Centering | ﬁﬁ'

Bchool of Theology Librarg
Anaerson Collega
lnderson. lndlam

fonMinistry

Published by
The Center for Pastoral Studies

Anderson College — School of Theology

Spring 1982

Anderson,

Indiana Volume 7, Number 2

WHAT IS THE NATURE OF THE UNITY WE SEEK?

An Introduction to This Issue

Jerry C. Grubbs

The Spring 1981 issue of Centering on Ministry
lifted up a crucial concern in the Church. That
concern is “The Inspiration and Authority of the
Bible."!

This 1982 issue 1s a continuing series in an
attempt to expand some of the basic convictions
found in the 1979 School of Theology document
titled, "We Believe: A Statement of Conviction
on the Occasion of the Centennial of the Church
of God Reformation Movement.™

The Church of God historically has believed in
a cluster of biblical teachings concerning the
nature of the Church. Those affirmed in the 1979
statement include:

1. God's church is the community of redeemed

persons.

2. God's church is a community of divine-

human partnership with Christ as the
Head.

3. God’s church is a holy community.
4. God’s LlllHLh is intended to be a unified

u)mmunlty
Affirmation four above is the impetus for this
issue. If God's intention is that the church be a
unified community, just what is the nature of
the unity we seek?

In order to contextualize the concern, the
following paragraphs are excerpted from the
1979 School of Theology Faculty statement:

The dividedness among Christian people
today is not just unfortunate; i is inappropriate
and wholty unacceptable. Unity is clearly God'’s
will for the church. Participation in the Lord’s
Supper dramatizes the intended unity of Chris-
tians as they celebrate their one Lord, one salva-
tion, and one mission. But that unity, symbolized
in worship, must find visible expression in the
life and witness of the church. The goal is less a
contrived peace treaty among deeply divided
church organizations and more a radical recon -
stderation of what ts an appropriate network of
relationships among brothers and sisters in
Christ. (Luke 22:14-19; John 17:20-21; Rom.
12:4-5: Gal. 3:28; Eph. 4:4)."

We Belicve in the principle of openness to all
affirmations of the Christian faith which are
expressions  of the biblical revelation (John
16:13). This is a necessary stance for Christians
who would venture on mission to the world with
a desire to foster honest and growing relation -
ships with fellow Christians from many cultural
and creedal backgrounds.

PLEASE NOTE THE IMPORTANT ANNOUNCEMENT ABOUT THE “NEWELL
LECTURESHIP IN BIBLICAL STUDIES” IN THIS ISSUE.




The intended unity among Christians is not
based on the achievement of [ull agreement on
all theological questions. Rather, it is based on a
common membership in the church through the
grace of God and is anchored by a common com -
mitment to the centrality of Christ and the
authority of the Word of God.

As individuals, we seck to remain humble and
open Lo the daily instruction and leadership of
the Holy Spirit. As a movement, the Church of
God seeks always to allow itself to be reformed so
that, by avoiding any development of the stagna-
tion of rigid creed or inflexible structure, it can
remain a pliable instrument in the hands of God.

We are privileged to have received the basic
truth of Christ in the biblical revelation, but we
realize that our understanding and application
of that truth are always subject to the continuing
ministry of the Holy Spirit in our midst. The
nature of the church requires that our theological
understandings and church-related organiza-
tions be used lo build bridges of hope to the
world and not walls of division among Chris-
tians.”

The first article in this issue is by James Earl
Massey. It lifts up a biblical perspective for the
church and the unity we seek. He suggests that
there are many biblical images which highlight
the collective nature of the church. He suggests
that unity is a given, having been given to the
church by God's Spirit. However, the unity we
seek can only be experienced as we open our-
selves to be part of community life.

Robert D. Brinsmead in the article “The
Gospel Versus the Sectarian Spirit™ gives a
carefully developed biblical and historical
Perspective on therise of diversity and sectarian-
ism in the Church. He identifies the sectarian
spirit by developing a list of characteristics or
identifying marks of the sectarian spirit. He
then brings the sectarian spirit under the judg-
ment of the Gospel.

The final two articles are in response to
Brinsmead’s longer article. (vilbert W. Stafford
and Barry L. Callen were asked to respond to
Brinsmead’s assumptions from within the con-
text of the Church of God Reformation Move-
ment views.

tlbert Stafford focuses on the theological
assumptions inherent in Brinsmead's article. He
concludes that Brinsmead is correct—that is,
that the unity we seek can only be found in the
person of Christ who unites. Thus, according to
Stafford, Christianity must function in a
wholistic mold rather than a sectarian mold.

Barry [.. Callen in his article "When A Move-
ment Ceases To Move™ focuses on the implica-
tions of Brinsmead's statement for the Church of
God Reformation Movement. His eritique of the
Reformation Movement is both insightful and
pointed. He affirms that the basis of unity must
be the Gospel yet confesses that the organiza-
tional implications of that affirmation arve not
clear.

What is the nature of the unity we seek? We
continue our quest for understanding. This issue
of Centering on Ministry comes to you with the
desire for open and creative dialog and decision.
It also comes with our sincere prayer that God's
Spirit will enrich your reading and study.

FOOTNOTES
"Published by Center for Pastoral Studies.
Anderson School of Theology, Anderson, IN
46012, Copies available for 35 cents cents each or
25 cents each for ten or more.

“Developed by the Anderson School of
Theology Faculty and published by Warner
Press, Inc., 1979. Available for 25 cents per copy.
Reduced price for multiple copies. Order from
Warner Press.

Ibid, pp. 6-7.

"Ibhid, p. 7.

°Ibid, p. 9 ff.

The Church: A Community

by

James Earl Massey

The New Testament statements about the
Church all describe it as a community whose
members relate in a special kind of belonging.
The belonging is special because each member
has been claimed by Christ, and the life of the
Broup is increasingly conditioned by him.

The many biblical images of the Church all
highlight its life as a collective life in which all
Members are expected to share. One image pic-

tures Christians as “citizens” (sumpolitai, Kph.
2:19), another one as “members” (melos, Rom.
12:5. 1 Cor. 12:18, 20, 27; Eph. 4:25: 5:30).
another one as a “houschold” (oikeios. Gal
6:10; Eph. 2:19), still another as a “flock”
Ceder, Isa. 40:11; Jer. 13:17; poimnion, Lk.
12:32; 1 Pet. 5:2, 3),and then there are additional
collective terms—"race” (genos, | Pet. 2:9).
“nation” (ethnos, | Pet. 2:9) “friends” (philoi.
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John 15:156), “hrotherhood™ tadelphotes, 1 Pet.
380 5.9, and “fellowship™ (koinonia, 11 Cor.
8:4: [ John 1.7,

In all these images the notion of a shared life
and lot 1s central. The pictured life is one of com-
munity, togetherness, not in any static sameness
hut i a purposed relation through a common
origin, a common tie, and a conscious commit-
ment.

