18. The Congregation as Hermeneutic
of the Gospel

If the preceding chapters have succeeded in their purpose, the reader
will be ready to acknowledge that the gospel cannot be accommodated
as one element in a society which has pluralism as its 'rélgns'm?fd'éﬁ'ogy.
The Church cannot accept as its role simply the winning of individuals
to a kind of Christian discipleship which concemns only the private and
do ic aspects of life. To be faithful to a message which concerns the
ﬁ%hﬁ rule over all things and all peoples, the Church
has to claim the high ground of public truth. Every human society is
governed by assumptions, normally taken for granted without question,
about what is real, what is important, what is worth aiming for. There
is no such thing as an ideological vacuum. Public truth, as it is taught
in schools and universities, as it is assumed in the public debate about
political and economic goals, is either in comformity with the truth as
it is given in Jesus Christ, or it is not. Where it is not, the Church is
bound to challenge it. When we speak of a time when public truth as
it was understood and accepted in Europe was shaped by Christianity,
we do not—of course—mean that every person’s behavior was in ac-
cordance with Christ’s teaching. In that sense there has never been and
there can never be a Christian society. But Europe was a Christian society
in the sense that its public truth was shaped by the biblical story with
its center in the incarnation of the Word in Jesus.

What can it mean in practice to “claim the high ground” for Chris-
tianity? Certainly it cannot mean going back to the past. The claim that
I am making has often been and is now confused and corrupted by
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being represented as a conservative move, a mgove to restore the past.
That is jmpossible and undesirable. We are—as always-—m a new sit-
uation. The Church of the first three centuries was essentially a martyr
church, bearing witness against the public doctrine of the time. It could
have accepted, but did not accept, the protection offered by Roman law

 to the private exerdise of réligion asa way of personal salvation. Though

a small minority, it challeriged thepublicdoctrine of the time as false—
and paid the price. When the old classical worldview lost its confidence
and disintegrated, it was perhaps inevitable that the ruling power should
turn to the Church as the integrating power for a new social order. That
had enormous consequences for good over the succeeding millennium.,
It created the Christian civilization of Europe. But it also led the Church
into the fatal temptation to use the secular power to enforce conformity
to Christian teaching, It is easy to condemn this with hindsight, but one
has to ask: How can any society hold together against the forces of dis-
ruption without some commonly accepted beliefs about the truth, and —
therefore—without some sanctions against deviations which threaten
to destroy society? These are agonizingly difficult questions and there
are no simple answers valid for all circumstances. What is clear, however,
is that the cohesion of European Christendom was shattered by inter-
nal dispute erupting into bloody warfare, and that in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries Europe turned to another vision of public truth,
a vision inspired by the achievements of the new science and eventu- .
ally embodied in the idea of a secular state. No one, surely, can fail to
acknowledge with gratitude the achievements of this period of human
history. But no one can be blind to the evidence that the liberal, secu-
lar democratic state is in grave trouble. The attacks on it from powerful
new religious fanaticisms are possible only because its own internal
weaknesses have become so clear: the disintegration of family life, the
growth of mindless violence, the vandalism which finds satisfaction in
destroying whatever is comely and useful, the growing destruction of
the environment by limitless consumption fueled by ceaseless propa-
ganda, the threat of nuclear war, and—as the deepest root of it all—the
loss of any sense of a meaningful future. Weakened from within, secu-
lar democratic societies are at a loss to respond to religious fanaticism
without denying their own principles. What could it mean for the
Church to make once again the claim which it made in its earliest cen-
turies, the claim to provide the public truth by which society can be
given coherence and direction? ’

Certainly it cannot mean a return to the use of coercion to impose
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belief. That is, in any case, impossible. Assent to the claim of Christ ha

to be given in freedom. But it is never given in a vacyum. The one ts
v‘vhom the call of Jesus comes already lives in a world full of assump-
hf)ns about what is true. How is this world of assumptions formed? 0};.
Yxously through all the means of education and communication existjn
in society. Who controls these means? The question of power is ineﬁ
capable. Whatever their pretensions, schools teach children to believe
som.ething and not something else. There is no “secular” neutrality
C'hnstians cannot evade the responsibility Which a democratic SO\Clety:
gives to every citizen to seek access to the levers of power. But the issye
has never confronted the Church in this way before; we are in a radj-
f:ally new situation and cannot dream either of a Constantinian author-
ity or of a pre-Constantinian innocence.

