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Preface: An Invitation to Conversation

Disciples of Christ often have quoted the phrase, “tem sals unity, in opinions liberty,
and in all things charity” — a verse not original with-uas one of those slogans that
mark our identity as a movement and as a church. Sousyls Bat, the problem
continues to reside in agreeing on what are “essengaatsvhat are “opinions.”

It was the stated task of our church’s Commission omldlyg to sort out the
“essentials” of what it means to be the Disciple€bfist that gave rise to the material
included in this volume. As stated in the volume originpliblished in 1998, edited by
Paul A. Crow, Jr. and James O. Duke, “In this reporCimission on Theology of the
Council on Christian Unity seeks to answer the mastdand all-embracing question
facing the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) todafat do Disciples think it means
to be church?”

For over 20 years (1979-1997) that Commission contributed bigepiaits asA Word
to the Church”on what Disciples believe about the nature of theath its witness,
mission and unity, plus the questions of authority, rtipidaptism, and the Lord’s
Supper.

This volume is a reissue of this materithe Church for Disciples of Christ: Seeking

to be Truly Church Today, which sets forth a context of what “being church” Is al
about [Part 1“Seeking to Be Truly the Churtlrart 2 “Lessons from Scripture and
Tradition;” Part 3 “The Defining Signs of the Church’s Identityart 4 “Issues of
Relationship and Structureand, Part 5the reports of the Theology Commission to the
General Assembly of the Christian Church (Discigé€hrist).]

The beauty of “church” as experienced among the Discgdl&rist is that doing
theology is not the domain solely of a “theology cossion” but involves the whole
church in all its expressions. That is why the reiggu@is small volume becomes
important. The Commission encourages clergy and ddikg to wrestle with the
guestions raised herein in local settings and discussions.

For instance, the Theology Commission in 1991 said thd'$ Supperwhich Disciples
quickly recognize as central to their worship, preferabbutd come at the end of the
worship service. Is that true in your congregation? Furthlea is the role and
relationship of the ordained minister to the eldersaiflidble? Is it appropriate for
unbaptized children to take communion? See what the theo@ogsnission has to say
about those matters.

And what about authoritn the church? How does the church teach with augttorit
When, and under what circumstances, does the church sgaakuthority? The
commission says Christ is always persuasive, neveécigee Among Disciples, authority
is dispersed and shared, says the Commission. How duqdai out in church life?



Since the whole people of God are called to sharessiom what are the appropriate
involvements of the church in the struggle for justice dyeration? How do lay people
minister to one another? Where is God calling us asifidés today in mission and

ministry?

It is my hope that this volume will spark renewed aedlirdiscussion across the life of
our church, regarding the “essentials” of what it meartse church today! Only then will
the tradition of theologizing among the rank and fil®dciples be perpetuated.

Those who served on the Commission represent sortiee déading theologians of the
Disciples tradition I(sted beloy. Across the years the Commission was led by two
chairpersons—H. Jackson Forstman (Vanderbilt UniversitynibyvSchool) and James
O. Duke (Brite Divinity School) — and guided by the visionPaul A. Crow, Jr., my
predecessor as Ecumenical Officer for the Christian €@h({Disciples of Christ).

— Robert Welsh, president of the Council on Christianity)

Commission on Theology (1997)
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Preamble
The Identity of the Community Called to Be Church

The church is that community called into beinghay®ospel, which is God’s covenant of love in
Jesus Christ, and given its life through the paW&od's Spirit in order to praise and serve thagi
God. All those who accept this calling—of whateaee, nationality, or culture—are joined togetizer
one people commissioned by God to witness by waoldeed to God's love for the world. They signify
their corporate identity by:

* their common confession of faith that Jesus iSGhast, the Son of the living God,

* their incorporation into the body of Christ througiptism,

« their thankful celebration of Christ's saving wand abiding presence through the Lord’'s Supper,

* their common commitment to direct their lives in @ctwith the will of God as
made known through the testimony of Scripture, and

* their shared experience of the Holy Spirit who emp@athem for ministry as
disciples and ambassadors of Christ to and for thedworl

This community, through its life of unity in diversity a®ll as its witness in word
and deed, exists to glorify God, proclaiming from generat@migeneration and to the
ends of the earth God’'s good news in Jesus Christcipating in God’'s work of
reconciliation, liberation, and redemption for all pep@ed thus living as a sign of
God’s coming reign.

This statement seeks to describe the identity of tharaomty called forth by God
to be the one, Universal Church of Jesus Christ. clides on the essentials which unite
all those who participate in this church and which ndggtish this community from every
other in the world. It is drawn from Scripture, ecumehaialogue, and the particular
experience of the community of faith known as Dis@piéChrist.

The statement gives rise to affirmations and questionsthw of careful
consideration by members of the Christian Church (plissiof Christ).

1. The church is first and foremost a gift of God.it Inot then a misunderstanding to
think of the church as no more than the product of a humge for fellowship?

2. The church is essentially a community formed bynigsnbers’ relationship to Christ
and thus to one another. Is it not then a misundelisigiio think of the church
only in terms of the buildings in which the community gasRe

3. The church is a community whose life together—aspaaple—is essential to its
character as a sign of God’s reconciling purpose forraliton. Is it not then a
misunderstanding to think of the church as a loose-ksib@ation of individuals or
coalition of groups?

4. The church exists for the sake of praising God anctjpating in God’s mission in
and for all the world. Is it not then a misunderstagdo think that the church’s
sole or primary purpose is to satisfy the needs and desiits own members?

5. The church’s unity is founded, and utterly dependenth@neconciling love of God
in Christ. Is it not then a misunderstanding to thirdt tfhe unity of the church is
formed simply by human agreement and so may be brokgysiacause of human
disagreement?

6. The church witnesses to God's intended wholenessliforeation by transcending
in its own life those barriers of race, sex, cultulass, and nationality that divide
persons from one another. Is it not then a misutalgigg to think that the church



may exclude any of the God-given diversity of the hufaamly or limit leadership
in the church on the basis of race, gender, culturss,ata national background?

7. The church is a universal fellowship that “appeargevies believers in Jesus Christ
are gathered in his nameDésign 12). Is it not then a misunderstanding to think of
the church only as a local congregation of believers?

8. The church must develop an organizational structuwedier to fulfill its God-given
mission, but no one form of organization is essenbiaist true identity because the
church “in faithfulness to its mission . . . continuegsdapt its structure to the needs
and patterns of a changing worldé€sign 12). Is it not then a misunderstanding to
think that any particular structure of the church is omelhiny God for all times and
all places?

9. The covenant on which the church is founded is tediand sealed by God. Is it not
then a misunderstanding to think of the church’s covenéotads of love solely in
terms of contractual obligations toward present orgéinizal structures?

10. The church extends across time as well as spackndpitogether all who confess
Jesus Christ in whatever age. Is it not then a misstateling to think that we may
make the church what we will, without regard for the eds of the faithful who
have come before us and for our obligations to the faithifial are to come after us?

11. Membership in the church is a matter of humble gratitod&dd and joyful
responsibility rather than a privilege and has nothingotevith human merit. Is it
not then a misunderstanding to think that belonging tocthech is a cause for
boasting of special status before God?

12. The chief end of the church, like that of life itsil to glorify God. Is it not then a
misunderstanding to think of the church as an arena foehwaggrandizement?



Part 1:

Seeking to Be Truly Church

Faithfulness calls Christians in every age to examine ungerstanding of the
church’s identity. By this means the church seeks t@skfits awareness of its God-
given nature and purpose and so to live in more perfeotéeath the will of God. This
task falls to Disciples at the end of the twentie¢mtary as it has to each preceding
generation.

The preamble entitled “The Identity of the Communityl€ako be Church” is the
result of study and reflection on the meaning of thera for the Disciples carried out
by the Theology Commission of the Council on Chrstinity of the Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ).* All that follows in this repbis in one sense commentary on the
preamble. It is also—in another, larger sense—an opentiowiteo all Disciples to join
the Commission in its work by retracing, reviewing, addio, and improving upon the
account offered here. This report is therefore designetdd amly to record the
Commission’s thoughts about the church but to aid othertheir own efforts to
understand the identity, nature, and purpose of the chuvoh efearly and fully.

Toward Understanding the
Identity of the Church

Questions about the nature of Christian community andcbHife arise all the time.
For example, when Disciples speak of Christian unitjat kind of unity do we
envision? Why bother to work and pray for the onenessefchurch when the effort
seems so unpopular, untimely, or unproductive? Should Desciptay together in
fellowship even when we disagree on issues of faith? N\inatters are “essentials” and
which are “non-essentials” in the Christian life? Hoan we attend to the diversity of
voices in the church and still proclaim the one Gospéh wiarity and boldness? Is
mission something the local church does or something we supip@rs to do in our
name? If it is both, where is the priority? Grantkdttregional ministers are more than
administrators and regional offices more than coatué agencies, how are we to
understand their roles in our church overall? Is it evep@r for congregations to
develop along distinctive racial-ethnic or cultural lines] @rso, when, where, and why?
Should Disciples pay any attention to the witnesshefc¢hurch in the past, and is that
witness in any sense authoritative for us today? Hewbasciples to discern the common
mind of the church when we disagree about matterslieffogersonal morality, or social
issues? When asked if Disciples permit people to repeiatbidgtism or invite young,
unbaptized children to the Lord’s Table, what are we préep@resay about the meaning
of baptism and the Lord’s Supper? How should Disciplesvvieir relationship to
Christians in other parts of the world and make thaticgiship real?

These, and countless others we could name, are queestiecclesiology This is to
say that they have to do with our understanding oidietity, nature, and purpose of the
church (theecclesia “assembly”). Our answers as well as our silencesith questions
disclose something about our understanding of the ch&@ath of us already carries
some understanding of churclesr understanding of church—even if we have never
tried to state it in just so many words. Such common begsong questions about the
church prompt us to express at least bits and pieces etolasiology.



We disclose much about our understanding of the churchysimghe course of
taking part in its life and work. Joining and patrticipatinghe church surely indicate our
understanding that faith in Christ draws us out of ismtatind into community and
express the importance of the church—certainly for ugpé#nacular church to which we
belong—for living out this faith. Even without explicitlsaying so, we show by our
actions that we understand the church to be where @hrifgtith is awakened, shared,
nourished, guided, and expressed in manifold ways. Thistes, af, why we join and

participate in the church, isn’t it?

Maybe it would be more accurate to say we unddrgitan all this (and surely more) is what the

The church is the community in which
Christian faith is awakened, shared,
nourished, guided, and expressed.

churchis supposed tbe, what itoughtto be,
what itis calledto be. The church is called by
God to be the community in which Christian
faith is awakened, shared, nourished, guided,
and expressed in manifold ways. A church that

fails to live, to speak, and to act as it shoultl is
church that falls short of its calling. It is ndlogether what it igruly called to be by God, and therefore
somehow something less or other that church.

What then of the Christian Church (Disciples of Qfjris it truly church? This is a
guestion of faith, and one with important practicalsgguences. Faithfulness calls us to
examine our understanding of the church, our ecclesiologl, care. How should we
understand what God is calling the church to be?

As persons called together by the beckoning grace of God antbens of the
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) at the dawnhaf twenty-first century, it falls now
to us to give an account of our best understanding atlérity, nature, and purpose of
the church. On this basis we are to determine in whashects and to what extent the
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) to which weldwgy is truly church, part of the
universal Church of Jesus Christ. At the outset, wegrze that our understanding of
the church is already, and inevitably, shaped by both warahurch’s heritage and its
contemporary situation. We take these influences serioBaty God willing, we are not
so bound by them that we are unable perhaps to see samgs thore clearly than our
forbears did, to recover valuable old resources hitreréslooked or set aside, and to
envision new possibilities for our church in God’s futureu§our heritage and our
current situation deserve at least a brief review.

The Church for Disciples Past

Throughout their history, Disciples have sought to disdbe true identity of the
church by searching the testimony of the Scriptures, edlyettia New Testament, in
light of the best resources available to them andegpanse to changing situations of
opportunity and peril. Three dominant conceptions of chéolibwed one another over
the course of time: Church as Citizens of the Kingddm,Brotherhood, and Covenant
Community.

Each conception is based on a prominent biblical theme—+¢ign of God,
fellowship, and covenant. Around each leading theme, mamgroftcluster to form a
more richly and fully textured view of the biblical redoiThe polity (the organizational
structure) of our church has been adapted in keeping wébe tithemes and the church’s
desire to remain faithful to its God-given calling. Our tngtalso reveals that these



efforts to understand the identity, nature, and purpdsineo church were inevitably
shaped by situations and values common in the times.

Citizens of the Kingdom. The conception of church as citizens of the Kingdom came
prominence in the era of our church’s origins. The movénezh by Barton Warren
Stone and Thomas and Alexander Campbell arose in awlage people of the United
States celebrated citizenship in a new nation of indepeedeequality, and self-
government. There was also great fear of a returrrammy, resistance to any attempt to
restrict the freedoms of individuals or groups, and impegiewith claims of special rank
and airs of superiority. What it meant to be a frézem in a free nation was a topic of
constant discussion.

The separation of church and state in the Republic brbkehbld of once
established churches. One result was the proliferaticcharches, old and new, each
claiming to be the one true church of Jesus Christ.sftbhation raised serious questions
of faith: How is the true church to be recognized? ana&tdoes it mean to belong to
that church? The early Disciples relied on the Newtdraent as the primary authority for
answers to these and other issues of faith.

They read the New Testament with care, but also theheyes of those thankful for
newly won freedom, wary of authoritarianism, andfident of their impartiality and accuracy. They
discovered in their reading what they perceivdaktthe few and simple essentials of the churdfieof t
apostles, in effect the “original” design of theirch. To them, it followed that no power on eaiti,
even established churches, could rightly deny stattiseiples of Christ their right to form congremyes
in strict conformity to this design. And they weegtain that every church would—or should—agree to
require the biblical essentials alone as a testunth fellowship and precondition for Christiauityuin
short, at the heart the “Nineteenth Century Refnided by Stone and the Campbells was a vidion o
the church’s true identity.

Their conception of church as “citizens of the Kingdgratmitted Disciples to hold
several ideas together. Foremost was the New Testamigess to the fulfillment of
God’s intended purpose for the world, as stated in polittajery—the government,
kingdom or reign of God. Alexander Campbell describedcthech as a constitutional
monarchy, with Jesus Christ as the King, and Christiarthe “naturalized citizens” of
the realm. The Kingdom was founded by the life, death, restiion, and ascension of
Christ, and inaugurated through the sending of the Holy $mrRentecost. To become a
citizen of this Kingdom requires an oath of allegiancel @ formal ceremony of
naturalization. The oath is “the Good Confession.& Térmal ceremony is baptism (by
immersion), a symbolic act of union with God in Chnghich, performed by the
Kingdom-Church, signifies giving up of (dying to) citizenship irstivorld and entering
into (rebirth) new life by the remission of sins.

Local congregations are settlements or outposBodE Kingdom. Taken together they form a
great community of communities—"one congregatiol, mystical or spiritual body.” Its citizens live
under a common constitution, a “system of grachiéiwGod ordains for the well-being of the whole
body. Citizens witness to the unity of faith inpaoate worship on Sunday, the Lord's Day. Here they
read and proclaim biblical testimony to the Good/dNef God's unfailing love, and offer up thanks and
praise. Their worship reaches its climax with tielration of the Lord’s Supper, when all join \iliiair
Savior in table fellowship. In these ways, this igramt community—of varied racialethnic, national,
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and cultural backgrounds — participates in ayealiich extends from the throne of God and thescros
of Jesus to the local place of worship, aroundititee, and throughout the ages.

Early Disciples saw in the New Testament numerousgsekrning congregations
that faced little if any restraint from other Chiasts beyond the local community, and
they formed their churches on this model. In some cadsessions were made by general
consent or majority rule. In most cases, voting membé&cted—and, in regular order,
ordained—several leaders (elders or bishops, along with odghacto exercise
representative authority over congregational life. Torsn of church organization was,
they held, in strict accord with biblical precedent anldaping with their experience of
political life generally. Typically, only white male mmbers had voice and vote, as in
society at large.

The early Disciples found that they could not ddtaly should as the Kingdom of
God in utter isolation from each other. Cooperation nesessary for congregations to
get their start, to survive in times of need, and to rn@nisffectively. Conflict arose over
the question of whether any other form of organized chboaly was permissible and if
so, how it should relate to local congregations. Ydtecame increasingly evident that
evangelism, education for ministry, and even decisiabsut ordination required a
broader vision than that of one, isolated congrega#iawl as their vision of ministry
began to expand beyond their own localities, many carttgetoealization that just as no
one individual can be a Christian in isolation fronheys, so too no one congregation
could be a church—or the Kingdom—all by itself.

Their New Testament model of the church specified onbgmgals. It left many
matters to human discretion, to “expedient” meansfdlothering the ministry of the
church. Frontier-style pragmatism—"if it works, it haslue’—did the same. And thus
Disciples began to organize, first in regional confersrme associations, then in state
meetings. National and even international assembleson followed, as
Disciples from the United States and Canada gatheredhtyges promote outreach
programs—evangelism, medical care, and education—neaaand f

Their historical context made early Disciples sensitiveaspects of biblical faith
which enabled them to challenge prevailing traditions andavitoess to Christ with
fervor. It also limited their vision in certain othespects. It is a painful fact that even as

the new nation praised liberty, equality, a ,
representative democracy, most Africi OUr church’s record on slavery

Americans were kept in slave bondage 84 and its treatment of African

counted as only three-fitths of a person . .
census tallies for congressional distric Americans rarer differed from

Disciples recognized that God welcomq patterns set by society.
people of every race and from every la

into the Kingdom, and many of those disenfranchised andvatgedisadvantaged in the
American Republic accepted God'’s invitation and served gguhfollowers of Christ
and as co-workers in his church. Nonetheless, our churetosd on the issue of slavery
and its treatment of African Americans rarely difieérfrom patterns set by society
generally. Likewise, stereotypes and discriminatorytualds common to the time
relegated women to second-class citizenship in the church.

The Brotherhood. From the middle years of the nineteenth century, plissimade a
shift in their understanding of church that would guide tenalmost a century. More
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and more they began to speak of themselves as “thed8hotbd.” A key element in the
new model was its emphasis on the personality, lifel #eachings of Jesus, which
brought with it a more expansive understanding of disdige®lthough unwavering in
the conviction that local congregations were truly churhey could no longer rest
content to think that these alone could perform the naemlyvaried ministries to which
disciples of Christ were called by their Master. JastJesus served others, so his
disciples are called to serve them—to address the geeals and spiritual longings of
people both near and far. Christ’s disciples fulfigit calling by following his teachings
and life example. The church itself is only the fistage of the coming Kingdom.
Christians must work together to complete its upbuildinganh. In all this, the church
marches forward—not necessarily in lockstep with thetsktter of apostolic law but
imbued with the selfless spirit of Jesus and inspired byhigh ideals with which the
apostles set out to “win the world for Christ.” Thallcto build up the Kingdom
motivated brothers and sisters in Christ to developast wetwork of cooperative
organizations for wider service at home and abroad, imgugcumenical ventures, and
led Disciples to reconsider their corporate identity.

The concept of “Brotherhood” struck a deep and responsived domong many
Disciples. Congregational independence, now joined withearphasis on warm
fellowship with the Savior and his followers and a granawi®f worldwide ministry,
contributed to remarkable overall growth during this erd.tkiere were troubling issues
to be faced. Some were by now no longer new. Thoseidlds who were among
America’s racial minorities—African Americans comgting the largest number in this
day—made invaluable contributions to the church’s witnesenEso, opportunities to
experience a sense of genuine “brotherhood” were raaéityyded them by their
European-American co-workers. Female Disciples, whenofiioneered “Brotherhood
work,” nevertheless had to struggle to have their ledleirecognized within the whole
church. Indeed, the term “Brotherhood” itself in effpassed them over.

Other issues were new. The character of the Brotioel as a way of being church
left much to be desired. So many program agencies andiiimsig were formed that all
of them were hard-pressed to gain adequate backing. ‘@hgticooperation often gave
way to duplication of effort and unhealthy competitiotor8y, often bitter, arguments
broke out over the biblical justification for many—or e\eny—of the “innovations” of
the day, and so too over how to interpret the Script@gsonsibly. Cooperation or non-
cooperation in Brotherhood organizations and causes becaneffdct a test of
fellowship. The “family” suffered two break-ups during theripe from 1865 to the
1920s.

Covenant Community. Twentieth-century Disciples have attempted a seriés o
organizational adjustments—realignment, downsizing, expansicansolidation.
Advances on one front were frequently matched by raiseien another. The need to
bring order out of chaos and at the same time embasyelity of the wholeness of
church led them at mid-century to reappraise their undelstg. of the church. New
language—Ilanguage in fact as old as the faith of anciea#l]sand on occasion cited by
our church’s founders—came into frequent use. To be churelas said in Disciples
circles, is to be a community in covenant with God aitth wne another. The biblical
accounts of covenanting tell of more than working digleside in a more or less
cooperative fashion. A covenant is a vow, a solemagaeof loyalty among two or more
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parties. Entering into covenant with God and with anether means that we have sacred
promises to keep: promises of unfailing dedication to anm@mmission, promises of
mutual support, care, and accountability, promises of fidelit

The conception of church as covenant community camestibutional expression in
a process called Restructure, leading to the adopti@868 of a formaDesign for the
Christian Church (Disciples of ChristTheDesignstructures us as one church with local
congregational, regional, and general (including internatjomanifestations. These are
not levels of power, as in a hierarchy of dominance andrdutation. They are distinct
but inseparable and interpenetrating spheres of assoac@td activity, each relating to
each other, serving with each other, and fulfilling aerspecial obligations on behalf of
all. The services of every member of this one bodyctiurch, are joined—so the Design
states—by unbreakable covenantal ties of equality, congslaarity, and mutual
responsibility.

The initial fears of some that Restructure would gpellloss of important freedoms
to a new, larger form of organization proved over timéé¢ unfounded. Yet Restructure
did bring changes, and it has served Disciples well inymraspects. Our covenantal
polity has enabled us to embrace many and varied nésists our own. Our church has
become more representative in its organization. Fameple, prior to Restructure, any
and all could attend state and international meetingstlaan vote. Now most of these
meetings, and our General Assembly particularly, providedtng representatives from
congregations and regions. Any who register may spealqrityitvoting representatives
can vote. The weight of responsibility for oversigititour churchwide ministry shifted
from individual discretion alone to collective decision
making and accountability. Above all, under the Desigrpveelaim that we are united
as one church whose varied members, viewpoints, and egmrantribute to the life of
the whole, not just an assortment of individuals, coyafiens, and organizations in
occasional affiliation.

This is not to say that our church’s health is problem-fid® even a covenantal
polity provides immunity from fallibility and fallennes©®ur diversity of opinion—a
historic hallmark of Disciples and a resource of grea¢mial—leads at times to timidity
and confusion and at times to factionalism and acrimdhg.inclination to vie for power
and prestige persists, and struggles for turf control aygegdlout among and within our
structures. Some in our church experience marginalizatpmwerlessness, even
oppression. Certainly women and people of color stilloenter barriers to full
participation and equal opportunity. Our church has not gegwished prejudice or
eliminated power elites. Challenges of ministering wibthrenantal faithfulness to God’s
Gospel in Jesus Christ for the sake of the world fac asery turn.

This quick review of history reminds us that the questiorthef church’s true
identity has been a serious concern of Disciplekarpast, and several times subjected to
probing churchwide examination. It also reminds us how niuod has passed since our
church last dealt with the question in a deliberate way.

The Contemporary Context
Since the days of Restructure, people have walked on d¢m,ntorn down the
Berlin wall and redrawn the map of Europe, ended aparthetéresl into a “global
economy,” and ushered in a communications revolution.pbmlation center of world
Christianity itself has shifted from Europe and North Aicgeto other continents. Many
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new theological emphases including theologies of libanatimve emerged within the
churches. An awareness of the diversity of culturesrahgions is a striking reality in
our times.

Our thinking about the church must take note of changing rastances in which
we find ourselves. Of the many to be considered, we dée/a

The context of diversity and globalization.Several trends are simply matters of fact to
be kept in mind, such as the increasing racial-ethnic, cylamd religious diversity of
the United States population and the “globalizationéxerience due to such things as
international information networks and faster transgg@mm. The key point to be made,
however, is more fundamental. We are already inreooghanarked by the coexistence
within North American society itself of deep and hdndifferences, even among those
most dedicated to the church, about interpreting lifeaity. This diversity can be a
source of the church’s renewal, reminding us that the bhigdo be a community
embracing “Jew and Greek, male and female, slave and €eetainly insights arising
from groups of people who have been excluded from leaderstty church and society
in the past are needed to enrich our understanding of thehclttill, the new context
puts difficult questions before us each and all. How aréoveiscern the truth and give a
persuasive account of it in the midst of so many diffevioiges and perspectives? How
can we hold together as communities when common purpesassso hard to find?

A new hunger for spiritual depth and community. Evidence abounds of widespread
disenchantment with the individualism, shallownessrahconfusion, and secularism of
our times. Many set out in quest of “roots,” “connectio@d “something more in life.”
The quest has led some to a new, or renewed, commitse@hristians. Others have
been led elsewhere, or wander without apparent directioa questing itself, however,
calls to mind what is spoken of in the Christian heritagéhat restlessness of the heart
which finds its true peace only in God. The church shoatdailor its message or life to
consumer tastes. Yet it must take seriously and sea#tdess the longings for spiritual
depth and community among people, many of whom have linkibedvledge of the
Christian story.

Threats to the future of the planet Since 1988, the “Doomsday Clock” of nuclear
destruction has been turned back, but many threats reiffagnworld is marked by
massive poverty and periodic famine; by pollution, defotiestaand other indications of
environmental degradation; by pain, injustice, and oppressiantéuflupon masses of
people, especially racial-ethnic minorities and womem\ery continent; and by savage
conflict involving terrorism and ever-more sophisticated pogay following the post—
Cold War breakup of nation states. If the church itedalo be a sign of God'’s justice
and peace, then our understanding of the church dare rmteigm minimize these
developments.

A “crisis” of mainline Christianity . The phrase is headline news; its meaning, well-
known and well-documented: a decline in numbers and moneyajpparent failure of
nerve; a loss of cultural influence; the erosion daleshed channels for the flow of
mission funds; a reliance on local (chiefly congregetip associations as the preferred
carriers of identity and mission; a growing percentagenchurched among those born
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into so-called “mainline churches”; and a disturbing ifatness within the churches
themselves. Disciples have firsthand experience efabcial trend: it has already led us
to make some response and to anticipate more to corfect|rthe greatest danger here
may be that in panic reaction to the immediacy ofdfiEs we will jettison some things
and grasp onto others without adequately evaluating the iropactr actions in light of
our best understanding of the church’s true identity.

The Church, A Question of Faith
Seeking Understanding

Analysis of its heritage and current situation teachaugreat deal about our
church— about who, what, and where we are. But it willsuffice to look at our church
alone and make historical and sociological observaadmosit its condition in the world.
Indeed, if this is all we were to do, we would never coonen adequate understanding of
the meaning of church. Why is this?

One reason is that the Christian Church (DiscipfeShwist) is only one of “ordered
communities of disciples’Oesign 1 2) in which the Universal Church of Jesus Christ

appears. Its past and present are only one

Faith leads Disciples to learn
more about the purpose of his
or her church than we can ever
possibly know by looking at
ourselves alone.

small part of the life of the church as a whole.
Faith in Jesus Christ leads Disciples to seek
to learnmoreabout the nature and purpose of
his church than we can possibly ever know
by looking at ourselves alone.

The other reason is that the question of

the identity of the church is a question of

faith. As such, it can never be answered
rightly by examining churches from the viewpoint of histosgciology, politics,
economics, or culture alone. Legislatures, law couatscbdes, news media, telephone
directories, political strategists, market analystseaech scholars, and many others give
certain groups the name “church” and assign them a plaoeg other social institutions.
In this sense we must recognize that the word “church’dbissamething that we and
other Christians can control. Economic, politicald asther social and cultural forces
have always demonstrated their powers to define not“chlyrch” but much of the rest
of human life. Hence social scientific and similavastigations may grant us genuine and
important insights about the church’s placement in huoodtores. But only when we are
led by faith to seek the church’s God-given identity cargawa a proper understanding
of what the church isruly called to be. Faith seeks an understanding that reqaire
normative definition of the church: an account of what the Glais church is if and
when it becomes what God calls it to be. Such an ati®ased on criteria (norms) set
by the Gospel of Jesus Christ, not by “the world.”

This is not to deny that the church is very much “in tlegldv” On the contrary, if
and when the church exists truly, it exists as some spedsiftoric community or
ommunities of people in the world. It is important, thérat we try to be clear about the
relationship between the church and the world. The waarli” has three distinct but
interrelated meanings in the language of faith: (1) thddaas the cosmos created by
God; (2) the world as the sphere of human existencejtgctand relations—that is,
human culture; (3) the world as the sphere of humastende, activity, and relations that
is burdened, infected, and distorted by human sin. The chareh community (or
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community of communities) of people locatedhe world in all three senses of the term
“world.” The church is in God’s cosmos, within specifianman culture, and amid
cultural conditions and forces that are burdened, iaéecind distorted by sin. Further,
the world enters into—shaping and otherwise influencing—tlee dif the church in
innumerable ways. Thus we must say not only that thecbham the world but that the
world isin the church.

The ever-present threats to the church’s integrity arthét )it will allow itself to be
definedby the world in which it exists—embracing as its very algnidentity the world
gives to it, accepting the place and role assignedotptiie world, honoring and serving
and conforming to the world and (2) that it will presumeétine itself as a community
apart from the world which is God’s and into which Goddelked it. The ever-present
challenge for the church is to mebut not of the worldThe fact that the church is in the
world and the world is in the church (in all three ssnsf “world”) makes it an earthen
vessel, and continually in need of reform, renewal,God’s grace. In order to identify
what makes a church truly church, we cannot simply destne worldly state of the
church. We must instead give an account of our understanéithe church in light of
faith in the Gospel, which is God’s covenant of lovdesus Christ—a reconciling love
directed towards the world that God loves.
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Part 2:

Lessons from Scripture and Tradition

What has God called, and by the power of the Spmpowered, the church of Jesus
Christ to be, to say, and to do? To understand the clsu@dd-given identity, we must
seek to understand the church in light of faith in G&@b®d News in Jesus Christ. “Faith
seeking understanding” is a task that the church callslagg.” Thus our search for the
church’s true identity is a distinctively theological urtd&ing rather than a report of
current church affairs. In this undertaking, we will Kofirst and foremost for guidance
from the Scriptures, exploring several prominent bibligalages with decisive
significance for an adequate understanding of the churehwiWthen look at what are
commonly called the four historic ecumenical “marks”teg thurch. Finally, with these
materials in mind, we examine the distinctive sodmracter of the church.

