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EDITOR’S PREFACE

Conversations

G. STEVE KINNARD


Conversations are efforts toward good relations. They are an elementary form of reciprocity. They are the exercise of our love for each other. They are the enemies of our loneliness, our doubt, our anxiety, our tendencies to abdicate. To continue to be in good conversation over our enormous and terrifying problems is to be calling out to each other in the night. If we attend with imagination and devotion to our conversations, we will find what we need; and someone among us will act—it does not matter whom—and we will survive.

—Barry Lopez, author of Arctic Dreams

“Let’s talk.”
Many conversations begin with this invocation.

“Can we talk?”

Other conversations start with this question. “We need to talk.”

This obsecration is more ominous, but it also launches conversations.



The theme of Teleios Volume 1, Issue 2, is “conversations.” Let’s converse about conversations.

Conversations ought to be a dialogue. A monologue is not a conversation. Neither is a diatribe. Conversations ought to be a two-way street.

A dialogue occurs when someone speaks and someone listens. In every dialogue, one party begins by speaking. In an appropriate dialogue, after speaking, the speaker turns to listen.

Jesus was an expert conversationalist. He empathetically and intentionally spoke and listened. He often listened to people without them needing to speak. Consider the woman subject to bleeding who reached out and touched the hem of his garment. Jesus felt and heard her pain without her saying a word. The woman began a conversation with a gesture, not with words. Jesus replied to her gesture with an inviting question, “Who touched me?” The conversation began with empathetic listening.

How adept are we at listening?

James, the brother of Jesus, exhorts us to “Be quick to listen and slow to speak.” Are we intentional and empathetic listeners?

A Theology of Embrace

Conversations involve welcoming people into our world, our sphere, our boundaries and borders, in order to listen and learn, to mature and grow from living in community and sharing communion with other people. Miroslav Volf, in his excellent book Exclusion and Embrace, invites the reader to adopt a theology of embrace. The theology of embrace welcomes people without judging them. Volf explains, “The will to give ourselves to others and ‘welcome’ them, to readjust our identities to make space for them, is prior to any judgment about others, except that of identifying them in their humanity.”1 When we welcome and listen, we learn and grow.

Volf bases his theology of embrace primarily on the Parable of the Prodigal Son. We all know the story; it’s been told over and over again throughout the centuries. Volf focuses on the image of the father running up to his son as he returns home from his “riotous living.” The father did not wait for his son to step on the front porch and ring the doorbell. When the father saw his son in the distance walking toward the house, the father set aside his dignity and did an old-man sprint to his son. He opened his arms and welcomed his son into a warm and loving embrace.

This welcoming feature of a warm embrace ought to symbolize Christianity. Too often the church has turned a cold shoulder instead of providing a warm embrace. Too often we Christians have built walls instead of offering a kiss on the cheek.

What does it take to give someone a warm embrace? Volf writes, “The four structural elements in the movement of embrace are opening the arms, waiting, closing the arms, and opening them again.”2

First, opening the arms. When we open our arms, we invite someone to enter our space. We have made room for them to become part of our world. We also want to receive them and their world into ours. We desire to learn about the other person. We want to hear other people’s stories, learn about their culture, and understand their heritage. This involves intentional listening. It involves empathetic listening.

Second, waiting. After opening our arms, we wait for the other person to respond to our invitation. We don’t force ourselves on people. That’s what the colonial powers did to unsuspecting nations (and still do). We reject the practices of colonialism. We wait. We serve others. We love. We wait for others to be ready to respond to our open arms.

Third, closing the arms. After the person responds to our open arms, we close our arms and embrace the person. Volf writes, “This is the goal of embrace, the embrace proper, which is unthinkable without reciprocity…. Without such reciprocity, there is no embrace.”3 We begin to live in relationship with other people. A dialogue has begun. We exchange ideas and learn from each other.

Fourth, opening the arms again. Have you ever found yourself in a hug that lingered too long? Those hugs give me the heebie-jeebies. Hugs must be released so that the person being hugged does not feel like they are being assimilated into the Borg Collective or the “Church” Collective. (Warning: This reference might only be understood by fans of Star Trek: The Next Generation.)

We don’t want to assimilate races and cultures into one “church” culture. Instead, we want to practice what Willie James Jennings calls “reverse assimilation.”4 That’s when we embrace cultures that are different from our own culture. We learn to enjoy the cultures of other people. So, we open our arms and allow people to live in their culture as we form community together and have communion together. We begin to live beside people, and we share our cultures with each other. Our relationships are reciprocal. We live, learn, grow, and mature together. This is teleios spirituality.

Paul writes of the concept of welcoming in Romans 15:7, stating, “Therefore, welcome/accept one another, just as Christ welcomed/accepted you for God’s glory.”5 Since Christ welcomed us, we ought to welcome one another. The welcoming nature of Jesus is the example and guide for how we welcome others.

Behind Paul’s exhortation is the context of the Jew-Gentile controversy in the nascent church where some Jewish Christians were unaccepting of Gentile Christians. Paul evokes Christ’s model of welcoming/accepting each of us into his embrace. Jesus welcomed/accepted us without a hint of ethnic bias or prejudice. He has an open-arms policy. We ought to welcome others as he has welcomed us.

This welcoming and embracing nature is who God is. It is inherent in the concept of the Trinity. Rowan Williams notes that “generosity, mercy and welcome are imperatives for the Christian because they are a participation in the divine activity; but they are also imperative because they show God’s glory and invite or attract human beings to ‘give glory’ to God—that is, to reflect back to God what God is.”6 Becoming a welcoming community is an imperative. It’s not optional. Thus, intentional conversations and the theology of embrace are not optional.

Extending Our Arms

In order to develop a theology of embrace, we need self-awareness as to our proclivities in regard to offering people a warm hug or a cold shoulder. How are we as bridge builders? Do we invite people into conversation, or do we exclude people from our conversations?

Jesus was the ultimate bridge builder. He extended his arms horizontally as he dangled vertically between heaven and earth on a cross. He offered an invitation to all of humanity to come and be reconciled with God. He became a bridge between God and humanity on the cross.

In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus extends this invitation: “Come to me, all who are tired and burdened I will give you rest. Take my yoke on you and learn from me. For I am gentle and humble in heart and you will discover rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden light.”7 This is an invitation to a warm embrace. In John’s gospel, Jesus offers, “If anyone is thirsty, come to me and drink.”8 This is an invitation to a welcoming/accepting hug.

Jesus opens his arms and invites people to enter his embrace. How are we at offering others a warm embrace?

Examination

What is the result of good conversations? By listening to others, we learn who they are. Also, by listening to others, we learn who we are. As we compare and contrast ourselves to others, we see areas of strength and weakness, opportunities for growth and maturation.

Sometimes we need help from others in order to see ourselves in a realistic manner. The clarity of who we are can become distorted by pride, lack of self-awareness, or failure to examine ourselves. Thus, we enter into dialogue with others, and we can ask:


Who have we been?

Who are we now?

Who will we become?



By viewing ourselves in relation to others, we begin to see our strengths and weaknesses. If we continually compare ourselves to ourselves, then there is no context by which to judge our strengths and weaknesses.

Let’s compare apples to apples. If you don’t know what a healthy, succulent apple looks like, then a decrepit, moldy, wrinkled apple looks fine next to another decrepit, moldy, wrinkled apple. If you dared to taste them, they would taste the same.

However, when you compare the unhealthy apple to a beautiful, succulent, fresh, majestic Honeycrisp apple (my favorite apple of the 7,500 varieties in the world), you begin to see the flaws of the decrepit apple. If you bit into both apples, the differences would be even more apparent. The sweetness, the firmness, the tartness, the crispness of the Honeycrisp (an apple aptly named) makes you realize what you’ve been missing by comparing decrepit apples to decrepit apples.

When we have dialogue with other people, it invites us to compare and contrast who we are with who they are. We can ask, “What do you consider to be our strengths? What weaknesses do you see? What is our greatest opportunity for growth and maturity? How can we change our present trajectory?”

This is not to say that self-examination isn’t needed. It is. But it is limited in its helpfulness. Self-examination is mandatory for growth and maturity. So is theological reflection. Theological reflection can and ought to be self-administered. But self-examination and self-administered theological reflection have their limitations.

No one is able to step outside of his or her own person to perform a thorough and proper self-examination. When we look in mirrors, mirrors create distortions. So do video recordings. Plus, it is difficult to put on the lens of self-critic without giving into the temptation to look away when we are at our worst.

To properly examine self, we need help. To have healthy theological reflection, we need community. We need to engage in healthy conversations with people who can see us from all angles and who can probe into our identity with difficult questions and offer honest critique. Wisdom teaches that “As iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another.”9 One piece of iron circling in the air will not sharpen itself. Iron striking iron becomes sharp. Sparks fly. The blade is strengthened. A cutting edge forms.

As we converse together, we sharpen each other. Our victories and our failures become apparent. We detect areas where we need to grow and change. This is the value of intentional, honest, and critical conversations. Vincent Becote writes:

It is important to be able to recognize the limitations and weaknesses of one’s particular theological reflection and also to be aware that one’s theological reflection is only part of a larger theological task—that it cannot stand alone. Without such self-criticism, without any nuance, we run the risk of producing an anemic church…. As we combat various issues in our own local communities of faith, we do well if we look beyond our own context and draw upon the resources of those in the body of Christ whose context is different. We do well if we are mindful to seek ways in which our own local theologies can enrich the universal church. May we undertake the task with humility and a desire to learn.10

Intentional conversations with people who are outside of our own faith tradition are opportunities to learn, to grow, to mature, to change trajectory, and to be sharpened. We ought to create these opportunities and embrace them with open arms.



During March 5–7, 2020, the International Church of Christ Teachers Service Team hosted a forum held at the Oblate School of Theology in San Antonio, Texas. Ronald Rolheiser, OMI, and Dr. Philip Sheldrake of the Oblate School were two of the featured presenters at the forum, which was entitled “Conversations.” The goal of the forum was for teachers and other leaders in the International Church of Christ (hereafter ICOC) to talk about:


Who have we been?

Who are we now?

Who will we become?



We teachers did not want to have this conversation in isolation. We invited various scholars and academicians from the broader Stone-Campbell tradition and other faith traditions to dialogue with us. We listened and we spoke. We had critical dialogue with one another. Many of the articles in this issue of Teleios were presented at that forum. They appear as a testimony of the importance of having intentional conversations. Teleios was born in the matrix of having vibrant conversations with people who can help us mature in Christ.

The ICOC is part of a larger faith family known as the Stone-Campbell (or American Restoration) Movement. The Stone-Campbell Movement began in the early 1800s in the United States. Barton W. Stone and Alexander Campbell were the founding fathers of this movement. The movement was an ecumenical movement based on a plea for unity by calling people away from church creeds and to the Bible. From this tree grew three distinct branches: the Church of Christ, the Christian Church (Independent), and the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). The ICOC is a smaller branch that grew from the Church of Christ in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

The forum was a tremendous success. Looking back, the Spirit was moving. We held the conference just before COVID-19 shut down the entire United States. The conference was held from Thursday to Saturday. Many of the conference participants flew home on Sunday, and by Thursday of that same week, Broadway shows had closed their doors, and the NCAA basketball tournament known as March Madness was cancelled because of the pandemic. Soon, the whole world would be on lockdown.

The conference organizers and the editors of Teleios are grateful to the scholars who presented papers at the forum and allowed those papers to be published in this journal. In Volume 1, Issue 1, of Teleios we published a paper by Ronald Rolheiser, OMI, who opened the forum for us. His article serves as a preface to the mission and purpose of Teleios as a journal of holistic Christian spirituality.

We at Teleios are thrilled to open Volume 1, Issue 2, with a featured article by Dr. Philip Sheldrake entitled “Spirituality in History.” Dr. Sheldrake teaches at the Oblate School of Theology. He has authored several books on spirituality, including Spirituality: A Guide for the Perplexed; Spirituality: A Brief History; and Spirituality: A Very Short Introduction.

Dr. Sheldrake begins his article by stating,“The basic question I want to address in this talk is: Why is history important in understanding Christian spirituality?” Dr. Sheldrake then defines “spirituality.” Next, he delineates five styles of spirituality in Christianity.

I personally was drawn to the second style of Christian spirituality, “The Mystical-Contemplative Way.” It has always been my default. As you read the article, reflect on which style of spirituality interests you the most.

Teleios is honored to present Dr. Sheldrake’s article as the featured article in our second issue. We at Teleios are grateful for Dr. Sheldrake’s continued work in the area of Christian spirituality.

After the featured article, the journal continues with articles centered around the theme of this issue: “Conversations.”

Our thematic section on conversations begins with Dr. Douglas Foster of Abilene Christian University, whose contribution is a thought-provoking article entitled “The Stone-Campbell Movement and the International Church of Christ: What Has the ICOC Contributed to the SCM and What Does the ICOC Need to Hear?”

Dr. Foster is a historian of great renown. His speciality is the Stone-Campbell Movement. He was one of four contributing editors to The Encyclopedia of the Stone-Campbell Movement, and he authored the first critical biography of Alexander Campbell, appropriately entitled The Life of Alexander Campbell. I loved Dr. Foster’s biography. It is a seminal work.

In Dr. Foster’s own words, his article “attempts to trace in broad strokes how the International Church of Christ and mainstream Churches of Christ relate historically and theologically to the Stone-Campbell Restoration movement and to each other.” His article offers a historical review and a critical assessment of the intersection between the ICOC and the mainstream Church of Christ (COC) churches. He is gracious and loving with his words, concluding with this appeal: “Finally, we need to spend time together to learn from each other, be enriched by each other, and serve God together. Thank God, that is happening.” Part of the purpose of Teleios is to provide a forum for this type of enriching conversation.

Dr. John Mark Hicks adds to our conversation with his article, “Recentering: My Theological Journey in Churches of Christ.” Dr. Hicks is a professor of theology at Lipscomb University. He has authored and co-authored over a dozen books, most recently, parts one and two of a proposed trilogy about his own theological journey. The first two volumes are entitled Searching for the Pattern: My Journey in Interpreting the Bible, and Women Serving God: My Journey in Understanding Their Story in the Bible. These are excellent books, both of which I highly recommend (and I look forward to the third volume of the trilogy.)

At the beginning of his article, Dr. Hicks writes, “As I reflected on my own personal theological journey in the context of Churches of Christ, I have identified five areas where development in my understanding has impacted my theological commitments. These areas are: (1) Doxology; (2) Hermeneutics; (3) Pneumatic Unity; (4) Sacraments; and (5) Discipleship.” Dr. Hicks goes on to explore each of these five areas in his article, inviting the reader to join him on his journey.

David Pocta, a PhD candidate at the Oblate School of Theology, offers his article entitled “Thomas Wayne ‘Kip’ McKean: Saint or Scoundrel—Normalizing Extreme Perspectives of a Foundational Figure in the International Churches of Christ.” Pocta has traversed the waters of the ICOC for over three decades. He has served churches in both the United States and Africa. For nearly a decade, he chaired the ICOC Youth and Family Service Team. Pocta serves on the Editorial and Advisory Boards of Teleios.

In his article, Pocta writes about one of the most influential leaders of the ICOC— Kip McKean. It is next to impossible to have a critical conversation about the ICOC without speaking of McKean. Pocta writes, “It is my contention that framing a healthy appreciation for and yet having a self-differentiated view of McKean will continue to strengthen the ICOC’s journey toward a healthier and holistic identity.” Pocta frames this conversation in his article.

I appreciate Pocta’s courage in writing this article and allowing Teleios to publish it. I personally do not know of any article that has gone through more peer review than this one. I reviewed the article (as I do every article in the journal). I support the article—its tone, its findings, and its publication. I believe that we will not know who we are and who we will become unless we are willing to take a serious and critical look at who we have been. Pocta has provided us with a launching pad for crucial conversations to take place. This article needs to be read and studied. Thank you, David Pocta, for prompting us to have this conversation.

Dr. Mark Love offers an article entitled “Evangelism in a New Missional Era.” Dr. Love is the Graduate Program Director of the MRE in Missional Leadership at Rochester University. Dr. Love co-authored Seeking a Lasting City: The Church’s Journey in the Story of God with Douglas A. Foster and Randall J. Harris. He also wrote Matthew: Finding Treasure Old and New.

Dr. Love begins his article with one-and-a-half stories to frame his presentation and to draw the reader into the conversation. Then he writes, “The title assigned to me assumes that the word ‘missional’ conditions the word ‘evangelism,’ and in such a way that it might alter our perceptions of what the understanding and practice of evangelism should be. The word missional, therefore, is not simply another way of saying evangelism, but is a lens prior to evangelism that helps us interpret what it means.” He goes on to define “missional” in three ways. For a people who believe strongly in evangelism and missions, it is critical that we have a missional lens when we speak of evangelism. Dr. Love has done a great service for us in this article.

Our next author, Jeanie Shaw, received her master’s in Christian Spirituality and Formation from Regent University and is currently pursuing a DMin in Spiritual Formation and Discipleship from Nazarene Theological Seminary. She has authored several books, most recently A View from Paul’s Window and Wednesdays with Wyndham.

Shaw’s article is entitled “A Woman’s Journey through the Church of Christ and the International Church of Christ.” I know of no better person to tell this story than Jeanie Shaw. Her life has been lived at the intersection of the COC and the ICOC. She invites us to join her on her journey. Her article ends by encouraging us with her longing, her dream: “I long for a culture of love and humility, and I long for all women, young and old, single and married, to freely use their God-given gifts to the glory of God and the building up of the church.” Jeanie Shaw, thank you for using your gift to start this conversation.

As editor, I hope you are both inspired and challenged by these conversations. I pray these conversations will spark other conversations.

Along with these conversations, Teleios includes poems and photography. Our cover photo was taken by Herbert Stein-Schneider in Chenerailles, France, circa 1966. Through the picture, we are reminded of the importance of intergenerational conversations.

Conversations are about connection, togetherness, walking hand-in-hand, linking heart to heart, chatting generation to generation.

Art fosters conversation. As art enriches our souls, we share what we value with other people. We converse; we share. Through our conversations, we grow, mature, and become whole. We become tελειος.

Let’s keep the conversations going.

NOTES

1Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: Updated and Revised (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2019).

2Ibid.

3Volf, p. 145.

4From a lecture at Pepperdine University on January 26, 2021, on his book Beyond Whiteness.

5My own translation.

6As found in Volf’s Exclusion and Embrace, 365.

7Matthew 11:28–30, King Jesus Translation (hereafter KJT).

8John 7:37, KJT.

9Proverbs 27:17, my own translation.

10Vincent Becote, “Theological Method in Black and White. Does Race Matter at All?” in The Gospel in Black & White, ed. Dennis L. Okholm (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1997), 57.
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Spirituality in History

PHILIP SHELDRAKE



The basic question I want to address in this talk is: Why is history important in understanding Christian spirituality?

In Western countries, the idea of “spirituality” and associated values is now so widely used in a range of contexts that most people no longer associate it with religion. The catchphrase “I’m spiritual but not religious” is frequently used to mean “I’m seeking an integrated, holistic approach to life that offers me a sense of meaning, values, and of life-direction.” Hopefully, “spirituality” will offer me a vision— and practices—that will enhance my well-being, inner harmony, true happiness, and sense of “the sacred.” But I don’t want to get tied up with traditional religion—dogmas, narrow-minded morality, and institutions. Among the things that are dumped as a result of this attitude is any sense of tradition or, more broadly, of history.

What many contemporary spiritual seekers are unaware of is that the word “spirituality” has a long history. Its origins are in Christianity, even though it is now used in other religions and outside religion. It derives from the Latin spiritualitas, which translates New Testament Greek in St. Paul’s letters—the noun pneuma, spirit, and the adjective pneumatikos, spiritual. In St. Paul’s writings, “spirit” and “spiritual” are not opposed to “physical” but rather to “fleshliness.” This refers to everything contrary to the Spirit of God. The contrast is between two radically different approaches to life. A “spiritual person” (1 Cor 2:14–15) is simply someone who lives under the influence of God’s Spirit. Christian spirituality has a particular flavour and content and refers to the way in which our fundamental values, lifestyles, and spiritual practices reflect an understanding of God in relation to human life and the material world as the context for human transformation.1

The Scriptural Roots of Christian Spirituality

All Christian spirituality, across a range of historic traditions, is rooted in the Scriptures. Behind the New Testament lie the Jewish Scriptures (Old Testament). Of course, Jesus of Nazareth and his first disciples were Jews, and the Christian Scriptures refer to the Jewish Scriptures in many different ways. The Jewish scriptures also played a significant role in Christian spirituality across the centuries—for example, the Book of Psalms or the use of the Song of Songs in mystical-contemplative literature, plus the powerful role of the Book of Exodus in recent liberation theology.

The fundamental scriptural image in Christian spirituality is “discipleship,” which is central to the pursuit of a spiritual life. In this sense, Christian spirituality cannot be reduced to devotional practices but emphasizes a complete way of life. Discipleship has two dimensions. First, there is a call to conversion in response to the Kingdom of God. “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent and believe in the good news” (Mk 1:15). Second, we are to adopt a way of life where we continue the work of building God’s Kingdom. The first disciples were fishermen, and so the image of fishing plays a role. “And Jesus said to them… ‘Follow me and I will make you fish for people’” (Mk 1:17). The same double call to conversion and mission is present in the Gospel of Matthew (Mt 4:17, 19) and is implicit in the Gospels of Luke and John.

Discipleship responds to a personal and also a collective call. The title of “disciple” does not imply religious perfection. After all, Jesus called tax collectors and sinners (Mt 9:9) and all kinds of socially unacceptable people (Mk 2:15–17). Unusually for his time, women were also part of Jesus’ immediate circle of followers (Lk 8:1– 3). The call to discipleship also involves a radical break with past lives that involves leaving everything behind (e.g., Lk 5:11, 14:26; Mk 2:24, 10:21) for the sake of the gospel. This is sometimes described as taking up our cross or as losing our life in order to find it (for example, Mt 10:38–39). Finally, discipleship implies sharing in the work of Jesus on behalf of God’s Kingdom. Thus, the great missionary discourse in the Gospel of Matthew, Chapter 10, lists the work of the disciple as proclaiming the good news, curing the sick, raising the dead, cleansing lepers, casting out demons. To share in Jesus’ work also involves the radical service of other people (in Greek, diakonia) as in the Gospel of Mark 9:35, or of giving up one’s life out of love (Jn15:12–13).2

Spirituality and History

Now I want to reflect directly on the relationship between Christian spirituality and history. The variety of spiritual traditions across time highlights a key characteristic of Christian spirituality. It is embedded in history because Christianity overall is explicitly a historical religion. At its heart is the doctrine of “incarnation.” This affirms that God embraced human existence in the person of Jesus of Nazareth at a particular moment in history. Divine revelation and redemption is therefore linked to the processes of history. In the words of the British theologian Rowan Williams, formerly Archbishop of Canterbury:

By affirming that all “meaning,” every assertion about the significance of life and reality, must be judged by reference to a brief succession of contingent events in first century Palestine, Christianity—almost without realising it—closed off the path to “timeless truth.”3

The ambiguities and complexities of human “history” are the unavoidable context for our spiritual journey.

In thinking about the relationship between spirituality and history, a basic question is how important “history” is in itself. Contemporary Western society sometimes appears weary of being involved in a stream of tradition across time. For some people, “history” simply means the past. It’s perhaps interesting, but it’s not vital for our future. Plus, “tradition” is seen as a conservative force from which we need to break free. Consumerism encourages the desire for immediacy. This also tends to produce a memory-less culture. During the twentieth century, another powerful factor is that the belief in history as a progressive force died in the face of two world wars, brutal dictatorships, and the horrors of the Holocaust and Hiroshima.

However, despite this, historical awareness is vital because it reminds us that all our values, including spiritual ones, are unavoidably linked to social and historical contexts. The origins and development of all spiritual traditions—Catholic, Evangelical, or whatever—reflect the historical circumstances and values of the people who created them.

To emphasise historical context does not imply that spiritual traditions and texts have no value beyond their original time and place. However, it does mean that to appreciate their riches, we must take their origins seriously.4

Spiritual Traditions

In a moment, I will outline my choice of five historic “types” or styles of Christian spirituality. However, another common framework in histories of spirituality is the notion of “traditions.” This is not straightforward, so I will now offer a brief comment.

The word “traditions” raises the question of whether Christian spirituality should be treated as a single reality or as a range of distinctive teachings.5 This is a matter of viewpoint. On the one hand, all spiritual traditions are based on the teachings of Jesus Christ. In that sense, there is a deep unity. On the other hand, different traditions emerge because Christians seek to respond to the gospel in the context of their own times. In that sense, Christian spirituality is necessarily plural.

A “spiritual tradition”—for example, Celtic spirituality, Puritan spirituality, or Ignatian spirituality—is more than a single exercise of piety or spiritual practice. Rather, it embodies significant spiritual wisdom, through key texts or ways of life, which distinguishes it from other traditions. When does a particular style of spirituality become a tradition in the full sense rather than simply a passing trend? Some broad guidelines are: First, there are new generations of practitioners with no firsthand experience of the founder or origins of the tradition; and second, the spiritual wisdom has developed texts or structures that pass the tradition onward. This raises the question of how spiritual traditions are passed on and what we then do with them in new contexts.

