argues that “any coherent account of the capacity of human speech to communicate meaning and feeling is, in the final analysis, underwritten by the assumption of God’s presence.”22 Another way of saying this is that in Western cultures meaning making has presupposed transcendence; that is, there is an uncaused absolute beyond the relative reality of created existence. Nathan Mitchell, a theologian, expands on Steiner’s train of thought in two complementary ways that are relevant to our pursuit. One way is that linguistic and other symbols disclose what they symbolize. Meaningful communication depends on the assumption that there is a transcendent reference point for our symbol making. At the same time, there comes a point beyond which they cannot take us. Then, “we experience the certitude of divine meaning surpassing and enfolding ours.”23 Because our ritual words and acts have limits in what they can grasp and express, we realize there is a reality beyond our reach that we call God. Sacraments designate both what is revealed of God and what remains hidden.

It is this foundational assumption of transcendence that secular society does not share with Christianity. It has shed the garment of tightly woven religious fabric that Christian culture had sewn together over many centuries. Eighteenth-century Enlightenment philosophers, like Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), argued that religion could claim only subjective certainty. The unintended consequence of that claim in the nineteenth century was the relativizing of religious claims and the exalting of reason. In the end, materialism displaced metaphysics.24 An a-theistic worldview goes on to discredit signs of the divine that earlier times had found necessary to arrive at the meaning of life. In short, a world without God, a world that is self-referential, one in which there is no beyond, has become plausible.

To apply this way of thinking to the Lord’s Supper, all that this worldview can claim as true is that a community gathers around a performance that calls a past event to mind. Bread and wine still have a symbolic role, but their reference point is immanent. Only the humanity of Jesus is left; only hope that is generated by human aspiration is credible. Kant allowed for people to make faith claims, but he insisted that faith claims could not be truth claims in a verifiable way. This worldview has profoundly shaped yesterday’s intellectual culture and today’s popular culture. The church in Western Europe and North America is still in the midst of a centuries-long struggle to take seriously this account of reality and to shape the church’s languages to address it.25 Charles Taylor reflects on this as well:

Now it is true that a great deal of our political and moral life is focused on human ends: human welfare, human rights, human flourishing, equality between human beings. Indeed, our public life in societies, which are secular in a familiar modern sense, is exclusively concerned with human goods. And our age is certainly unique in human history in this respect.26


What is at stake here? We long to know whether the signs, symbols, and sacraments of the gospel disclose something of God or whether they are our own projections onto an empty universe. Unless we take this possibility seriously, neither our worship nor our mission will be believable. To keep this vast aspect of our topic within bounds, let us look at only one reason that accounts for this seismic shift in worldview from belief to unbelief. It is the reality of radical evil. To begin with, evil is an unfathomable enigma in every religion that believes in an all-loving and all-powerful God.

Job and the psalmists of old pled for signs that God is indeed what is said of him. The psalmist cries out, “Why, O LORD, do you stand far off?” (Ps 10:1). He then laments the ways in which the wicked prosper. In the midst of his dirge a moment of divine disclosure opens itself to him. “But you do see!” the poet finally realizes. “Indeed you note trouble and grief, / that you may take it into your hands” (Ps 10:14). Israel both protested the inscrutability of God and, by faith, bowed to the ruler of the universe. The authors of Divine Providence & Human Suffering, a study of patristic teaching on this theme, conclude “that none of the ancient Christian writers ever experienced more than a passing difficulty in accepting the two concepts as perfectly compatible with one another.”27 This does not mean that in their losses both individuals and communities experienced no anguish; rather, in the end their anguish did not destroy their belief in a good God.

In a time when agony over evil and suffering can make belief incredible, the church and its worship lack integrity if they do not take the reasons for this skepticism to heart. Only when we do so do our wordsmithing and symbol making become persuasive. Our models for integrity of speech and act before an unbelieving world come from people and movements that have risked moral dissent without counting the cost. Martin Niemöller, like his fellow minister Dietrich Bonhoeffer, was among the minority who could not keep silent in the face of the evil that was Nazism. In punishment for his protest, Niemöller was imprisoned in the Dachau concentration camp. Even there he refused to be silent. He preached for his fellow inmates in language shorn of presumption, conventionality, and surface. His purified language arose out of his own purgation. In a Communion service on Maundy Thursday 1945, Niemöller made an audacious claim to the ragged circle of prisoners gathered around the Lord’s Table. This claim, in the simplest words, was that beyond the wrenching loss of everything that had to do with home, which all of them had endured, that “despite all this, we are at home.”28 He had earned the right to speak of God from within a seemingly godless experience of the world.