The Witness of Scripture

Why do we turn to the Scriptures? Disciples have gdytalways done so, and by
this means (as well as many others) we acknowledge oucipatibn in the one,
Universal Church of Jesus Christ. But the church’s redarpon Scripture is due to more
than custom alone. The call that the church is ta heea call from God—God's self-
communicating Word—in the history of Israel, in Jesusisthand in the birth of the
church itself by the power of the Holy Spirit. The H@&8criptures witness to this Word
through the testimony of the faithful of ancient Israed the ancient church. This Word,
which calls persons to faith and the church into beingo ibe heard and heeded still
through the scriptural writings of their testimony—and deenhe church affirms the
Scriptures to be of unique and normative significancet$aown life and witness.

We seek, then, to understand what Scripture teaches irepané community that
God calls to be church. Diverse as it is, Scripturenmpleatic on certain points. The
church is a community called forth by God—the faithsyael at its roots, the Gospel of
God’s covenant of love in Christ Jesus its cornersttme,Holy Spirit its animating
power, and the fulfillment of Jesus’ prayer “that ttelymay be one” (John 17:21) its
hope and goal. Such statements attest to essentidle ofidirch’s identity. But Scripture
does not set forth any one, detailed, and complete bludprifiving out this identity. It
provides, instead, many snapshots of Christian origins andrray af images of
communities of faith which, taken together, are touchstémeChristian reflection. One
biblical scholar has identified more than ninety such imageduding the bride of
Christ, the branches of a vine, disciples, salt efdarth, new creation, household of God,
and holy temple.

These scriptural images and themes—as well as the ea@ahearks derived from
the biblical withness—form an indispensable frameworkfer life of the church through
history and for our reflections. The identity of theiath is shaped and corrected by these
images and marks as each generation of Christians athepissk of interpreting them
as wisely and adequately as possible for its own timepé&w. The church today, for
example, is compelled to ask anew what the church omtbodonsidered in the first
century: how is the community of faith which we knokelior unlike a body of many
parts that sometimes hurts and sometimes rejoiceshvgbimetimes squabbles bitterly
and sometimes responds to the Spirit in common rhythm?
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It should be noted that the biblical images and the egicalemarks alike highlight
what God hagalled the church to be, and hence they convey a normatiueitaen of
the church by describing Christian communities in terfnghat theyalready areand

are not yet Again, Paul's letters to the—— :
Corinthian Christians illustrate the point. Pa Biblical images and the
dared them to believe that God_ln Christ W ecumenical marks alike
so present among them that their common . .
was like “the body of Christ.” Yet he als convey a normative definition

urged that they anticipate a future glory of lii of the church.

in God that was immeasurably fuller than
anything they could begin to know now. This was demanding) audacious, counsel.
Paul taught them that they—a faltering, squabbling communiwyere a continuation of
Christ’s ministry and an embodiment of God’s grace, rgn@hom the Spirit dwelt.

When considering biblical images and ecumenical marks efctiurch, readers
today may be tempted to exclaim, “But that’s not the teychurch really lives.” They
would not be altogether wrong. The church has often b@enphalistic, believing that it
and its duly appointed officers alone control sure and #ccess to the divine, when it
should have been humble. It has often been timid, cgdethose who cry out in hunger
and thirst (Matthew 25), when it should have been boleé&kiag Christ in the outcast.
At its best, however, the church welcomes these imagd marks as a way of measuring
and correcting the course of its common life. To patrttatter even more directly, unless
we respond soberly and humbly to Scripture’s demandingesgst that the Holy God
dwells within and over our often faltering communities amstiiutions, we will not gain
a true understanding of the church in our time and place.

Three key images—around which many others are clustered—aodnattention
here, both because of their prominence in Scripture faid itnportance throughout the
church’s history. We will consider images of the churshhe people of God, the body of
Christ, and the community of the Holy Spirit. In eaxdse, a passage of Scripture will
sound the theme before it is opened up for discussion.

The People of God.“You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a hation, God’s
own people.... Once you were not a people, but now you are @edfde; once you had
not received mercy, but now you have received mercy” {érR2e9—10).

To recognize that we are the people of God is to acknowldidgfeof all, that the
church is a gift and creation of God, not a communitpwfown making. Members of
the church are incorporated into the people of God n@usecof who we are or what we
have done but because of what God has made of us andodasein Jesus Christ. This
is why we, as sinners who by God’s grace have becometi@hsisare humbly thankful
to God and, out of genuine caring and overflowing joy rathan pride, proclaim God’s
Good News in Jesus Christ to other sinners. This isvatgoindividuals and groups who
are unlike, and even opposed to one another, in other tedpetthemselves brought
together by the Gospel in the church. We are a peopleogedgiconstituted by God, not
an institution built on entrance requirements of oun emaking.

This image reminds us, second, of our continuity withelsithie community whom
God has claimed “to be his people, his treasured possé¢Bieuteronomy 7:6). When
Christians assume that the church has now taken aveatlng once given to Israel, we
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miss the point that 1 Peter is making. “Once you wetteanpeople, but now you are

God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but novhgwe received mercy.” To

be called to be Christian, and hence called fortthegeople of God, is to share in the
mercy that God promises first to Israel and thenreldeeven to “the gentiles” such as
ourselves. “Peoples” are usually defined by a particulaomedtboundary, language, or
ethnic identity. This is not true of the church as thepfee of God. God’s call creates
Christians as a peculiar kind of people, a communitydbtg across all worldly divisions

and embraces persons from all the peoples of the world.

That God calls people into such a community is a dematiestrof God’s mercy.
The mercy of God, repeatedly attested in the Scriptigesferred to inThe Design for
the Christian Church (Disciples of Chrisé}s “the covenant of love which binds us to
God and one anotherDesign 11). And in issuing this covenantal calling, like that of
Israel, God proposes to bring forth a community thdt ke “a light to the nations”
(Isaiah 49:6) and “good news of great joy to all the peqjhleke 2:11).

The Body of Christ. “For just as the body is one and has many membersalaitioe
members of the body, though many, are one body, sowitlisChrist. For in the one
spirit we are all baptized into one body—Jews or Gresksges or free—and we were all
made to drink of one spirit” (1 Corinthians 12:12-13).

This image is perhaps so familiar that its full sigrafice is often lost. It speaks of a
unity so intimate that the loss of any member is a catigeeat pain. But it also speaks
of a unity constituted by an amazing diversity of giftd &mctions. If the body were all
hands or feet, says Paul, it would not be a bodllaBeyond that, it speaks of a unity
such that each part can fulfill its intended purpose onlywoyking in harmonious
cooperation with the others. Interdependence—diverse memlberking for “the
common good” (1 Corinthians 12:7)—here means, also, tha abuas can tell another
in the church “I have no need of you.” It speaks of ayusitch that “if one member
suffers, all suffer together with it; if one membierhonored, all rejoice with it” (1
Corinthians 12:26).

The church, however, is here spoken of not merely asdg but as the body of
Christ. His body, “given for us,” defines the natureoaf life together—a life that is a
continuation of his ministry in the world. This ministig; in addition to preaching and
teaching, a ministry of compassion, intercession, affegs/ing service on behalf of the
true well-being of others. Thatisis what it means to be the body of Christ is atieb#h
the sacramental meal we call the Lord’s Supper: “Thea&mwhich we break, is it not a
participation in the body of Christ? Because therenes loord, we who are many are one
body, for we all partake of the same loaf.” (1 Coriatis 10:16-17). And because the
church ishis body, Jesus Christ is ultimate authority for thenowinity of faith.

The Community of the Holy Spirit. “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has
come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusateall, Judea and Samaria, and
to the ends of the earth.” “When the day of Pentdead come they were all together in
one place. And suddenly from Heaven there came a soundhbkeush of a violent
wind.... All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit, andegan to speak in other
languages, as the Spirit gave them ability.” (Acts 1:8; 2:1-4)
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The story of Pentecost shows a double movemenhtchaaacterizes our life in the
church: the disciples were brought together througltsfhiet's presence and sent out for
mission through the Spirit’'s power. The Spirit who movebss the waters of creation
moves creatively through the church; its community-angatpower multiplies
understanding and contrasts vividly to the confusion ofjues and fragmentation of
community in the story of Babel. We are again remindedithatGod who directs our
life as a community of faith. When the church subngsli, through disciplined study
and discernment, to the leading of the

Spirit, it is empowered for worship Led by the Spirit the church is
authentic witness, and inclusiv ’

mission. Our common dependence empowered for worship, authentic

the Holy Spirit is often expressed i| withess, and inclusive mission.
our worship services through th

apostolic benediction, “The grace d
the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the commurfithe Holy Spirit be with all
of you” (2 Corinthians 13:14).

These three images make us aware that the purpose aimhroisge church is not
defense or gain or entertainment or even comfort antbaaionship. It is based on and
dedicated to God’s covenant of love in Jesus Christd Bns not a community that
merely remembers God’s love in the past or hopes for Qodsin the future, but one
called toembodythat love daily, here and now. The embodiment @fva such as this in
and by the church is made possible by God’s self-giving halaag life in Jesus Christ,
which grants freedom from slavery to sin and power foew, redemptive course of life.
To be a Christian, a disciple of Christ, is to gaptte in the community of his disciples,
exhibiting the reconciling, liberating, and redemptive powefofl in the world. The
community called to be churchitself part of God’s Good News in Jesus Christ.

Further, these images indicate that the life of theahis bound up with the very
life of God and, thus, reflects the nature of the Gochupbom it depends. God is the
one who forms us as a people, who calls and recongsleim Jesus Christ, and who
sustains and leads us through the Holy Spirit. In kgepith the scriptural images of the
church as the people &od the body ofChrist, and the community of thidoly Spirit,
Disciples confess with the church throughout the ageseidéy of the living God: the
One God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; the One God—Cred®@deemer, and
Sustainer of the world. We confess, with humility araldbess, that Christian life
together as church begins and ends in the gracious futhh&€ssd.

What is affirmed by these three images of the chwaslglsewhere in Scripture and
Tradition, is the threefold self-revelation of the Gbed as gracious love in the creation
and the history of Israel, in Jesus Christ, and in #@ikng of the church through the
power of the Holy Spirit. Among Disciples, this affiation is made in solemn moments
of worship, most notably by the threefold formula usedhattime of baptism. Christians
must recognize the inadequacy of our human efforts to fodisvcapable of expressing
the reality of the living God. Yet we must also recogrtizat the church is called to
witness to this reality nonetheless—and this meansrggékiwitness to this reality in its
fullness.

To do so here, we will speak of the threefold selfsai@n or self-communication
of the One God and on occasion, as an apt synonynhefiting triune God.” The point
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that is being affirmed may, of course, find exp

ressiormbyuse of other terms, as indeed

it has in the witness of the Disciples and the woridachurch. The strengths as well as
the limits of the language Christians use to speak ofl Glways demand careful

consideration. In any case, the ministry of

our chucah only be enriched when

Disciples learn more about the language of affirmaitiothe heritage of the worldwide
church and so gain a more vital sense of its meaning afalnesss.

Four Ecumenical Marks of the Church
Ever since the first Council of Constantinople in A.B81, Christians have
confessed in what is called the Nicene Creed that thelthsifone, holy, catholic, and
apostolic.” Comprised of four scriptural terms, this affation of “the marks of the
church” has come into widespread, honored use among RrgteStthodox, and Roman
Catholic Christians over the centuries. The phrdse four marks of the church” appears

in Disciples teaching materials only

Disciples are passionately concerne
for the church’s unity, holiness,
wholeness, and continuity with the
apostles.

doccasionally, but the four marks
themselves are certainly familiar to
Disciples, who have been—and
are—passionately concerned for the
church’s unity, holiness, wholeness

(or catholicity), and continuity with

the message of the apostles.

The Church is One.The oneness of the church is first and finally a giftGod which
creates unity amid diversity. As a unity amid diversihg bneness of the church refers
not to total uniformity but to utter inseparability. & & oneness which is organic,
recognizing, celebrating, and depending upon the diverse tdacdche many members
who are brought into unity by God’s grace in Jesus Chtigd.dlso a oneness which is
visible, extending beyond warm feelings of affection todmee plain for all to see in the
church’s acts of confessing its faith, celebrating #éne@aments, caring for one another,
and ministering to others in the world.

In ecumenical discussion today, the favored term fogaking of the church’s
oneness ikoinonia—a Greek word usually translated as fellowship or partiopatir
communion (and underlying the image of the church asdahemunity of the Spirit). The
term reminds us that our communion with one anotheroted in our shared communion
with Christ Jesus. Because the church is one, Cimsstae called to contend against
racism, sexism, economic oppression, militant natismaland other forces which divide
the followers of Christ. Because the church is ohe,burden of proof always rests with
those who hold that the purity of their teaching or pcacfuistifies their separation from
other parts of the body.

In New Testament usagkoinoniafocuses our attention on our relatedness, that is,
on the way we are actually present with and concemedrfe another. Indeed, it was the
term Paul used to refer to the collection he wasegatty from the churches for the
support of “the poor” in Jerusalem. Thuspinonia is a word having to do with
communion in the dynamic sense of an ever-growing praxesshibiting love for one
another even as Christ has loved us.
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The Church is Holy. The holiness of the church stems solely from God'’s iguac
presence in its midst, a presence that is not a caudeo&sting but an occasion for
humble thanks. Indeed, an acknowledgement that the chsutobly should lead us to
confess our sinfulness and to recognize that our life esmanunity is dependent on
God’s grace and forgiveness.

This community of forgiven sinners is also called totlgosbedience in response to
grace, to ministry in the world for the sake of thdyHone we worship (a point Disciples
seek to highlight by the practice of believers’ baptisiiie church understands itself to
be a community that nurtures and practices the virtu&stbf hope, and love. In a world
in which these virtues are often scorned, these praataes-and at times do—set the
church in opposition to the surrounding culture. Yet thinéss of the church is most
truly expressed, Disciples have maintained, through aeedinengagement with the
world for the sake of its transformation rather thath@rawal from it. In sum Christians
are called to be a people ever-becoming holy and sadctlirough their maturation in
the Christian life.

The Church is Catholic. The term “catholic” comes from a Greek word meaning
“whole.” It has generally been used to signify the wehiaith as opposed to that which is
partial or one-sided and so too the whole church as ogpgogbat which is provincial or
divisive. In one of its senses, then, it is closelyoasded with a word much more
familiar to Disciples—ecumenical, which highlights thverldwide comprehensiveness
of Christian faith. “Catholic” also means being inoWes of people of all sorts and
conditions. All of these references are remindersekealusivism always reflects an over-
emphasis on either some part of the whole faith arespart of the whole church, and
thus betrays the church’s true identity.

This mark of the church points us toward a crucial tengio@:church is at once
local and universal. The community that gathers faitful each place to break bread
and share life in memory of Jesus Christ is trulyaherch catholic—an expression here
and now of the church’s wholeness and integrity. Theyesgpthis by joining the whole
church in confessing the one faith, by sharing in one sraptparticipating in the one
ministry of Jesus Christ. The Lord’s Table around whighgather extends beyond our
local place of worship to encircle the world and to sipenages of time, because the faith
we confess binds us in a universal fellowship. In other weeash congregation is truly
church, but it cannot be this apart from its unity witk sisters and brothers in Christ
gathered as worshipping and serving communities in other ngeplaces.

The Church is Apostolic. The church is apostolic when it is faithful to the spel
message transmitted to the church through the proclanftitve apostles. This mark is
a way of acknowledging that we did not invent the Godpélreceived it. It attests that
the church we know is “built on the foundation of Hpostles and prophets, Jesus Christ
being the chief cornerstone” (Ephesians 2:20). Concerrdoapostolicity of the church
reminds us of the continuity of the church from itgibaings to the present day, and it
keeps us from adapting too easily to the spirit of our pdatiage.

Some parts of the church have historically placed grephasis on the transmission
of ministerial authority—"apostolic succession”—as tbhief sign of apostolicity.
Certainly ordination invests ministers with speciapssibility to teach the apostolic
faith. But Disciples emphasize, in line with their Psbtéet heritage as well as
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ecumenical discussion, that apostolicity is expressethéywhole church, not just its
ordained ministry, as we turn again and again to interfhretapostolic witness of
Scripture. To be apostolic is not assured by reproduciny eetail of the church of the
apostles; it requires that we commit to live out thesig&b (which we received from the
apostles) in our times, even as those in apostolic tsoeght, through the power of
God’s spirit, to live it out in theirs.

There is another meaning to this mark of the church.plstée is literally one who
is “sent forth.” The apostles were those commisgidoe missionary witness in the name
of Jesus Christ—caring for the poor, the sufferingséhbereft of hope, the unbelievers.
When Disciples emphasize that apostolicity is expredsethe whole church (joined
together as one “priesthood of all believers”), not jiis ordained ministry, we are
committing ourselves as individuals and as a whole to gb fand make the Gospel
known by our words and deeds to all the world.

These biblical images and ecumenical marks provide invaluabighis into the
true identity of the church. Yet not even they tell taktre is to be told. Other terms
sometimes put the same points in fresh ways and sometiffegsadded insight. One
recent study suggests a number of images of the church watecespecially instructive
for our age, such as the church as a caring commuratymanunity of and for the poor,
and a community of repentance. The image of the “Betg church” highlights the
importance of responsible commitment to Christ on paet of each individual, lest
church membership come to mean little more than a functidmackground, birth, or
social status. Historic peace churches, e.g., Friend8gaattren, have long argued that
peace-making is an essential mark of the communityccdieh by the Prince of Peace.

The Eschatological and
Social Character of the Church

One additional scriptural theme deserves special atentve believe, because it
sets all the others in proper perspective: the churcmassehatological community.
Eschatology is based on the Greek westhaton meaning “the end time” or “final
things,” when God'’s intended purposes for creation cometimaié fulfilment. The
church is rightly concerned to recall and celebrate vd@d has done in the past. It is
rightly concerned for the nurture and well-being ofatsn members, and also rightly
concerned to mend and heal the present brokennesswbtlie Yet the Gospel of Jesus
Christ always points the church beyond the past andnokyhe present and indeed
beyond itself—toward the reign of God.

To be an eschatological community is to live in anticipatbthat day when God’s
promise of shalom for all creation is fulfilled. Suclt@mmunity is at once a pledge of
God'’s intention for the world and a provisional demonigtnaof God’s power to make it
happen. Few humans have even dreamed of a community in 9@vchnd Greek, slave
and free, male and female live in truly committed refeg of love, honoring one
another’s uniqueness, dignity, and equality. The church,itdegp sinfulness, is called
and empowered to be just such a community.

The church which understands itself as an eschatologmamunity will not
confuse itself with the reign of God. Indeed, preciselgabse the church is God’'s
eschatological community, it will not make itself tbenter of its message and its activity
but will point beyond itself to God’s designs for histanyd creation. It will not give the
impression that its teachings and structures are etregdsut will witness to the hope of
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God’s everlasting reign. When the church is truly chuitshlife overflows with such
eschatological hope.

The Social Character of the Christian Life In discussing lessons from Scripture and
Tradition, we have repeatedly affirmed that the chuscacommunityof persons. The
church is often spoken of in this way in church circles-eften that the import of the
phrase is perhaps hardly noted. A few of its importaplications deserve comment.

The church is theommunityof Christ's faithful, not the places or the bulg in which that
community gathers. To “go to church” for worshigdaings, and other activities is to participatbén
witness of this community of God. Unless this vaiinis made, activities are taking place in thectlsur
building rather tharin the church A somewhat less sharp and more subtle but ecpigtificant
distinction is to be made between the communitfaili and the propertied, legally incorporated
“institutional entities” called churches. Neitheriure nor the marks of the church define theathn
such terms. Scripture gives us clues as to hogatlyechurch ordered its life, but it does not pece
particular form of organization necessary forudsequent generations. From its multifaceted raisteri
we conclude that the church is a re-ordering ofdnulife into acommunityand that this community
bears the responsibility for developing institorstructures by which to carry out its
witness to the Gospel in the world.

Issues relating to the church’s development of instiafictructures will be dealt
with at a later point (Part 4). Here, however, weuon the communal character of the
church. What we can say on the basis of Scriptureaisttie Gospel has the power to
reform human relationships into a shared social lith widistinctive character shaped by
God’s work of reconciliation, liberation, and redempti®he distinctive character of this
social life can be summarized by stating that the chisrch

* a community of love in which members join in commorad®n to the upbuilding
of the whole body;

* a community of unity amid diversity in which the partanity of each (in every
respect excepting our sins) is received as a gift of doalbe shared;

» a community of both local and universal reach, linking ‘@Hometown Christian
Church” to faithful followers of Christ in Kenya, Ruasand elsewhere and linking
the twentieth-century church to that of the firsttcey and to that of centuries yet
to come;

* a community of shared ministry in the name of JeShsst in keeping with his
work of reconciliation, liberation, and redemption.

These four features of the distinctive social charaet the church are constitutive
elements of church life. To the extent they are lagkihe church falls short of its
distinctive social character of the church are aariste elements of church life. To the
extent they are lacking, the church falls short oGital-given calling. The fact that
Christianity is inherently social, that the Gospelesvs with community-creating power,
has often proved difficult for Christians to appreci&@er preference, were God to have
asked our advice, may well have been for a messageothasmnly as a set of simple
moral instructions or as one that comes directly intohearts. Surely it complicates
matters that in accepting Christ we have to accept @hastians as well. Our wish
might well have been for a community untroubled by ditagravithout mutual respect
and care, or perhaps devoted to some work other tharcrkation, liberation, and
redemption. In sum, the church depicted in Scripture pressnwith obligations and
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challenges we might readily forgo. But God, we mustessfinally and in truth, has not
willed that this be so. The true identity of the churschot a proposal on which we get to
vote. It is a given to which we are to respond withgerand faithfulness to God.

Christians have also never found it easy to déatle “mixed” reality of the church: a community
that isalreadya sign of God's purposes Imatt yetfully conformed to God'’s will, a community callel
be in the world but not altogether of it. We anestantly tempted to release the tension by focasing
one side or the other. Some Christians tend taizémhe church, making exaggerated claims abeut th
power, glory, and perfection of its members ondible institutions. Others tend to think todelitbf the
church, describing it merely in terms of §=
programs, functions, or organization. The imaJ The identity of the church is a

and marks we have explored remind us that b g\, to which we are to respond
tendencies are misunderstandings of the chun

true identiy. witr(;I praise and faithfulness to
God.

The Gospel that Calls the Church to Life]

Our discussion of the images, the
marks, and the social character of the church couldoafse be extended. Its various
points might be reordered, put differently, supplementedbttner materials, and, if
corrections are in order, improved upon. This is asatlkhbe, for continued study and
churchwide dialogue can surely aid all of us in our comeftorts to understand the true
identity of the church. Yet some points that have gewrhere are, we believe, so
fundamental and so amply warranted as to be beyonceadbnable doubt. Primary
among them is this: in light of the witness of Scripiuaithful Christians realize that the
church is a community of persons called into being byGbspel of Jesus Christ.

If the church is to have any say in its own self-detmitin the midst of the reigning
cultural powers, it is necessary to recover the sehfige church asalled into being by
the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Whenever the church’sesm®as of this calling—and indeed
of its distinctiveness—dims or wavers, the churcledos moorings, drifts off course,
and falls prey to one or another of the identities eoetl by and bound to its
surrounding culture. We can become clear about chutaésidentity only when we
become clear about the meaning of the Gospel of Jesist.Chr

Here, then, we must insist that the Gospel cannokeparated from Jesus Christ.
Whenever the church hedges on this point or settles or stimer “gospel,” it reveals
that it is confused in its understanding of its identityd &ence everything it undertakes
to be and to say and to do becomes suspect. It seemslipagvident that North
American churches at least are suffering just such aentity crisis.” Critical
distinctions—those, e.g., between righteousness andrigatiéousness, between
popularity and faithfulness, and between “No Creed buts€Chand “No Creed or Any
Creed, as you please’—are frequently overlooked.

What, then, is the Gospel of Jesus Christ? Of couhgewhole of the church’'s
theology is but an attempt to answer and then explairansver to the question.
Christians surely realize that the Gospel is more #hamatter of words and ideas. It is the
power as well as the message from God, and so canmetibeed to or captured in any
formula. Yet the church dare not, has not, and finaedlgnot avoid acknowledging the
Gospel. Disciples do so by confessing, “Jesus is the tCtives Son of the Living God,
and Lord and Savior of the world.” In making this confessihe church dare not and
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finally cannot avoid the task of offering our best undexditag of what these words
mean, i.e., the content of the Gospel.
Let us propose, then, the following as a succinct sumofahe Gospel:
The Gospel of Jesus Christ is the Good News
that the God of Israel, the creator of all things,
has in freedom and love identified God’s being and life
with the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Naza@xl;s Son,
to enact and reveal God’s gracious reconciliation
of sinful humanity to Godself,
and calls humanity through the Holy Spirit
to participate in God’s liberative and redemptive work
by acknowledging God'’s reconciliation,
repenting of its sin,
receiving the gift of freedom,
realizing authentic community by loving the neighbor and the enemy,
caring for the whole creation,
and living in hopeful anticipation of the final triumph of the graciGuosl
as the Ultimate Companion of all creatures.

What is affirmed in this statement has already beaaohed on at least briefly in the

course of discussion so far. It will guide all thatesve to say about the church from this
point on.
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Part 3:
The Defining Signs of the Church’s Identity

In this part, we focus on the relationship between thepéits call to life and mission
and the various practices which the church undertakadfiltirfg this calling. Our goal
is to understand what a community of people actuallyné says and does when it is
truly the church of Jesus Christ. Are there defining sigasstwould look for? The
lessons we have gained from Scripture and Tradition—chieihg them, our summary
statement of the Gospel itself—will inform and direat efforts to answer this question.
We will look, then, for defining signs of the church’mud identity in the way a
community acknowledges, lives out, and communicatesats@dven life and mission.

The Gospel’s Call to Life and Mission

The testimony of Scripture makes clear that Christiamroonity is called into
being by the Good News of God in Jesus Christ throughHtig Spirit. The church
exists because it has been called out and gathered toggthiee gracious, reconciling,
self-revealing presence of God in Jesus Christ througimthement of the Holy Spirit.
This call gives to the church not only its life but alsoreason for living: its distinctive
purpose, its defining mission, is to witness in word aretide the living triune God.

The Gospel which calls the church to life and missioimds its identity as well.
Acknowledging that it is brought forth into life and sdoitth for mission by its calling
from God is constitutive of the church’s identity. Thdéwuch embodies this
acknowledgment in words and deeds; indeed the church cd® live in and through
its practices of faithful witness to God’s call. There, the defining signs of the church’s
identity are to be sought and found among those activiies/hich a community
acknowledges its calling from God by witnessing to God enbiisis of the Gospel of
Jesus Christ.

What do we mean by witness? First, it isvang testimonyto the living triune God.
A vital awareness of being called and sent out, by thespof the Spirit, on a mission of
witnessing to the wondrous, gracious mystery of God’s rptieenactions in the history
of Israel and in Jesus of Nazareth suffuses the Nestament. The community called to
be church actively engages in this mission of witnegbeaeality of the one God. The
church has its true life only in the complex richnelsgsoongoing response to God’s call
to life and mission. Where acts of living witness arssimg, there is actually no true
church.

Second, the church witnesses to GodMoyd and deedBoth words and deeds are
proper and necessary. Indeed, they are inseparablepfdrwithout deed is hypocritical,
vain, deadly, and a lie, and deed without word loses fiaidg content, intention, and
luminosity. The two are also intertwined insofar las €thurch’s deeds of witness speak
loudly and its words of witness are themselves actiyitiesds.

Third, the church engages in its mission of witnlessthe sake, the benefit, of the
world. It is this world—past, present, and future—which God lowesh an
unfathomably gracious, reconciling love that liberates awkems. The church is a
community of persons who, in saying “yes” to the Gospelesus Christ, know that by
God’s mercy their own lives are liberated and are beidgemed. But they know too
that the church does not exist simply for itself oraasend in itself, for God’s loving
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mercy is not for themselves alone but for the whadeladv Thus the church bears witness
to God’s lovefor the world.

That said, we can proceed to identify the defining signkeothurch among its acts
of witness in word and deed. We will call these ge&stices of the church in the world
This way of expressing the matter highlights that thesdvaman activities, that they are
regularly performed, and that they always take placemesspecific historical setting,
communal tradition, and social location. These pcastiare the means by which the
church exhibits the signs of its identity; that is, Inga&ging in them the church becomes
and makes itself known as being truly church. They ae thle abidingneans of grace
by which the Holy Spirit sustains the life of the churshlae pilgrim people who witness
to the gracious life of God.

We will describe the signs in only broad strokes. Lebegin by distinguishing
between two sorts of activities by which the churchiiearout its mission of witness to
the Gospel:nurturing practicesand theoutreach practice. Nurturing practices are
activities of the church which are directed primarily éot/the community itself, toward
the cultivation, the upbuilding, of its faith. Outreaclagiices are activities of the church
which are directed primarily outward, toward the transtation of the world.

This distinction is not meant to imply sharp boundartsvben these practices. On
the contrary, we must insist that the church livegshim dynamic interaction between
nurturing itself for witness and engaging

The church lives in the dynamic the world in concrete works of love for

interaction between nurturing
itself for witness and engaging the
world.

the benefit of the world. Most church
practices have dual faces, one directed
toward the community of faith and the
other directed toward the world. In any
case, in witnessing to and for the world,
the church is itself nurtured by the Spirit,

and in the nurturing of its communal life, the churctvishessing to and for the world.
There is in addition a third group of church practicesegssary accompaniments of

the church’s nurturing and outreach practices. Theseadministrative practices:

activities by which the church organizes itself for thdfilfment of its mission of

witnessing through nurture and outreach.

Nurturing Practices:
Worship, Education, and Communal Care
Looking first at thenurturing practicesof the church, we can see three spheres of
inner-church activityworship education andcommunal careWe will discuss each in
its turn, although we must stress that these are actoedirlapping moments of the
church’s life which cannot be segmented and separated wshdpleover, they are
always related to—shaped by and contributing to—the outraetohties that the church

undertakes in and for the world.