Interpretation

This brings me to the question of interpretation.6 We are inevitably aware of meeting different perspectives when we read a spiritual text from another time and place. If our interpretation is to serve contemporary needs, how far should we respect a text’s assumptions? Certain responses are unhelpful. For example, we could ignore the writer’s intentions and the text’s structure and simply pick and choose what suits us. The opposite extreme is to assume that only the original author’s intention matters. Even if we could accurately reconstruct this, such an approach subordinates our present lives to the past. Both approaches assume that the “meaning” of a spiritual text is straightforward. A more complicated but fruitful approach engages in a critical “conversation” with the text. This allows the wisdom of a text to challenge us. But at the same time, it allows our context to raise important questions. The point is that the possibilities offered by a text or tradition go beyond the author’s original vision. These possibilities are evoked in a creative way by the new world in which a spiritual text or tradition finds itself.

The example of music can be helpful in understanding this. Classical musicians use a score. Performers cannot do simply anything and still call it a Beethoven symphony. Although performers may be technically faultless in following the composer’s score, a “good” performance involves more. It will also be creative because the composer did not merely describe how to produce musical notes but sought to shape the listener’s experience. This image of creative performance takes us to the heart of the interpretation process. Without ignoring the technicalities of a spiritual text, we uncover new and richer meanings every time we read it or “perform” it.

Any good interpretation of a Christian spiritual tradition needs to address several critical questions.7 First, how is holiness conceived? What kinds of people are thought of as “holy”? What places are seen as particularly sacred—the everyday world or only religious buildings? Negatively, who or what is excluded from the categories “holy” or “sacred”? Second, who are the creators of Christian spirituality? For example, to what degree does the language of a spiritual tradition reflect the interests of minority groups such as clergy or monastics? Third, what directions were not taken in the history of a spiritual tradition? To what degree is it simply assumed that the choices made were always superior to those that were rejected? Finally, where are the groups that did not fit? For example, why was it that, within Western Christianity, the experience of women or of marginal groups was largely ignored until recently in the formulation of spiritual teaching?

All studies of historic Christian spiritual traditions involve choices, and this affects our interpretation of them. First, time limits are chosen. How we date spiritual movements controls how we interpret them. An example is our sense of continuity or discontinuity between medieval spirituality and Reformation spirituality.8 Second, traditional histories have a geographical bias. For example, until recently, Celtic spirituality was seen only in relation to being absorbed into Roman Christianity around the eleventh century rather than treated on its own terms. Third, we choose certain evidence as significant. For example, if we concentrate on mystical texts or monastic rules, the impression given is that spirituality only exists in privileged contexts rather than in “grass-roots” religion.

Despite the wariness of many people these days about institutional religion, to study the history of spirituality reminds us of the positive power of inherited spiritual traditions. Without some sense of tradition and history, the contemporary interest in spirituality lacks something vital.

Characteristics of Christian Spirituality

All historic forms of Christian spirituality share fundamental characteristics. We need to begin with Scripture. As we have seen, the foundations of Christian spirituality involve a way of transformation and a way of mission based on the life and teachings of Jesus. Every Christian spiritual tradition in different contexts expresses the New Testament “model” of faithful discipleship.9

However, spiritual traditions also offer distinctive approaches to spiritual transformation and the lifestyles that assist this. The historical approaches to the spiritual journey continue to offer valuable wisdom for our times, but their sometimes individualised emphasis needs to be complemented by the biblical understanding of Christian discipleship as collective within the “Body of Christ.” For example, the theme of solidarity with others is expressed by liberation theology as it emerged in Latin America in the 1960s. In the writings of Gustavo Gutiérrez, this includes the Old Testament image of the Exodus, where God leads an oppressed people from slavery in Egypt through the wilderness to the possession of the Promised Land.10

Christian spirituality is essentially not individualistic but within the community of believers, sustained by a common life.

Other characteristics of all forms of Christian spirituality include a particular understanding of God and of God’s relationship to the world and with human beings. While God’s reality is necessarily beyond our human capacity to fully define, Christian understandings of God embrace a belief that divine life overflows into creation. Christian spirituality is creation-centred by affirming that the material world is the gift of a loving God.

As we have already seen, because of the key Christian doctrine of God’s “incarnation,” spirituality necessarily takes history seriously. God’s engagement with humankind involved taking on a bodily, historic existence in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. This makes all Christian spiritual traditions Christ-centred in different ways.

However, despite this positive view of the material world as a revelation of God, Christian spirituality is not naively optimistic. Spirituality in all its forms recognises disorder and sin in the world. Consequently, God’s relationship to humanity is also seen as redemptive. In the person of Jesus, God confronts human disorder with a call to repentance but at the same time with the promise of ultimate redemption.

Finally, while Christian spirituality affirms the value of creation and of history, the spiritual journey leads us beyond history into an eschatological future. Thus, authentic spirituality subverts any tendency to settle only on what we can see, grasp, and control as the final measure of our existence.

Five Styles of Spirituality in Christianity

I have found it helpful to identify some historic “types” or ways of understanding and practising Christian spirituality. I will now focus briefly on five of these, even though it is possible to identify a range of other approaches. I call these five types “The Way of Discipline,” “The Contemplative-Mystical Way,” “The Way of Practical Action,” “The Way of Beauty,” and, finally, “The Prophetic Way.” Each of the five types of spirituality offers some sense of where spiritual transformation takes place (context), how it takes place (which practices or disciplines), and what is the ultimate purpose of the spiritual journey.

Because Christianity is a historical religion that has to find God and God’s action in a succession of different contexts, we also need to ask ourselves what these historic traditions of Christian spirituality can offer to our complicated contemporary world.

The Way of Discipline

The “Way of Discipline” sometimes suggests special places such as the wilderness or the monastery as the preferred contexts for transformation. This type also promotes practices of self-denial and abstaining from worldly pleasures as the pathway to spiritual growth and moral perfection. The end in view is to become detached from the everyday world as the pathway to eternal life. This type is expressed, for example, by monasticism—nowadays present in some forms of Protestantism as well as in the Catholic and Orthodox churches.

This Way offers a range of values that counter prevailing social dysfunctions, especially in the Western world. The notion of “discipline” has historically been associated with the language of “asceticism” (from askēsis—focussed training). This has powerful things to say in reaction to consumerism and against a contemporary desire for everything to be immediately available to us. Equally, the notion of discipline counteracts the dangers of an unfocussed existence by promoting a well-ordered life with a sense of purpose and direction. This depends on being able to identify our deepest life-giving desires as opposed to our more superficial “wants,” and then being capable of living in the light of this deep desire. The notion of “self-denial” can sound very negative but, understood properly, it has a more positive meaning not as self-punishment but as a healthy awareness of disorder in our lives and our need to be freed from unhelpful dependencies.

In the face of an ecological crisis, provoked in part by human greed and the culture of consumerism, there are clearly immediate reasons for promoting the value of asceticism. Among other things, the Way of Discipline speaks of the value of trying to create a pattern of regularity and rhythm in daily life. It also suggests that we should value periodic abstention from excess—for example, too much eating, drinking, or shopping. We may also find it helpful to step aside regularly from our normal life patterns, particularly over-busy ones, to focus for short periods of time on a spiritual practice that may help us to become re-centred. Examples are centring prayer (which I will outline in a moment) or a pattern of focussed meditation of which there are various Christian forms. Some people also find it helpful to occasionally step aside from normal life for a longer period of retreat in a place where there is both solitude and a spiritual guide. This modern equivalent of the wilderness might be in a spirituality centre in the midst of a city, or it may be in a literal wilderness in a remote rural retreat that also brings us close to the purifying power of nature in woods, hills, or by the ocean.

It is also worth remembering that the historic Way of Discipline expressed in monasticism also promotes social values. The monastic teaching on silence is a way of learning to listen to others with care and attentiveness and to refrain from destructive gossip or from being domineering. The classic monastic rules also suggest challenging ways of building human community. In an increasingly diverse Western world, with its fear of “otherness,” the robust teaching on hospitality to the stranger in the Rule of St. Benedict is challenging and provocative.

The Contemplative-Mystical Way

The second type of spirituality, the “Contemplative-Mystical Way,” is associated with a desire for an immediacy of presence to God, frequently helped by contemplative practice. There is a strong fascination with mysticism these days. However, the Contemplative-Mystical Way is not to be understood as concerned merely with a self-focussed interiority. It does not necessarily demand withdrawal from everyday life but suggests that the everyday may be transfigured into something wondrous. The mystical is not simply associated with strange experiences such as visions but, more importantly, is linked to reaching an intuitive awareness of God that moves beyond reasoning. The ultimate purpose of this type of spirituality is spiritual illumination and a sense of connection to the depths of human existence. I would recommend reading the popular writings of the fourteenth-century English woman mystic, Julian of Norwich, aimed at all her fellow Christians.

The notion of “mysticism” generally points to the idea that we can have an intimate encounter with the mystery of God. In other words, mysticism implies a kind of direct, personal, spiritual experience in contrast to the way many people think about religion these days—as buildings, institutions, rituals, doctrines, and rules. Indeed, mysticism, like the other popular word “spirituality,” is sometimes contrasted favourably with “religion” in this institutional sense.

Why is mysticism so popular? I think that there are two main reasons, both having to do with the crises of our modern age. First, many people want to experience unity with other people or harmony with nature. They wish to overcome the destructive divisions within humanity, whether these are political, religious, social, or cultural, and also humanity’s alienation from wider nature. As a result, people look for something “in common” on a deeper spiritual level. Second, many people are dissatisfied with the ability of purely material things to fulfil human aspirations. Thus, the current crisis of meaning, fears for the future of humanity, a certain cynicism about political and religious authority structures, may be overcome by accessing a level of consciousness that seems to offer a connection with the mysterious depths of the universe.

The Contemplative-Mystical Way opens up connections to “the more” and potentially to “the all.” The Contemplative-Mystical Way fosters attentiveness and also emphasises “being present” in the fullest sense rather than skipping around from one thing to another or simply dipping our toes into situations, events, and life. At the heart of truly “being present” to our world is the cultivation of an immediacy of presence to God. The aim of the Contemplative-Mystical Way is to draw us beyond the immediate to the never-ending. It implies a transfiguration of the ordinary and being made “one” with the depths of ourselves, of others, and ultimately of God. In this way, everyday reality is transformed into something wondrous.

At the heart of the Contemplative-Mystical Way is the depth of “desire.” We are driven onward by what we do not yet fully know or finally possess. The mystical way turns the spiritual seeker into a perpetual wanderer. In the words of the French priest Michel de Certeau, an outstanding scholar of mysticism:

He or she is a mystic who cannot stop walking and, with the certainty of what is lacking, knows of every place and object that it is not that; one cannot stay there nor be content with that. Desire creates an excess. Places are exceeded, passed, lost behind it. It makes one go further, elsewhere. It lives nowhere.11

What Christian spiritual practices might fit with this Contemplative-Mystical Way? There are a range of meditative approaches that help the process of centring that leads to inner stillness. This is also related to self-forgetfulness. The most ancient form is the Eastern Orthodox practice known as the Jesus Prayer, or the Prayer of the Name. The prayer amounts to a slow, sustained repetition of the phrase “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner”—which can be shortened to “Lord Jesus have mercy.” The recitation should be linked to the rhythm of our breathing. The Jesus Prayer may be used as a formal exercise or, as in early Egyptian desert monasticism, it may more informally accompany our daily work. This is what was described as “continuous prayer.” Either way, this spiritual practice is not to be understood mechanically but involves deep inner transformation.12

Returning to the process of “centring,” there is also a modern method of Christian meditation known precisely as Centering Prayer, associated with monastic writers like Thomas Keating and John Main but intended for a wider ecumenical public.13 This practice bears a close resemblance to the Jesus Prayer. Certain practical steps are suggested. Sit comfortably, relax, close your eyes, and seek to quiet yourself. Then, choose a sacred word that supports your desire to be present to God and to be open to God’s action. Focus your mind on this word and let it be present to you. Finally, whenever you are aware of thoughts or feelings that intrude, simply return your mind to the sacred word.

Finally, in the Spiritual Exercises of the sixteenth-century spiritual teacher Ignatius Loyola, there is an often-overlooked appendix outlining “three ways of prayer.” The third way is “the prayer of the breath.” This suggests the slow, rhythmic recitation of a familiar prayer like the Our Father, with each word linked in turn to our breathing. This approach is unusual in Western Christianity, and there has been speculation about where Ignatius Loyola discovered it. Some commentators think that it may echo the Eastern Orthodox Jesus Prayer. But where would Ignatius Loyola have encountered these practices? More controversially, there is a credible suggestion that Ignatius was influenced by “the prayer of the breath” in Al-Andalus Sufism (which was itself influenced by Eastern Orthodox Christianity) that was still known in late medieval Spain.

The Way of Practical Action

“The Way of Practical Action” is my third type of spirituality. This promotes everyday life as the main context for the spiritual journey. An important example is Ignatius Loyola, already mentioned. In this type, we do not retreat from everyday concerns in order to reach spiritual enlightenment. Spiritual growth is within our reach in our everyday lives. In the words of Jesus, “The Kingdom of God is among you.” Because this approach to spirituality emphasises finding God in the midst of ordinary life, this type of spirituality is, in principle, accessible to everyone and not simply to spiritual elites. This type is expressed in the popular Ignatian tradition of spirituality and also in mainstream “active” Protestant spiritualities.

This approach to spirituality promotes attentiveness to everyday reality, and how to enter deeply into this. This type of spirituality invites us to become embedded in daily life as a doorway to the transcendent. Nothing is too little, too low, or without spiritual value. Such an awareness of, and responsiveness to, our immediate world should embrace threats to the environment as well as critical social needs. It is a spirituality of engagement and action rather than detachment and passivity. It also promotes “the practical” as opposed to abstract theory or spiritualised interiority, and it espouses the spiritual importance of ethical behaviour. Examples include forgiveness of others, compassion, tolerance, charity, a sense of social responsibility, freedom from egoism (what Ignatius Loyola calls true “humility”), and disinterested service. We are to become people for others as well as alongside others. This counters our unfortunate human tendency to be self-seeking.

In the thinking of Ignatius Loyola, such spiritual engagement with everyday life demands that we become free from what he calls “disordered attachments” in order to be able to respond to the call of Jesus Christ to share in God’s “mission.” A critical aspect is to develop a capacity for “discernment”—that is, learning to distinguish between what is life-giving and what is disordered or destructive, and then to live in the light of this insight.

The Way of Practical Action points to the challenges of our contemporary world. How can we rebuild neighbourliness on our streets? How do we respond creatively to “otherness” and to “strangers”? How can we recover a genuine sense of “service” in professions such as teaching, healthcare, social work, and policing—not to mention among politicians!

To nurture this Way of Practical Action, what might be a helpful spiritual practice? In Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises, there is a daily spiritual practice called the “Examen,” conventionally described as an “examination of conscience” associated with eliminating our faults. However, more recently, in the light of a renewed emphasis on effective practical action in the everyday world, the Examen has been creatively reread as an Examination of Consciousness.14 This becomes a daily spiritual practice of focussed attention on where God has “spoken” to us in ordinary events or human encounters during the day and how we responded or failed to respond. There are five stages. The first is to become aware of God’s presence and to ask God for enlightenment—to see our life as God sees it. The second stage turns our attention to the day that has just ended where we thank God for all the gifts that God has given us. We may recall the events that took place and the people we met. The third stage is to become aware of our struggles and fears during the day. Where do we feel that we failed to respond fully to God in our lives? The fourth stage focusses on one important feeling, event, or action during the day—perhaps where we need to change and become more responsive or repent for our failure to be properly aware of God’s action or to respond generously. The final stage looks ahead to the next day. We ask that we may be aware of God speaking to us in the midst of the everyday and be able to respond generously.

The Way of Beauty

The fourth type of spirituality, “The Way of Beauty,” is often underestimated in traditional histories of Christian spirituality. This “type” takes us beyond conventional spiritual writings. The tradition of Christian spirituality is not limited to written material but may include other elements that have transformative potential. Thus, the “Way of Beauty” includes the power of landscape and the ocean, the creative arts, music, poetry, and sacred architecture. In my own life, I have been particularly influenced by the ocean, near where I grew up, by classical music, by the rich symbolism of nearby medieval religious buildings with their overt spiritual message, not least in the sublime spaces of the great European cathedrals, and, finally, by the outstanding poetry of George Herbert, a major figure in English literature and priest in the Church of England during the seventeenth century. One of his poems, “Love 3,” was set to music by the great composer Ralph Vaughan Williams and also inspired the French Jewish philosopher and mystic Simone Weil.


Love bade me welcome: yet my soul drew back

Guilty of dust and sin.

But quick-ey’d Love, observing me grow slack

From my first entrance in,

Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning,

If I lack’d anything.

A guest, I answer’d, worthy to be here:

Love said, you shall be he.

I the unkind, ungrateful? Ah my dear,

I cannot look on thee.

Love took my hand, and smiling did reply,

Who made the eyes but I?

Truth Lord, but I have marr’d them: let my shame

Go where it doth deserve.

And know you not, says Love, who bore the blame?

My dear, then I will serve.

You must sit down says Love, and taste my meat:

So I did sit and eat.



In our contemporary context, the Way of Beauty invites us to go beyond superficial understandings of beauty as a source of pleasure or satisfaction, as in the manufacture of “beauty products” or comments such as “our new car is a real beauty.” The “beautiful” is more than merely decorative, colourful, or well-designed. In Christian history, “beauty” has been understood as an important value, linked to virtue and to the sublime. As the medieval theologian John Duns Scotus and the seventeenth-century Anglican spiritual writer Thomas Traherne remind us, ultimate beauty is a characteristic of God but is reflected in the smallest created thing. Beauty at depth acts upon the human spirit, enriches our sensibility, and affects our beliefs and attitudes toward life.

What forms of spiritual practice might help to deepen the Way of Beauty in our lives? This depends on individual sensibilities. In my own experience of nature from childhood, I am especially transformed—indeed, transported to another realm—by simply watching the ocean or walking along an isolated beach. For many people, quietly reading poetry has a transformative effect, and the same applies to music, especially music that is overtly spiritual or evocative. Many years ago, I was at a drinks reception and was surprised when someone mentioned the powerful effect of listening to recordings of monastic chant at the end of a busy day, plus how many other, mostly non-religious, people in the group echoed this!

The Prophetic Way

Finally, my fifth type of spirituality is the “Prophetic Way.” This goes beyond a straightforward engagement with everyday life. The Prophetic Way involves a commitment to social justice as a critical spiritual task. This explicit attention to prophetic-critical spirituality only fully emerged during the last part of the twentieth century in response to a growing awareness of dysfunctional social and political situations that demanded radical action by way of response. I am thinking in particular of the important liberationist spirituality of the Peruvian priest and theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez.

The Prophetic Way invites us to question conventional ways of thinking and behaving—whether in the street, the neighbourhood, or in society more generally. From the Scriptures onward, prophetic figures have been disturbing voices that robustly critique the way the world actually is, in contrast to how we prefer to view it. The quest for human justice and equality of all kinds, not to mention confronting global ecological destruction, demands that all of us seriously change our lives.

If the Prophetic Way is a spiritual path, what might this mean in terms of spiritual practice? First of all, it implies a rather different way of being present to God and of conversing with God. Conversation with God should not be thought of as purely comfortable and comforting. Conversation may be robust in both directions. The German theologian Johann Baptist Metz noted that prayer is a limitless language with no barriers. Everything can be said to God in prayer, including our frustration and anger.15 In a similar way, in his book On Job: God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent, Gustavo Gutiérrez not only underlines how prayer is central to his theology of liberation but also describes how Job actively confronts God. Yet in and through this confrontation, Job is led to experience God’s loving and redeeming “answer.”16 Job’s robust conversation with God forces him to change his perspective. Overall, conversation as a spiritual practice risks encountering a God who also challenges us in demanding ways to see things differently and to act differently.

The notion of “conversation” as a spiritual practice applies not only to our engagement with God but also to our human relationships. A challenging question is with whom are we ready to have a conversation? Is it only with people like us of whom we approve? Or do we consciously engage with “the stranger”? Not least, I think of those people—such as homeless rough sleepers—who are effectively without a social identity and who do not merit recognition by the majority of the people who walk by. In this context, to enter into “conversation” is, in modest ways, a prophetic act. It may re-empower marginalised persons by acknowledging not only that they exist but that they have viewpoints about life that should be listened to.

Beyond this notion of “conversation,” some of us may seek to become more deeply involved with marginalised people by volunteering in local emergency or housing shelters. For many people who become involved as volunteers in the “houses of hospitality” run by the Catholic Worker Movement (for example, here in San Antonio), this is not merely work for social justice but a genuine spiritual practice that has the potential to transform their awareness, values, and way of being present in the everyday world.

Conclusion

Unfortunately, in the context of the growing interest in “spirituality” in Western countries, Christianity has not always helped its own cause. In the popular mind, Christianity is too often equated with institutional structures, dogma, moralism, authoritarianism, and an excessive concern for money, systems, and buildings. The fact that Christianity is fundamentally based on a spiritual vision is lost. However, I have tried to show how, throughout history, Christianity has given rise to a wide range of spiritual traditions with the potential to offer our contemporary world spiritual wisdom, practices, and a path for the spiritual journey.
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EMPTIED ALL*

J. BRIAN CRAIG

Verse 1

(from Philippians 2:1–5)

All that we’ve been given
Every blessing in Christ
we share
We should be like-minded;
We should be one
No selfish ambition
Putting others above ourselves
We’ll look to Jesus
in our minds

Chorus

(from Philippians 2:6–11)

Emptied all,
though He was fully divine
To the cross
humbled Himself,
there to die
So exalted be His name,
lifted high
He is Lord
Jesus is Lord
Jesus is Lord

*To listen to the hymn click the following link:
https://jbriancraig.wordpress.com/2021/05/17/emptied-all/

Verse 2

(from Philippians 2:14–18)

So easy to argue
So easy to grumble, but
If we think like Jesus,
we’re gonna shine
Like stars in the heavens,
Holding on to the word of life
Though we be poured out
in sacrifice

Verse 3

(from Philippians 3:13–21)

Forget what’s behind us
Straining forward
to what’s ahead
We’re focused on a
heavenward prize
Not like those around us
Their minds set on
earthly things
We’re waiting for our
heavenly King

Verse 4

(from Philippians 4:4–9)

Be always rejoicing
Believing the Lord is near
And with thanksgiving
we will pray
Peace past understanding
Will be guarding our
hearts and minds
Whatever you think,
think like Christ
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EXTENDING THE METAPHOR

N. S. BOONE

If God had said to me

You are a dog

I would bark and bark

until my voice would rasp

until my throat would bleed

and the concern of my friends

and associates would turn to indifference

And I would, on all fours, sniff

and scavenge with impoverished nose

and would make-believe

I was meant to dream

of yesterday’s grease-encrusted T-Bone

Until that woman talked back to him,

eyes straight on his face–Yes,

but even dogs eat the crumbs

from the master’s table–

extending the metaphor

as any woman, any man speaks

words in force derived from his

original
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The Stone-Campbell Movement and the International Church of Christ

What Has the ICOC Contributed to the SCM, and What Does the ICOC Need to Hear?

DOUGLAS FOSTER




Iam deeply grateful for the opportunity to participate with you in this forum about matters that are important to us all. My special thanks go to David Pocta for his friendship over the last few years and for the valuable work he is doing in Christian spirituality.

This session attempts to trace in broad strokes how the International Church of Christ and mainstream Churches of Christ relate historically and theologically to the Stone-Campbell Restoration Movement and to each other. I issue the caveat that whatever I say here, there is more to be said that could make what I do say look differently. I pray that the things I’ve chosen will be part of God’s work of transforming us into Christ’s image and bringing all Christians into closer unity for the spread of the kingdom.

In 1 Corinthians 10, Paul gives the Christians at Corinth a lesson on the history of God’s people. The story he recounts was an essential part of who they were—part of their very spiritual DNA—whether they were Jews or Gentiles. He concludes the lesson by saying:

11These things happened to them to serve as an example, and they were written down to instruct us, on whom the ends of the ages have come. 12So if you think you are standing, watch out that you do not fall.

I think that Paul was making the point that when we remain ignorant of our history, when we believe that we are standing, that we have gotten everything figured out, even if we claim to be led by God, we are actually trusting our ability and infallibility! And that attitude is precisely what makes us most in danger of a fall.

So now let’s begin our history lesson. I’ve chosen to organize this story through the lens of how our greatest strengths always become the source of our greatest temptations. I’ll first survey some strengths of the Stone-Campbell Movement and of Churches of Christ, and how we were and are tempted to corrupt those strengths. Next, I’ll look briefly at the sixty-year history of the Crossroads/Boston/International Church of Christ to identify strengths and temptations from that part of our shared story.

First, the Stone-Campbell Movement from which Disciples of Christ, Christian Churches, Churches of Christ, and the International Church of Christ emerged was launched with a powerful vision of a united church. Thomas Campbell’s 1809 Declaration and Address labeled division among Christians “a horrid evil filled with many evils. It is anti-Christian, it is anti-scriptural and anti-natural, exciting Christians to condemn, hate and oppose one another who are bound by the highest and most endearing obligations to love one another, even as Christ has loved them.”1 Our earliest leaders insisted that it was a sin for Christ’s church to divide and fight against itself. They urged followers of Christ to love one another and to come together in every place to work and worship. They believed that this was the most important evidence to the world that Christ was sent by God.

