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CHAPTER THREE

THEORETICAL FOUNDATION AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This chapter describes the biblical, historical, and theological foundations of the research presented in this paper. The first section offers six images from the biblical narrative. Together they inform the sense of call behind this work. Next are the biblical materials that speak to the organization/community of believers in the body of Christ imagery, Jesus as the servant leader, the work to be done by those seeking to follow Jesus, and the Holy Spirit. This material is followed by an outline of the history of governance and administration in the Western Christian Church and a corresponding history of the movement in Western Christian spirituality. The final section examines the theology of church.

Six Images

Six images from the biblical narrative provide the foundation for this research. The first is the compelling nature and challenge of being created in the image and likeness of God. Human beings created in God’s image are both a part of creation and responsible for caring for and developing it. Identity and boundaries are important, but as discussed in Chapter Two, creation is whole. People have a key role since they are in the very image and likeness of God, establishing a position of responsibility rather than privilege. In the biblical story humanity challenges the established boundaries and order in an attempt to become like God. The result is a rupture in the communal nature of creation and an estrangement of humanity from God. God provides a path to reconciliation rooted in grace and the free gift of faith; judgment is decreed for failure to accept the gift and participate in the care and development of creation. Judgment may not be so much the penalty for bad behavior as it is a way of indicating the seriousness of what happens when people disrupt the way in which creation works.

Second, human beings are here to serve in, with, and under God in the continued development of this world. While they have free will, it would seem that free will is to enable people to freely and joyfully participate with God in the nurture and continued development of creation. Anyone who has served on a team of highly motivated and talented people working closely together toward a deeply shared vision has glimpsed this. But, as Genesis 3 points out, human beings choose to use that free will to focus on themselves. Sin then becomes the desire to act in ways that are counter to the deep design of this world by attempting to claim for oneself what belongs to the whole.   

The third important image is the servant. In Exodus Moses asks God what God’s name is, God responds “I am who I am.” (Ex. 3:13-14). Eventually I AM enters our world in the human form of Jesus who identifies himself as a servant in both his words and actions. The image and likeness that humans were created in then is Jesus and it is this image and behavior that people need to focus their personal and corporate choices around. Chapter Two discusses the servant as leader in detail.

The fourth image is the church as the presence of Christ in our world. Once Jesus physically leaves, the church is formed and empowered by the Holy Spirit to be his continuing presence in the world. Societies require structure and confer authority for work that needs to be done for the common good. Governance is responsible for the care and development of church communities as they pursue the care and development of the world as God directs in the first chapter of Genesis. The church corporate should reflect Jesus the servant not an organization focused on self-preservation.

Fifth, when the Holy Spirit comes, all believers regardless of gender, race, ethnicity, social status, or maturity receive the Spirit’s gifts for the development of the whole church body. Since the church is an interdependent community and dependent upon the Spirit for everything, then it would seem imperative that the church’s first priority must always be discerning where the Spirit is moving and seeking to align and act with it. 

Finally, human beings are different. Uniformity is not a biblical virtue, nor is it a virtue in the natural world. Uniformity generates vulnerability. The Gen. 11 narrative of the Tower of Babel suggests that there may indeed be something built into human beings that keeps them from effectively communicating over time and thereby limits their ability to further distort creation. The polarities inherent in differences, coupled with the rich diversity inherent in the metaphor of body, suggest that diversity and connectedness are essential to the care and development of creation. While uniformity is not a virtue in creation, connectedness and an appreciation of wholeness certainly are.

Biblical Foundations

This section focuses on the biblical foundations of this research associated with the church as the body of Christ, the servant as leader, and the nature of the work followers of the Christ are asked to do. 

The Church as the Body of Christ

In 1 Cor. 12, the Apostle Paul paints a vivid picture of the community of believers that shares much with the image emerging from the new sciences. It is not a kingdom or a tribe or a family; it is a body, fully integrated and whole. Rom. 12 and Eph. 4 also emphasize the body metaphor. Eph. 4 and Col. 2 place Christ as the head in a role similar to that of the brain and the associated neural systems. The imagery is compelling. It is equally compelling that the passages in First Corinthians and Romans are followed by sections on love.

These passages from First Corinthians, Romans, and Ephesians are read over and over, spiritual gifts classes are held regularly in which people are given instruments to identify their gifts, and countless sermons are preached on them. Yet it seems very difficult to carry that message into the day-to-day lives of governing and administrative bodies in congregations and other church related organizations. Perhaps the theory and practice gap is simply too great. What might organizations, especially church governing bodies, be like if they took seriously the reality that people are all a part of a whole; that they are different, interdependent, and connected; that each person regardless of the skin color, education, gender, sexual preference, or race has value; and that it is the desires of the heart of God that they must seek? Indeed, what might the church be like? In 1 Cor. 12 Paul reminds the reader that when one of member of the body is hurt all suffer; joy too, is shared; and that members of the body must care for one another. Everything exists for the good of the whole. Graham Standish believes the vision of unity is one of the five vital dimensions of spiritual leadership.
The words of 1 Cor. 12 should be heard clearly by all. This not about one congregation or one denomination; this is about all believers: 

The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body . . . For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body . . . Now the body is not made up of one part but of many . . . “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be.  If they were all one part, where would the body be?  As it is, there are many parts, but one body.

The eye cannot say to the hand, “I don't need you!” And the head cannot say to the feet, “I don't need you!” On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable,    . . . But God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honor to the parts that lacked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.

Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it . . . 

Paul also uses the body of Christ imagery with the Eucharist. In the Eucharist believers are fully united with Christ and with one another. The imagery is of unity and integrity. The church is the presence of Jesus in the world continuing the work of reconciliation Jesus announces in Luke 4. The sense of wholeness, differentiation, connectedness, collaboration, purpose, and passion present in the human body engaged in meaningful work provides rich insights for governing boards. This imagery, integrated with the understanding of creation offered in the new sciences, suggests to Andrew Park a cosmic Eucharist of all creation is already an integral part of whole; people need only to allow themselves to be included.

The image of the body does not fit well, however, into our individualistic society, nor has it since the fourth century when the more egalitarian nature of the early community of believers gave way to an institutional hierarchy. No doubt such shifts were made necessary by the Church’s movement from a household to a social religion in the Greco-Roman world. Yet, that movement soon obscured the early Christian household’s emphasis on the equality of believers who sought to live as a covenant community where the Spirit was given to all people and each appeared to have the opportunity to serve and develop in the way they had been gifted. 