. What is to be done? How is it possible that the one who was
nailed helpless to a cross should be seen by society as the ultimate
source of power? Here is the piercing paradox at the heart of any at-
tempt to talk about “claiming the high ground.” No text of the Old
Testament is more frequently quoted in the New than the terrible
words of Yahweh to Isaiah: “Go and say to this people: ‘Hear and hear
but do not understand; see and see but do not perceive.” Make the
heart of this people fat and their ears heavy and shut their eyes, lest
they see with their eyes and hear with their ears and understand ,with
their hearts, and turn and be healed” (Isa. 6:9-10). It is quoted in all
thc'e Gospels, in Acts, by St. Paul. Yet Paul is tireless in his effort to
bring the gospel to the Gentiles, and is confident that God’s purpose
cannot fail. He is sure that in the end the fullness of the Gentiles will
come in and all Israel will be saved (Rom. 11:25-26). How do we rec-
oncile these elements in the New Testament teaching? It is only when
we }?old them both together that we begin to grasp the “impossible
possibilit " of salvation. This ought to deliver us from being impressed

‘.Ey the various proposals which are frequently made to the effect that
if we will adopt the proper techniques for evangelism, we can be as-
sured of success. It ought to inoculate us against the Pelagianism which
tends to infect missionary thinking, the Pelagianism which supposes
that the conversion of the world will bé Gur achievement. Ii ought to
direct our hds away from Our programs To The awesome reality of
God whose sovereignty is manifest in what the world calls failure, and
whose “folly” is wiser than the wisdom of the world (1 Cor. 1:25). It
ought to help us to understand why, at the end of his long discussion
of these matters, St. Paul can only exclaim: “O the depth of the riches
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and wisdom and knowledge of God. How unsearchable are his judg-
ments and how inscrutable his ways!” (Rom. 11:33). The conversion
of the nations is, and can only be, the s1c1_Pernatural work of God. What,
then, is our role?

. In a necessary reaction against the idea of a Church which acts as
God’s viceroy on earth, a triumphalist Church, we have in recent years
emphasized the servant role of the Church. We are here rightly seek-
ing to follow the example of Jesus, who defined his role as that of ser-
vant (for example, Mark 10:45). But this servant role can be misunder-
stood. Jesus did i to be sim e disposal of others.
The te tions at the outset of his ministry were temptations to do
what people wanted the Messiah to do. While he responded instantly
to the touch of human need, he yet retained the sovereignty in his own
hands. He chose the times, place, and manner of his acts. Even at the
end he was in control. “No one,” he said, “takes my life from me; I lay
it down of my own accord” (John 10:18). The most sustained discus-
sion of this issue is given in the Johannine account of the feeding of the
multitude and its sequel (John 6).

The story begins with an act of pure compassion. A great crowd

has gathered around Jesus, not because they believe his teaching but
because they have seen his healing (vv. 1-2). They are hungry. Jesus
sees that they are hungry and —without any request from the crowd —
he provides enough and more than enough to satisfy them (vv. 3-13).
The result is a surge of popular enthusiasm to make Jesus their leader.
A real “people’s movement” is about to be born (v. 14)! The response
of Jesus is to distance himself completely from this movement. He will
have nothing to do with it (v. 15). The disciples, perplexed, set off for
home. The crowds are determined to find him, and eventually succeed
(vv. 16-25). Jesus tells them the real reason for their pursuit. They have
been fed, but now they are hungry again. They should seek the food
that gives not temporary but enduring life. When they (naturally) ask
what work they must do to get this eminently desirable food, they are
told that what is required is not a work, but faith. They are to believe
the one whom God has sent (vv. 26-29). After further perplexed
questioning the crowd is finally told that the food in question is Jesus
himself (vv. 30-40). In response to the “murmuring” (which forms the
background to the story of the giving of manna in the desert) Jesus qui-
etly replies that no one can come to him unless the Father draws him
(vv. 41-44). In the ensuing debate the lines harden and the hearers re-
fuse to hear more. Even many of Jesus’ disciples leave him. Jesus is left
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w.ith “the twelve” and warns them that even in this
friends there is treachery (vv. 45.71).