One of the strongest and most used images of
the Church pictures its members relating as
vital parts of a structured “hody™ (soma). Ephe-
stans s an instance: “There is one body and
one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope
that belongs to your call.” The strength of the
image is in the imsight about functional har-
mony. All bodily parts serve a function, and
every part bears a relationship to the whole.
Individual believers are encouraged to under-
stand themselves as related, and so share. The
“eitizens’” image convevs the same import. Just
as citizens who give to and recerve from their
city life, so are believers mutually dependent
upon each other for the enhancement that only a
plinned and shared life can give and sustain.,

The Church s best understood as a com-
munity, It is a community gathered around
Christ, and its togetherness 1s governed by his
life. As a community, then, the Chureh has a
central spirit. on the one hand, and a social
expression, on the other. Spiritual unity is by the
divine Spirit, which is God's gilt to us, but the
social expression of that unity s our gift to each
other.

Christian unity 1s something more than a
spiritual fact, it s also a social openness for each
other The openness is necessary because conver
ston does not make us immediately cohesive.
That 15 to say, all hehevers must sometimes
learn how to relate with reason and resourceful-
ness. As o all human togetherness, better under-
standings help the process of acceptance, and
mcreased sharing gives one a greater sense of tie
with another. The potential for togetherness has
alwuys been a gift of the Spirit, but the
expenence of community deepens only through
the practice of relating to each other. Unity 1s
given but the experience of it must he gained.

There s at the heart of Christian love a com-
munity principle, an active spirit by which
believers are prodded to seek each other and
make common cause. Bemg Christian makes us
heirs to a relational imperative that prompts us
to seck intimacy and involvement as fellows in
farth. This relational imperative shows its worth
when human differences hecome  burdensome
and when contacts occasion friction. But
strained relations should he expected when
notions differ and opinions clash —when one feels
distant due to some difference. But where com-
munity is desired that felt distance can be
bridged and a continuing fellowship promoted by
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personal initiative strengthened hy divine love.
The writer of Ephesians had this in mind when
he advised. “IBel cager to maintain the unity of
the Spirit in th bond of peace™ (4:3),

Community life in the Church is enhanced
when all the members keep a balance between
private preferences and group demands. A
“preference” is a first choice among personal
interests, it is something that stands ahead of all
other things, something to which one is inwardly
drawn. Preferences are so much a part of our
lives that we seldom stop to think about them
until the preferences of other persons clash with
our own—and then the struggle begins to handle
our preferences without loss of our freedom. But
community happens and is enhanced when |ove
secks to bring the differences under manage-
ment through open sharing with ecach other.
Preferences must be understood and valued for
what they enable us to do, but they must also be
disciphined lest in selfishness they block needed
togetherness and impede an essential harmony
of hearts.

Community life in the Churceh is also enhanced
when all the members know how to transcend
our human groupings and relate without pre-
judices. The Church has always been an intricate
mosaic of humanity. Jesus chose The Twelve and
brought them into close company with himself
and cach other. That original group was a
strange bunch, to say the least, but the purpose
of Jesus in shaping it did unfold across the years.
Jesus called them all together so that they could
fearn to live together and then serve together.
I'rom the very start, being with Jesus was a time
of being conditioned for full community and a
necessary service together.

The Church began as a community and
because of the relational imperative at work in
its life, human groupings canbe surmounted and
prejudices dismissed. The affluent and the poor
can make common cause in Christian love, and so

“can the educated and the illiterate: so can blacks

and whites, conservatives and activists, mystics
and zealots.

Community still happens when there is a
willed movement toward each other, when there
1s the concern to make our way one and our work
strong. That willed movement toward cach other
happens when we obey the relational imperative
of agape love; 1t 1s a movement in the heart, an
action taken with eyes wide open. mind wide
open, and hands fully extended—by a believer
intent to touch with trust. As persons filled with
the Spirit, who unifies, all members of the
Church have ready help in learning to live and
share as true fellows, and thus move beyond sen-
timent, separatism, and selfishness to be repre-
sentative and instrumental agents of love. Thus
our Lord's encouraging promise: "By this all
men will know that you are my disciples, if” you
have love one for another™ (John 13:35).



John Wesley talked and wrote about the us: “If our relationships with other human

behavior of belonging, a subject about which he beings are going to be meaningful, they will cost
had learned firsthand early in his Christian us something. Relationships are demanding.™™
walk. Wesley recorded some sound advice given There is a world of meaning in belonging to
to him by an unnamed serious believer: “Sir, you the Church, in being the Lord's people, part of
wish to serve God and go to heaven? Remember “his body, the Church,” and knowing that we
that you cannot serve Him alone. You must belong in a special kind of way. Those who
therefore find companions, or make them: the rightly value that belonging will seek to bless all
Bible knows nothing of solitary religion.”" The others who belong —and join heart and hands
truly Christian spirit is neither solitary nor sec- with them to do a necessary work in such a
tarian. world.

Unity has been given to the Church by God's
Spirit, but we can only experience that unity FOOTNOTES:
through openness to be part of community life. ) .
e A etV d s usttors taviopensto The Journal of The Rev. John Wesley

f p perative bi ay open T :

know and bless each other, working always (Sgundurd edition, 1909), 1. 469.
against any factors that tempt us to seck dis- “A Special Kind of Belonging: The Christian
tance and thus deny “the tie that binds.” Psy- Community (Waco: Word Books, Inc., 1978),
chiatrist Herbert Wagemaker, Jr. has reminded p-H9.

The Gospel Versus The Sectarian Spirit

by
Robert D. Brinsmead

BRToRs vol's Wi asticle is. prindad making us more conscious of the scandal of a
permission of Verdict Publications, P.0. Box divided Christian church. Sometimes the pre-
1311, Fallbrook, California 92028, USA sent state of pluralism is sharply contrasted with

the magnificent state of unity which supposedly
existed in the primitive Christian church. We

One of the most striking features of the Chris- say “supposedly existed” because there has been
tian movement is its great diversity. It is frag- a tendency to idealize primitive Christianity and
mented into many denominations, sects, groups to romanticize the past. In recent years a num-
and subgroups. A forceful demonstration of the ber of scholars have challenged the myth of an
divided church confronts us in American cities ideal early church.' A reconstruction of the
such as Nashville, Tennessee, where an entire actual situatisa in the primitive church reveals
row of church structures will line a single boule- much greater diversity than is generally
vard. Most of the congregations worship on the imagined. Someone has quipped that if the 120
same day of the week, cach in their own little were all of one accord on the day of Pentecost, it
“box” separated from the others, yet all confess- was only because they were not discussing
ing that there is “one Lord, one faith, one bapt- theology!
ism” (Eph. 4:5). The church is often divided into The Christian faith took roots successively in
many hostile camps. They arrange themselves in different ethnic groups. The first Christians
battle array —sometimes more ready to battle were Palestinian Jewish Christians. They tended
one another than to make war on the world, the to remain fiercely loyal to the law and even to
flesh and the devil. many of the traditions of Judaism. Then there

In reading the history of the church, one might were the Hellenistic (Greek-speaking) Jewish
conclude that Christians are a pugnacious com- Christians. They saw that the old temple was
munity. And they have not always been content superseded and were more relaxed in their
to merely rain verbal blows upon one another. attitude to Jewish ways than were the Palesti-
The state has often had to intervene to prevent nian Jewish Christians. Finally, there were the
factions from physically attacking each other. Gentile Christians who had no roots in Judaism.
Julian the Apostate passed an edict of religious They did not want to conform to the law of Moses
toleration in the Roman Empire. Someone has except in its truly universal moral principles.
suggested that Julian, who hated Christianity, Because these believers came to Christianity
had a sinister motive for making this edict, sup- from different ethnic, cultural and religious
posing that if he granted toleration to the Chris- backgrounds, and because Christianity does not
tians, they would soon destroy each other. needlessly upset existing cultures, these early