Just what is the body of Christ? Generally the idea is presented in churches in the context of identifying candidates for different roles in the institutional church. Some church bodies emphasize the concept of body within their community then deny it with others who do not confess their version of the faith. Peter Vaill uses the term “institutional learning” to characterize the type of learning that is pursued within such churches. It is learning that is circumscribed by the doctrines and the institutional life of the church. In Learning as a Way of Being, Vaill advocates a more organic, experiential view of learning that honors a community of learning and openness to truths that lie beyond. Parker Palmer presents a similar model in the Courage to Teach. In both, the idea is that the capacity to form new knowledge and learn is inherent in community and needs to be allowed to emerge. 

Authority structures can never transcend the authority figure present. The Christian path is often described as the “narrow way”. The image of a narrow path may not be entirely helpful. Passages, such as 1 Cor. 12 and Rom. 12, mentioned above, and John 3:16, “For God so loved the world,” do not offer a narrow path, but rather one that is so broad as to reach every dimension of creation. 

Jesus the Servant Leader

The uniting space for all this is the image of the body of Christ and the image of Jesus as servant as its head. The writer of Ephesians offers this description: “Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.” (Eph. 4:15-16) 

Who is this Head? It is the servant Jesus. In a reference that can easily point back to the Genesis account of Adam and Eve taking fruit from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, the writer of Philippians describes Jesus as a servant not seeking the equality that was the apparent focus of Adam and Eve, but obedience. 


Who, being in very nature God,



did not consider equality with God something 

to be grasped, 


but made himself nothing,



taking the very nature of a servant,



being made in human likeness. 

And being found in appearance as a man,



he humbled himself



and became obedient to death—




even death on a cross! (Phil. 2:6-8)
This is the same Jesus who announced his ministry to his neighbors in Nazareth using the words of Isaiah.

… Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written: 

 ‘The Spirit of the Lord is on me,



because he has anointed me



to preach good news to the poor. 


He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners



and recovery of sight for the blind,

to release the oppressed,

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.’

Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him, and he began by saying to them, ‘Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing. (Luke 4:17-21)

This is the same Jesus who continually admonished his followers with the reminder that they were different. “Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” (Mark 10: 43-45)
This is the same Jesus who, as his disciples gathered for their last meal before his death, reminded them again what it meant to follow him. “Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you.” (John 13:4-5)
This is the same Jesus who later that same evening responds to questions from Thomas and Philip saying, “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.” (John 14:4-9)  

The I AM who first spoke to Moses in Exodus is finally revealed. I AM is not a mighty king, nor a warrior, nor a great priest, nor a prophet. I AM is a servant! The 1200-year journey from the burning bush is almost complete. The God who led Israel through her tumultuous life as a nation slowly revealing to her along the way what it means to be holy, loving, just, and all-powerful is a servant! It is a story very much like that of Leo in Herman Hesse’s great story, The Journey to the East, that enabled Robert Greenleaf to recognize and give form to the servant as leader he so eloquently described. God has chosen to take on the form of a servant to help human beings understand that it is not about their power or importance. They are but part of a whole, not the focus. They have a role; the role of Jesus, the role of a servant. It is not about ownership; it is about stewardship. The prophet Micah sums it up so eloquently.

He has showed you, O man, what is good.



And what does the LORD require of you? 

 
To act justly and to love mercy



and to walk humbly with your God. (Mic. 6:8) 
The Work to be Done

The writer of Ephesians reminds readers that there is more than being saved by grace through faith. There is a response. “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” (Eph. 2:8-10)

What is it that believers are supposed to do? Jesus is quite clear in the Gospel of Mark. When asked what is the greatest commandment, Jesus responds: “The most important one, . . . is this: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no commandment greater than these.” (Mark 12:29-31)
What is love? How might people know it? What model should they use, what standards should they aspire to? “My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.” (John 15: 12-13)
 Matthew adds further definition to love in the story of the sheep and the goats (Matt. 25:34-45). People will be held accountable for what they have done for “the least of these.” (Matt. 25:45) for whatever people do for someone in the body, they do for God. 

The work human beings have to do extends beyond loving God and loving neighbor as themselves; it is more than personal salvation. It extends to the whole of creation as God’s very first words to humans remind us. 
So God created man in his own image,

in the image of God he created him;

male and female he created them. 

God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.” 

Then God said, “I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food. 

And to all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of the air and all the creatures that move on the ground—everything that has the breath of life in it—I give every green plant for food.” And it was so. 

God saw all that he had made, and it was very good. And there was evening, and there was morning—the sixth day. 

Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array. (Gen. 1:27-2:1)
The words “fruitful,” “increase,” “subdue,” and “rule” in the NIV; “fruitful,” “multiply,” “replenish,” “subdue,” and “dominion” in King James Version (KJV) are sometimes cited as justification for the exploitation of the natural world.  Yet this interpretation seems dramatically counter to the character of God manifest in the servant Jesus, the Psalms (e.g. Psa. 19:1-4), the prophetic writings (e.g. Is. 65:25), and the passages that relate to the Sabbath and Jubilee year (Lev. 25), the feasts of celebration of the harvest (Lev. 23) and the provision of dedication of the first born and the tithe. God cannot compromise God’s own character and integrity and “God is love” (1 John 4:8 and 1 John 4:16) and God loves the world so much so, “ . . . that he gave his one and only Son . . .” (John 3:16) Loving development and creativity are fundamental dimensions of God’s character and people, as servants and stewards created in God’s image, are to continue to carry out those Genesis instructions. Matt. 25:14-27 tells the story of a man who entrusted his property to his servants and what happened when he returned. Note the problem was not that the servant squandered the man’s property; he simply hid it and did not develop it.

Perhaps the most difficult challenge for people, especially those in roles of leadership within organizations, is the image that Jesus presents of being a servant. The disciples struggled with this concept throughout the time of Jesus’ earthly presence and it seems to rapidly recede as the Christian community starts to grow and experience the need for identity, instruction, and continuity amidst the Greco/Roman world. The disciples too, were concerned with privilege and succession. Jesus tried continually to help them into a paradigm shift, but it was difficult. “At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked, ‘Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?’ He called a little child and had him stand among them. And he said: ‘I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” (Matt. 18:1-4)
Mark records the following conversation in the continuing discussion about power and influence.  

