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“Think of us this way, as servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God. Moreover, it is required of stewards that they be found trustworthy” (I Cor. 4:1-2).
There are few things more irritating to me than a book I don’t like which makes a good point. One such book, widely read among pastors, church leaders and scholars in recent years, is Donald Miller’s Reinventing American Protestantism.  Miller, a professor of religion at the University of Southern California, borrowing categories from marketing and pop sociology, argues for what he calls “new paradigm churches” such as Calvary Chapel and the Vineyard. It is tempting to critique the weaknesses of this book, and in my view there are many. But I want to focus on a positive feature of Miller’s argument that makes it impossible simply to dismiss his book out of hand.  

People in contemporary North American society, Miller tells us, are yearning for a “transcendent experience of the sacred,” an experience that conveys “the self-transcending and life-changing core of all true religion.”
 According to Miller, people want to participate in congregations that place a transforming experience of God at the heart of the congregation’s life, worship, ministry and mission.  I believe Donald Miller is right about this.  

Miller’s message is both promising and threatening to those traditions of mainline Protestant Christianity that emphasize Christian formation, but too often at the expense of spiritual transformation. The anxieties about transformation felt among mainline churches are nothing new. We need only survey American Church history from the eighteenth century’s controversies about the First Great Awakening to the breathtaking schism that occurred in Presbyterianism in the 1920s to sense something of the anxieties felt by Protestant churches in the face of potentially fellowship-disrupting influences like emotionalism and irrationalism sometimes associated with “transformational” or “conversion” experiences. But these same Protestant church traditions, including our own, also enshrine in their worship, in their theology and in their polity, a profound reverence for the transcendence, the holiness, the otherness, the freedom and sovereignty of God that effectively removes control of religious experience from the ecclesiastical realm. To forget this fact is to lose something irreplaceable in the Reformed tradition, the fact that formation and transformation are not antithetical, but are aspects of the work of the same God.
Many people are coming to church today, Miller tells us, seeking a life-changing encounter with God. If he is correct, what are the implications of his insight for pastors and congregations especially in mainline traditions like ours? What might it mean for pastors and other congregational leaders to assume the task of ushering their congregants into such potentially transforming experiences through worship and preaching, counseling and congregational leadership, ministry and mission? 

What I propose is simply this. Let us recover in the ministry and leadership of our church the radical perspective of awe and reverence in the presence of the Holy. Let us discover again the role of the church leader as a “steward of the mysteries of God,” as one who leads among and with and on behalf of all the people, modestly assisting them to become theologically conscious of that transcendence which is God’s promise and God’s threat to all we are, remembering that this transcendence is not some indefinable, abstract quality, but is nothing less than the transcendent God in person, Other and Wholly Other, the living God who is free and who has the unique power to judge and to grace, to form us and to transform us. 
John T. McNeill, one of the greatest scholars of John Calvin’s thought, once observed: “Throughout his writings Calvin stresses his unwavering belief that the high Sovereign of the universe is also intimately present in the world of mankind. He sees God’s hand in all historical events, and never doubts that in our personal affairs and choices we have ‘dealings with God’ all the days of our life.”
  


What would it mean for us to share this aspect of Calvin’s theological worldview? What, specifically, would it mean for our leadership in the church to be soaked in a baptism of reverence? I would argue that it would mean, at least in part, that our own lives would be so saturated by an engagement with the holy, by an encounter with God from which we can never fully recover, that we would drip this baptism on the linoleum of every church hall we walk through, right up the steps of the carpeted chancels from which we lead worship, into every church gathering, meeting, and fellowship we attend, and right out again into that world to which God calls us in the name of Jesus Christ. It would mean that this reverent engagement with the Holy would be reflected in everything we do. So, for a few moments, I would like for us to consider together the shape of the transforming engagement with the Holy, and to explore how this engagement might re-shape our ministry and leadership as stewards of the mysteries of God.

Encountering the Transforming Presence of the Holy TC \l1 "

There are, of course, many biblical examples of the human encounter with the Holy, with God who alone transforms. Genesis, for example, relates the story of the Lord God coming to Abram in a vision (Genesis 15). As the sun went down, we are told, a deep sleep came over Abram, and “a deep terrifying darkness” descended upon him. Yahweh spoke to Abram, covenanting with him in the darkness, claiming his life with promises in the midst of smoke and fire. God transforms Abram, the pilgrim, into Abraham, the patriarch.

Genesis 32 tells the mysterious story of Jacob wrestling through the night with a divine messenger who resists all of Jacob’s attempts at control and manipulation. The one with whom Jacob wrestled gave him a new name that signaled a new character and a new integrity: “You shall no longer be called Jacob [the sharp operator, the trickster, the con-man], but Israel, for you have striven with God and with humans, and have prevailed” (Gen. 32:28). Jacob, convinced that the one with whom he wrestled was none other than God, went limping on his way for the remainder of his life.

From the story of Moses receiving the law on the Lord’s mountain to the story of Job’s confrontation with God in the tempest, from the writings of awestruck psalmists to those of prophets like Ezekiel and Isaiah, we are confronted repeatedly by transforming encounters with “the living God.” Rudolf Otto, author of The Idea of the Holy, argued that this phrase, “the living God,” differentiates the holy God of the Old Testament “from all mere ‘world reason,’ and becomes this ultimately non-rational essence, that eludes all philosophic treatment.” According to Otto, the theologians and philosophers who rejected the bare, static, “windowless” monad of Rationalism, and who favored instead the biblical God of passion, love and wrath, have “unwittingly been defending the non-rational core of the Biblical conception of God from all excessive rationalization.”
 A decade after writing these words, Otto writes again: “As ‘living God’ Jahveh is entirely raised into the world of ruach [spirit], while His rivals are degraded into that of flesh and futility, and in the end are reduced to the status of sheer deceptive illusion.”
 


The New Testament does not leave behind the “living God,” the Holy, the sacred and free and transcendent God, in the dust of the Sinai Peninsula or amid the shaken foundations of Isaiah’s temple. John the Baptist rages in the grip of the holy, and, it is in the name of the “living God” that he announces the coming of God’s kingdom. The “living God” of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Otto observes that as “heavenly Father” and “Lord” of the kingdom of heaven, God becomes “not less, but far more ‘holy,’ ‘numinous,’ mysterious, qdôsh, , sacer, and sanctus than [God’s] kingdom. [God] is all these in an absolute degree, and in this aspect of [God’s] nature [God] represents the sublimation and the consummation of all that the old covenant had grasped by way of ‘creature-consciousness,’ ‘holy awe,’ and the life.”
 

This is nowhere more clear than in the life of Jesus, and, in particular, during that night at Gethsemane when the Son of Man prayed for God to let this cup pass. The agony of Jesus, the agony of a “soul shaken to its depths,” expressed as sweat falling to the ground like drops of blood: this is no ordinary fear of death. “No,” says Otto, “There is more here than the fear of death; there is the awe of the creature before the mysterium tremendum, before the shuddering secret of the numen.”
 

This holy dread is the sense that filled Søren Kierkegaard with “fear and trembling.” This shuddering reverence in the presence of the Holy is what led the philosopher, J. G. Hamann, to argue that God is not a mathematician, but a poet,
  because this encounter alone brings us to confront the divine reason beyond rationality, to be claimed by the beauty of the Lord beyond all beauty, and to live our lives according to the ethic of Jesus Christ beyond all our self-justifying moralities.
 
The consequence of this encounter with the Holy is a fierce transformation that passes through the fire of God’s love, from death to resurrection. We learn in this encounter that God will never be comprehended by our creeds nor controlled by our polities, but remains free to meet and to call whomever God wills on God’s own terms. Nor is God’s holiness to be construed as limiting God to a realm removed from this world. For the God of the Bible, holiness is a secular phenomenon. God’s holiness, as Karl Barth acknowledged, is not a feature of abstract transcendence, but of God’s transcendent immanence. It is precisely when God draws near to us that we most deeply sense God’s otherness. There is an “infinite qualitative difference” between God and us of which we are most convinced when God draws near.
 So when Barth speaks of the freedom of God, he speaks of the God who “enters the conflict as a consuming fire,” in the presence of whose “Yes” and “Amen” “our stammering ‘As If,’ our muttered ‘Yes and No’ cannot stand.”
 This God comes and goes at God’s own pleasure.
It should not surprise us, then, that some of the most compelling witnesses to the experience of the Holy arise from the pages of literary fiction, some of which are not {quote}“religious” at all. God is free to be God and to confront humanity wherever it is God’s pleasure so to do. Thus, E.M. Forster, in his first short story, “The Story of Panic,” describes the outrageous appearance of a disturbing pagan god, Pan, at a picnic of English gentlefolk on an Italian hillside, not long after the more sophisticated members of the party had declared that the Great Pan is dead.
 Toni Morrison conveys a palpable sense of the presence of sacred other-ness in her novel, Beloved. The novel thrums with inexpressible holiness, dangerous holiness, life-changing holiness. “Death,” she writes, “is a skipped meal compared to this.”
  