We can thank the ecumenical movement for Christian communities developed different pat-
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terns of worship. F. F. Bruce” and James D. G.
Dunn’ have conclusively shown that the Palesti-
nian Jewish Christians, led by James the Just,
maintained a rather orthodox Jewish way of life
in Jerusalem. They worshipped at the temple,
kept the Subbath, circumcised their children and
continued to live in harmony with the dietary
laws of Moses. Among the Jews with whom they
lived for many yecars—often quite amicably —
there was no accusuation that James and his
group had forsaken the law. Many years after
the church had been established in other lands,
Luke could record that many of the Palestinian
Jewish Christians were still zealous for the law
(Acts 21:200. As far as this branch of the Chris-
tian church 1s coneerned, therefore, we must
exclude any sharp or sudden break with Judaism
on such matters as the sacred calendar, diet and
other lifestyle patterns,

Many of the Gentile Christians were slaves liv
ing in a Greco Roman world. They came to Chris
tianity from a wholly different cultural back-
ground and developed different patterns of wor-
ship. The Jerusalem Christians, who were still
devoted to the law, wanted the Gentiles to con-
form to certain aspects of the law. It was proba-
bly obvious that Gentile slaves could not refrain
rom work during all the festivals of the Jewish
calendar. But the Judaizers insisted that they
should at least be circumecised. Paul argued that
i they did this, they were obligated to go the
whole way and keep the entire law - which they
evidently were not intending to do (Gal. 5:3).

It 1s certaim that those carly churches also
developed thewr individual patterns of church
Jife. Not too many worship services today would
function hke a Corinthian gathering in which
one had a psalm, another a tongue, and still
another an exhortation—and all of them so
enthusiastic that the next speaker often could
not wait until the others had stopped talking.
There was no Book of Common Prayer in those
days. Headquarters (was there any?) did not pro-
vide a church manual on how to conduct a bap-
tism, how to administer the eucharist or how to
officiate at a funeral. Would not the New Testa-

ment have avoided a great deal of controversy if

the apostles had precisely defined the correct
mode of baptism so that there would be no room
for dispute? The New Testament is so brief and
vague on many questions of form that Christians
who are equally dedicated to the Bible have
differed sharply on many of these things. The
arguments continue, not always because Chris-
tian groups are willfully disobedient, but
because they cannot find scriptures that would
wholly squelch Christians with a contrary view.

We could even speak of different theological or
spiritual emphases in the primitive church.
There were authentic apocalyptic enthusiastic
and pietistic elements within the churches.
There was great diversity. Even Peter and Paul

Centering on Ministry

could not work harmoniously together. Neither
could Paul and Barnabas. The “First Church of
Jerusalem™ distrusted Paul. If they were recon-
ciled to the Gentiles' ignoring the law of Moses,
they were not reconciled to the report that Paul
was encouraging Jewish Christians of the
Diaspora to become lax toward the law. Luke
recounts the fascinating story:

When we arrived at Jerusalem, the brothers
received us warmly. The next day Paul and the
rest of ws wenlt to see James, and all the elders
were present. Paul greeted them and reported in
detail what God had done among the Gentiles
through his ministry.

When they heard this, they pratsed God. Then
they said to Paul: “You see, brother, how many
thousands of Jews have belicved and all of them
are zealous for the law. They have been informed
that you teach all the Jews who live among the
Gentiles to turn away from Moses telling them
not to circumeise thew children or live according
to their customs. What shall we do? They will
certaanly hear that you have come, so do what we
tell you. There are four men with us who have
made a vow. Take these men, join i their
purification rites and pay their expenses, so that
they can have their heads shaved. Then cvery-
body will know there is no truth in these reports
about you, but that you yourself are living in obe-
dience to the law. As for the Gentile believers, we
have written to them our decision that they
should abstain [rom  [ood sacrificed (o idols,
[rom blood, [rom the meat of strangled animals
and [rom sexual timmorality. "—Acts 21:17-25.
The great difference between Judaism and

Christianity 1s that one is cultic and the other is
catholic. Christianity 1s transnational and
transcultural. It must not be identified with any
culture. Yet Christianity has often become
almost completely identified with Western
culture, mcluding its political and economic
institutions. For example, being a “good Chris-
tian” may mean conforming to the culture of
white, middle-class, Anglo-Saxon Americanism.
And il we listen to some flag-waving, Bible-
thumping, “evangelical™ preachers, it is difficult
to distinguish between Christianity and Ameri-
can civil religion.

We oo easily forget that Christianity arose in
an Eastern culture. Those of us who search for
appropriate proof-texts in order toread back into
the New Testament our modern patterns of wor-
ship or forms of church organization are being
exceedingly naive. Moreover, on what basis can
we say that the New Testamentl patterns of
church worship and church organization must be
rigidly-applied norms for today?

Consider the diversity which must have
existed in the first church at Rome. Some had
scruples about eating certain foods. Others did
not. Some wholly abstained from wine. Others
did not. (Romans 14 is not talking about grape
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juice.) Some observed the sanctity of certain
days. Others regarded all days alike. In writing
to these Roman Christians, the great apostle
showed no disposition to enter into any dispute
on these matters (Rom. 14). Would Paul, then,
become involved in many of the hotly-disputed
points among Christians today?

We must not, however, emphasize the great
diversity in the New Testament church without
also emphasizing its unity. This was not an
organizational unity. [t was not a unity in which
all conducted their church services from the
same hook of church order. If we look for the
unity of the New Testament church in such
things as forms of worship, we will he disap-
pointed. Neither will we find it in loyalty to the
right denomination, because denominations are
a relatively recent phenomenon. The unity of the
church consisted in its commitment to the gospel
of Christ. The only worship or behavior pattern
to which Paul objected was that which was not
“in line with the truth of the gospel™ (Gal. 2:14).

Paul was both tolerant and intolerant. He cir-
cumacised Timothy as a concession to Jewish
scruples. Yet with Titus he would yield nothing
to the demands of the Judaizers (Gal. 2:3-5). To
those observing special days in Rome, the apostle
had no word of condemnation (Rom. 141. But to
those observing special days i Galatia he had
nothing but hot indignation (Gal. 4:10). Was he
making fish of one and fowl of the other? No.
But when a mannerof life or a pattern of worship
denied the gospel of salvation by unconditional
love, Paul was vehemently opposed to it.

The apostolic gospel was greater than any
single thread of thought. Jesus Christ cannot be
contaimmed 1 a closed system of theology. His
grace 1s greater than all the “isms™ that have
tried to circumscerihe the houndaries of infinite
truth.