Worship. The defining signs of the church found in worship ariisty illustrations of

how word and deed are intertwined in the life of the chuiThe community called into
being by the Gospel of Jesus Christ is a community witistinctive self-understanding.
The call it hears is that of God’s self-communicatingrVin the history of Israel and in
Jesus Christ as recorded in and transmitted to us thrtheglwritings of the Holy
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Scriptures. Through these writings the church receigésmly the essential content of its
faith but as it were the distinctive language of thathfaiimages, concepts, beliefs,
teachings, and practices—which both shapes and critiquewrtsife. Therefore, two of
the defining sign=f the church are theractices of listening to Scriptuies the Word of
Godandof being called, authorized, shaped, and judged by this listening

The worship of the church is centered upon and formed arthendScriptural
witness. Worship itself is fundamentally the activitly praising God as the Creator,
Reconciler, and Redeemer of humanity and all of creatio communal worship the
church makes four other defining signs of its true identifytoclaims the Word heard in
Scripture, it confesses its sin and embraces the forgiving graceoaf iGcelebrates
God’s gracious life in sacramental acts of Baptism and Holy Communion, and it
communicates in prayer with Godhe church worships by engaging in these multi-
dimensional practices of praising and conforming to thaditriune God.

Classic Protestant formulas spoke of the word and thears@nts as the only
defining signs of the church, affirming, e.g., that the chus where the word is preached
and heard and the sacraments administered accordingitstihgion of Jesus Christ. To
reformers like Luther and Calvin, this formula meant tiedring the word and receiving
the sacraments in faith were events in which ondggaated in the person and work of
Christ crucified. The effect of this participation wagadical re-orientation of one’s life.
One was drawn out—and wanted to be drawn out—of self tddecto right relationship
with God and the neighbor, and so empowered to live imttdd on behalf of others
and the world.

In this sense, hearing the Word and participating inaheasnents embraces within
itself the whole of the Christian life both personalyd corporately. We acknowledge
this connection between these practices and the whothstian life, and therefore
affirm that word and sacrament are defining signs otthach. But recognizing that this
connection is not everywhere acknowledged, we will $pexther defining signs amid
the church’s nurturing, outreach, and administrative jmest

The proclamation of God’s Word given in Israel, in JeGhsist, and in the early
church, as attested in Holy Scripture, is critical t® ¢hurch’s life. Where it is heard in
faith people find that we are not our own but God’s, wetdieurselves, and we are
turned outward to the neighbor and the world. This iscé®ral aim of thesermonin
worship. But proclaiming the Word takes place in numerougrottays as well—
whenever and wherever the testimony of the Scriptuiggseshthe life of the church.

Understanding “sacrament” to mean a living and effectivgnis we regard the
celebration of the sacraments of baptism and the E@dpper as practices by which the
life of the church is conformed to the gracious life @fd@nd the faithful are both called
and drawn out of their bondage to themselves. In thesaqascthe church recalls and
encounters here and now the wondrous grace of Godus @dsist.

Baptismis a sign of God’s grace in Jesus Christ, an acknowtedgeof that grace,
and a promise to live in faithful—thankful and obedient—respoto that grace. The
church acts as community in baptism to recognize a persoiry into the life of faith as
a life of witness to the grace of God lived in the chuiar the world. By our baptism we
do not purchase the forgiveness of sin. Rather, we mgkeblic acknowledgment of our
dependence upon God’s grace and our reliance on forgiveregegsstfication in Christ;
we give thanks for the liberation of ourselves by faitifChrist; and we proclaim our
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commitment to live in thanksgiving for God'’s gift and leehalf of our neighbor and the
world. In sum, in baptizing the new believer the churchlades the grace of God,
confirms the believer's commitment to Christ, and pledgesurture the person in a life
of faith.

In the celebration othe Lord’s Supperthe church remembers God's act of
reconciliation in the life, death, and resurrectionJesus of Nazareth, and through the
Spirit it receives the living grace of the crucified Ghriln this sacrament that makes
present for the church the gift of God’s transforming graffered to all human beings,
the church finds the center of its worship. The sacramather repeats the self-giving of
Christ nor adds to it. It celebrates what Jesus Chaistalready done, his continuing life
in the Spirit for the church, and the coming of thgmeasf God. In the common realities
of the bread and the fruit of the vine, the church knitsedf sustained by the body and
blood of Jesus Christ.

It is Christ Jesus, rather than the church or ite@f, who invites the church to the
Table, and the whole church is invited. In this act, therch is itself enacting the
practice of being invited, of receiving through the Spirit Gagracious reconciliation of
the world. And in being invited, the church is empowerechtite the whole world to
know and receive God'’s reconciling love.deing invited and in invitinghe church also
engages in the practice lodping in the Spirifor that future with God in which the world
will finally be redeemed. Hence, thanksgiving and hope leeéersistent themes of this
event.

Praying ceaselesslyg another of the characteristic activities ofship. Praying is the individual
and communal practice of intentional communicatiith God's graciously self-communicating life.
The church prays in the name of Jesus Christtsamictice of prayer expresses the convictior3bet
is living and loving—that God solicits, hears,fisced by, and responds to human prayer. In tiy ma
moments of praying, the church gives thanks ansepi@ God, confesses its sin, lits petitions and
supplications to God, seeks God's guidance, malessassion for the world, listens silently in remg
openness, cries out in pained lamentation, andgyiwésighs too deep for words” (Rom. 8:26). ¢n it
practices of prayer the church makes another défiming signs of its true identity in the world.

In the practices of worship the church finds fisrurtured by the living triune God. Without the
practice of reading Scripture and proclaiming therd/V,

heard therein, the church inevitably gives itsadfrdo | \A/ithout the regu|ar celebration

some other supposedly life-conferring and lifeetling ,
“good news.” Without the confession of sin andmee of the Lord's Supper, the church

on the mercy of God's forgiveness, the church fOrgets its very life.
tempted to become presumptuous and self-rightgous.

Without the celebration of baptism, the churcheterthat the Gospel is a gift of God which brirgsia
renewal of life and conversion from ways of siniim@ new way of living, a new self-understanding,
and hope of life eternal. Without the regular cekEm of the Lord’s Supper, the church forgetsitha
very life depends upon the reconciling life, deatid, resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, the iriecBos

of God. Without prayer the church presumes toitgigt its own guidance day by day and neglects to
live intentionally before the loving Spirit who lsaind directs the church into God's future. Isg¢hmany
acts of worship the church becomes truly church—aéwtr in isolation from the outreach practices in
which the church exists for the world.

Educative Practices.The practices aéducating and being educatpdrvade the life of the faithful
church. As a community of persons called into bisjntine Gospel and sent on a mission of witngss, al

30



the members of the community are called to be ooatbin the totality of their lives to the livinguhe
God. This is a conformity of faith. By its very i faith seeks constantly and in every way pedsibl
understand God more adequately, and so also testamdeitself and the world rightly. Faith seeks
understanding. This is true for each individualigtin and the community as a whole. Hence,
faithfulness leads the church to engage in numeraatices by which teachesoth the what and the
how of faith: what the church most fundamentalietzes and understands about God, human life and
destiny, and the world; and how persons live imibid sanctified lives of understanding and adtion
keeping with the ethics of grace. In a vital faltie, what and the how cannot be separated. Théshow
aimless without the what, and the what is abstrattdetached without the how. No member of the
church ever advances beyond the imperative of twdearn—more fully and personally—how to live
before God. Hence none of us can ever do withdigieting in the educative practices of the dhurc
And the church can never assume that the taskicdtewd) its members in faith is altogether conlete

Although much Christian educating occurs indirectly througmigvelationships, it
is essential that the church engage in explicit practifeteaching the faith. From the
enlightening and upbuilding power of preaching which explic&espture, tothe
intentionally designed classes and conversations dealithg faith’'s meaning, to the
silent but wise observations of saintly examples imitdst, the church educates and is
educated by the Spirit. The church’s teaching of the faitheicessarily theological in
character. And distinctively Christian education is isgble unless the church is a
community of theological discourse—discourse in whichthings are referred to,
examined, and evaluated in the light of faith in thé @@nhmunicating life of God. When
the church’s discourse becomes empty or vain or unfocuse@akened by counterfeit
substitutes, the church loses its capacity to educasemein the faith which lives from
the Gospel of Jesus Christ. The teaching of the faitbkaff a withess to God, and as such
one of the defining signs of the church’s identity.

Additional defining signs of the church appear in those edicptactices (carried
on usually by speaking together) concerned Viiing critically responsible for the
authenticity and effectiveness of church with€Bsis responsibility arises from the
awareness that because the church is called by the Gibgpedccountable to God and
even questioned in its witnessing by the life of God. Tharch knows itself to be
subject to constant questioning by God regarding whethelaity practices of witness in
word and deed are genuinely faithful to the Gospel of J&bust and luminous, truthful,
and transformative for the world. This questioning and aneg/goes on until the end of
time. In the life of the church, responsible, theaalquestioning is a sign that the
church is called, sent, disturbed, and enlivened by the 8pthe living God.

Its educative task also makes it beneficial for the dhtardevelop practices by which it
can arrive from time to time at a common, publicfession of its faith. Without these practices, the
church is in danger of being tossed to and frinddyvinds of public opinion: it exposes itself tésule
forces because the vital center of its faith resnamacknowledged before the world and to itsethhSu
confessions are limited in scope, timely rathen tiaeless, and always reformable. They need not be
considered as tests of fellowship or precondifamshurch unity. Their chief value is instructibiidney
give focus to the church’s efforts to educate ésnivers with regard to the meaning of its callinpén
midst of a clamorous and powerful world.

Communal Care. Worship and education are inseparable from the totalityays in
which the church is itself a community of mutual lovgaing in practices afommunal
caring. As Christians, we love because we were first lolgdGod in Jesus Christ.
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Christian love is that peculiar openness and self-gitongnother, which seeks the good
of the other as one’s neighbor before God. This lavel the practices of care that go
with it, is always particularized—a loving of this persoimgese persons. liloving one
another through mutual self-giving and catbe church attests that it is truljkainonia

a fellowship and communion of mutual upbuilding. Without kgoof love within the
community, the church is hardly capable of performingwbeks of love in and for the
world to which it is surely called.

Indeed, the love which Christians have for one anotimpowered as it is by the
self-giving Spirit of God, is what empowers love foretlworld of neighbors and
strangers. This communal love is neither exclusive asetricted. In being open to the
neighbor-in-the-church, the church

The love which Christians have for becomes the school in which Christians

one another is what empowers love

are trained in loving the neighbor-in-the-
world. In all these ways this communal

for the world of neighbors. love is an ethics of grace made possible

by God’s self-giving life in Jesus Christ.

By ethics of grace we mean the imperatives of Chrisliiang which spring from the
forgiveness of sin and the justification by grace in JeShsst and which confer a
liberating freedom for the neighbor and for God.

Outreach Practices:
Evangelism, Vocation, Prophecy, and
Projects of Love, Justice, and Peace

We turn now to th@utreach practice®f the church. At the outset we must recall
that the church is a liberative community. The wortbétative” has two distinct but
interrelated meanings. First, the church is a liberatobi@munity because the Gospel of
Jesus Christ that calls it into being is liberatingirg liberated in Christ is rooted in the
acknowledgement of God’s forgiveness and justificatibsiriners in the life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. In Jesus Christ, Gpdigment is accomplished, and it is
revealed that sin will not have the last word in deteimg the meaning and destiny of
humanity. Christians—the church—are persons who say ‘“gesis liberation in Christ
and who experience by the Spirit newness of life anection: they are granted release
from the controlling force and ultimate consequence@of s

Second, the church is a liberative community in tha the bearer of a liberating
witness in word and deed for the world. Even as the choetdbrates the gracious
liberation of God, it is called and sent to take thisrllbieg good news to the world.
Hence the faithful church is continually engaged in iber&tive practices of witnessing
to God’s liberative and redemptive work. In all its lifee church is engaged in the ethics
of grace: an ethics which lives from God’s grace andfijcation, which does not seek
just reward, and which reaches out into the world byditrez works of love on behalf of
the neighbor. These outreach works of love in and ®mibrld are carried out in several
different spheres of activity.

Evangelism. The first sphere to be mentioned is that of evangelihe term

“evangelism” refers to all of the church’s efforts ttké the Gospel to the world and
invite the world to respond to this news with a renewdif® and a change of direction.
Even though some practices of the churches have suficédlascured the true meaning
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of evangelism, faithfulness to its calling requires that church engage—responsibly—

in the multiplepractices of sharing, interpreting, and applying the message of the Gospel
of Jesus Christ for the worldVlaking declarations about the Gospel is one form of
evangelism. But evangelism also involves practicepearsuasively interpreting the
Gospel in conversation with the worl@he church enters into dialogue with the world in
the conviction that God loves the world and calls it iatcedemptive relationship with
God’s own life. In undertaking this task, the church nepstak in terms that the world
can understand even as it preserves the distinctivehésown message.

Since evangelism aims at sharing the Gospel with gtbare must be taken that the
church is indeed sharing the Gospel and not somethingTélsechurch must continually
test its evangelistic practices for possible contatinnaby the messages, interests, and
values of any given controlling nation, class, raciah&t heritage, or gender. Further,
the church must remember that although its evangelistatipga often involve speaking
or writing, evangelism can never be separated from apptepmonverbal works of love
on behalf of the world.

In sum, though the church may be ashamed of certamsfof evangelism, past and
present, it can never be ashamed of the Gospel itselfthe Gospel beckons the church
to share the news of God’s saving grace in Jesus Christheitworld which God loves.
The church confesses, professes, and demonstrates in efddie the Good News of
Jesus Christ to the world, and is not ashamed.

Daily Outreach. The second sphere of outreach practice is formetidoways in which
the individual Christian lives in the world day-by-day anithesses to the reality of God
for the particular neighbors and the particular sangtitutions we deal with. The Gospel
calls each and every Christian to live in the wondbehalf of our particular neighbors,
seeking their good and standing caringly at their sidéhofitjh the worldly powers of
privilege, enmity, fear, and violence tempt and threate€hsstians find in the Gospel a
freedom and courage to live for their neighbors in theldv&@hristians know that each
person they meet and relate to each day is createdoaad by God.Practices of
Christian caring for othersn their particularity and in specific circumstanegs among
the defining signs of the church’s true identity in theerha.

Prophecy. Outreach practices include prophetic practices of thercbh In these
practices thechurch calls the principalities and powers of the world to account
especially where the world is infected and distorted byasid names the oppressive and
unjust arrangements of those powers. These propheticqasttave to be rooted in the
Gospel of Jesus Christ, for sheer denunciation indepewndéim Gospel is neither truly
Christian prophecy nor a pathway to genuine human o#@ion, liberation, and
redemption. As prophet, the church speaks best forpessed when it seeks freedom,
justice, and mercy for both the oppressed and the oppré&}gpression is incompatible
with the Gospel of peace, justice, and love. And beaingppressor is itself a form of
slavery, for oppressors are captive to the illusiort thea power of determining life,
death, and destiny rests in their hands, not God’s. @ppiession is not good for anyone
involved. Hence the church prophesies to the world by wodl deed, and must
continually engage in critical self-examination to detsad avoid various ways in which
it collaborates with and supports the powers of injustitee oppression.
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Projects of Love, Justice, and PeaceThe fourth sphere of outreach practices is
comprised of those communal and collaborative activitieschurch pursues in and for
the world on behalf of the love, justice, and peace aged in Jesus’ announcement of
the kingdom of God. The reign of God itself will finalye realized through God’'s
redemptive action alone. But the Gospel of the comintpisfkingdom, which measures
and judges all human kingdoms, calls for the chuockeek justice and peace and so to
collaborate with others in specific projects in pursuit of these goésirning for the
realization of God’s peaceable kingdom of mutual love ctihach moves with resilient
hope toward the world through these work-projects. Ivatsous locations, the church
pursues projects which feed the hungry and empower the pooitlfeocial participation

in life’s goods, which bring to the center of life thagko are pushed to the margins by
the principalities and powers of the world, and which englgrsons to be nonviolent
neighbor-keepers. Although these practices do not usheeirethn of God, they are
signals of its coming, and they are further defining sighthe church’s true identity.
Communities which do not engage in such practices fallt shatheir witness to the
Gospel of Jesus Christ.

All that we have said makes it clear that the ey pit the practices of nurture and outreach
against one another—e.g., evangelism versus isvolement—is improper and harmful to the life of
the church. These practices can no more be se{fasateone another than witness in word and witness
in deed. And in its outreach practices espediligihurch confesses, professes, and demonstriataset
for the world's redemption, and its witness to hppls the church forward into God's future for the
world. By the muttiplicity of its nurturing and aech practices the church itself becomes a sgnal,
parable, of the coming reign of God.

Administrative Practices

We turn now to th@dministrative practiceby which the church organizes itself for
its distinctive mission of witness in nurture and outheadistorically the churches have
disagreed about the organization and proper administratiochurch life. We will
address many key concerns relating to this topic—in thészin Church (Disciples of
Christ) in particular—in the next section of this repéart 4: Issues of Relationship and
Structure. Hence the aim here will be limited: we wishclarify in which respect(s)
administrative practices are among the defining sigtseo€hurch.

The administeringpf church is an unavoidable necessity, and its proper sdie i
equip the whole church to fulfill its calling as the peofos) of God. And the whole
church is organizationally involved in the ministry of mass to God for the benefit of
the world. Every church member has a vocation of witn€st the church’s practices of
nurture and outreach can only be sustained through a sogalization which prepares,
arranges for, teaches, facilitates, and coordinatese theactices. Hencedministering
this social network of persons and practices and theicedhips between the two is
integral to the church’s capacity for faithful witnessr Ehis reason the church entrusts
tasks of administrative leadership to certain of its mensy the goal of which is to enable
the whole church to fulfill its God-given calling.

In light of historic, and current, disputes about admirtistealeadership in the
church, we must stress two points that follow from #usount. First, since the church’s
administrative organization is to enable the whole dnaocfulfill its calling, it is also
secondary to and judged by that calling. Second, since the h&huadministrative
organization is secondary and judged by the church’s calheg;Hurch is not defined as
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church by any particular arrangement of offices, officesr process of leadership
selection.

For the sake of this whole ministry, and in conformdayhe servanthood of Jesus
Christ, the Spirit of God from time to time calls opérticular persons suitable for
functions and tasks of servant leadership. Some of th&s@nt leaders are formally
ordained by the church as persons who represent to thehcitsirown identity and
mission in Jesus Christ and in this capacity assunmgaice specific ongoing
responsibilities of leadership. It is in the practicésomlaining-by-the-churchand the
practices of personmoviding servant-leadershitinat the church exhibits further defining
signs of its God-given identity. But the signs are inséhgractices, not in the
characteristics of the persons or their offices.

These ordained leaders go by various names in Scripture adidm, e.g., pastor,
elder, bishop, priest, deacon, or simply minister. Whatewar title, they are called by
the Spirit and examined, approved, and ordained by the chusdrve as representative
ministers entrusted with servant-leadership roles in nodulge practices of the church’s
witness. The church seeks out for its ordained ministiiese most fitting to fulfill them,
and fitness to serve cannot be determined on the basasiaf-ethnic heritage, class, or
gender.

Trained in sound biblical interpretation, critically awe of the traditions and
practices of the church, adept and discerning in theirutation of the Gospel, and
skilled in practices of communal leadership and care, medaministers are invested by
the church with real authority an

responsibilities. Leading the community The minister must function as the
in worship through preaching and__ . . .
sacramental celebration, the ministePlIMary visionary of the church,

regularly engages in practices ¢fkeeping alive the animating hope

worship administration. As wise and of Christian witness.
educated theologian for the church, the

minister teaches both the what and the

how of Christian faith. As spiritual leader, the mber counsels the community in its
individual and collective growth in faith and self-undensiag. As supervising
administrator of the life of the community as a whote minister is entrusted to exercise
timely initiative, patient coaxing, and bold challenge e tvarious ways the church
organizes its life and work. In all these tasks, the stenimust function as the primary
visionary of the church, keeping alive the animating hop€laistian witness for the
benefit of the world. Unless the administering pradiof ordained leadership are
exercised dynamically and sensitively, the health ef ¢hurch’s life suffers and its
capacity for faithful, effective witness is impaired.

In sum, the ordained leadership leads best by serving—sershdghe Lord Jesus
Christ and his Gospel and thus too serving the church iniiteess to the Gospel.
Ministers are accountable to God and to the wlaws of the church for the performance
of their obligations. They are not to regard themseasthe Head of the church but as
servants of Jesus Christ.

Ordained ministers are not the only leaders called out @oéseary for the
administering of the church’s life. The Holy Spimbm time to time calls forth others of
thelaosto whom the church entrusts short-term and long-teskstand functions for the
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sake of the church’s witness. Such persons—among them Bissiples at present call
elders and deacons—engage in practices of providing-seeaderkhip which are signs
of church’s faithfulness to its calling. The distinctibetween the formally ordained
leaders and the non-ordained but called leaders, shouldirrefiuid, open, and
nonhierarchical.

The church must remember that its administrative gaarents are not eternal.
They are subject to continuous review and reform in lgfhtheir conformity with the
distinctive social character and distinctive callingtloé church amid “the needs and
patterns of a changing worldDgésign 12).

In this third part we have pointed to the defining signghef church’s identity,
nature, and purpose—to the best of our understanding. In doimgedmgve been able to
do something else as well: we have brought to light whgalme of our faith in the
Gospel the life of the church involves such things as mjoyrspreaching and the
sacraments, education, evangelism, confessing the, faitirks of compassion,
involvement in social action, and ordination. These s commonplace in church life
that even Christians—perhaps Christians especially-hale to forget or mistake their
real meaning. We understand them rightly when we undersi@m proper connection to
the church’s God-given identity.

Here, then, we have affirmed that the church is itaeliberative and redemptive
communal reality, a gift and calling of God to the workks the community of the
faithful engages in the practices of nurture, outreaath a@ministration which witness to
the living triune God for the sake of the world, it bees what God has called it to be—
truly the church of Jesus Christ.
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Part 4.
Issues of Relationship and Structure

We have now explained that the church is a communligccéorth by the Gospel.
We have pointed out the defining signs of that commuitgie identity. One other
important topic demands attention—the polity of the chuvitl are concerned here with
issues of relationship and structure. We discuss thesesidisst in quite general terms.
This puts them in proper context, as issues facing thelkthiself. We then turn to the
Disciples specifically, suggesting a number of princigégsaligning our relationships
and structures in accord with the church’s true identity.

Church Organization and
Practices of the Church’s True Identity

The word “polity” refers to the structuring which makes thenmunity of faith also
and at the same time a distinct social grouping thagadily identifiable as a society, an
organization, an institution. (Synonyms for polity areikiny shorthand terms such as
the structure, the government, and the order or orderingpe church.) This topic is
important for many reasons. One is that because hbeclt is not simply a group of
people but an organized group—one institution among others—iniagry culture, it is
a matter of some special concern to the powers andigalities of this world: they are
eager to decide for themselves whether to ignore, telepersecute, manipulate, or
support it. Another is that these “worldly” attemptsdfine the church and assign it to a
place in the social order of their own choosing oftesiuce Christians to forget the
church’s true identity.

But the topic is also important because Christians skeéras are so divided about
church polity, and by their church polities. Is this mudb about nothing? Some say it
is. Some say it is not. An adequate answer require® @xamine the question more
carefully.

From a strictly social-scientific perspective, chupttity is simply another example
of “the sociology of organizations.” Institutional wtturing involves the development of
various more or less formalized, routine, and persigiaiterns of human interrelations
and activities within any given community. Once in plabeseé patterns facilitate, shape,
and place certain restraints on relationships d@adhations among the community’'s members.
Taken together as a complex whole, the community’s tstreicof governance,
maintenance, and operation also “typifies” its shdifedin the sense that it becomes a
visible symbol or emblem of the community itself. Sa fas the sociology of
organizations is concerned, it is neither surprising naubimg that different
communities of Christians develop different politied éimat each of them then advertises
itself as a “Christian Church.”

Only rarely do Christians view the issue of church palitth such cool detachment,
or feel it right to do so. The sociological viewpointertainly true so far as it goes: like
clubs and many other forms of human association, comigsi and community-forming
movements of Christians, including the Stone-Campbelvement, are historical
examples of what the sociologists call “institutiopation.” Yet this account does not by
itself provide the answers to the questions of Chrisaith fvith regard to church polity.
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We must seek to understand how (if at all) church polisytbado with the expression of
the church’s God-given identity.

The first thing to be said is that we have to dealardy with differing opinions
about church polity but with very different experienadsit and very strong feelings
about it. There is an inclination, on the one handdémtify the church itself—the one
body which is the body of Christ—with some one speafiganizational structure. And
there is a tendency, on the other hand, to view whataied the “organized” or
“institutional” church with some disdain, as though insiitoél structure itself were
incompatible with the shared life of true Christian camity. Both tendencies are found
among Disciples, as they are within churches and the pablerge. Neither of them,
however, reflects a proper understanding of the rekstiipnbetween the church’s true
identity and its polity. Nor will it do simply to sapat God calls the church to be a half-
and-half mixture of community and institution. We mustaspestead of a dialectical
connection between the two.

In order to grasp this point, it may be helpful to consithe rationale for church
polity. Why does the church have to have a “structureit ttmakes it not only a
community with distinctive practices but an organizatam institution?

Because the Gospel calls forth the church, that is,bmady whose many members
pursue one calling, the shared life of that body findsiwied reality in more than
heartfelt sentiment alone. Christians are drawn

Why does the church have to| together by faith into a community with historically
have a “structure™? concrete social form. This is because those faithful

to the Gospel cannot be content with occasional,

random moments of true community and true
ministry; by its very nature faith presses us on to taslai shared life capable of long-
term commitments to one another and to service to @ddhee neighbor. Only by means
of structures is it possible for such a community tontaém from one moment to
another—that is, over time—the distinctive social abter which makes it a fitting sign
of the Gospel and to equip its many members for the peacti€ nurture and outreach
which make it an instrument of God’s work of recontitia. Thus the development of
institutional structures which typify even as they féai#, shape, and place certain
restraints upon human relationships is not merely sgizally predictable: it is a natural
and necessary outgrowth of faith itself.

To point out the necessity of a church polity is notriguea for the necessity, and
hence the sole legitimacy, of any one particular farfnpolity. This disclaimer is
basically the same as the one already made whiless$isg the administrative practices
of the church. But it deserves repeating, considering Heem @ur love forthe church
leads Christians to make sincere yet extravagant clammisehalf ofour ownchurch’s
polity. There is a logic to this reasoning: if the chigatientity is a gift and calling from
God, and if institutional structures are necessary, there tmust be one true structure or
polity given by God.

This logic is understandable, but not compelling. Institutistraicture is not an end
in itself or even one end among others; the neceskithwrch polity is only that of a
meansto another end. The end is that of keeping the chuitfuhto its God-given
identity and mission. In Protestant tradition, this pbas often been made by stating that
the structure of the church—that is, an institutionaliaedering of the community for
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ministry—is a matter not of the very being (#esé but the well-being (thbene esgeof
the church.

Hence the highest praise that can be given to any spetifirch polity is that it
serves its intended purpose well. This judgment, of cougsts ultimately with God. Yet
Christians here and now cannot avoid making proximal aggsaedf our own in this
regard. The church must devise structures of administrgiaetices (governance,
maintenance, and operation) which will promote its Weihg in the sense of enabling it
to be faithful to its God-given calling in its particulatts®y in history.

The result of these human devisings is well-known. Gieghave developed many
different forms of polity in the course of church higtoFhe New Testament itself shows
that basic elements of the most prominent forms afypeltongregational, presbyterial
or associational, and episcopal—arose so very eadiunch life that advocates of each
speak of its apostolic origins. Variations on these frmcluding the distinctive mixed
polity of covenant adopted by Disciples in 1968, have emeage@hristians sought to
form or reform existing structures by realigning relati@mong these primary social
units of community life. A brief, if over-simple, skétof how this works out may be
helpful.

The living reality of shared life in Christ emerges am@ustained in concrete social
form as a group of believers who, living near one anotiher together regularly and,
through their face-to-face relations and their practiaésess to the Gospel in that place.
This local assembly (the congregation) is the soaml kighlighted in congregational
polities. The living reality of the union—the communion—séveral such local
gatherings as one body spread out

among differing locations is highlighte The church must devise structures
by the regional and general connectio

of the sort formed by presbyterial (c which enable it to be faithful to its
associational) and episcopal politiel calling in its particular setting in
The need and desire to achieve what history

regarded as a proper, effective balan '
amongthese local, regional, and generai
units of the church’s corporate life have led some churdhelsiding the Disciples, to
adopt a form of “mixed” polity. The outcome, to this detdistory, is the coexistence of
a large number of distinct organized bodies of Christi@ihs.technical term for these is
“particular churches”; in everyday discussion they eadled simply the churches or
denominations.

Insofar as any or every one of the churches exhib#sdgfining signs of the
church’s true identity, Christians must say, “here areigless of Christ, our sisters and
brothers in Christ, churches which are truly churchet ¥hese divided churches cannot
be said to be fully the church. The full scope ofedbenmunity of Christian faith extends
to the inclusion of all disciples of Christ, i.eq & universality (catholicity) that is
worldwide (theoikumene ecumenical). Thus the coexistence of numerous disparate
separated and often competing—churches is a historicalogeneht for which no claim
to finality can justly be made. Faith sets in mot&ouest for a structuring of relations
which will permit the shared life of the whole peomemanifest its living reality in some
concrete social form. This quest is still underway,despite many ecumenical advances,
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Christians have not yet envisioned the polity that casag by common consent (as it
must) to serve this purpose well.

The fact that a structure for the visible unity of@liristians is such an elusive goal,
and indeed that so many in all of the churches are res@tdmrmany more apathetic to it,
is instructive. It reminds us how much remains to be dmiere the church fulfills its
calling and God’s work of reconciliation is to be futlyalized. It also alerts us to two
other aspects of church polity that deserve comment.

First, the polity of each church shapes that churchisnoon life in such a way that
its members are reinforced in their conviction that ttheyeby belong also to the true
church of Jesus Christ. The community of Christiathfainotwithstanding its flaws,
imperfections, and shortcomings—cannot do otherwise, tguasnt does in the Gospel.
The faith that is confessed, the baptism that is adtemred, the table that is spread, and
the ministries that are undertaken by each of the chsir@teenot their own but those of
the Universal Church of Jesus Christ.