A second strength was and is a deep commitment to Scripture. We sought to be shaped by the written word of God, to conform our lives and churches to the standard given by God. The early leaders talked about reforming the church of their day along the lines of Scripture or restoring beliefs and practices they believed had been neglected or distorted, leading to division among Christians. Only through a return to the authority, sprit, and clear teachings of Scripture could the visible unity of the church be realized. Because of this conviction, careful Bible study comprised a crucial part of our religious reform. Again, Thomas Campbell stated the principle at the movement’s beginning, declaring that “nothing ought to be inculcated upon Christians as articles of faith; nor required of them as terms of communion; but what is expressly taught, and enjoined upon them, in the word of God…. [T]he New Testament is [a] perfect a constitution for the worship, discipline and government of the New Testament church.”2

But temptations to pervert these great strengths quickly arose. One of the sources of tension was the fact that Barton W. Stone and Alexander Campbell had different criteria for identifying a “restored” church. Stone saw the church as a holy community. The chief evidence that a church was pleasing to God was transformed and holy lives seen in the fruit of the Spirit.3

Campbell emphasized the church as a biblical system. He looked specially to order as key to faithfulness and evidence of a church pleasing to God—seen, for example, in his 1823–29 Christian Baptist series, “A Search for the Ancient Order of Things,” and his 1839 theological treatise The Christian System.4 For him, the focus of our being in Scripture was to use our intellects to dissect it and extract the patterns of doctrine and practice we must replicate. The inevitable temptation of this understanding is that it becomes all about us mastering Scripture rather than allowing God’s Spirit to master us though Scripture.

Kentucky church leader Moses Lard expressed this attitude in 1864 when he insisted that if the churches of the movement had missed anything at all, or if they had added anything not taught in the Bible, no one had been able to point it out. Forty years of sound criticism, enlightened reason, and honest judgment had proven that the “church of Christ” had gotten the facts right, unlike other groups.5 And getting the “facts” right was what certified a true church.

Barton Stone had insisted in August 1835 that “The Scriptures will never keep together in union and fellowship members not in the spirit of the Scriptures, which spirit is love, peace, unity, forbearance, and cheerful obedience.” But the Campbell position that made doctrinal precision primary became dominant.

A third strength of the movement was a passion for evangelization. Both founding documents of the Stone-Campbell Movement make taking the gospel to the world central. Stone’s 1804 “Last Will and Testament of Springfield Presbytery” clearly stated that the unity of Christ’s followers was necessary for the “universal spread of the gospel.”6 The sole purpose of the Christian Association, according to Thomas Campbell’s 1809 “Declaration and Address,” was “promoting simple evangelical Christianity.”7

The growth of the churches of the SCM in the United States in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries reflects this deep commitment to taking the good news of salvation to everyone. By the time of the Civil War, the Disciples (used for the entire movement) were among the largest Christian bodies in the United States.8 Churches of Christ, after their separation from the Disciples, spread across the United States to every section of the country. In 2000, the Atlas of American Religion listed Churches of Christ as one of seven national denominations, partially based on the group’s membership of over one million and its presence in every part of the nation, a reflection of this early persistent evangelism.9

Yet from this passion for evangelism grew a powerful temptation stemming largely from the previous ones. The temptation to which many succumbed was to turn the joy of bringing the good news of freedom from sin through the blood of Jesus into the burden of convincing unbelievers and believers alike that we were the only legitimate church and that salvation was available only through embracing our doctrinal conclusions, worship practices, and church organization. Many in Churches of Christ who took the gospel to others did so out of love for people and joy in Christ. Yet the evangelism done by preachers and members was almost universally motivated at a deep level by the conviction that only Churches of Christ possessed legitimate Christianity and the authentic message of salvation.

Another strength of our movement was the view of the local church as the place where people are transformed into the image of Christ and equipped to serve in Christ’s name. For some Christian groups today, being intimately connected with the church is not vital to one’s spiritual condition.10 But the transformative nature of corporate worship and the essential role of the church in equipping each Christian for Christian service was and is central for Churches of Christ. In the context of nurturing local bodies of believers, Churches of Christ hold strongly to local leadership, with congregational elders or shepherds serving as godly spiritual guides in every congregation as the ideal.

Yet influences from the surrounding culture created a powerful challenge to this view. Beginning in the nineteenth century, American society adopted a corporate model of organization that included more centralized control of government and business, emphasizing efficiency, obedience, and loyalty. This move influenced the way people thought about all of life, including church.11 Elders in our churches generally came to function as corporate officers invested with the power to make decisions, handle finances, and require obedience from the congregation. Such a corporate model could serve well godly servants who lovingly shepherded the body. Yet this view tempted Christians to see elders as “boards of directors,” their primary function being decision-making in all things for the congregation—which led to what 1 Peter 5:3 calls “lording it over” the flock of God. Though some leaders such as David Lipscomb fought against such an understanding, the corporate model became dominant.12

There are other strengths and weaknesses, but these illustrate the fact that our greatest strengths always become the source of our greatest temptations, pointing to the ongoing struggle to constantly refocus on the point of Christianity—to be transformed into the image of Christ and to be God’s agent in bringing in God’s reign on earth as it is in heaven. For all the criticism I might level at Alexander Campbell,13 in his best moments he understood this. One of his clearest statements appeared in 1837: “It is the image of Christ the Christian looks for and loves; and this does not consist in being exact in a few items, but in general devotion to all truth as far as known.”14 This brief summary of strengths and temptations may sound hauntingly familiar to those who know something of the history of the International Church of Christ, to which we now turn. For shorthand purposes, we will look at this history in three broad movements: Crossroads, Boston, and ICOC.

The initial phases in the 1960s of what would become the ICOC can definitely be understood as an effort to revitalize mainstream Churches of Christ during a time of social upheaval in America and its churches. The “Crossroads movement” took its name from the Crossroads Church of Christ (first known as the 14th Street Church of Christ) in Gainesville, Florida. Soon after arriving there as campus minister in 1967, Charles (Chuck) Lucas began a dynamic outreach program to students at the University of Florida. Lucas had been active in the work of Campus Evangelism—an organization begun by Jim Bevis and Rex Vermillion in 1966 and sponsored by the Broadway Church of Christ in Lubbock, Texas. Bevis had received training from Bill Bright’s Campus Crusade for Christ and adapted its principles of active evangelism to college students for Churches of Christ.15

Because traditional leaders in Churches of Christ were increasingly suspicious of Campus Evangelism because of its views of the Holy Spirit, non-traditional worship styles, modern-language Bible translations, women in ministry, and evangelism methods using “witnessing,” Campus Evangelism as an organization lost its support and ended. However, local campus programs that used methods acquired from Campus Evangelism seminars continued, often known as “Campus Advance.” This was what Lucas began at Crossroads.

Beginning with five students, Lucas grew the ministry through an aggressive strategy of having university students make friends with classmates and invite them to evangelistic Soul Talks held in dorms and homes. A core emphasis in Lucas’s Campus Advance was “the Lordship of Christ,” meaning willingness to give up everything—family, possessions, aspirations—for the sake of evangelism as defined by Lucas.16 Converts were compelled to attend weekly Soul Talks, three church services, and a Friday night devotional, bringing friends with them to the meetings.

In addition, each member of the congregation was expected to have a “prayer partner” with whom he or she met at least once a week for spiritual nurture and guidance—key to the system Lucas was building. This involved intimate confession to the prayer partner and eventually the expectation to follow the prayer partner’s directives in every area of life.

By 1970, Lucas was lead minister of the Crossroads Church of Christ. Over the next decade, he began training and sending out others to be campus ministers and to use the same methods of evangelism he had developed at Crossroads. He was a sought-after speaker at workshops and seminars in congregations across the country.

But things took an intensely negative turn in the late 1970s and early 1980s with accusations of mind control, manipulation, and cultic isolation of young members. Crossroads-trained ministers pushed their congregations to embrace Crossroads methods of evangelism and discipline as the mark of faithfulness to Christ. Alarmed at what they saw as a threat, leaders of mainstream congregations began scrutinizing any small group meetings outside of the direct oversight of the elders for fear of being infiltrated by the “Crossroads philosophy.”17

In August 1985, however, Chuck Lucas’s leadership of the movement came to an abrupt end when the elders removed him from his position because of “recurring sins in his life, which he ha[d] acknowledged.” He moved to Thomasville, Georgia, where he began a family counseling practice. He died on August 9, 2018.18

Another leader would move into the key leadership position, influencing and changing the movement begun at Crossroads. Thomas Wayne “Kip” McKean had been brought to Christ in the Crossroads Campus ministry and was trained and mentored by Lucas. In 1979, McKean began working with the Lexington, Massachusetts, Church of Christ, where he introduced models learned at Crossroads, including high expectations of members, discipling relationships, and intense evangelism. The congregation grew rapidly, was renamed the Boston Church of Christ, and moved its services in 1984 to the Boston Garden.

Under the direct leadership of Kip McKean, the Boston Church began to train and send out evangelists to restructure existing churches and to establish new “faithful” churches in a highly structured plan of world evangelism. Beginning in 1982, cities across the United States and the world were targeted for the establishment of churches under the oversight of the Boston Church of Christ and ultimately answering to Kip McKean. Within eight years, Boston planted new churches in Chicago, London, New York City, Toronto, Johannesburg, Mexico City, Paris, Stockholm, Hong Kong, Bombay, Munich, and Cairo. In addition, Boston-trained ministers “reconstructed” churches along the Boston model in Kingston, San Francisco, Atlanta, San Diego, and Tokyo.19

It had become increasingly clear that McKean and the Boston leadership regarded mainstream Churches of Christ as lukewarm and ineffective at best, unfaithful and apostate at worst. In the January 4, 1987, Boston Church of Christ bulletin, McKean gave a detailed description of the strategy for taking the world, already well underway. First was the establishment of “Pillar Churches of multiplying disciples” in the largest cities of the world. Each of those churches would be responsible for establishing churches in the capital cities in their geographical sphere of influence. Next, churches would be planted in small cities and, eventually, the countryside. A chart with pillar and capital-city churches—all emanating from Boston—appeared on page 4. House churches under Boston-trained leaders met across the cities.20

Across the country, college and university administrations banned Boston movement evangelists from their campuses for alleged cultic practices. These included Boston University, the University of Maryland, George Washington University, Holy Cross, Vanderbilt, and Marquette, among many others. News organizations conducted investigations, including a major ABC “20/20 Investigates” report in 1993.21 In October 1988, Ron Gholston, a house church leader in Boston, wrote a lengthy letter to Al Baird and Bob Gemple, elders of the Boston Church of Christ, challenging the hierarchical system that required submission to “disciplers” in every matter—even selling one’s house and moving to another city to advance the Boston movement. Anyone refusing to obey was labeled rebellious, unsubmissive, and disloyal. Gholston was “marked” by the elders and removed from his house church duties.22

In 1989, Boston planted seven new churches, one in Los Angeles. The following year, Kip McKean and his wife Elena moved to Los Angeles, and in 1992, the name “International Churches of Christ” was formally adopted as the name of the Boston movement, with LA as the center. From the Los Angeles church, McKean continued to aggressively advance his plan for global evangelism.23

Opposition to Crossroads/Boston/ICOC continued to build in mainstream Churches of Christ. A factor that makes this opposition more complex is that mainstream Churches of Christ were experiencing other significant internal tensions. An ultraconservative group, epitomized by Ira Y. Rice and his publication Contending for the Faith, was especially virulent in its attacks. But more moderate publications such as the Gospel Advocate raised alarms as well.

A central issue for opponents of the ICOC, in my opinion, was that these “new” folks were claiming to be the true church, and frankly, that was our claim! While criticisms focused on Boston/ICOC control of members and departures from standards of doctrine and practice such as instrumental music in worship and a different structure, the most exasperating aspect of the ICOC was its claim to be the true church.24 This, of course, was what mainstream Churches of Christ had almost universally held about themselves for much of their existence. In other words, the ICOC was reflecting its parent’s view of the church, seeing itself as having restored the first-century zeal for world evangelism lost by the mainstream.

But tensions within the ICOC were increasing as well. In 2001, Kip McKean announced that because of “the need to address some serious shortcomings in our marriage and family,” and having given in to the sin of arrogance, he was stepping away from his leadership role in the ICOC and taking a sabbatical from the ministry. This move was precipitated by a number of factors, including internal disagreements between McKean and World Sector Leaders and the fact that his daughter had stopped attending church.25

In November 2002, a letter from McKean was read to all the ICOC churches, in which he resigned from his position of World Missions Evangelist and head of the World Sector Leaders. McKean’s departure upset the entire structure of the ICOC. It quickly moved away from the tightly controlled hierarchical system developed under McKean to a more shared governance, and at some levels an increased congregational autonomy—something McKean strongly opposed.

In February 2003, ICOC evangelist and missionary Henry Kriete issued a fortyeight-page letter to the churches calling for significant reform in what he characterized as a corrupt hierarchy, an obsession with numbers, shameful arrogance, and seduction by money. The next month, Boston Church of Christ leaders issued a public apology listing a similar set of failures: “harsh and/or arrogant leadership, authoritarian discipling relationships, sinful motivation through the use of statistics and insensitive accountability, fostering financial giving under a sense of compulsion, and the misuse and misapplication of Scripture.”26 Other churches in the network issued their own letters of apology. Tens of thousands left the movement during this time of extreme stress.

Articles appeared in the mainstream publication Christian Chronicle speculating whether congregations of the ICOC would disband or come back into fellowship with mainstream Churches of Christ. In 2004 and 2005, forums at the Abilene Christian University Lectureship brought together leaders from the ICOC and mainstream congregations that included public repentance and expressions of desire for increased relationships.27

ICOC member Andy Fleming’s 2018 study, which provided a detailed analysis of ICOC membership data beginning in 1979, showed a total worldwide membership in 2002 of 135,000.28 According to one report, about 90,000 members remained with the ICOC after the upheavals at the beginning of the twenty-first century. A commitment to continuing the work of evangelism with a new cooperative structure instead of a tightly controlled hierarchy resulted in a “Plan for United Cooperation,” drafted by a Unity Proposal Group in 2006 and ratified by a large majority of the churches by 2010.29 In 2010, there were 580 churches with 93,000 members. At the end of 2019, there were 700 churches and 113,000 members in 147 nations. The churches function in regional families that consult with each other in the work of international evangelism and service.30

This brief sketch obviously does not do justice to the full story of the ICOC, any more than the hurried examination of the Stone-Campbell Movement at the beginning of my presentation. But it is hoped that it will give some sense of how I arrived at the views I now hold regarding the strengths and temptations of the International Church of Christ.

The first great strength of this movement is a deep commitment to taking the gospel of Christ to all nations and people. This was the foundation of the work of Chuck Lucas and the Crossroads movement. Leaders had a strong commitment to reviving the church’s mission to taking Christ to those who did not know him, to being God’s agents in bringing in the Kingdom of God on earth as it is in heaven.

The success of the methods Lucas and those he trained used and the recognition and desire of other churches to learn how to do the same, however, became a powerful temptation to replicate numerical success, seeing that as the evidence of faithfulness. This led to increasing pressure to bring ever more people into the movement. The understanding continued with Kip McKean in Boston and the ICOC. For some—perhaps many—numbers became more important than transformed lives. Further, the movement’s evangelistic zeal reflected the sectarian exclusivism inherited from mainstream Churches of Christ—that is, since we were the only true Christians, it was our duty to make sure everyone was converted to the gospel as we taught and practiced it. Arrogance and the impulse to control was at the heart of the ICOC’s crisis in the early twenty-first century.

A second great strength of the ICOC is the consciousness of the necessity for nurturing relationships between Christians. You have emphasized the crucial nature of mutual encouragement and godly accountability to help one another deepen our spiritual maturity and be transformed by the Spirit into the image of Christ. The vision of an intimate body of believers who love and serve one another and to whom the vital fellowship of the body is their very life’s blood was behind the strong sense of the need to establish prayer partners and, later, discipling partners who would be there for each other to study, grow together, and hold each other up in their daily Christian walk. The American church has too often succumbed to the individualism of the culture, making the church function largely as merely another voluntary organization. The ICOC and its predecessors saw the need for vital grounding in Christian relationships and made specific provision for such relationships to form.

But a constant pressure to perform soon became all-encompassing. The main goal was to bring in more and more people and force all members to set aside everything in their lives except the movement’s agenda. This impulse gradually caused the desire for meaningful spiritual relationships to morph into a set of control relationships that sought—consciously or unconsciously—to bring every individual in line, and to create a cadre of loyal and unquestioning followers. The temptation to control the lives of others as necessary to the multiplication of members and churches became irresistible for many leaders, attested to by testimonies of members who left the movement after suffering spiritual abuse and psychological damage.

Another strength of the ICOC remains the vision of one racially inclusive church in each place. That commitment to being one church inclusive of all races and cultures rather than to perpetuate the racial divisions that plagued mainstream Churches of Christ—and all American churches—was good and right and to me one of the most vital strengths of the Boston Church of Christ and the ICOC. In many ways, that vision has been advanced in a wonderful way.

But, as is the case with all predominantly white organizations in this country, there was a blind spot in this ideal that, while not intentional, was nevertheless real. The reality is that everyone in the United States is socialized into an ideology of white supremacy that is extremely difficult for white people to see—even those of us white Christians who are consciously committed to being anti-racist. No one is exempt from this socialization—we don’t get to “opt out.” To effect true racial unity and equity takes more than a commitment to racial inclusion. It takes an unfailing commitment to learn the truth about how white supremacy operates in countless ways in every social system of this nation, including churches where white bodies and bodies of color sit together in the same building on Sundays. While the ICOC has prided itself, with some justification, on its racial inclusion, that pride has blinded white leadership to these realities.

Achieving true equity and justice will take an unrelenting effort by white Christians to identify and eradicate white supremacy wherever it operates in our hearts and minds. This effort will be demeaned, criticized, and labeled extreme and unnecessary by many white Christians. It will take an unyielding effort and longterm commitment to identify and repair the systems that perpetuate inequity and injustice. We must learn and tell the truth, and we must work for repair of the systems and institutions—for reparations—in the fullest sense of the term. Only then can we speak of racial reconciliation. And we need each other’s help in this task.

Still another strength of the ICOC is the importance you have placed on forming and maintaining strong connections between the churches of the movement around the globe, to coordinate efforts to take Christ to the world most effectively, and to serve the world’s needs in the name of Christ. In reality, the Stone-Campbell Movement generally had a sense from early in our history of the need to cooperate. Various methods were tried, including regional cooperatives, a national missionary society, and various other arrangements aimed at pooling the resources of congregations to send evangelists and missionaries.

This became a deep conviction of the Boston ICOC movement. Though Chuck Lucas held to a traditional view of congregational autonomy, Kip McKean rejected the concept and constructed a hierarchical structure ultimately responsible to him. The drive to coordinate the work of committed Christians and churches globally through structures that facilitate spreading the good news of freedom in Christ was a righteous agenda. But it was already undermined by the arrogance of top leadership, who became convinced that they were the only ones who could be trusted to know and promote the truth and therefore had to maintain tight control over the system and demand complete submission to them.

Mainstream Churches of Christ and the Stone-Campbell Movement in general need to draw from the strengths of the ICOC in your zeal for evangelism, your commitment to creating spiritually nurturing discipling relationships, your commitment to racial inclusion, and your sense of the whole church and how we should relate to each other for the sake of the kingdom.

The ICOC needs to hear these things from your heritage and from mainstream Churches of Christ. First, we have shared the same formative history for a century and a half, a formation that includes many attitudes and commitments—both right and good ones and distorted and harmful ones. Second, we need each other to carry out the work of being God’s agents to realize the Lord’s prayer, “Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” Third, the hysterical attacks made on you were wrong in spirit; but together we need to learn from your sixty-year story to recognize the temptations you have faced (which we had also faced and succumbed to) to try to avoid the damaging actions leadership made in the past. Finally, we need to spend time together to learn from each other, be enriched by each other, and serve God together. Thank God that is happening.

In 1919, G.C. Brewer published his classic work, The Model Church. In it he proposed that the true church “is one that measures to the New Testament pattern in organization, in work, and in worship.” In his description, Brewer emphasized external categories, describing the church as a “system,” just as Alexander Campbell had done nearly a century earlier. However, in a striking paragraph near the end of the book, Brewer turned to the criterion that Christ himself gave as the true mark of his followers—love (John 13:35):

There will be no fault finding members in the model church, but each member will esteem others better than himself; they will in honor prefer one another; they will all be members one of another; they will bear one another’s burdens; they will weep with those who weep and rejoice with those who rejoice. There will be no schism in the body, but love will be without hypocrisy among them. Thus working together, they will also be coworkers with God, and such a church will not be barren of good fruits.31

Brewer knew that a church might believe it has the “system” down perfectly, but if external categories and forms do not result in the transformed body Brewer described at the end of the book, it could not be a true church. Brewer knew what the bottom line really was.

May God give us all a vision of the church as a transformed body, mastered by the Spirit of Christ and ministering to the world.
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Thomas Wayne “Kip” McKean

Saint or Scoundrel—Normalizing Extreme Perspectives on a Foundational Figure in the International Church of Christ

DAVID POCTA




I believe it is important to acknowledge my bias in writing this article. I became a member of the International Church of Christ (ICOC) in 1990 and served in the full-time ministry in the ICOC for twenty-six years. I did not have a personal relationship with McKean. I deeply admired him from a distance and respected his passion for world evangelism and his constant call to living a radical Christian life. I have also spent many years since his departure striving to make sense of the dysfunction that he left behind, for myself and for the people in the ministries that I led (which factored into my decision to pursue a theological master’s degree in 2004). I stepped out of the ministry in 2017 to pursue a PhD in Contemporary Christian Spirituality and have devoted some of my academic work to understanding my own spiritual genealogy in the Stone-Campbell Movement, and my specific context in the ICOC. This article on McKean is my perspective, from my work, in making sense of his role in our history. I recognize that many have different perspectives, but this is mine.

Introduction

In 2001, leaders from within the International Churches of Christ (ICOC) asked its globally recognized leader, Thomas Wayne “Kip” McKean (b. 1954), to take a sabbatical, and subsequently to step down in 2002. McKean had led for two decades, during which time remarkable things took place. The young reform movement grew to more than 135,000 members in over 400 congregations around the world.1 McKean’s talent, charisma, and vision drew many others who were passionate about world evangelism to join his quest in the 1970s and ’80s, but over time his dominant and controlling leadership, unchecked idealism, and inability to share the leadership mantle led to an unfortunate and ugly separation with the ICOC. McKean departed in 2006 and started his own movement, the International Christian Churches (ICC).

Since McKean’s departure just over a decade ago, the ICOC has been reevaluating itself, in some ways in relation to McKean’s lingering theologies and practices. A few ICOC principles have been revisited: a commitment to world evangelism, a commitment to one-another relationships, global unity among its churches, and diversity. The hierarchical leadership structure McKean promotes, reinforced by authority and control, has been structurally dissolved, although some would argue that authoritarian leadership still remains. Some theological presumptions and practices have yet to be evaluated: the ICOC’s scriptural hermeneutic, one-man-at-thetop church leadership in the local church, and other beliefs that McKean left behind, such as “one church, one city.”2

That being the case, it is my contention that framing a healthy appreciation for and yet having a self-differentiated view of McKean will continue to strengthen the ICOC’s journey toward a healthier and more holistic identity. As this process is ongoing, questions need to be regularly asked, such as “What did McKean represent and/or leave with us that should be embraced?” and “What did he leave behind that needs to be rethought theologically and/or practically?”

The challenge with looking into these questions is in the difficulty of separating McKean’s teaching, which many now question or outright reject, from ICOC culture, which remains largely in place and is often rooted in McKean’s teaching. For example, McKean promoted a “growth theology” based on Acts 11:21 (NRSV): “The hand of the Lord was with them, and a great number became believers and turned to the Lord.” Very simply stated, if a ministry was growing in numbers, God was blessing it. For some in the ICOC, a person’s ability to grow a ministry is still directly connected to their credibility.3 While the purpose of this essay is not to unpack the implications of this one particular misplaced theology, the example stands. Without proper time and attention devoted to examining the practices McKean left behind, there will be a disparity between those who hold to these “McKean-isms” and those who have rejected them.

Part of the challenge with how the ICOC views its historic relationship with McKean lies in how members view him. Was he a founder? Most would reject the notion. Some would claim that only Jesus Christ can be the founder of a Christian movement. Some would argue that McKean rallied an already moving initiative, taking the helm of leadership. Neither argument would be wrong. Regardless of how McKean is labeled, his influence in the formation and ethos of the ICOC is undeniable, as he brought together leaders and accelerated growth, communicating great belief in people around him. For the purposes of this essay, I am defining McKean as a “foundational figure,” a person who influenced the beginning of this movement in such a way that defines its collective spirituality. In this sense, McKean, although not the only influential founding leader, did shape the ICOC’s theology and practice more than any other person.4

I believe the first step in this process, and the only one for which there is space to cover in this article, is to normalize extreme perspectives of McKean by bringing him into dialogue with another foundational figure in the ICOC’s distant history, Alexander Campbell. When founding figures are compared, they can be demythologized. It becomes clear that there are dysfunctions universal to such people. Study will bear fruit and give hope (“It doesn’t have to be this way”). The process of normalizing McKean can help to appreciate the value of his contributions and memory while systematically addressing issues, denouncing unhealthy practices, and moving toward a more holistic spirituality.