Jesus called them together and said, “You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all.  For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:42-45) 

Jesus makes the issue of servant a major topic of his last hours. The Luke account of the Last supper includes this exchange: 

Also a dispute arose among them as to which of them was considered to be greatest. Jesus said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who exercise authority over them call themselves Benefactors.  But you are not to be like that. Instead, the greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves.  For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one who is at the table? But I am among you as one who serves. (Luke 24: 22-27)
As mentioned earlier, the Gospel of John records the story of Jesus first washing the disciples’ feet and then admonishing his followers to do the same. Brennan Manning, whose spiritual journey has touched the lives of many, draws on the imagery of John 13 to illuminate the stark contrast between the servant’s walk and the upward path of a career ladder. Jesus remains Lord by being a servant.

The beloved disciple presents a mind-bending image of God, blowing away all previous conceptions of who the Messiah is and what discipleship is all about. What a scandalous reversal of the world’s values! To prefer to be the servant rather than the lord of the household is the path of downward mobility in an upwardly mobile culture. To taunt the idols of prestige, honor, and recognition, to refuse to take oneself seriously or to take seriously others who take themselves seriously, and to embrace the servant lifestyle––these are the attitudes that bear the stamp of authentic discipleship.

The stark realism of John’s portrait of Christ leaves no room for romanticized idealism or sloppy sentimentality. Servanthood is not an emotion or mood or feeling; it is a decision to live like Jesus. It has nothing to do with what we feel; it has everything to do with what we do––humble service. To listen obediently to Jesus ––“If I, then, the Lord and Master, have washed your feet, you should wash each other’s feet”––is to hear the heartbeat of the Rabbi John knew and loved.
 

Holy Spirit

The English word "spirit" comes from the Latin word spiritus. The Hebrew word for spirit is “ruach” and the Greek word “pneuma.” All three carry the image of the breath or movement of air associated with life. Spirit then can be defined as the life force present in all things, the creative energy that formed the world and the power that continually brings life to it. Because respiration is associated with life, the term spirit can also imply consciousness, being, awareness, and the capacity to think and to feel. Spirit is essence; it is life in its most vital, all-inclusive, and expansive form. The New Testament contains four noun descriptions of God. The four are: “God is spirit” (John 4:24), “God is a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29), “God is light” (1 John 1:5), and “God is love” (1 John 4:8,16). God as spirit is the Holy Spirit, the third and perhaps the most illusive person of the Christian Trinity. The Upper Room Dictionary of Christian Spiritual Formation says the “Holy Spirit is the ground of God within our souls, calling to us from the core of our beings as inspiration; as the source of wisdom, vision, revelation; and as the magnificent experience of knowing God's reality.”
 

References to the Spirit frame the Biblical narrative. The Spirit of God hovers over the face of the primordial waters in Gen. 1:2. In Rev. 22:17 the Spirit and the bride (church) invite the Christ to “Come!” and then all who to wish to drink of the “water of life” to come. Between these two stories God’s character, God’s work, and God’s desires are progressively revealed; culminating in the life, work, death, and resurrection of Jesus the Christ and the gift of the Holy Spirit to all believers. The community of believers, the church, is empowered by the Spirit to continue the work of Christ in the world. It is the Spirit that stimulates creativity, motivates leaders, imparts wisdom, invites discernment and the desire for holiness, and inspires people. Rom. 12, 1 Cor. 12, and Eph. 4 speak of the church as the body of Christ empowered by the Spirit and gifted with many gifts that work in combination to carry out God’s continuing work. The Spirit is the source of power manifest in miracles. It is always given as a gift. The Spirit cannot be owned or controlled. It is continuous with the continued presence of Christ in creation and the Spirit’s presence is manifest by joy, peace, patience, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self‑control. The Spirit is unity. The life force of all of creation is not divided just as Christ is not divided. Since the Spirit is the source of life, hindering the Spirit’s movement and work or closing one’s self off from the Spirit becomes, if such a thing exists, the “unpardonable sin.”

If God is spirit and God is love, then the Holy Spirit must be love. Daniel Day Williams in his book, The Spirit and the Forms of Love, states“ . . . love is spirit taking form in history.” 
 Such a love is not an idea, but grace, mercy, pain, forgiveness, and reconciliation experienced in their fullness. Together, they are the rendering in human terms of what the love of God, both consummated and anticipated, is doing in human life. “Christian faith sees in the story of Jesus the spirit of God reshaping human existence and opening the way to new forms of understanding what existence is.”
 The goal of the church then must be the ideal of continuing discovery and unfolding such love in a dynamic relationship with a God who is characterized in our limited language as spirit, love, light, and a consuming fire. To do this there must be continued communication and the passionate desire to follow the leading of the Holy Spirit. That communication is prayer and spiritual disciplines are the practices that help people better listen for and hear the often still, small voice of the Spirit competing against all the other voices that clamor for intention both inside and out. 
A Brief History of Church Governance and Administration

The church governing structures of today are manifestations of the structures that began to grow as the early church worked through their emerging understanding of their new faith. These groups are the primary spokespeople for discerning and living out God’s will in their church body/congregation. There is considerable evidence that the governing boards of churches in the US today are not healthy. A number of authors, among them: John Ackerman, Diana Butler-Bass, Gene Getz, Kent Groff, Loren Mead, Chuck Olsen, Graham Standish, and Karen Marie Yust, write of needed improvements in both the focus on discerning God’s will and the processes of governing typically employed. Among the issues cited are limited horizons, archaic models, the tyranny of the immediate, over emphasis on business, open hostility within the community, emotional needs, religious differences, inattention to personal and corporate spiritual growth, and countless inefficiencies. All contribute to major turnover and the inability to devote time to together to the primary role of seeking out God’s yearnings and following them. These same maladies, sometimes in slight variations and with different names, plague the world of corporate governance.

The pathway to the present situation in the church follows the path of the larger culture. The lineage of the practices and models in use today in the North American church extends back through European history to the first century. For much of this time the relationship between the state and the church has occupied theological thought. While church/state issues remain important, the large institutions that now shape our world have for the most part superceded them in significance. In the past couple of centuries large institutions such as those that dominate business, science and technology, education, and the arts have become the principal forces shaping the world the church lives in and is asked to serve.

To look at how the church arrived at this point it is necessary to go back to ancient Israel. Governance in that world was built on the extensive, highly interconnected, and supportive network of largely self-sufficient family, clan, and tribal units. Roles were clear and the thread of life remained relatively the same from generation to generation. The Hebrews were a people of the promise and they lived in an intimate relationship with the land. Their religious life was central to everything, expectations were clear, and obedience expected. Behavior and consequence were closely linked at least in the narratives that survive. Leadership came in the form of strong individuals, almost always men. Abraham, Joseph, and Moses, guided the people during their wanderings, Joshua during the conquest, then a series of regional heroes and heroines who helped rescue various tribes from local threats during the period of the Judges. 