One of the most powerful accounts of an encounter with the holy, in fact, is a fictional one that occurs in so-called children’s literature, in Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows, in a chapter titled “The Piper at the Gates of Dawn,” in a passage that makes no pretensions to being Christian at all. I want to remind you of that story in case you haven’t read it lately.
The story begins at an anxious moment in the history of the Otter family. Young Portly, Mr. Otter’s beloved son, has been missing for days. There are fears that he is lost, or drowned. Otter sits up night after night at the crossing in the river where his child first learned to swim, hoping he will return there.  Rat and Mole, upon learning the disturbing news are unable to sleep either. They set out in their boat in search of the missing child. They are on the river, the moon glancing off the water, the horizon glowing with the first hints of dawn, when Rat hears something, a song in the air, and just as suddenly silence falls again. 
“It’s gone!” sighed the Rat, sinking back in his seat again. “So beautiful and strange and new! Since it was to end so soon, I almost wish I had never heard it. For it has roused a longing in me that is pain, and nothing seems worthwhile but just to hear that sound once more and go on listening to it for ever. No! There it is again!” Entranced, he was silent for a long space, spell-bound.
Rat tries to describe the music to Mole, who has not yet heard it, but it is impossible to describe. Rat is sure the music represents a call that both he and Mole must obey. Rat sits in silence, then the music begins again: “[T]ransported, trembling, he was possessed in all his senses by this new divine thing that caught up his helpless soul and swung and dandled it, a powerless but happy infant in a strong sustaining grasp.” Mole stops rowing. He too now suddenly hears the music. It breaks over him like a wave, catching him up and possessing him. He sees tears running down Rat’s cheeks. He bows his head and understands. The story continues:
 A wide half-circle of foam and glinting lights and shining shoulders of green water, the great weir closed the backwater from bank to bank, troubled all the quiet surface with twirling eddies and floating foam-streaks, and deadened all other sounds with its solemn and soothing rumble. In midmost of the stream, embraced in the weir’s shimmering arm-spread, a small island lay anchored, fringed close with willow and silver birch and alder. Reserved, shy, but full of significance, it hid whatever it might hold behind a veil, keeping it till the hour should come, and, with the hour, those who were called and chosen.


Slowing, but with no doubt or hesitation whatever, and in something of a solemn expectancy, the two animals passed through the broken, tumultuous water and moored their boat at the flowery margin of the island. In silence they landed, and pushed through the blossom and scented herbage and undergrowth that led up to the level ground, till they stood on a little lawn of a marvelous green, set round with Nature’s own orchard-trees – crab-apples, wild cherry, and sloe.

This is the place of my song-dream, the place the music played to me,” whispered the Rat, as if in a trance. “Here, in this holy place, here if anywhere, surely we shall find Him!”Then suddenly the Mole felt a great Awe fall upon him, an awe that turned his muscles to water, bowed his head, and rooted his feet to the ground. It was no panic terror – indeed he felt wonderfully at peace and happy –  but it was an awe that smote and held him and, without seeing, he knew it could only mean that some august Presence was very, very near. With difficulty he turned to look for his friend, and saw him at his side cowed, stricken, and trembling violently. And still here was utter silence in the populous bird-haunted branches around them; and still the light grew and grew.

Perhaps he would never have dared to raise his eyes, but that, though the piping was now hushed, the call and the summons seemed still dominant and imperious. He might not refuse were Death himself waiting to strike him instantly, once he had looked with mortal eye on things rightly kept hidden. Trembling he obeyed, and raised his humble head; and then, in that utter clearness of the imminent dawn, while Nature, flushed with fullness of incredible colour, seemed to hold her breath for the event, he looked in the very eyes of the Friend and Helper; saw the backward sweep of the curved horns, gleaming in the growing daylight; saw the stern, hooked nose between the kindly eyes that were looking down on them humorously, while the bearded mouth broke into a half-smile at the corners; saw the rippling muscles on the arm that lay across the broad chest, the long supple hand still holding the pan-pipes only just fallen away from the parted lips; saw the splendid curves of the shaggy limbs disposed in majestic ease on the sward; saw, last of all, nestling between his very hooves, sleeping soundly in entire peace and contentment, the little, round, podgy, childish form of the baby otter. All this he saw, for one moment breathless and intense, vivid on the morning sky; and still, as he looked, he lived; and still, as he lived, he wondered.

“Rat!” he found breath to whisper, shaking. “Are you afraid?”

“Afraid?” murmured the Rat, his eyes shining with unutterable love. ‘Afraid! Of Him? O, never, never! And yet – and yet – O Mole, I am afraid!”

Then the two animals, crouching to the earth, bowed their heads and did worship.”  

The blessed awesomeness of silent reverence and the awe-fulness of terror in the presence of God are both here in this story. The rational and the non-rational, the humble creature’s fascination in the face of the dread, the wonder, the benevolence, the joy and the longing like sorrow, all are here, mixed and mingled in an intimate encounter with the Holy, the boundless and free sacred other. 

C. S. Lewis evokes a similar response, in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, when the children first hear of Aslan, the great Lion, the figure of Christ in “The Chronicles of Narnia.” Something, we are told, occurs in the consciousness of each child when he or she hears that name, Aslan, for the first time. “Perhaps,” the narrator comments, “it has sometimes happened to you in a dream that someone says something which you don’t understand but in the dream it feels as if it had some enormous meaning – either a terrifying one which turns the whole dream into a nightmare or else a lovely meaning, too lovely to put into words, which makes the dream so beautiful that you remember it all your life and are always wishing you could get into that dream again.”
 Later, the children learn more about Aslan, and it is then, upon learning that Aslan is “the great lion,” the king of all, that the children ask if Aslan is safe. “Safe?” answers Mr. Beaver. “Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good.”
  
In another C.S. Lewis novel, Till We Have Faces, an old pagan priest argues against the rationalism of a group of enlightened philosophers who were advising the king. The old priest sounds like Rodolf Otto when he says: “I, King, have dealt with the gods for three generations of men, and I know that they dazzle our eyes and flow in and out of one another like eddies on a river, and nothing that is said clearly can be said truly about them. Holy places are dark places. It is life and strength, not knowledge and words, that we get in them. Holy wisdom is not clear and thin like water, but thick and dark like blood.”

However these paradoxes may bring reason and unreason into conflict, whatever emotions this clash may entail, it remains the testimony of those who have encountered the Holy down through the ages. They find in this encounter an “over-aboundingness (‘exuberance’) of the idea of God and the feeling of God” that leads St. Paul (and many others) to press beyond the boundaries of the received theological lexicon to speak of the God revealed in our midst.
 

The life of faith, rich in hallowed Christian practices of worship and study, service and fellowship, is the spiritual house of the Lord, the house of wonder, of awe, of reverence, of the holy God wherein we meet God, wherein we are transformed in ways we could neither anticipate nor imagine, wherein we are formed as people of God. We are dealing here with forces beyond all human discovering, dangerous forces. This is why Annie Dillard thinks we ought to issue crash helmets to the faithful on Sunday mornings. “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (Hebrews 10:31). We should remember this above all else, and not be surprised that they once tied a rope around the leg of the high priest, so they could at least retrieve his body should the presence of the Lord in the Holy of Holies slay him. 

People today yearn for an experience of the transcendent, we are told. People want a sacred experience that can transform them, an experience that will give their lives meaning and significance. If we, as pastors and leaders of the church, are to address this yearning as stewards of the mysteries of God, and if we are to do so with authenticity, with faith and with integrity, we must first attend to the Holy. It is not our experiences that change us (not even our religious experiences), but God alone. We must discover this again in the history of our faith and in our own encounters with God. We cannot know, we cannot manipulate, we cannot control the results of any encounter with the living God. Let me say it again: it is not our experiences (not even our religious experiences!) that change us, but God alone.
Emotions and affections are fleeting. Insights fade. Resolutions evaporate. If we try to manufacture experiences to transform the lives of our people, we will give them counterfeit coins of our own mint in place of the currency of God. And that is an idolatrous business however we try to justify our actions. 
Faithful stewardship of the mysteries of God is never predicated on counterfeiting. Changes in persons based on even the liveliest emotional experiences cannot be long sustained, but must be reinforced again and again by ever more titillating experiences (more smoke, bigger mirrors), the vapid worshippers descending ever deeper into a spiral of spiritual and liturgical pornography. 
Only the holy God transforms lives. And we must remember that the transformation for which we yearn as people of God is like a death beyond which lies only annihilation and resurrection.  

Yes, “it is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.” But it is also a wondrous thing – death, but also life – and it can come upon us in so many ways, whether unexpected and un-beckoned, or long-desired at the close of a lifetime’s quest.  The sense of the Holy may, according to Otto, “come sweeping like a gentle tide, pervading the mind with a tranquil mood of deepest worship. It may pass over into a more set and lasting attitude of the soul, continuing, as it were, thrillingly vibrant and resonant.... It may burst in sudden eruption up from the depths of the soul with spasms and convulsions, or lead to the strangest excitements, to intoxicated frenzy, to transport, and to ecstasy…. [I]t may be developed into something beautiful and pure and glorious. It may become the hushed, trembling, and speechless humility of the creature in the presence of – whom or what? In the presence of that which is a mystery inexpressible and above all creatures.”
  