But this encouragement is not risk-free: it can givetosine conviction thabnly by
belonging to this particular, polity-structured churchheré assurance of belonging to
the Universal Church of Jesus Christ. One result iwalffamiliar: each church operates
with an institutionalized assumption that whereas “dwrch” is both truly Christian and
truly church, the status of “your church” and “their chiinggmains for us a more or less
open question. Today, this question rarely hinders diffecdwtrches from forming
friendly, even cooperative associations. But when eism progresses beyond good
will, toleration, consultation, and collaboration,| a@f the churches become very
uncomfortable. While each of them is firmly convincedtthais truly church, that
conviction is not fully shared by the others. The nsitg®f agreeing, individually and
collectively, on some set of institutional features byich to reassure one another of
their common identity in Christ causes each and ewegyto feel somewhat hurt and
resentful.

Second, the difficulty of devising a polity adequatthe living reality of the unity of all Chrastis
alerts us to grave concerns—often outright fear-stabstitutional structuring present within eact an
every church. Church polity is also church govemimeit involves forming structures for the
community’s collective decision-making. The questiof “who gets to decide and how” generate
churchwide high anxiety. This is understandabie, ren all bad. After all, every Christian should be
anxious to see decision-making lead to the ridfiet host wise, the most faithful) conclusion and
therefore anxious also to see that the decisiomgplocess itself is structured and carried olit we

Yet this anxiety exposes a dimension of church life Wedare not ignore. Human
relations within the church are also power-relations. providing a structure for
collective decision-making, the polity of the churchvser either to contest or to
perpetuate (as the case may be) power-relations amorghiheh members which are
already set in place both by the impact of outsideosogitural forces on the community
and by the tenor of informal interpersonal dealingfiwitin short, church polity is also
church politics.

And here again Christians have very different views, egpees, and feelings. For
some, church politics itself seems to become a prinoatjet for Christian service.
Others quite frankly wish it would go away. In factadd life in @ human community—
even that of a community dedicated to Christian faitth lmwve—is always “political.”
Human relations remain power-relations whether or nday tlare institutionally
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structured. These power-relations may embody and produae gped as well as great
harm.

The Gospel calls Christians to claim and use their paweelating to others,
viewing it as a gift from God by which human relations rbayaltered for the better, in
greater accord with God’s will for humanity. The politgd politics of the church are to
help maintain and reinforce this alteratimm the betterby institutionally structuring it.
Only by meansof polity is the church capable of functioning over timeoas body
commonly committed to the pursuit of its one calling. Hettee church must make
collective decisions about how to carry out the nurturamd outreach practices of
witness to the Gospel. It must also make a collecte@sion about how these and every
other collective decision will be made. Thus the pointsatie before each and every
church is the same: the formation of a structure ofegmance, maintenance, and
operation that befits the true nature and serves tlepuirpose of the church.

It is not to be thought that any institutional structwedollective decision-making
assures the church of faithfulness in ministry or #mt of those known to church history
is perfect, and so unreformable. Each of the variougutishal arrangements set by the
polities of the churches displays certain peculiamsfites and peculiar weaknesses. This
simply confirms, however, that issues of polity areoagithe most fateful that churches
are called upon to address. Thus in forming or re-formingcburch’s polity, and in
evaluating those of others, conscientious Christiaris b mindful that our every
decision sends a message about our understanding of—and itowninto—our
Christian faith. We will be mindful as well that tip@wer-plays, trade-offs, and quick-
fixes, and “politics as usual” are out of keeping wité thue identity of the church.

This is to say that issues of church polity are &rgd finally issues of faith that must
be addressed first and finally in light of our understandirtpe church’s true identity. A
facility for practical, expedient problem-solving—a pragmé&mper like that to which
Disciples justly lay claim to some fame—is of valtee the church. Yet it carries
Christians only so far. Its appropriate but quite regtdicble to play is that of helping the
church pursue its calling effectively while setting aside distractions of other, and
lesser things. And its success or failure is to be judgédydow well it enables the
church to survive, get by, or even grow in numbers by magqetad, but by how well it
contributes to the fulfillment of the church’s God-givealling to witness to God’s love
for the sake of the world.

Having been joined in one body and entrusted with one nyirbstiGod, the church
bears responsibility for collective theological judgtsaeregarding its practices of withess
to God’'s redemptive love for the world. These are in neseeblind or arbitrary
judgments: they are guided by the light of Scripture, in@nby the traditions and
experiences of the Church Universal, and responsive taabés of a suffering, strife-
torn world. In its efforts to understand and evaluaesehresources wisely and well, the
church is aided by what Disciples customarily term “dgitgr of theological opinion”
among its members.

It is through the interdependence, interaction, and ocemphtarity of diverse
theological viewpoints that the community fulfills ikslling to “be of one mind.” This
diversity is also essential for the goal of growingour understanding of the faith and
that of upbuilding the whole. Indeed, a basic Christianviction is that no person,
group, or church possesses a full grasp of the will ad.&ven as we strive to live
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according to God's self-revelation in Jesus Christ, @@inue to see “in a mirror, dimly”
(1 Corinthians 13:12), interpreting the Scriptures, thetdgeiof the church, and our own
experience of God’'s presence and promise in remarkabhereiff ways. This
multiplicity of theological view is characteristid the Scriptures themselves which, to
cite only one example, contain not one Gospel acdoutnfiour. The proper conclusion to
draw from this is that the church needs various viewpamtorder to hear the Gospel
more clearly and to understand its meaning more fully.

It follows that as in its practices of education asdpitactices of evangelism, so too
in the polity which links together all of its administvat practices, the church has to be a
community of dialogue—sustained, churchwide conversationitaGod, the Gospel, and
our patrticipation in the work of God. This dialogue is ooly an acknowledgement but a
sharing together of the rich meaning of faith, and sexgmession of living communion
and a witness to the Gospel. Without such dialogue, et running of the church
becomes merely mechanistic, its unity becomes meoegai, and its diversity becomes
self-indulgent and contentious.

When we engage in genuine dialogue, we come willing to leaithtand learn. We
commit ourselves to listen carefully to one anothefusing to vaunt ourselves or
caricature others. We commit ourselves as well to enterconversation as informed as
possible of the multifaceted Christian heritage, and expect that we and our
conversation partners alike will come away even battfermed, having deepened and
broadened and perhaps corrected our initial views in ligtiteotlialogue itself. Dialogue
of this sort is by no means, then, a zero-sum gameebhahe affirmation of one
participant means the automatic rejection of othededd, the point is not “winning” at
all. 1t is to discern more clearly and fully what Gedls for the life of the church and
each of its members. And on the basis of this procedscernment, the church equips
itself for the ministry to which God has called it.

Disciples Polity: Always Reforming
Reflections on the polity of the Christian Church (pses of Christ) are to be
guided and ruled by our best understanding of the church’sidemgity, nature, and
purpose. Our Design reformed our

church’s organizational life. It affirms that Qyrs is a Community formed by
ours is a community formed by covenapt

relationship with God and one another. jrcOvVeénant relationship with God

keeping with that covenant, Godsand one another.
covenant of love in Jesus Christ, we

restructured our life together in Christ along the liaka covenantal polity. Hence each
of the challenges and questions we face today brings wattoither question as well: is
our church structure capable of serving its intended purpose?

This question calls for more than a simple yes or rswan and more too than ad
hoc responses to institutional emergencies. It reqaewrakiating the total structure of the
church in light of the character and obligations of @amvenantal calling. This
reevaluation, we believe, is to be of paramount conteisciples in response to what
are perceived as stresses, strains, and shortcomingaro¢hurch structure. Neither
maintaining nor altering that structure can be finallyifiesl on any other basis. Thus the
concern is not only paramount but urgent, and deserveshetidecattention.
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Discussions about organizational change are altaadigrway within our church. Others will
surely follow, and in due course action will begased and taken. From all that has been said of the
church’s true identity, there emerge a number oftavhich merit attention during this period of
churchwide deliberation.

1. The covenant conception of church set out in tlearRble of théDesignis an apt
expression for the foundation, nature, and purpose oftinelec. The particularities
of organizational structure set forth in thesign however, are properly viewed as
the timely means by which our life-in-covenant with Godl one another was given
an institutional embodiment in “earthen vessels.” dlyras they were, and surely in
many instances still of value, those means are ofahudesign and therefore
reformable. Thdesignis open to amendment, and in any case allows considerable
latitude and flexibility for realigning our church’s structmaits, relations, policies,
and projects.

Yet neither the desire nor the pressure to refornotganizational structures
of our church should blind us to significant, hard-won gaiaderby the adoption of
theDesign Among the gains that are too precious ever to be “refdtmway, even
in the name of dire practical necessity, are these:

that God’s covenant of love in Jesus Christ is the mat final reality of
our lives;

that this covenant draws us into covenant communityatieanother;

that the covenant community into which we are drawthés church, and
hence one body which, through sacred vows of union in|loca
(congregational), regional, and general spheres otat®n, participates in
the Church universal,

that the character and activity of this community arbd fitting witnesses to
the Gospel of Jesus Christ, for the benefit of theldyto the glory of God.

Acknowledgements such as these are standards to be musedluating
proposals for the maintenance or the alterationunfaburch structure. In adapting
organizational forms and relationships, care must be tdlanwe reinforce, not
weaken, the covenantal ties which bind us to God and rotler.

2. In addition to these acknowledgements, other concdreswenantal faithfulness
ought not to be overlooked in dealing with issues of churcictsire. One is a lesson
we learn from Scripture, the Disciples heritage of chegidgbalances among
power centers, and the experiences of women and masriDrganizational
structures have the power to liberate or to alienate.sWWould therefore examine
church structure in order to determine when, where, amditliberates and when,
where, and who it alienates. And we should seek thosetwes which empower
every member of the body as well as the body asadevibr ministry.

Another, equally important lesson has to do with tagmg a finely
balanced, creative tension between tradition and inrmvattach has value. A
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church that hastily jettisons tradition will be egsgy to fads and demagoguery. A
church that is too resistant to change risks failingnéed the Holy Spirit which,
speaking through the cries of those outside establishddscof power and privilege
or through the still, small voice of conscience withdirects us beyond the status
quo. Therefore, examine church structure in light of itsacdy to discern those
elements of tradition worth preserving and those innornatworth accepting. And
seek structures that conserve the best of the chubehisage while allowing for
fresh insights and new initiatives.

Structures of this sort value inclusivity, diversitglerance, and flexibility.
They aim at maintaining a balanced, creative tension éstwhe power of the
individual/congregation and the group/church. Whatever desisaoe finally made
must be subject to appeal and reconsideration, and eotiscis dissent must be
allowed. Yet on occasion the church must take a cteaadsand once taken, firmly
held—until with greater wisdom we are shown a still enperfect way. All those
we entrust with leadership and decision-making authorithenchurch are fallible.
Blind obedience and servile submission to others haveplace in covenant
community. But each of us is fallible too, no less sntthe covenant partners to
whom we have entrusted leadership and decision-making #uthodnyielding
insistence on having our own way and withdrawing from dictirig pain on our
brothers and sisters when we disagree with them i@@ches of our covenantal
promises.

The evaluation and adaptation of church structurksdping with our covenantal
obligations are matters of judgment which call for wisélective decision-making.
Hence it is imperative that we structure and conduct pitzeess of collective
decision-making in our church in a manner befitting a camecommunity. The
voices of all in the church are to be heard. Each membédreach group needs
opportunity to share in shaping the life and work of dmeirch. Because it is
impossible for all Christians to gather together to makery decision, even in our
congregations, the church is well-advised to rely orhoes of representative self-
government, and to embrace basic democratic values whiodr lopen, reasoned
debate, respect the will of the majority and the intggr the minority, and invite
the common consent of all. This is certainly a pawlbét it means to live and serve
in covenant together.

The collegial decisions that Disciples make aresitats about whether and how
we will be the church. These are decisions regarding understanding of the
Christian faith we share as a covenant community, sareas the word theology
refers to “faith seeking understanding”—they are thgichl decisions. Collegial
theological decisions are made constantly, and rdytibg the community of faith,
among Disciples within and across the local, regicanad, general manifestations of
our church. Many of these decisions are by now so mudhopaur own church
tradition—for example, “as Disciples, our congregatetebrates the Lord’s Supper
every Sunday, and this is what we say and do"—that wdardly aware that they
are indeed collective and theological and decisions. s&hee holds for the many
decisions customarily thought of as simply prdcticgoerhaps even “worldly.” It is common, for
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example, to hear it said that our church assembliels aleahould deal, only with
items of “business” rather than of “theology’—asheétteaching of the faith were
not the business of the church and the business othbech (including the

stewardship of funds) were not bound up with our understarafiije church’s

faith.

To these examples of the collective theological dmass we make, many
others can be added. It is unfortunate when such decismonkei church go
unrecognized for what they really are, and even morevisen they are made
without benefit of the wide-ranging, open, and earnestidgeal dialogue that they
deserve. Disciples are by no means to be singled otlisrrespect. There is no
foolproof system of church self-government, and givenpsisting power of sin
among Christians, none is to be expected. For its fetstructure of our church
provides for collective decision making in the manner of anatgaphically
inclusive representative democracy. There is nothing inboutathat structure to
prevent us from engaging in theological dialogue and in thealthg deliberative
decision making. We need only to resolve to do so.

Disciples, like Christians in every church, certainlyd@ood reason to keep
close watch over church decision making and its outsoi& want the process to
be fair, and its outcomes, wise. Theological opinianour church is certainly
varied—so much so that the popular image of a single spedf positions ranging

.. ) from conservative to liberal or from
Disciples certainly have good | traditional to innovative is doomed to

misrepresent it. By its heritage and ethos,
our  church commends  freedom,
inclusiveness, openness, tolerance, non-

reason to keep close watch
over church decision making

and its outcomes. judgmentalism, and anti-authoritarianism.

These qualities of shared life as church are

in keeping with the gift and claim of the Gospel, which a message of
reconciliation, liberation, and redemption. They aréait to be counted among the
theological strengths of our church, regardless of their public apagieahy given
moment in history. Insistence on uniformity in everyadlevf church teaching and
practice (creedalism, dogmatism, ecclesiasticism, amdcpalism) is always a
clear and present danger to the church. Equally dangdrmwsyer, is an attitude of
laxity or indifferentism which says that “anything goemid that “diversity of
opinion” knows no bounds—in short, that faith and faithfaghamount to whatever
any individual or group chooses to make of them.

It is therefore incumbent upon congregations, regiand general units of our
church to encourage theological dialogue and to exempidyvalue of careful
theological deliberation by the way decisions are mautk their outcomes are
reported. Above all, members of our church need to be edqlippewell as
encouraged to take on thieeologicalresponsibility which falls to us because our
church seeks a structure along the lines of a represent&mocracy. It would
therefore be well for Disciples to assess whethgrooganizational structure makes
sufficient provision for channeling our diversity of thagical viewpoints along
paths leading to the upbuilding of the whole body. Oleryears efforts have been
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made, some quite fruitful, to help our church become ranmonity of theological
conversation—through, e.g., churchwide conferences, stuaymissions, and
workshops at assemblies. Even so, occasional effoetsnarsubstitute for the
formation of organizational structures promoting studylecgibn, dialogue, and
constructive debate about issues of faith and the meahiiagdulness throughout
the church.

In this regard, there is need for Disciples to clawtyen and how our church
might best express its corporate judgment on basicsssiufaith. People wish and
in any case deserve to know the beliefs and practicearthatpheld by the Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ). Faithfulness to the Gosaet effectiveness in
ministry demand clarity on this matter. This need isrdagal to congregational life
and to regions as it is to the general church. But predmssguse it is general, the
general church—especially the General Assembly—is thie-fiigfile, churchwide
arena in which we demonstrate our unity and our disuniig.ithportant, then, that
Disciples clarify the role of the General Assembbs (well as the general
administrative units and their officers) in discerningl &xpressing the common
teachings of our church. It is likewise important to fyebe theological bases and
implications of what ouDesignrefers to as the nature, purpose, functions, rights,
and responsibilities of the general, regional, andgoegational manifestations of
our church.

As these comments indicate, to speak of the ¢wketheological decisions of the
church is not to speak of any one individual or group leggjaand then trying to
enforce a uniform understanding of the meaning of faitbughout the church. It is
to say, instead, that the church as a whole is redgenfr providing means,
through its structure, for making collective theologicalisiens about the teachings
and practices of our church. Our covenant conceptionhofch requires that in
devising these means we acknowledge that congregatiomsegnd general units
function as inseparable, interdependent, and complemegydaetis/of the one body. It
also requires that whenever collective decisions are meaglearefully distinguish
between those truly “essential’ matters which thepg@bsebliges (or forbids) us to
affirm and those “non-essentials” on which wide diwgref thought and practice is
embraced within the life of our church.

This wording calls to mind a maxim that Disciples long egorporated into
our heritage: “In essentials unity; in non-essentlddsyty; in all things, charity.”
Although neither strictly biblical nor especially trendatyis wise counsel
nonetheless. As Disciples, we can learn from thessour journey in faith has
taken that it is wise counsel with too little practiefiect unless and until it finds its
way into our church’s decision-making and other organizatstnattures. The only
truly timely, and truly faithful, means by which to giverdife-in-covenant with
God and one another proper institutional embodimentesethimes will be those
which make this maxim the guideline for every undertakingn@iChristian Church
(Disciples of Christ).

In concluding we must emphasize a point that has bdeweal to remain in the

background throughout: namely, the church witnesses tdf@dde benefit of the world
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to the glory of God. In a distinctively Christiannse, the world’s true benefit, and
therefore also its glory, is first and last prefigurenl @ontained in God’s glory. The
glory of God that the church knows in Jesus Christgdory which includes the glory of
the world of sinners reconciled, liberated, and redeemed’s@tory is not God'’s selfish
possession; it is a glory shared with the world by the God—Creator, Redeemer, and
Sustainer of all things. Hence, it is not necessariljoeygn the world’s terms, nor is it
always abenefiton the world’s terms. But God’s glory is the only trutgreal benefit for
the world. The church is true to its identity whemitnesses to the glory of God as the
reality from which and towards which all things move.
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Part 5:
Reports to the General Assembly

A Word to the Church on Ecclesiology (1979)

The Commission on Theology and Christian Unity, autleorizy the General Board
and implemented by the Council on Christian Unity, hakl htwo meetings—one in
October 1978 and the second in June 1979. Given its focus upagetieral topic of
ecclesiology, or the nature of the Church, the Comarisgevoted its second meeting to
a detailed analysis and evaluationTdfe Design of the Christian Church (Disciples of
Christ).Papers presented for and presented to the Commissian frkows:

“An Ecclesiological Inventory” by James O. Duke

“Theological Issues in the Restructure of the ChrisGanrch (Disciples of Christ)”
by Ronald E. Osborn

“A Theological Analysis offhe Desighby Joe R. Jones

“Decision-Making and Zones of Conflict in the Christianu@ih (Disciples of
Christ)” by Howard Goodrich, Jr.

“Covenant, Local Church, and Universal Church,” by WallRc Ford

“Gospel and Witness” by Kenneth E. Henry

From the onset of the Commission’s deliberations, @discovered solid, indeed
unanimous agreement thBe Desigris a remarkable achievement and calls attention to
the progress Disciples made in the 1960s as they thoughivaddtheir way toward a
self-understanding about the nature and structure of thec@. While The Design
signals a major achievement, it nevertheless is recedna be a document in process
even though it is no longer provisional. A number of thgical issues need further
exploration and refinement, or so it seems to the Caesion. Without attempting to be
comprehensive, we have identified the following areasrafegyic concern:

|. Manifestations of the Church

The concept of three manifestations of the Churcimgiemgational, regional and
general) is unique and one of the strength$hed Design.This fuller understanding of
the reality of Church is a considerable step forwatténDisciples tradition.

The Commission intends to do further study and reflacbn the question of the
interrelationship among the different manifestations.oTguestions deserve special
consideration. (1) Do the manifestations require edhbrdor their own integrity and
proper work, or do their free and voluntary relationsiiake them self-sufficient? (2) If
they do require each other, in what ways should thegranot? We perceive that an
ambivalence continues to exist between the convenantakthed the emphasis on free
and voluntary relationships.

Attention also has been given to the role of theamai minister. Does the tendency
toward larger and fewer regions put pressure on regiomasters to perform solely as
administrators at the expense of their prophetic mmpiahd their desire to serve as
pastors within the regional manifestation?

In a number of placeBhe Design(e.g., paragraph 2) says the church is to “manifest
itself” in different ways. The Commission is conasdlrto stress that the church in all its
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manifestations is called into being by God. The languagéefDesigrtends to obscure
God'’s initiative in creating the people of God.

ll. Covenant

The Commission on Theology and Christian Unity obsethesvay the concept of
covenant is explicitly stated iThe Designand the way it appears to be implicit
throughout. Fundamental to the concept of covenant iadkiowledgment of God'’s call
of his people into community under the Lordship of €trOnly that acknowledgment
allows us to speak of ourselves as church.

In the period since Disciples approvdde Design(initially The Provisional
Desigr), the Commission observes that there has incregdiegin acceptance and use of
the concept of covenant. An exploration of the thgioll implications of covenant has
prompted the Commission to raise several questions:

Are Disciples giving sufficient attention to the r@Divine initiative in covenant?

Have we conceived of covenant unilaterallyoas initiative without regard to the
divine call?

Do disciples tend to employ “covenant” in too limitedaghion, e.g., as implying
loyalty to our present structures? Do disciples tend tergtand covenant as contractual
rather than relational?

Do Disciples see the covenantal implication of Bapt#snd the Lord’s Supper?

Does our concept of sacraments as covenantal nesagxplicitly to the suffering
and the oppressed?

lll. The Affirmation of Faith

The Commission on Theology and Christian Unity gaveefoa attention to the
meaning and status of the first paragraph of the “PreambileThe Design.This
paragraph is strongly Christocentric and universal, esiping the Lordship of Christ
over the Church and the world, and stressing the misditime Church to all people. In
language which is irenic and liturgical in character, thagr@ph accentuates the various
experiences of the church. It does not, however, incthdeclassical reciting of the
mighty acts of God, an important part of affirming thhri€tian faith. Further, the
paragraph does not mention either sin or the forgivenessnpit also needs to be
strengthened at the point of eschatology. The stattisegbaragraph is also deliberately
not stated infhe Designlt clearly is not a test of faith, but it seemssado traditional
confessions or affirmations of faith.

Obviously the question of the meaning and use of this firsigpaph requires
further discussion and evaluation. The Commission invigsponses concerning the
content and the use of this “affirmation of faith” metchurch’s worship, proclamation,
and nurture.

IV. Other Issues
In addition to the concept of manifestations, the molieeovenant and the affirmation
of faith, other issues have surfaced in the Commissitmsstwo sessions and will be
placed on the agenda of subsequent meetings. We belese dhe central themes for a
viable Disciples concept of the Church. An outline adnties proposed for study and
discussion at our future meetings include
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1980—The Church and Its Witnesésub-themes: “Church Membership and
Belonging,” “Church Unity and the Gospel,” “The Church’s &®einship to the World,”
and “Evangelism and Liberation”)

1981—Authority (sub-themes: “Biblical Authority,” “The Place of Tition,” “The
Nature of the Covenant,” and “Decision-Making: The tfRdiof Authority”)

1982—Muinistry (sub-themes: “Ordination,” “Episcope,” “Eldership and ddaate
and the Ministry of the Laity”)

1983—Sacramentg(sub-themes: “Sacramental Understanding Among Disgiple
“Baptism,” “The Lord’s Supper,” and “Worship”)

In preparation for each of these studies attentionheilgiven to seeking a liaison
relationship between the Commission and others in ouctstes who are working on
these themes and issues to be addressed. In eacheoptiases or themes we will seek
for a degree of understanding of the Church’s unity. Heenes of ecclesiology and
unity will provide the overall context for the six-yearipée of study. Only with such a
commitment can the Commission help Disciples to devalomore adequate theological
interpretation of the Christian Church (DisciplesGirist) and help all of us to discover a
greater self-understanding and identity of Disciptesia toward witness and service in
the world today—and in the future.

V. Sharing with the Church: A Specific Project

Since we believe the papers and issues from our fistnteetings would provide
fruitful study and reflection for the whole church, wéend to seek the services of the
Christian Board of Publication and other units to publiste@sn as possible a small
study book which would include the major papers, with a sgugle. We hope this
study would be undertaken by ministers and elders and othéer&hip groups, e.g.,
clusters of ministers, boards of elders, regional dmaetc. Such a booklet would
stimulate thoughtful study on the nature and missioh@thurch, as well a&he Design
and other issues which have surfaced among our people pash decade.

VI. Conclusion
We thank the church for the task given the Commissiomleology and Christian
Unity. We find it challenging, demanding, and fulfilling. Welieve, more than ever, this
dialogue has major importance for the present life amdré destiny of the Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ).

Members of the Commission on Theology

William R. Baird Ronald W. Graham
Walter D. Bingham Kenneth Henry
Eugene W. Brice Joe R. Jones

Paul A. Crow, Jr. Vance Martin
James O. Duke Ronald E. Osborn
Arla J. Elston Albert M. Pennybacker
Wallace R. Ford Narka Ryan

H. Jackson Forstman Robert A. Thomas
Thomas Fountain William E. Tucker
Clark M. Williamson Ann Uppdegraff
Howard Goodrich, Jr. Robert K. Welshaff)
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. Note the questions raised by the commission in 1979 tiosek

“Covenant.” Which questions remain appropriate to ask todal@ questions are
appropriate to ask today, does it suggest any pressing estggenda” that
remains unfinished?

2. Does your faith community make use of the PreambleetDésign of the
Christian Church (Disciples of Chrisgs an affirmation of faith in worship? How
do you respond to the critical observations offered by thangesion in Section I11?
Why are such questions important for every faith commguaiperiodically ask?
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A Word to the Church on Church on Witness, Mission, andJnity
(1981)

The Commission on Theology and Christian Unity, autleorizy the General Board
and implemented through the Council on Christian Uniag, held three meetings so far:
October 6-8, 1978; June 1-3, 1979; and the third on August 29-31, 1980. Thé genera
theme for the Commission’s work during this six-year mén@ato examine and explore
issues related to the nature of the Church for Dissiple

At its third (1980) session, the Commission devoted itsettmly of the theme
“The Church as a Witnessing Community.” The major papethis meeting, which was
prepared by Dr. T. J. Liggett, President, Christian Thgo#é Seminary, focused upon
“The Biblical and Theological Perspectives on theuxaif the Church as an Agent for
Mission.” Sub-themes were introduced by Dr. Paul A. Grémwy President, Council on
Christian Unity, on “Unity and the New Context for Wass”; the Rev. Rhodes
Thompson, Jr., pastor, Memorial Boulevard Christian €un St. Louis, on “The
Missionary Character of the Congregation”; and Dr. Rolde Thomas, President,
Division of Overseas Ministries, on “Towards a Theylof Mission, General Principles
and Policies of the Division of Overseas Ministrieghef Christian Church (Disciples of
Christ).”

The discussion during the meeting was most lively, angaats the debate
illustrated a genuine difference of perspective among mendjehe Commission as we
sought to define what it means for the Church to witheday. Our focus was not only
upon the Church, but also the world. We became incrdgsameare of the difficulty of
speaking about the Church’s witness unless, and until, wealsa struggled with the
context of the world, whose conditions the Gospel addre and whose voices cry out
from situations of starvation, oppression, injustice, tead. We discovered again the
truth that a fragmented Church cannot engage effectimetgission: a divided church
simply cannot truly speak God’s word of reconciliatioratevarring and broken world.

It became clear to the Commission that the coraéxtur discussions could not—
indeed must not—be set in any other context thwwole Gospel,whole church, and
whole world. And each of these dimensions opens for us batitirex possibilities and
meanings, and at the same time, enormous challenges podsibdities.

We wrestled both with the Scriptures and with our presiuaation to discover the
meaning of the Church as a witnessing community in our tifhés “Word to the
Church” is an invitation to all Disciples to join in shilialogue—a dialogue between faith
affirmations and faith questions, between the Gospel fadavorld, between the church
which we are and the church which God calls us to beb&lleve this dialogue requires
all manifestations of our church to take seriously thetermporary calling to witness,
mission and unity.

Affirmation on the Nature of Witness,
Mission, and Unity
1. We affirm that the mission of the Church is to witreed God in the world.
Commentary: In the New Testament the creation of the Churcméetstood to be
a part of God’s purpose in continuing the ministry of J&3isst through the power of
the Holy Spirit. The existence of the Church itsglpart of the essence of God’s mission.
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The Church, theescclesia is the community of persons “summoned for a particula
purpose.” And that purpose is of God—a mission which transaed€hurch and for
which the Church was brought into being. The Church is thueggant for God’s mission
in the world.

2. We affirm that God has “called the Church into being’—nbut, theslling does
not guarantee (1) evidence of any merit on our part; (2) assuramtea privileged
position in his Kingdom; (3) special access to God’s grace; orgdy exemption from
God’s judgment. The calling is to witness to God'’s purposes ef ridéddemption of the
whole of history and the whole of creation.

Commentary: The Church is essentially called into being by thelsion of God
in Jesus Christ. It is God who has chosen. “But yowaareosen race, a royal priesthood,
a holy nation, God’s own people, that you may declaeembnderful deeds of him who
called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. Oyme were no people but now
you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy dwtyou have received
mercy.” (I Peter 2:9-10)

And, as Paul proclaimed: “Therefore, if anyone is ini€€hhe is a new creation; the
old has passed away; behold, the new has come. Alstfiem God, who through Christ
reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of meitation...So we are
ambassadors of Christ, God making his appeal through u€6(1 5:17,18, 20)

The calling of the eternal God in its truest and higkeste is a calling to mission:
to join with God in his purpose to redeem the whole of dnkind, to overcome
alienation, to free all persons from bondage and oppresaml to restore harmony to his
creation.

3. We affirm that mission is centered in a faithful witnego the Kingdom of
God—Ilooking both to our present situation (where God is already at waihkgl to the
future Kingdom (where all will be fulfilled). Mission ths reflects our trust both in the
present signs of the Kingdom and in its future culmination.eWdo not usher in the
Kingdom by our actions or activity; rather we seek faithfullp teflect the coming
Kingdom in our present life and relationships.