The remain of this article will bring Alexander Campbell into dialogue with McKean to explore some similarities and differences between them by looking at a few aspects of their respective spiritualities, utilizing Bernard McGinn’s assessment of a spirituality to frame the discussion. McGinn suggests three wide lenses to survey a Christian spirituality: the theological, the historical-contextual, and the anthropological.5 In other words, a person’s spirituality can be described by exploring the belief system that defines it, by considering its historical and cultural context, and by analyzing its practices.

Alexander Campbell (1788–1866) and Thomas Wayne “Kip” McKean (b. 1954) are reformers from different eras in the Stone-Campbell Movement. Although born 166 years apart, Campbell and McKean share many characteristics. They both rallied their ministries around an organized theological program. They both capitalized on a historical-cultural need and used their leadership gifts to address that need. They were both very successful for a period of time. And they both left a wake of broken relationships behind them. Campbell’s legacy is the Stone-Campbell Movement at large, which is now represented in five distinct fellowships numbering approximately eight million members.6 When McKean was removed from leadership of the ICOC in 2001, he left behind an international fellowship of 428 churches with a membership of 134,205.7 At the end of 2020, the ICOC had 711 churches in 147 countries and a membership of 114,239.8

Most ICOC members are unfamiliar with Alexander Campbell. The historical tale that McKean often repeated during his tenure was narrowly focused on his own contributions. He claimed 1979 to be the beginning of the ICOC movement, the time when he began leading his first congregation. In reality, the Churches of Christ (COC) launched a campus ministry initiative across the United States in 1967 called Campus Evangelism, later renamed Campus Advance.9 One particular group in Gainesville, Florida, became highly successful under the leadership of Chuck Lucas.

McKean was baptized into this ministry as one of many men and women who were not only converted but trained for ministry there. Many of the leaders who eventually joined up with McKean years later were trained in this campus movement, and several attended COC theological institutions, bringing their theological education into the early movement.

Two of those men, Roger Lamb and Thomas Jones, wrote a brief history of the ICOC in 1991. It is one of a few mentions of Alexander Campbell in ICOC historical documentation:

Early in the nineteenth century in the United States there were those who sought another path. Believing that denominationalism was against the spirit of unity found in the New Testament, leaders like Barton Stone and Thomas and Alexander Campbell (all from Presbyterian roots) and James O’Kelley (from the Methodist tradition), called for an effort to unite the sects. Their unity efforts eventually caused them to seek “a restoration of the New Testament church” which led to a rediscovery of certain biblical doctrines such as adult immersion for the forgiveness of sins. This movement which eventually produced such groups known as the Disciples of Christ, the Christian Church, and the Churches of Christ was for over a century the fastest growing indigenous religious movement in the United States. However, power struggles, the Civil War and quarreling over words led this unity movement into its own divisions and into either legalistic viewpoints or abandonment of the restoration idea. Later these churches would suffer from a consuming materialism and loss of the evangelistic zeal and purpose, and the growth became a decline.10

As can be seen above, when the effort of these earlier pioneers was recognized, it was quickly discounted—in this case, because of “a consuming materialism and loss of the evangelistic zeal and purpose.” This practice helped to build a narrative of the uniqueness of the ICOC, promoting the idea that everyone outside of the ICOC needed to be converted into the ICOC.

McKean possessed many qualities that drew men and women to him and his leadership. He was a gifted evangelist and inspiring preacher, personally warm and charismatic, with a commitment to being an example to others. He held a glorified and ennobled position in the collective consciousness of the ICOC membership before his removal. Sam Laing, a prominent ministry leader since the Campus Evangelism days in Gainesville, stated in 1988, “In my judgment, in a personal sense Kip McKean is the greatest living treasure that God has given the Kingdom on the face of the earth today.”11 Additionally, the editor of Discipleship Magazine, Marty Wooten, described many people’s sentiment this way:

There are brothers among us who are known for their humility, or their passion, or their creativity, or their faith. Kip is leading us because he is known for all of these virtues and many more. In fact, I cannot think of any virtue that Kip is not known for. There is no greater discipler, disciple, brother, husband, father, leader, and friend than Kip McKean. Some say it is dangerous to respect any one man that much. I believe it is more dangerous not to.12

While neither man today shares the same perspective reflected in the above statements, these reflect the sentiment held by many members of the ICOC during the 1990s. In these years, McKean’s talent, faith, love, conviction, and work ethic were universally recognized.

In 1979, McKean had begun leading a church in Lexington, Massachusetts (outside of Boston), with great success.13 Many moved there to be trained by him and were sent out to plant churches around the world. Over the next twenty years, his desire to be first and his need to win overtook the good that was being done. After years of personal talks and group talks, it became increasingly clear to those working with him that McKean needed to be in control. Gordon Ferguson describes McKean as:

Ultimately resorting to a truly military style of leadership that unfortunately trickled down to how the average member was treated…. Kip is a military thinker and thus needs an army and an enemy. With him, there are two types: those who are with him one hundred percent and those who are against him.14

Evidence of this statement is clear in McKean’s own writings. There is no place in what McKean has written where he acknowledges that God might possibly be working anywhere on the planet outside the sphere of his own ministry.

Strong positive feelings often yield equally strong negative ones when a person once held in high esteem turns from “saint to scoundrel.” Only after such a hagiographic treatment of a leader could that person become as scorned as McKean became. The narrative on either side of the conflict placed blame on the other. McKean started off acknowledging his shortcomings publicly, but the sentiment faded. The primary concern of the ICOC leadership became McKean’s divisive behavior. McKean began recruiting members of the ICOC to join his new initiative, while castigating the ICOC in writing and in sermons which were recorded and placed online. Several ICOC leaders appealed to and pleaded with McKean to cease these activities, then later collectively banded together to confront McKean’s behavior. In a letter published in 2005 on the ICOC’s official website, a statement sent to McKean from eighty-six of its leaders states:

From our deep concern for your soul and to protect the flock, we must continue to oppose you as long as you try to divide disciples from one another. Out of reverence for God and love for you and all of his people, we commit to obeying these Scriptures which tell us to have no further fellowship with you until you repent.15

A Theological Approach to Spirituality

Considering the limitations of exploring the broad nature of an individual’s theological underpinnings, it seems prudent and maybe even more illuminating to consider McKean and Campbell’s hermeneutic—in other words, what shaped their approach to and interpretation of Scripture.

Both Campbell and McKean were “Reformers” with a capital “R,” as Charles Taylor would explain it.16 They did not see themselves as promoters of a “higher speed” of Christianity (a reformer). Rather, they viewed previous expressions of Christianity as illegitimate (a Reformer). What they shared theologically was the rejection of creeds and dogmas as established by other denominations. They could both also be called “restorers,” as they shared a common view of restoration, a belief in the importance of building ministry in the contemporary context that patterned itself on the theology and life of the early church. Beyond this, there were many differences.

Campbell’s Theological Approach to Spirituality

Alexander Campbell (1788–1866) grew up in Ireland with parents of Scottish descent. His father, Thomas Campbell (1763–1854), was a Presbyterian minister. By the time Alexander left Ireland for America at age twenty, he had spent years watching his father navigate the bitter divisions within Presbyterianism in Ireland.17 When his journey to join his father was delayed, Alexander spent a year of study at the University of Glasgow before departing for America in 1809. One of Alexander’s most formative courses studied Thomas Reid’s Common-Sense philosophy. Douglas Foster explains:

Crucial to the Scottish commonsense philosophy was the thought of Francis Bacon…in which Bacon articulated an early form of the “scientific method.” He insisted that one comes to knowledge through a meticulous process of observation, gathering of sense data, and drawing conclusions from careful analysis of the data—the inductive method. Campbell would come to rely entirely on the Baconian method to arrive at Christian doctrine.18

Campbell built his reform on the inductive method of biblical interpretation. Convinced of the unanimity of the scientific community, he believed that applying a straightforward collection of pertinent facts from Scripture would lead to Christian unity, as all parties would come to the same interpretation of the text.19

Campbell’s blindness to his own presuppositions and cultural context prohibited him from recognizing the challenge of reaching a unanimously agreed-upon interpretation. Foster further states that “his intellectual naïveté concerning the ability to approach Scripture without preconceived notions and his unwavering confidence in the irrefutable truth of his conclusions, along with his ‘natural aristocratic’ leanings, would be the source of considerable frustration as others equally committed to the Baconian method came to different conclusions.”20

Alexander and his father Thomas both utilized a principle that Thomas explained in his Declaration and Address, a document that was in the process of publication when Alexander joined his father in America in 1809. This principle became the mantra, “Where the Scriptures speak, we speak; where the Scriptures are silent, we are silent.”21 He explained that nothing should be bound on Christians as divine obligation that does not come directly from the Lord Jesus Christ and his apostles.22 Both Campbells reacted against the creeds and bickering that they saw dividing Christianity.

Alexander Campbell believed that the various reforms of Christianity fell short. In one of his earliest publications from 1824, The Christian Baptist, he wrote:

All the famous reformations in history have rather been reformations of creeds and clergy, than of religion. Since the New Testament was finished, it is fairly to be presumed that there cannot be any reformation of religion, properly so called. Though called reformations of religion, they have always left religion where it was.23

Campbell rather passionately called for the restoration of the ancient order of things. This statement permeated his writing, debating, and preaching. In fact, Campbell believed that his movement was “The first effort known to us to abandon the whole controversy about creeds and reformations, and to restore primitive Christianity, or to build alone upon the Apostles and Prophets, Jesus Christ himself the chief cornerstone, has been made.”24 McKean would boast a very similar claim nearly two centuries later.

McKean’s Theological Approach to Spirituality

Where Alexander Campbell’s hermeneutic could be described as philosophical, one shaped by Baconian Common Sense, McKean’s was very pragmatic. What ultimately shaped his interpretation of Scripture was driven by what best helped him to accomplish the goals in ministry that he deemed most important, particularly world evangelism. Tom A. Jones states, “My guess is that this pragmatic hermeneutic was a completely unconscious thing with Kip, and not any effort to purposely misuse the Scriptures. Nonetheless, I saw this tendency leading to various doctrinal positions that became quite important in the movement.”25

This pragmatic interpretation of Scripture drove many of McKean’s teachings. In fact, one of his gifts was the ability to simplify spiritual concepts into practical discipleship. In the spirit of Matthew 28:19, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations,” he ensured that each member of the ICOC was trained through a set of Bible studies to teach others to live as disciples of Jesus.26 This process of “disciples who make disciples” was and remains an important contribution to modern Christianity. I believe it is one of the great blessings from McKean’s leadership and consider myself fortunate to have been trained to be a disciple by someone who was trained by someone else.

Reductionist and simplified teachings make multiplication easier, but they can often be misleading and counterproductive to maturity. McKean’s passion to grow the membership led to building an authoritative and controlling delivery system. Every member was part of a small group that reported to a staff member that reported to a church leader that reported to a Geographic Sector Leader that reported to a World Sector Leader that reported to McKean. Many of the abuses that occurred during his leadership were somehow related to this structure and the desire for growth. This reductionist view of discipleship also negated the need for more advanced or mature training of ministers. Why would someone need to go to theology school to simply make disciples? This thinking is beginning to work its way out of the ICOC’s culture, but deeper teaching and scholarly work remain undervalued.

Part of McKean’s pragmatism was in establishing what made his ministry unique, and therefore, from his perspective, the only one in which God was working. In the early ICOC days, he gathered lessons from the church he was converted in, the Crossroads Church of Christ, and Bible studies that other Crossroads-trained ministers were using, to develop his own series of Bible studies he called First Principles.27 These Bible studies were conducted with anyone interested in joining the movement. One of the Bible studies, called “Discipleship,” taught from Acts 11:26 that SAVED = CHRISTIAN = DISCIPLE. McKean explained its meaning to be that you cannot be saved, and you cannot be a true Christian without also being a disciple. McKean intended that this doctrine also differentiate the group’s teaching from other groups. “I purposely developed this study to draw a sharp biblical distinction between the Lexington (later renamed Boston) Church of Christ and all other groups.”28 An interesting dichotomy with the Campbells arises here. Whereas they strove to unify Christians by coming to agree upon a common-sense understanding of Scripture, McKean sought to demarcate his church from others. Unfortunately, this spirit created an isolationism that permeated the ICOC for decades. Although McKean said that he never believed or taught that someone needed to be baptized in the ICOC to be saved, he did state specifically, “I do not know of any other church, group or movement that teaches and practices what we teach as Jesus taught in Matthew 28:18–20: One must make the decision to be a disciple, then be baptized for the forgiveness of their sins to be saved and receive the Holy Spirit.”29

Regarding his understanding of Campbell’s hermeneutic, McKean stated, “I came to differ with the Churches of Christ whose creed is ‘to speak where the Bible speaks and be silent where the Bible is silent.’ This creed dictated that one must have specific authorization by command, example or necessary inference from the Bible to do anything.”30 McKean went on to say, “I believe that we should be silent where the Bible speaks and speak where the Bible is silent. In other words, a Christian should simply obey where the Bible speaks and only speak (have opinions) where the Bible is silent.”31 This shift enabled McKean to further separate the ICOC from the COC.

It is fascinating to see what history has done with Thomas Campbell’s hermeneutical statement from 1809: “Where the Scriptures speak, we speak; where the Scriptures are silent, we are silent.” Thomas Campbell strove in this declaration to ensure that nothing would be added to the basic teachings of Scripture so as not to create opportunities for division among Christians. The COC reduced his teaching to a slogan that became a litmus test for pleasing God, and McKean used it to divide his movement from the COC on the basis of that reduction. The very statement originally intended to unify Christians was used for division.

A Historical-Contextual Approach to Spirituality

Both Campbell and McKean were molded by the context in which they lived. Both men inherited movements that were already underway before they became the primary voice. Both men developed their convictions in reaction to their religious environment. Both men used the communication platforms of their day to propagate their message.

The Historical-Cultural Context of Campbell’s Spirituality

Alexander’s father Thomas left Ireland on April 8, 1807, on recommendation from his doctor to relieve cumulative stress caused by the Presbyterian schisms and battles he experienced as a minister.32 America provided the lure of religious liberty and hope for a new start. When he arrived in America, Thomas contacted his Presbyterian synod to return to ministry. He quickly found himself at odds again with a divided status quo. After gathering like-minded people around him, he began to promote “a call for Christians of all denominations to come together to ‘promote simple evangelical Christianity.’”33 When Alexander brought the rest of the family and reunited with Thomas on October 19, 1809, he joined the work that his father had begun.

Thomas encouraged his son to spend the next six months studying Scripture to prepare for the work. In fact, Alexander’s intellectual prowess should rightly be attributed to his father, as Thomas forged academic discipline in his son throughout his childhood. His first biographer, Robert Richardson, explains. “It was unquestionably largely due to this prudent foresight on the part of Thomas Campbell that his son Alexander owed his almost uninterrupted future mental and bodily vigor.”34 Campbell embraced his father’s challenge, also studying theology and church history.

A primary guiding conviction for the Campbells was their millennialism, the belief that human action could precipitate the coming of Christ to reign on the earth. In its simplest terms, Campbell believed that God had prepared America for the “restoration of the ancient gospel and order of things” to abolish denominationalism, alcoholism, and child abuse, uniting Christians to speed the coming of Christ. In fact, Alexander explained the direct relationship between restoration and the coming of the millennium thusly: “Just in so far as the ancient order of things, or the religion of the New Testament, is restored, just so far has the millennium commenced.”35 In other words, the need for restoration produced a deep sense of evangelical urgency, speeding the coming of the millennium.

Denominationalism fueled Alexander’s passion for restoration. Historian Richard Hughes states that “Campbell was convinced that institutional Christianity was thoroughly bankrupt, right across the board. Catholicism was apostate, and neither Luther, Calvin, nor Wesley had moved much beyond the spirit of Rome.”36 One of the many paradoxes of Campbell’s leadership was bound up in his proposal for Christian unity. Unity remained an integral aspect of his message—but a specific type of unity, not ecumenism. Hughes states, “Campbell sought to unite all Christian people, but he did not seek to unite all Christian denominations. Instead, he believed that the various denominations had no right to exist, and he therefore sought to destroy them.”37 Campbell desired to unite individual Christians through scriptural restoration, apart from creeds.

Campbell’s intellectual aptitude is evidenced in his prolific writing. For seven years, he produced a periodical, the Christian Baptist. In 1830, he began a new journal titled the Millennial Harbinger, which ran through the rest of his life and was continued after his death until 1870. Campbell wrote two major treatises, The Christian System and Christian Baptism, in addition to his own translation of the New Testament, The Living Oracles. But as historian William Warren Sweet says, “No estimate of Alexander Campbell’s influence is complete without some mention of his great debates…. [H]is defense of Christianity…marked him as the great champion of Protestantism in the West.”38 Campbell fully embraced the power of public debate, perceiving it to have profound influence on spreading his message. He was quoted as saying, “We are fully persuaded that a week’s debating is worth a year’s preaching.”39

The Historical-Cultural Context of McKean’s Spirituality

As previously stated, the COC campus ministry effort in Gainesville thrived under the leadership of Chuck Lucas. Lucas arrived at the 14th Street Church of Christ (later renamed the Crossroads Church of Christ) in 1967.40 The membership at Crossroads climbed from 186 in 1968 to 1,019 in 1978, which included 1,914 baptisms and 780 people who placed membership.41 Lucas was pro-education and encouraged his trained ministers to pursue their theological master’s degrees when leaving his ministry. By the time McKean was baptized into the church in 1972, the ministry had nearly doubled in membership over a period of three years. It nearly doubled again before McKean left in 1975 as a Crossroads-trained campus minister.

McKean’s roommate, Randy Jordan, recalls McKean as a kind, bright, natural leader. He also remembers him to be passionately evangelistic, always having visitors to church events and regularly studying the Bible with people.42 By the time he graduated from college, McKean served as president of Campus Advance, the Crossroads campus ministry similar to the Evangelical Campus Crusade. His first ministry assignment was at the King of Prussia Church of Christ, and he did a brief stint at Eastern Baptist Theological Seminary (now Palmer Theological Seminary) just outside of Philadelphia. He was discouraged with his ministry outcomes. His second assignment, at Eastern Illinois University in Charleston, produced different results, and his ministry grew rapidly. During this period, from 1976 to 1978, McKean visited and spoke in many Churches of Christ. Because he was not raised in the COC, these visits became his first exposure to them. The experiences shaped his convictions about how he would proceed when he had the opportunity to lead a congregation in Lexington.

During the summers of 1977 and 1978, McKean attended the Harding School of Theology, continuing his quest for a master’s degree in theology. After the second summer, McKean concluded that “though helpful in scholastic pursuits, a formal seminary—where future ministers’ days were consumed with their academics and so were ‘removed’ from being immersed in the lives of people—was not the way to train evangelists.”43 In contrast to Campbell and Lucas’s appreciation for academic study, McKean downplayed that pursuit and became suspicious of theological training. During the twenty-two years of McKean’s leadership of the ICOC (1979–2001), most ICOC leaders did not receive formal theological training. Those with academic training received their credentials before joining McKean, with only a few exceptions.

Millennialism’s popularity in America had long faded by the 1970s, but McKean promoted a different doctrine of urgency, the idea that the nations should be evangelized in one generation.44 In one of McKean’s more peculiar theologies, he claimed that “In 1981–82 the Lord put on my heart a vision for the world.”45 He taught:

Some have questioned whether it is God’s command to go to “every nation in a generation.” Literally in the Greek text of Matthew 28, Jesus commanded the 11 apostles to “disciple and then baptize all nations.” Implicit in this, is that this command would be obeyed within their lifetime, a generation.46

In 1994, McKean wrote that the Boston Movement (the movement’s name before becoming the ICOC) was built on five core convictions. The fifth stated that “every disciple must be committed to the vision of taking God’s Word to build churches of disciples—God’s church—in every nation in this generation.”47

Like Campbell, McKean utilized contemporary methods to promote his message, including the Boston Church Bulletin, Discipleship Magazine, UpsideDown Magazine, KNN videos, and audio and video recordings of his sermons.48 The ICOC held annual international leadership conferences where McKean delivered keynote addresses. He also drafted the “Evangelization Proclamation” in 1994 and signed it along with the ICOC’s World Sector Leaders:

Today, compelled by the Spirit and 5 billion lost souls, we lay before the brotherhood a simple but comprehensive strategy for the completion of world evangelism. Presently, there exist 160 countries with a city of at least 100,000 people. Disciples are in only 49. Therefore in the presence of God and Christ Jesus who will judge the living and the dead and in view of his appearing and his kingdom we give you this charge: Give to God your dreams, energies, health, finances, intellects, families, and yes, even your life, to plant churches in the remaining 111 nations by the year 2000.49

ICOC leaders disseminated this document throughout their churches, and it was read to all members. It was printed in the ICOC’s UpsideDown magazine, and a nation countdown became part of KNN video news clips that were played in each church around the world. McKean continues to pursue this vision with his new movement, the ICC. He has now named the effort The Crown of Thorns Project.

An Anthropological Approach to Spirituality

A look at the metanarratives in both Campbell’s and McKean’s lives will reveal two clear outcomes: Each man’s vision and passion produced lasting contributions to the Christian tradition, and each man’s arrogance left behind a wake of broken relationships. Founding figures are studied because of their lasting legacy, and many of these figures share the traits that Campbell and McKean have in common. While it may be typical for strong and visionary personalities to be egotistical and self-assured, it can be difficult to appreciate their contributions when the wounds are still fresh. Because he died in 1866, it is easier to study Campbell in an unbiased manner, appreciating his legacy while not taking his conceit personally. McKean is not only alive but continues to actively denigrate the ICOC.

Campbell’s Spirituality in Praxis

Alexander Campbell’s influence spread around the world, today numbering over three million members in the United States, with estimates of eight million globally in the Stone-Campbell Movement.50 Campbell embraced his influence and boasted about its uniqueness. As has already been pointed out, Hughes says, “Campbell did not hesitate to announce that the movement he led was the first in the entire history of Christendom that sought to ‘unite and build upon the Bible alone.’”51 Other movements considered themselves “Bible only,” but what Campbell considered unique to his approach was his contention that restoring a “Bible only” religion had the potential of bringing unity among all Christians.

Foster describes Campbell’s talent and drive by stating that he was “a complex, brilliant, indefatigable, arrogant, aggressive, prolific leader who made a lasting impact on the Christian world. He was a man who God used and who God chastened. His spiritual descendants have inherited every one of his characteristics.”52 Campbell put his talents to work, spreading his reform. He carved out an identity on the religious frontier of American liberty. He engaged his talents as a speaker, debater, and writer in such a way as to promote his agenda. Foster adds that “His provocative writing further developed his self-confidence, elitism and arrogance, all fueled by his sharp intellect.”53

Campbell’s self-assurance often became condescension. He frequently found himself embroiled in conflict: sometimes with leaders from other Christian traditions, sometimes with readers who would write him as the editor of his periodicals, sometimes with those he debated, and, unfortunately, sometimes with his colleagues. He could be hot-headed, pedantic, and insulting. In a published conflict with Baptist James Robinson Graves, Campbell spilled much ink ranting about Graves’s theology and character, saying of him, “There is nothing of the scholar, the gentleman, or the Christian, in his assumed clerical dignity and pecuniary banters.”54 Campbell then made the following accusation: “As for the Bible, he has, no doubt, often read it through other men’s spectacles; but he has never studied that book, and that his soul knows right well.”

Campbell’s conflicts with Barton W. Stone, Walter Scott, and Robert Richardson are particularly disturbing. Stone had started his own movement in 1801, one that emerged from a series of revivals on the American frontier while he was a Presbyterian minister at Cane Ridge, Kentucky. Also passionate about restoring the practice of Scripture, Stone began writing Campbell, expressing respect for Campbell’s work. Campbell did not return the sentiment. In 1827, he criticized Stone’s followers who used the simple moniker, Christians: “If not suppressed in the bud, the name Christian will be as much a sectarian name, as Lutheran, Methodist, or Presbyterian.”55 In closing he prodded, “Wishing you favor, mercy, and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord Jesus Christ, and that you may never set up a new sect.”

In 1954, William Garrett West argued that the Stone-Campbell Movement would not exist as it does without Stone’s ecumenical passion:

[Stone] differed sharply from Alexander Campbell (1788–1866), who believed that Christian unity should be established on a particular biblical pattern of entrance requirements into the Church, a set of biblical doctrines and biblical church polity. Campbell, with his viewpoint, probably never would have been able to bring his followers together with those of Stone. It was Stone’s spirit and active practical interest in unity which generated the drive necessary to cement the union of the two groups.56

When many congregations in Stone’s and Campbell’s movements did begin to unite in 1832, it was hardly due to Campbell’s demonstrating a generous spirit. Other leaders in Campbell’s movement facilitated the joining of the two fellowships.