First Samuel tells the story of the beginning of the monarchy. The existing tribal system had failed, order had broken down, the people were threatened from outside, and the spiritual life was continuing to degenerate. The structural backbone of the society was parenthood. It provided the foundation for the wider spectrum of authority and leadership, but it too was broken as the stories of both Eli and Samuel’s sons attest. Something had to change. The weaknesses of Israel’s tribal life had been exposed and the pressure to adopt the forms of its more successful neighbors was overwhelming. Israel had entered the world of nations. It had been challenged to live as a covenant community within the power realities of the ancient Near East, and had fallen apart in the face of the failures from within and pressures from beyond its borders. The movement to add a king in Israel’s three part governing (judge, priest, and prophet) structure changed the foundation for all that follows in Biblical narrative and the centuries of church life and practice that have followed. 

Bruce C. Birch in his commentary on the first and second books of Samuel in the New Interpreters Bible says: “The establishment of the kingship represented a major transformation for Israel. It was not only a change in institutional structures but also a major shift in categories for understanding the nature of Israel’s life as a community and its relationship to God.”
 He continues; “It was not easy for Israel to live as a covenant community in partnership with God. It was clear from the Exodus onward that the covenant model was an alternative to the models of community that prevailed among Israel’s neighbors.”
 This alternative included recognition of a Divine sovereignty not rooted in hierarchical forms of leadership in human community, but instead rooted in the servant model that evolves in the stories of the virtues of David, the servant songs of Isaiah, and references to Jesus as servant. The issues of being a covenant community of servants within the world of institutions and governments remain with us today. They speak to the needs and desires of living as a community that is both redeemed by grace with the commandment to love as God loves and bound up by self-interest and distorted by selfish behaviors and the quest for personal power. 

The authors of both First Samuel and Deuteronomy are cautious about a king, and indeed the record of Israel’s kings leaves much to be desired. Nonetheless, Israel’s journey into the status of a nation state produced a governing model that offered a sensitive balance among prophet, priest, judge, and king. While this framework continues to influence much of the legal foundation that undergirds and protects human societies today, it soon lost its focus on being in service to God and to the people in and around it. Despite evidence that a king was not part of God’s desire, God gave Israel a king and continued to walk with Israel through David’s reign, eventually using the David’s “house” to call forth the “true king,” Jesus. Jesus, then is not only the redeemer, but the continuing model for anyone who finds them self in a role of authority within the church or society.

Israel’s experience with kings and prophets dominates the spiritual, military, and political landscape of the biblical text up to the exile. The nation itself was essentially two disparate groups of tribes pressed together for a brief period who then split and remain fractured. In the 400 years between the return from the Babylonian exile and the birth of Christ, Israel was governed by a corrupted theocracy. It was at the mercy of the nations that surrounded it and a band of freedom fighters who fought the intruders and managed some level of independence. Eventually an illegitimate line of kings emerged that attempted to govern with Roman help until 70 A.D. when Jerusalem was destroyed. David dominates the checkered history of the kings of Israel despite his major failings. Psalms 78:70-72 remains one of the best descriptions of leadership available.

He chose David also his servant, and took him from the sheepfolds: From following the ewes great with young he brought him to feed Jacob his people, and Israel his inheritance. So he fed them according to the integrity of his heart; and guided them by the skillfulness of his hands. (Psa. 78:70-72 (KJVS))
The New Testament model shifts from a people become a nation to a collection of individuals within a nation. The issues of state are gone and the context shifts back to the family fabric that had provided the backbone of the society since the beginning. A well-run church was expected to look like a well-run family. The principal focus in the early New Testament church was on establishing and maintaining identity and assimilating new people from diverse cultures and its governance model reflects that. 

Something else occurs. The Hebrew culture begins to bow to the increasingly complex Greek and Roman urban world. The attachment to the land and the temple moves to the person and the heart. A community of people gathering in homes throughout cities each gifted with the God’s Spirit emerges. Each house church is led by an “elder” who assumes the role of overseer responsible for seeing that people come to know and live their faith. “Deacons” are appointed to carry out acts of service. Eventually an “elder of elders” emerges in cities who becomes known as a “bishop”. The bishop, elder, and deacon model in various forms continues to shape the governance models of mainline Protestant and Roman Catholic Church. Independent and many Evangelical churches tend to eschew the role of bishop.  

The question: is this two/three-office model descriptive or prescriptive? The arguments are different and deeply held. Avery Dulles, a Roman Catholic, believes: “The New Testament, at least, does not impose the three-tier hierarchical system (bishop, presbyter, deacon) today familiar to us. Theologians are coming to admit, in increasing numbers, that these hierarchical distinctions are of human institution, alterable by the will of men.”
 Gene Getz, writing from a conservative evangelical independent church tradition, argues that the New Testament Pastorals are prescriptive, but that a bishop over several churches is not included in the model. David Bartlett looks across the New Testament authors that comment on leadership and governance and suggests that the context of opportunity or threat may have driven Paul and the authors of Matthew, John, Luke-Acts and the Pastorals to emphasize either flexibility or rigidity, but that in the end it is what serves the Gospel that must be followed. 
 For more than two hundred years the early church was focused in the private sphere of the household rather than the public sphere of the temple or government. Its concern was the domestic life of its community rather than the life of the city. But, during the third century, Christianity began evolving toward a more public religion, and by the fourth century Christians were worshiping in their own buildings. Within another century the church had become an institution with buildings, established roles, and specific governing structures that needed continuing attention. Bruce Birch observes: “Like Israel the church is called to be in the world, but not of the world. The pattern of the church’s life is defined by relationship with God in continuity with the covenant model of Israel and with the community of new covenant in Jesus Christ shaped by the early church. The qualities of such faith communities include love, justice, peace, compassion, and worship.”
 

Karen Jo Torjesen documents this process of the church becoming an institution in her book, When Women Were Priests. She speaks of the transition in the early church from community to organization, from leadership to governance, and from servant to kingdom and the losses experienced, especially for women.  

By the third century Christianity was attracting members of the municipal ruling elites and experienced in city politics . . . These were men schooled in the institutions of public life; their notions of authority, order, organization, and leadership came from the political life of the city. They brought into churches new leadership models, models that had proved effective for governing large and diverse communities.
 