Commentary: However real the evil of the world may be—and itaaly however
great the rebellion of humanity may be against God—aisdgiteat; however stark may
be the disobedience of human beings—and it is undesitéieldible affirms that some
way and someday, the will of the Creator God willmitely prevail and the kingdoms
of this world will truly be the Kingdom of God in which $iwill is done on earth as it is
in heaven. The author of Ephesians has expressed thisstamdiang in the following
words: “For he has made known to us in all wisdom andhbhshe mystery of his will,
according to his purpose which he set forth in Christ plam for the fullness of time, to
unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on égph.1:9, 10)

This vision of God’s will and Kingdom, something which is alfg present, but
also coming in splendor—this is the point of referencehef life and mission of the
ecclesia.

4. We affirm that the Good News of Jesus Christ embraces abpfee though its
announcement is received in differing ways. This Gospedxperienced as a two-edged
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sword. For example, to some it speaks a word of hope and freedomh&yit speaks
a word of judgment. However, in each situation and to all peoples ithe same Gospel
being announced and proclaimed.

Commentary: The announcement of the Gospel of Jesus Chrisisaonall persons. It comes to
the poor, and in them it often generates the pagfirm their human dignity, liberation, and hojpe
comes to the rich, and in them it often speaksd @igudgment, challenge, and a call to repentdiace
the insensttive, it comes as a call to awarenessjpdnsibility. The Gospel is “good news” to diiov
trust in God rather than the power of the worldiltevho “do good.” “There will be tribulation and
distress for every human who does evil...but gl honor and peace for every one who does
good...For God shows no partiality.” (Romans 2:p-11

5. We affirm that witness requires unity among Christiar@3hurch division denies
faithful witness to God and weakens the resources for missiothe world.

Commentary: The Church of Christ is one. All persons who confag$ in Jesus
as Lord are part of the one body. The divisions whicltoheal, geographical,
sociological, theological, and liturgical factors prodae limitations upon the proper
functioning of the Body. The world is too strong foriaided church. In a world where
ignorance of the Gospel and desperate human need and sipprase so massive,
neither a single denomination nor any national traditem carry out the global mission.
Faithful witness to the Gospel requires unity among Ganst Commitment to
evangelism, mission, and justice is inseparable froomanatment to church union.

6. We affirm that a new vision of the Church is needed fdfeetive witness
today—a vision which sees the Church as a community of Gddie in and to the
world and thus becomes an agent for mission, offering servant lestip, and looking
to the unity of humankind.

Commentary: To perceive that the Church is essentially a commuritGod’s
love, serving as an “agent for mission,” makes it ctbat a new vision of “church” is
desperately needed—a vision which gives primacy to the masiocharacter of the
people God has called to be his witnesses. Trial visitirdatermine its structures, guide
in its selection of leadership, and shape its innenvify love of God and neighbor as its
point of reference. “We love, because he first louedlf anyone says, ‘I love God,” and
hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does na lus brother whom he has seen,
cannot love God whom he has not seen.” (1 John 4:19-20)

This vision is based upon God’s revelation in Christ Jedsignission is neither
self-initiated, nor self-serving; rather the Churchoibe a servant and is called to servant
leadership and agenda. Servanthood calls us out of self, foexctusiveness and
selfishness into the universal horizon of the unity bhatankind. The Church is called
to live from and toward that unity.

7. We affirm that witness involves Christian discipline agdowth in spirituality.
But these are not to be interpreted as a new ethic of religitaws, or as excessive
concern for one’s own state of being. Both discipline and spigiity are marked by the
concern to bring together word and deed, proclamation and performance.

Commentary: Discipline and spirituality are integral to faithful @tian witness.
We do not understand discipline to mean the restoring rific perfectionism based
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upon legal requirements. Rather, we look to that charaxf the Christian life which

seeks always to bridge the gap of faith and action, leftwve say and what we do.
Spirituality has too often been focused solely upon arospective and unhealthy
concern for our own well-being, happiness, security, tanding. Spirituality is—or

should be—that qualty of life in the “Spirit” which enabl

Christians to live out their faith in service and serkiaod in the midst of the
contemporary world.

Discipline and spirituality are gifts of the faith, tnobligations. They are central
elements in keeping the vision of the servant churtheatorefront of our mission. They
serve to enable us to overcome our blindness in seeingwitress is obscured and
weakened whenever we stand with lifestyles, as individoalas churches, which
conspicuously contradict the essential message ofGihepel. As Paul wrote in the
closing words of his letter to the churches in GaldBat God forbid that | should boast
of anything but the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, througbhathe world is crucified to
me and | to the world!...for | bear the marks of Jédsasnded upon my body.” (Gal. 6:14,
17)

8. We affirm that evangelism is a central aspect of witndast evangelism is not
just a matter of “saving souls” or “church growth.” It carries e concerns for
developing maturity in the Christian life and faith through camtment to justice,
caring, and overcoming alienation, suffering, hopelessness, and eggion in the
world. Witness and evangelism seek always to enable persongetty faith in Jesus
Christ as Lord and Savior.

Commentary: The witness of the Church is aimed at making creditdé which
otherwise might be in doubt—that is, to “enable” faiflne point of reference is clear:
the Kingdom of God. The role of the Church is cleabé¢oa faithful witness. Fidelity in
our witness must be an overarching concern of the Clanglits leadership. Concern for
whether a church is large or small, weak or strong, gr@wir diminishing, secure or
endangered, must never supersede the concern for thiy fidevitness.

The mission of the Church by definition includes evaisgelproclaiming and
sharing the Good News of God in Jesus Christ. But, veetrejs unacceptable the false
dichotomy often set forth between evangelism and gggant with problems in society.
In this time of new formations and understanding we uhgé évangelism not be too
narrowly defined. It should not be rooted in institutionaivesal, expressed solely as
membership recruitment, or concerned only for numericai/tr.

True evangelism is the proclamation of the Gospel wihichgs new life. It is
proper to be concerned about the numerical growth oCthech through those who bear
witness to Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. But a semjehasis on numerical growth
often obscures the need for continued repentance andifae®vangelism must also be
concerned about the growth of maturity in the faith inick individuals deepen their
commitment to God and neighbor, and witness in word and tte€&bd’s nature and
purpose.

Questions Yet to Be Explored
As the Commission on Theology and Christian Unity etdan dialogue about the
nature of the Church’s witness, some complex issuesearhich need further discussion
by Disciples. These questions “yet-to-be-explored” atef@eh in the hope that the
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honesty of our church’s exploration and probing would b& se¢ simply in reaching
agreement, but also in identifying areas for reflectiomupar church’s understanding of
the crucial issues of witness, mission, and unity. Wares these questions in order to
invite discussion and response throughout our whole church.

1. What do we mean by the Kingdom of God?

A primary image which runs throughout our earlier affirmagias that of the
Kingdom of God. In our discussions several fundamental issees raised regarding
clarity around this concept which is so central to Glamswitness.

First, though we pray “Thy Kingdom come,” we do not know jsedg what that
Kingdom will look like in concrete termgiow do we view our present world in relation
to the Kingdom which is to come? How do we determine if we amessihg to God’s
Kingdom and not simply to false kingdoms of human design?

Second, we became aware of a wide variety of voidash proclaim that they are
witnessing to the Kingdom of God. Each of these professelse speaking for the
Christian faith. The voices are many. The questiok@y are we to judge between the
voices and their various claims, especially when they seem to @@ntradiction with
each other, while pointing to the same source in Jesus Christ?

Third, we know that God is an incarnate God, working th #anough human beings
and human activities. However, we are also awartettieaGospel can too easily become
captured by an ideology. For example, the leaders in Gamnany claimed to be acting
upon “Christian” beliefsHow do we keep our witness focused upon God’s Kingdom and
not upon lesser kingdoms of this world? How do we distinguish betweene¢h@dspel
and false gospel in our time?

2. How do we understand the church’s witness iratieh to the poor?

Throughout our discussion we identified the Gogpell the image of God's Kingdom) as
experienced by most Christians of the world asr@ss to God's solidarity with the poor. Perhapssh
most clearly stated in the proclamation of JedBisssed are you poor, for yours is the Kingdom of
God.” (Luke 6:20)

The questions set before us as we struggled to understansiv@rd for our church
today wereHow does our witness include the dimension of living in solidarity th
poor? How do we hear their voices and challenges? What implications Hees t
increasing poverty and oppression in our world have for our church’s gitmeission,
and unity? What is the Good News of the Gospel for both poor and rich? Whean, and
what respects, does the Gospel sound like bad news?

3. What is the meaning of salvation today?

Salvation is a central concept in understanding Chmistiiness. Some would say
that salvation is a matter solely of individual comsi@n; others express salvation in
terms of reordering the structures of society in teomgistice and human dignity. The
guestions to be explored aldow do we understand salvation? How does it include both
individual and corporate dimensions? How do we understand that both persons and
society are called under God’s judgment and mercy?
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4. What does it mean to keep the elements of mission and uoigether as
essential marks of Christian witness?

Too often the concerns for mission are expressed as beangagainst the concern
for Christian unity. Some would say the urgent taskstlier church are related to the
world’s needs and not to a unity of church organization. \Baitare also aware that a
divided church is not able to speak God’s word of reconadhato a divided world. A
united church is required for effective mission. Indeed,yuitgelf becomes a sign
witnessing to God’s power at work among his people. The questierefore, remains:
How do we hold together unity and mission as common expressions of the €hurch’
witness in our world today? How do we perceive the Church as binditogether even
in the tension of diversified forms of witness?

Members of the Commission on Theology

H.Jackson Forstmag@hair Kenneth Henry

William R. Baird Joe R. Jones

Walter D. Bingham Vance Martin

Eugene W. Brice Ronald E. Osborn
Paul A. Crow, Jr. Albert M. Pennybacker
James O. Duke Narka Ryan

Aria J. Elston Robert A. Thomas
Wallace R. Ford William E. Tucker
Thomas Fountain Ann Uppdegraff Spleth
Howard Goodrich Clark M. Williamson
Ronald H. Graham Robert K. Welsta(f)

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. Invite those in your congregation responsible for agmeg outreach and/or
evangelism opportunities to meet with the group. Discues$Qlestions Yet to Be
Explored” (pp. 55-57). List your comments on newsprint.

2. Review your responses to the above question. In whgd d@ these question or
challenge the evangelism or outreach work you and/or Yaith community are
committed to today? Explore together what God may Hengatou to do differently
or more intentionally to be more empowered by the Isliefierlying the outreach and
evangelism you do.
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A Word to the Church on Authority (1983)

l. Introduction

As the Commission on Theology and Christian Unity éwgslored its consideration
of the nature of the Church (ecclesiology) for thei€kiam Church (Disciples of Christ),
we have come to focus on the issue of authority. Indeed;ritical place of this issue in
any understanding of the church led us to spend two years<119&2) in reflecting upon
its significance. We have been reminded that throughoust@m history, the church has
sought to define and clarify the role of authority, as ohthose factors which condition
authentic witness to the Gospel. We have also sehgedetwv urgency about this issue,
which is described as “a crisis of authority” which affeats society and the church.
Who speaks for God? How does the will of Jesus Chasbme contemporary for the
church?

These are essential questions—which have to do with @iythdor Christians as
they witness to a meaningful faith. We hope this papkmwive our church to reflect on
the meaning of authority.

Our consideration of authority is new terrain for Opées, and may be the most
difficult aspect of ecclesiology for us. Our memorys Hastoric fears of the abuses of
authority and power (authoritarianism) in the church. lddemir self-image has long
been as a church with a healthy suspicion of authoritanlwikich our forefathers and
mothers in the faith defined as any claim to authdyéyond the Bible. But we believe
that more is demanded of our church than “healthy suspickuthority—distinct from
authoritarianism—is a gift of the Gospel.

The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) hasdier many decades without a clearly defined
statement on authority. Our ancient slogans, suttcaCreed but Christ” and “No Book but the Bible,
while valuable witnesses, are not full testimoraiad, need to be interpreted in light of the conteanp
situation. Even in the period of restructure (19668) we did not fully come to grips, pragmaticalty
theologically, with the issues related to authamtthe church. But this issue, we believe, resjug
serious consideration. A church which is unwiliogsearch for a common understanding of Christian
authority will be controlled by biblicism, self-g&g individuals, or self-serving institutions.

In light of this history of hesitancy, a legitimate gtien which might be addressed
to the Commission on Theology and Christian UnityNéty should we address the issue
of authority now? Three answers can be given, alVl@th place this issue centrally on
our agenda in the coming years:

(a) We are living in a time when Disciples, along wather churches, increasingly
need to speak with authority on critical issues confngn€hristians in a complex and
pluralistic society.

(b) A theology of the church requires us to wrestl#hwuch questions as, How does
the Church teach authoritatively today? In what wags a church make corporate
decisions on issues of faith and ethics which can beneth as an important part of
Christian witness?

(c) The wider ecumenical discussions—COCU'’s “emergingltiggcal consensus”;
the WCC'’s convergence statementBaptism, Eucharistand Ministry; and dialog with
the Roman Catholic Church—may soon confront Disciplés decisions which will
have to be made about a common understanding of the ¢imgltling authority.
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The following report is, therefore, a preliminary atptnof the Commission on
Theology and Christian Unity to share “a word to tieirch” about the nature and
expression of authority. We invite and hope for widéection and response by persons,
congregations, ministerial groups, seminarians, and our eccah@artners.

Il. God’s Authority

All genuine authority in the church is based upon and conseviinthe nature of
God as revealed in Jesus Christ. The Gospel—the proatem@tGod’s saving acts in
the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ—ibaisés of all the church teaches and
practices. It is the power of the crucified and risendLwhich is the “good news” which
inspires and informs Christians as they seek to speak waittthority in their
witness.

It is important to realize that God’s authority is refggcantly different from the
understandings and exercise of authority in the seautatd. There, as defined in
Webster's New World Dictionanguthority is “the power or right to give commands,
enforce obedience, take action, or make final decisiofiis secular concept creeps into
the church even through many traditional theological theaf authority which describe
divine authority primarily in political metaphors and hietdacal patterns, e.g., King,
Master, etc. History shows that this political defomtiassumes that power flows from
those above (hierarchy) to those below, and therelgs tieenencourage authoritarianism.

But to accept the crucified Christ as Lord requires a imvisof certain
understandings of God’s ways and authority. The authanty power of God in Jesus
Christ is, first, manifest in sacrificialgape, self-emptying servanthood, taking up the
cause of the powerless, bearing the humiliating crddy. fjower is made perfect in
weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9) was God'’s reply to Paul's prayeddtiverance from suffering.
Secondly, the authority of the crucified Christ is @& a persuasive, not a coercive
authority. Obedience is expressed in the covenant ef ilmtiated in Jesus Christ. This
authority is grounded, not in the exercise of force @anigulation, but in the divine
promises of faithfulness, forgiveness, and salvation.

[1l. Authority in the Church

The church is a community called into being witba#ion to proclaim and manifest the Gospel of
God in Jesus Christ. Its very existence depenats@pd's gracious election and God'’s abiding covenan
of love. Its authority is evidenced when thosésifellowship find the means to be faithful towakof
their Lord. The quality of their inner life in tiepirit brings a respect which allows them to speak
Christ's name with authority.

The church’s authority comes as it accepts and futfilee fundamental purposes:

(a) Proclaiming the Good Newsf God'’s act in Jesus Christ in word (teaching and
preaching), in deed (mission and service), and in sacrahsymtdols (baptism and the
Lord’s Supper);

(b)Acting in obedienctd God’'s commandment of love in self-sacrifice ondiebf

others and in a servant life in the world;

(c) Caring for the upbuilding of the communttyrough worship and prayer, nurture
and education, and mutual support and reconciling witnedsmamy forms of service
within the community of believers and throughout the waridyrder that the world may
be given a credible, visible sign of God’s reconciliogel.
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By virtue of this calling, the church always acknowledgex,tim accord with the
will of its Lord Jesus Christ, its authority is detive. By this we mean that any
authority claimed by the church is accepted in humilit¢f gratitude for God’s initiative.
Those who speak and act for God are unworthy servants.

IV. God’s Initiative and Our Response: The Character of Aithority

The church accepts and exercises the authority itviengby God as a human
response to divine initiative. The divine initiative in WesChrist creates genuine
community, authentic selfhood, and true confidence in ogpomse in faith. These are
gifts of God which enable the church to test its owereise of authority in the world. In
genuine communitshe people of God are individually and corporately gathésetheir
common calling under the lordship of Christ, are renelmethe sacraments of baptism
and the Lord’s Supper, and are called to ministry. In esgimg theirgenuine selfhood
received in Christ, all Christians witness to the diiga and responsibility which
expresses God’s purposes for all humanitygeénuine confidencthe gospel meets the
deepest needs of the human condition, where the chvodks for the salvation of the
world. The authority is an authority to empower love.

As authority is expressed by God, so it is resgbtadey God'’s people. One of the ways the church
exercises this authority is through a process mpocate decision-making. Together, members of the
Body of Christ attempt to witness to God's will.this corporate process, however, each persoa in th
faith community (Church) is aware of the falligiibf these attempts to communicate the Gospel. The
fact that our response to God is fallible meanseakze that the demands of the Gospel are gtieater
our ability to comprehend and express them pegtfticisions, therefore, are fallible, reformakie]
ulimately subject to God’s judgment. The churchpgatedly reminded that it is a fragile, eartassel.

V. Primary Witnesses to Christian Authority

The risen and living Christ is the ultimate authority foe Christian community.
But two basic resources—Scripture and Tradition—have beesdpbto the church as
authoritative witnesses to Jesus Christ and as guides itask of spiritual discernment
and guidance, Christian formation and ethics:

(a) Scripture: A uniqgue and normative authority for the church is thelyHo
Scriptures, the written response to God’s good news irstChAihrough their witness to
God’s saving action in the Old and New Testament made kmowre history of Israel
and the life of the earliest Christian communitig® church again and again receives its
call to covenantal faithfulness. To those who accepauthority, this book becomes the
Word God speaks to the church and the word God gives tohtiveh to speak to the
world.

(b) Tradition: There is an historic Christian Tradition to which @hristian bodies
appeal in matters of faith and practice. Bradition (with a capital “T”) is meant the
Gospel itself, transmitted from generation to genemnaitioand by the whole life of the
church as it is guided and nourished by the Holy Spirit, andhe Good News is
expressed in teaching, worship and sacraments, witnessrdered life.

Each generation of Christians is called upon to provideoius) authentic,
contemporary witness. ThEradition of the church is a resource for the proclamation,
faithfulness, and upbuilding of the people of God. In aokliio these two primary
resources used in making judgments about God’s will forthes,Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ) also affirms the importanceedson and experience as authoritative
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in the life of Christians and the church to be used aatply and individually in
discovering and interpreting God’s will and mission.

VI. The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ):
A Covenantal Community

Christians today live in an age of the divided church. &e assembled into
communities of believers ordered by different polities aterpretations but who seek to
manifest the one church of Jesus Christ. Each Christ@mmunity, including the
Disciples of Christ, is called to reckon with the mess of the diverse and divided church
in its worldwide expression, and to be receptive to tmarounication of the truth of the
Gospel in other Christian communions. As the particutaurch it is, the Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ) is called to render #hflail witness to the one Gospel which
binds all followers of Christ together. Our history, ouritage, and our calling as a
particular ordered community of faith is to promote tause of unity among all
Christians and to witness to the reconciliation ob&ltod’s people.

The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) has chosernts life, relationships, and
exercise of authority the model of covenant. This coneaatends the fellowship of this
particular Christian communion to include and embradee €Church Universal. In
obedience to God we seek to reach out to all who shacemmon faith, thereby
strengthening our witness and broadening our vision beyond otedirperspectives.
This is what the Christian Church (Disciples of Chnmeans by “covenanting.” We seek
to live together in response to God’'s love within the botihrist, the church. The
continuing signs of our unity with other Christians ire tbne Gospel are baptism,
communion, studying the Scriptures, sharing a common life.

At the heart of this covenant is God’'s love and callftee and responsible
relationships in mutual trust. As a Christian communitg, @nristian Church (Disciples
of Christ) accepts and exercises authority to undertakglbbal mission which God has
granted to the church within covenantal bonds of freedoesponsibility, and
accountability. For Disciples, authority is thudigpersedandsharedauthority.

VII. Authority in the Ministry

In order to fulfill its mission, the church needs wenand men who are publicly
and continuallyresponsiblefor pointing to its fundamental dependence on God as
revealed in Jesus Christ. To those who are so calledrdathed by the church, Christ
bestows the gifts of ministry. Persons are calledhto ordained ministry in differing
ways. This call is discerned through personal prayer afidction, through example,
encouragement, and guidance coming from family, friendsgregations, and others.
This call must be authenticated by the church’s recognitidhe gifts and graces of the
particular person, both natural and spiritual.

Ordination is the action whereby some members of tiréstian community are set
apart for particular functions of ministry. Ordinatiemboth act of God and act of the
church. In ordaining, the Church, under the inspiratiothefHoly Spirit, provides for the
faithful proclamation of the Gospel and humble servicthe name of Christ. The laying
on of hands is the sign of the gift of the Spidndering visible the fact that the ministry
was instituted in the revelation accomplished in Chaistl reminding the church to look
to him for the source of its commission. Properly spegkthen, ordination denotes an
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action of God and community by which the ordained are gtinened by the Spirit for
their task and supported by the acknowledgment of the lchurc

Ordination is an action by and for the whole Christieommunity. Although
ministers may serve local congregations, their orddna to the ministry of the Church
Universal. By receiving the minister in the act of ortiova the church acknowledges the
minister’s gifts and commits itself to recognize thédry of these gifts and be open to
them. Likewise, the ordained offer their gifts to theirch and commit themselves to the
burden and opportunity of authority and responsibilityth&t same time, they enter into a
collegial relationship with other ordained ministersutidority within the ordained
ministry is personal, collegial, and communal.

Ordained ministers re-present to the church its own iilgemt Jesus Christ. As
leaders and teachers they call the community to live rutide authority of Christ, the
teacher and prophet through whom law and prophecy werdletlilf Their ministry
should remind the community of God’s eternal initiativevards God’s people and of the
dependence of the church on Jesus Christ, who is tneesof its mission and the
foundations of its unity.

The primary responsibility of ministers is to proclaimdavitness to Jesus Christ,
the Word of God. In this fundamental responsibility is gheund for their authority and
responsibility. On the one hand, they are under divbigation: “Necessity is laid upon
me. Woe to me if | do not preach the Gospel” On theerotiand, they are under
obligation to God’s People—to Jew and Greek, slave argl freale and female. In
fulfilling that obligation, they are ambassadors of Ghrearers of the word of God,
proclaimers of the Gospel which is the power of Godwiteesses to the divine word,
the primary duties of the ministers are to preach aadhté¢he Gospel, to celebrate the
sacraments, to guide the life of the community in itgship, its mission and caring
ministry.

In performing of these duties is the locus of neria authority. Ministerial authority is integtal
the faithful proclamation of and witness to JesisssC Compared with this central manifestation of
God's power, all other concerns for authority edeiced in significance. When ministers are faithful
the witness to the Gospel, their ministerial authaill be recognized in other aspects of the ciiarlife.
However, since the authority of ministry is grouhitethe authority of the servant who became obiedie
unto death, ministers must exercise authoritydieabhumility. Theirs is the authority of servasgh. In
this lowly servanthood the power of God operatis.cfucified Christ is the supreme manifestation of
God's power; the power of Christ is made perfesigakness.

Since the minister is ordained to the ministry of thkeole church, ministerial
leadership functions at every manifestation. At eacheplde minister is responsible for
preaching and teaching the word of God.

In the regional manifestation, leadership involves pastwaisight épiscopg with
particular responsibility for the congregations and mimsstender its care. Regional
ministers serve the church’s continuity with the aplisimessage. They foster the unity
of the church’s teaching, worship, and sacramental lifeeyThave responsibility for
leadership in the church’s mission. They relate thesian community in their region to
the wider church, and the Church Universal to their congjoeta

VIII. Authority in the Manifestations of the Church
In faith, Christians always seek to understand miuléy the mystery of
God which gives us life and salvation. We seek &spon the Gospel and to
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participate in the world for the realization of Gedkingdom of peace and
love. Our efforts at teaching Christ are impoveeidhand distorted, however,
when we live the life of faith in a divided and pi@l community. Therefore,

we deliberately bind ourselves to all who confegsuk Christ as Lord and
Savior. We try to listen to all who share our faifbhis covenanting broadens
our vision and strengthens our witness.

Because of the responsibility placed upon us as bedr&wsdis Gospel, we need to
hear what others say, and to share with others wéddelieve. In this covenantal sharing
of life, the church is empowered.

In fulfilling our call to witness to Christ, the Chtisn Church (Disciples of Christ)
has ordered itself into three manifestations—congregali regional, and general. Each
of these is a manifestation of church. But the testefxh lies in what sense it fosters
wholeness, the embodiment of the unity for which §&hprayed. A local congregation
cannot be truly faithful to Christ if it lives in isdlan and does not foster wholeness.
Likewise the region or the general church cannot mékies of sufficiency. Indeed, no
manifestation of the Church can be Church without a covemdation with the other
two. Within these shared structures, all accept a sharedrigyithod responsibility to
witness to the Risen Lord together—in faith, ministapd service. In this way each
manifestation becomes an expression of the one BoGyast.

IX. Conclusion
The Commission on Theology and Christian Unity h&lge that in seeking to
understand these issues better, the Christian churehiglis of Christ) will be able to
fulfill our spiritual leadership, witness with authoritgnd respond to our calling to be
part of the Body of Christ.

Commission on Theology and Christian Unity Members

William R. Baird Ronald W. Graham
Walter D. Bingham Kenneth E. Henry
Eugene W. Brice Joe R. Jones
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James O. Duke Ronald E. Osborn
Arla J. Elston Albert M. Pennybacker
Wallace R. Ford Narka Ryan
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Robert K. Welshsfaff

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. The issue of authority and how this is defined in théecoof Christian
relationship undergirds the discussion of polity. Unlikeeottecular groups, the
church has people who are in authority and yet, theyatr only in authority, they
are in relationship as a part of the one body of €CANe cannot be run as a typical
business if we are to be faithful to the lifestyle dfiSt. For him, the greatest were
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the least, and the least were the greatest. Indigthiis view, consider by what
authority the church is called into relationship.
* By whose authority do we stay in relationship?
* By whose authority do we claim our mission and use our
resources?
» As ones in relationship, how do we interpret the ablhose who may disagree
with specific actions of authority?
* By whose authority are their words heard?
» What specific issues of authority do you currentlyaggrowing edges locally
or at the regional or general levels?

2. For further study of the authority of scripture and ndonghurch life generally,

see William BairdWhat Is Our Authority?jsted in the bibliography as part of the
Nature of the Church Series.
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A Word to the Church on Ministry (1985)

|. The Ministry of God’s People

As members of the Christian Church (Disciples of §tllhnve acknowledge the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ as a mira$t@od to all humanity. Through the
Holy Spirit, the whole people of God are called toreha Christ’s ministry and are
empowered to fulfill what that ministry requires. The @ak calling shared by all
members of the church is to witness to the soverloiga of God, the grace of Jesus
Christ, and the communion of the Holy Spirit in dllliée. Through word and worship,
service, and witness, we embody God’s continuing wourdtedtion and redemption.

As individuals and as a church we respond to the Word dfr@axe known through
the ministry of Jesus Christ. It is God’s love thastains and guides us as we exercise
stewardship of God’s bounty in our daily work, our use of rédtresources, and our
relations with all persons. We place the elementsuofcommon life under the authority
of Jesus Christ so that personally and as a church waog lis changed and gives
evidence of God’s power at work within us.

Disciples of Christ have always believed that migidielongs to the Church as a
whole. All who are baptized are charged with the taskepfesenting to the world,
through every aspect of their lives, the will of God &irhumanity. This conviction has
found expression in our early opposition to viewing théaored ministry as a class of
Christians separate from the so-called “laity.”

The ministry of God’s people, tHaos (the term that the New Testament in the
original Greek uses for “people,” which is the sourceoaf English words “laity,
laywomen, and laymen”), taken as a whole and in itsrslevendividual expressions, is to
manifest and so continue the saving ministry of JesussiCHiis ministry includes all
members of the church joining together in witness to Gasdce and reconciliation
through worship together, daily work, sharing the Gospelopalstare, relief of human
suffering, engagement in the struggle for peace andgusti realization of the unity of
the Church Universal. It is within this context of arglshministry of the people of God
that what is called “ordination” and “ordained ministiyyto be understood.

In claiming the ministry of the laos as the primarytext for understanding the
nature of ordained ministry, Disciples have borne aneg$ to the importance of the
ministry of lay persons both within the church andwloeld. Several questions, however,
need to be addressed more directly regarding the nyimithe laos as Disciples seek to
articulate a more thorough theological understanding iafstny for the church in this
generation:

(1) How do we understand the relation of the ministryGafd's people to the
struggle for justice and liberation in our society and oulddfowhat does it mean for us
as Christians to offer the ministry of Christ irusitions of conflict or controversy?

(2) Should ministry be understood as daily work, whethbeias a homemaker, or
teacher, or store clerk, or farmer? What then djsishes the daily work of a Christian
from that of a non-Christian?

(3) If we identify ministry with every aspect of dailfel and work, do we make the
concept of ministry so broad as to lose any contemeaning?

65



(4) How are God’s people to understand our role as mislptésts to one another
and to non-believers? How do lay persons share tep& and care for the spiritual
needs of individuals?

Il. The Meaning of Ordination

In thinking of the Disciples of Christ, and in growing s®nical understanding, all
baptized believers are “ordained” to ministry. In baptiseytbecome members of a
royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people of God’s @essession (1Peter 2:9). Thus it
has been common to speak of the “priesthood of all\k&—the persons who live as
faithful disciples of Jesus Christ in the church anthe world.

Traditionally it has also been common to speak of otiinaand of ordained
ministries, with regard to a set-apart leadership. Otidinadoes not set one apart from
the laos; rather, in recognizing God’s call to particiaividuals, the laos selects from
its midst those persons to fulfill tasks and purposessseacg for the health, vitality, and
effectiveness of the church’s corporate ministry.aByact of ordination, which includes
the ancient ceremony of the laying-on-of-hands and prdgerghe Spirit, the church
appoints persons to particular ministries. Ordinatiothus a rite of the church in which
the person ordained receives, by God'’s gracious actiqggecas calling to ministry.

Since the earliest era of the church’s history, tha® been a variety of patterns of
ordained ministries, a rich and diverse terminologyliaggo these ministries, and many
differing views with regard to their essential charackar this reason, it is important to
seek to be as clear as possible about the theologsaisbfor such ministries in the
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ).