Walter Scott was one of Campbell’s closest colleagues. The pair also ended up in an open feud that threatened the entire movement.57 In fact, by the end of Campbell’s life, there remained few colleagues who had not been in major clashes with him. Even his relatives were left bickering and infighting. Campbell’s Christian life also did not capture the hearts of his children.58 Late in Campbell’s life, his son sided with the Confederacy during the Civil War and desired to assassinate Abraham Lincoln. He narrowly escaped a conviction of treason and a life in prison.59

A focus on the personal spiritual life is largely missing from Campbell’s writings. His focus on Scripture was about restoring patterns, structure, and theological systems. The idea of the Bible being a source of living water or the bread of life for the believer does not seem to fit into Campbell’s imagination. One of Campbell’s contemporaries, Obadiah Jennings, stated, “That the system of Mr. Alexander Campbell, of Bethany, Brook County, Virginia, is calculated and designed to exclude all true spirituality from the religion of the Bible, must be apparent to every impartial and intelligent inquirer for truth, who seriously examines it.”60

McKean’s Spirituality in Praxis

McKean shares many traits with Campbell. He is complex, brilliant, indefatigable, arrogant, and aggressive. He has also made a lasting impact on the Christian world. He is charming and wins people over with his wit and intellect. He has rallied hundreds of talented and passionate leaders, eager to join his call for “totally committed” discipleship. But this radical growth came at a devastating cost. McKean extracted hundreds of leaders from other ICOC churches around the United States to build his megachurch in Los Angeles, while chastising those churches for not baptizing the numbers of people at the pace he deemed acceptable. Staff meetings and conferences became obsessed with statistics and production. Interactions from the pulpits to the small groups often became demoralizing. The movement’s growth began slowing by 1989, ten years into McKean’s leadership. That year, the ICOC grew by 67%. The numbers for subsequent years reflect the developing decline: 31% in 1991, 16% in 1996, and 4.2% in 2001.61

It could be argued that the doctrine of “reaching the world in one generation” precipitated a sequence of events that became destructive to the ICOC. It seems possible that growth became an idol for McKean. The goal of planting churches in every nation around the world by the year 2000, as stated in the Evangelization Proclamation, stretched the ICOC paper-thin, leaving young church plants in the hands of inexperienced leaders and older congregations stripped of leadership and financial resources.

In October 2001, McKean was asked by his colleagues to take a sabbatical. Reflecting back on this time, McKean acknowledged the transgressions in his leadership:

Though the focus of the hour was on my failings in my family, many saw that the sins that hurt my wife and family were the same sins in my leadership in the ministry. My sins angered some of the leaders in the LA Church who felt I was being hypocritical in continuing to lead. The Gempels, Bairds, Johnsons and Kims encouraged us to take a sabbatical (leave of absence) to heal my family and restore people’s confidence in my leadership…. In time I realized it was God who was taking everything away from me in leadership, much like Nebuchadnezzar.62

McKean publicly confessed during this time, “My sins are clear and grievous. I have been arrogant, almost always thinking I was right. I did not listen.”63 Unfortunately, the humility about his leadership was short-lived.

Over the next few years, the leaders in the ICOC and McKean unsuccessfully attempted to navigate a working partnership. In 2003, McKean took the lead evangelist position for a church in Portland, where he announced, “Rest assured, at this time Elena and I are totally committed to brotherhood and to evangelizing the world through the fellowship of the ICOC.”64 By 2005, that sentiment had passed. Irreconcilable differences between McKean and the ICOC had become evident. When asked if he was able to work on a team rather than needing to be in charge, McKean remained unwilling, viewing himself as God’s appointed sole leader, and on occasion made comments saying, “I am the star. I am the quarterback.”65

On October 13, 2005, after many private confrontations with McKean over his divisive statements and his demonstrated unwillingness to work together, ICOC leaders sent and posted a public letter calling McKean to repentance.66 A month later, a follow-up statement was posted, as the ICOC leaders felt that McKean’s response to their letter was inadequate.67 This statement officially severed the relationship of McKean and the ICOC.

McKean’s egotism devastated most of his relationships over the years. In his early years, he held up Steve Johnson and Doug Arthur as his closest friends and partners in his reform. McKean wrote, “Of all these leaders, my closest brothers are Doug Arthur and Steve Johnson, who are my most experienced and most trusted men. Doug and Steve have always told me what I needed to hear. This they have done with great gentleness and conviction, having God’s best interest at heart. Like all true disciples, their first allegiance is to Jesus, not a man.”68 Perhaps the most telling cost of McKean’s behavior was the outcome of those two relationships. Both Johnson and Arthur attempted to stay connected with McKean after his departure, but neither man is part of his new movement now. In fact, when McKean began the International Christian Churches in 2006, not a single one of his closer relationships, the people who knew him best, remained with him after the initial few years.

A focus on the personal spiritual life was also largely missing from McKean’s teaching. Personal spirituality was limited to its effect on the ministry life of the individual. Evangelism and growth were communicated as the bottom line. It came across that having “Quiet Times” and helping the poor were the spiritual activities that fueled evangelism.

Conclusion

Insightful biographies, continued analysis of primary texts, and the passage of time now facilitate a more balanced perspective on Alexander Campbell. His persistent and bold vision of restoration, along with his tireless work ethic, produced both a lasting impact in the Christian tradition and a healthy respect for his contributions. But Campbell’s arrogance had tragic consequences, bruising his reform. McKean’s contributions transformed thousands of lives, giving them hope to help evangelize the world. His vision and passion to see the gospel preached propelled the ICOC into the far corners of the world within a couple decades. McKean’s influence is still palpable.

In 1825, when Campbell was editorializing about the ineffectiveness of Christian reformations throughout history, he said, “If any of these reformations began in the spirit, they have ended in the flesh.—This indeed, may be as true of the reformers themselves as of their reformations.”69 It is easy to render judgment before realizing the challenges inherent in Christian reform. Both Campbell and McKean enjoyed decades of praise and glory as uncontested leaders of major reforms. Both experienced the devastation of their own inadequacies as the ramifications of leadership sins plagued them. Neither man deserves to be canonized. Neither man deserves to be demonized. In time, their contributions should be properly appreciated, and their shortcomings recognized.
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My Theological Journey in Churches of Christ

JOHN MARK HICKS




I graduated from Freed-Hardeman College in 1977, and I remember well the discussions of “Crossroads” and the beginnings of a discipling ministry that grew into the Boston Movement and then the International Churches of Christ. I began full-time teaching in higher education among Churches of Christ in 1982 and am now in my fortieth year, including the last twenty years at Lipscomb University. The history of the International Churches of Christ (ICOC) and my own vocation have spanned the same years. Yet my path and that of the ICOC have only occasionally crossed, though I have known some within the ICOC from our years together at Freed-Hardeman, others because they were students in classes or were encountered at various events, and several through social media friendships.

My knowledge of the ministry of the ICOC is sporadic rather than systematic, though I have read Stanback’s Into All Nations: A History of the International Churches of Christ, as well as several books by leaders within the movement. Consequently, I hope you will forgive any errors that arise out of my ignorance or lack of understanding. But my task is to reflect my own theological interests and development rather than yours.

In the course of studying and teaching the Bible, historical theology, and systematic theology in both the church and the university for forty years, I have traveled my own theological journey with significant twists and turns. Through personal tragedies and theological controversies, I have navigated a faith journey that I neither expected nor desired when I graduated from Freed-Hardeman. I am grateful for this opportunity to process this with you in this forum.

The most basic definition of theology is “faith seeking understanding.” Believers begin with a basic first-order sense of allegiance to Jesus, whom the Father sent in the flesh through the power of the Spirit for our sake. This personal, core commitment is faith, allegiance, or trust in what God has done for us through Jesus in the Spirit. When this faith seeks deeper understanding or yearns to fully perform the drama of God’s redemptive story, believers pursue a deeper theological interest to grasp the breadth, depth, and height of God’s love. As I reflected on my own personal theological journey in the context of Churches of Christ, I identified five areas where development in my understanding has impacted my theological commitments. These areas are: (1) Doxology; (2) Hermeneutics; (3) Pneumatic Unity; (4) Sacraments; and (5) Discipleship.

For the purposes of this paper and conference, I will not seek to defend my development as much as explain it and identify what promise it has for our future performance of the biblical drama and future communion among Christ-followers.

Doxology

By “doxology,” I mean the praise or worship of the transcendent God whose thoughts and ways are beyond my understanding. This comprises two major concerns. First, it affirms the transcendence of God, which means that our thoughts about God always fall short of the fullness of God. This entails a significant dose of epistemological humility as we recognize that we are not God and that God is God. Second, it means our theological statements about God are fundamentally doxological—that is, they are statements of praise that do not fully comprehend God, though they communicate the reality of God to sufficiently perform the drama. We approach God primarily through the lenses of awe and wonder rather than through the lenses of intellectual comprehension and philosophical coherence. Third, worship fuels mission. Filled with the wonder of God and basking in the grace of God’s good gifts, we embrace our mission as participants in the mission of God.

For example, the Psalms, as we might expect, ooze the doxological commitments of their authors and illustrate a doxological approach to theology. Psalm 62, for instance, arises out of the experience of a believer traumatized by assaults, whether physical, spiritual, or emotional (62:3–4). Despite this trauma, the Psalmist calls the people to trust God at all times and to pour out their hearts because God is a refuge for believers (62:8). The ground or basis for this exhortation, despite the circumstances, are two affirmations about God in 62:11–12. The Psalmist confesses:


Once God has spoken;

twice I have heard this:

that power belongs to God,

and steadfast love belongs to you, O Lord.



Believers are empowered by a sense of God’s identity, which arises out of worship, especially through communal liturgy. This worship is a response to God’s story or God’s acts in history, which not only ground the worship of Israel but evoke it. The Psalmist has heard the story. The assemblies of Israel rehearsed the story of God’s gracious work, for example, in the Exodus, where God demonstrated divine power and steadfast love. It is not so much the rational evaluation of God’s work or a philosophical assessment of God’s deeds but the rehearsal of God’s history with Israel in liturgy or worship that yielded this confidence. Israel’s experience of God in the Exodus grounded their worship, and their worship fueled their participation in the mission of God.

The origins of Churches of Christ and the beginnings of my own faith as part of that tradition were fundamentally shaped by rationality. In particular, we embraced (1) an objective reading of the Bible, (2) a rational discourse about God, and (3) the impulse to fit God’s work within the confines of a rational box. I subjected my Bible, and consequently my God, to critical intellectual analysis, all the while trusting in the truth of the object of my study, which trust has never wavered. I even completed a graduate degree in philosophy as well as one in theology to help in this pursuit.

I am certainly not opposed to philosophical inquiry, but it requires a heavy dose of humility. Reason cannot drive mission; it will burn out. Reason cannot exhaust God; it is too finite. Reason cannot explain all the mysteries of the faith; it does not have access. Actually, reason confesses the mystery. Of course, I have not rejected reason. I am reasoning with you in the present moment. But I have flipped the priority.

It seems that human rationality often presumes that it can describe or even prescribe the limits of what is possible for God. This rationalistic approach assumes a realist understanding of the attributes of God, one that believes those attributes can be truly known, processed, and delimited by human rationality.

The doxological approach eschews philosophical abstraction and exalts liturgical contemplation. The church is, first and foremost, a worshipping community that images God’s character in our relationships. Worship calls us to be like the one whom we worship, and we worship the revealed God rather than the God of speculation. Rational understandings of God that constrain God are replaced with the praise of the God who is known through Scripture, experienced in life’s situations, and encountered in corporate worship. Instead of rationalistic and metaphysical grids, we seek God in a worship encounter and praise his attributes rather than try to plumb the depths of their logical relations.

Consequently, our preaching and teaching about God should not be consumed with scholastic “problem-solving” but with praise, worship, and confession. It is the encounter with the living God through Scripture, worship, and life that has a meaningful impact on Christian lives. This means that the believer is worshipful, trusting, and confident through the trials and joys of life.

I am much more comfortable with mystery now than I was previously. I don’t have to figure everything out. When it comes to some of the deep questions of our faith, such as the problem of evil, I am willing to plead ignorance and embrace a skeptical theism that essentially says my brain is too small to understand the work of God. I do not expect reason to satisfy all my questions. Worship, rather than the achievements of the human intellect, secures comfort and drives mission.

Hermeneutics

As faith seeks understanding, we do want to understand God. This search, however, is not through philosophical abstraction but through living within the narrative of the biblical drama, the story of God. Our understanding of God is forged and shaped by our engagement with the history of God’s work in the biblical narrative from creation to new creation. Consequently, how we read the Bible is of supreme importance. How we read the Bible will determine what the Bible means for us, how we understand what God requires of us, how we “do church,” and how we pursue God’s mission in the present.

Hermeneutics is the process by which we discern what is required, forbidden, optional, or expedient. Sometimes we think it is as simple as reading the Bible and doing what it says. For example, if the Bible says “X,” then we do “X.” In fact, however, everyone introduces a middle step in this process. We recognize this middle step because we do not practice everything the Bible teaches. We make distinctions so that we do not simply reproduce ancient culture in the present, and we make distinctions about what is essential and what is optional. We make contextual judgments about dispensations, cultural settings, the meaning of words, contexts, and many other factors. Hermeneutics is the middle step between the text and our practice of the text. Everyone has a middle step.

Growing up in Churches of Christ, I practiced a hermeneutic that sought an implicit blueprint for the work and worship of the church in Acts and the Epistles. We sought this blueprint through a filter of distinctions between generic and specific commands, an understanding of how a specified command excludes its coordinates, how the lack of implicit or explicit authorization forbids practices, and how to distinguish between expediency and prohibition when Scripture is silent, in addition to many other rules for how the Bible authorizes. Consequently, I shifted through the commands, examples, and inferences within the New Testament to deduce a blueprint. That blueprint became the standard of faithfulness and the mark of the true church. And if everyone agreed upon and practiced the blueprint, we would be united! Finding and practicing the blueprint became the foundation of both my assurance (“was I in the right church?”) and unity among believers (if we agreed on the blueprint’s details).

The inadequacies of this approach as well as its subjectivity (every conclusion and most steps along the way were inferences) created doubts. As distinctions accumulated and inferences abounded, I began to realize the blueprint was more the product of human rationalization than it was explicit in God’s story. It did not appear on the surface of the text, and if it was in the text, its pieces were scattered across a wide field. As I read Scripture, this is not how the apostolic witness called people to gospel obedience. They did not read Scripture or write Scripture with a blueprint lens. Something different was going on.

The problem, it seems to me, is the location of the pattern. The pattern is not found in an implied blueprint in Acts and the Epistles. Paul does not call people to obedience based on a blueprint located in the practices of the church. Instead, he calls them to obedience based on the pattern manifested in the incarnation, life, death, resurrection, and exaltation of Jesus. We conform to this pattern. We obey the gospel, which is the story of Jesus, rather than a blueprint we have inferred from the text but is not explicitly there.

Hermeneutics always involves inferences, whether one pursues a blueprint hermeneutic or a theological one. We cannot escape them; every application is an inference. But here is the significant point: The pattern is not an inference. On the contrary, it is the story in which we live. It is the narrative air we breathe. The pattern of God’s work through Christ in the power of the Spirit is clear, objective, and formative. It is the story told in Scripture; it is an explicit pattern.

We will find unity when we confess the same pattern, and the shame of divisions among Churches of Christ is that we already confess the same pattern. Our pattern is God in Jesus through the Spirit, or our pattern is Jesus. Here we are united, and our hermeneutics (whether blueprint or theological) must not undermine that unity but discern ways to faithfully embody it.

The Unity of the Spirit

Unity is the “unity of the Spirit” (Eph. 4:3). It is created and empowered by the Spirit, who is the creative power of God and who breathes life into both the present age and the age to come. The Spirit is the one by whom we commune with each other and with God.

Briefly, I offer five modes of visible unity that give expression to the underlying unity of the Spirit among believers. These five practices not only exhibit the unity of the Spirit but are also means by which the Spirit dynamically works among believers for unity. The Spirit acts through them to manifest the unity that the Spirit has already achieved. At the same time, these practices are also transformative, as they move us not only into a deeper experience of that unity but also function to transform us as exhibits of that unity.

1. Confession. We confess Jesus is Lord by the Spirit (1 Cor. 12:3). Paul provides the ground of this point: “No one is able to say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor. 12:3). This is an orienting, centering confession. The confession arises out of the Spirit’s work, operates within the life of the Spirit, and lives in the community of faith because we have all drunk of the Spirit (1 Cor. 12:13). This confession is, however, made in a context, that is, the divine drama, which is summarized in numerous places in Scripture (e.g., Acts 10:34–43). It shapes the confession of the lordship of Jesus and locates believers in the flow of the history of God’s people. We confess the Father as creator, Jesus as the Son of God, and the Holy Spirit as the communion of believers. Theologically, we acknowledge that whoever confesses “Jesus is Lord” does so “in the Spirit.” We may embrace the unity of believers through this confession because it is the result of the Spirit’s enabling presence.

2. Transformation. We are sanctified by the Spirit (1 Thess. 4:3–8). We all know the saying of Jesus: “By their fruits you will know them” (Matt. 7:16). Sanctification is the work of the Holy Spirit who indwells, empowers, and gifts us for new life in Christ. Theologically, transformation is the goal of God’s agenda. Transformation is an effect of communion. God transforms us by the presence of the indwelling Spirit. The fruit of the Spirit is evidence of our union with God. The fruit of the Spirit is the life of the Spirit already present in us. We may embrace the unity of believers through this shared, Spirit-empowered sanctification.

3. Liturgy. We worship in the Spirit (John 4:24; Phil. 3:3). The foundation of liturgy is the work of the Spirit. Our liturgical acts—not necessarily our precise liturgical forms—are deeply rooted in the work of the Spirit. Assembly, as communal praise and worship, is mediated by the Spirit. We worship the Father through the Son in the Spirit. Assembly, as an eschatological, transforming, and sacramental encounter with God, happens in the Spirit; it is a pneumatic event. This is what gives significance and meaning to assembly, and it is also the root of the unity we experience through assembly as the whole church—throughout time and space—is gathered before the throne of the Father in the Spirit. To recognize that (a) the Spirit is the means by whom we commune with and experience God, (b) this means is not dependent upon perfectionistic obedience to specified forms, and (c) the Spirit is not limited by such forms. This enables us to affirm the presence of the Spirit among those communities who do not share the forms that we think are most biblical. In the Spirit, we embrace the unity of fellow worshippers through our eschatological and sacramental encounter with God in assembly.

4. Practicing the Kingdom of God. We minister in the power of the Spirit (Luke 4:18–19). The Spirit anointed Jesus, led him into the wilderness, and empowered him for ministry in Luke 3–4. This is the ministry of the kingdom of God in which Jesus practices the kingdom by heralding the good news of the kingdom, exercising authority over the principalities and powers, and healing brokenness. Jesus is sent, and he sends disciples. This is the missional ministry into which disciples are called. This praxis is an expression of the life of the Spirit within the community, and the community of Jesus, empowered by the Spirit, continues the teaching and doing of Jesus. In other words, they continue to practice the kingdom of God. When disciples practice the kingdom of God, the Spirit is present. Where the Spirit is present, Jesus is present. This is a missional ecumenism. In the Spirit, we embrace the unity of believers through shared ministry—that is, shared participation in the proclamation and practice of the good news of the kingdom of God, which is the mission of God.

5. Spiritual Formation Practices. We pray in the Spirit (Jude 20). Disciples, united in prayer, are united in the Spirit. The practice of prayer (as well as other disciplines) is rooted in the work of the Spirit. The Spirit is present to listen and speak in these moments. When a community practices them together, or each member of a community practices them in their own walk with God, the Spirit works to unite us through shared experiences and shared communion. In the Spirit, we may embrace the unity of believers through the shared experience and communion in prayer.

Through the practice of these gifts, the Spirit mediates a proleptic experience of our eschatological unity, a unity that is already but also, in some sense, not yet. Together, we confess Jesus is Lord; together, we seek transformation; together, we participate in the eschatological assembly; together, we practice the kingdom of God; and together, we pray in the Spirit. That is, at least in part, the unity of the Spirit.

Sacraments

Sacrament names the mystery of God’s action through the external means of water, wine, bread, and communal assemblies as we experience the story of God in specific moments. Baptism, the Lord’s Supper, and assemblies are dramatic rehearsals of the story through which God renews communion and empowers transformation. By faith, the community participates in this story and rehearses that story together as the church shares the sacramental reality together through water initiation, bread/ wine nourishment, and gathering in the power of the Spirit.

These gospel ordinances have ordinarily been construed as follows. Baptism is the means of grace for justification through participation in the death and resurrection of Jesus. The Lord’s Supper is the means of grace for sanctification through remembrance of the death of Jesus and communion with the living Christ. The Lord’s Day, or the weekly assembly, is the means of grace for communal worship through celebration of the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. In this sense, they are not mere gospel ordinances that bear witness to the gospel; they are also sacramental means through which believers experience the grace of the gospel in the Spirit. In other words, these gospel symbols mediate the presence of Christ to his community. They are more than signs; they are participatory symbols through which God acts.

They are not substitutes for discipleship or transformation but rather moments of encounter with God through which we are moved along the path of discipleship toward entire sanctification. This kind of sacramentalism is not popular. Evangelicals and the positivistic hermeneutic typical in Churches of Christ have something in common—they ultimately disconnect the sacraments from discipleship and empty all sacramental imagination from these ordinances. Baptism becomes either a mere sign or a test of loyalty. The Lord’s Supper becomes an anthropocentric form of individualistic piety. Assembly becomes either the ongoing public test of faithfulness (part of the definition of a “faithful Christian”) that degenerates into a legalism, or fundamentally a horizontal occasion for mutual encouragement, which is susceptible to pragmatic consumerist ideology.

These sacramental moments mark our journey with God and the church of God. Baptism is a means of grace through which we encounter the saving act of God in Christ through his death and resurrection. We participate in the gospel and are renewed by the Spirit through our burial and resurrection with Christ. The Lord’s Supper is a means by which we experience the presence of the living Christ and enjoy a renewal of future hope. Indeed, we experience that future anew every time we eat and drink at the Lord’s table. It is an authentic communion with God through Christ in the power of the Spirit. Assemblies, wherever and whenever a community of Jesus’ disciples gather to seek God’s face (e.g., to pray), are moments when we draw near to the Father and Jesus in their eschatological glory by the Spirit. These assemblies participate in the eschatological assembly as the Spirit ushers us into the heavenly Jerusalem, where we share the future with all the saints gathered around the world and spread throughout time. Assembly, baptism, and the Lord’s Supper are moments of communion, transformation, participation, and encounter.

This yields at least three significant points. First, the sacraments are authentic encounters with God. The sacraments are not bare or nude signs but means of divine action. They are divine gifts through which we may experience God as God comes to us in grace and mercy. God is not absent from the creation and only dwelling in the “spirituality” of our consciousness, but is present through the creation as the Spirit existentially and communally unites us with Christ through water, through bread and wine, and through gathering.

Second, the sacraments serve our faith as moments of assurance that our feeble hearts can grasp through materiality. God’s promise is connected to the signs. Faith assures us that Jesus is ours as surely as our bodies are washed, our lips sip wine, and the people of God are gathered. The sacraments are means of assurance for disciples of Jesus.

Third, the sacraments are communal experiences of God. As God created community and redeems a community, so the divine presence comes to us in community as well. Baptism, the Lord’s Supper, and assemblies are shared experiences through which God is present to bind us together. We were baptized into one body, we eat the one body of Christ together, and we are the body of Christ in assembly united with the church triumphant as well as militant.

Discipleship

One of my favorite quotes from James A. Harding, the co-founder of Lipscomb University and the namesake of Harding University, is a comment on the practice of protracted meetings. “I have observed,” he wrote, “that those speakers as a rule secure the greatest number of accessions who dwell most upon escaping hell and getting into heaven, and least upon the importance of leading lives of absolute consecration to the Lord; in other words their converts are much more anxious to be saved than they are to follow Christ.”1

Discipleship, an obedient following of Jesus, has always been a central value of Churches of Christ. Unfortunately, sometimes this was reduced to particular ecclesial forms or minimized in other ways, or even, perhaps, located in a particular practice or outcome. Thus, while obedient discipleship remained important, it was often expressed in some authoritarian attitudes about church attendance, obedience to elders, and/or communal submission.

When “Crossroads” began highlighting discipleship as a primary way of envisioning the Christian life, this drew on the resources of the tradition as well as contemporary movements within Protestant Christianity. I remember how grateful I was for that emphasis, and I was thrilled by the potential of that renewal, though many of my contemporaries did not share my enthusiasm.

I have always thought that the separation of Churches of Christ and the Boston Movement was lamentable. Churches of Christ, rather than embracing and pursuing the value of discipleship and disciple-making, began to fear the language of discipleship and discipling, and we lost, in general, our commitment to following Jesus through making others fishers of people. Though the International Churches of Christ have experienced their own struggles with understanding and practicing discipleship and disciple-making, it is time for Churches of Christ to learn from our brothers and sisters in the International Churches of Christ. I am grateful that now there are strong movements within Churches of Christ for the renewal of discipleship and disciple-making, and I hope our two traditions might find some spaces like this to enrich each other, particularly regarding a theology of discipleship.