Whatever else we may say about the experience of becoming conscious of ourselves in the presence of God, what must be clearly understood is that it is not our religious experience, but God, who lays claim to us in the encounter. God seeks not to produce merely a new experience in us, but to create of us a whole new humanity in the image of Jesus Christ, who came to serve, not to be served.
 A genuine encounter with God, a transforming encounter with the Holy, is principally evidenced by the condition of reverence and humility it produces in the human creature who senses that all we are and all we may become, all we do and all we possess belongs to God. This is the source and origin, primordial and eternal, of our calling as stewards of the mysteries of God.
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The Vocation of the Steward of the Mysteries of God

Abraham Heschel once spoke movingly of “a life compatible with the presence of God,” an existence conscious in every breath of the splendor and power and love of the Creator.
 If we as leaders in the church were to engage in all our practices of ministry as stewards of the mysteries of God, as persons shaped by the radical perspective of divine encounter, what might this mean for the churches we lead and for the larger Church we serve? 

It is to this question I want to turn finally and briefly. And in order to address this question, I need to ask you to engage your imaginations to conjure with me a scene.


Imagine, if you will, stepping into a vast and spacious cathedral in Northern England. This cathedral stands on tree-lined cliffs overlooking a deep and swiftly moving stream the color of chocolate where long ago bathed the hermit Saint Godric, on the banks of which Benedictine monks in past centuries gathered their firewood, and today families stroll. At either end of the cathedral lie the partial remains of other saints in places of prayer and quiet rest. 

As you step into the cathedral you are blinded at first by the resolute gloom of the place. Having left on the other side of the heavy door the sun and sky, it takes a few moments to reorient yourself as your eyes dilate, becoming accustomed to another quality of light, that which streams in colored shafts through ancient stained glass windows illuminating motes of dust like infinitesimal stars. Walking across the vast South aisle toward the nave, you are struck by the antiquity and immense scale of the cathedral. Columns a thousand years old stretch toward a ceiling more than a hundred feet above your head. You feel small and insignificant as you walk along the central aisle toward the sound of a choir softly intoning the Psalter. Echoes return the length of the nave like the memory of an aroma of incense. 


Making your way up the long central aisle toward the choir, a man robed in royal blue appears from the shadows and approaches you. He is a steward, a guide or docent of this cathedral. He loves this holy place, and it is his vocation to share his love with others who visit. He offers to walk with you. You have been here before. You have walked these aisles. You have looked upon these tombs, and carvings, and windows. You do not feel particularly in need of a guide, but you welcome the fellowship, so you invite him to join you.  

As you walk along together the steward points out first this stone, then this seat in the choir. There, he points, sits the Bishop of Durham when the dean invites him to preside, though he cannot preside without the dean’s invitation whether or not he is the bishop. There is the tomb of one of the greatest lords of Northumbria, though not one of the most pious. The steward points out the change in colors of building stone that indicates where the Norman Romanesque cathedral ends and the later Gothic addition begins, each crease in the wall telling us that once a private chapel stood here, there, and there. 

He points out the damage the “Presbyterians” did when Cromwell billeted his troops and their horses in the cathedral. He shows you the book of remembrance for coal miners, the names of every miner in the region who died in a cave-in or an explosion carefully inscribed. 

Quietly pointing here, telling a story there, you become aware of layer upon layer of life and death, of praises and laments, held secret in the cathedral’s walls. You become aware also that the steward is telling you more than stories. He is telling you he has met the Holy in this place. He is hinting that you can too. 
You remember your previous visit to this cathedral, guidebook in hand, a mere tourist in the midst of a majestic ecclesiastical pile. For all the beauty you saw during that visit, it was flat by comparison to this visit, at best an exercise in historical curiosity and romanticism. Today, the steward has brought you to the verge of something wholly different. 


Together you make your way to a place behind and below the high altar, lit only by candles, a low tomb of plain, dark marble, the name of the saint carved deeply in its surface. You sense that you have reached the climax of this intimate tour. You sense also that you have been steered here on purpose by cunning and skill. The steward tells you matter-of-factly what it means to him that Christians worship here, and have worshipped here for fourteen hundred years. He speaks of the saint whose bones lie at your feet as though he were speaking of a father or a mother he loves and with whom he still speaks each day. He tells you of wonders others have experienced praying on these very stones. He tells you why he prays here. His words, simple and humble, touch you. And as the steward slips away to assist another visitor, you find yourself bowing also to pray. 


According to Rudolf Otto said of the consciousness of the Holy that it cannot be “taught,” only “awakened.” It is this we need to reclaim at the heart of our vocation as stewards of the mysteries of God. 

Hidden within every practice of our faith and within each gathering of our fellowships, despite the stated purpose, whether we are meeting to worship God or debate the cost of a new roof or to choose a new slate of elders, there is the possibility of encounter with the sacred other, the holy and living God, who alone transforms us. The steward points here and there, remembers the sacred stories, and sets velvet ropes round the mysteries in our midst. The steward has this calling above all others to be an usher at the threshold of the Holy. This is, of course, an impossible task. But a good steward helps to set the conditions for the impossible to happen. 


People, we are told, are coming to church today longing for a transforming experience with the transcendent God. How disappointed they will be if they find just more of the same vapid entertainment, the same marketing ploys, the same nationalistic jingoism, the same base self-promotion and partisanship within the church they hoped they had left outside its doors. A holy God demands more of us, and so does a holy people. And this is where our stewardship begins.
Stewards of the Mysteries of God’s Church
Part 2

“For by grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned. For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of another” (Romans 12: 3-5).

In certain circles of the Presbyterian Church today, almost every conversation gets around to talking about the numerical decline in our membership. I’m going to start there, because my subject today is stewardship of the mysteries of God’s Church, and any stewardship that aspires to be faithful must face reality. But this is exactly where things get tricky.

At first blush the decline in mainline Protestant denominations seems pretty straightforward. The church of our parents, the church most of us knew in our childhoods, has apparently fallen into a steep and seemingly irrecoverable decline. The massive seven volume study entitled, (The Presbyterian Presence,( under the editorial guidance of Milton J. Coalter, John M.. Mulder, and Louis B. Weeks, chronicles the apparent demise of a once indomitable Protestant body between 1965 and 1985. Presbyterians lost no less than 28 percent of their total membership during these twenty years alone. One volume follows another in the series, telling a generally depressing story.  

The leading journalistic voice of mainline Protestantism, The Christian Century, a few years ago, asked whether Protestantism was perhaps disappearing altogether.
 Even Newsweek, in an article by Kenneth L. Woodward, asked whether it was curtain time for Protestantism as we have known it in North America.

A variety of books has represented any number of diagnoses of the crisis. 

· Loren Mead, former president of the Alban Institute, mourns (paradigms lost.(
 

· William Willimon and Stan Hauerwas relate the Protestant decline to a failure on the part of (Church, home, and state( to form (a national consortium( working together (to instill (Christian values.((
 

· J.Edward Carothers laments the paralysis of mainstream Protestant leadership in his book of the same title.
 

· Leander Keck, begins his response to the dilemma with surely the most interesting epigraph: (Christianity can repent, but it must not whimper.(
  

Yet, the church does whimper, and tremble, and blame (there(s a lot of blaming!). The Protestant Church laments the loss of a mythical Golden Age. And the only thing that appears to be growing in mainline Protestantism is the literature on its decline. 

What puzzle me, as I read this literature, are two gaping holes in the analysis. 

First, I am struck by the lack of careful historical and sociological examination of the decline in membership placing it in its proper historical and social context. 

Second, I am concerned about the lack of genuine theological reflection on the decline. Too often the prevailing comments on the church’s contemporary situation have been characterized by partisanship and rationalization in the guise of theological analysis. 

We are called to be stewards of the mysteries of God, and this means that we are also stewards of the Christ’s Church. Rather than being driven by anxiety and fear in the face of the current situation, we are called to embrace our vocation as stewards with the courage to understand the situation as clearly as possible and to respond to it with theological integrity. 

Bowling Alone: Putnam’s Social Analysis 

One of the most helpful studies to touch on the contemporary experience of the Church is Robert Putnam(s Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000). Based on careful sociological analysis of contemporary American society, Putnam’s study provides a historical context within which to understand our present experience.

Americans, Putnam reminds us, in contrast to Europeans, tend to be involved in voluntary associations. This is a fact that Alexis de Tocqueville observed in the early nineteenth century in his Democracy in America, and the same has held true in this country through most of the twentieth century.
 However, within the past few decades a trend has begun to take hold in many social groups, in bridge clubs and fraternal orders like the Elks and Free Masons, in VFW posts and organizations like the NAACP. Fewer and fewer people are investing their time and energy in group projects and in the attendance of meetings. Although the Encyclopedia of Associations, a reference work that list all the organizations and associations in America, shows on paper twice as many nonprofit organizations today as in 1968 (the increase is from about 10, 000 in 1968 to over 22,000 in 1997), (barely half of the groups in the 1988 Encyclopedia of Associations actually had individual members.(
 Most of the organizations listed exist in name only. An increasing number of these organizations are paid political advocacy groups with no individual membership at all.  

When we turn our attention to those organizations that actually do have individual members we find that while there has been an explosion in numbers of these organizations, there has been a dramatic decrease in membership among those organizations that we might call social groups or social associations, that is, organizations which have individual members who attend meetings in local chapters, who associate with one another, share interests and participate in group sponsored activities. For example, Putnam notes the proliferation of veteran(s organizations in the past twenty years. But the actual number of veterans who are members of such organizations had fallen by 10 percent over the same period.
 

Putnam observes that in thirty-two national chapter-based associations (in other words, in organizations that exist as groups with members as opposed to merely (organizations on paper() membership climbed steadily from the turn of the last century with small momentary set-backs and relative plateaus during World War I, the Great Depression, and World War II, to an all-time high around 1960, after which membership in all of these groups began a slow but sustained decline to the present day.
  