For Disciples the lay ministries and ordained mimastof the church are different
forms of the one ministry of Jesus Christ thathared by the entire People of God.
Because they are forms of one ministry, they comptgmsupport, and strengthen one
another. It is with this understanding that Discipdgeak of “ordination” and of an
“ordering of ministry,” so that lay and ordained minegs$rmay be ordered in relation to
one another for the upbuilding of the whole Christiammunity and life of the church.

By ordaining people to particular ministries, the churchigiedes them to re-
present to the church its own identity and calling inugeShrist.It is this re-presenting
function, rather than amount of time (full-time orrtggme) or kind of employment
(salaried or non-salaried), that is the defining char&tic of the ordained ministries.

To say that ordained ministries are re-presentative doe mean that the ordained
take on personal or official status superior to thathef non-ordained. There are no
differences of status or worth between lay personsaaddined persons, for in their
diversity these different ministries are mutually depehdeutually complementary, and
mutually enriching. Neither does it mean that they undemaikestries so that those who
are not ordained may be relieved of their own minigteesponsibilities. Rather, they are
ordained to re-present (i.e., to present again, to sooth) to the whole people the
ministry it has received in Christ Jesus. In this whgse ordained carry a special
ministry, which is not different in kind, but distincgivin its focus in equipping,
nurturing, guiding, and setting before the church the myngtared by all.

Ordination sets one apart for leadership in the lifevawess of the church. While
the ordained ministry cannot be reduced to any meradisti tasks, it may be identified
by leadership with regard to three fundamental aspethe ahurch’s life and witness:
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(1) acting in obedience to God’s commandment of lovgelfisacrifice on behalf of
others and in a servant life in the world;

(2) proclaiming the gospel by word (teaching and preaching), bgrsaatal actions
(Baptism and the Lord’s Supper), and by deed (mission anatsgrvi

(3) overseeing the life of the community in its worshihy@ation, witness, mission,
fellowship, and pastoral nurture.

In selecting men and women for ordination, the chuhcis seeks to insure that its
ministry of service, proclamation, and oversight slall constantly held up before its
members and furthered by good order.

In ordination the church gives grateful acknowledgmenGbod who in every age
grants to women and men the spiritual gifts necessarysdch ministry. In making
decisions about whom to ordain, the church looks to theopal, inward call from God,
which leads persons to seek such ministry, to the God-giifes) tp the personal
characteristics and aptitudes, and to the background andseréeng., education, skills,
etc.) that candidates have for effective ministry.t@ese judgments the church issues its
approval, appointment, and ordination.

In light of this understanding of ordination, then@nission on Theology believes that Disciples
might well consider the following questions:

(1) Should Disciples ordain persons apart from a call particular representative
assignment? Is there value in our present practice oinorgdaand setting persons apart
for leadership in the church prior to their receiving d talservice from a particular
expression of the church’s life (congregation, educatiamstitution, regional ministry,
etc.)? Are there dangers in this practice?

(2) Who should be responsible for the service of otainaby which the church sets
apart its leaders? Can there be any justificationdsigaing this task to the person being
ordained since ordination is the action of Christ throtghChurch? Should this not be
the responsibility of the church and its regional cossmns on the ministry?

(3) How can Disciples make greater use of the fgiftse-presenting the church’s identity and
calling in Jesus Christ that God gives to womereimdc minorities?

lll. A Proposal for Discussion:
One Order—Three Offices

The history of the church has been marked by severalrehffepatterns, or
orderings, of ordained ministries. The exclusive warcdhe New Testament Scriptures
cannot be claimed for any one. Each were forms adaptiée teeeds of the churches in
different times and places. And no single pattern seasiown by Jesus or the authors of
the New Testament &lse model of the church’s ministry or its authority.

Growing out of its discussion regarding the meaning andipeaat ministry within
the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) as wekldo the future, the Commission on
Theology commends for consideratiosiagle order of ordained ministry which would
include three officesThis pattern appears to be in line with the emerging cmuse
within the ecumenical movement and is the current patiecepted by many churches
throughout the world, e.g., Anglican, Methodist, RomathGlic, Orthodox, Lutheran,
and United Churches. It thus appears to offer a strongbgigsfor wider ecumenical
relationships in the future. This pattern of ministemadership corresponds to the three
aspects of the church’s life identified by the Commissie fundamental (refer to Section
ll, paragraph 7): (a) the ministry of service to church amdld (the diaconate or
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deacons); (b) the ministry of proclamation by Word aadr&ment (thg@resbyteratgor
pastors or ministers); and, (c) the ministry of ogrs{theepiscopatgor bishops).

The threefold order of ministry proposed for consideratis not three different
orders of ministry with three different ordinations, laune order of ministry with one
ordination. The three offices proposed would supersede thentwffice of the ordained
minister now identified inThe Design of the Christian Church (Disciples of Chrigt)
recognition of the different tasks fulfilled by thosedained to ministry in the church.
Although Disciples do not commonly use the terms “dedcpnesbyter,” and “bishop”
when referring to their ordained ministers, and wouldabdy not do so in the future, the
fundamental tasks associated with each of these sffice currently performed by
ordained ministers. For example, Disciples have deaetra is, persons who give
leadership to the ministry of service to church andrldvebut we call them
“Administrator of the Week of Compassion,” or “ExeeatiDirector of a Christian
Home,” or “Fraternal Worker in Zaire.” Disciples als@ave presbyters—persons who
give leadership to the ministry of proclamation by Wordl &acrament—but we call
them “Minister,” or “Minister of Education,” or “Pastd Similarly, Disciples have
bishops—persons who give leadership to the ministry of mlers-but we call them
“Regional Minister,” or “Area Minister,” or “Generainister and President.”

Several issues speak to this proposal for a threefold ofdedained ministry. First,
there is some biblical precedent for such offices inlifkeof the church (Acts 6:1-6;
15:13-22; 13:1; 1 Cor. 12:28; Phil. 1:1). Second, in the historyeo€tilirch this pattern
has emerged as predominant, but in different forms, ¥amele, among Episcopalians,
Roman Catholics, Orthodox, Methodists, and Lutherarsrd] in the theological
discussion of the World Council of Churches and within @msultation on Church
Union, this pattern has been offered as an invitaticalltohurches to move toward the
full mutual reconciliation of ministries. Fourth, and ripgps most significant
theologically, it embraces the various types of regmegtive functions essential to the
identity and calling of the church in its service, proclaom mission, and unity.

In each of the offices of the threefold ordained migitkeing proposed, one aspect
of the church’s life and witness comes into particidaus:

* In the ministry of thedeacon the active witness and mission of the church as
servant is assisted and advanced.

* In the ministry of thepresbyter the proclamation, preaching, teaching, and
sacramental dimensions (presiding at the Table and adening Baptism) of the church
are lifted up.

* In the ministry of thdishop the oversight of the life of the community comds in
focus.

Thus, within a single order of ordained ministngré can be three distinct offices that are at the
same time mutually supportive and interrelated.thitaesfold ordained ministry, taken as a wholes thu
re-presents the fundamental characteristics aftrgishared by all baptized believers.

Licensed Ministers

The threefold order of ordained ministry being proposectdmsideration does not
include “the licensed minister” as an office. The Comimsdelieves that licensed
ministry would need to be continued as part of the totalstny of the Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ); however, greater clarity need be given to the relationship
between licensed ministry and ordained ministry—thatiaensed ministers would be

68



personspreparing for ordination, orservingas ministers in special circumstances. The
value of this arrangement is the identification of dnder of ministry with the act of
ordination AlthoughThe Desigrcurrently identifies licensed ministers as an “office

a two-fold order of ministry, the understanding of licensedister being recommended
here for consideration is consistent with the Diggptradition, which has always
distinguished “licensed ministry” from “ordained ministry.

Congregational Offices: Elder and Deacon

The recommendation of a threefold order of ministry thauld replace the current
office of the ordained minister leaves unaddressedahgregational offices of elder and
deacon. There is a great deal of diversity in our prgsemtice and understanding of
these offices, especially the office of elder. Fomsoof our congregations, elders are
ordained and carry responsibility for leadership at thedsoiSupper. For other
congregations, elders are elected and installed—but notneddaand carry similar
functions of ministry at the Table.

This issue is not simply one of consistency or oroeleed, Disciples cherish their
freedom to have a rich diversity in practice in suchtenat(and as a Commission, we
want to underscore our support for such diversity in theoliffne church). However, in
ecumenical discussions it is difficult to know howdtescribe our eldership in such a way
as to be claimed by other churches as part of the lt#ngelogical understanding of the
church’s ministry.

We believe that the congregational offices of elded ateacon (i.e., non-
professional, non full-time) have a valid place withie total ministry of the Church
Universal. The Commission believes these offices reptesevaluable contribution by
Disciples to the emerging theological consensus witierecumenical movement as they
bear witness to the essential ministry of lay persofie want to celebrate the
participation of such offices within the sacramentalistry of the church.

Issues for Discussion

We believe this proposal for one order of ordainedstnjnwith three offices raises the following
guestions which have not been addressed:

(1) How do you respond to the proposal of a sioigler of ordained ministry with three offices?
Could such a threefold order enable Disciplesaay g our understanding of the calling of the chiiec
ministries of service, proclamation, and pasteexsight?

(2) Do you believe we could have a threefold ondiéch would continue to use a variety of titles
for those holding different positions in ministry?

(3) How fluid are the three offices within a single ardéministry? In other words,
would one move fronpresbyterto bishop and back again in the course of one’s
ministry? Or is such a move (fropnesbyterto bishop seen to be “for life”?

(4) Given the identification of licensed ministry asadegory in relation to ordained
ministry, what responsibility do our regional Commissioon Ministry have for the
nurture and care of licensed ministers, both persons pngpian ordination and persons
serving as ministers in special circumstances?

(5) Are congregational elders and deacons to be ordaifext, should they be
ordained for life, or for a set term?
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(6) How can greater collegiality be expressed betweerottained pastor and the
eldership within a congregation in order to assure that tingsstries are not seen to be
over against one another?

(7) How may we expand our current understanding and pradtibe eldership and
diaconate to include a ministry of teaching, shepherdind, gaavernance beyond the
limited role of most Disciples elders and deaconshase who “pray or serve at the
Table”?

IV. The Ministry of Oversight

As the Commission discussed this proposal of “one order—thifeees,” the focus
of our work centered upon only one of the three officas: ministry of oversight
(episcopg It is here that Disciples have often had the ndd@ftulty, for our history has
often been marked by a rejection of any authority fourch life beyond the
congregation, as well as a fear of abuses of powenratiwrity which have taken place
in other denominations or communions which have a recedmainistry ofepiscope
This document does not, therefore, set forth detallestriptions of the ministry of
service (deacons) or the ministry of Word and Sacrar(@meisbyters). Those will be
dealt with in detail in the future work of the Commaissi

A. The Meaning of Oversight for Disciples

Oversight épiscopg has been an aspect of ministry since the beginninigeoew
Testament church. After Philip had preached the Gosp8amaria, the leaders of the
Jerusalem Church sent Peter and John to confirm tb€amiand pray for the converts
(Acts 8:14). When Paul and Barnabas visited the churtia¢shey had founded in Asia
Minor, they appointed elderpresbytery in each congregation (Acts 14:23). According
to Acts 20:28, Paul exhorted the elders of the Ephesianc@harguard the flock for
which the Holy Spirit had made them overseers. Pauloadiined members of the
churches he had founded to respect their leaders who“exgethem in the Lord” and
who were responsible for their admonition and instoanciicf. 1 Cor. 16:16; 1 Thess.
5:12). In addressing the church at Philippi, Paul gave spatt@&htion to the bishops
(episkopa) and the deaconsliakono) (Phil. 1:1). Titus is instructed by Paul to appoint
elders presbytera or bishops €piskopoj in every city of Crete (Titus 1:5-7). These
leaders were to be chosen according to well-definediatds, and were qualified to be
overseers of the church’s life and teachers of thetalpoaith.

As the church moved into the second century, and thandistfrom the event of
God’s disclosure in Jesus Christ and the normativenesg# to that event in the
proclamation of the apostles became greater, there aroged for a more deliberate
ordering of the church’s life to insure faithfulness in diservance of Baptism and the
Lord’s Supper, and for maintaining the continuity with #postolic message. To this
end, the ministry of oversightgiscopg¢ became more formalized in the life of the
church.

The shape of that ministry was well defined by the twmsewhich Paul had used
for the Philippian leaderepiskoposanddiakonos The former was borrowed from the
Greco-Roman economy where it represented over-sggbkercised, for example, by the
steward of an estate. The latter was used in New Testatimes for an ordinary
household servant: a waiter on tables. Thus, the myro$toversight in the early church
was characterized by a type of supervision that was desigrsealve.
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Although early Disciples leaders were rightly ogob$o a clericalism, which dominated the
church, at the same time they recognized the iemu@rtof the ministry of oversight episcopeThis
recognition rested on their acknowledgment of titieogity of the biblical withess and their conaati
that all things should be done decently and irdrde example, Alexander Campbell did not heditate
use the term “bishop,” and by it he stressed smomsibility of the “bishops” (in Greekpiskopai or
“elders” of the congregation for shepherding aadtieg the members and for leading in worshiprand i
ministering Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.

As early as the 1850s, Disciples had state evangdéists ¢alled state secretaries or
executive secretaries) who exercised some oversidieitife of the congregations by
offering instruction in local church management and thectmral meaning of the
Christian faith. In 1886, Black Disciples in North Camalimet in assembly to set
standards for their pastors and to authorize recommendadasds and procedure for
ordination as part of their responsibility for overseeitg general life of their
congregations. In the 1930s, as a legitimate functiorheftotal church in assembly,
International Conventions began to recommend to atiples congregations standards
and procedures for ordination, for the church’s well-being.

In the 1960s ordination was recognized to be the resptiysddithe whole church
with established state (regional) or area committeeth@slocus for supervising all
ordinations. Executive Secretaries of the state orgamiza(later to be called Regional
Ministers) played a major role in the location and caton of ministers. They also
functioned in various informal ways to provide leadership angervision to
congregations in their states.

We have seen in Scripture, in the early church, ansumhistory as Disciples of
Christ, that the ministry of oversighegdiscopg is an important dimension of the re-
presentative character of all forms of ministry: past@lders, deacons; congregational
and regional boards; the General Assembly and GeBeiald of the Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ); regional and general unit stafic. We are also aware that this
ministry is already being exercised among us: membergoofjregationsoversee
programs in Christian education, in evangelism, in adsimgtion and stewardship,
Christian witness and mission, and in worship and thiewship life of the total
congregation. Many congregations have also developed “sla#pipgrrograms” so that
the ministry of oversight is one extended to, as wekxercised by, all members of the
church.

The ministry ofepiscopeis thus shared by the whole people of God, the laos. At
times, however, it comes to greater focus and expressisome forms of ministry than
in others. For the Christian Church (Disciples ofi€th with our strong emphasis upon
the congregation as a primary place for the experiehcéurch, the focus for oversight
is most often centered around the ministry of pasedders, and deacons. Just as there is
the need for a focus of ministry in particular persoiithinv a congregation, there is a
similar need for such a focus in persons responsibléhtorcare, nurture, growth, and
teaching of congregations within a region, as well a&wszl for a ministry of pastor-to-
pastors. One may also identify the ministry of owhsiin relation to the general
manifestation of church in its tasks and services tgmgations and regions and the
wider programs of overseas ministries, higher educabiengvolent work, ecumenical
involvements, and Christian education. However, for discussion at this time in our
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history, primary attention to the exercise of theistiy of episcopeneeds to be focused
upon understanding the ministry of oversight in its rediomanifestation.

B. The Ministry of Episcopeand the Region as Church

Perhaps one of the clearest areas where the yraristrersight €piscopgfinds expression within
the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) as weel@eveloped through the restructure process sftha
the regional manifestation of church. It is inrigional minister where elements of the episcojpestny
are currently lodged, and yet, at the same timeranthat ministry needs to be more clearly defimet
understood.

The Commission has identified six elements that weewelshould mark the
ministry of trueepiscopethroughout the whole ministry of the church, but palaidy in
relation to the regional minister. These elementsildveenable and guide oversight
throughout the church in all its manifestations in therch’s efforts to be a faithful and
continuing witness to the apostolic word and worship—whezé/brd is preached and
the sacraments observed.

1. Those who are appointed to the specific ministrgpa$cope within a region are
charged to serve as personal representatives of the wntgrof the church in all places
and all ages. Regional ministers should seek to makdevtsilbhe church its unity, and to
call it to greater unity within and among the congregationa region, as well as the
reconciliation of all the churches and communions dlglbath one another.

2. Regional ministers have the task, individually andegdlly, to proclaim, teach,
and pass on the apostolic Christian faith as it tsegised to in Scripture and Tradition,
thus assuring continuity of witness from generatiorgéneration. They also bear the
responsibility of helping the church to understand the gingnsituations it faces in its
own life and in the world, and to interpret the Chaistifaith appropriately and
intelligibly in ever-new situations. They will understatittemselves as teachers of the
faith in the region.

3. One task of the episcopal office is that of geneadtoral oversight of all
members of the church in a given region. This entaitgalar and frequent presence in
each congregation for the purposes of preaching, teachitefraing of the Lord’s
Supper, and participating in services of Baptism and ordmatio this context, the
regional minister has a direct responsibility to kgastor to the pastors in the region.

4. Regional ministers should bear responsibility faad&rship in the church’s
mission to the world. Theirs is the task of voicing angculating the command of God
that justice be done. More than ever before, Chrisaa@siow aware of the unity of the
whole world—we sink or swim together.

5. The organized life and work of the church in a regi@o aéquires oversight.
However, the regional minister is not just a progratmerfanctionary comparable to the
secular executive who sees to it that the job gets.da teacher of the Christian faith,
the regional minister bears special responsibilityefitect theologically upon this work,
and by delegation to and cooperation with other membetiseoc¢hurch, to see that it is
done properly.

6. Working collegially with congregations and membershef¢hurch, the regional
minister has a particular responsibility to oversee érdination of candidates for the
order of ministry. Regional ministers should eitherpbesent or represented at services
of ordination. It is also their responsibility to exercisare and oversight for all
candidates to the ordained ministry through regional cesions on ministry.
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One of the carry-overs from our historic concernsuébdericalism” in the church
and the abuse of the power and authority of bishopseasiseother denominations has
been a strong reluctance among Disciples to use the“beshop” or to see the ministry
of oversight épiscopg as part of the wider ministry of the church. And ye¢, are also
aware that in the establishment of regional offigeshave in fact developed apiscope
which may be functioning without a clear theological onstitutional foundation. Any
understanding and practice gbiscopeamong Disciples must be developed in terms of
its ministerial and pastoral functions, and not in refatio magisterial or hierarchical
exercise of authority. In the best of situations reglioninisters function collegially and
exercise authority as that of a “shepherd” or “pastqatstors.”

There is a need, therefore, to understand the practicepistopewithin the
Disciples as we develop a fuller statement on mipiahd the Church. The following
guestions are set forth as beginning points for such coasmi®

(1) Are we able to see the “ministry of oversight”sas forth earlier in this report as
a primary function of the total ministry of the churethich is exercised by several
offices of ordained ministers in the different martéi®ns of our church—sometimes as
a local pastor; sometimes as a regional ministengsiones as a general unit executive?

(2) Can we pursue this discussion abepiscopein some fresh ways which would
bring our Disciples strong commitment to collegialiiyninistry to be a part of the wider
ecumenical discussions of the office of bishop?

(3) In the light of Scripture, Tradition, and our own br§t are we as a church,
ready to own and name the ministryegfiscopethat is already being exercised by and
among us? Should we begin using the title “bishop™? @uldcwe identify the functions
and the tasks of the episcopal ministry, and then wadyoyt the title?

(4) How would the structure of our present regional mieistneed to change in
order for regional ministers more fully to exercibe ministry of pastoral oversight? Are
our regions too large for effective pastor oversightdagregations and pastors by the
regional minister?

(5) If regional ministers are to exercispiscopecollegially with one another (as
well as with the whole church), would the Council ohMters occupy a more important
place in our polity?

(6) Do those who are ministers in the general manifestatf church also bear a
responsibility for the ministry oépiscop@ Do they not show forth the unity of the
church, teach and pass on the apostolic faith, serpasisers to the whole church, and
lead it in mission to the world?

(7) In which office of ordained ministry would campus rsiiars, chaplains, and
full-time staff to ecumenical organizations and agenceefobated? Are these diaconal
ministers of service? Or ministers of oversight?
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. Discuss the questions listed in “The Ministry of Gdeéople” (pp.65-66) and
“The Meaning of Ordination” (p. 67).

2. Discuss how to present the “Issues for Discussion"§@4.0) to your local faith
community. What would the community need in order to ifatd a productive
discussion about these issues and avoid a mere poolinghafrapiwhich may or
may not be well-informed or reasoned?

3. Discuss the guestions listed in “The MinistryEpiscopeand the Region as
Church” (p.73). Consider inviting an area or regional giafson to participate in
this discussion, or visit your area or regional offcdearn more about their work.

4. For further study on the topic of ministry, refeMmistry Among Disciples:
Past, Present, and Futukey D. Newell Williams, listed in the bibliography as par
of the Nature of the Church Series.

5. Invite an area or regional minister to join the groupaasconsider the various
forms of ordaining, licensing, commissioning, and installingviddials among
Disciples and in churches of various denominations. \ight&ie purpose of
ordaining? How is this practice understood in a varietyafs? What is the purpose
of licensing, commissioning, or installing?

74



A Word to the Church on Baptism (1987)

|. Baptism in the New Testament

As Disciples of Christ we have always sought to deoue interpretations of the
meaning and practice of Christian baptism from the undetstgs of the early church as
reflected in the New Testament. This has led someifescto think that the New
Testament clearly discloses the baptismal practitkeogarly church and that in the New
Testament interpretations of the meaning of baptism vweda¢ively unimportant. Study
of the New Testament, however, requires a more waredding of the texts regarding
baptism. On the one hand, New Testament texts on baptiema rich diversity in their
interpretations of its meaning. On the other hand, the Nestament contains very little
information about how early Christians actually pi@di baptism. After all, the writers
of the New Testament had no need to describe theitiggagince their communities
would have known how baptism was carried out in variousldsc By contrast,
explaining the meaning and significance of Christian baptgm crucial, for ritual
washings were common in Judaism as well as in othero&eman religions, making it
essential to distinguish the baptism of Christians.

Early Christianinterpretationsof baptism often trace Christian baptism to thedife
Jesus. We find within the New Testament two importdaims about the baptism of
Jesus. First, the Gospel writers include Jesus amorsg thaptized in the renewal
movement led by John the Baptist. The Gospel writetgytés Jesus’ baptism, and they
locate in that event divine approval of Jesus and the begitrihis ministry (Mark 1:9—
11, Matthew 3:13-17, Luke 3:21-22, John 1:29-34).

Along with this baptism by John, Gospel tradition also ifiest Jesus’ death as a
form of baptism. In Mark and Luke, Jesus anticipates highdead refers to it as “the
baptism with which | am baptized” (Mark 10:38—40, Luke 12:50). Sommelas also see
in John’s Gospel an allusion to the baptism of Jesushdelén, at his crucifixion, both
blood and water flow from his pierced side (John 19:34).

The early Christian interpretation of baptism best kmoavDisciples connects itself
with Jesus’ baptism by John. John’s baptism for forgagsnis recalled in Acts, when
Peter’'s Pentecost sermon urges baptism: “Repent, arapbeda every one of you in the
name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your, sind you shall receive the gift of the
Holy Spirit. For the promise is to you and to your claldrand to all that are far off,
every one whom the Lord our God calls to him.” (Acts 238. Throughout Acts,
baptism follows repentance in response to the preaching dddlspel (Acts 8:12, 9:18,
etc.; cf. 1Peter 3:21). While the leaders of the churchrast@r baptism, Acts makes it
clear that baptism stems from the grace of God (seexample, Acts 10:44-48, where
the gift of the Holy Spirit falls on Cornelius ahis household, persuading Peter that he
must not withhold baptism).

By contrast with Acts, which primarily sees baptism lasnging about the
forgiveness of sins, Paul interprets baptism as incatiparade identifies the baptism of
believers with that of Jesus at his crucifixion: “Pau not know that all of us who have
been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into hit&de were buried therefore
with him by baptism into death, so that as Christ vaésed from the dead by the glory of
the Father, we too might walk in newness of life” (Ro® 6:3—-4). For Paul, the gift of
baptism confers on the individual both a new identity andew community. The
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baptized, by being baptized into Christ or into the nam€haist (1 Corinthians 1:13,
Galatians 3:27), receive a new identity.

Paul's frequent references to baptism in Christ haweostl spatial connotation.
Believers are moved from one sphere (the old age, therpuivge) to another sphere in
which God'’s reign is being made manifest. It is for tieason that Paul can speak of
being purchased by God(1 Corinthians 7:23) or being seized byt (Gtippians 3:12).
Believers belong to Christ in his death and receive tbmige that they also will belong
to Christ when his power is revealed to all of cregtioCorinthians 15:20—28). The
second-century Christian leader Ignatius captured this sdnselonging well when he
wrote that Christians are “stamped with the Fathensaigcf. Matthew 28:19).

While baptism involves the individual, baptism does not lethe individual
isolated but firmly placed within a new community. Iht accidental that Paul refers to
baptism when he addresses believers at Corinth abemutdginarrels and dissensions (1
Corinthians 1:10-17, 12:13). Believers constitute one Hmsbausethey are baptized
into one body. It is on this basis that Paul can and dttask the notion that individual
gifts or individual behaviors influence only the life b&tindividual.

In these early generations, then, baptism was eatlyra rite of initiation. On the contrary, it
marked a radical break in the life of the belieiBw Testament writers recognize that growth and
maturity occur after baptism, but they neverthedessbaptism as incorporation into Christ which has
profound implications for the individual (Galatied:27—28).

These texts and others challenge Disciples to reatesignificanceof baptism,
but they offer little assistance to us as we consderpractice of baptism. While it is
true that the narratives of Acts name only adults wiedbaptized, it is also important to
recall that in Acts 2:39, Peter announces God’s pronisgdu and to your children.” In
addition, Acts refers to the baptism of entire hous#h@Acts 10:23-48, 16:25-34), a
baptism which may have included infants, since all thosendiem on the head of a
house were regarded as part of a household; 1 Corintiiidds which refers to the
sanctification of children by their parents’ faith maglicate that infants were baptized.

Difficulties also arise concerning the method of bapti$ime Greek verlbaptizein
(to baptize) has connotations of washing or immersian,itbs impossible to conclude
from this use of the word what actual early Christ@actice may have been. The
difficulties involved in reconstructing early Christian gtiee become clear when we
acknowledge the variety of practices referred to in Nlesv Testament itself. Some
Christians receive the gift of the Holy Spirit priar baptism (Acts 10:44-48, 11:15-18),
while others receive the Spirit only after baptismtgA8:14—17). Some who are called
disciples apparently still practice the baptism of Jphets 19:1-7). According to Paul,
some even practice baptism on behalf of the dead (Int@@ms 15:29). Our earliest
evidence of actual practice may come from Ehdache an early Christian manual of
instruction, which states that running water should be thsegilable but, in the absence
of running water, water should be poured on the head of thesivel candidate. While
the Didache is not scriptural, it does indicate that at least foe cearly Christian
community, immersion is the preferred but not the onlynfof baptism.

As in our considerations of other elements of Chmnstiaith and practice, it is
important to ask what sort of guidance the Bible providesis regarding baptism (See
“A Word to the Church on Authority”). Writers of theltical texts proclaimed God’s
word as a challenge to their generations, and we areisigeabliged not merely to repeat
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those formulations, but to ask how God’s word addresse3rughe issue of baptism, it is
clear that the New Testament is far more interestadhat baptism signifies about new
life than in the age of the candidate or the manneapfiém. While Paul speaks of the
importance of baptism, he clearly subordinates ith® proclamation of the gospel.
Indeed, baptism is only important as it is a proclamatiotine gospel (1 Cor. 1:17). It is
essential for Disciples to learn from this priorifywie are to reclaim and hand on the
meaning of baptism in this generation.

Il. The Disciples’ Baptismal Heritage

Alexander Campbell and those associated with him @ beginnings of the
Disciples’ movement understood themselves as contindiegMork begun by Martin
Luther and the Protestant Reformation of the 16th centioged, Campbell’'s followers
called themselves “reformers.” Nowhere is this settarstanding of the early Disciples
clearer than in their views of the theology and practé baptism. Accordingly this
overview of the Disciples tradition with regard to baptibegins with the Reformation.

Luther regarded baptism (along with the Lord’s 8dpps a sacrament because in it there are
combined two things: the promise of God's gradorgiveness of our sins and a concrete sign (water
and the action of baptizing). The chief point altiaygtism, for Luther, is the grace of God: “thengiv
promise, which says: ‘He that believeth and iszmpshall be saved’ (Mark 16:16).” Baptism is aot
“good work” and justifies no one; ‘rather, faith tine word of the promise to which baptism was
conjoined, is what justifies, and so completes,wihach the baptism signified.” Thaoint of baptism,
what Campbell would later call the “design” ohiis everything to do with God’s grace and faithes
appropriate response to it.

Secondly, Luther held that because baptism symbolize¢k ded resurrection as the
fulfilling and completion of justification, immersios the form which gives “the sign of
baptism as fully and completely as possible.” Howegecording to Luther, immersion
is not necessary (although it is preferable), thatt is, not the only legitimate form of
baptism. He argued that to withhold baptism from childremld imply that the good
news depends on our ability to receive it, which would berkawwighteousness” all over
again. He held to his position because of his emphasisjusification is by grace
through faith and because infant baptism well reflectsdeypendence on God’s grace.
The later Disciples will agree with Luther that tremi—what Campbell called the
“‘mode” of baptism—should be immersion, but would stress ithgortance of the
response of faith in such a way as to exclude infantidmpin this, they understood
themselves to be carrying the insights of the Refoanatirough to a more consistent
practice.

Campbell's most thorough discussion of baptismreadniThe Christian Systenm a chapter that
opens with this remark: “Luther said that the awtof justification, or forgiveness, was the teésh
standing or falling church...We agree with hirthis....” InThe Millennial Harbingeof 1847 he called
baptism “a sort of embodiment of the gospel.” CHiet remarked: “We do not place baptism amongst
good works....In baptism we are passive in evegthut in giving our consent.” This discussion of
grace, justification, and forgiveness is all pasvisat Campbell called the “meaning” or “desigihé t
“end” (purpose) of baptism. It is clear throughbist writings on baptism, from his often repeated
declarations, that the design of baptism—ijusidindby grace—is by far the most important poiriieto
understood.
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Campbell also stressed two other points about baptisny. Whee that the proper
subjectfor baptism is a penitent believer—not an infant ordchihd not merely an adult,
but a believe—and that the proper, indeed the only proper, mode of bapsm
immersion in water, in the name of the Father, $od, Holy Spirit.