“Follow me,” Jesus says. Discipleship means imitating Jesus by entering into his life. We follow Jesus into the water and are baptized. We follow Jesus into the wilderness and seek solitude with God. We follow Jesus into intimacy with others and seek out friends with whom we can reveal our true selves. We follow Jesus to the tables of both the righteous and the sinner. We follow Jesus by taking up his mission in the world. We follow Jesus by apprenticing others just as he apprenticed his own disciples. Following Jesus means participating in the mission of Jesus from baptism to the table, from heralding the good news to liberating the oppressed, and from solitude in the wilderness to discipling others.

The mission of Jesus depends on apprenticing others, discipling others in the faith. We do not become disciples of Jesus in solitude or alone. We become disciples through community and apprenticeship. Others took us under their wing. They taught us, modeled life for us, invited us to walk with them, and mentored us. The call to discipleship—the invitation to participate in the life of God through Jesus—involves discipling others. Following Jesus entails inviting others to follow him as well.

Ultimately, the kingdom is about discipleship—following Jesus—rather than a self-interested notion of “getting to heaven.” Christianity is about participating in the coming of heaven to earth rather than inheriting a mansion in the sky.

Conclusion

I hope you are able to see a fundamental trajectory in my presentation. It is a movement from the wonder and awe of God’s presence to participation in the mission of God. We begin with doxology, and this fuels mission. Moreover, doxology invites us into the drama of God’s story. We enter this story through the reading of Scripture, and we rehearse in our assemblies and proclaim in our words, sacraments, and ministries. We seek to embody the story of God, and this is empowered by the presence of the Spirit who unites us, transforms us, and gifts us for the mission.

The church, moved by doxological praise and understanding God’s story, experiences the communion of God’s life through its sacraments and mission because of the work of the Spirit. Through this common practice, together we are apprenticed into the story of God as disciples of Jesus.

NOTE

1James A. Harding, “About Protracted Meetings,” Gospel Advocate 27, no. 37 (September 14, 1887): 588.










Evangelism in a New Missional Era
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Iam so honored to be invited to add my presentation to this collection of essays—a collection occasioned by the gracious hospitality offered by teachers from the ICOC to Church of Christ academicians. In 2004, the ACU Bible lectures hosted a conversation between ICOC and “mainline” churches. I moderated that conversation and felt that our conversations on those days were momentous. For the past three years, I’ve been spending a lot of time with ICOC leaders in our master’s program at Rochester University. The association, with over 30 ICOC students, has been one of the best experiences of my life. All of this is to say that I feel a certain lasting momentum, and this new publication seems like a thing God might be doing.

One and a Half Stories

I first met Ingrid (not her real name) the Sunday before Christmas. She was a firsttime visitor to our worship. I was preaching at the time at a church in a Portland, Oregon suburb. I caught her on the way out of the building, and she told me that she had just moved to the area. I asked her if she had any place to spend Christmas, and she immediately burst into tears and ran out of the building. I thought we’d never see her again. But she kept coming back, week after week. After a few weeks, I asked if she would like to find out more about our church, and she agreed to meet with me a few days later.

She explained to me that she wasn’t a Christian and hadn’t been to church much at all. But she was desperate. She had left her job in another state and her husband for what she thought was love with someone new in Portland. She came to Portland and instead found rejection, her previous life now shattered. She wanted to know if I could help her find a job and a way to reconcile with her daughter, from whom she was estranged. I told her I could find people to help her with those things, but what I did was help people find God. For months, we met every week looking for God in the Scriptures, and I threw everything I had at her for about a year. She would come prepared each week, her homework complete, and we’d talk through the Bible. At the end of each session, I would ask her what she thought of Jesus. She would shrug. “He’s ok.”

In the meantime, she kept showing up to church things. She became friends with a group of women at church. She went on outings with the youth group, such as feeding the homeless downtown or hiking in the gorge. She showed up for work days. She helped the youth minister rotate the brakes on his truck. She became a part of our community.

One morning she came to my office, and I told her, “I don’t really have anything more for you. I’ve given you all I know to talk about. What do you want to talk about?” And she said, “I thought Portland would be the promised land, but it turned out to be a wilderness, and I don’t think God is present in the wilderness.”

Wait a minute! I know a story about God in the wilderness. And I began to tell her the story of the Exodus, and tears immediately began rolling down her cheeks. I wondered whether the time with the youth group or her new group of friends might not be manna and quail to nourish her in the wilderness. Then, unprompted, she asked me if she could be baptized.

And half of another story, this one from a night at Starbucks. I was sitting uncomfortably close (within my introvert perimeter) to a young couple having a very passionate conversation about God. She was a winsome evangelical. He was a skeptical something-or-other. She was giving this her all because (or so it seemed to me) they were serious about each other, but she could only marry a Christian. This was an all-or-nothing moment for her, and she was pulling out all the stops.

And she was getting creamed.

She was not getting creamed because she lacked intellectual ability or because he was a better debater. She was getting creamed because she had a story that’s tough to defend. It wasn’t just that he disagreed with her. He was offended by her view of God.

It was a bad story because it began in the wrong starting place.

We well know the story she was telling. All of us are sinners, and it takes only one to make us unacceptable to God. And there’s hell to pay, literally. God can’t simply forgive our mistakes. His sense of justice is stronger than his mercy. He has to have a victim before he can forgive, a blood sacrifice. So, he sends his own son to die for us, to appease his otherwise unappeasable wrath.

For the young man, this made God a monster. It failed for him precisely at the level of being moral. God really can’t forgive me for a mistake unless someone dies? With all that’s wrong with the world—disease, war, hunger, slavery—God is obsessed with who I sleep with? He kept telling her that he was a good person who cared for others and took care of the earth and cared about global issues of justice. God was going to send him to hell for eating loose grapes in the grocery store, occasional road rage, or pre-marital sex?

He was not moved.

Defining “Missional”

The title assigned to me assumes that the word “missional” conditions the word “evangelism,” and in such a way that it might alter our perceptions of what the understanding and practice of evangelism should be. The word missional, therefore, is not simply another way of saying evangelism but is a lens prior to evangelism that helps us interpret what it means. Put another way, the mission of God should condition our understanding and practice of evangelism. I accept this premise.

So, it might be good to say a thing or two about what I mean by the term “missional,” which has become a widely used word in recent years without much care for precision with regard to its definition. Sometimes it just seems to mean “good” or “new,” or perhaps refers to any “outreach” being done outside of the walls of the building. These fail to adequately define the term, in my estimation.

I define “missional” in three ways. First, missional refers to the missio Dei, or the Mission of God. Mission is not an activity of the church, but the mission belongs to God in which the church participates. As Jürgen Moltmann memorably states it, “It’s not that the church has a mission, it’s that God’s mission has a church.”1 For Moltmann and others, this is because the very life of the Triune God is expressed as mission, both as a series of sendings and through mutual love that leaves room for the other.2 So, mission is not something that God does. Mission is who God is. By extension, mission is not simply an activity of the church but is the entirety of the church’s life.

This emphasis on the missio Dei served as a corrective for the post-World War II church that realized its own complicity in colonial and imperial practices of mission. To escape the gravitational pull of colonialism, the church would need to be reminded that it doesn’t exist to extend or propagate its own cultural expression of the faith but to discover its identity anew through participation in the mission of God. The emphasis given by the postwar missionary movement to the missio Dei marks the origin of the term “missional.” The emphasis on missio Dei, it was hoped, would give the church a critical moment before it too easily identified itself with the kingdom of God.

Second, the word missional, in my opinion, is not best understood as an adjective for the word “church.” Maybe you’ve heard the term “missional church”: in fact, there is a seminal multi-authored book by that title.3 Still, I prefer the phrase “new missional era” to that of “missional church.” The “new missional era” refers to the effective end of Christendom in the West. The church and the larger cultural structures of power and influence are no longer closely aligned. The era of Christendom is past, and a new era is underway in which the church finds itself less at the center of social and cultural power.

So, how would one know that we’re in a post-Christendom era? I get knowing looks when I tell church leaders, “You’re doing everything you know to do, better than you’ve ever done it before, but with diminishing impact.” This suggests to me not that we’re incompetent, but rather that the world has changed, and continues to change, in fundamental ways. We experience this change as a loss of cultural power and notice it in things like youth sports, which no longer hold the sabbath as holy, to name one of many examples. The missional impulse is not to recover a lost “Christian civilization,” but to learn again what it means to be the people of God at the margins, apart from the trappings of social and political power, where the gospel is more clearly perceived as good news for all.

Lesslie Newbigin is the seminal figure in the theological and philosophical recognition of the new era in which we exist. In books like The Open Secret, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society, and Foolishness to the Greeks,4 he sketched the contours of a new missiology for our own contexts. In other words, we are in a missionary engagement within our own cultural context. In these books, he defined what he termed “the modern dogma,” the philosophical legacy of the Enlightenment, that we now simply assume about our world and which mitigates against belief. We live, as Charles Taylor and others note, as buffered selves in a disenchanted world.5

All of this brings me to my third definition. Missional carries an implied critique of modernity. The spirit of modernity would include things like the “turn to the subject,” in which the individual is the final arbiter on all matters; a loss of mystery, or, to use Taylor’s word, “enchantment”; and a fact-value split that relegates religion to the private sphere of personal values (Jesus in your heart). I don’t have space to go into this in depth here, but let’s simply be reminded that the Stone-Campbell movement in all of its forms is a direct heir of modernity. We stand in the legacy of the common-sense rationalism we inherited from people like Locke, Reid, and, before them, Descartes and Spinoza. We are therefore in the crosshairs of any critique of modernity, including ecclesial practices such as evangelism.

To review, I define missional around three connected impulses: the missio Dei, a new missional era, and its implied critique of the modern dogma. Now, I want to provide a few suggestions as to how this understanding of missional would impact our perceptions and practices of evangelism.

Evangelism in a New Missional Era

To use a Starbuck’s metaphor, when seen from God’s perspective, salvation is venti, but we’ve ordered only a tall. Our view of salvation is too small. Beginning with the missio Dei allows a larger view to emerge, and in this case, the starting place is huge. Beginning with the missio Dei would move the focus of salvation from an anthropocentric (human) perspective to a theocentric (God-centered) one. I’ll have more to say about the view of what it means to be human later, but for now I’ll just state that the drama of evangelism we enact tends to begin with a human problem, rather than what God is hoping to accomplish on the day of the Lord. Our practice of evangelism begins with the question, “How can an individual sinner overcome personal guilt before God and secure eternal life?” It is a different question, though not an unrelated one, to ask, “What is God doing to reconcile all things to God’s self, whether things in heaven or on earth, so that on the day of the Lord God will be all in all?”

The first question—a question the Bible is less concerned with—leads to serious distortion when made the primary concern. I’ll summarize these deficiencies by reiterating that this view of salvation is too small. All that matters when you begin with this question is the destiny of the individual. But God is interested in something bigger than just the individual. Prior to the salvation of the individual, in my view, is the formation of an eschatological community, one in which human distinctions are overcome and a different manner of life is shared (forgiveness, sharing possessions, non-violence, etc.). This community is not only the sign of God’s righteousness, but also the vehicle through which individuals experience their salvation in God’s economy. This is nothing short of a new creation. But this new creation also includes non-human creation. As Paul writes, “For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God. Creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will, but by the will of the one who subjected it in hope that creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God” (Rom. 8:19–20). That salvation includes more than non-material realities. He goes on to add that “we ourselves who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies” (8:21). As Isaac Watts put things in “Joy to the World,” “He comes to make his blessings known, far as the curse is found.”6

This larger picture of salvation is what Jesus was proclaiming and embodying under the banner of the kingdom of God. The kingdom is life as it would be if God ordered the world, in contrast to the world given to us by the principalities and power of this evil age. The kingdom of God is not a spiritual kingdom, as opposed to a material kingdom. Jesus simply would not recognize that distinction. God’s kingdom brings real material and social conditions, especially for those overlooked in the economies and power relations characteristic of other kingdoms. This is all a part of salvation.

So, let’s go back to that Starbucks situation I described earlier. Remember the young woman who was trying to convert her boyfriend? There is a lot to critique here, but I want to look at the starting place in her story. Her story had as its center the problem of individual sin. Everything flowed from that premise. As a result, her rhetorical strategy began by isolating him in his sin and warning him of the grave dangers to him personally.

Now let’s try on a story that doesn’t begin with the individual as the issue. What if she had started this way:

We live in a world that is totally screwed up. Sex-trafficking, poverty, disease, environmental disasters. We’ve made a hash of it. (He agrees.) And being a really good person isn’t the answer. We’re both really good people and know a lot of other really good people, and we fix some things, and some don’t get any better, and some get worse. (He agrees.) Even science, which makes our lives better in so many ways, also threatens to wipe us from the face of the earth. (He agrees.) And my question is, where is God in all of this? (And he agrees and hopes you have a satisfying answer.) The Christian story says that God has revealed his power in a story of selfless love, which is the opposite of what the Bible calls sin and identifies as the root of this whole mess. God’s solution to the problem is not power as “control over” the contingencies of this life. Rather, the Christian view of the world is that God suffers with us, joins us, endures with us, and works for justice through paths of faithful love. Love, not as an emotion, but love as a way of always acting for us. And ultimately, this is the power through which all things will be made whole.

The death of Jesus on a Roman cross is a demonstration that there is no power or circumstance that places us outside of his love. And his resurrection from the dead says to us that the powers of sin and death don’t have the final word. This way of love expresses itself in a community of people who do not live for themselves, but for the sake of others. This community consists of more than just good people or moral people. Christians hardly have that market cornered, but it takes people who share a commitment to this way of being in the world. And when you live this way with others, you learn to recognize the unmistakable ways that God shows up, like those moments of power when we learn to forgive each other the way God lavishly forgives us. And when I live in this story, I find myself being transformed by the love of God. The way this world gets on you and in you and contaminates you and weighs you down with shame and guilt and condemnation is defeated. And this transformed way of life survives everything, even death.

You get the idea.

So, we’ve seen one way in which the notion of the missio Dei conditions evangelism. Let’s skip for the moment the idea of a new missional era and talk about an implication of the critique of the modern dogma.

I want to begin with James Smith’s work in which he characterizes what he calls “a Cartesian anthropology.” By this he means to indicate the way modernity viewed the person post-René Descartes. Descartes’s famous dictum, “I think, therefore I am,” liberated the individual from the supposed corrosive effects of tradition and superstition, of creeds and empty rituals, and left the private judgment of the individual supreme. For Descartes and others, the interior of the individual is where all the good stuff happens, whether through rationalism (the Stone-Campbell side of the enlightenment) or romanticism. Smith suggests that for many impacted by modernity, humans are essentially “brains on sticks.” While this way of viewing what it means to be human is being roundly critiqued from many sides, the pervasive legacy remains embedded in practices, speech, and traditions.7

In his book Why Salvation?, Joel Green notes that practices of personal evangelism and modern revivals emerged in relation to this modern view of the person. Citing Charles Taylor’s notion of the buffered self, our practice of evangelism assumes that conversion is primarily about believing the right set of propositions. For Green, this focus on the rational individual misses larger views of salvation suggested by the metaphors of liberation and healing.8

I’m going to go out on a limb here and suggest that most of our approaches to evangelism correspond to the “brains on sticks” notions of what it means to be human. I’ll let readers decide whether their approach to evangelism is geared toward getting individuals to agree to certain propositions, or if the primary method of evangelism is to engage in Bible study, or if there is a one-size-fits-all set of materials that walks the individual toward “decision.” I can speak from my own experience that these kinds of approaches are legion.

Before I offer an alternative, let me be clear. Rationality is not bad. Propositions in and of themselves are not a problem. I’d rather hear or read something well-reasoned than not. The question is more related to how humans are actually moved, changed, or converted. To return to Smith, while we are not simply brains on sticks, we are desirous creatures—or, to use his phrase, “we are what we love.” Desire comes not through the mind but through the body, or through repetitive embodied practices. We are, he suggests, liturgical animals. Which leads me to my final point.

As Charles Taylor has well documented, we live in an age where the assumptions of belief in a transcendent realm are no longer assumed. We live instead in a secular age characterized by a buffered self and a disenchanted world. Placed alongside Taylor’s observations are those of Robert Webber, who suggests that we have traditionally thought of evangelism as a progression from believing to belonging to behaving. Whether Webber is right about that from a historical perspective or not (and I have some doubts), I think the opposite might be true in a post-Christendom era where belief has much to overcome. Belief might be the last thing that gets settled for someone coming to faith.

In keeping with an embodied, relational anthropology, the way many might become Christians in our new missional era begins with behaving (embodied practices)—not in some moralistic sense, but more in terms of justice and mercy. Next might come belonging (community), in which the art of living together according to the way of Jesus is experienced as healing and good. Belief would emerge last in many cases, and not in relation to a chain of ideas that make a satisfying rational construct. Rather, belief here will be tied to the actual conditions of life. Are the things believed tied to the real practices of a meaningful community? Is there a necessary correlation between what we believe and how we live?

Let’s return to the story of Ingrid. I assumed that getting belief solved would be the primary way she would come to faith. It turned out to be the case that the church was more the evangelist than I was. Her conversion began with behaving and belonging as she made friends, served the poor, and found a loving community. It was only in light of that experience that the stories of faith took on lasting meaning. She was not an abstraction, a person for whom a one-size-fits-all approach would work. She was a specific person with a story of her own that was altered first by the practices of our community of faith, and then by a very specific story of deliverance and salvation that made sense of her own feeling of lostness.

I have chosen three places where the word “missional” conditions the word “evangelism.” Others could be added. Missional represents a fundamental shift in imagination more than it does the adding or subtracting of programs. As such, it is impossible to suss out every implication of a new imagination beforehand. However, I believe that a shift toward a missional imagination as it relates to evangelism will enrich the church’s life in good and important ways.
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WAITING

KELLY KEYSER

1

Waiting for the rap at the door

Waiting for the blood to dry

This Sabbath doesn’t feel like rest

Waiting – are we forsaken too?

We have failed you at the tomb, the grave cloths hastily wrapped.

It was the day we sat in brokenness

Before the deep breath of overcoming

2

Waiting for the doctor’s report

Waiting for a phone call imagining the worst

This was the day the news sank in

It was the day we couldn’t feel you here

We forget that deep breath

We forget to take heart

That we would sit and wait knowing you will come, that you are already here.










A Woman’s Journey through the Church of Christ and the International Church Of Christ

JEANIE SHAW




As a young girl, I noticed that the women in my church were kind souls who actively participated in “womanly roles” such as teaching children while, at the same time, carefully maneuvering flannel board figures, cooking food for “dinners on the grounds,” and laundering baptismal garments. Meanwhile, I listened with bated breath as our church’s missionary to Thailand spoke of Jesus changing lives around the world. I do not mean to discount or undervalue the contributions of these loving women, as all are meaningful acts of service in God’s church. But as a young girl, I often wished I had been born a male so I could do more to “change the world.” My journey took many turns and twists in the church through various life transitions as I sought, and still seek, to serve God and others with the gifts He has entrusted to me as a woman.

Naïve, but eager

As a teenager, I had the good fortune of being inspired by an older woman who taught the Bible to her neighbors and to other women in the church. She was an excellent teacher whose life seemed to impact others for God. Her example encouraged my eager, young soul. She mentored me and prayed with me every week from the time I was a new Christian at fourteen years old until I got married at the ripe old age of twenty. I began to imagine that perhaps a woman could play a significant role in the kingdom of God—at least with other women.

Throughout my school years, I held many leadership positions. I even led the prayer at my graduation ceremony with a thousand seniors, oblivious to any thought about praying in a mixed audience. There was no teen ministry in my church (Church of Christ) at the time, but I still wanted to change the world. I knew the only way to do this was through Jesus. I shared my faith and studied the Bible with both my girl and guy friends at school. When I was in college at the University of Florida, the campus ministry grew quickly. It was an exciting, faith-building time. During our college devotionals, I remember both men and women sharing Scriptures and leading songs, but over time we seemed to separate more and more. The men often studied the Bible with the women, except for women’s counselors who were employed by the church and studied with other women. They were not professionally trained counselors but did help to begin a ministry with women. It was a known “truth” that if a female wanted to be in the ministry, she must marry a man who would be in the ministry.

As a young bride, I served with my husband in the campus ministry in Raleigh, North Carolina. (Fortunately for me, I married a wonderful, godly man who had a passion for the ministry.) After we graduated from the University of Florida, he was employed as a campus minister in North Carolina. I led numerous Bible talks for women but was employed as the church secretary. I assisted with whatever secretarial work the preacher needed and published the bulletin on an old mimeograph machine. (Some of you may need to look in a museum to learn the intricacies of this ancient machine.) I led Bible talks (soul talks) not only for campus girls, but also for married women. I was young and naïve, but eager. A fire was ignited within the married women’s Bible study group as some of their friends were baptized. I encouraged the minister’s wife to become more involved in leading, which I came to realize was a big mistake. Her husband made it clear that he was the minister, and she had no role in ministry or sharing her faith. I quickly learned the unspoken understanding that the role of ministry was for men. I also remember all too well a day when I invited a visiting preacher, who had preached an outstanding sermon for the church the day before, to be a guest speaker at our next women’s Bible discussion. We had visitors in attendance. Instead of talking about what I had requested of him, he spent the entire session teaching about the sin of women praying in the presence of men. I was horrified and hurt, knowing that this was a terrible reflection of Jesus for our friends.

During our first few summers in the ministry, my husband earned a master’s degree from Abilene Christian University. I wanted to take some classes along with him, but this was not seen as my place. Instead, I cleaned houses and sold Avon products. Later, he felt bad about this and encouraged me in my further education. He was not being unkind at the time; this was simply the culture of the church. While he was on his deathbed last year, I asked him if he still felt good about my desire to pursue a doctorate and teach. With a huge smile, he nodded and, in his faint whisper, told me how proud he was of me. For many years, a woman could not major in Bible in most of our Christian colleges. That has changed, but finding ways to use such education can still be difficult for women. Recently, a bright and godly sister in her twenties told me that though she longed to pursue her graduate degree in biblical studies, there was really no place for her to use it in the church.

Beginnings of Women’s Ministry

In my next ministry experience, the responsibility of the preacher’s wife was to run a preschool at the church building. My husband was the “pulpit preacher,” so during that stint I learned a new skill of running a preschool. Women were not yet a part of ministry as I experienced it, still confined as they were to the “womanly” roles I had observed as a young girl.

After several years in this church, my husband and I planted a church in Charlotte, North Carolina, with the encouragement and support of a few who were converted during our time in the campus ministry. Because we started small, with thirteen people, we met as a house church until we could no longer fit in the house. It seemed natural for the men and women to contribute more equally in this setting. In 1987, we desired to participate in world missions and moved to Boston to be part of the Boston Church of Christ. At that time, the women’s involvement was similar to what I had observed at Crossroads in my campus ministry experience, except that leadership training and discipling for women was available, encouraged, and expected. Even before I arrived, I had listened to numerous cassette tapes of a couple of Boston women preaching (to other women), and my heart skipped a beat. I was thrilled to hear women using their gifts of leadership and preaching to other women. I strove to learn from these women. Still, women did not have much of a presence in the service, and the men often still studied the Bible with women. The lack of presence of women in the service was sometimes confusing to women who came to visit, although in contrast, many had never seen strong, godly men, so they were encouraged by their strong presence.

Several women who were gifted in leadership and teaching roles soon realized that women should train women for leadership. They also understood that women’s needs were unique, and women could more aptly address them. “Women’s Days” became big events. Sometimes attended by groups of thousands and sometimes by hundreds, these were evangelistic events that usually had more visitors than members in attendance. They included preaching, sharing, and entertainment by women and for women. These events not only ministered to women’s felt needs but also provided leadership and training opportunities for organizational and public leadership skills. As women grew in their effectiveness in training women and leading ministries for women, they were appointed “women’s counselors.” Since these women were not professionally trained as counselors, the name was changed to women’s ministry leaders. It was an honor to be appointed a women’s ministry leader. Almost without exception, this recognition was bestowed in the form of a husband/wife team, with the man appointed an evangelist and his wife a women’s ministry leader. Interestingly, I remember receiving flowers while my husband received a Bible. In later years, this tradition was changed so that women also received a Bible. Leadership of women by women was an evolving dynamic, and a dynamic evolution.

Women’s Ministry Beginnings—Strengths and Challenges

Soon after I arrived in Boston, women began to be paid for their work in the church. Though they were paid a much smaller amount than the men, this was still an encouraging move for the sisters, as the wives had also worked full time while only the men were paid. Some single women were added to church staffs, working with teen or campus women. More recently, a few single women had been hired to work with other single women. This was also encouraging to sisters. Overall, most ministries hired couples for ministry. If the husband became unable to do ministry for a variety of reasons, or if he died, the wives were without ministry jobs. Sometimes this happened overnight, which was a challenge to women. Women soon learned that they needed to have another skill on standby, in case the ministry did not work out for their husbands. A few years ago, I invited a woman who was no longer in the ministry to speak at a women’s event. She was surprised that I would ask her, since her role had changed. I asked her if she knew less since her role changed, or if perhaps with the transition that she might even have learned more. How easy it is at times to let traditions of ministry supersede new, and perhaps improved, practices.