1o serving that he exercises his lordshiE (John 13:13-14)
at does this say about the way i /hi |
. . Y in which the Ch i
(a:]uut(l;:nzed t‘f’ represgnt the kingdom of God in the life of societ;f’r;:1 .
S, certainly, the idea that it will be by exercising the kind of i)ovsz :
iy

which “the rulers of the Gentiles” exercise (Luke 22:25-26). But it ex-

lc)z;rs\m;rqal‘ fu-'m usix.lg modern techniques of Promotion to attract mem-
- HOW Is it possible for the Church truly to represent the reign of

did? How can there be this combi-

human society be both the servant of all people in all their peeds, and

yet at the same time res%_)egglg only i
; Q to God in his awesome and hol
Sovereignty? How can the Church be fully open to the needs of th}e,

world and yet have its eyes fixed always on God? I think there is only

One of the very few missi
' onary leaders of this centu who rec-
og_m_zed at an early date that the greatest contemporary chalgnge tort(;\ce

challenge the assumptions of contem i
porary society. It w. i ;
by close colleagues that, when he spoke of “the C;yurch ;aS said of him

. " 1t was never
quite clear whether he was talking about the ordinary, parson-led con-

glregatitc:n, or about §omething more exciting but less visible” {letter to
€ author from J. Eric Fenn, January 1937). Oldham did not expect very

226

group of his clogeg,

The Congregation as Hermeneutic of the Gospel

J much from the “ordinary, parson-led congregation,” and one can

scarcely blame him. Much of the vitality which was imparted to the early
organs of ecumenical action was due to the fact that professional eccle-

! giastics were balanced by a goodly sprinkling of highly competent lay-

ersons from business, government, and the professions. And yet I

¢ confess that 1 have come to feel that the primary reality of which we
L have to take account in seeking for a Christian impact on public life is

the Christian congregation. How is it possible that the gospel should be
credible, that pe%é‘g’should come to believe that the power which has

the last word in human affairs is represented by a man hanging on a
cross? I am suggesting that the anly answer, the only hermeneutic of

f the gospel, is a congregation of men and women who believe it and live
t by it. I am, of course, not denymg—ﬁr'é 1ﬁance of the many activities

by which we seek to challenge public life with the gospel —evangelistic

campaigns, distribution of Bibles and Christian literature, conferences,

and even books such as this one. But I am saying that these are all sec-
ondary, and that they have power to accomplish thej as
they are rooted in and lead back to a believing community.

- Jesus, as 1 said earlier, did not write a book but formed a commu-
nity. This community has at its heart the remembering and rehearsing

i ~ofhiswords and deeds, and the sacraments given by him through which

it is enabled both to engraft new members into its life and to renew this

life again and again through sharing in his risen life through the body .
broken and the lifeblood poured out. It exists in him and for him. He

is the center of its life. Its character is given to it, when it is true to its

nature, not by the characters of its members but by his character. Inso-

far as it is true to its calling, it becomes the place where men and women
and children find that the gospel gives them the framework of under-
standing, the “lenses” through which they are able to understand and
cope with the world. Insofar as it is true to its calling, this community
will have, I think, the following six characteristics:

1. It will be a community of praise. That is, perhaps, its most dis-
tinctive character. Praise is an activity which is almost totally absent from
“modern” society. Here two distinct points can be made.