I we should look for magmficent unity in
Christian forms, patterns of worship and
organization, we will not find it in the primitive
period of the church. That began to develop in
the second and third centuries. lgnatius pro
posed that the only way to protect the church
from wandering prophets (charismatic
enthusiasts), from schism and from heresy was
to estahlish the rule of the bishops. The church
hecame increasimgly institutionatized and gravi-
tated toward centrahzed authority. Orthodoxy
was more and more closely defined. Creeds were
developed with increasing particularity. By the
time of Constantine, heresy was outlawed. It was
finally stamped out with great hrutality. When
monolithic  Christianity  fully developed. the
Dark Ages of the church began. The unity that
the Catholic Church achieved not only quenched
heresy, hut also the Spirit. Someone has well said
that the church which cannot produce a heresy is
dead.

The Reformation was a hreaking forth of the

prophetic spirit of Christianity. It transformed
the earth—economically, socially. politically and
culturally as well as religiously. Protestantism
brought with it a breath of the spirit of apostolic
Christianity. Because it brought vitality, it
brought diversity—as the critics of Protes-
tantism have been quick to observe.

The Reformers rebelled against the papal
monopoly, but they were too ready to establish
one of their own. The Lutherans were first. But if
they thought they could establish a Protestant
monopoly, they were soon disappointed. The
Swiss Protestants (Zwingli), the French Protes-
tants (Calvin) and the Anahaptists quickly
followed.

We are far enough removed from the bitter
conflicts within fledglhing Protestantism to look
more objectively at the reality of the human
situation. The Swiss Protestants were different
from the German Protestants. Luther bitterly
charged that the Swiss had another spirit, and
he refused to give them the hand of fellowship.
But the Swiss came to Protestantism from a
different background and a slightly different
culture. {(What would have happened if they had
come to the gospel from a culture wholly alien to
the Germans?)

Paul Gerhardt ¢1606-1676), one of the great
theologians of Lutheran orthodoxy. declared, 1
cannot regard the Calvimsts, quatenus tales. as
Christians.™ The Lutherans succeeded in driv-
ing the Anahaptists out of their German territo-
ries and estahlished a religious monopoly. But
today even Lutheran historians acknowledge
that being deprived of the prophetic ministry of
the sects was one of the worst things that hap
pened to the Lutheran Church.

Neither Luther nor Calvin could answer the
Anabaptists without irritation. These Reformers
could not see as clearly as we can today that a
kind Providence had something to do with send
ing them that irritation. Experience has taught
us that no political or economic monopoly is
good. And a religious monopoly is the worst
monopoly of all. The Lord of history permits a po
litical balance of power in the world today. It
should he obvious that Providence did not want a
monopoly within the Christian movement. The
division of the Reformation into different
streams was not an unmitigated disaster,

Of course, Protestant orthodoxy did its best to
establish unity of doctrine, form and fellowship.
Toits creeds it added its systematic theologies,
where every aspect of the faith was carefully
defined and given its precise place in the
theological system. The church is greatly
indebted to the labors of Protestant scholastic
ism, although time has also taught us that the
kind of unity sought by orthodoxy was not an
unmitigated blessing to the church. Ardent
advocates of orthodoxy zealously suppressed
heresy, hut they often quenched the Spirit as
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well.

The sects frequently made war on the great
churches, and the great churches often res-
ponded in kind. Today wiser observers
acknowledge that the sectarian groups, despite
all their hmitations or distortions, have often
nourished a more virile and challenging
religious life than the great churches. Lutheran
scholar William Hordern even speaks of the
necessary prophetic witness that the sects bear
toward the great churches.” Robert McAfee
Brown declares:

The multiplication of the sect groups today is
first of all a judgment on denonvinational Protes-
tantism. When the children of this age have cried
for bread., the denominations have given them
stones. The sects have elearly provided bread.
Some Protestants will feel that the bread is a bit
nmowldy. Others will feel, on the contrary, that it
has not been fully baked. A few will elain that
improper hands have been lard wpon . Bul it s
bread necertheless, and the bread of Lfe

There is a degree of concern and a sense of con-
tagion about sectarian Christianity that makes
mast respectable church Christianity seem pale
and insipid. There s a glow i the life of the
Geice-born sectarian that would enibarrass the
conventional Protestant and yet looks
suspiciously like the life of the New Testament

Christtan. There is an assurance in the faith of

the sectarian that more soplasticated  Protes-
tants, carefully balancing intellectual pro
babilities, do not coen begin to attain. There is a
willingness (o go to the four corners of the earth
and preach the sectarian gospel (o cvery

creature, that makes the missionary concern of

orpanized Protestantism look puny in proportion

(o the vaster resources available to it Denomina-

tional Protestants must be grateful that the sec-

tarians are witnessing (o these //ling&';

Most of the great churches began as sect
groups, often in response to the movement of the
Spirit in the life of a single man (e.z., Martin
Luther, Menno Simons, John Wesley). In a
recent article L. A. King made these disturbing
comments:

To date, no denomination (we are assuniing
that all of them represented new movings of the
Spirit) has maintained its original distinctive-
ness and power .. Of course, the power of God
must not be discounted, but 1 fear that restora-
tion is most unlikely . .. Arthritis is not curable.”
In an unpublished paper on the subject of

doctrinal unity in the church, Robert M.
Johnston made this plea to his own church,
which is disturbed by a polarization between tra-
ditionalists and reformists:

' Northeote Parkinson has somewhere stated
as one of his famous “laws the principle that
perfection of layout is achicoed only by institu-
tions on the verge of collapse. He cites the exam-
ple of the Vatican which completed construction
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of St. Peter’s just as the Protestant Reformation
broke out. Perhaps we can forndate a parallel
“law ' Absolute doctrinal unity is achicved only
by religious movements on the verge of senility.
Let us not hasten too rapidly toward our Trent.
When we pass from youth to maturity we lose
some things and we gain some things, but the
process is inevitable till death. Let us yvearn
neither for an infancy which is past nor for
denominational death. Where there is the Spirit,
there s life; and where there is life, there is
thought: and where there is thought, there is risk
of difference; but thisis no tragedy where there is
love and fellowship and devotion to our Lord.®

Where 1s the greatest vitality being
manifested in the Christian movement today?
Not within the old religious structures. Most of
them appear to be in an advanced state of
senility. I the greatest vitality is not found in
offhbeat sects, then itis found in parachurch min-
istries—such as Francis Schaeffer's L"Abri
Fellowship, the Billy Graham Evangelistic Asso-
ciation, Full Gospel Business Men's Fellowship
International, Campus Crusade for Christ, Inter-
Varsity Christian Fellowship and countless
other agencies, large and small, which seem to be
doing something the old church structures are
not doing. We say this without making a value
judgment on these ministries. Some of them are
doubtlessly involved in heresy. But even in the
face of this, we must say with P.T. Forsyth, A
live heresy is better than a dead (n‘th()d()xy."”

The church is being swept by all kinds of move-
ments which give particular emphasis to various
aspects of religion and life. The two biggest
developments at presentseem to be the apocalyp-
tic movement and the new Pentecostal move-
ment.

While diversity is inevitable and even
beneficial to the church, the sectarian spirit
which often accompanies it is to be deplored. The
sectarian spirit is not limited to small Christian
groups. It can exist in the large churches as well.
It 1s found wherever there are sinful human
beings. Just as noone is entirely free fromsin, so
no one is entirely free from sectarianism. Even
those who most vigorously condemn it are some-
times guilty of it.

We will now try to identify the sectarian spirit
and bring it under the judgment of the gospel.