Campbell held to these views for a set of clearly dtasasons. First, the New
Testament appeared to Campbell to be silent on any ddripaptism other than that of
baptizing believing adults. Second, the meaning of the vbaqutizein so Campbell
contended, seemed perfectly clear: immersion is the podgible way to interpret it.
Third, he was trying to reform the church and he sawdmbination between the state-
church and infant baptism as nothing less than disastfdwsuncritical absorption of a
whole populace into the church results in the lossngfdistinction between the church
and the world. Referring to a period in Scottish histatyen the whole nation was
baptized, he states that “all the enormities [grealsleeommitted in the realm were
committed by members of the church.” If the church ishéoa “a peculiar people,”
Campbell concluded, infant baptism indiscriminately pcactimust be replaced with
baptism of penitent believers.

Stone’s views of baptism were much the same as Carigpherlhis autobiography
he tells how he came to the view that “baptism wakioed for the remission of sins,
and ought to be administered in the name of Jesus teeldlving penitents.” As had
Campbell, Stone grounded his views on the Reformationiplassola gratia, sola fide
(by grace alone, by faith alone). “No good works,” sai@n&, “no qualifications are
previously required’—not even the emotionally wrenching egpees of people in
frontier revivals.

Stone was also similar to Campbell in holding the vibat baptism should not be
administered indiscriminately. He maintained that “dfeirch must exercise care to
determine whether applicants for baptism are true pesiitiitis to remain a church.”
And Stone also thought that immersion is the propen fonode) of baptism, although he
refused to make this question a test of fellowship and comamu

The subsequent discussion of baptism among Discipletehdsd to suffer from a
lack of adequate understanding of Campbell and Stone. &Hmoer Campbell’'s death in
1866 to the early 20th century saw the hardening of their vielwsai new dogma. This
period, referred to as the time of Disciples’ schadash, compares to the generation of
the founders as 17th-century Protestant scholasticisnpa@s to the 16th-century
reformers. Dynamic encounter with grace became cadtifito formulas. This epoch of
Disciples development corresponded to the rise of fundeaiem in America and was
influenced by it.

In the era of Disciples scholasticism, the only lsapél issue was that of the mode
of baptism—immersion. Although Campbell was more inststgpon immersion than
was Stone, nonetheless he subordinated it in impoetéo the meaning of baptism (the
remission of sins), to the subject of baptism (peniteitevers), and to the ecclesial
character of baptism (in baptism the church constititsedf and therefore baptism
should not be indiscriminately practiced). As the movaniecame legalistic, all this
tended to be forgotten for the sake of an exclusive esipba immersion. Consequently
much of the reaction of liberal Disciples to Discgplindamentalism was similarly
distorted.
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The task for Disciples today is the critical reappiatwn of the fullness of their
tradition in the context of the wider ecumenical disaussvith a willingness to learn
from others and a modest confidence that the Disipkdition itself, at its best, is a
distinctive theological contribution to the larger attur

Particularly we should reappropriate the following froor tradition: (1) a witness
to the importance of believers’ baptism as yes-sayingoS3grace, (2) a concern with
the life of both individual Christians and the churclpasiting to the way of life that the
church is to represent to the world, and (3) a comnmtrtee baptism as the sacrament of
unity, and (4) the priority of God’s grace. We should dsoaware of the social and
historical relativity of our tradition and should partialjaseek to avoid all “works-
righteousness”; that is, we may not make believeagtibom a condition of receiving
God’s grace, apart from which God is not free to be a@iguna God. This would go
entirely against the grain of the Disciples’ heritage.

[ll. The Nature of Baptism

Baptism is a public act by which the church proclaims Ggdse, as revealed in
the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christutiirahe use of a visible sign of God’s
gracious initiative and the human individual's respongmith. With other Christians we
affirm that as baptism is at once divine gift and humeaponse, it marks the beginning
of the Christian life and looks toward lifelong growtto the fullness of faith.

Baptism, as a gift of grace, received by faith, expsegsemeaning in a variety of
images. Baptism is new birth (John 3:5); it is God’s @fifife—a radical new beginning.
Baptism is a washing with water(1 Corinthians 6:11); & deansing from sin—a sign of
God'’s forgiving grace. Baptism is putting on clothing (Galai&r27); it is to put on
Christ—it is to receive a new identity. Baptism is ttheand resurrection in unity with
Christ (Romans 6:3-11); it is the crucifixion of the @dparate self, and the resurrection
to new life in the body of Christ. Baptism conveys tife@f the Spirit (Acts 2:38); it is
the power of new life now and the pledge of life in fige to come (2 Corinthians 1:22).
In marking a new identity with Christ, baptism is andate for discipleship as part of the
Christian community in service to the world. Thus, theamng of baptism is grounded
in God’s redemptive action in Christ, it incorporatestikéever in the community in the
body of Christ, and it anticipates life in the comimgg avhen the powers of the old world
will be overcome, and the purposes of God will triunfplCorinthians 15:28).

Traditionally, Disciples have preferred to call baptismoadinance rather than a
sacrament. The term “sacrament” seemed to represkintdaof sacramentalism which
understood the sacraments as the exclusive channelsdd G@ce, and the special
prerogative of a sacerdotal hierarchy. However, Discipkege increasingly come to
recognize that the term “ordinance” is subject to ndswstanding whereby the
ordinances are taken as orders to be legalisticallyeaheand thus transformed into
human works rather than signs of God’s grace. A proper stasheling indicates that a
sacrament is an expression of God’s grace in a visigle & the case of baptism, the
sign is an act of using water—a common element, eskéntilife. Therefore, baptism
can be appropriately called a sacrament or an ordirartbe church. It may be called a
sacrament of the church because in this sign the gfaBed is made focally present. It
may be called an ordinance of the church because ds @it by which persons are
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formally incorporated into the body of Christ, it iseomeans by which the church orders
its life and distinguishes itself from the world.

Most churches involved in the ecumenical movement aclaumg the two essential
elements — divine grace and human response — constitdtiie oneaning of baptism.
Their baptismal practices, however, represent diffenrews of the way the act may
properly be said to relate grace and faith.

Churches that practice “infant baptism” stress theiguacinitiative of God, while
also affirming that a response of faith is made by tlenta and community at the time
of baptism and by the individual at a later moment thrazggtfirmation. Churches that
practice “believers’ baptism” stress the significant¢éhe individual decision of faith at
the time of baptism, while also affirming the prioritiy@&od’s grace.

Each practice reflects something of the full meaningagitism, but each practice
also risks the loss of part of that full meaning. Ttrergyth of infant baptism is that it
bears powerful witness to the fact that God alortkasauthor of our salvation. It runs the
risk, however, that people may minimize the individuadidion of faith. The strength of
believers’ baptism is that it bears powerful withesshe need for an individual decision
of faith. It runs the risk, however, that people mayimire the priority of God’s grace
and thus lapse into “works-righteousness,” i.e., tha ttlat one’s faith is a precondition
for grace.

Whatever their practice, churches may lose sight efrésponsibility placed upon
the individual and the community by the act of baptismaditions practicing infant
baptism may engage in an “indiscriminate baptism” in whiwh church does not take
seriously the responsibility for nurturing baptized childtenmature commitment in
Christ. Traditions practicing believers’ baptism are suliie@ similar danger if baptism
becomes a routine practice without authentic decisiothe part of the child, adolescent,
or adult. Traditions practicing believers’ baptism havelésl not to view children as a
part of the church’s membership and have, at times, detjuately recognized the
church’s responsibility to nurture unbaptized children towar dlecision of faith.
Traditions practicing infant baptism have, at times, uridetsthe act as an elimination
of original sin in such a way that the call to lifelogigcipleship is weakened.

In light of the meaning of baptism, and considering tinengths and dangers of
baptismal practices, we recognize that both infant andveet’ baptism can be authentic
practices in the one church of Jesus Christ. Wenaffirline with the Disciples’ tradition,
that believers’ baptism is, for us, the normativer(@éad) practice inasmuch as in this
one act both God’s gift of grace and the human resptmabat gift find focused
expression. We likewise affirm that as baptism marksewa identity in Jesus Christ,
whose ministry is that of self-giving service, so blagtized Christian enters into a life of
self-giving service, and the church is called to nurtur@@rainderstandings and proper
expressions of the manifold ethical dimensions of baptism.

Baptism has crucial significance for Christian condud abedience. In baptism,
we died to sin and are raised to newness of life. Sugcare dead to sin, we must not let
sin reign in our bodies (Rom. 6:2-12). When we are baptizedChrist, we become
members of a new community where God'’s righteousnégssrand the old distinctions
which divide and disrupt human life are destroyed (Ga@B)3:In baptism, we receive the
gift of the Spirit, which empowers us to walk by tharB@nd bear the fruits of the
Spirit (Gal. 5:22-25). In baptism we are united with Chsstas to share his suffering
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and participate in his ministry of obedient serviceerhis a great need in our era to
rediscover the relationship between sacrament and serbegveen baptism and
participation in God’s mission in and for the world. #he World Council of Churches’
Baptism, Eucharist and Ministrext puts it, baptism should not only call us to personal
sanctification but should also “motivate Christianstiave for the realization of the will
of God in all realms of life.”

IV. Areas for Renewal and Growth in Disciples Theology andPractice of Baptism
In light of the preceding discussion on the nature aménimg of baptism, the
Commission on Theology has identified three areasghioh further attention needs to be
given by Disciples in the future.

A. Rebaptism

The Commission on Theology endorses the ecumenical @enee regarding
rebaptism which states that “baptism is administered amtg” (COCU, VI, 12) and that
congregations should avoid “any practice that could pntted as rebaptism” (BEM,
“Baptism,” 13). There are many reasons for such imperéivguage: (1) since baptism
depends on God’s grace and not simply on the “readimessvorthiness” of the person,
rebaptism calls into question what God has done in thahenb (whether or not we
‘remember” it); (2) rebaptism questions the sacramentedjiity of other churches; (3)
baptism marks incorporation into the one church and sioiply into any one
denomination; and, (4) baptism is not a momentary experjcout marks the beginning
of a lifelong growth in Christ. It is important theoe¢, that baptism be “continually and
responsibly reaffirmed” (COCU, VI,13).

The application of these principles becomes difficiot Disciples when an
individual who has been baptized as an infant enters astage of faith and witness, and
requests believers’ baptism as the effective signmdweal and commitment. A similar
problem emerges when those who received believers'spaiecome derelict and then
return to the fold.

Genuine pastoral concern to give meaning and directiothdoreconversion
experience may be met in various ways other than tiegethe baptismal sacrament.
Reaffirmation of the baptismal faith is not a privat@ir, but includes the support and
concern of the community of believers in response ta@tmtinuing manifestation of the
abundant grace of God.

In many instances this may mean sharpening our awarendbhs oénewal that
comes with participation in the Lord’s Supper. Opportunity fededication may be
incorporated with the invitation to Discipleship following tbermon. In other instances,
rejoining the fellowship of the committed is symbolizegreceiving the “right hand of
fellowship.” Pastors and responsible persons and groupsnwa@ch congregation
(committees on worship, evangelism, etc.) may careldghess how they reaffirm those
who come from other churches and those who renewdbgimitment in service to God.

Various services for the renewal of baptismal faithls®g developed around the
country. These may be obtained from the Council omsGéin Unity.

81



B. Baptism and the Meaning of Membership

Another issue which confronts Disciples is our pastorspaasibility to help all
members to clarify our fundamental identity in JesussCland to integrate the various
meanings of church membership that impact our lives aneésgtn

* Christians aramnembers of a local congregatiomhich identify them with that
particular fellowship and compel certain obligations far tare of that fellowship.

* Christians aremembers of the global churalihich calls for identification with
people of diverse cultures, circumstances, ideologes aational interests. This
identification also compels certain obligations to brmed about and share with the
Christian family in its pluriform settings.

* Christians arenembers of a rich heritageaching back through the history of the
churches into biblical traditions all the way to creatianheritage marked by both
faithfulness and faithlessness in each generation. Thesititd compels certain
obligations to know the contours of this heritage in appt®n for the pioneers of faith
as well as guidance for our present context.

* Christians aramembers of the unfolding drama of God’s kingddne lure of
which constantly enables the individual to remold loysjtialues, and intentions. This
identity compels an obligation to seek both justice amghteousness both as an
individual and for the whole human community.

In baptism we are identified with the church local alubal, past and future. From
our baptism Christians grow through transformation gélkes into citizenship of God’s
kingdom.

C. The Teaching of Baptism

It is hard to overemphasize the importance of effedanstruction of the candidates
for baptism. Such instruction, normally the responsibiityhe local pastor, should deal
with the meaning of baptism and its implications for life of the candidate such as
those addressed in this document. What does it mean tpt abheegrace of God? What
does it mean to be incorporated into the universal Churpb@i& attention should also
be given to teaching in regard to the words of the baptisaraice; for example, if the
following service is used, attention should be giversuoh questions as: What does it
mean to repent of sin and to renounce the false gotssoiorld? What does it mean to
confess that Jesus is the Christ and to say that thimagism we participate in his death
and resurrection? What does it mean to commit onefdsgrow in a life of Christian
discipleship? What does it mean to affirm that tresviee is not simply a human
ceremony but an act of God?

These questions remind us that the themes and Isyohbaptism take us to the very heart of the
Christian faith. A baptism is, thus, an importaathing opportunity during which the whole communit
may be encouraged to deepen its understandingibit wieans to be Christian.

In addition to adequate instruction for baptismal candid&esiples are becoming
more aware that the preaching/teaching life of the chumakt include regular and
intentional reminders about the meaning of baptism. Inbagptism we were not only
received into the family of God, but also ordained into niimistry of reconciliation.
Therefore, continual reminders of this lifelong vocationaugurated at baptism, are
needed to sustain our commitment and nourish us on tineej. The rich variety of
imagery used by the New Testament writers to descréendraning of baptism suggests
abundant themes for educational settings in the chégedrt from the actual baptismal
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event, there are numerous other times within the lifehef church for intentionally
recalling our incorporation into the Body of Christ.

Celebration of Baptism

Introduction

Baptism, as the sacrament through which one is formadlgrporated into the
church, should be administered, whenever possible, during putghip (including the
celebration of the Lord’s Supper). This enables the memtietbe congregation to
welcome the newly baptized person(s) into the body afs€hlo be reminded of their
own baptismal vows, and to pledge themselves to be a waitymof continuing
nurture.

The baptismal liturgy may come either (1) between dpening prayers and the
proclamation of the Word through the reading of Scriptun@ preaching, or (2) between
the sermon and the celebration of the Lord’s Suppee. ld@tter is theologically more
appropriate, signifying that baptism is a response to thed\wbGod and an entry into
the eucharistic community. The former has the praciideantage of allowing the newly
baptized persons more time to dress before returnifgetoangregation to participate in
the Lord’s Supper.

The normal Disciples practice of assigning baptisninéopastor of the congregation
is to be encouraged since such persons are set apaepi@sentative, sacramental
leadership, and they symbolize the universal connectedne&radt's church. Few
churches now contend, however, that the validityagitism depends on the status of the
celebrant. In situations where an ordained minister iavaifable, others (e.g.,
congregational elders) have authority to baptize.

Most orders of baptism (especially in this age of litcagrenewal throughout the
church) include the following elements:

* a proclamation of Scripture(s) concerning baptism,

* an expression of repentance and a renunciation Iof evi

* a profession of faith in Jesus Christ,

* an invocation of the Holy Spirit,

* the use of water (normally complete immersion isciples’ practice),

* a declaration, following Matthew 28:19, that the baptismadministered in the
name of the Trinity,

* expressions of welcome into the church.

The following order of service, based on the precedingldlgécal discussion, is
intended as but one possible model for use in the ChriGtanch (Disciples of Christ).
The words of the service are said by the celebratingstainunless otherwise noted. The
first three sections of the baptismal service sholé falace near the congregation—
perhaps on the steps of the chancel—in order to underg@participation and support
of the worshiping community. Following the baptismal pragtes,congregation may sing
a hymn or hymns as the celebrant and candidate(s) prepatieefactual baptism. It
would be appropriate for the candidate(s) to be alreadgd, a sign of “putting on” a
new life in Christ, during the first part of the liturgiyhis would also make for a quicker
transition to the baptistry. Otherwise, the candigteill need to robe during the hymn.

83



Order of Service

l. Declaration of the Meaning of Baptism[Refer toCommentary Not€l)]

Baptism is the sign of new life through Jesus Christtoligh baptism, we are
brought into union with Christ and with his church arourellorld and across the ages.
Through baptism, we participate in Christ's own deathrasurrection. Through baptism
we assume a new identity, committing ourselves tealifove and righteousness.

As we approach this profound moment in the life of therch and of this [these]
individual[s], let us remember the many dimensions of baptrevealed to us in
Scripture:

“Do you now know that all of us who have been baptized Christ Jesus were
baptized into his death? We were buried therefore withdyifaptism into death, so that
as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory ofRdwter, we too might walk in
newness of life” (Romans 6:3-4).

“For as many of you as were baptized into Christ haveoputChrist. There is
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor thege is neither male nor female; for
you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:27-28).

“And Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and be baptizedyewee of you in the name of
Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and sfwall receive the gift of the Holy
Spirit. For the promise is to you and to your childred tmall that are far off, every one
whom the Lord our God calls [to him]™ (Acts 2:38-39).

Finally, we recall how Jesus Himself, baptized by Johthénwaters of the Jordan,
commanded his followers to “make disciples of all najdaptizing them in the name of
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” {iildew 28:19).

Il. Renunciation of Evil and Profession of Faith
[Refer toCommentary Note)]
(The celebrant invites the person[s] [and their spohstoscome forward.)
N , the community gathered here welcomes you with gréatlos holy

celebration! Baptism is both God’s gift and our humapaase to that gift. We pray for
the transforming presence of God’s Spirit and we askythatrespond to God’s grace by
repenting of your sins, by renouncing evil, by affirming youthfaand by committing
yourself [selves] to grow in a life of Christian dgeship.

M: Do you repent of sin and earnestly pray for God’'dihgdorgiveness?

B: Ido.

M: Do you renounce being ruled by the false gods of thiddwethe snare of pride,
the love of money, the power of violence?

B: | do [renounce them].

M: Do you, with Christians of every time and placelidve that “Jesus is the
Christ, the Son of the Living God” (Matthew 16:16)?

B: | do [so believe].

M: Will you strive, with God’s help, to follow Chrighrough faithful witness and
loving service as part of his body, the church, all thes @dyour life [lives]?

B: 1 will [so strive].

M: Will you, the community here gathered, continue to ugpphol N with
your prayers and your witness in remembrance of yourlmaptism?

C: We will.
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lll. Baptismal Prayer
[Refer toCommentary NoteS)]

Gracious God, we thank you that in every age you have mathr a sign of your
presence. In the beginning your Spirit brooded over thersvaed they became the
source of all creation. You led your people Israel ugfothe waters of the Red Sea to
their new land of freedom and hope. In the waters @fJdrdan, your Son was baptized
by John and anointed with your Spirit for his ministry e¢anciliation. May this same
Spirit bless the water we use today, that it may euatain of deliverance and new
creation. Wash away the sins of those who entdtnitbrace them in the arms of your
church. Pour out your Spirit on them that they may beistars of reconciling love.
Make them one with Christ, buried and raised in the paféis resurrection, in whose
name we pray. Amen.

IV. Baptism
(The celebrant leads each candidate into the baptestd lowers him or her
backward into the water after saying the following words:)
By the authority of Jesus Christ, | baptize you, N theimame of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
[Refer to Commentary Notes (4)]

V. Welcome

(This may come immediately after the baptism or attiime of the Lord’s Supper,
at which those newly baptized should be specially served.

M: N , God has blessed you with the Spirit and receivedyyo
baptism into the one, holy, catholic and apostolic chur

C: We welcome you into the bonds of Christian f&Bbip! Together, with
Christians of all races and nations, we are membe@&hast’s body, united by Christ’'s
blood into one family of faith.

M: Through baptism you have put on Christ, passing from éaskmto light.

C: May you grow in the knowledge and love of God. Mayn/faith shine as a light
to the world.

[Refer toCommentary Note®)]

Commentary Notes

The sequence suggested in this service calls for theéhiiest sections to occur near
the congregation, followed by a transition to the baptisdviously there is nothing
absolute about such a recommendation; such factors ateataete will (and should) play
a role in determining what is most appropriate for eawigregation. In some buildings
the baptistry is so centrally located that the enseevice could be conducted there
without losing a sense of immediate community parttaypa Other pastors will want to
move to the baptistry following the renunciation andfession in order that the prayer is
said over the water itself. (In other churches theistaptis separate from the sanctuary,
making it difficult even to hold baptisms during regular Sundayship.)

(1) The opening lines of the “declaration” are drawn frin@ World Council of
Churches’ theological convergence docum@&aptism, Eucharist and Ministr{BEM),
paragraphs 2, 3, and 6 in the baptism section, and fron€dimsultation on Church
Union’s COCU Consensus Chapter 6, paragraph 10. The major breakthrough
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represented by BEM may be the willingness of churcheskooavledge that the biblical
witness regarding the meaning of baptism is richer thain sleearated traditions have
taught. The passages used above lift up multiple image®anings which yet point to a
single reality.

Acts 2:38 and 2:39 have been used polemically by advocatesespectively,
believers’ and infant baptism. They should be read togetibea corrective to such
polemics. The bracketed words in that passage are orfottditlirgical purposes in the
Inclusive Language Lectionary.

(2) The practice of sponsors, foreign to most Discjpes much to commend it.
These persons commit themselves to a special mgtresponsibility for the baptismal
candidate, thus signifying (a) the community’s role in tégponse of faith and (b) the
necessity of continual growth in faith after baptism.

The opening words of this section remind the candidate($)cangregation that
baptism is both a gift of grace and a response of faitti,prepare them for the questions
that follow. The renunciation, focusing on contemporfamnms of idolatry, is adapted
from Max Thurian, “An Ecumenical Baptismal Liturgy,” Baptism and Eucharist:
Ecumenical Convergence in Celebratidhthe language of this renunciation seems too
abstract (“the snare of pride, the love of money...”) tlhas possible to make it more
direct (e.g., “Do you turn away from the false godshid world—loving yourself more
than God and neighbor, loving things more than God or ethen, ...”).

The typical form of the Good Confession used in Dissigdlengregations is “Do
you believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of thed-God, and do you take him as
your Lord and Savior?” While such a formulation has theaatage of stating an intimate
relationship between Jesus and the believer, it haast two drawbacks: First, it opens
the way for the saving work of Christ to be construedrmasndividualistic relationship
with little regard for the corporate and cosmic dimensiof salvation. Second, it is the
language of nineteenth-century revivalism and not of Scripfures, it is recommended
that the candidate(s) repeat Peter’s simple confessiahappears in Matthew. Such a
profession should be included in the baptismal liturgy deonot to separate the saving
initiative of God through the Spirit from our persongpeopriation of its benefits
through trusting response.

Disciples insist that creeds articulated in the histdhe church not be made “tests
of fellowship” at the time of baptism. Persons comeéhte decision of faith, however,
within the context of the Universal Church and of locahmunities whose faith is more
fully developed than the simple confession of PetemsThhe candidate(s) might
appropriately join with the whole congregation at soteiopoint in the worship service
in recitation of a broader confession of faith (espi&cthe Apostles’ Creed, a baptismal
confession from the early church).

(3) A prayer asking God to bless the water and recalling<agse of water in the
history of salvation is standard in Roman Catholic Andlican baptismal liturgies and is
increasingly common among Protestants. As Keith Watkioints out, one reason for
this prayer “is that it makes explicit that water & the effective agent. Nor is the faith
of the one being baptized. Nor is the power of the ¢hwitat makes the change. Rather,
God who is invoked in this prayer brings about the new bithpgblished manuscript).
The strong emphasis in BEM on the activity of the Heyyrit is, likewise, an affirmation
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that baptism is not a magic ritual (something we d@ buman initiation ceremony, but
most fundamentally, an act of God.

(4) There is objection in parts of the church to the aulise imagery of this
traditional Trinitarian formula (from Matthew 28:19). Theare also defenders who see
“Father” as an intimate description of our relationshithvsod, given us by Jesus, and
who regard its use in baptism as an expression of camtimith the apostolic church.
The issue is a significant one and cannot be resolvéaisrservice. It is important to
remember, however, that substitute formulas may ratker problems, and that all
human language about God is symbolic and must be used bareful

(5) The welcome described in this section is a focused, pelfression of the
informal and nonliturgical welcome normally extended bygdijles of congregations
following the worship service.

Some Disciples congregations are discovering that vasgodolic acts, such as
the anointing with oil as a sign of the gift of t8eirit or the giving of a candle as a sign
of passing from darkness into light, can reinforce digmificance of the ceremony as
well as give powerful expression to its meaning. Oth@&goegations extend “the right
hand of fellowship” as a gesture of welcome into this mamity of faith.
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. Read or review sections I, Il, and Ill. From thegarial texts given and the
history provided, how do you understand infant baptism and bedidsegptism? In
what ways have you experienced each of these baptidaws 2o you see the usage
of two types of baptisms to be a stumbling block to ecumenisoa?do you see it
as a potential benefit?

2. Read or review “Rebaptism” in section IV. As yousidar the arguments against
rebaptism, how would you respond to a 45-year-old seekihg tebaptized? She
was baptized as a ten-year-old child, left the churdtemtwenties, and has recently
become a spiritual leader in the church.
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3. If possible, go to the place where your faith commumitigs baptisms. Invite
those who plan worship to participate in this sessionn&=e typical baptism.
How do the elements included or excluded compare to theted in the example
“Order of Service”?

4. The second commentary note (p. 86) suggests using sptmrdoaptismal
candidates. Has your congregation used sponsors or meWtbysér why not?
What could you do to encourage the practice of using spoosarsentors?
Consider using’repare the Waya membership preparation curriculum that
integrates the use of mentors.

5. Review the words about the Good Confession, discusskd second
commentary note (p. 86). Consider together the tha@bgoncerns mentioned.
Would you change the Good Confession to more accurdgplgt the believer’s

role in the community of faith? If so, how? Of thatsiments listed in part Il of the
“Order of Service” (p. 84), which ones does your congregatge? Do you have
others? What affirmations or changes do you sense cgtimggroup to suggest in
the celebration of baptism in worship? How will you eatedhe congregation about
these changes?

6. For a contemporary and historic look at Disciple thoagidt practice of baptism,
refer toBaptism and Belongindjsted in the bibliography.

7. For further study on baptism, referBaptism, Embodiment of the Gospel:

Disciples Baptismal Theolodyy Clark Williamson, listed in the bibliography as
part of the Nature of the Church Series.
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A Word to the Church on the Lord’s Supper (1991)

In its major study on the nature of the Church witlhe tradition of the Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ), the Commission on Tbgy has sent reports to the
General Assembly, the regions, and the congregationth® themes of ecclesiology
(1979), mission (1981), authority (1983), ministry (1985), and bapti€g87). These
reports, and the study books published by Christian Board ofcAtibh on the same
themes, constitute an important body of theologiaddture among the Disciples in the
last decades of the 20th century. Over the past twe ¥@889—-1991) the Commission
explored the theology and practice of the Lord’s Suppéeir report to the Tulsa
General Assembly (1991) identifies some of the essemBalnings of the Eucharist and
some of the practices that require thoughtful reflecby the whole church, especially
the congregations.

[. Introduction

“As members of the Christian Church, We confess thatthétable of the Lord we
celebrate with thanksgiving the saving acts and presenCérdt.” These words in the
Preamble torhe Design for the Christian Church (Disciples of Christnind us of the
significance of the Lord’s Supper in Christian worshipe ®ifirmation that the church
today, as in apostolic times, is called to gather at.thd's Table on the first day of the
week has been a prominent and enduring feature of Disciplgsitlife. Indeed, it is a
mark of our identity as a church. As Disciples, we getxe that the Lord’s Supper is a
means by which we are nourished by the love of God insJébuist and through that
love are made one with one another and with the CHunoversal.

That this is the significance of the Lord’s Supper isushtthat Disciples are made
aware of perhaps more surely by our partaking of the Supperlty any statements we
make about it. Who of us has not experienced at the Trableality of God’s good news
and of our oneness in Christ so deeply and intensefylitbavords we use to speak of it
seem to fall short of their mark? The Lord’s Suppeamsemore than the church is ever
quite able to say about it.

The sense that the Lord’s Supper is an act of inexhaaisyiaitual richness is one
that Disciples share in common with Christians étiades and places. The accounts of
the Lord’s Supper and the references to its observaummeded in the New Testament
indicate how many powerful meanings it conveyed to earlsisGdns. The desire to
celebrate and express the Table’s significance focliuech has led faithful Christians
over the centuries to develop a wide variety of foohworship, devotional meditations,
and formulations of doctrine.

As Disciples we too join with the Church Universal irlsag to acknowledge the
significance of the Lord’s Supper in ways that are inpkeg with the witness of
Scripture, with the God-given unity of all Christiaasid with the love of God for all the
world. We too wish to make it known by all we say andith respect to the Table that
God’s Good news in Jesus Christ is at the very hedaour faith and our calling as a
church.

For precisely this reason, how we celebrate the Lo&lipper (Eucharist, Holy
Communion) and what we teach about it are never ttaken for granted. These are
matters deserving thoughtful consideration and reconsidever and again. Like all
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Christians, Disciples are led to ask and to respond to stignef faith: are our worship
practices, our teachings, and our theological reflectmthsquate testimonies to the
significance of the Lord’s Supper?

This question arose early on in the Campbell-Stone memenit was given
thoughtful consideration then, and at other times inabwirch’s history. Concern for the
vitality of our worship and dedication to the cause bfi§tian unity gives the Disciples
good reason to reconsider the question once again. TéeloBly Commission of the
Council on Christian Unity, Christian Church (Discplef Christ) offers the thoughts
which follow as an aid for reflection and a stimulus fiorther study and conversation
within the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ).