The most vivid portrait of rise and decline in membership occurred in the PTA (Parent-Teacher Association), one of the greatest voluntary association triumphs of the twentieth century. It rose steadily in membership from 1910 to around 1959, after which it collapsed with only a small recovery during the 1980s. At one time, 400,000 families per year were joining the PTA until the association peaked in 1959; thereafter, from 1960 onward the PTA lost approximately 250,000 families per year. By 1980, the decline had erased virtually all of the astonishing gains in membership the PTA had experienced since the Second World War.
 

Perhaps the most fascinating and disturbing aspect to Putnam(s research examines the types of voluntary organizations that are growing in our society. Those organizations that expect a significant investment of time and energy, of real leadership and participation on the part of their members tend to have the toughest time in today(s world. By contrast, organizations that require only membership dues and largely symbolic acts (Sierra Club, Green Peace, Amnesty International, etc.) are actually recording strong membership rolls. Obviously the meaning of the term (member( is broad enough to cover a multitude of sins here. Members of Amnesty International may consider themselves to be active if they send a check once a year to the organization, display bumper stickers on their SUVs and write the occasional letter. A member of the Knights of Columbus or of a Boy Scout troop has a very different understanding of the obligations of membership. And, it is this second category of group membership that is most seriously threatened in our present context.

Putnam, early in his study, explains why this latter category of group membership is so crucial from a social perspective. Membership in groups that have relatively high expectations about participation and leadership tend to be rich in what sociologists call (social capital,( i.e., the valuation placed on the kinds of social relationships that rely on the dense interpersonal networks and connections that hold us together as a people, that help create (civic virtue( among us, and encourage a social environment of reciprocity and trustworthiness.
  Groups rich in social capital embody a deep sense of social and mutual obligation and commitment, not simply what we might describe as a legalistic notion of specific reciprocity (I(ll do this for you if you will do that for me), but a more gracious understanding of community through generalized reciprocity ((Do unto others as you would have them do unto you(). 

This cuts along the line of our different understandings of membership. Membership that is merely on paper, but that entail no commitment to meeting and working together much less living among other persons in an organization in a context requiring the building of trust and obligation on the part of one for the other, has far less influence on a society than does membership that is well-connected through personal ties of mutual trust and commitment. Whether a group exists primarily, in Putnam(s terms, to bridge social gaps or to bond individuals together, a significant development of social capital and civic engagement requires personal connectedness. And the development of real personal connections requires time, effort, energy and sacrifice.




All of these issues become particularly important when we turn to consider the kind of membership assumed in the church. Before we do, however, let(s remember two things that stand out in Putnam(s study at this point: 

· Civic participation in the United States steadily increased throughout the twentieth century, but it showed its most dramatic increase just following World War II until approximately 1959, after which it has fallen steadily to the present day. The post-1960 decline has essentially returned us to the level of civic involvement American society knew prior to the Second World War. 

· Those institutions and organizations in American life which require a large personal investment of time and energy have seen the greatest decline. Those institutions which expect relatively low social investment have done fairly well, and some have actually increased in popularity.

The Church that Bowls Alone
Putnam(s original image of bowling alone deserves to be revisited for a moment. Putnam(s contention has been that bowling remains a relatively popular past time in America, but bowling leagues are virtually extinct. (Bowling Alone( functions for Putnam as a sort of metaphor useful in describing the contemporary situation in American society, especially with reference to voluntary associations and their benefits to society as a whole. 

There is a corresponding experience specific to American religious life. Belief in God, interest in spirituality, and the quest for religious experience remain important in America. Polls consistently demonstrate this fact. But more and more people are choosing to believe alone, fewer and fewer people are choosing to believe, to live and to practice their faith in real communities of faith.

This trend was reported in the nineteen eighties, of course, by Robert Bellah (et al) in his study Habits of the Heart. I still remember being introduced to Bellah’s book by Jack Stotts right after the book was published. And I still recall the most memorable story in Bellah’s book concerning Sheila Larson, a woman in California, who practiced a religion she called (Sheilaism,( i.e., hearing her own small voice as the voice of God.
 Bellah predicted that the day might come when there would be as many denominations as there are individuals in North America.

Ten years after the publication of Habits of the Heart, Bellah and his colleagues reflected on the themes of individualism and commitment in American life specifically with reference to Putnam(s essay,(Bowling Alone: America(s Declining Social Capital( (Journal of Democracy, January 1995), which preceded Putnam’s book-length treatment of the subject. Bellah observed in his 1996 essay in The Christian Century that the only social associations that are growing are those that (make minimal demands on their members and are oriented primarily to the needs of individuals. Indeed, Robert Wuthnow [another leading sociologist in religion] has characterized these religious organizations as involving individuals who (focus on themselves in the presence of others( ( what we might call being alone together.(
  If Bellah and Wuthnow and Putnam are correct (and I suspect they are) the implications could hardly be more serious for the church of the future. But, before we consider these implications, let(s backtrack just a bit to see how we got here.

The phenomenal growth in church membership experienced across the spectrum of mainline Protestant churches after World War II until 1960, was as unprecedented and exceptional in the church as it was in all other voluntary associations in the United States. Americans have always enjoyed associating with one another for all sorts of reasons and in the name of all sorts of causes, but they developed a passion for it in the decade or so following the Second World War. This benefited churches tremendously. But the experience was largely an anomaly. As Putnam says, (church membership was very likely at an all-time high in the 1950s,( and the losses thereafter represent something analogous to (market correction( known only too well in the volatile world of stock investment.
 

The problem is even more intractable and more subtle than a comparative analysis of membership alone implies. The problem consists in the crisis of the quality of church membership, rather than merely the quantity of names on church rolls.  People are investing less of their lives in the maintenance and development of the religious communities that engender the life of faith among adherents and that spill over into countless other philanthropic and socially beneficial activities and associations. 
  This leads Putnam to say that while many of our social groups (religious and otherwise) appear relatively stable from the outside, (the classic institutions of American civic life... have been (hollowed out(.... When examined more closely ... it seems that decay has consumed the load-bearing beams of our civic structure.(
 People are simply not investing enough of themselves in the crucial social ties, grounded in a vital communal faith in God, that keeps a society in good repair and that periodically renews it from within.

The largest single culprit in the church(s less visible, but far more pernicious, decline is the changed expectations of the baby boomer generation toward their investment of life in religious associations. Putnam charts the faith of this generation: (When they were in their twenties (in the 1960s and 1970s), boomers were more disaffected from religious institutions than their predecessors had been in their twenties.( Many of them returned to church when they married and had families, (but the boomers began this life cycle move toward the church at a much lower level of religious involvement and have never closed the gap. Even now, in their forties and fifties ... boomers remain less religiously involved than middle-aged people were a generation ago.(
 And their religious faith tends toward what Wade Clark Roof and William McKinney describe as (highly individualized religious psychology without the benefits of strong supportive attachments to believing communities.(
 This is the faith that David Brooks describes as “Flexidoxy” in his best-selling profile of the upwardly mobile American consumer class, BOBOS in Paradise.
 It is a faith particularly susceptible to what Peter C. Whybrow recently described as the “American mania,” that is, the addictive drive of “the brain’s pleasure centers to live turbocharged lives in pursuit of status and possessions at the expense of the only things that can truly make us happy: relationships with other people.”

Such individualized, privatized, psychologized, self-directed and consumer-oriented religion builds relatively superficial and weak relational networks across the various divisions of our society. It tends to encourage an (opt-out( mentality that can sever membership in the group whenever the individual faces discomfort, incongruity, dissent and conflict (often expressed in church shopping and church hopping). It rarely promotes deep bonds of loyalty and mutuality, obligation, commitment and trust, and its voluntarism actively works against the very spiritual transformation that people say they want, because real spiritual transformation, as Jim Loder once observed, often begins in “restless incoherence, dichotomy, fragmented situations,” and these are the very situations that religious consumers tend to flee.
 

The children of baby boomers largely share their parent(s assumptions about religion and society. Christian Smith, who does research on teenagers and their faith, reported a few weeks ago: “Based on our findings I suggest that the de facto religious faith of the majority of American teens is ‘moralistic therapeutic deism.’”
 If this is so, then the reductionistic ecclesiology of North America has finally found its corresponding theology.

As I mentioned earlier, what is needed today is theological reflection on the challenges our church faces (theological reflection, that is, not rationalization, or axe-grinding, or partisan posturing, or wishful thinking). This theological reflection should be informed by a careful analysis of the actual social and historical situation in which we find ourselves. 

Paul Tillich often observed that humanity raises questions that human existence in and of itself cannot answer.
 In my view, it is precisely our failure to take seriously this fact (that the answers we need are theological and that they transcend the horizons of human existence) that continues to fuel the anxiety rampant in our church. And it is to this purpose, to seek theological answers to the questions raised by our experience that I now would like to direct our attention. In light of the research of Putnam, Bellah, Wuthnow, Fogel, and many, many others, I would argue that what we face today is a theological challenge to the character and mission of God, and to the nature of the Church. I want to frame these challenges in terms of our vocation as stewards of the mysteries of God and as stewards of the mysteries of God’s Church under three headings:

· Our stewardship is grounded in the character of the Church as the Body of Christ, and as the continuing sacramental expression in history of the communion of the triune God. 