The sectarian spirit majors on minors. This
appears to be the almost inevitable result of
denominationalism. It cannot be denied that the
church 1s often enriched by the distinctive
emphases of difterent Christian groups. By these
means valuable insights into the Christian faith
may be retained or emphasized. But the distine-
tive "truth™ of a group too easily becomes the
thing which justifies that group's existence. The
fellowship within the group tends to be based
more on commitment to the distincetive “truth”™
than on the faith common to the entire Christian
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church. Opposition to the distinctive “truth™ by
other Christians causes the members of the
group to rally around the belief under attack. It
becomes almost impossible to resist elevating
the distincetive “truth™ to a place of importance
which the Bible does not recognize. Says Hubert
Jedin:

Thus the form and rise of the denominations
were greatly influenced by the “antt’” to the
other. People were in danger of vverlooking the
common inheritance because of the emphasis on
differences and even of beconung impoverished
and narrow."’

AL this point sectarianism becomes heresy.

Heresy means selected truth; it does not mean
error; heresy and error are very different things.
Heresy s truth, but truth pushed into undue
importance, to the disparagement of the truth
upon the other side.’’!

The sectarian spirit subordinates the
gospel to its distinetive truth (heresy). If a
particular sect finds the reason for its existence
in its distinctive truth, that distinctive truth
hecomes more tmportant than the gospel. For
example, members of a sect may hold the most
diverse views regarding the gospel of how a poor
sinner s justified before God without disturbing
the peace of the community. But if a member
questions the validity of a distinctive truth,
there is a mad scramble to defend the theological
ramparts. Does not this prove that the sect has
made its distinctive truth more important than
the gospel ?

While every denomination, sect, group and
subgroup is busy witnessing to its distinctive
truth, the glorious gospel hecomes a poor Cin-
derella i the Christian family. No wonder the
gospel is the most ignored and misunderstood
doctrine in the community' Yet only the gospel
can make a Christian person and create a Chrs
tian church. What sect has made the gospel its
distinctive witness? Any scect doing this would
not be a sect in the true sense of the word
hecause it would not have the sectarian spirit.
Would 1t not he refreshing to have a new “sect”
in the church which unashamedly confessed.
“Our heresy i1s the gospel™?

The sectarian spirit may not only subordi-
nate the gospel to its pet doctrine (at which
point it becomes a heresy), but it may preach
its distinctive doctrine as the gospel. Thus,
an emphasis on hohness of life and the work of
the Holy Spirit in Christian experience has
encouraged the development of new Christian
movements. Who would question the importance
of holiness and the indwelling life of the Spirit?
Insofar as these movements have drawn atten-
tion to neglected biblical truths, they have per-
formed a prophetic ministry to the church. But
when a fellowship s based on something other
than the gospel, that “something™ is in serious
danger of becoming another gospel. We need to
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remember that the ultimate deception occurs
when a very good thing is put in the room of the
best thing.

As far as the New Testament is concerned,
there is no such thing as the gospel of the Holy
Spirit. The gospel is about Christ (Rom. 1:3). He
is its decisive content. The gospel is about a
historical thing, a saving event which took place
two thousand years ago. That event was final
and unrepeatable. Jesus Christ fulfilled the Old
Testament —all its demands and all its promises.
As the new Adam and the new lIsrael, Jesus
rewrote human history. He took the curses of the
old history, bore them and buried them. Sin,
death, hell and the devil were overcome, and by
His resurrection He inaugurated the new history
of humanity. All of God's power, love and wisdom
are concentrated in this one. unique act of
redemption.

The Holy Spirit adds nothing to the finished
work of Jesus Christ. The Spirit’s chiefl work s
the proclamation of the gospel (Isa. 61:1; I Cor.
2:2-4; 1 Thess. 1-5; I Pet. 1-12). All who are
genuinely filled with the spinit (Eph. 5:18) will
make Lhe gospel their chief work. Next to proc-
laiming the gospel, the Spirit's chief work is giv-
ing sinners faith for it, for it is by faith in Jesus
that a sinner receives all that God and the future
have to give GJohn 5:24; Rom. 8:32: Eph. 1:3).
The fruit of the gospel is to take the sinner out of
himself, out of preoccupation with himself, so
that he has a new center and lives by what
Another has done. The Spirit-directed life cannot
he preoccupied with itself and cannot fall in love
with its own experience. Under the guise of
honoring the Holy Spirit, some groups make
their new-found experience of love, joy and peace
the central point of their witness. Instead of wit
nessing Lo the objective reality of what has been
done in Christ, they witness to what the Holy
Spirit s doing in their lives. If Christian
experience rematns a handmaiden of the gospel,
all is well. But when Hagar thinks she can sup-
plant Sarah, it is time for her to be cast out.

The sectarian spirit may offer its distine-
tive truth as an addition to the gospel. The
gospel is not explicitly denied. In fact, it may be
confessed as absolutely necessary. “But, in addi-
tion to the gospel .. .7

Insofar as sectarianism offers an addition to
the gospel, it is a denial of the gospel. The gospel
will be a final thing, a complete thing and an all-
sufficient thing, or it will be nothing at all. In
the gospel God has spoken His final word to man.
There is no way of going on from hearing the
gospel to some more profound experience of God.
If we may borrow the words of Kiasemann, “The
gospel is ... the final word beyond which there is
no more to be said or experienced.”" If anyone
suggests that believers can go outside or beyond
the gospel for a fuller revelation of truth (beitin
some prophetic revelation or in some charismatic
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experience), he is advocating a heresy.

The sectarian spirit makes its distinctive
thing a “testing truth” which is supposed to
determine whether other people are
genuinely Christian. Even worse, the sectarian
spirit. may make its “testing truth”™ something
which is supposed to determine who shall be
saved or lost. As far as the New Testament is
concerned, the gospel of Christ is the decisive,
final test which comes to the whole world (John
3:18, 191 If the New Testament does not clearly
make a certain pattern of worship, a form of
church government or a point of theology a test
of salvation, neither should we.

The sectarian spirit will not accept other
Christians as worthy of fellowship unless
they subscribe to its distinetive doctrinal
emphasis.

Luther repented of sin: he received esus as
Lord and Saviour; and he believed all that was
spoken by the prophets and apostles. But these
virtues fell short of Roman requirements. An
offense against the form of the church was the
same as an offense against  fellowship  and
doctrine . .

In an alarmingly short time, however,
Lutheranism converted to an institution which
defined faith as assent to right doctrine, and
which granted the prince many of the rights
enjoyed by the Roman bishop. Lutherans were
no more charitable to dissenters than Roman

Catholics were. An Anabaptist could repent of

sin; he could receive Jesus as Lord and Saviour;
and he could believe all that was spoken by the
prophets and apostles. But these virtues fell short
of Lutheran requirements. Unless a penitent
affirmed, according to the Wittenberg Concord,
“that with the bread and wine are truly and
substantially present. offered, and recetved the
body and blood of Christ,” he was not part of the
fellowship

But when Calvinism converted to a theological
system, tt turned out that the “elect of God " were

those who accepted the distinctive teachings of

John Caloin. Once again, doctrine and  form
ranked higher than fellowship. An Arminian
could repent of sin; he could receive Jesus as
Lord and Saviour;: and he could believe all that
was spoken by the prophets and apostles. But
these virtues fell short of Calvinistic require-

ments. Unless a belicver accepted the doctrine of

irresistible grace, he was not a part of the fellow-
ship ..