The shift was profound. As a result the infant church began to take on the aura of government, and the idea of a hierarchy like that found in Roman government began to emerge. Torjesen records the gradual shift as the nature of the community changed from household to public ministry in the context of an administration assuming a “Christian” persona. 

Like the Jewish community, the Christian community stressed the importance of adjudicating disputes between members within the community . . . By the third century, the practice of adjudicating disputes within the community led to the establishment of the bishop’s court . . . When Constantine . . . became the first Christian emperor, he placed these bishop’s courts on the same legal basis as the empire’s municipal courts.
 

Roman administrative talent was efficient and the transition was swift. “From the third to the fourth century the office of the bishop became increasingly monarchial . . . By the fourth century, this shift in leadership models became evident in church architecture…the church had become the ‘throne room’ of God.”
 

It was not just about structure and leadership; the long tentacles of the mindset of public Roman life began to shape the theology and practice of the faith itself. Torjesen writes that Tertullian, a prominent leader and prolific author from Carthage during the early Christian period, “ . . . borrowed language and constructs from Roman political life to interpret the basic features of Christianity. Tertullian’s teachings on inner Trinitarian relationships, on the relationships between Christians within the church are all patterned on the relationships that existed in the public political sphere.”
 The not so subtle links between governance and doctrine and practice growing out of one mindset working in both the realms now stands erect. One must ask in the language of Rom. 12:2 who had been “conformed” and who “transformed”?

The rest of the story is much too lengthy and complex to deal with here. Over time, various combinations of ordained offices and church order based on the three-tier system emerged. Along the way the leadership roles available to women virtually disappeared and more charismatic power witnessed in the early church gave way to the authority of the episcopal offices. Eventually the hierarchical church order of bishops, priests, elders, and deacons became the norm. The focus on order manifested itself in doctrine and creeds and carried over into worship, liturgy, and the formalization and segregation of the Eucharist. As increasing order consumed the system, the diversity of traditions became an issue and efforts were made to limit the range of acceptable teachings and beliefs. Issues of order and freedom continue to dominate and divide the landscape of the institutional church. At the same time a spiritual community continued to be sustained within each theological tradition that nurtured both mystery and experience. This community will be discussed next.

Perhaps the greatest temptation the church faces is to respond like the culture to crises and the need for security by seeking to adopt the strategies and structures of the world around it. This is not meant to suggest that the world outside the church is not a fertile source for helpful ideas and practices. Far from it, for today the world of business and science as pointed out in Chapter Two lead the church in many ways. The challenge comes when the church begins to lose sight of seeking “first the kingdom of God” (Matt. 6:33 (KJV)). 

The early Greco-Roman world’s structures and philosophies eventually became a part of European culture and statecraft model. Along the way, the parliamentary system emerged. In the late 1800’s the parliamentary model was adapted by United States Army General Henry M. Robert to provide a way of conducting more orderly meetings. Since its introduction, Robert’s Rules of Order has become the primary system for deliberation and decision in governing and administrative bodies. It can be a very effective tool, especially when used by a person with a servant’s heart. Coupled with numerous practices from the world of business, it shapes most church governance today. It is an effective way of systematically collecting inputs, insuring majority rule, offering widespread participation in decision-making, and openness to critical feedback in a context that presumes conflicting interests. It is of limited usefulness, however, for more adaptive work where the need lies beyond deciding on an issue and can it deter community imagining, exploring, and developing alternative possibilities that lie beyond the immediate and the rational. 

While people seek involvement and freedom of expression, especially in the Western world, there is also something present that wants forceful, even authoritarian, leaders to create a benign environment for them to pursue their personal goals with minimal constraints. Typically, this means protecting boundaries, providing security and order, providing for financial stability and well-being, taking care of social needs, and helping to keep the community together. The questions are ones of biblical interpretation and the extent to which the community’s trust in and dependence on human structures and processes overshadows their trust in and dependence upon God. Where are the boundaries of faith? At what point do the loyalties to institutions give way to the higher loyalty to God? 

A Brief History of the Movement in Western Christian Spirituality

As the early church evolved toward an institution with buildings, established roles, and specific governing structures that needed continuing attention; an opposing movement began to emerge. By the end of the fourth century significant numbers of men and women in the East had withdrawn from their world to lead lives of self-denial in the wastelands of the interior of Egypt and desolate spots in Syria and Palestine. It is possible to see in the beginnings of what would become known as the monastic movement the antecedents to the struggle of spirituality and administration that is the subject of this research. George Lane in his book, Christian Spirituality: A Historical Sketch, observes that, “Fervent Christians who had withstood persecution were joined by power seekers and half-converted pagans. Understandably longtime Christians were unhappy.”
 Monasticism was a protest against this perceived dilution of the faith. It was not just a rejection of the world; it was a protest against what was happening in the church, an intense yearning for God and deep desire to follow Christ.

Christianity was born into a Greco-Roman world influenced by Plato’s thinking on the separation of matter and spirit and Stoicism’s emphasis on detachment from irrational passions. Early Christians struggled with the separation between an active life of being Christ in the world and a contemplative life of withdrawal to achieve a more mystical union with God. 

Western spirituality emerged from the Eastern monastic experience. Benedict (A.D. 480-547) was the first to attempt to systematize life in Christian Community through a set of rules. Benedictine rule prizes balance where the Christian life is lived in a regular cycle of meditative reading of the sacred scripture interspersed with work, with the whole of life regulated by the chanting of the divine office in choir. The social structure of the community resembled that of a family. For Benedict perfection was not in tranquility and contemplation, but in charity, humility, and obedience in community. But a call soon came to the Benedictines to move beyond their community into the world when Pope Gregory the Great (A.D. 540-604) directed them to evangelize Britain. They evangelized Britain and much of northern Europe as well. 

Over time the Benedictines moved from lay to clerical and from manual labor to more intellectual labor that included the training priest monks and establishing the great schools of the Middle Ages. “Under the missionary demand of the church, the Benedictine spiritual ideal shifted from personal sanctification for the individual to apostolic ministry in service of the church.”
 Along the way many monasteries acquired large and valuable land holdings and began to wrestle with the demands of moving from a community to an institution with many secular and episcopal entanglements. The Cistercians emerged from an effort to return to a literal interpretation of Benedict’s holy rule, a return to farm work, and a renouncing of property, wealth and power. “Benedictine history shows a certain polarity between reform and renewal that is pertinent today. One pole is the spirit and the words and writings of the founder; the other pole is the demands of the times and the demands of the church in light of the Holy Spirit.”