· Our stewardship is expressed concretely by our trust in God’s resurrection power in the face of every threat of death and in the midst of a cultural anxiety that breeds in the Petri dish of institutional insecurity.

· Our stewardship is focused around the mission of God to transform humanity into the likeness of Jesus Christ and to restore a creation that groans for redemption.  
(1) Our stewardship is grounded in the character of the Church as the Body of Christ, and as the continuing sacramental expression in history of the communion of the triune God. 


This claim is perhaps the most counter-cultural confession we can make today, not only about the church, but in the church. It is generally considered an obvious fact that the church is a voluntary religious association. Sociologist Tracy Strong, for example, writes: “Christianity is a faith that is chosen; one only becomes a Christian by a conscious and individual act…. No one is born a Christian.”

Our culture overwhelmingly agrees with Strong’s view, a view inherited directly from John Locke, the seventeenth-century philosopher who defined the church as “a voluntary society of [persons], joining themselves together of their own accord in order to the public worshiping of God.”
  

Nothing could be more common-sensible to most people than the idea that the church is a voluntary association of like-minded individuals. The problem with this view is that it is manifestly unbiblical.  The way the Bible expresses the mystery of the church is through St. Paul’s beautiful conception of the Body of Christ, in which the church is understood principally as a theological and spiritual reality with social and historical dimensions, rather than vice versa. 

We belong to the Body of Christ by virtue of God’s actions through the power of God’s Word and God’s Spirit. Members of a body don’t join the body; they are formed in the womb: toes and fingers, eyes and ears and noses, hearts and lungs. This is why the Bible speaks of our belonging to Christ using the organic terms of a life-channeling vine with many branches. This is why the Church is described in the Bible in familial terms. One does not choose one’s blood relatives. They are givens: mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, crazy aunts and embarrassing uncles, and cousins galore. Organic metaphors work. Family images too. But the church is never conceived biblically as a religious society or a club.

When we speak of the church we are speaking of a mystery both divine and human. Belonging to the church is a matter of grace, unmerited favor, unlimited in scope. It is not a matter of choice, of commonality, of like-mindedness, of shared values and shared interests and shared beliefs. There is no room here for any righteousness than the righteousness of Jesus Christ; certainly there is no room for self-righteousness. However mystifying such an understanding of the Church is to contemporary North Americans, it remains the principal and fundamental biblical and theological conception. William Willimon famously put it this way: “God’s idea of church is a party with people you wouldn’t be caught dead with on a Saturday night.”
 Those who belong to the Church did not choose one another. We were chosen in Jesus Christ.

The striking fragility of today’s Protestant church, its tendency to schism and partisanship, is directly traceable to this theological misconception regarding the nature of the church, this mistaken belief that the church is a voluntary association of the likeminded. Such a church is subject to break along every hairline crack simply because we believe our unity relies on us. In fact, our unity does not and never has depended on us. We are one in Christ We are not one because of our adherence to a single particular set of beliefs about Christ, or even a single particular set of values derived from Christ. We are one in Christ alone. This fact is the source of the Church’s integrity. And our hope for the future lies in recapturing this theological and spiritual vision of the Church as the Body of Christ, as C. S. Lewis once observed, “in which all members however different … must share the common life, complementing and helping one another precisely by their differences.”
 

(2) Our stewardship is expressed concretely by our trust in God’s power of resurrection in the face of every threat of death and in the midst of a cultural anxiety that breeds in the Petri dish of institutional insecurity.

Perhaps no word better characterizes contemporary society than the word “anxiety.” Certainly no word better characterizes contemporary ecclesiastical society, especially anxiety over the survival of the church. This anxiety sometimes drives congregations and pastors to embrace even the most questionable schemes of mass marketing and popular entertainment simply to fill the pews. Yet, the motto “the ends justifies the means” is as dangerous and demonic a policy in Church growth as it is in Christian ethics.

“The Church must change or die!” a slick consultant tells us. And so the church cashes in on the flawed syllogism: 

We must do SOMETHING! 
This is SOMETHING! 
Therefore we must do it! 

We all know that anxiety makes a very poor counselor. But our anxiety tempts us to think that we can gain the whole world and lose only a bit of our souls here and there. And so we run from the preeminent truth of the Christian faith: We were never called to survive. We were called to follow Christ. We were never guaranteed security. All we were ever guaranteed by Jesus is a cross like his. 

I am not an idealist. I am not saying to us today that real dangers and real deaths do not await us. Nor would I want us to excuse poor leadership, dull worship and bad preaching in the name of faithfulness. All three are sins of sloth. But I am saying that there are worse fates than death, at least according to Jesus Christ. 


The Presbyterian Church is remarkably and wonderfully flexible. As John Calvin himself attested, there are many, many things that are not essential to our faith, and which we may change without the least threat to that core of theological integrity and distinctiveness that have made the Reformed tradition such a crucial stream within the life of the larger Church, a stream that has consistently believed that the life of the mind is crucial to the service of God. But we should be mindful of our motives, and we must be aware not only of who we are but of whose we are. Our life as a church is not our own. We belong, body and soul in life and in death, not to ourselves, but to our faithful savior Jesus Christ. Our responses to contemporary society should be shaped by our allegiance to the Word of God and not to the passing desires of a culture. 


Can we not imagine, for example, announcing in word and in deed the gospel of Jesus Christ to a culture held captive by consumerism? Can we not imagine proclaiming the good news that people are neither consumers nor products to be sold? I can imagine us bringing precisely this liberating good news to a culture enthralled to consumerism. But it will be very difficult for the church to proclaim this gospel convincingly if it too gives into the temptation to repackage itself as just another commodity, or if we are unwilling to question the church’s own tendency to buy into the myths of privilege, wealth, acquisition, worldly power and prestige.   


Can we not imagine a Church that is attractive to others because it does not desperately need them for its institutional survival? A Church living in fear for its future does not draw others to it. But a Church courageous is always more winsome than a Church hell-bent on self-preservation. Ironically, at least according to St. John, it is the cross of Jesus Christ lifted up that has the power to draw humanity. The preacher who recently said that we must “save” the Church was dead wrong. The Church already has a savior. And as stewards of the mysteries of God somehow we must learn again to entrust the Church to him.
(3) Our stewardship is focused around the mission of God to transform humanity into the likeness of Jesus Christ and to restore a creation that groans for redemption.  


In the midst of ecclesiastical controversies over property claims, denominational structures, shrinking financial resources, human sexuality, and a variety of more and less significant issues mixed generously with inter-tribal and regional rivalries, we have often failed to inspire and instruct, comfort and challenge the world around us. We have converted stewardship (the right use of all aspects of God’s creation) into fund raising. We have converted evangelism (the joyful announcement of God’s grace) into recruitment. We have converted justice (the distribution among all persons of God’s love) into a divisive political end in itself. We have asked, “Why do so few people want to join our church?” The real question is, “Why, indeed, should they?”


It seems that along with our shrinking denominational structures even our vision for God’s mission in the world has shrunk. We forget so easily that Christ did not come to secure the social prerogatives of the Church, but to redeem the whole world. We forget too that the whole point of our ministry is the transformation of persons into the human likeness of Jesus Christ, whose life of obedience to God culminated in suffering and dying on the cross. God placed God’s own stamp of approval of this human life by raising Christ from the dead. To this life we are called. Our whole mission as followers of Jesus Christ, as the great George Macleod, founder of the Iona Community, said over forty years ago, is “to be to others what Christ has become for us.” This is the serious business of the Church in which we are engaged. I was reminded of this serious business some time back by a very unlikely source.

In July of 2003, my wife, Debbie, and I retreated to one of our favorite haunts, a little cottage on a tiny island in the village of Ellenabeich off the west coast of Scotland. Mostly we walked the hills and ventured out into the Atlantic Ocean in boats, and soaked up the almost palpable sense of God’s presence there. I spent a lot of time reading the poetry of Philip Larkin. I read, and re-read, what has become my favorite Larkin poem, “Church Going.” It’s a long poem, but I want to share it with you now in closing.

Once I am sure there’s nothing going on

I step inside, letting the door thud shut.
Another church: matting, seats, and stone,

And little books; sprawlings of flowers, cut

For Sunday, brownish now; some brass and stuff

Up at the holy end; the small neat organ;

And a tense, musty, unignorable silence,

Brewed God knows how long. Hatless, I take off

My cycle-clips in awkward reverence,

Move forward, run my hand around the font.

From where I stand, the roof looks almost new –

Cleaned, or restored? Someone would know: I don’t.

Mounting the lectern, I peruse a few

Hectoring large-scale verses, and pronounce

‘Here endeth’ much more loudly than I’d meant.

The echoes snigger briefly. Back at the door

I sign the book, donate an Irish sixpence,

Reflect the place was not worth stopping for. 

Yet stop I did: in fact I often do,

And always end much at a loss like this,

Wondering what to look for; wondering, too,

When churches fall completely out of use

What we shall turn them into, if we shall keep

A few cathedrals chronically on show,

Their parchment, plate and pyx in locked cases,

And let the rest rent-free to rain and sheep.

Shall we avoid them as unlucky places?

Or, after dark, will dubious women come

To make their children touch a particular stone;

Pick simples for a cancer; or on some 

Advised night see walking a dead one?

Power of some sort or other will go on

In games, in riddles, seemingly at random;

But superstition, like belief, must die,

And what remains when disbelief has gone?