The relysious wars in England trace, in great
part. to the intransigence of the established
church. Dissenters could repent of sin: they
could receive Jesus as Lord and Saviour; and
they could believe all that was spoken by the
prophets and apostles. But these virtues fell short
of Anglican requirements. Unless a  believer
suported the traditions of the established church,
he was not part of the fellowship .
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The Puritans restored the classical standards
in theology. They composed a body of literature
which was a credit to that or any other day. No
major topic in the theological encyclopedia was
left unexplored.

But the Purituns twith notable exceptions)
tended to be parochial in outlook, for they never
succeeded in (transcending the limitations of
Calvinism. They used the distinctive elements in
this theology as a measure of correct doctrine,
and thusof fit fellowship."’

We all know that the sad story of sectarianism
does not end with Puritan history.

The sectarian spirit may even manifest
itself by claiming to be the one true church
which has “the truth.” All other churches and
patterns of worship are said to be illegitimate.
Very often this extreme sectarian attitude is as-
sociated with making lovalty to a particular
religious organization the test of orthodoxy.
[nsofar as this attitude confuses loyalty to an
ecclesiastical system with loyalty to Jesus
Christ, it becomes an antichrist. Perhaps the
word “sect” becomes too weak at this point, and
we should substitute the word “cult™ to describe
a group which claims exclusive possession of the
truth.

The sectarian spirit is a denial of justifica-
tion by faith alone. A simple way to test
whether any group of Christians has the sec-
tarian spirit is to enquire whether it requires
any tests for acceptance within the group that
God does not insist upon for acceptance with
Himself. What is sufficient for acceptance with
(xod ought to be sufficient for acceptance with a
truly Christian community. Whereas the sec-
tarian spirit is anxious todraw a line which i1den-
tifies the spiritual elite. the gospel is accom-
panied by the catholic spirit, which is anxious to
draw a circle that makes the Christian fellow-
ship as wide as Christ intended.

A divided church may often be an expression of
how seriously God's people are taking their com-
mitment to the truth. But unless diversity is
kept subordinate to the gospel. it may exceed its
bounds. We need the graciousness and humility
to recognize that despite our best endeavors to be
true to what the Bible says, we all bring to our
study of the Bible the inhibiting influence of our
own background, culture and sinful limitations.
The article of justification by grace alone means
that we cannot be saved by theological rectitude
any more than by ethical rectitude. The gospel
must continuallv call into question all that we do
or teach. We must forgive the theological blun-
ders of our fellow Christians, even as we ask God
to forgive ours.

We would gain nothing 1if, after fleeing the
bear of sectarianism, we were bitten by the viper
of compromise. The agony of division is better
than the complacency of indifference. The pas-
sionate commitment to our sectarian distine-
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tives needs to be channeled into a passionate
commitmgnt to the gospel of Christ. A fellowship
based on sectarian distinctive needs to be subli-
mated by fellowship based on the gospel. It would
be a welcome change 1o have a sect whose
“heresy” (its distinctive thing) unashamedly
pointed away from its own history to the holy
history of Jesus Christ.
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Christianity—In A Sectarian Mold Or In
A Wholistic One?

by

Gilbert W. Stafford

What kind of unity did the church in the New
Testament have? That is the question which
Robert D. Brinsmead address his article
“The Gospel versus the Sectaran Spirit.” His
answer is that the unity of the New Testament
church was a unity in the Gospel. Even though
the church had much diversity in its organiza-
tional patterns. cultural outlook, and doctrinal
emphases, it was nevertheless united in its faith-
ful devotion to the person of Jesus Christ as Lord
and Savior. The Gospel of our Christly salvation
was the common point of reference in the midst
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of all the church’s diversity. It was the person of

Christ that united them.

[ fully agree with Brinsmead’s answer.

Beyond this, however, perhaps it should be
stressed that the person of Christ was also the
crucial factor for determining who was in the
Christly fellowship and who was outside it.
Judas placed himself outside the Christly fellow-
ship by virtue of his rejection of the person of
Christ.

During the fleshly ministry of Jesus, being
inside or outside the Christly fellowship was
demonstrable in terms of whether a person was
one of the Palestinians who followed Jesus. But,
following his fleshly ministry, being inside or
outside the Christly fellowship was not quite as
simple as it had been during the days of Jesus’
incarnational life. In the course of time, being
inside or outside the Christly fellowship came to
be determined on the basis of more conceptual
matters. For instance, we have Paul warning the
Corinthians about those who preach “another
Jesus whom we have not preached™ (see 11 Cor-
inthians 11:1-4); and in Galatians he severely
condemns those who distort the gospel of Christ:
“If any man is preaching to you a gospel contrary
to that which you received, let him be accursed™
(2:9, New American Standard Bible here and
elsewhere).

In I John 4 we find the following twofold
Christological criterion: “every spirit that con-
fesses that Jesus has come in the flesh is from
God™ (v. 21, and “"whoever confesses that Jesus is
the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God™
(v. 151, According to 1 John, confession of both
Jesus’ humanity and his divinity is crucial for
determining whether one is to be counted inside
or outside the Christly community.

As far as the New Testament is concerned,
what one trustingly believes about Jesus is both
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the cohesive center of the church’s unity, as well
as the fundamental line of demarcation between
those who are within the Christly fellowship and
those who are outside it.

But, what about all of the special groupings
within the universal church? We have the
Anglicans stressing the historic episcopacy; the
traditional peace churches teaching pacifism;
holiness churches preaching entire sanctifica-
tion; Trinitarian Pentecostals emphasizing that
tongues are the initial evidence of Holy Spirit
baptism; Calvinists theologizing about eternal
security; Independents refusing connectional
church life; and a special group called the
Church of God movement maintaining that
church membership and salvation are identical.

If the official doctrinal statements of all these
groups were to be compared, one would find great
unanimity among them regarding the person-
hood of Jesus Christ. Let us look at two examples
of formal doctrinal statements about Christ,
cach coming from a tradition in some ways very
different from the other.

1. The Son of God, the second person of the Tri-
nity, being very and eternal God, of one sub-
stance, and equal with the Father, chd, 1when
the fullness of time was come, take upon him
man’s nature_with all the essential properties
and common nfirmitics thereof, vet without
sin. being conceived by the power of the Holy
Ghost in the womb of the Virgin Mary, of her
substance. So that tiwo whaole, perfect, and dis-
tinct natures, the Godhead and the manhood,
were inseparately joined together in one per-
son, without conversion, composition, or con
fusion. Which person is very God and very
man, vet one Christ. the only mediator be-
tween God and man.’

2. Jesus Christ the Son s fully God and [ully
man: the only Savior for the sins of the world.
He was the Word made flesh, supernaturally
concerved by the Holy Spirit, born of the
Virgin Mary, and was perfect in nature,
teaching, and obedience. He died on the cross
as the vicarious sacrifice for all mankind,
rose from the dead in His own glorified body,
ascended into heaven, and will return in
glory. He is the Head of His body the Churceh,
victor over all the powers of darkness, and
now reigns at the right hand of the Father.”