In the opening years of the thirteenth Century the climate in religious communities began to change. Many in religious life sought to work more directly in their world without altering their basic views of poverty, chastity and obedience. These people were called mendicants. The Dominicans were formed in A.D. 1216; the Franciscans in A.D.1223. While founded at the same time, the two orders were distinctively different. The Dominicans were priests and interested in religious and secular study, Franciscans were laity and engaged in social and pastoral work. The Carmelites and Augustinians were also mendicants. The tension between apostolic activity and the traditions of monasticism continued. As a result there was a certain ambiguity present. “This ambivalence between flight from the world and involvement in it is characteristic of the spirituality of the age and forms its most pressing problem––the need for an understanding of the spiritual life that does not merely allow for apostolic engagement but sees the very engagement as a source of holiness.”
 It would be the 16th Century before the apostolic work and the contemplative element would be combined.

By the late Middle Ages Europeans held two different attitudes toward the contemplative life. One was a more natural development through liturgy marked by spontaneity, simplicity, and naturalness and lectio divina reflected in the Benedictine tradition. The other attitude stressed a methodical series of psychological techniques for achieving a state of unknowing––a union with God in a very abstruse sense. The second flourished among the Rhineland mystics such as Meister Eckhart. 

Mysticism challenges many people because mystical knowledge is different from ordinary knowledge. By faith people know that God is present within them, but they likely do not know it experientially. The mystic is somehow actually grasped by God. Ordinary language, symbols, etc. are inadequate; so mystics must resort to language beyond the ordinary. Their defenses and facades are bypassed. Most people who find their way into positions of leadership and administration are used to a language of definable things and hold mystics in suspicion. “The attitude of the church has always been one of extreme caution in this regard. Perhaps this should be our attitude as well––caution and respect, along with appreciation of the immense good that has come to the church from authentic mystics.”
 
Gregory the Great’s demand on the Benedictines set in motion the prayer/action tension that remained until the Sixteenth Century when Ignatius proposed that union with God could be found in the world among men as well as in contemplation. This revolution in spiritual thinking centered around a different idea of God. Ignatius’ God works mighty acts in the world. God is not deistic or remote; God dwells and works in all creatures. In essence Ignatius expands the notion of prayer to include activity. To find God in all things, Ignatius insisted on prayer, spiritual exercises, meditations, and contemplations. Prayer is a means to a more spiritual life and not the end. The emphasis is on finding God in all things. Ignatius stresses discernment because discernment is critical to collaborating with God in the great deeds he desires in this world. 

The orientation toward apostolic labor produces a challenge of its own––the possible neglect of formal prayer. Ignatius held that both were important, but change occurred in the institutionalization that followed Ignatius’ death. Lane’s observations are illuminating for they once again illustrate the challenges that emerge as a part of the efforts to organize and stabilize a religious way of life. The urge to consecrate or institutionalize certain behaviors and practices seems great. Lane captures the issue.

The development from Ignatius to his successors is something like the development from apostolic Christianity of the first century to the established Catholicism of the fourth and fifth. What happened was a routinization of religious life. The greatest danger here is not the change, but that a particular form of change should become inflexible and irreversible. Some regularization of religious spirit will be inevitable in a large religious community, but it should be constantly adaptable and adapted to various times and circumstances. 

The integration of prayer and action highlights the need for discernment. If discernment is critical, is there a specific path to follow? Ignatius believed that people must know the basic orientation of their lives and develop a keen sensitivity about how they feel. But, as people advance in the spiritual lives, their decisions become more subtle, because they are making choices among relative goods. Ignatius believed that there are movements, feelings, and impulses going on in the soul that each person needs to be sensitive to. He insisted that people focus their attention not on perceived choices but on the involuntary movements of the heart. Do they feel consolation or desolation?

As we move away from a static, structured view of the world and ourselves, and begin to see things in process and evolution, we are getting away from the notion that there may be some blueprint in the mind of God that we might discover if we follow the right procedure. There is really no will of God in this sense. God’s will for the world and for people is bound up with his creative acts, his divine knowledge and support of the creative processes in the world and particularly in the creativity of mankind.

In the final chapter of his book Lane asks, “Are the essential elements of traditional spirituality viable in an active apostolic life today. Can we find a solid spirituality operative in the life of a person who is deeply attuned to our times”? Lane believes the French Jesuit, Teilhard de Chardin offers an answer. Teilhard envisions a world in the process of becoming. Complexity and convergence are two dynamic principles in the evolution toward organized units coming together and interacting. The abuse of human freedom counters with selfishness, isolationism, divisiveness, egocentricity, war, and sin. Together they endanger the whole process of moving toward what Teilhard calls the Omega Point “ . . . who is God himself supporting, energizing, and working in this whole process.”
 Jesus is the ultimate instance of God’s presence in the world and the desire for unification of all people and the chief instrument is the Eucharist. In concluding, Lane offers four aspects of the spiritual life that can be components for an apostolic Christian life in the world today. They are: a vision of the world that is rooted in faith, raising the heart and mind to God in meditation, contemplation, and liturgical prayer, finding God in activity, and finding God in an experiential awareness of the presence of God.

A Theology of Church

The metaphor of the “body of Christ” is fundamental to a more organic vision of church governance and administration. The rich imagery offered in First Corinthians, Romans, and Ephesians embraces at once the physical presence of Christ, the church that continues his presence, and the Eucharist that integrates them. This section explores the “body of Christ” through the theology of church. The intent is not to attempt an exploration of the image of the “body of Christ;” it is simply to offer a theological foundation for this research. 

Scripture paints a complex picture of the church, and two thousand years of practice in many cultures have only added to that complexity. The story touches all dimensions of the human experience and more. Because of the various ways the church has unfolded, a theology of the church must look through many lenses simultaneously if it is to offer meaningful insights into questions about governance and administration. 

In his book, Models of Church, Avery Cardinal Dulles suggests that the church can ultimately only be understood as mystery. But while the church may be mystery, it is also tangible. People must be able to think about it, live with it, work in it, talk about it, point toward it, and continue to be both stewards of it and servants to it. A useful theology of the church must therefore embrace mystery and revelation, organization and organism, spirit and model, human and divine. The model must be large enough to point toward the rich diversity of human experience and the ways that God speaks to all humanity (some would say creation) and small enough to be wherever people’s individual journeys take them.