Grass, weedy pavement, brambles, buttress, sky,

A shape less recognizable each week,

A purpose more obscure. I wonder who

Will be the last, the very last, to seek

This place for what it was; one of the crew

That tap and jot and know what rood-lofts were?

Some ruin-bibber, randy for antique,

Or Christmas-addict, counting on a whiff

Of gown-and-bands and organ-pipes and myrrh?

Or will he be my representative,

Bored, uninformed, knowing the ghostly silt

Dispersed, yet tending to this cross of ground

Through suburb scrub because it held unspilt

So long and equably what since is found

Only in separation – marriage, and birth,

And death, and thoughts of these – for which was built

This special shell? For, though I’ve no idea

What this accoutred frowsty barn is worth,

It pleases me to stand in silence here;

A serious house on serious earth it is,

In whose blent air all our compulsions meet,

Are recognized, and robed as destinies. 

And that much never can be obsolete,

Since someone will forever be surprising

A hunger in himself to be more serious,

And gravitating with it to this ground,

Which, he once heard, was proper to grow wise in,

If only that so many dead lie round.

Philip Larkin, “Church Going,” Anthony Thwaite, ed. Collected Poems (London: faber and faber, 2003), 58-59.
“A serious house on serious earth it is,” the church. It draws us to something more serious than even our rambling words can tell, “since someone will forever be surprising a hunger in himself to be more serious, and gravitating with it to this ground, which, he once heard, was proper to grow wise in.” I think Larkin is wrong about something in this poem. He’s wrong about the eventual demise of the church. But he’s right about something else. The church is up to serious business: God’s mission to God’s whole world, the transformation of persons into the human likeness of Jesus Christ. This lies at the very heart of our stewardship of the mysteries of the church.

Several years ago, Tom Long told the story of how at the end of a sermon he preached, he invited the congregation to share with him any messages they wanted him to take back to the seminary. After the service, an elderly woman came up to him. Tom, of course, with his impeccable pastoral manners, bent over to listen to her. 

“You have a message for me to take back to my students?” 

Her answer startled him, “Yes. Tell them to take us seriously.”

I think this may be a message every leader of the church today needs to hear. 

People aren’t consumers. People aren’t percentage points on a demographic chart. People aren’t prospects to be cultivated. People aren’t giving units to be tallied. People are God’s own creatures created in the image of the triune God, and children of God for whom Christ came into the world, suffered, died and was raised again from the dead. People deserve to be taken more seriously by us than they take themselves. As stewards of the mysteries of God, as stewards of the mysteries of God’s Church, we can afford to do no less.

Stewards of the Mysteries of Theological Education
part 3
“I pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.”





Ephesians 3:18-19


In a recent sermon, Tom Long, Professor of Homiletics at Emory University, observed that the greatest heresy the Church faces today is not atheism; it is superficiality.
 This is not a problem exclusive to churches, of course. The dumbing-down of American society in general has been depressingly well documented.
 But superficiality is an especially thorny problem when it comes to Christian faith, especially for Presbyterians. There is a popular mood on the rise in North America that places an increasingly higher value on religious sentiments uncritically examined than on that “life of the mind as a service of God” which has historically been the hallmark of our various Reformed traditions.

Ellis Nelson, some time back, brought me an editorial from The New York Times. The essay, by Nicholas Kristof, troubles me more the longer I think about it. Kristof reflects on the increasing credulity of the American public. He recalls, in contrast, his grandfather, “a devout and active Presbyterian elder,” who was suspicious of superstition and respectful of scientific knowledge. 

Kristoff writes: “Those kinds of mainline Christians are vanishing,” and are being replaced by Christians who prove the fervor of their religious convictions by refusing to test them intellectually. He argues that his intention is not to pour scorn on anyone’s devotion, but he is puzzled and worried “by the way the great intellectual traditions of Catholic and Protestant churches alike are withering, leaving the scholarly and religious worlds increasingly antagonistic.” He worries because of the conversations he has had with certain “self-satisfied and unquestioning” representatives of what we commonly call Islamic fundamentalism. “[T]he Islamic world is in crisis today,” he explains, “in large part because of a similar drift away from [its] rich intellectual tradition” and toward unquestioning, emotional religious fervor. “The heart,” he concludes, “is a wonderful organ, but so is the brain.”
 

I share Kristof’s concern. As a person who became a Presbyterian as a young adult because of the Reformed tradition’s belief that our love of God is incomplete unless we love God with our minds, as well as with our hearts and souls, I worry what will become of Christian faith and practice, indeed I worry about what will become of the world we live in, if Christians fail to ask tough, deep critical questions of our faith, if we ignore life’s deep mysteries, its profound complexities and abandon the curiosity that is unafraid to swim at the deep end of the pool. 

Today, perhaps more than at any time since the Protestant Reformation, we need to recover the proper and distinct role of Christian scholarship in the life and for the leadership of our Church. And we need a renewed appreciation for the unique vocation of the theological scholar, and the crucial role scholarship plays in the life of faith.

The Church has, of course, been at odds with itself over the relationship between scholarship and faith almost from its beginning. In the Second Century, Tertullian of Carthage asked the often quoted question: “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What concord is there between the Academy and the Church?” 

Tertullian’s answer, in fact, was, Not much! Tertullian says: We have no need for curiosity once  we possess Jesus Christ, nor do we need to raise questions having received the gospel. 
 Despite Tertullian’s rejection of the role of scholarship in the life of the Church, however, even the most cursory examination of the history of the Church reveals that time and time again the Church’s own renewal, renaissance, reformation and even revival has originated from the efforts of Christian scholarship. For every renewal movement originating with Dominican and Puritan preachers, with a George Whitefield or a Charles Haddon Spurgeon, there has been a Thomas Aquinas, an Erasmus, a Martin Luther, or a John Calvin fanning the flames of faith.

The Methodist movement is simply unimaginable apart from Oxford University, as surely as Lutheranism is unimaginable apart from the door of that university Church to which an angry professor of Bible nailed his famous ninety-five theses. Calvinism grew up from the same soil of a Humanism which knew the Stoics as well as it knew St. Paul, a renaissance ideal of learning dedicated to exposing superstition as well as corruption in the medieval church. It was the spirit of godly and humanistic scholarship that gave us our critical editions of the Greek New Testament and the Hebrew Scriptures so that God’s Word could reliably and accurately be translated into the languages of the people. And it was this same spirit that sought to create in Protestant churches a company of pastor scholars, lifelong students steeped in the love of learning, to replace an ignorant and complacent clergy that muttered words in Latin they did not comprehend over rites they could not understand. 

An examination of the church’s history not only reveals the perennial nature of our struggle with the proper role of scholarship in the Church, but also the fundamental creativity that lies at the heart of this tug-of-war. The life, the leadership and the ministry of the Presbyterian Church have been blessed, the Church’s preaching invigorated, its understanding of scripture advanced, its knowledge of its own history enlightened, and its theological heritage deepened, whenever it has held together, often in countervailing tension, the distinct vocations of Christian scholarship and of pastoral ministry, two very different callings (among many others vocations) that through the richness of God’s grace have complemented one another as much in their differences as in their commonalities. The professor’s lectern and the preacher’s pulpit represent two distinct, but equally indispensable callings in the life of our Church. Whenever the tension between the two has collapsed, with one side or the other claiming supremacy, independence, or subservience, the Church has suffered. But wherever this tension has been sustained, the Church’s common life has been deepened and enriched immeasurably. In the face of the heresy of superficiality, I want us to explore the role of theological scholarship for the sake of our proper stewardship of seminary education. 

The question has often been asked, “What is it the Church has to say that no one else can say?” 
 Today I want to ask a related question, “What role does theological education play in the Church that nothing else can play?” And I want to pose this question remembering, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer once said, “The church is the church only when it exists for others.”

Theological Role Playing 

E. Harris Harbison, in his study, The Christian Scholar in the Age of the Reformation, described the function of scholarship in Christian traditions. He believed that Christian scholarship is a discrete calling that plays three specific roles in relation to the Church: 

· First, Christian scholarship is responsible to carefully and critically examine the Christian traditions themselves. 

· Second, Christian scholarship is responsible to seek to relate these Christian traditions to the surrounding secular cultures, understanding the points of intersection and difference between them. 

· Third, Christian scholarship is responsible to work “to reconcile faith and science, in the broadest sense of the word [science],” respecting the contributions both theology and science make to our understanding of God’s world.
  

Harbison observed that Christian scholars traditionally have been concerned most often with the first role [critically studying the treasury of resources in our Christian traditions, the biblical texts, the doctrines and the practices of the Christian faith], and less often with the third [reconciling the faith with the various sciences of the contemporary world].” But he also sees some notable exceptions to the rule: “the greatest minds, like Augustine and Aquinas,” have been concerned with all three scholarly roles.
 

Between the Church’s greatest scholars and the Church, one may find complementarity, mutuality and harmony, at times. But, there are also checks and balances, conflicts, and instances of uncompromising contradiction.  For example, although Thomas Aquinas’s thought eventually became the gold standard of Roman Catholic orthodoxy, in his own day Aquinas was condemned as a heretic by some Church leaders because of his use of “pagan” Aristotelian philosophy. And Aquinas is not alone in transgressing churchly standards in the search for theological truth. 