The commonalities between these two confes-
sion are obvious. If one were to look at the whole
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doctrinal statements from which these quota
tions are taken, it would be clear that there is
nothing said in either of the above quotations
with which those using the other statement
would disagree.

It so happens that the first statement above is
found in a Calvinistic doctrinal confession,
whereas the second is found in a Charismatic
confession. As different as Calvinists and
Charismatics are in some secondary matters,
they are nevertheless in basic agreement when it
comes to the person of Christ. In fact, if we were
to consider the official doctrinal statements from
a wide range of other Christian traditions cven
as diverse as Roman Catholic, Lutheran, and
Baptist, for instance, we would find that they
would be in basic Christological agreement with
the quotations given above. The central
Christological affirmations would not be the
major bone of contention between these groups.
Not until such matters as ecternal security,
entire sanctification, pacifism, and the nature of
church membership are discussed, do group dis-
tinctives become apparent.

This, then, brings us to the major point under
consideration, namely, that all too often we
allow special concerns to move to the center of
our respective fellowships, thereby replacing the
person and work of Christ as the cohesive center.
We begin buiding our communion around our
special concerns rather than allowing our com
munion to find its eternal center in Christ and
His Gospel.

Should we then ahandon all special concerns?
The answer is No, for two reasons. first of all, it
is unrealistic. To be human is to have special con
cerns and since the church is very human, a
multitude of special concerns will continue to
characterize her until the Lord returns, at which
time these concerns will melt into the glorious
brightness of Christ himself. But, until that day,
we will inevitably continue organizing those
concerns which we are convinced other Chris-
tians ought to share along with us.

Beyond this, though, there is a second reason
why we should not abandon special concerns: it
has to do with the universal presence of the Holy
Spirit, who is at work within the whole church,
here understood as the universal fellowship of
those who trust in the Jesus of Scripture for
their salvation. If the Holy Spirit 1s at work
among all his people, then perhaps we should be
cautious about too quickly condemning the
special concerns of fellow believers without ask-
ing what the Holy Spirit might have tosay about
these matters even to those of us who tradi-
tionally do not share the same concerns. In say-
ing this it is not being claimed that the Ioly
Spirit writes docurinal statements —we are the
ones who do that —but what we are saying is that
persistent concerns are very likely inspired by
the Holy Spirit. Concerns are expressed in
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doctrinal statements but they are not identical
with such statements. We can have a Holy Spirit
inspired concern and yet produce a doctrinal
statement which is not exactly what the loly
Spirit wills to say. Our doctrinal statements may
very well distort those concerns which are in and
of themselves inspired by the Holy Spirit. While
we may not agree with the Calvinistic doctrine
of eternal security, perhaps those who uphold the
concern expressed in that doctrine do challenge
others of us to think more carefully about the
biblical doctrine of our security in Christ. Or,
while we may not agree with the Pentecostal
stress on the externals of Holy Spirit haptism,
perhaps they do cause all of us to consider more
thoroughly the nature of that baptism. To put it
in personal terms, my understanding of the
whole counsel of God is fuller because of the
issues with which Anglicans and Calvinists and
Pentecostals have challenged me. As | wrestle
with their special concerns, even when | do not
agree with their doctrinal statements, the Holy
Spirit teaches me about matters to which | had
not previously given much thought.

Some Christians function within a sectarian
mold, while others function within a wholistic
one. Those functioning within a sectarian mold
have their doctrinal eyes turned towards ecach
other—they are doctrinally cross-eyed —as their
eyes focus on concerns near to their theological
noses, rather than focusing on Christ and his
Gospel. They also have severe doctrinal myopia
in that they see only their own special doctrinal
concerns and are seemingly oblivious to those
raised by other Christians. Anglicans have
doctrinal myopia whenever they refuse to con-
sider what Scripture has to say about sanctifica-
tion: those associated with the Church of God
Movement have the same disease whenever they
refuse to study Seripture to see what it has to say
about the security of the believer; Calvinists
have it whenever they refuse to learn from Scrip-
ture about Holy Spirit baptism; Pentecostal
churches are afflicted with it whenever they
refuse to look carefully at Scriptural passages
pertaining to good order in the church.

But not all Christians function within this
kind of sectarian mold: those functioning within
a wholistic mold keep their doctrinal eyesight
focused on the person of Christ and his Gospel:
they also develop strong eyes as they exercise
them by looking at all sorts of issues called to
their attention by fellow Christians lifting up
other special concerns. Christianity within this
mold openly and genuinely affirms its oneness
with all others who likewise are called into exis-
tence by the one Gospel; it rejoices with all of
like precious faith in the one Gospel and urges
all to maintain the unity of the Gospel by keep-
ing it central; and it unabashedly seeks to under-
stand the secondary doctrinal concerns of others
not for the purpose of adopting their particular
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positions, but for the purpose of asking anew
what the Spirit has tosay to the whole church as
a given issue is considered in light of the biblical
Word.

Christians who function within the wholistic
mold hold that all of us need each other as the
one people of the Gospel; whereas those who
function within a sectarian mold hold that “we”
are better than “you™ simply because “we'™ have
the Gospel enlightened by “our”™ special under-
standings while "you™ even though perhaps hav-
ing the Gospel, have distorted it by “your”
special misunderstandings.

But, you may ask. (1} Does that mean that we
should not have rather comprehensive doctrinal
agreemen{ among the teaching and preaching
ministry of the church? Should persons be
ordained who espouse doctrinal views not
generally held among one’s own group? (2) Does
this mean that we ought to feel guilty about
believing that our group is the healthiest fellow-
ship possible for Christian development? and (3)
Does this mean that we ought to cease setting
forth our distinctive understandings to other
Christians? The answer to all three questions is
No: (1) The teaching and preaching ministry of a
particular group of Christians does need to be in
basic agreement in order to avoid unnecessary
doctrinal confusion among the people of God for
which that ministry is primarily responsible; (2)
[f we are not personally convinced that our group
i1s the healthiest of all fellowships for Christian
development we ought either to be in earnest
about making it so or be in earnest about finding
what we believe to be the healthiest fellowship;
and (3) If indeed our persistent concerns are

inspired by the Holy Spirit, we ought to be
challenging others with them.

We do not fall into the sectarian mold by
answering No to the above guestions unless we
deny that others who feel the same way about
their respective groups, have equal standing
before God solely on the basis of their faith in
Jesus Christ and his Gospel. The sin of sectarian-
ism does not have to do with the fact that we
differ on secondary issues. Rather, it has to do
with (1) substituting our respective doctrinal
concerns for the centrality of the person of
Christ: (2) loveless attitudes toward those with
whom we differ: and (3) being motivated by the
spirit of competitiveness within the community
of Christ.

Christianity with a multiplicity of groups each
functioning in a sectarian mold as it centers on
its own doctrinal distinctives presents to the
world many off-center gospels, whereas Chris-
tianity functioning within a wholistic mold as it
centers on the Scripturally-presented Christ and
his Gospel is in the most advantageous position
possible to present to the world the only message
of hope that can giveeternal salvation to all who
believe.

FOOTNOTES

"The Westminster Confession of Faith
(1646), Chapter VIII, section 1. Quoted from
John H. Leith, ed; Creeds of the Churches: A
Reader in Christian Doctrine from the Bible
to the Present. Revised edition, (Richmond:
John Knox Press, 1973), p. 203 .