Dulles identifies five models that usefully describe the historic range of views on the nature of the church. They are: the church as institution, as mystical communion, as herald, as sacrament, and as servant. Each community of faith within the church embraces some aspect of all five models all the time and the balance among them typically changes over time in response to outside pressures and interior movement. Each model or combination of models also represents a mindset, and that mindset continues to interact with the model as it shapes the way in which persons perceive their church and the world and is in turn shaped them.

The Institutional model described by Dulles is the visible combination of the church’s organization, leadership and authority structures, formally approved doctrines, legitimate sacraments, duly appointed pastors, and buildings. In this model, the path to salvation lies through membership in the institution. The institutional church is focused internally and serves others only to the extent it is served. Conformity and control are important. In this model Christ is the instrument of the institution. This model is closely tied to Newtonian worldview and the body of leadership and organization literature that is characterized elsewhere in this paper as the functional approach.

The Mystical Communion model emphasizes the communion of believers. In this model the church is typically referred as the people of God, the communion of saints, or the body of Christ. The church reflects the interior graces and gifts of the Spirit. It is an organic entity. Membership is a matter of faith, not a specific act or visible alignment with the organization. The emphasis is on relationships with the divine and with one another. In this model, the church is viewed as God’s people or Christ’s body growing into final perfection in the kingdom. There is much in the world of the new sciences as outlined in the Chapter Two section that supports this model.

In the Sacramental model, the church is the visible manifestation of the grace of Christ in human community. It integrates the more external and internal dimensions of the church. The bonds of union are the social, visible signs of grace observable in the faith, hope, and charity by the witness, worship, and service of believing Christians. The people who benefit are those who partake in the sacraments. They are able to articulate their faith thanks to their contact with a believing and loving church. The goal of this church is to purify and intensify people’s response to the grace of Christ.

In the Herald model, the church is gathered and formed by the word of God. Its mission is to proclaim. It emphasizes faith and proclamation over mystery, relationships and sacraments. It is neither the kingdom, nor is it the kingdom in process of becoming; it is simply a witness to the kingdom. Preaching is the focal event in which the hearers are personally confronted by the word of God. The church is regarded as complete in a single location and hence not dependent upon any worldwide structure; what external structure that exists tends to be for mutual interaction and admonition. The Word has been made flesh, and is present in the midst of the church. The focus is on proclamation and witness versus action, and the church is the authority. People are bound together through their common response to the same Gospel.

Each of these models sees the church as the subject and the world the object that the church acts upon or seeks to influence. A fifth model, the Servant, sees the church as a community serving the world. This model emphasizes believing people helping others regardless of the church affiliation. The desire of this model is that all the people around the world might both hear the proclamation of the word and receive the sacraments from the church and receive comfort and encouragement, a respectful hearing of their deepest longings, and the material help they need to thrive. The goal of the servant church is not to gain new members but to be a help to all people.

Over the millennia since the founding of the church various models have dominated the church in different locations at different times; some for long periods. Most notable would be the institutional model within the Roman Catholic Church and the herald model within the Protestant community. Certainly the church is influenced by the world in which it exists. The contemporary North American church is pulled by societal polarities and in turn is an instrument in the tension. Dulles points out that: “A historical study of the development of Christian ministry would probably show that the Church in every age has adjusted its structures and offices so as to operate more effectively in the social environment in which it finds itself.”
 The challenge for every church is that the way people view the church, God, and their faith becomes so embedded in the images and language of the culture that it is difficult if not impossible to sort it out. Thus people become vulnerable to changes that they are not prepared to see and differences beyond what their lenses, their language, and their metaphors can recognize. 

The model used as the foundation for this research embraces all five models that Dulles identifies. It uses the image of the human body articulated by Paul. In this model, the institutional model represents the skeletal structure that supports everything. The sacramental and mystical community models offer the substance, the muscle, tissue, organs, etc., and the herald and servant represent the voice and actions. All are necessary and oriented toward growth and development in the direction of the beckoning of God both inward and outward. While all five are essential, the servant model is perhaps the best image because it is the model that Jesus lived. In the end the imagery of Jesus first washing the feet of the disciples and then admonishing the disciples to do likewise in John 13 and the references to Jesus taking the very nature of a servant Philippians seem persuasive:

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 

Who, being in very nature God,

did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 

but made himself nothing,

taking the very nature of a servant,

being made in human likeness. 

And being found in appearance as a man,

he humbled himself

and became obedient to death—

even death on a cross! 

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place

and gave him the name that is above every name, 

that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow,

in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord,

to the glory of God the Father. (Phil. 2: 5-11)
The church is the congregation of the faithful constituted by faith in this Jesus who comes to serve. “Jesus did not leave behind a creed, a code of ethics, or set of cultic instructions but a community of people whom he had called and taught and with whom he shared his life and Spirit.”
 The Spirit therefore, unites people with the Christ and with each other in this historic, contemporary, future mystery. If the church is the body of Christ enveloped in love as St Paul develops in 1 Cor. 12, Rom. 12, and Eph. 4, then it is a servant. That servant is also the steward of the world as outlined in Gen. 1: 28 and Matt. 25:14-28. Members of the body receive various gifts through the Spirit for different functions that the community needs in order to carry out Jesus’ ministry. These are given for the benefit and well being of the whole, 1 Cor. 12:7.

Christians become members of the church through their baptism into the death and resurrection of Christ, and by participation in the body and blood of Christ in the Eucharist. The presence and working of the Holy Spirit makes the church the body of Christ. It is the Spirit of Christ that seeks to guide, govern, inspire, equip, sustain, and unite the people who form the body. It is this Spirit that the leadership within the church must seek in its corporate processes. The challenge is that the Spirit’s movement does not always track with the path of the leadership of the church. Thomas and Wondra cite Leslie Newbigin in making this point. “Newbigin points out that the founding of the church by the Holy Spirit has often been forgotten in the Protestant-Catholic ecumenical discussion, because it brings into the pictures a revolutionary freedom that is viewed somewhat uneasily by those concerned with proper from, order and continuity.”
 