Harbison’s understanding of the three-fold role of Christian scholarship brings to mind Rowan Williams’ typology of theology, a typology that is worthy of a bit of attention as we seek to better understand the contribution of theological scholarship to the life of the Church. Williams maintains that we need an understanding of theology that discerns its interactive nature in both the larger Church and the community of theological scholars, and that comprehends both the churchly and the academic within their larger social and cultural contexts.
 


“Theology,” Williams writes, “begins as a celebratory phenomenon, an attempt to draw out and display connections of thought and image so as to exhibit the fullest possible range of significance in the language used.” For example, the languages of hymnody, preaching and praying, of liturgical movement and iconography, of sacred poetry and music, all function as celebratory theology. Often theological reflection is implicit in the celebratory practices, and remains embedded in the activities themselves. When thinking of theology as celebratory activity, most of us would naturally think of a local congregation at worship: singing, praying to and praising God together. These activities are theological inasmuch as they convey specific theological content and demand further theological reflection.

The second category of theological activity, according to Williams, is the communicative. “Theology,” Williams writes, “seeks also to persuade or commend, to witness to the gospel’s capacity for being at home in more than one cultural environment, and to display enough confidence to believe that this gospel can be rediscovered at the end of a long and exotic detour through strange idioms and structures of thought.” Paul Tillich described this as theology at the boundaries. For Williams, a communicative theology demonstrates a kind of adventurous faithfulness beyond familiar borders. He explains: “The assumption is that this or that intellectual idiom not only offers a way into fruitful conversation with the current environment but also that the unfamiliar idiom may uncover aspects of the deposit of belief hitherto unexamined. In fact, it involves a considerable act of trust in the theological tradition, a confidence that the fundamental categories of belief are robust enough to survive the drastic experience of immersion in other ways of constructing and construing the world.”


Finally, Williams describes that “probing of what the ‘fundamental categories’ [of Christian faith] really mean,” through what he calls “critical theology.” The term “critical,” in this context, does not mean adverse, or derogatory, or negative. Rather critical means analytical. Critical theology, according to Williams, refers to systematic, constructive, doctrinal, or dogmatic theology. Its concern is to investigate the “inner tensions and irresolutions,” the “continuity and coherence,” and the integrity of the faith traditions themselves.
 

This brings me, then, to make a modest proposal in response to the question: “What role does theological education play in the life and leadership of the Church that nothing else can play?” 

A Modest Proposal


I am instinctively suspicious of ambitious grand designs. I am much more inclined toward what Ellis Nelson calls “incremental gradualism.” As in many things, I am guided here, in addition to Ellis’ pragmatism, by the sanity of Karl Barth who deeply distrusted closed systems that divide our loyalty and enslave us to partisan ideologies and inevitably run counter to the First Commandment. I am also guided by Isaiah Berlin who was on guard for the kinds of idealism and utopianism that sacrifice too much humanity in the present for the sake of an endlessly deferred perfect society. When I was a pastor, for example, I found great comfort in Loren Mead’s wonderful little book titled, The Whole Truth About Everything Related to the Church in Twelve Pages (If You Don’t Count the Introduction and the Conclusion), the first chapter of which is titled, “Nothing Works,” and the second chapter, “Almost Anything Can Work a Little Better.”
 

With this in mind, I would like to advance this modest proposal for how we might be better stewards of theological education for the sake of the Church, especially in Presbyterian seminaries. I believe that Christian scholarship, at its very best, functions in four ways: 

1. Christian scholarship functions as the Church’s long-term memory bank; 

2. as a critical faculty for the Church’s self-reflection and analysis of its faith and practice; 

3. as a moderator in Christian faith’s dialogue across all sorts of boundaries and divides; and 

4. as a provocateur when things in the Church become too settled.

(1) The Seminary functions as the Church’s Long-Term Memory Bank


One of the most startling things about theological schools and the scholars who teach in them is how long their memories are. I have come to believe that it is a distinctive role of seminaries to function as the long-term memory of the Church. Seminaries commonly embody this function by trying to instill in our students an appreciation for the deep, rich, lasting traditions, legacies, practices and memories that make us who we are. 


A few years ago I had the privilege of sitting in on my colleague, Stan Hall’s, introductory course, “THE CHURCH AS A WORSHIPING COMMUNITY.” I suppose I was as surprised as the students were when Stan began his course by transporting us back to the second century and the early Church’s worship as described by Justin Martyr. But I shouldn’t have been surprised. 

In the workshop I teach on stewardship and church finance, when I reflect on a Christian view of money, I begin, not with Dean Hoge’s research into contemporary attitudes, but with John Chrysotom’s fourth-century sermons on Lazarus and the rich man. I’ll get to Dean Hoge, Sondra Wheeler, Robert Wuthnow, Douglas John Hall, and lots of other contemporary thinkers on this subject. But I count on Chrysostom to give my students that authentic and fundamental and enduring perspective about what it means for Christians to deal with money, a perspective that had already lasted for twelve hundred years when Adam Smith laid the foundations for modern capitalism. 

The same is true when I teach the senior course, “ENTRY INTO MINISTRY.” When I want our students to get their bearings on the meaning of pastoral ministry, I will eventually get them to William Willoman, Eugene Peterson and Barbara Brown Taylor. But first I want us to ascend into the heights and headwaters of Christian wisdom, to the Patristic saints like Gregory of Nazianzus, who was so awed by the holiness of the pastoral calling that he literally ran for the hills in terror after his ordination. I want us to drink deeply from wells that do not run dry after the first printing of a book has sold out or been remaindered, plunging themselves into George Herbert, and Richard Baxter, and Reinhold Niebuhr.


The corporate memory of a local congregation in North America is seldom much more than a hundred years old. As pastors of suburban congregations know only too well, many of their churches have a memory shorter than that of a ten-year old soccer player. 

The memory of Christian scholarship, by contrast, stretches for millennia. The scholar’s conversation partners speak across the ages, forming a cloud of living witnesses. Scholars routinely listen to debates between St Paul and St James, Anselm and Abelard, Luther and Erasmus, Calvin and Knox. As strange as it may seem, Athanasius is as alive to the scholar as the colleague in the next office (sometimes even more so). Remembrance is for the Christian scholar an act of reverence, and attending faithfully and critically to the multitude of traditions that vie for our loyalty a matter of calling. 

G. K. Chesterton once wrote in praise of that much maligned word “tradition.” Chesterton says that tradition is simply the extension of the democratic franchise to that most excluded portion of humanity, our ancestors. Tradition, he said, is “the democracy of the dead.” It simply insures that our forebears get to vote.
  But, of course, the dead in Christ are alive unto God. The academy of theological scholars may properly be understood as a permanent lobby group for the cloud of witnesses. As a scholar, you see, it is an act of breathtaking arrogance to ignore the saints of the past whose only failing is that they no longer walk among us in flesh and blood. Perhaps, then, the principal role of scholarship is simply this: to bring memory to life for the sake of the Church’s future.

(2) The Seminary is a Critical Faculty


On June 3, 1846, Thomas Chalmers, perhaps the greatest preacher of nineteenth-century Scotland, spoke at a ceremony at which the foundation stone was laid for New College, Edinburgh. He said on that occasion: “There is no substantial difference between the theology taught at a [theological] College, and the theology taught in a Church.” However, “in the preparation of ministers … it is necessary that it should be taught in the form of a science, and receive an academic treatment in the hands of academic [teachers].”
 Chalmers’ comments are illuminating as much in their inaccuracy as in their aptness.


We have tended, at least in North America, to be rather hesitant to describe theological studies as a science. Our concept of science is narrower. We usually define science as the study of physical phenomena by means of controlled experiments the findings of which must be verified independently by other scientists who repeat the methods and test the results of previous experiments. This is a useful definition. However, when the word science is used the way Chalmers does with reference to theology, and as Karl Barth and other Reformed theologians have also used it, science means a process of rational, critical, systematic and analytical study of any subject.
  Theological studies, in this view, are scientific inasmuch as they inquire critically into the faith held by the Church, attempting through methodologies appropriate to the reality of our subject matter, to investigate, examine, analyze and understand more deeply the rational coherence of our faith. 

Our goal is to know God, and to understand more deeply God’s character, and what it means for us to live faithfully in relation to God. As Anselm famously put it, theology is faith seeking understanding. There is, as Chalmers argued, no difference in substance between the theology taught in a seminary and that taught in a congregation. However, Chalmers understated the value of Christian scholarship when he restricted the role of the scholar to the preparation of ordained ministers. In fact, the whole Church benefits from critical theological scholarship. 

As Edward Farley has argued, “Theologia, theological understanding, is the presupposed subject matter and goal of all education in the ecclesial community.”
 Certainly persons preparing for ministry need a deep grounding in critical studies, and this argues strongly for them to be taught by men and women whose calling is the vocation of Christian scholarship. But it is not only the ordained clergy who benefit from the constructive, creative and critical study of their faith. It is an indispensable function of scholarship to remind all Christians that our faith is stronger and deeper when submitted to critical reflection.
 Therefore those who would lead among the people of God must be prepared to lead in learning. 

A friend (who, incidentally, is also a seminary professor) recently said to me that the problem with seminary is that it teaches people to become students rather than leaders of the church. The distinction he made, however, unnecessarily tears asunder the great goal of theological education. The seminary is called to train leaders by making them into life-long learners. The best leaders are insatiable students, passionate, in the words of St. Paul, “to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that [they] may be filled with all the fullness of God” (Eph. 3: 18-19). 