Though a ministry couple is a great asset, their role in ministry is not always sustainable for that couple or for the church. While I think this partnership in ministry is an excellent choice when the majority of a congregation consists of families, this practice, if not carefully employed, can cause single women to feel as though they have few opportunities to use their gifts of leadership. For sisters who have never married, who have been divorced because of a husband’s adultery or desertion, who have become widows, or have husbands who are not part of the church, there are often few opportunities for them to use their gifts in the church. Their voices can be drowned out, even more so than the voices of married women. As I have painfully transitioned from a happily married woman to a widow, I have seen and experienced this dilemma more keenly. My heart aches for these women, and I pray that as a movement we can give careful thought and prayer so that women who are gifted in leadership, teaching, and administration (often reserved for men) can freely use their gifts, no matter their stage in life. Sadly, many find their gifts more welcomed in their businesses and communities than in the church. I will share several thoughts from faithful, single, Christian women. Whether they are all fully accurate or not, they are deeply felt, and often expressed to me with deep pain and tears.


[image: images]I feel I cannot lead in the women’s ministry without a husband.

[image: images]Without a husband, my voice cannot be an influence in leadership.

[image: images]As a single, because I have not been invested in, I can feel that I am of little worth.

[image: images]I love to teach, and I have a gift for teaching. I thought about writing a book using a pseudonym so I could possibly be heard. I asked some brothers when the last time was that they read a book by a woman, and their response was disheartening. I find I have to use my gift of teaching outside of the church.

[image: images]If I have something to discuss that I feel may be discounted or not heard well by brothers, I first rehearse it over and over with several sisters to make sure I am saying it just right in order to have a chance at being heard. This is exhausting.

[image: images]If I feel something needs to be discussed or I have an insight into something I think can be of value, I must convince a sister that this is an important issue and then try to convince her to talk to her husband about it.

[image: images]I am called to follow everyone else’s husband, though I am not married to any of them. I don’t understand this.

[image: images]Is the Holy Spirit, along with the gifts the Spirit gives, any less in my heart both as a woman and as a single than a man or a married person?

[image: images]Most often I find that things are preached from the perspective of a married man.



When I was approached to write this article, I was encouraged to challenge our thinking. I pray these raw feelings can be considered with great love that can bring greater understanding and greater inclusion. I have heard it said that diversity is when you have (whatever group) in the room, and inclusion is when they feel like they belong.

Wine, Women, and Song

In 1993, the ICOC top leadership preached a sermon throughout the ICOC churches on “wine, women, and song.” This teaching was a short biblical exposition intended to change our practices so as to allow for instrumental music, the responsible use of alcohol, and limited worship presence from women as ushers, part-singers, testimony sharers at communion, and women baptizing women. After this “new teaching,” women began part-singing up front, baptizing women, sharing their testimonies before communion, and passing the plates. It seemed so odd and questionable at first, but now it is part of our culture. I remembered back to some years prior when, after studying the Bible with a neighbor, I asked her who she would like to baptize her. She responded, “You, of course.” I told her that only men baptized people. She wanted to understand why. It had never crossed my mind to baptize her, as that to me would be a near-heretical action. She was ready to be baptized, so I asked my husband to baptize her. Later, I wondered why women did not do this. Where in the Bible did it prohibit women from baptizing? History tells us that in early cultures it was a common occurrence for women to baptize women. Many baptisms took place without clothing, so it was appropriate that only women baptized women. No matter the view one has on authority, the baptizer holds none.

During our studies, I had also noticed beer in this woman’s refrigerator. I told her she would need to give up alcohol to become a Christian. She was willing but wanted to understand the Scriptures on this teaching. While trying to explain it to her, I realized I had been wrong. I was not used to asking why, as critical thinking was seen as…well, being critical toward God and the Bible. This created an integrity dilemma for me. If I searched for answers, would I open a can of worms that would crawl all over me and consume me? This dilemma continued to trouble me and was a catalyst for my later personal studies on various “issues,” including women in the church. I studied this topic for years, prompting a book I wrote that is intended to elicit more discussions on the subject. I am happy to report that my studies, addressing troubling issues, and learning to read the Bible in its cultural context, have only increased my faith in God’s powerful story of grace and truth as revealed in the Scriptures, culminating in Jesus.

While opportunities for women using their gifts increased, some members from traditional church backgrounds struggled mightily. A small number left for fellowships that practiced according to their consciences, mainly concerning their views on instrumental music. As mentioned above, I had always been taught that drinking wine, beer, and other alcoholic beverages was sinful, as was singing with instrumental accompaniment, and I had previously taught individual Bible studies on the perils of wine, women, and song. It was a new, eye-opening exercise for me to examine the Scriptures outside of my traditions, to determine whether my traditions were cultural or built on transcending principles. Was I selective in my interpretation, taking some things literally while simply ignoring other passages in the same context of Scripture? I discovered that some traditions I had held lacked biblical support, while others were clearly transcending principles. The questions about which biblical teachings are cultural and which are transcending have dogged interpreters for centuries, and scholars have often drawn entirely different conclusions. In my nearly seven decades in the Churches of Christ and International Churches of Christ, our cultural habits have evolved as we study and pray for God’s wisdom. As the culture of our youth changes at warp speed, I pray we can provide a safe place for continuing conversations, questions, and studies.

Disoriented and Reoriented

In 2002–3, our fellowship experienced quite a hiccup. Perhaps another bodily term— that of esophageal spasms—would more accurately describe this time, but nonetheless, some of our weaknesses and sins caught up with us. Repentance was needed. People were still getting baptized but were going out the back door too quickly. Pride, harshness, competition, lack of teamwork, and clergy/laity entitlement tendencies were addressed. Certainly there were many exceptions, and, as one with a frontrow seat to leadership since my husband was an elder, I observed that most leaders deeply desired to please God and see His church grow. One of the many things I love and appreciate about our movement is the willingness to repent and grow. Any time people think they have the correct version of all truth in their back pockets, God always find ways to humble them (us). Unfortunately for us, painful fallout resulted from several years of chaos, and women’s ministry took a big hit. As contributions dwindled, the women were the first staff members to be laid off. Some of them did not want to be in the ministry during the heat of the backlash. Some men seemed to be more comfortable with singular leadership and did not facilitate time for women’s leadership via classes and training. As a result of this time, many women leaders lacked confidence, support, and faith. This often hurt the faith of the members, but faithful Christians had not been converted to leaders; they had been converted to Jesus and weren’t going anywhere. They understood that the church is not a display of perfection, and many men and women stepped up to help fill the gaps.

As the church went from disorientation to reorientation, the women soon realized that a disciple’s ministry was not that difficult to understand or practice, and we needed to return to basic discipleship, loving God with all our hearts, minds, souls, and strength, and loving our neighbor as ourselves. Gradually, to help unite the women’s global ministry and to support smaller churches that had no full-time women’s leadership, a women’s service team was formed to focus on the increasing needs of the sisters in our churches around the world. I had the opportunity to chair this team for several years, and our goal was to inspire and provide women (both leaders and members) around the world with comradery, faith, and resources. We built a website for communication and sharing resources and began an annual international day of prayer, fasting, and action that still takes place annually on International Women’s Day, March 8. Today, the women’s service team has taken its mission to new heights, providing needed attention to women in various cultures, life stages, and ages. I was moved, over the past year, to have participated in two international Zoom calls for widows put together by the women’s service team. Currently, our fellowship is studying the role of women in the church, spearheaded by a scholarly book entitled The Bible and Gender, written by a task force of the ICOC teachers and published in 2020. This same year, two other books were published on this topic from our combined COC and ICOC fellowships: one by John Mark Hicks, a professor at Lipscomb University, entitled Women Serving God, and another that I wrote, entitled The View from Paul’s Window: Paul’s Teachings on Women. These books showcase some of the varying thoughts on interpretation concerning women in the church within our sphere.

Church Culture and Women’s Ministry

We have gone through many cultural shifts in the world and in our churches in my lifetime. Several hundred years ago (before my time; I’m not that old!), near the beginning of the Restoration Movement, some women preached in churches and also served as missionaries. This issue resulted in a division in the too-easily splintering church, as the issue of women’s voting brought with it a new cry to limit women’s roles in the church. In particular, a sharp statement was delivered by respected church leader E.W. Herndon, a friend of David Lipscomb, who declared that “Voting women violated the scriptural principle of wives being submissive to their husbands.” He added, “If the saloons cannot be destroyed except by woman’s suffrage, let the saloons stay.”1 Lipscomb later warned his Christian sisters that “‘women in pants,’ on the rostrum [podium] or managing conventions not only disobey Paul’s commands for silence but are also in danger of ‘eternal death’ in spite of all their ‘tender, tearful, heartfelt talks.’”2

Within our changing culture, it is crucial to hold to the teachings of Scripture as they pertain to sin and righteousness, as the church strives to be a kingdom set apart, a holy people. Certainly, as in the early church, where idolatry and immorality crept into the fellowship, sin in our culture can slowly creep in, akin to the story of the frog who failed to jump out of a pot of water that very gradually heated up until it killed him. Gruesome picture, I know, but applicable. However, I believe we cannot gain the full message and intent of many difficult-to-understand Scriptures without carefully considering the context with open hearts and minds.

Determining what is cultural and what are transcending principles is not an easy task. Even in our fellowship over the years, our culture has changed time and again, as Gordon Ferguson noted in a blurb recorded in my book:

I find it interesting that we as a fellowship of churches have continued to adapt our practices both consciously and unconsciously. Women were hired to be “in the ministry” fairly early on but were limited in ways that Jeanie mentions. A couple of decades ago, we discussed and accepted the ideas of women baptizing women, women serving as ushers and passers of communion trays, and women sharing thoughts along with their husbands in communion talks.

Gradually we began to accept more public types of participation. Married couples taught together about marriage and parenting principles, and at times men and women have taught together on various other topics. We may have prefaced such team teaching with the statements that the women were addressing women, but the men didn’t insert earplugs when the women were teaching, and I was often as convicted and inspired by what the women taught as by the men’s teaching (sometimes more so). The question is whether we “drifted” into these changes or gradually adapted to the culture changes around us without violating Scriptures. I tend to answer that it was the latter. Paul became all things to all people in order to save as many as possible. I want to do the same. I distinctly recall many instances as a younger person thinking that the older generations were old-fashioned and out of touch with reality. Our young people in the church often view us in the same way. I think that we were often accurate in our assessments—as are many in the younger generations today. Thus, I am more than willing to reconsider our views of the women’s roles in the church as a part of being willing (anxious, actually) to become all things to all people in order to save as many as possible.

Whether we all end up in complete agreement or not (we won’t), we will be enriched by further study and less likely to be entrenched in views that are more opinion than we previously thought.3

We have a church culture, and we are affected by it in more ways than we realize. I am sure that I am. We are often blind to our own cultural tendencies. For men, who have had the voice and the authority in the church, it can be hard to understand how deeply some traditions affect our sisters. The only way to find out what they think is to have honest, safe discussions on these topics. This sensitivity affects both men and women, as a brother, who is a leader in my church, shared after reading my book’s manuscript:

Your book stirred up many emotions for me. First, it brought to the forefront my personal reflection on how being a dad of daughters and no sons affects my role in God’s kingdom. I’ve at times lamented the lesser influence I may have because the people I can most influence in this world are female. Some Old Testament narratives and earthly culture suggest the notion I have failed in some way by not having a son. It’s hard for me to separate from that notion, and I’ve felt that certain Scriptures and the way I’ve understood them only perpetuate it. I cry as I type this, tapping into this feeling that, frankly, I have suppressed unknowingly. If I feel less valuable because of this notion, I can only imagine how my daughters (wife, mother, sisters, etc.) feel. The transcending gospel message rejects this notion, and I need to take that thought captive and make it obedient to Christ.4

Understanding and unity

God calls on us all to be respectful and considerate of one another. If the brothers understand the difficulty for women in speaking up in a male-dominated culture, that will help. Discussions concerning gender and the ways in which men and women treat each other provide an opportunity for godly respect to shine, when women in the world are attuned to disrespect from men, and men attuned to the same from women. For women in the church, it can feel intimidating to speak up to men, even when women have deeply held convictions because in our practices, men have always held the authority. As I write, I will take care to vet this article with several others before I submit it. Did I say too much? Am I saying this respectfully? How is my tone? While these things are genuinely important to me, it can feel discouraging and exhausting to fear that a feminine voice will not be heard because it may be deemed less worthy of consideration or comes across as too strong. With this in mind, I feel deep gratitude for the invitation to write this narrative of recent history of women in the church in our movement. In the instructions, I was encouraged to challenge our thinking. I cry as I type this, as this invitation shows both humility and a desire to practice greater inclusion of our sisters. Thank you, Teleios staff.

I find it important to understand and respect the differing views on women in the church. Scholars have debated the use of women’s gifts in ministry for centuries. Even as our teachers’ task force compiled the book The Bible and Gender, one of the teachers wisely cautioned the group:

I think we also have to be aware of our own history and tendency to want to find a blueprint/pattern that can be applied for all time to all peoples and in all places. I’m not sure that was God’s/the author’s intention for many of these passages (mostly ad hoc letters), although I recognize that there are clearly some universal principles to be found in some of the passages. Many of the relevant passages we have identified are difficult passages and I think we have to develop some level of comfort in saying at the end of the day that there are different ways that they (the difficult passages) can be reasonably interpreted, and allow room for people within our fellowship to hold to these different interpretations in good conscience. Also, I think we must recognize that the different cultures in our worldwide fellowship will defy any attempt to successfully impose a standard approach we seek to discern from Scripture.

I pray that we can heed the words of my wise brother on the task force. History has shown that the Restoration Movement, initially designed to find unity, has too often resulted in many divisions. I dream of a day when we can practice the words of theologian Rupertus Meldenius: “In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; in all things, charity.”

Looking back to move forward

As we strive to journey closer to God’s heart and intent, I long for the church to become more of a place where the older Annas and the younger daughters of Philip can joyfully proclaim God’s Word within the church, and a place where the Priscillas are trusted to engage influential men and women in Bible teaching and are respected as fellow-workers in the church. I dream of an atmosphere where the Deborahs of today can use their God-given leadership gifts and a place where the Euodias and Syntyches have such influence in the church that it is crucial that they agree. I dream of a place where the Huldahs can both offer and be sought out for their wise counsel to men and women. I am eager for the church to become a place where the daughters of Shallum can help rebuild broken walls for restoration and the Phoebes can be entrusted with delivering and reading letters of great importance to the church. I long for a culture of love and humility, and I long for all women, young and old, single and married, to freely use their God-given gifts to the glory of God and the building up of the church.


For just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function,

so in Christ we, though many, form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.

We have different gifts, according to the grace given to each of us. If your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with your faith;

if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then teach;

if it is to encourage, then give encouragement; if it is giving, then give generously; if it is to lead, do it diligently; if it is to show mercy, do it cheerfully.

Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.

Be devoted to one another in love. Honor one another above yourselves. (Rom 12:4–10)
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SACRED PLACES

Sept. 24, 2020

CAELAN KNOX




I dream of mountains beyond the horizon,
elusive summits,
a mirage in the sky.

I envision peaks of grandeur

seen only by those

with eyes to see.

I long for glorious vistas that appear

to the enlightened

who enter the fire.

I stand atop the Seven Story Mountain

to attempt the Ascent of Mount Carmel

and enter the Cloud of Unknowing.

The object of longing, invisible,

sinner to saint

doubt to faith.

I seek the unseeable,

the illusion, the unattainable,

an inaccessible entrance.

My own personal Shangri-La,

My Mount Qaf in the desert of Iran,

My palace in K’un-lun, seen every fifteen years,

My Tír na nÓg, west of Ireland

My Elysian Fields, described by Homer

My Asgard, with Valhalla and the Rainbow Bridge

My Avalon, the Isle of Apples and Excalibur

My Shambhala, north of Bodh Gaya,

My Mountain of the Moons above the Nile

My five-peaked Meru in the Himalayas

My Sinai,

Mountain of Yahweh,

Gate of Eden,

Mount of Transfiguration,

Entrance to Paradise,

Mount Zion, the earth’s navel,

where I touched Mohammed’s beard,

swam in the fountains of David and Solomon

and communed with Jesus.

Elusive sacred places for the initiated

who are drawn to its light

and enter the shrine,

the Holy of Holies,

built by monks and mystics,

seasoned by wind and rain,

tested by time.

First desert,

then mountain,

then cloud.

In doubt, I believe.

In blindness, I see.

In silence, I hear.

In absence, I sense his presence.

The fire draws me in.

I enter the flame.

I am engulfed,

but not consumed.










GUILTY OF PENANCE

ANDREW NEAL




Forgive me Father,

For I, Your Servant, have sinned.

Your Servant would be so elated,
If You, Mine Father, did this sinner in.

My Sins are immense,
My Guilt, exceeds far greater.
Your Servant writhes in great agony,
As he laments what soon will come later.

The flames lick my heels,
As I fear for my Demise.

I sweat from the threat of Tartarus,
Knowing a throne is reserved for my size.

So call forth Your blade
To cleave Your Servant in two

I cannot live with my wicked soul,
So take up arms and run this sinner through.

Call out the Thornbush
To prick my mischievous hands

Wrap them around my limbs of violence,
Bound and nailed deep by Your higher command.

Coil them further yet
Across my shameful visage

Suffer me as You have done for us,
Cut Your Servant into Your own image.

Let them pierce my flesh,
Hook and pull apart by piece

Tug my sinew, unweave me like yarn,
Caught on Your ragged thorns that never cease.

Your Servant be proud
To adorn Your mangled robe.

Twisted and heavy, slickened with red,
Your Holy raiment I’d gladly show.

Suffer me to yell,
To cry out in wretched pain,

O Father, hear my wails of sorrow
As You’re yet to pour out Your fiery rain.

As I call for thorns,
And for fire to be cast down,

Your Servant wishes to grip Your spines
And bathe in the flames that splatter the ground.

O Lord, forgive me,
Blessed is Your great Mercy.

Turn Your retribution inward thus,
Sharp rebuke instead of this weight, I plead.

Agony I hold,
My right of sin bears heavy.

I can bear my heritage no more,
So I beg You draw Your weapons ready.

Am I wrong to ask,
You so Holy and Righteous,

You who suffer us only to Love,
That You bring Misery to my crisis?

I deserve no slack
Your unsightly creation
Please grant me, Your Servant, no quarter
Who abased themselves with vile sensation.

If not for my sin,
Then for Prideful Blasphemy.

That I, Your Servant, accuse my Lord,
Of molding my wretched Humanity.










HIT ME IN THE HEAD WITH A ROCK

ALBERT HALEY




And so it’s come to this.

A longing for someone to snap
my ribs like twigs.

Let this hard heart leap
and shatter on the sidewalk.

I’ve become weary of being me,
you see.

Tired too of those who counsel
restraint as the patient slips deeper

into a never-ending coma
called My Life So Far—

Time to be treated
by medieval barbers with razors

and bleeding bowls.

Afterwards send in a brigade
of butchers wielding cleavers.

By then I’ll be reeling and ready
for the bug-eyed prophet, trudging

over mountains, through deep valleys.

Just what the doctor didn’t order,
yet I have it on good authority

he awakens sleepers, makes dry bones
stand up and rattle.

I’ll hold still as his hand
grasps the crude tool of the ancient trade.

Go ahead, hit me in the head with a rock,
my lovely holy one.

I want to start over.
Let’s get this job done.







BLEAK OPTIMISM | Howard Hill
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Barclay Key | Race and Restoration:
Churches of Christ and the Black Freedom Struggle

Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2020 | 272 pp. | $45.00




Barclay Key’s Race and Restoration joins several important recent works on race and racial injustice in the Stone-Campbell Movement and Churches of Christ. Key is an associate professor of history at the University of Arkansas at Little Rock, and the book is a revision of his doctoral dissertation from the University of Florida. Key focuses on desegregation and the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 60s but also provides context by recounting events prior to and immediately following these crucial developments. Key writes as a careful but detached historian, though he clearly has a background in Churches of Christ and discloses that his degrees include a Master of Divinity from Lipscomb University. Still, he likely describes himself in the book’s last sentence when he speaks of “subsequent generations” who “have become increasingly cynical about faith questions, ‘the race question,’ and the denomination’s answers to them” (197).

Race and Restoration is well-researched, accessible, and engagingly written. It could serve as an undergraduate or graduate textbook, as well as a selection for a book club or study group. Key examines Sunday school literature, church bulletins, sermons, journal articles, radio broadcasts, books, newspapers, letters, and more to reconstruct racial attitudes and behaviors of both Black and white members of Churches of Christ. He tells the story of desegregation at schools associated with Churches of Christ, focusing on Abilene Christian and Harding Universities. Key presents the biblical justifications that white, and even Black, leaders gave for opposition to integration, interracial marriage, and social activism, although these same leaders viewed racial prejudice as sinful. Key’s chapter titles, while sometimes creative, are not particularly helpful, but he does provide a good description of each chapter’s focus in his introduction (6–7).

It is difficult to adequately summarize all the insights that Key’s work provides. He notes that, “Apart from their simplicity and sectarianism, the characteristic that distinguished Churches of Christ in the twentieth century more than any other was the significant presence of Black members within a predominantly white denomination in the Jim Crow South” (2). Black and white members shared religious convictions rooted in exclusivist restoration ideas and worked together to host gospel meetings and plant Black churches. Instead of integrating churches, white Christians preferred to invest in Black preachers and Black churches. These joint efforts, then, accommodated segregation in the South and led to the economic dependence of Black churches on white support. As integration became more acceptable and Black Christians became economically independent, Key suggests that Black and white churches grew apart.

Generally, students and faculty at Christian colleges in the South—where most Churches of Christ colleges are located—supported integration long before administrators and donors. Key notes that although white students generally supported integration, they balked when it came to integrated social clubs, interracial dating, and sharing dorm rooms with Black students. As exemplified by James Bales at Harding, sympathetic white support for the Civil Rights Movement was tempered by concerns that the movement was too closely aligned with communism. Key is also critical of white leaders such as John Allen Chalk who supported integration and preached against racial prejudice, arguing that they focused too much on individual racial attitudes and behaviors rather than systemic racism and reparations (156–58).

The Black evangelist Marshall Keeble, possibly the most popular preacher in Churches of Christ during the twentieth century, died three weeks after Martin Luther King, Jr. Even during his lifetime, Keeble was often contrasted with King by both Blacks and whites. According to this “Keeble-King dialectic,” Keeble was a faithful gospel preacher who spent his life saving souls and planting churches—work that, in the long run, was also more beneficial for race relations than social activism. King, on the other hand, was a false preacher and modernist who proclaimed the “social gospel,” engaged in social activism, promoted social unrest, and dabbled in communism. Undoubtedly, Black Christians despised the shame and injustice caused by segregation, but because of their shared exclusivist theology, “many blacks felt closer to their white brothers and sisters in the faith than they did to King and other black activists who were ostensibly working for their social, educational, political, and economic improvement” (127).

One critical issue I have with Key’s work is that he tends to downplay spiritual influence, theological resources, and evangelism in favor of social activism and politics. Key is right that the church must actively promote racial justice; however, the church is more than a social-activist organization. There is a need for religious communities that orient members toward God and God’s kingdom, prompt deep spiritual change in peoples’ lives, and send out members to proclaim good news— including God’s justice and reconciliation—in a broken world. Churches of Christ were focused on exclusivist restoration theology during the middle of the twentieth century, but surely regular worship, the study of Scripture, and spiritual relational bonds impacted members over long periods of time, especially when combined with calls for change. The theological questions that Key’s historical study raises include: What exactly is the purpose of the church, especially during times of social and political unrest? And what exactly is the gospel message that should unite, transform, and inspire Christians in a broken and unjust world?

Race and Restoration is the type of book that one needs to sit with and listen to. Key’s study is medicine that is hard to swallow but ultimately promotes healing. In a time of increased racial tensions in the United States, and increased racial discussions in Churches of Christ, Key’s work is timely, relevant, and challenging for those on all sides of the discussion. Anyone interested in the history, and future, of race relations in Churches of Christ should pay attention to this valuable gift.

MARK E. POWELL

Harding School of Theology
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David B. Burrell | Towards a Jewish-Muslim-Christian Theology
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Expressly modeled on Introduction à la théologie musulmane by Louis Gardet and George Anawati OP, this work of interreligious comparison materialized, David Burrell tells us, in light of the contemporary, ubiquitous, and often contentious phenomenon that is religious pluralism. He offers the premise that, rather than doctrinal truth-claims as a primer to interreligious dialogue, an inquiry into the lives of religious exemplars might better suit the purposes of such an endeavor. Burrell goes on to assert that Jews, Muslims, and Christians serve the same God (though this is not the express aim of the book). At the outset of his research, Burrell notes a feeling of uncertainty about the insertion of his Jewish voice, particularly in the wake of Pope Benedict XVI’s disastrous Regensburg address. (The latter was a 2006 lecture delivered by Benedict entitled Faith, Reason and the University— Memories and Reflection, at the University of Regensburg in Germany. During the lecture, Pope Benedict referenced a Byzantine emperor’s characterization of Islam as lacking reason.) Propelled, however, by his recalling of Jesus’ trenchant Jewishness and the love-affirming document in response to the Pope by 138 Muslim scholars and clerics entitled A Common Word Between Us and You, Burrell presses on. He explores classical theological notions of creator, creature, freedom [of creator and creature], free will, the relation between creator and creature, consummation, and eschatology. One cannot help but notice, however, Burrell’s liturgical overtures, with his ever-so-often divergences into the real-life applicability of prior reasoned concepts.