The church is also a community of the realized and the “not yet.” It is a community of hope in which the powers of the age to come are already at work but in ways that we can only begin to guess at. Dulles suggests that there are at least as many ways of viewing the church and the end times as there are models of the church and he examines five different eschatologies that range across a spectrum from fully realized to fully in the future. Each has important components and offers important insights, but in the end it will be God acting in God’s own way. The biblical text suggests that the end times will be a time when the whole of creation estranged by the human’s desire to pursue selfish interests will be reunited (Rev. 21). In the meantime, the church eagerly looks forward to the return of Christ and the fulfillment it believes is both here and yet to come. The church therefore is not yet fully what it is essentially. It is not perfect, nor will it be. It is a community very much in the stage of becoming. It must continue to seek its identity in light of what it is called to be through each new set of eyes and experiences in each emerging context in prayer, in dialogue with the scriptures, and what has gone before and is going on around it. The church is alive and becoming. The power of God is present in the church, but it is seen only through the eye of a challenged and inquiring faith that listens intently and reflects together on what is being heard. It is this challenge of continually emerging insight, often from sources outside existing authority roles, that church leadership and governance must continually be attuned to.

Baptism, confession of faith, and participation in the Eucharist are essential for full membership in the church of the New Testament. In the second and third centuries the requirement to be in communion with a bishop was added; later the bishop of Rome was grafted in. The church continues to struggle with the nature and boundaries of the latter issues of relationship to a bishop. Augustine affirmed that the church is the mystical body of Christ, whose principal unity is that it is a fellowship of love. He saw the church as a mixed community of both good and bad people and he differentiated between the church in its outward form and its inward spiritual nature. The reformers attacked the doctrine and authority of the Catholic Church and using Augustine’s distinction of the visible and invisible church defined the church in terms of election, faith, and the Word and sacraments. The Anabaptists defined the church as consisting of only those who are truly regenerate. The issues and relationships of the outward visible church and the inward church of the Spirit continue. In recent decades the Ecumenical movement has challenged churches to look more deeply into their own self-understanding, the nature of the church, and its unity in the face of its divisions. That conversation also continues.

As the servant model holds, the church does not exist as an end to itself but for the sake of the world. It is the instrument God has provided through which God’s love, lordship, and purpose of salvation are recognized, responded to, celebrated and lived into being. It is not about the world being drawn into the church as those who see the church as an institutional, mystical community, sacramental, or herald model understand; it is about the world attaining its own fulfillment through the service and testimony of the church. Thomas and Wondra say it this way: 

 The church is called to be the place where God’s purpose for the world becomes visible in history, as a sign to the world of its own destiny. Thus the church is called to struggle in history against the powers and structures that stand in the way of God’s purpose for the world. This presupposes that God is already at work in the world in self-disclosure, leading people to strive for justice, liberty, equality, and the humanizing of society and culture. The church is called to perceive where God is at work, to take visible shape and form in these places, and to call others to the struggle. 
The task of the church then is to perceive God’s yearnings and where God is at work, and join creatively into that process. To do so means that the church must be attentive to what is going on not only within and in the world. It must also recognize that there is a continuing flow into and from both and that the church is within the whole.

This means that the church cannot cling to institutional forms inherited from the age of Christendom but must be prepared to assume forms required by the rapidly changing shapes of need and hope in the world. This means that the church must also pay attention to those who study and interpret the new social, economic, and political structure and processes in the contemporary world, and the ways in which these structures help or hinder human fulfillment. In addition, it means that we have to see the inherited residential parish structure as ministering primarily to the private and family life of people rather than to their public life in the economic and political sphere. 

What of the world around the church? If it is to be renewed, the church must continually look beyond itself to understand what the Spirit is doing in the rest of the world and especially the insights the world of science is continually offering. Like all disciplines, theology is vulnerable to becoming too insular. The world’s of science, technology, business, education, communications are moving at rates so much faster that the world of theology yet so much of the literature seems to be framed in the belief that the only true learning is that rooted in the Biblical text and the traditions of the church. While this study is essential, it is also limited. 

The challenge of theology is that it tends to be inward-focused; studying what has been continually studied in what appears to be a continuous loop focused on determining and agreeing on what is right. Loren Mead, in his book, The Once and Future Church believes that: 

In the new ecclesia the primary theologians have to be the laity because they are on the missionary frontier. They will need to be theologians for two reasons: First, because as our primary mission officers they will be engaging the world, making judgments, and seeking God’s direction. Second, because it is on that frontier that God will be revealing God’s nature, opening doors to new theologies of tomorrow’s world. The laity will be on the front lines of theology as well as mission. 

The church has an inner, invisible, spiritual life, but it cannot have this in a vacuum without or apart from an outward institutional life, just as a Christian cannot have an inner spiritual life apart from an outward bodily life. The church is a community of identifiable people usually recognized and often incorporated under the legal structures of state entities. It consists of buildings, properties, and leaders with titles and identities. It is spoken of in the press, recognized by its public efforts on behalf of others and itself. It is made up of people with specific names and addresses who live their lives in the world, sometimes prominently and sometimes anomalously, in ways that enhance or detract from the image of a servant Christ. The church is made up of many parts and probably should remain so for the health of the whole. But there is also great deal of unhealth present in those divisions when they fail to recognize the importance of diversity and connectedness, especially at the Lord’s table, and in the bounty of creation. The most significant divisions in the church today are not between traditional denominations, but between Christians who are people of color and those who are white; those who prosper in today’s economy and those who do not; those whose political views are more “conservative” and those whose views are more “liberal.” The divisions separate Christians who are from the Third World and those who are from the first and second worlds; those who value the environment and those for whom the environment is not an issue; and those for whom God is more mystical and trans-religious and those for whom God is more literal and in the possession of one particular group or another.

The church is indeed complex and mysterious and continually in the process of becoming more or less like the Jesus of the Bible. People in roles of leadership responsibility and governing authority within the church must continually seek to discern and live out that part of the work of the body they are gifted to seek to become. The New Testament does not take people beyond the dawn of new church, but it does tell them in great detail about ancient Israel’s path as it struggled with issues of governance and a hierarchy set in place to serve but who chose instead to be served. Evidence suggests that the imperial path they chose to follow, even with anointed kings (1 Sam. 10:1) and the Deuteronomic admonition to write a personal copy of the law and read it daily (Deut. 17: 18-20), did not work. It could be argued that the New Testament narrative does set up a choice of paths to follow. People can choose the path of the servant leader and the organic body model or that of bureaucratic organization, authority, and hierarchy. In an imperfect world where the process of continuous development is always present both are important. The question is which fosters the mandate to baptize and make disciples (Matt. 28:19), to love the Lord with all of one’s heart, soul, strength, and mind (Mark 12:29-31), and to follow the servant model lived by Jesus? 
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