a. The dominant notes in the development of the specifically “mod-
ern” view of things has been (as we have noted earlier) the note of scep-
ticism, of doubt. The “hermeneutic of suspicion” is only the most recent
manifestation of the belief that one could be saved from error by t.he
systematic exercise of doubt. It has followed that when any person, n-
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stitution, or tradition has been held up as an object worthy of rever-
ence, it has immediately attracted the attention of t}-\ose who undertook
to demonstrate that there was another side to the plctur.e, tha? the fo:ld-
en image has feet of clay. I suppose that this is one mamfestatx.on of that
“di ntment” which Weber regarded as a key element in the de-
velopment of “modern” society. Reverence, the attitude which looksfuP
in admiration and love to one who is greater and better than onefel , is
generally regarded as something unworthy .of those who l_\av.e C\CA)]I'I:E
of age” and who claim that equality is esssentlal to hurn.an dignity. Tlh
such presuppositions, of course, the very idea of God is ruled ﬁ;)::it. : .e
Christian congregation, by contrast, is a place where. pe.ople their
true freedom, their true dignity, and their true equfzflhty in reverence to
is worthy of all the praise that we can offer. '
one vl?‘l?l:en, too, Zhe Church’s praise includes thanksgiving. The Chns-
tian congregation meets as a community that acknowledges that it ll'ves
by the amazing grace of a boundless kindness. Contempo_rar?: soc1.etz
speaks much about “human rights.” It is uncomfortable with ‘ch.antyf
as something which falls short of “justice,” and (for}nects the_ giving o
thanks with an unacceptable subservience. I-n Christian wor.s}up thefla}rll-
guage of rights is out of place except when it serves to remind u? o 1: te
rights of others. For ourselves we confess that we cannot s_peak of rights,
for we have been given everything and forgiven everythmg and p.r;)lm-
ised everything, so that (as Luther said) we lack not}l}ng except falt. tg
believe it. In Christian worship we acknowledge that if we had receive
justice instead of charity we would be on our way to pe.rdltlon. A Chris-
tian congregation is thus a body of people w1t.h gratitude to .spa;'e;,h :
gratitude that can spill over into care for the nelshbor. 1'\nd it is 0ﬂ
essence of the matter that this concern for the nelgh!)or is the over ow:
of a great gift of grace and not, primarily, the expression of commitmen
toﬁm. There is a big difference between these two. )
——FBecond, it will be a community of truth. Tl'{ls may seem anho ;
vious point, but it needs to be stressed. As I have tneq to. shovi int lzze
chapters, it is essential to recognize that all hu‘man thmkmg.ta esp ce
" within a “plausibility structure” which determl.ne.es. what beliefs are ;nl
sonable and what are not. The reigning plau51bll¥ty structure can ant};
be effectively challenged by people who are Em%n
of another. Every person Tiving in a "modefm society is su )3 o
almost continuous bombardment of ideas, images, slo.gans, a:r;r Isn ne
which presuppose a plausibility structure radlcall'y dlfffe;en onamre
which is controlled by the Christian understanding of human
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and destiny. The power of contemporary media to shape thought and
imagination is very great. Even the most alert critical powers are easily
overwhelmed. A Christian congregation is a community in which,
through the constant remembering and rehearsing of the true story of
human nature and destiny, an attitude of healthy scepticism can be sus-
tained, a scepticism which enables one to take part in the life of society
without being bemused and deluded by its own beliefs about itself. And,
if the congregation is to function effectively as a community of truth, its
manner of speaking the truth must not be aligned to the techniques of
modern propaganda, but must have the modesty, the sobriety, and the
realism which are proper to a disciple of Jesus.
3. Third, it will be a community that does not live for itself but is
deeply involved in the concerns of its neighborhood. It will be the
church for the specific place where it lives, not the church for those who
wish to be members of it—or, rather, it will be for them insofar as they
are willing to be for the wider community. It is, I think, very significant
that in the consistent usage of the New Testament, the word ekklzsia is
qualified in only two ways; it is “the Church of God,” or “of Christ,”
and it is the church of a place. A Christian congregation is defined by
this twofold relation: it is God's embassy in a sgeciﬁc gflace. Either of
these vital relationships may be neglected. The congregation may be so
identified with the place that it ceases to be the vehicle of God’s judg-
ment and mercy for that place and becomes simply the focus of the self-
