Art of Review: 6(a) Ways into a theology – April 2005
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6(a) 
Ways into a theology

Some suggestions from John Cole – National Adviser (Unity-in-Mission) for the Church of England
The “two diverging views” ascribed to ‘Called to be One’ at the beginning of the paper ‘LEPs: a Theology of their Future’ produced by CTE in 1996 seem to me to exclude a whole range of other possibilities - largely because neither seems to exhibit any missionary dynamic. It is not a choice between a search for ecclesiastical integration and a naive assertion that we are all one already. There are whole theologies about the cost of redemption and how Christ’s disciples are called to participate in this reconciling process and thus discover their place within the love of God. They would discover en route what is meant by ‘being Church’ or ‘doing Church’ - and therefore about how to do it together. They would also gain a means for discerning the appropriateness of the shape and the fitness for purpose of all concrete expressions of Christ’s Church, inherited or emerging, and how they may be recognised as parts of a coherent whole.

What follows is a series of headings for further study and reflection:

1. Trinity: Our understanding of mission and ecumenism must rest in our understanding of God. Significant insights now shaping our understanding of Kingdom, Mission, Church (and Unity?) include:


* The Trinity as diversity within an embrace of unity


* The community of love within God as being ‘incomplete’ without embracing the whole created order (thus the pain of brokenness in the heart of God)


* The Rublev icon of the hospitality of Abraham - hospitality at the table - who’s hosting whom?

Ecumenical Mission is about God restoring to Godself God’s whole created order.(Ephesians 1)

Is ‘brokenness’ within our experience of being Christ’s Body inevitable this side of the end of all things, the 'Parousia'?

2. Incarnation: God is already (t)here. The whole language of ‘seeing Jesus’ - “The Greeks”, “Emmaus”

Ecumenical Mission is about “discovering what God is doing in a situation and trying to do it with him”. (John V Taylor 1974) Ecumenical Mission is about making a shift from church-focus to world-focus.

3. The Koinonia of the Holy Spirit: ‘One Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church’. Koinonia = ‘communicatio’ expressed three-fold as communion, community and communication. Discovering how ‘Church’ may be defined as a reflection of the content of these three categories - themselves reflecting a Trinitarian vision. Thus understanding much of the division between mainstream Churches as ‘incompleteness’, ‘partiality’ or ‘imbalance’

“God’s mission is greater than any individual church can grasp” (Called to be One p65)

The covenant characteristics of our three relationships - with God, with each other, and with God's world (and humanity within it) 

4. The human journey(s) of faith: Issues about the ‘end of man’, spirituality, diversity in human personalities, and the continuum that is represented by the sequence: evangelising, discipling, calling, discerning gifts etc

Ecumenical Mission is about enabling people on a journey leading to their full humanity as those who are loved by God in Christ. This takes us far beyond arguments about patterns of initiation yet does not minimise the significant moment of personal assurance, the recognition of the divine power of Christian hope, the affirmation of the individual knowing that he or she is loved by God.

5. The People of the Way: Exploring what section four (above) means in the context of our Christian calling. The importance of both individuality and belonging. A recognition of ‘stages of renewal’ both in terms of the individual on his or her journey and in the life of the local fellowship as it discerns its calling and thereby discovers its identity (as it works out how to be both ‘pilgrim’ and ‘apostolic’, as it works out how to be ‘church’).

The building blocks of ecumenical mission in a local context are almost invariably smaller than an average congregation and already contain greater diversity than an average denomination. Such is the rich outpouring of God’s generous love. But equally so, this new wine is always in danger of bursting old wine-skins - and it’s always in danger of being infected and turned to vinegar! Ecclesial institutions have the worthy purpose of preventing infection, but they also have the habit of corking up the wine for so long that it goes stale!

We urgently need to re-connect two divergent meanings of 'apostolic'. Missioners tend to use it (as above) with future orientation "being faithfully engaged here and in the future with that for which we are sent" (a dynamic meaning). Ecumenists tend to use the word retrospectively "staying true to the apostolic inheritance" (a static meaning) 

6. “You are kings and priests” Working through an awareness of the Kingdom context when it seems to be at odds with our self-consciousness as ‘church’. Learning to respect both authenticity and authority - learning that in reality Christ’s disciples face a set of multiple loyalties. Learning that ‘church’ is both micro and macro - ‘cell’ + ‘celebration’ - both/and, requiring many layers of loyalty. The lifeblood of such a ‘church’ is mutual trust and trustworthiness. 

In such a church a servant ‘ministerial’ priesthood exists in the context primarily of the priesthood of all, rather than the priesthood of each. The whole is enabled and sustained by human grace-filled relationships rather than controlled by rules, structures or formal meetings. These are then descriptive rather than prescriptive.

7. Communities of Reconciliation: “The healing of the nations” – the vocation of that Body of grace-filled relationships (or even of that Body while enduring the pain of not yet having achieved grace-filled relationship in all its unifying potential) to be visibly coherent enough to act prophetically in relation to the political reality – a political reality which is now much more complex than the nation state.

No longer colluding with the political reality (old-style ‘Christendom’), nor just shouting from the margins.
8. Bread-breaking (and bread-making): a nourishing of the body, a meeting of human need both material and spiritual, a discovery that God is redeeming through brokenness, recognising ‘church’ (ourselves) as sacrament because Christ is sacrament. The sacramental meal is then the particular as a foretaste of the universal.

Getting beyond the idea that the language of ‘sacrament’ is a partisan stance of a ‘catholic’ tradition - to realise that it describes an essential feature of all religious language (an insight not lost, for example, on the Quakers!)

9. The ‘now and not yet’ paradox: Future expectation and present reality are held together in the Lord’s prayer itself: ‘Thy Kingdom come... for thine is the Kingdom..’ Understanding that ‘partiality’ (see 3 above) may not always be culpable. Learning that we may see things better if we stand somewhere else (cf 2 above) - albeit as yet ‘through a glass darkly’. The need for paradigm shifts. Knowing crucially only that we are known (by God). 

The expectation that in ecumenical mission each Christian tradition may have important insights which only they can currently see because of their spirituality, their history and the context in which they are engaged. And that two or more seemingly incompatible perceptions may be needed in order to comprehend a greater whole (and still realise it is more than anyone can fully understand - e.g. the night sky!)

10. An Apophatic prayer: Trembling at the presence and the power of God

A recognition that our ability to share in God’s reconciling love - between Christians or in a broken world - may well be in direct proportion to the extent to which we are silenced in awe of the majesty and love of God in our midst.

Six Theological benchmarks re the future of local ecumenism (and mission!)

1. A theology of church drawing on a rich diversity of resources and contextualised in its engagement in God’s mission

2. A theology of the Tri-une God as a model of diversity within an embrace of unity - Church as grace-filled ‘comm-unity’.

3. A gospel of embrace, hospitality and mutual blessing (pressed down, shaken together and running over!) - the Rublev icon.

4. God’s gift of individuality within diverse relationships, personhood, members of one body where ‘the eye cannot say to the foot..etc’. “Being as communion”

5. Biblical koinonia re-examined as a clue to what may deserve the label ‘church’ in any particular context.

6. An evident shift in the ‘centre of gravity’ of where the Holy Spirit is breathing life into his Church – and where, therefore, we should expect to find and to nurture ecumenical partnership

· the micro: house churches, cells, base ecclesial communities, ‘fresh expressions of church’
· and the macro: the Church acting prophetically in the public place
· but far less at the level of the traditional congregation, except when it sees itself as a communion of communities, embracing a whole range of other patterns of discipleship.
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