Many people experience the signs, symbols, and sacraments with which the gospel is proclaimed as broken from their roots, like cut flowers that have wilted. For them the cultic acts of Christian tradition are no longer doors into the sacred. The church has been engaged in a half century of self-scrutinizing reform of all the dimensions of worship—setting, music, symbols, and the verbal and ceremonial aspects of its ritual life—to make them believable. This is the case in both the liturgical and charismatic movements, albeit in different ways. Inseparable from society’s scrutiny of the holy sounds and gestures of ritual expression has been its scrutiny of moral expression, of how Christians live what they profess. In most church circles there is the awareness that in a skeptical—even cynical—age like ours, deeds must come before words. Unless we do justice and love kindness and walk humbly with our God (Mic 6:8), even our most precious language will be unpersuasive. This purgation, even humiliation, gives integrity to Christian worship and witness. At the center of this new reality is the Holy Spirit. Our task is not to get in the way of the Spirit, who draws people to Christ both through us and in spite of us. “For we do not proclaim ourselves; we proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves as your slaves for Jesus’ sake” (2 Cor 4:5).

Those of us who stay in the church are not immune to the crisis of faith. In trembling faith we continue to recite and reenact the ancient narrative. We let it ring in our ears and record it with our eyes. We touch it. In doing so we are not alone, as individuals or as a generation, but members of a cloud of witnesses, the whole company of Israel and the church (Heb 11:1–12:2). When we as individuals cannot believe, the people of God across the ages believe for us. They continue to recite and reenact so that we might again come to the point of encounter seen in the Gospel story of the father with his stricken son pleading with Jesus. The man cries out, “I believe; help my unbelief” (Mk 9:24).

By reenacting the long narrative, Israel sought to show that the Lord of heaven and earth keeps his promises. God rescues the Hebrews from their Egyptian bondage. When the Israelites in the wilderness are famished, God promises to “rain bread from heaven” for them (Ex 16:1-8); God overturns the power of oppression through the suffering of his people on behalf of others (Is 40–55); in the midst of the utter destruction of Jerusalem, the city of God, Jeremiah, the traumatized prophet, discovers that even there God’s “steadfast love . . . never ceases” (Lam 3:22-24); and, finally, we are awestruck that in the early church the Father himself, in the Son, suffers on the cross in solidarity with creation and breaks the power of evil over it (Mk 10:45; Mt 26:26-29; Col 2:9-15; Eph 2:13-16).


Eternal God,

you gave your people of old a cloud by day

and a pillar of fire by night.

Guide us as you guided them

with your counsel,

and afterward receive us with honor,

so that although our flesh and heart may fail,

you may be our strength

and our portion forever.29



It is this two-sidedness that characterizes Christian faith and worship in our time in the secular West. On the one hand, there is the awfulness of evil and suffering, magnified by the technology of war. On the other hand, there is affirmation of the Bible and the church that pierces the darkness with light: God is at work mending the world. The definitive sign that God’s love for the creation cannot be thwarted is the bodily resurrection of Jesus. Here again we encounter the limits of language. Paul’s most spectacular claim is that we too will rise from death to eternal life. Our physical body will become a “spiritual body”; our perishable body will become “imperishable” (1 Cor 15:42-58). Our mortal self, the body that gives us our identity, will inherit immortality. Thus, it is the body—Christ’s and ours—that is the final evidence the New Testament offers that love cannot be thwarted.

On their own, Christians in the Global North will not find the way from a precritical to a postcritical faith in the transcendent. In the Global South (and its presence in the North Atlantic world as immigrant cultures), in the midst of poverty and powerlessness, a purified church has found a way to hold together its lament (think of the four million civilians who died in the Congo’s civil war) and hope. It is not only because the ecstatic is more at home in African cultures, for example, than in European ones that much of the worship in the Global South is charismatic—God’s immediate presence in the face of overwhelming loss is such an unmistakable reality that it overflows into the gifts of tongues and healing. God’s love is tangibly at work. Whether or not people there use the term, there is a sacramental dimension to their deeply spiritual reality. Theirs is not the religion of the otherworldly: people’s minds are set free from fear in this world; people’s bodies are set free from disease in this world.

Bold and unashamed claims of the goodness of God come to us from the body of Christ in cultures from the Global South. But, of course, these claims must become incarnate in our culture in order to ring true. Our starting point is our inherited words and gestures—in worship and the arts—which are bruised reeds of revelation, always in danger of being uprooted by the wind of doubt. Even those whose heart is set on Christ can sometimes barely believe them. Therefore, the holy calling of symbol making in and for our time, proclaimed and enacted, calls for a combination of modesty and passion—empathy for our culture’s barren experience of the realm of spirit, yet openness to words and deeds and silences that point beyond themselves. Sometimes we have to build a symbolic rhythm backwards: at the beginning all we have is silence, removed from the sounds and sights that no longer reveal. After those ancient signs—joining in a ceremony of footwashing or a few bars of once beloved music like “Comfort Ye” from Handel’s Messiah—are experienced anew, they become life-giving to us. The hidden reality behind these rediscoveries is the Holy Spirit. If we let her in, the Spirit convinces us to trust ourselves to speak words that carry an echo of God’s Word and make signs that embody God’s deeds. In that moment the agonizingly ambivalent experience of life is pierced, and we encounter love, forgiveness, and belonging. This is the “mystery of Christ” (Eph 3:4). In the words of T. S. Eliot, “The hint half guessed, the gift half understood is Incarnation.”30
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