image of the people of that place. Or it may be so concerned about the
relation of its members to God that it turns its back on the neighbor-
hood and is perceived as irrelevant to its concerns. With the develop-
ment of powerful denominational structures, nationwide agencies for
evangelism or social action, it can happen that these things are no longer
seen as the direct responsibility of the local congregation except inso- i
far as they are called upon to support them financially. But if the local
congregation is not perceived in its own neighborhood as the place from
which good news overflows in good action, the programs for social and
political action launched by the national agencies are apt to lose their
integral relation to the good news and come to be seen as part of a
moral crusade rather than part of the gospel. The local congregation is
the place where the proper relation is most easily and naturally kept.
4. Fourth, it will be a community where men and women are pre-
pared for and sustained in the exercise of the priesthood in the world.
The Church is described in the'New Testament as a royal priesthood,
called to “offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God” and to “declare
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‘”$
the wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness into p;
marvellous light” (1 Pet. 2:5, 9). The office of a priest is to stand b0 his
God on behalf of people and to stand before people on behalf of Efore
]_esus is himself the one High Priest who alone can fulfill and ha od.
filled this office. The Church is sent into the world to continue tf; .
which he came to do, in the power of the same Spirit, reconciling pe y
to God (John 20:19-23). This priesthood has to be exercised in tl:}:eoﬁ;e
of t}‘m: world. It is in the ordinary secular business of the world that the
sacrifices of love and obedience are to be offered to God. It is in the
context of secular affairs that the mighty power released into the w. ]e
through the work of Christ is to be manifested. The Church at}(:rd
evex:y. Sunday, the day of resurrection and of Pentecost, to rer%ewe':s
Partlapation in Christ’s priesthood. But the exercise of this priesthol;
is not within the walls of the Church but in the daily business of tﬁ
worild. It is only in this way that the public life of the world, its acce tes
habits and assumptions, can be challenged by the gospel ’and broE ht
under the searching light of the truth as it has been revealed in ]esis
It may indeed be the duty of the Church through its appointed re re:
s_entatlve%*—bishops and synods and assemblies —to speak a word ffom
time to time to the nation and the world. But such pronouncements
carry weight only when they are validated by the way in which Chris-
tians are actually behaving and using their influence in public life. It is
of course, also true that individual Christians will be weakened in'their’
eff?rts to live out the gospel in secular engagements if what they are
d01.ng does not have the support of the Church as a whole. There is a
rec1pr9cal relationship between official pronouncements and individual
commitment. It has to be said, I think, that in recent years there has
been. a widely perceived disjunction between official pronouncements
and individual commitment, and it is important to stress the fact that
the former without the latter are ineffective.
Two implications of this need to be stated:
oA The congregation has to be a place where its members are
tra'med, supported, and nourished in the exercise of their parts of the
priestly ministry in the world. The preaching and teaching of the local
' church has to be such that it enables members to think eut the prob-
1 lems that face them in their secular work in the light of their Christian
faith. This is very difficult. It is divisive. One pastor, trained in the kind
of theology which is traditional, is not equipped to fulfill this function.
There is need for “frontier-groups,” groups of Christians working in the
same sectors of public life, meeting to thrash out the controversial is-
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sues of their business or profession in the light of their faith. But there
is also need to consider how far the present traditions of ministerial
training really prepare ministers for this task. The report of the Arch-
bishop’s Committee on Urban Priority Areas contained devastating com-
ments on the inappropriateness of current ministerial training as per-
ceived by those working in these areas (Faith in the City 6:56, p. 119).1
realize how extremely difficult it is to find the way forward in this mat-
ter, but it seems clear that ministerial training as currently conceived is
still far too much training for the pastoral care of the existing congrega-
tion, and far too little oriented toward the missionary calling to claim
the whole of public life for Christ and his kingdom.