Joseph Sittler, in his comments on the formation of both scholars and ministers, argues for something that seems (at least, initially) so patently obvious that it hardly needs to be stated. Sittler says that scholars and ministers “should be educated persons.” He means by this that they should not merely be trained. “You can train dogs to jump,” writes Sittler. But education is about teaching “the mind to unfold to the multiple facets of human existence with some appreciation, eagerness, and joy.” To be educated, Sittler argues, is “the opposite of being dull.”

If Sittler is right in arguing that the principal work of ministry is theological reflection, and if Karl Barth was right when he said that theology requires free persons, then theological education must be much more than mere training, and much, much different from indoctrination.
 There could hardly be a more crucial commitment that stewards of the mysteries of theological education can make in our time than to stand in favor of the education of those who lead our Church. 

Again, such theological education must not be restricted to an ordained clergy. Its great goal includes the whole people of God. As Carlyle Marney once observed, “The aim of the church … is to put lay [persons] as theological competents in the service of the world.”
 

There are times when the seminary as “the school of the Church” serves the Church best by resisting and calling into question the Church’s anxieties, the Church’s preoccupations, its protestations, and even its anger. The duty of Christian scholarship to examine critically the faith and practices of the Church throughout the ages and to instill the habits of critical theological reflection among the people of God has a far higher claim on the vocation of the scholar than does the immediate comfort and convenience of the Church. If theological education does not fulfill this role, it is the Church that suffers most.

(3) The Seminary is a Moderator of Larger Conversations


In his magnificent description of the Church as the Body of Christ, one body with many members, St. Paul speaks of the varieties of gifts we are given by the same Holy Spirit to carry out God’s redemptive purposes in the world. “Now you are the body of Christ,” Paul writes to the Corinthians, “and individually members of it. And God has appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers; then deeds of power, then gifts of healing, forms of assistance, forms of leadership, various kinds of tongues. Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret?” 

It is, of course, in this immediate context that Paul writes surely one of the most compelling and beautiful chapters in the Bible, the great “love chapter” of First Corinthians 13. The chapter is addressed to people locked in a bitter church fight over who is more important, whose gifts and callings are more godly.  “I will show you a still more excellent way,” Paul writes. “If I speak with the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I have nothing.” Indeed, we do not.


Harris Harbison observed that the vocation of Christian scholarship is not very exciting, certainly not in comparison to that of apostles and prophets. Harbison is not even sure that the calling of scholarship should be equated with that of the teacher which Paul mentions. Rather, Harbison is tempted to think of the scholar as the “interpreters of tongues.”
 I don’t think Harbison is altogether correct in his reading of First Corinthians, but I do think his error is theologically interesting, because the scholar’s function both within the Church and beyond the Church could be characterized as that of “interpretation” or “translation” – sometimes literally.

 
Can any of us imagine, for example, the language-world of today’s English-speaking Protestants, and can anyone imagine our spiritual consciousness, without the Bible translation we call the King James Version? Today we think of the King James Version as the hallmark of biblical conservatism (it’s not called the “Authorized Version” for nothing!), but when the translation was first done it was a radical departure from the norm, a daring act of translation, and of what we might now call cross-disciplinary integration. As Adam Nicolson observes in his history of the King James Version, the English into which the ancient Hebrew and Greek was rendered was an artificial language, a language that could only have been devised by the scholars who translated the Bible. King James English was neither the English commonly spoken nor the English ordinarily written in that age (or in any age), but was a language which could only have been invented by scholars who were more at home in Latin than English, and who wanted to invest the vernacular with holiness, power and glory.
  

Theological scholarship also performs the function of translator or interpreter in a metaphorical sense by moderating conversations across all sorts of boundaries between languages, faith communities, ecclesiastical parties, diverse social groups, cultures, tribes, classes, and academic disciplines. This function, which both Harbison and Williams describe in some detail (this is William’s category of communicative theology), can cause considerable controversy, because it requires theology to learn new languages, to initiate or join in on conversations that may not defer to Christian theology’s ancient prestige or authoritative claims, and to risk the incarnation of the Word in sometimes radically new thought and language worlds. 

Theology is most vulnerable when it tries to speak across boundaries, as any scholar knows who has ever attended the American Academy of Religion or who has tried to participate in interfaith dialogue. We must frankly recognize the risks involved here. Christian scholarship can look silly at times, when it mistakes fads for trends. Worse still, Christian scholarship can appear unfaithful, when its confidence in new conversation partners takes precedence over its proper reticence in the presence of a holy God. And, yet, the risks are worth running. It is often true that we only make really significant breakthroughs in understanding when we take the risk of looking foolish or even a bit heterodox. The Church’s understanding of the universe would be poorer today had not courageous scholars embraced and become conversant with the sciences of Galileo and Copernicus in the face of the Church’s threats. The Church’s preaching would be poorer today had biblical scholars not taken that fateful step of engaging in historical criticism, of asking questions about the sources and the literary formation of the Bible. The Church’s very life would be poorer today had theologians failed to learn to speak across the boundaries of culture, arts and sciences, psychology, sociology and philosophy. Scholars owe it to the Church to be bold at the boundaries of thought.

(4) The Theological School is a Provocateur


The Economist once reviewed a new book comparing how Communist-era Soviet governments dealt with the arts in comparison with how the arts have been dealt with in the United States. The author observed that for all their revolutionary claims, Soviet leaders were essentially “Victorian” in their appreciation for artistic achievement: afraid to experiment, unwilling to move beyond realistic representation in the visual arts and inspiring moralistic fables in literature. Ironically, it has been in the United States that the arts have been most revolutionary, and creative. Though many in the population do not care for the excesses of certain artists, liberty is valued here, and the freedom of expression not only stretches the boundaries of the acceptable, but allows previously unimaginable brilliance to emerge in the arts.
 


Theological scholarship has tested its friendship with bishops and priests, kings and presidents as well as with the general population throughout the centuries, provoking the larger Church to think new thoughts and to imagine new realities, challenging settled assumptions and forcing us to critically reexamine hallowed tenets of faith. Christian scholarship has played this role at least since the second century. Origen’s provocative theology walked the razor’s edge of settled orthodoxy, and was sometimes considered heresy. But the leaders of the Church’s orthodoxy whose theological imaginations shaped the Nicene Creed - Athansius, Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory of Nazianzus - all saw themselves as standing on Origen’s giant shoulders. 


There hangs over most theological schools that take seriously their relationship with the Church a perennial temptation to provide a mere endorsement of the reigning views of the various ecclesiastical powers-that-be. Some Christian denominations, in fact, have guaranteed by constraint that their schools will never challenge the theological or ideological status quo of their Church. Seminaries may find themselves rewarded in the short-term by giving in to this temptation. But the schools that choose this road only isolate themselves from the rich ferment of theological ideas and discoveries “in the world in which [the Church’s] ministry is to take place,” and so become a kind of scholastic cul de sac. A theological school that abandons its scholarly post under fire is destined in time to find it no longer serves God, nor the Church of Jesus Christ, because it has forsaken its distinctive vocation. As stewards of the mysteries of theological education, we must never forget the cost of our failure to be faithful stewards.

Closing Reflections on the Stewardship of Theological Education
 

For the first couple of years after I came to the faculty of Austin Seminary, I still referred to myself a pastor. I wasn’t, of course. Not anymore. But I wanted somehow to affirm the godliness, the deep Christian character, the devotion and integrity of the scholarly vocation. I didn’t yet have a vocational vocabulary adequate to speak of my new calling in a way that honored its unique contribution to the life and leadership of the Church. It was some time before I realized I was not complimenting the Christian scholar’s vocation by confusing it with the pastor’s.   

In the “Ecclesiastical Ordinances of the Church of Geneva,” John Calvin writes: “The office proper to doctors [of the Church] is the instruction of the faithful in true doctrine, in order that the purity of the Gospel be not corrupted either by ignorance or by evil opinion.” From its very beginning, the Reformed Church understood lecturers in theology (and this included a wide range of disciplines) to be “nearest to the minister and most closely joined to the government of the Church.” However, Calvin’s Church also saw scholars as exerting an indispensable theological check and balance on the practice of ministry.

While the relationship between these two vocations is, as Calvin himself anticipated, sometimes characterized as counter-balancing forces, this relationship is also, and even more profoundly, a mutual and complementary relationship. Nothing less could possibly be true to the complexity, the breadth and length and height and depth of God’s created world; nothing less could adequately bear witness to that knowledge of the love of Christ that surpasses all knowledge. 

A judicatory official of another denomination recently told me that he did not want pastors who read and study; he wants pastors who learn from their experience. The two qualities are not mutually exclusive. And I shudder to think how impoverished my pastoral ministry would have been if I had only learned from my own individual experience. The writings of scholars like Karl Barth and John Leith, Tom and James Torrance, John McNeill, Catherine Mowry LaCugna, and scores of others, allowed me as a pastor to learn from the experience, from the critical reflection, the deep faith and understandings of thousands of lifetimes over untold generations who together teach us what it means to be and live as Christians. 

If we hope to prevent the triumph of the heresy of superficiality, we must work together, seminaries and congregations, professors and pastors, respecting our distinctive and unique vocations, and exercising these vocations with integrity. We are called as stewards of the mysteries of God to nothing less, so that God’s world and Christ’s Church may be filled with all the fullness of God. 

“Now unto the God who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, to God be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen.”  Ephesians 3: 20
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