“Doctrinal Statement, Melodyland School of
Theology, Section V.

When A Movement Ceases To Move

Barry L.Callen

Robert Brinsmead has expressed appropriate
appreciation to “the ecumenical movement™ for
sensitizing contemporary Christians to the scan-
dal of a divided Christian community. While he
does not identify the constituency of this general
unity movement, it is clear that the reformation
movement of the Church of God should not be
excluded. From its beginning this particular
body of Christians has been seeking to expose the
sectarian scandal and reach for some realization
of the unity intended by Christ. But the path of
such realization has been found to be long and
difficult.

It is obvious that even the church of the first
century suffered sectarian difficulties. There

Centering on Ministry

were regional, cultural, personality and theologi-
cal problems which necessitated then and now
that those wholong for unity must nevertheless
adapt to the realities of diversity and change. In
fact, it may be concluded that escape from “the
sectarian spirit” is less the realization of some
contrived uniformity and more the achieving (or
receiving) of the wisdom to judge where and
whendiversity is inevitable, acceptable and even
enriching. Present circumstances within the life
of the Church of God indicate that the pains of
this process are real and continuing.

We in the Church of God have lhived in our
world of ambivalence forover a century. We have
been “liberal™ in spirit and “conservative' in
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theology. We have both championed Christian
unity and stood aloof from its most prominent
organizational manifestations. We have
denounced denominationalism and feared that
we might soon be a denomimation ourselves. We
have been both proneers in equality  for
minorities and women i the Church and victims
of the related prejudices i our society. We have
developed a loyalty to a umfied World Service
budget, only to compromise it with competitive
parachurch ministries and individual imitiatives.

We have been the captives ol aconcensus men-
tality. Sometimes we have squelched legitimate
diversity or failed to challenge questionable
trends because we were committed to preserving
the unity of the body. Part of the price of this
scelective silence has been the occasional build-up
of mistrust and frustration, resulting
periodically in awkward bursts of anger and
accusation.

This world of ambivalence has extended to
every phase of hife within the Church of God
Therce continues to be tension between the chaos
of unchecked mdividualism and the desire to be
cfficient and responsible disciples together. On
the one hand, we so want to break with the
shackles of sectartantsm that we prize asubstan
tial freedom and lexibility of thought and struc
ture. On the other hand, we are painfully aware
of the lack of long-range planning, of the
absence of regularized vehicles of serious com
munication and of the maverick and crisis
oriented nature of so much n the hfe of the
Church. We have yet to discover how Spirit-led
persons can provide genuine gurdance for the
work of the Chuarch in a way that remains (ree of
what we would judge to be the seductive tamt of
secularism.

Its comforting to affirm with Brimsimead that
the unity of the church must focus on a common
commitment to the gospel of Christ rather than
on artificial issues and parochial preferences: It
is quite discomforting, however, to realize that
cven o unity-conscious movement like Che

Church of God must struggle with the sceds of

sectarianism  that keep appearing in ats own
midst

We fear creeds, so we often fail to engage in
serious theological dialogue. We tend to face
diversity in the Church with strategies of either
defiance or default. We do not wish to humanize

and intellectualize quahifications for ministry, so
the rumor persists among us that disciplined
training lor ministry is optional, cven
unspiritual. We hate words like “headquarters,”
so we permit church colleges to develop
haphazardly and chart their own courses with
little apparent regard for each other or for thewr
corporate impact on the whole Church. When we
read in Acts 15:28 that the church acted in light
of what “seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to
us,” we care deeply about the primacy of the
Holy Spirit and wish sincerely for some clarifica-
tion about the proper role of “us™ in directing the
life of the church.

Potentially there is exhilaration and frustra-
tion in constant change. If a “movement™ cea

to move, 1t ceases bemmg  a movement and
becomes a traditional institution. Chureh of God
people have wanted to be a movement, a leaven
in the stale loaf of denominationahsm. This
desire has given birth to ideahisin and sacenifice —
and to motion, confrontation. questions, frustra
tions. Operational guidelines, epecially clear and
unchanging ones. have been harder to discover
than the ispirational visions. A “free church™
arrangenient featuring local church autonomy
can be erther an open door for the work of the
Spirit ol God or a blank check for the sectarian
spirit of man. The quest for umty can atself
become o sectarman banner carried  proudly.
dividing as 1t goes.

What is the result of such a dyvnamie and dan
gerous situation? We can either become cynmcal
about 1t all or reaffirm the rightness of the quest
and, i faith and without all the answers or
puarantees, determine to niove on. It might be
that the Church of God has already mmvested too
much energy in scarching for its identity as a
distinctive people under God. Mavbe constant
mtrospection s itself o step toward sectarianiz.
g the movement

Brinsmead's suggested solution to sectarian
1sm s putting ainto practice the beliel that "a
fellowship based on sectarian distincetives needs
to be sublimated by fellowship based on the
wospel.” Possibly, for the Church of God. the best
way Lo {ind hersell s finally to be willing to lose
herself for the sake of the gospel. Tt will never be
fully clear just what that imphies organiza-
tionally: but its imphcations for our goal, our
motivation and our commitment are unmis-
takable!
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NEWELL LECTURESHIP
IN
BIBLICAL STUDIES

JUNE 16-18, 1982

(During International Convention)
SUBJECT
DR. BRUCE METZGER Lectures On The Book Of Revelation

ABOUT DR. BRUCE METZGER
Dr. Bruce Metzger is the George L. Collord Professor of New Testament Language and Literature,
Princeton Theological Seminary, Princeton, New Jersey. He is Chairman of the Revised Standard Version
RSV Bible Committee: Author of twenty-five books: Corresponding Fellow of the British Academy:
former president of the Society of Biblical Literature of Studiorum Novi Testamenti Societas, and of the
North American Patristic Society; Member of the Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton (1969 and
1974); Visiting Fellow. Clare Hall, Cambridge (1974): Visiting Fellow, Wolfson College, Oxford (1979).

SCHEDULE OF FOUR LECTURES
(1) Wednesday, June 16 10:15 A.M. to 12:00 Noon
(2)  Thursday, June 17 1:15 P.M. to 3:00 P.M.
(3) Friday, June 18 10:15 A.M. to 12:00 Noon
(4) Friday, June 18 1:15 P.M. to 3:00 P.M.
LOCATION
ANDERSON COLLEGE CAMPUS - DECKER HALL, ROOM 133
COST
Four Lectures with Lunch on Friday Noon: $15.00 Four Lectures without Lunch: $12.00
IMPORTANT NOTE
Due to other conference activities during the International Convention. this lectureship will be
LIMITED TO 140 PERSONS. Reservations will be made on a first come-first serve basis, so GET YOUR
REGISTRATION IN EARLY!

REGISTRATION FORM
NEWELL LECTURESHIP IN BIBLICAL STUDIES

NAME - FeeEnclosed
ADDRESS e 4 R15.00 (with lunch on Friday)
(street) How Many
. . - w $12.00 (without lunch)
(city) fsbate) (2ip code) How Many

DATE MAILED TOTAL AMOUNT ENCLOSED

Tickets and other information will be sent to you by return mail.

(IFor office use only)
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