Il. The Disciples Heritage

Early Disciples teaching and practice regarding the Lordjgp8&r were very much
bound up with the situation of the churches at the tuthehineteenth century. The ties
can be said to have been both negative and positive.eOetative side were “protests”
on the part of the Campbell-Stone movement againat whre perceived as mistaken or
inappropriate views of the Lord’s Supper current among Canstof the day, Protestant
and Catholic alike. On the positive side were propostds “a new reformation” of
doctrine and practice. The protest as well as the patgpgsew out of commitments to
the very same principles to which the traditions ef thurches claimed to be beholden,
foremost among them the authority of the biblical ed# to the faith and order of the
apostolic church.

The protests of the early Disciples were directed agaimg and every view of the
Lord’s Supper judged to be at variance with its signifieafioc the church. They objected
when it seemed: (1) that the act of communion was \deageif it were a human work
performed in order to earn God’s favor or an activit thispensed its spiritual benefits
apart from faith; (2) that preaching alone, or perhaps soivet@rexperience of the Holy
Spirit working within the soul, was viewed as a substifateveekly observance of the
Supper; and (3) that the churches taught their creedsogiies|and orders of ministry in
ways that hindered Christians from gathering at the Table.

The varied protests were at root the same. Discipteaati want Christians to forget
that the Lord’s Supper is a means by which God’s people@rashed by the love of
God in Jesus Christ and through that love are made dheowe another and with the
Church Universal.

The essence of their proposals for reform was, agaftder Campbell put it, that
“faith is then the PRINCIPLE, and ordinances the MEAMT all spiritual enjoyment;
because all the wisdom, power, love, mercy, compassio@RACE OF GOD is in the
ordinances of the Kingdom of Heaven; and if all gracenldéem it can only be enjoyed
through them.” Christian Systenbth ed., pp. 148-49). Elsewhere he stated, “the current
reformation if conspicuous now or hereafter for any thimgist be so because of the
conspicuity it gives the Bible and its ordinances as itldispensable moral means of
spiritual life and health.”Nlillennial Harbinger[January 1843, p. 9]).

By the term “ordinance” Campbell referred to “comnoeative” or “monumental”
institutions which were appointed—ordained—by God to be perpetaddrdBons of
God’s saving action in Jesus Christ on behalf of sinfedttres. Each ordinance served
to convey “a special grace peculiar to itself; so titabne can be substituted for another,
or neglected, without the lack, or loss, of the blessmghe Divine will and grace
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connected with it.” illennial Harbinger[December 1855, p. 678]). One such ordinance
was the Lord’s Supper; its “special grace” is that of mshimg, strengthening, and hence
perfecting the faith and unity of baptized believers gathar worship.

To speak of the Lord’s Supper as an “ordinance” by whichs@dns declare and
enjoy the grace of God, as Campbell and those who fetldwm and Stone did, was to
deal with terms and to address issues which were, arndasgil commonplaces of
theological discussion. How to identify, to conduct] &m give a theological account of
acts such as Baptism and the Lord’s Supper which, as %isigihs of an invisible
grace,” are called “the sacraments” of the church teeen topics of concern throughout
history. What early Disciples had to say about theatars were variations on themes
especially well known to and often debated by membetthefxtended family of the
Reformed churches, rooted in the Reformation led by JolinGand others.

These debates, and even more the divisions they ocodsiteae Campbell and
others to shy away from the word “sacrament” and others@ssociated with issues of
theological controversy. Conformity to biblical precetdand language, they maintained,
was the best means by which to restore the church tthhpabce, and unity. Yet in fact
the word “ordinance” was not itself a biblical term;appeared in the Westminster
Confession and in Reformed theology generally as argyn for “sacrament.” In short,
early Disciples drew upon the resources of Scripturelaadition alike in order to direct
the churches to worship practices and teachings which wouldustice to the
fundamental theological significance of the Lord’s Supper

In their own worship, early Disciples clearly granted tlord’s Supper the special
status as a visible sign and seal of God’'s grace, asstaaditionally termed
“sacramental.” In light of apostolic precedent, thegarded its celebration to be the one
essential act of Sunday worship; congregations gathettéé diable even when they had
no one available to preach a sermon. Insistence up@klyveommunion made the
Disciples a peculiar household among nineteenth-centurgt@ns. It made them seem
more in tune with the wishes of such Reformed leaded®hs Calvin than were those
who avowed a strict “Calvinism,” and at the same tmm@e in line with the emphases of
“catholic” and “sacramental” churches (Roman Cathofioglican-Episcopalian, and
Eastern Orthodox) than of their Protestant kin. Initemd in permitting each
congregation to worship with due regard for reverence, dgcemd good order but
without reliance upon a standardized liturgy, they seemdxt tdecidedly “free church”
reformers.

lll. Orientation to the Theological Reflection

The strengths of this mix of resources—biblical, Cathdhmtestant, and “free”—
have been amply displayed throughout the course ofidhsc history. Weekly
observance of the Lord’s Supper in particular, and wigmiawareness of the “centrality
of communion” in worship, has proved of inestimable valuedolt has served to keep
us mindful of the Gospel and of our oneness in Chushewvhen all else may have
seemed to fail. Realizing its value, this practice is which Disciples may rightly prize
for our own church and heartily commend to others in @uwmenical dialogues and
relationships.

By the same token, this mix of resources must, like &mgrpbe responsibly tended.
Concerned to express the significance of the Lord’s Supperchurches have given
careful attention to their forms of worship. For #zane reason they have also developed
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theological accounts, i.e., doctrines (teachings), @tudkes place at the Table. A wide
variety of such doctrines in found in the creeds, thefessions, and the theological
works of the churches.

These doctrines are basically, like all theologicabre$f examples of faith seeking
understanding. They are intended to remind members of trefchhat in the Lord’s
Supper, as in baptism, there is a connection betweewidide signs of the rite and the
invisible, spiritual reality they signify, as well asvital relationship between the rite itself
and the benefits it offers to faithful participants. Téasinection and this relationship are
always, and inevitably, discussed in works of church tlggottealing with the Lord’s
Supper.

Unfortunately, the doctrines of the Lord’s Supper developedhoyches have all
too often led to confusion rather than edificationgiszord and even division rather than
peace and unity, to exclusivistic and sometimes artodaalings with Christians of
differing views. The impulse to avoid the harmful effeatsheology is deep and strong
in the Disciples heritage. Disciples refuse to teegt doctrine or “theory” of the Lord’s
Supper as a “test of fellowship,” that is, as a justikica for denying sincere and
otherwise worthy Christians the right to partake of therament or for barring the way
to Christian unity.

This is a healthy impulse, rooted as it is in aaramess that the Lord's Supper is a God-given
means for enlivening Christian faith and proma@ihgstian reconciliation. Thus it becomes all tiagen
regrettable when this impulse too—no less thaoialii authorized statements of doctrine—leads to
mistaken views that harm the church: for exarmipde, Disciples simply do not care if people believe
anything, or nothing, with respect to the meanirigeoLord’s Supper, or that we need not bothgive
any theological account of our practices, or theth eongregation may say and do whatever it pleases
worship, with no concern for questions of theology.

Faithfulness to Scripture, respect for the resourcesiotlourch’s history, concern
for the vitality of our corporate worship, and commitmenthe cause of Christian unity
require us to teach what we, as Disciples, understaadsignificance of the Lord’s
Supper to be. We are also to address, in light of thierstehding, the various issues
related to the form of our worship which are raised in @sall churches and our
ecumenical involvements.

IV. Biblical—The Theological Meanings of the Lord’s Supper

In what is said and done at the Lord’s Supper Christians theev@pportunity to
experience an extraordinary array and richness of meanifige traditional English
terms used for the rite highlight a number of its keyrati@ristics: it is the Lord’s
Supper (1 Cor. 11:20), but also the Eucharist (“thanksgivirgiply Communion” (1
Cor. 10:16), “the Breaking of the Bread” (Acts 2:42, Lk.24:38) the Mass (beginning
with the dismissal of those preparing for baptism anttlcmling with the sending out of
baptized believers into the world for Christian serjidgut these names are neither a
clear nor full indication of its manifold and multi-laned meaning. Disciples attentive to
the witness of the New Testament will not fail tkil@owledge and to reflect upon at least
five strands of meaning woven together in the liturgy.

(1) RemembranceAs Paul recounts the tradition known to him,gaks of remembrance: “This
do in remembrance of me” (1 Cor. 11:23-26). Thekaem used heranamnesicertainly involves
memory, but it carries special force. It is notetyea recollection of something long gone and hence
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remote from us, but a re-presentation which makes i&/past a vivid and lively reality here and now
Jesus Christ himself with all he has accomplistiaasfand for all creation is present indinamnesis.

In remembering aanamnesisve go beyond thinking of an event that took place in
bygone days. Through this joyful celebration God’s saving acts promises in Jesus
Christ are re-called from the past; they are brougfatreeour hearts and minds with stark
immediacy. A Spiritual coming down from Black Christidradition captures this
meaning well: in asking “were you there when they crucifigdLord,” the answer “yes”
is already given.

And so it is that in reenacting the Lord’s Supper the diveding past and present is
erased. We become eyewitnesses of, indeed participarise event. The passion of
Jesus Christ, “for the remission of sins,” is re-présd to us. We join the company of
disciples, i.e., the followers of Christ of eveimé and place, who gather to share this
meal with him. To “remember” the occasion in which God&ssenant of love was
renewed is to share in the renewal of that covendre. Supper strengthens us, and all
who partake of it, for our life-journeys of discipleship.

(2) Communion of the Faithful: The Lord’s Supper is a time of communion
(koinonia) We commune with Jesus Christ and with all others fetiow him. Here our
Savior is present with us. For centuries Christians ldebated about how to describe
and explain the character of his presence, and Discipdetainly vary in their
understandings of it. What we hold in common with alti§€tkan traditions is that at the
Table we encounter the Risen Christ.

We most often speak of this communion in quite simpien¢e The Table is not
ours, but the Lord’s. Christ Jesus is the host; iteisMho invites us to be guests at this
meal, to sup and commune with him. Likewise, when weegathe commune not only
with him but with all those who have responded to histatien. We are brought into a
spiritual unity with all Christians, not only thosetlwius at that very moment but with
those of all times and all places.

(3) Sacrifice. That the passion of Christ is a sacrifice offeredangghe forgiveness
of sins is a theme that has been important to Chnistirom the earliest church to today.
It has been variously interpreted, and some of thesgpietations have given rise to a
great deal of controversy. Within the Protestant hgeitdor example, there has been
strong opposition to the view that those who presidaailable are to carry the title of
priests, i.e., those who offer up sacrifices, and they act in order to repeat Christ's
sacrifice again and again.

For disciples, heirs of the Protestant Reformatiba,meaning of the sacrifice at the
Table is understood primarily in the sense that we commamdhe unique sacrifice
made once and for all by Jesus Christ himself. Amongriduey insights conveyed to us
by this theme, three are especially important.

First, a great price has been paid for us, for thesgion of our sins and for our
salvation. We are neither required nor even able tangthing to add to what Jesus has
already done. The work of Christ is a grace, an undesegife freely offered to us.
Second, it is not presiding officers of the ceremoutytbhe whole people of God who, in
response to the sacrifice of Christ, offer up our oagrifices of praise and thanksgiving,
a giving of ourselves to God who brings good news to ssnriérird, by the sacrificial
life and death of Jesus, our own lives are given newetibre we are called to self-giving
service for the sake of the church and of the whotgaxf’s creation.
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(4) Unity. The Lord’s Supper signifies that the unity obalievers in Christ is at once a reality and
a goal yet to be attained. The founders of thedRiscnotably Alexander Campbell and Barton Warren
Stone, reminded their followers that the commusgavice demonstrated that the oneness of allérsliev
was a fact. As worshippers receive bread fromaatdigdroken for them, and share from one cup, goure
for them, they are knit together in one body, @faith, in one Lord and Savior.

They also taught that the Lord’s Supper was a fiagvwaeans by which Christians of various
traditions and theological views might come toigttened awareness of and commitment to the dnity o
all. Further, in the struggle which led Disciplestfirm open communion, welcoming to the Table all
followers of Christ regardless of denominationdl emreedal affiliation, a profound sense of theyuofit
the church is expressed.

(5) The Feast of the Reign of GadAt the Lord’s Table we proclaim Jesus Christ
“until he comes.” This phrase is one of many in Scrippoiting us toward the future,
toward Christ’s coming again (cf. Mt. 26:20, 1 Cor. 11:26). Thed’'s Supper is an
anticipation, and indeed a foretaste, of the joyfuldiesteal celebrating this momentous
event. It calls us forward to the time when God’s Wall the whole of creation will be
accomplished and God's reign will come in its fullnessl gerfection. It directs us
toward that age when we live together, as God would haw® us justice, harmony,
peace, and joy.

This sign of the future cannot fail but make us painfullyaethat at present we and
the world we live in are far from what God intends fog treation. We realize that many
sisters and brothers are not present with us at thée,Tand how many living under
conditions of poverty, injustice, and oppression wilvgithout any meal at all to nourish
them.

To partake of the Lord’s Supper is to experience a hew andleahhope in God’s
ultimate victory over evil. With this hope comes a maeda care for the well-being of
the world and all its inhabitants. Jesus ate with publi@ts notorious sinners, and
instructed his followers to care for the poor, the neéldy,outcasts, and those who are
“the least” in the eyes of the world. Thus the fostgaof joy which we experience at the
Table is not only a comfort to us but a challenge. Ip@res us to undertake our mission
of witness and service in the world.

Although these five themes certainly do not exhaust tthenieaning of the Lord’s
Supper, they convey messages too important to be negladiael worship and teaching
of our church. Each and every one of them deserves taochgled in our communion
services, in our preaching, and in our teaching of the. faith

It is also important for Disciples to give thought toe tdistinctive status and
character of the Lord’s Supper in the Christian commuiiihe sacraments of the church
are God-given means for the proclamation of the gospelhacome down to us from the
apostolic witness to Jesus Christ. Unlike other forfgroclamation such as preaching,
they are not only a telling of the gospel story and itamrey but are a visible and
tangible enactment of the gospel. Here words, actems physical elements combine to
disclose God'’s gracious love in Jesus Christ.

God’s gracious love has been and is revealed on eastgtih physical media: in the
incarnation, by the humanity of Jesus; in baptism, by nmvatethe Lord’s Supper, by
bread and wine. In the Lord’s Supper, these quite ordinatgnmal elements necessary to
sustain life are distributed to and received by the paatnts, and consumed. Partaking
of the one bread and the common cup becomes, by God’s tvaaecasion for spiritual

94



nourishment and renewal of faith. By this sign, madeoimunction with prayers and the
unfailing use of the words of institution, the reality add® gracious love in Jesus Christ
is signified and experienced anew.

The reality is all-embracing; it encompasses the gassent, and future. In the
Lord’s Supper the dimensions of time come to a pointooivergence. The death and
resurrection of Jesus are recalled (1 Cor. 11:23-25) arabthmg Christ (1 Cor. 11:26)
is anticipated in the midst of the experience of tles@nce of the risen Christ among his
people (Lk. 24:30-31).

Precisely because the reality of divine grace in JE$uist is not only signified but
thereby experienced anew in the Lord’s Supper, the breachamdirte are by no means
“mere” or “empty” signs which give rise by free asstioiato various subjective feelings
and thoughts within those who partake of them. What ogsassommunion with Jesus
Christ, who is also present, with the faithful, astrend as redemptive power.

His presence is not physical as in his earthly life; dorthe bread and the wine
change their material properties or become somethingr dtien signs. Yet the
connection between the signs and the reality they
signify and the vital relationship between the rite ftsgld the benefits it conveys to
those who receive it in faith are such that Chmstiaightly proclaim that Jesus Christ,
who was crucified and raised from the dead, is with tiseaT able.

V. Issues of Practice

In light of all that we know and may still learn dfet significance of the Lord’'s
Supper, Disciples no less than other churches have ttagsesider the adequacy of our
worship practices. Both our actions and our words adgFaw those who commune into
the enlarged sphere of meaning which the service opens up andourage receptivity
to the rich spiritual benefits it makes available.

“Free church” worship such as ours, which does not relg standardized liturgy,
provides us the opportunity to express our faith and to refresiwarship by judiciously
drawing upon the resources to be found in Scripture, thest@mri Tradition, and
contemporary life. Theologically thoughtful uses of thisedom direct us to seek out
forms of language and practice that affirm continuityhwitstoric patterns of apostolic,
Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox worship, even asrdfiect the best of contemporary
insights into the meaning of Christian faith in our tmdParticularly worthy of
commendation as a resource for celebrating the Lord{s& is the Disciples work
Thankful Praise: A Resource for Christian Worsfegited by Keith Watkins [St. Louis:
CBP Press, 1987]).

Several issues, however, are in need of careful studyfamher reflection by
Disciples today. Among them are these:

(1) The Word and the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.In the Protestant
tradition, the Lord’s Supper is always to be celebratedinvihe context of the corporate
worship of the faithful in which the Word of God revealed scripture is read, its
meaning(s) explicated in preaching, and then proclaimed ipréyers and actions at the
Table. These are concerns that deserve emphasithddsbrd’'s Supper be mistaken for
an act of personal religiosity or corrupted by subjecteelings and thoughts unrelated to
its central focus, which is the Gospel concerning JesustCh

The Sunday worship of Disciples congregations followsptitéern of joining Word
and Sacrament. On occasion, however, the Lord’s Supdiserved as a separate form
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of worship, often at the close of some special gatgesirmeeting. In such cases there is
always opportunity to hold Word and Sacrament togethet tlais should be done. In
offering an invitation to commune, a prayer of thanksgiving,a meditation, the
scriptural message of the communion service may beinéed and reflected upon.

(2) The Place of the Lord’s Supper in the Order ofWorship. Attention needs to
be given to the place of the Supper in the order of wordbisciples in their freedom
have followed various customs.

It seems that in the early years of our history thedls Supper was generally placed
at the conclusion, as the climax, of Sunday worsmpkeeping with the worship
traditions of most churches. Later in the nineteenthiurgnhowever, many American
churches were led, for various reasons, to place theoseafter the Lord’s Supper; many
Disciples congregations adopted this custom. The sermoachw@ by one individual,
and the response to it by individuals making a public comfessf faith became the
climax of worship, in place of the action of the coumity gathered around the Table as
a corporate body.

Whatever its values may be, this custom has the edfeetevating the pulpit over
the Table by making the Lord’s Supper preparatory to theaserihruns counter to the
practice in the history of worship since apostolic timfdse reading and preaching of the
Word of God calls forth among those who worship a detifo or rededication to the
life of faith. Thereafter, the faithful approach thebleato make and receive a sign and
seal of the Gospel, to commune with the Savior Cliasus and all of his disciples, and
to receive from this spiritual food new strength and wtdbr undertaking our calling of
Christian service in the world. Thus the Lord’s Suppehesfitting climax to our public
worship.

(3) The Invitation to Communion. Jesus Christ himself invites his disciples to his
Table. The invitation offered by our worship leader(s) egrnly to make Christ’s call
known. Many churches have at some time in the past—andnewveat present—made a
conscious attempt to restrict the invitation to thodeovare deemed “qualified” to
participate. The use of creeds and other specificallyom@rational criteria for this
purpose has been challenged and set aside by Disciples.ifTluour custom as a
community of faith to invite all baptized Christians tatpke of the Lord’s Supper with
us.

Here, however, two points are to be recalled. Tre i& that each of the church’'s
sacraments has a special character as well as alspenéfit all its own. Baptism is a
sign and seal of our incorporation into the body ofis€hthe Lord’s Supper is a sign and
seal of the spiritual nourishment we receive as memieteat body. Hence it is for
Christians, as members of the body of Christ throughisra (whatever its form), that
the Table is intended.

The second point, related and critical to our understgnalirthe first, is this. It is
not ours to investigate and decide, as though the judgmeatome own, who is and is
not truly a follower of Christ worthy to come to thablle with us. This is a matter of
faith, and conscience, beyond our reckoning. As Discgiplesinvite anyone of sincere
faith who wills to come to the Table, for we beliet@at we no less than others are
offered there mercy, forgiveness, and new life.

(4) Confession of Sin and AbsolutionThe path to the Lord’s Table is marked by
an awareness of our utter unworthiness of the love af. @ristians find that our
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experience and measure of understanding of this love fasg&ing love are made
powerful when we confess our sins, as individuals andcsranunity, and hear God’s
Word of acceptance. To drink worthily of the cup filleithwChrist’s blood poured out
for the remission of sins, we drink repentantly, withmility and with thanksgiving.
Hence the opportunity to confess our sins and to heagsrtmise of their forgiveness in
Jesus Christ is essential in our worship. Indeed, witfioygtveness there are some who
will never feel themselves worthy to partake of the SupPeavision for the confession
of sins and for words of assurance may be made, whethesrpgrate statements or by
prayers early in the worship service or as the commupnégares to come to the Table

(5) The Question of PresidencyVho is to preside at the Lord’s Supper is anatftbe important
issues to be dealt with by Disciples today. Varmustoms and views can be found among us. There is
widespread acknowledgment that the elders, nowdbyaege understood to be “lay (non-ordained)
officers” of the congregation, are to play a pra@mimole at the Table, offering prayers and in scases
proclaiming the words of institution. They are galhebut by no means always joined by the ordained
minister, who may or may not preside. Regrettaiome cases the minister is excluded from serving
much less presiding, at the Table.

Leadership at the Table is not a prerogative given to amedianinister alone, but
it is a responsibility shared by the ministers and sldéthe congregation, and by other
church members whom the congregation authorizes to gsveommunity in this role.
This is a conviction for which sound theological and pcattieasons can be given. But
often discussions and practices regarding the roléseoélders and the minister reflect
misunderstandings of our heritage.

This is especially true in any case of the exclusionhef minister from any
leadership role in the administration of the Lord’s Suppest of all, the office of elder
spoken of by Alexander Campbell, Barton Warren Stone,cdher early Disciples was
understood to be one carried out by those who were duly apgand fully recognized
as the ministers of the church. It was an ordainede&fin that ordination was the formal
ceremony that confirmed appointment and recognition. Themuarrangement in which
there is an ordained minister and several “lay” elderseloped only gradually thereafter,
as ordination became granted ever more increasingjdews—and evangelists—with a
gift (and/or formal theological education) for preachitggching, and pastoral oversight.

Even today elders are appointed by our congregations to rastmi of
congregational oversight, including service at the Lof@ble. This is a form of ministry
even if it is not any longer understood to bear all @sponsibilities of ordained ministry
or formally acknowledged by an act of ordination.

Second, Disciples follow the Protestant tradition gelherin emphasizing the
importance of the priesthood of all believers. Our hgetaffirms that all believers are
eligible, by virtue of their baptism, to be chosen by thurch to serve at the Table. The
“priesthood” belongs to the people, thaos (laity, the people) of God. It is by the
church’s choosing that one or more of their number l@ag them in worship, whether
or not a formal service such as ordination is held tdircorthat appointment.

Precisely for these reasons, however, the ordainedstennof the congregation is
not to be denied a role in administering the Lord’s Supgérs practice fails to recall
that the ordained minister is an elder of the churblarged with and appointed for its
pastoral leadership. To refuse to allow the ministereteesat the Table is to deny the
collegiality of pastors and elders.
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Ordained ministers are also part of the laos, the peaplk hence they too can be
appointed to serve at the Table. And indeed they serve anynways as the
representatives of the whole people of God. Among Degips well as in ecumenical
settings the ordained ministry is often referred t@ agpresentative ministry. Thus it is
altogether appropriate for the ordained minister to adfeto lead the congregation in
offering the words of institution. Given our commitmentthe cause of Christian unity,
selecting the ordained minister to preside at the Tabté gpecial importance: Those
who lead us in our worship at the Table do so by appointraadtordination is the most
universally acknowledged act by which the churches fornmadiyk such appointment to
their public, representative ministries.

(6) Prayers at the Table Communion prayers, however many are offered|dihaziude as a
basic element the offering of thanksgiving. Clarstinere express gratitude for God's love, folféhe
and death of Jesus Christ, and for the gift obsaiv. At this time the meaning of Communion as
Eucharist, thanksgiving, is expressed with spaoighancy.

The prayers at the Table are also to include a pettdimg for the presence of the
Holy Spirit, through whose power the bread and wine prosmetual nourishment for
the refreshing of our faith, the upbuilding of the body bfi§, and our living as faithful
servants of Jesus Christ in the world. This parthef prayer is often called the
invocation or theepiclesis,both words meaning “to call upon.” It is also appropriate in
communion prayers to focus on our remembrance of théfisacf Jesus Christ, our
anticipation of God’s ultimate victory, our awarenesstlee presence of Jesus Christ
among us, and our appreciation for the richness of meawingeged by the Lord’s
Supper.

In many churches, and many Disciples congregations, dh#d Prayer is included
in the liturgy of the Table. It is a way by which theientongregation may be prepared
for and drawn into what takes place when we partakeeofStipper. In the worship of
Disciples, the Lord’s Prayer most naturally comesradi invitation to communion or in
the context of a communion meditation.

(7) The Words of Institution. The unfailing use of the biblical words of institution
in the Lord’s Supper focuses our devotions on the signdeah the sacrament. It is also
a testimony to our unity with all Christians of all @mand in all places, for no specific
act of worship is more universally observed by Christiaas this. The words are those
of Scripture (Mt. 26:26-29, Mk. 14:22-25, Lk.22:14-19, or 1 Cor. 11:23-26), each and
every one of which is a capsule summary of the printeeplogical meanings of the
Supper. Repeating those words time after time makes wrkribat what we do here is
not ordinary eating and drinking, but a sharing with JesussiCand with the whole
community of faith in the meal that celebrates ansrmonicates the Gospel.

(8) Elements and Actions of the Lord’s Supper Disciples, like Protestants
generally and following the lead of Alexander Camplweparticular, are well aware that
the elements and actions of the Lord’s Supper are “symbalnd tend to view them in
rather rationalistic terms. But the Protestant hgeitand Campbell himself had an
appreciation of the import and power of living symbols enkeen than that customary
among Disciples today.

It is to be recalled that how we conduct the Lord’s Suppay have the effect of
heightening or diminishing our experience of its meaningswaldd do well to set aside
the sterile practice of using tiny, individual, and preqmates of bread and little cups of
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juice or wine in favor of loaves of bread that canlpeken in the sight of all the
congregation and cups that can be filled and then shahed by dipping or sipping.

At the very least, and as Campbell advocated, we dlalldw believers to see a
loaf of bread “significantly” broken as the scripturabrds of institution are spoken.
Likewise, as worshippers hear the words “poured outdat”ythey are to see the fruit of
the vine being poured out into a chalice from which theytarpartake. There is to be a
discernible relationship between what is said and whdbne by symbolic action at the
Table.

The use of a loaf of bread (whether leavened or unleayeand of a significant
amount of wine or grape juice is a visible and tangibl@imder that God’'s self-
revelation occurs in and through earthly media. God caedes to meet us where we
are, on earth, and as we are, creatures who are tanghpowerfully moved by our
sensory experiences. When at the Lord’s Supper the brpaltibread the pouring of
wine, and the sharing together of food that sustains eigoared with God’s Word of
Good News and the power of the Spirit, we are nourishethdyove of God in Jesus
Christ and through that love are made one with anotttewah the Church Universal.
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. After reviewing the history of Disciples theology andqpice of the Lord’s
Supper, which of those beliefs and practices have endutbd fwesent?

2. How do you understand the difference betw@eimanceandsacramerf

3. In section V, “Issues of Practice,” consider wita worship planners of your
faith community each of the issues listed. How doethactice and understanding
of worship in your faith community compare to the ideasented by the
commission?

4. Invite those responsible for planning worship in youhfadmmunity to
articulate the theological suppositions and experier@drtform their planning of
worship for the local faith community. If worship plannisgargely based on local
precedence and preference, how can it be helped to neftbajreater integrity the
faith and practice of the whole church?
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5. For further study of the Lord’s Supper, refeffte Lord’s Suppeby James O.
Duke and Richard L. Harrison, listed in the bibliographpad of the Nature of the
Church Series.
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Glossary

Council of Constantinople an ecumenical council in A.D. 381 that affirmed and
enlarged the faith as expressed in the Nicene Creed afeedIsuch important
teachings as the nature of the Trinity, the divinityhef Holy Spirit, the human and
divine natures of Jesus Christ, and the status of the bfi€onstantinople
(Orthodox) as second only to Rome.

discernment a process of gaining insight or making a decision. Thewog
discernment process was listed in the “Guidelines fou@ Discernment” in the 1997
General AssemblBusiness Docket and Prograi®0).

» Seek God’s intentions for the church with earnestness.

» Cultivate an attitude of humility which recognizes buman limitations and
sinfulness.

* Pray patiently regarding the issue at hand.

» Attend actively to each persons’ words, feelings, andwerbal expressions in the
spirit of genuine caring.

» Recognize and release preconceived perceptions.

* Open the heart and mind to new insights, feelings, andoi view.

» Take responsibility for one’s own feelings, words, actibas as individual members
of Christ’s body.

» Speak honestly about what is perceived to be God’s unfpidientions for the church
and world.

ecumenical council assemblies of leaders of the church throughout th&wdrose
decisions on Christian doctrine, worship, and practicaecepted and received with
great reverence for Christian faith and living. The siecis of these councils are
considered authoritative only if they are in harmony v@thd’s Word. The first seven
councils are called “ecumenical” (from the Greek wOrkdoumengbecause their
decisions are believed to represent Christians “throughewhole inhabited world.”

grace the free and unearned gift of God’s love and help.
holy: related to or deriving from God; set apart for God’s usgeovice.

Nicene Creed an expression of the essentials of the Christi#h fesulting from the
ecumenical council of Nicea (in Asia Minor) in A.D. 328d modified in 381:
We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, maker of all thingdesesnd invisible,
and in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the only-begotten of the Eadhes,
of the substance of the Father, God from God, light from light, taskf@m true
God, begotten, not made, of one substance with the Father, through whom all things
were made, those things that are in heaven and those things that are onveartbr
us men and for our salvation came down and was made flesh, suffered, rosgnagain
the third day, ascended into the heavens, and will come to judge thealindrtge
dead.
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| believe in the Holy Ghost, the Lord, the Giver of lufieop proceedeth from the
Father, who with the Father and the Son together is worshiped and glorihed, w
spake by the prophets. And | believe in one Catholic and Apostolic Church. |
acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins. And | look fordheeetion of
the dead, and the life of the world to come.

sanctification: for Christians, the fact of our having been madeyea receive and to
share God’s love and help.

shalom the Hebrew word for peace; wholeness, the fulfilitnef God’s justice.
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