Chapter 1 begins with creation. Burrell provides an overview of certain Western postulations surrounding the nature of beginnings: the Genesis creation stories that inform Judaism and Christianity and the related (but also distinct) Qur’anic creation stories. These narratives must also take into account Hellenistic thought on the structure of the universe, since it is Plotinus’s concerns surrounding the manner of creation as emanating from the One versus a free act of the One that will spawn greater philosophical reflection in all three Abrahamic traditions. It follows, then, that the three traditions will have interacted as they sought to clarify their Scriptures in light of Plotinus.

In Chapter 2, the author attempts to address the challenges arising from claims of an utterly free God relating to a multiplicity of freely created beings. Within this claim, the freedom of the One who freely creates will necessarily constrain the freedom of the thing created. Each tradition will seek ways by which to address these challenges through their privileged Scriptures. Chapter 3 serves as an intensification of Chapter 2 and might very well have been placed as a section within it.

Chapter 4 demonstrates that the foundation of the creatures’ existence persists in their relation to the creator interpersonally. This begs the question of whether human initiative finds its origin in the human or as a response to an invitation from the Creator. Burrell contends that human initiative cannot be self-generated. To this end, he appeals to a mainly Jewish perspective, highlighting examples of effective bridging of the divine and human action, and engages in comparative Christian and Muslim theological reflection. He places Kitab al-tawhid wa-l-tawakkul, Book 35 of al Ghazali’s magnum opus, in conversation with Jean-Pierre de Caussade’s L’Abandon à la Providence divine, a work transcribed by nuns in Nancy from 1729 to 1739. In his kalam discourse, al Ghazali demonstrates that tawakkul (trust in God), rather than human reasoning, is essential to an understanding of tawhid (the oneness of God). For de Caussade, and also for al Ghazali, trust in God is constitutive of faith. Both will stress “submission” to God as demonstrative of life in the Spirit for Christians and faith in divine unity for Muslims, the proper response of free creatures to a free God.

Chapters 5 and 6 comprise the book’s denouement. Burrell, having deployed Jewish, Christian, and Muslim reasoning to demonstrate that free creatures, freely created by the free One or creator, and whose response to said creator is submission and closeness, concludes that such creatures are finally oriented toward an eschatological “return” to that same One. He determines that privileged texts in this matter must now truly be the sacred texts, as they ought to inspire practitioners to walk in an abiding relationship with God. He signals instances of parallel between the Christian figure Peter and the Qur’an’s famous “verse of the light” Q 24:35–38 but mainly highlights ancient mystics and how each tradition reasons and engages the practice of surrender and tawakkul.

I thoroughly enjoyed Burrell’s treatment of Edith Stein (Teresa Benedicta of the Cross) since she is one of the few women to appear in his project. In Chapter 6, we are treated to contemporary mystical figures: Mohandas Gandhi, Abdul Ghaffar Khan, Etty Hillesum, and Jawdat Said. All these are paradigmatic of contemporary figures whose lives are transformed through contact with “convictions which can otherwise be expressed as [particular] doctrines of specific religious traditions’’ into lives aimed toward a return to the One.

In his final chapter, Burrell notes his awareness of the all-too-irenic note of his denouement. He adumbrates those discordant points of doctrine that have bred enmity and vitriol among the three traditions and have thus resulted in deep and seemingly abiding chasms. In addressing these, he treats them with the strategies that have acted as a salve of sorts in previous chapters.

SHERIE GAYLE

Georgetown University
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H.H. Hardy II | Exegetical Gems from Biblical
 Hebrew: A Refreshing Guide to Grammar and Interpretation

Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2019 | 224 pp. | Paperback | $19.99




Mastering biblical Hebrew requires continued learning. For current and former students seeking better ways to learn, and for teachers seeking better ways to instruct, Exegetical Gems from Biblical Hebrew by H.H. Hardy has arrived to fill the gaps. The book’s format and objectives are similar to its biblical Greek companion volume (Benjamin L. Merkle, Exegetical Gems from Biblical Greek: A Refreshing Guide to Grammar and Interpretation), also from Baker Academic.

H.H. Hardy launches his work with the observation that grammar, much like algebra and physics, is “theoretical” and thus seeks to be put into practical use (xii). He then proceeds to articulate the book’s aim: to help students “wrestle with key interpretive questions in specific passages and arrive at exegetically informed answers” (xiii). In the same breath, he joins weary, paradigm-memorizing students in asking, Could studying grammar be encouraging? The book then sets out to prove that it indeed can be.

The author’s expertise shines through brilliantly. H.H. Hardy is an Associate Professor of Old Testament and Semitic Languages. His background (Ph.D. in Northwest Semitic Philology from the University of Chicago) provides solid grounding for how he deftly leads readers from theory to application. As a scholar who produced the Comprehensive Hebrew and Aramaic Glossary, Hardy employs the linguistics skills necessary for accurate biblical exegesis. As a professor with over two decades of teaching experience, he is well aware of the need for viable processes for active learning.

Hardy holds true to the book’s raison d’être by helping us search for “interpretive treasure,” so-called “exegetical gems” (xiii). Those precious stones (insights) are found in thirty short chapters, with subjects arranged much as you would find them in second-year textbooks like Joüon-Muraoka and Arnold-Choi.


	Chapters 1–3	General Topics (Hebrew language and literature, textual criticism, and word studies)

	Chapters 4–8	Substantives, Adjectives, Pronouns

	Chapters 9–20	Verbal Forms and Conjugations

	Chapters 21–30	Other Grammatical Features



As expected, the bulk of the book is devoted to verbs. Hardy purposefully touches on a wide variety of issues relating to verbal forms: the waw-consecutive, weqatal and wayyiqtol, volitives, participles, infinitives, stative vs. fientive verbs, impersonal verbs, voice, and valency. With twelve chapters on verbs, the reader is supplied with numerous illustrations and examples of literary features.

Each of the thirty chapters includes five well-laid elements. Hardy prefaces with (1) a featured passage containing the exegetical gem and (2) a brief introduction that broaches a significant topic or question. That segues into (3) a broader treatment of the topic: framework for analysis, grammatical overview, strategies solving textual problems. Finally, there is (4) a short list of relevant resources and (5) chapter notes for sources and explanatory comments.

This clever format is designed to demonstrate the exegetical payoff that comes from learning key grammatical concepts. For those seeking to sharpen their Hebrew tools, it doesn’t disappoint. Aside from reinforcing important interpretive principles, Hardy’s methodology increases receptivity to the message of the text. A good example is found in Chapter 5, which uses Haggai 1:4 to tackle concepts related to the use of adjectives:



Is it time for you yourselves to live in your lavish houses, while this house is forsaken? (Hag. 1:4)

After giving an overview of adjectives (35–40), Hardy focuses on the word [image: images] (dry, forsaken, desolate). Having an indefinite form, this adjective forms the predicate of the clause describing “this house.” It also offers a point of emphasis—not the “lavish” houses of the Israelites but the abandoned house of God.

Another example highlights the book’s seamless integration of grammar and exegesis. Chapter 13, on cohortatives, tackles David’s reply to the prophet Gad:



Let us fall into Yahweh’s hand, for his mercies are many, but do not let me fall into human hands. (2 Sam. 24:14)

The issues raised by the Hebrew text relate to David’s answer being indirect and why the verbs are rendered as cohortative. Hardy explains how cohortative forms “indicate deference.” This modality expresses a “precative or permission notion” (82). Interestingly, this is also seen in the plural use of the verb [image: images]. He adds that the two clauses “follow the unmarked volitive series” and that the change of verbal number from plural to singular explicitly conveys that David alone “is asking to be held responsible for his actions” (84).

In going through each chapter, one quickly realizes the value of this book as a supplement to standard grammars. The introduction states how former Hebrew students can benefit from the book’s “interpretation-oriented presentation” to refresh their past studies (xiv). The practical outlook is certainly refreshing. Indeed, enough synapses fired that I found myself recalling my moments with Gesenius and Lambdin and Fuller-Choi. As a professor, I was reminded of the usefulness of well-chosen practical examples to demonstrate relevance. Hardy knows how students think and what frustrates them. The passages he has selected, as well as the careful methodology, remedy the shortfall created by inchoate approaches.

One more strong point should be mentioned: Hardy’s work brings a wealth of thought-provoking information in relatively few pages. He touches on morphology, semantics, and syntax in just the right amounts. The author does a fine job of distilling huge concepts into chewable bites, putting in a good amount of technical discussion without overwhelming readers. Of course, the book assumes some knowledge of Hebrew. It will likely be used to the fullest by those who have completed at least two semesters of study.

As a (very) minor quibble, I would have hoped for more “sample passages.” Although each chapter adequately addresses the grammatical issues presented by particular texts, it might be helpful to present other passages that could be studied using the same approach and tools. That would be immensely helpful to encourage further personal study as well as provide more training exercises for teachers to use with their students.

Overall, this book delivers what it promises to deliver. The author fulfills his self-stated goal of coming up with a volume that is keenly refreshing. Anyone who wants to master the Hebrew Bible will have much to glean, and since the book insists on interpretation, one also gains a greater appreciation of the text itself. This observation gladly goes beyond the technical aspects of learning Hebrew. So I must agree heartily with the author: We may not reach “linguistic nirvana,” but the interpretive “gems” are worth all the effort.

ROLAN MONJE

Rocky Mountain School of Ministry and Theology
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Matthew W. Bates | Salvation by Allegiance Alone:
 Rethinking Faith, Works, and the Gospel of Jesus the King

Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2017 | 234 pp. | Paperback | $26.99




A number of recent important studies have sought to re-appraise the understanding of faith in early Greek literature.1 Matthew Bates joins these ranks but offers a more thoroughgoing analysis of soteriology and discipleship. He begins by listing four key areas for analysis: (1) a downplaying of Jesus’ enthronement as the gospel’s true climax; (2) a consequent misappropriation of pistis as trust in Jesus instead of allegiance to Jesus as king; (3) reconfiguring salvation as re-embodiment rather than relocation to heaven; (4) a resultant formula dealing with the doctrinal stand-off between Catholic and Protestant readings of justification theology (8–9).

Argumentatively, Bates adjudges there to be a mis-emphasis on the ultimate objective of the gospel. This skewed vision is captured in Bates’s declaration that:

The kingdom of God that was inaugurated with Jesus’s first coming, especially with his enthronement at the right hand of God, will be brought to a fullness as that reign is actualized through us…. Allegiance to Jesus the king ultimately means that we reign with the king. (165; emphasis added)

For Bates, Jesus’ enthronement and the eschatological co-regency of God’s people is the true culmination of pistis—a component he deems to be underplayed in Christological discussions. It is because “the righteousness of God—God’s resurrection-effecting verdict [has been] rendered over Jesus the anointed king” (187–88) that the right response is “allegiance.”

To this end, Bates begins Chapter 1 by clearing away the Kierkegaardian debris in our understanding of faith as “believing without proof.” Having established that faith ought to be understood as the allegiance owed to the King, Chapter 2 explores how Jesus’ enthronement is the zenith of the euangelion—that is, the “power-releasing story of Jesus’ life, death for sins, resurrection, and installation as king” (30). The key components of this rendition of the gospel are expanded in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 surveys pistis in Second Temple texts, including the NT, to demonstrate its operation within the semantic register of “allegiance.” The author pre-empts inevitable objections to his position in Chapter 5, including how justification by allegiance alone impacts understandings of grace (105ff.) and the Law (112ff.). Chapters 6 and 7 are an exegetically nuanced eschatology of new creation, encapsulating restoration, resurrection, re-creation, and re-embodiment in a fashion indebted to N.T. Wright.2 In the penultimate chapter, Bates situates his justification by allegiance theology within the broader context of Reformation hermeneutics, before a final section on the practicalities of his findings for discipleship.

Salvation by Allegiance Alone is a welcome re-evaluation. Bates’s repositioning of the locus of enthronement supplies an apt context for reconsidering the responsibilities of discipleship. He rightly states that “Pistis is not the polar opposite of works; rather pistis as ongoing allegiance is the fundamental framework into which works must fit as part of our salvation” (109). However, the author should be commended for acknowledging that investing pistis language with the linguistic implications of loyalty to a ruler does not answer all of our exegetical problems (see, e.g., p. 5). Readers will find Bates’s comprehension of the gospel, particularly the integration of a broad range of texts, deeply rewarding—whether one is persuaded by the overall argument or not. The $64,000 question is should we supplant traditional readings of pistis as “belief” with “allegiance to the King,” to which I say the following.

First, Bates’s appraisal of the gospel never exceeds the bounds of acceptable exegetical creativity. Though bespoke, his soteriological framework fits a first-century messianic sect interpreting the Christ event against the backdrop of Jewish redemptive hopes. Examples of devotion to a monarch metaphorizing human relation to the divine abound, e.g., within Jewish Coronation liturgy (Psalm 2, 110) and Jesus’ “returning king/merchant” parables.

Second, however, while re-emphasising enthronement has merit, the Pauline testimony regarding Christ’s kingly exaltation is not conspicuous. Save for a passing comment in 1 Corinthians 15:25 (cf. 1 Tim. 6:15), Paul never directly describes Jesus as a king. There are oblique references, such as the Isaiah 11:10 citation in Romans 15:12, or those ideas contained in Colossians 2:10, but if the motif is as all-encompassing as Bates suggests, the key justification texts ought to reflect it more blatantly. Bates legitimately invests kurios and Christos with royal significance, yet one wonders if the theme of enthronement as the culmination of the messianic vocation is downplayed in the scholarship, or is simply not as prominent in the NT itself as Bates suggests.

Third, narrowing down any component of Paul’s justification lexicon is probably bound to stall because Paul himself may have used the terms more elastically. Forensic acquittal need not, for example, screen out participationist transformation, like a writer of Paul’s creativity and argumentative flair could not include elements of both. While Bates is sensitive to the nuances in the traditional debates, he does at times mute certain readings to create hermeneutic space for his own. Current debates would benefit from more inclusive readings, allowing for the broad semantic field of some of the key terms and the broad theological reach of some of Paul’s ideas.

In summary, this innovative investigation into pistis language and its ramifications for how discipleship emerges from the gospel deserves the full attention of scholars and pastors alike. It is deeply insightful, exegetically robust, beautifully written, and a very apt reminder of the need to continually rethink the contours of the gospel for the church’s comprehension of her saviour, her attempt to live within the Kingdom story, and the work of conveying the narrative beyond her borders.

ANDREW K. BOAKYE

University of Manchester

NOTES

1Teresa Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith: Pistis and Fides in the Early Roman Empire and Early Churches (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015); Nijay Gupta, Paul and the Language of Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2019); Suzan J.M. Sierksma-Agteres, “Imitation in Faith: Enacting Paul’s Ambiguous Pistis Christou Formulations on a Greco-Roman Stage,” International Journal of Philosophy and Theology 77, no. 3 (2016): 119–53.

2N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the Church (New York: HarperCollins, 2008), 109–17.
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Soong-Chan Rah, author of Prophetic Lament: A Call for Justice in Troubled Times, masterfully engages the meaning of the book of Lamentations. Unfortunately, Lamentations is not a book most people are inclined to read. The reason many avoid reading it is the main point that Rah makes in his commentary. Prophetic Lament suggests lament as a necessary corrective to the triumphalism and exceptionalism narratives that permeate the American church arising from an ignorance of a tainted history (198).

Dr. Rah weaves the lessons of Lamentations into the fabric of our modern setting, elevating a prophetic imagination, and posits challenges to the American church on critical issues such as racial injustice, consumerism, and sexism, while simultaneously counterbalancing the dominant voices of celebration in our worship and culture. It appears that Rah is deeply concerned about the American church possessing the will and skill to address the culpability of our historical and current sins.

Rah presents his theological assertions by allowing his commentary to connect with several thematic devices found in Lamentations. Genres such as the funeral dirge and city lament make suffering and death tangible to the reader. Acknowledging the unique use of acrostics demonstrates the poetic artistry of Lamentations, thus supporting Rah’s point that lament is needed for worship. In addition, he elevates the voices of the narrator of Lamentations, women, and the city of Jerusalem. The reader can thus appreciate the personification of these characters, who might otherwise remain silent within the text. Attention to these themes demonstrates Rah’s congruency to the biblical text and the flow of Lamentations.

Prophetic Lament consists of five chapters, each reflecting one of the five chapters in the biblical book of Lamentations. Each chapter looks at scriptural passages, discerns the contemporary implications, and provides for the reader a corrective engagement with lament being central to experiencing God’s renewal.

Lamentations 1 examines the shame of suffering and death. The context of Lamentations takes place when the city of Jerusalem and God’s people are destroyed by the Babylonians. The central theme asks the question: “How can it be that the city God loved so much is dead?” Answering this question requires humility, vulnerability, and attention to suffering that leads to lament, thereby avoiding the natural inclination toward celebration. Reading Lamentations as a funeral dirge calls on the church to make room for stories of suffering and repentance.

Lamentations 2 explores the source of suffering. What if God is the source of suffering? For those who care about our country and about how God feels about us, Prophetic Lament offers a way forward as Rah effectively demonstrates how conscientious people of faith should exegete both Scripture and culture. Rah comments that, in our modern American Christianity, lament is lost in the ethos of the dominant language of praise, and Christian communities arising from celebration do not want their lives changed because their lives are in a good place (23). As a result, the church deliberately looks for celebration and good news when lament is what is warranted.

Lamentations 3 reflects the full expression of human suffering, which calls on us to examine our worship life and seeks a form of full expression that honors those who suffer (25). In this section, Rah addresses both individual and corporate sin. Lament is expressed as brokenness, confession, and repentance. Ultimately, lament directs our attention to God, who is our only hope for renewal.

Lamentations 4 is centered on understanding God’s value system and our place in creation. Rah asserts that American Christianity is taken captive by Western cultural values that are the opposite of God’s values. This is particularly prevalent when it comes to material wealth. Rah states that “Consumerism and materialism have so successfully infiltrated American Christianity to the extent that we no longer question or even notice it” (152). Rah effectively concludes this section by showing the relationship between consumerism and racial injustice. According to Rah, America’s history of commodification of human life (slavery) and the usurping of Native Americans’ land (genocide) created great economic growth in the United States for centuries (153). He summarizes by questioning whether there has been sufficient confession and lament for this part of American history. Without lament for these tragic events, celebration prevails.

Lamentations 5 is timely for our modern culture, for it calls on us to lament corporately. The book reminds us that the church, as the body of Christ, must help individuals and communities to turn their hearts to God in lament for their crooked ways, and wait on the Lord for renewal. My own observation of the American church is the reluctance to see the need to acknowledge disheartening, distressing, or despairing situations. Subconsciously this reluctance leads us to move forward with celebration, while simultaneously missing the opportunity to acknowledge and affirm the pain in our local, national, or international communities.

Overall, Rah challenges the status quo. Some points in the book will undoubtedly elicit pushback from white, suburban, evangelical males. Rah expressively gives voice to women, encourages full disclosure of America’s racial history, and exposes the privilege and elevation of white males in various spheres of American culture. Many like myself will read Prophetic Lament and embrace the key concerns and corrections with a resounding AMEN, as if standing in an echo chamber. However, I am not confident that this book will find its way to the audience Rah intends to influence.

Prophetic Lament concludes with a reflection and lament for the tragic events in Ferguson, Missouri, which appropriately coincided with the writing of the book. Today, Prophetic Lament could include a postscript for interpreting the most recent tragic events surrounding Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd. These racialized events, coupled with the politicization of a global pandemic and the divisive narrative over the recent U.S. presidential election, is enough to call us all toward the need to lament and the need to mourn the fragility of our democracy and humanity so that we humbly place our hope in God’s renewal. Bottom-line: Prophetic Lament is timely.

BENJAMIN BARNETT

HOPE Worldwide
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During the centuries of enslavement of Black persons in America, pro-slavery white Christians used Scripture to justify it. The Bible acknowledged and sanctioned slavery, they claimed, depicting holy people like Abraham as slaveholders, admonishing slaves to obey their masters, and authorizing beating slaves when they failed to do so. Many continue to assume that Scripture accepts and even approves of American race-based enslavement.

In this study, drawn from his 2017 PhD dissertation at Florida International University, Dr. Richard Rodriguez examines the nature of American enslavement, then demonstrates how Scripture actually condemns it as sin against both the African enslaved persons and God. The book’s title reflects Dr. Rodriguez’s conviction that while the Bible has always condemned American slavery, its indictment of the sin has never truly been opened and tried.

The book comprises of eight succinct chapters, as well as an introduction and conclusion, each with discussion questions. This feature makes it useful for Christian formation classes.

In Chapters 1 and 2, Dr. Rodriguez provides sketches of the beginning and development of slavery in the United States from the arrival of the first enslaved African people in colonial America in 1619, through the American Revolution, the writing of the Constitution, and the Civil War. Packing a remarkable amount of information into the chapters, Dr. Rodriguez provides references to more extensive treatments of the concepts and events he mentions. Important works published since Dr. Rodriguez’s research include Ibram X. Kendi’s Stamped from the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America (2016) and Jemar Tisby’s The Color of Compromise: The Truth about the American Church’s Complicity in Racism (2019).

The white colonists’ desire for a permanent labor force to advance themselves economically led to their seeing Africans as inherently inferior and rightfully enslaved for life. They became the legal, permanent property of their enslavers, to be used or disposed of as desired. Enslaved Africans were subject to the whims of any white person, not simply their “owners,” implanting the notion of white supremacy in the minds of poor whites and allowing the rich planter class to use them to help control enslaved Black persons. By the time of the American Revolution, these ideas were so deeply embedded in the consciousness of white Americans that there was little possibility that Blacks would be granted the freedom that whites so zealously sought from the British.

The U.S. Constitution protected the institution at the national level, giving states with the most enslaved people a political advantage by counting sixty percent of that non-citizen, non-voting population toward the number of representatives those states received in the House of Representatives, thus boosting their number of electoral votes in presidential elections.

Being imprisoned for life in forced labor camps (plantations), sold and separated from family members, sexually exploited by “owners” and others, beaten for failing to meet arbitrary production levels or at the whim of overseers and “owners” were the persistent experiences of enslaved Africans. Fugitive slave laws made harboring anyone who escaped a crime, creating an almost universal net of control.

After demonstrating American enslavement as inherently oppressive, Dr. Rodriguez proceeds in the next six chapters to examine every part of Christian Scripture to show God’s unambiguous condemnation of the oppression inherent in American enslavement.

Starting with Genesis, Dr. Rodriguez contends that the slavery depicted in Abraham’s house was different in fundamental ways from the American system. Slaves were free to come and go and were considered members of the household. Eliezer was even slated to inherit Abraham’s entire estate. In Exodus, however, Israelite enslavement is much more like the American system, a system of oppression based on economic fear and racial prejudice against the Hebrews.

The Old Testament prophets’ condemnation of oppression, Dr. Rodriguez points out, was accompanied by God’s promise of punishment. He quotes extensively from Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Amos, Zephaniah, and Malachi to show God’s hatred of practices that in the United States were legally protected and which robbed millions of enslaved Africans of freedom, family, hard-earned wages, and human dignity.

In the final two chapters, Dr. Rodriguez draws from the gospel writings and New Testament epistles. “Would Jesus be in league with the rich to oppress the poor, especially on the basis of their race?” he asks (73). The facts clearly show that American slavery was created for rich white people and white people who aspired to be rich, and was based on the idea of Black inferiority. Even without the horrific abuses chronicled, exploiting human beings on the basis of race for economic gain is contrary to the nature and will of God.

Dr. Rodriguez points out that whereas in Roman society enslaved persons could legally marry and have families, become citizens, and receive an education, all these things were legally prohibited to enslaved Black persons in America. In 1 Timothy 1:9–10, Paul equated slave traders with murderers, fornicators, liars, and inherently contrary to the gospel. He cites Peter, James, and John in their condemnations of the very kinds of oppression inflicted by American enslavement—including human trafficking and failing to pay those who worked in the fields.

The book closes with a call to Christians and churches to acknowledge that Scripture, far from endorsing or condoning American race-based slavery, condemns it. Though not the purpose of the book, Dr. Rodriguez establishes a theological groundwork for attacking and dismantling white supremacist beliefs today. Such ideas embedded in the hearts of people and in the nation’s institutions, customs, and laws are just as sinful and contrary to God’s will as literal enslavement.

I would like to have seen more discussion comparing other historical forms of enslavement to the version created in America. Also, while Dr. Rodriguez’s work implicitly condemns human bondage, I wanted a more expansive theological discussion of whether enslavement of human beings by other humans is, in any form, in keeping with God’s will. But that was not the point of this study. He has done what he set out to do in a convincing way, and for that I am deeply grateful.

DOUGLAS FOSTER

Abilene Christian University
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