b. A second implication is this: a Christian congregation must rec-
ognize that God gives different gifts to different members of the body,
and calls them to different kinds of service. St. Paul’s letters contain
many eloquent expositions of this fact. Yet there is a persistent tendency
to deny this and to look for a uniform style of Christian discipleship.
People look for a church which is all geared to explicit evangelism, or
to radical social action; a church where all speak in tongues and dance
in the aisles, or a church where all is decorous and staid. This is, of
course, exactly the danger against which Paul warns in the long descrip-
tion of the body in 1 Corinthians 12. The ear should not demand that
the whole body be ears, nor the eye that all should be eyes. A bagful
of eyes is not a body. Only when a congregation can accept and rejoice
in the diversity of gifts, and when members can rejoice in gifts which
others have been given, can the whole body function as Christ’s royal
priesthood in the world.

5. Fifth, it will be a community of mutual responsibility. If the
Church is to be effective in advocating and achieving a new social order
in the nation, it must itself be a new social order. The deepest root of

i the contemporary malaise of Western culture 1s an individualism which

" denies the fundamental reality of our human nature as given by God —
namely that we grow into true humanity only in relationships of faith-
fulness and responsibility toward one another. The local congregation
is called to be, and by the grace of God often is, such a community of
mutual responsibility. When it is such, it stands in the wider communi-
ty of the neighborhood and the nation not primarily as the promoter of
programs for social change (although it will be that) but primarily as it-
self the foretaste of a different social order. Its members will be advo-
cates for human liberafion by being themselves liberated. Its actions for
justice and peace will be, and will be seen to be, the overflow of a life
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in Christ, where God’s justice and God’s peace are already an experi-
enced treasure.

6. And finally it will be a community of hope. As | have already
said, I think that one of the most striking features of contemporary
Western culture is the wirtual disappearance of hope. The nineteenth-
century belief in progress no longer sustains us. There is widespread
pessimism about the future of “Western” civilization. Many Christian
writers speak of our culture in accents of embarrassment, guilt, and
shame. In his study of contemporary Western society, the Chinese
Christian writer Carver T. Yu finds as its two key elements “techno-
IOW” (Being and Relation: A i‘ﬁeologi-
cal Critique of Western Dualism and Individualism, p. 1). Technology con-
tinues to forge ahead with more and more brilliant achievements; but
the novels, the drama, and the general literature of the West are full of
nihilism and despair. It is not surprising that many Western people are
drawn toward Eastern types of spirituality in which the struggle to
achieve the purpose of a personal creator is replaced by the timeless
peace of pantheistic mysticism. As I have tried to suggest in an earlier
chapter, the gospel offers an understanding of the human situation
which makes it possible to be filled with a hope which is both eager
and patient even in the most hopeless situations. I must repeat again
that it is only as we are truly “indwelling” the gospel story, only as we
are so deeply involved in the life of the community which is shaped
by this story that it becomes our real “plausibility structure,” that we
are able steadily and confidently to live in this attitude of eager hope.
Almost everything in the “plausibility structure” which is the habita-
tion of our society seems to contradict this Christian hope. Everything
suggests that it is absurd to believe that the true authority over all things

is represented in a crucified man. No amount of brilliant argument can

make it sound reasonable to the inhabitants of the reigning plausibility
structure. That is why | am suggesting that the only possible hermeneu-
tic of the gospel is a congregation which believes it.

If the gospel is to challenge the public life of our society, if Chris-
tians are to occupy the “high ground” which they vacated in the noon-
time of “modernity,” it will not be by forming a Christian political party,
or by aggressive propaganda campaigns. Once again it has to be said
that there can be no going back to the “Constantinian” era. It will only
be by movements that begin with the local congregation in which the
reality of the new creation is present, known, and experienced, and from
which men and women will go into every sector of public life to claim
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it for Christ, to unmask the illusions which have remained hidden and
to expose all areas of public life to the illumination of the gospel. But
that will only happen as and when local congregations renounce an in-
troverted concern for their own life, and recognize that they exist for
the sake of those who are not members, as sign, instrument, and fore-

taste of God’s redeeming grace for the whole life of society.
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