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Introduction
In the Foreword tévission-shaped Church (MSC), Archbishop Rowan Williams states:

we have begun to recognize that there are many imaykich the reality of
‘church’ can exist....what makes the situation ingéirey is that we are going to
have to live with variety; the challenge is howntork with that variety so that
everyone grows together in faith and in eagerressarn about and spread the
Good News. If ‘church’ is what happens when pe@pleounter the Risen Jesus
and commit themselves to sustaining and deepehatgehcounter in their
encounter with each other, there is plenty of thgahl room for diversity of
rhythm and style, so long as we have ways of ifigng the same living Christ at

the heart of every expression of Christian lifeammon®

In a report about the mixed economy of neighboudhered network churches, the
Archbishop of Canterbury significantly acknowleddlest the reality of church is multi-
faceted in its expression. In other words, it isardy the geographically determined
parochial model of church that is the only legitienalaimant to the body of Christ.
Moreover, Williams cautiously provides a definitiohchurch, as the encounter of
people with the Risen Jesus, who are committe@épen that engagement through
their own encounter with each other. While notReport’s working definition of the
concept of ‘church’, Williams’ description providashelpful entry point for
understanding the nature of church in the lighthafrch planting and other fresh

expressions of church in the changing English odnte

! Mission-shaped Church, Church House Publishing, London 2004, p.vii.

2 ‘A geographical approach alone is not suffici€tdrish, by itself, is no longer adequate as
the Church of England’s missionary strategy. “Gize fits all” will not do. A mutual
partnership of parochial and network churches,gus@ditional and fresh approaches, and

sharing ministry in larger areas is necessansC, p.12.



One of the overriding concerns of the authorM8C, is the importance of
demonstrating to its readership that the so-cditksh expressions of church and the
often non-territorial identities that result fromurch planting argalid expressions of
church. The activity of church planting or churelfreshing results in new churches, not
merely a pale reflection of the true church, whictess than the full quitlin this

regard they followed the line of the previous repBreaking New Ground,* whose
definition of church in the context of church plagtwas:

Church...has been defined for the purposes of thisrtexs: a group of Christians
predominantly drawn from a discernible neighbourdhamlture or network, who
are led by those with authorization from the widearch, whose worship and
common life includes regular commitment to preagtire Word and to the
celebration of the two dominical sacramehts.

However, the authors ®SC identified some deficiencies in this definitionadfurch,
specifically in terms of mission identity and piiaet The missiological dimension was

sorely missing.

Part of the paradigm shift sinBeeaking New Ground is the discovery that fresh

expressions of church are not only legitimate esqmns of church, but they may
be more legitimate because they attend more clégeghe mission task, and they
are more deeply engaged in the local context, almAf more attentively the path

of incarnatiorf

AccordinglyMSC seeks to correct this imbalance with greater atierio the mission

and incarnational character of church. While thisateworthy in its aim, the thrust of

¥ “Church” and “plant” both have a variety of nméags. But when the two are combined,

they modify each otheBreaking New Ground rightly argued that the two words, “church” and
“plant” should be used separately and not usedresvahybrid nounl a “churchplant”. It is
important that what comes to birth is recognizedragch and the verb ‘plant’ is allowed to
indicate an organic procestM'SC, p.29.

*  Breaking New Ground, Church House Publishing, London, 1994.
> Breaking New Ground, para 2.1, cited byMSC, p.32

® MSC, p.23.



this essay is to evaluate this claim in the lighBoripture with a view to establishing a
theology of church that reflects the Bible’s teaghand is appropriate for the post-
Christian era.

Defining church
1. Church as assembly

The word ‘church’ is the English translation of the Greek wekilésia,

which was a common word used to describe an asgeshpkrsons. It was not a
religious wordper se, but secular in its origifibeing the characteristic word used for
the assembly of citizens of Greek city-states. Tdpert from Luke’s use of the term
with a specifically Christian denotation, he wasoahble to use it unambiguously and
without qualification when describing tlag hoc assembly of citizens who gathered in
Ephesus in opposition to Paul’'s teaching (Acts 2043). When qualified, it could also
denote the legal assembly or proper town meetirgs(A9:39). The termekklésia bore
no inherent relation to the nature of the meetiiger than to denote an assembly or
gathering of persons for a purpose. This is welsitated by Origen’s qualified and
unqualified use of the terekklesia (here translated ‘church’) in the third century.

The church of God, say at Athens, is meek and ginee it desires to please
God: the church of the Athenians is riotous anddrway comparable to the one
of God there. You may say the same of the chuf¢od at Corinth and the
church of the people of Corinth and the church ofl @t Alexandria and the
church of the people at Alexandffa.

" The English word ‘church’ is derived from the €keadjectivekyriakos, meaning

‘pertaining to the Lord'.
8 Ekklesiais the substantive form of the veskrkaleo, to call out, used to summon soldiers to
assembly.

° English translations do not translakélésia in these verses as ‘church’. Tyndale is a rare
exception in consistently translatiekklésia as ‘congregation’ throughout the New Testament.
19 Contra Celsum 3.29, 30, cited by D.B. Knox, “De-mythologizingetiChurch” Selected

Works, Matthias Media, Kingsford, NSW, 2003, vol. Il, @-27 [originally published iiRTR

vol.32(1), 1973, pp.48-55].



Christians most likely adopted the waskklesia from the Greek translation gzhal in
the Septuagint: Peter O'Brien makes the following observation:

In the translation of the LXX the Greek waakklesia (‘fassembly’) occurs about
one hundred times, of which twenty-two are in thppérypha. It represents the
Hebrewqgahal (‘assembly’) some seventy-three times (but néxakih,
‘congregation’)...The Hebrew terozhal and its Greek equivaleekklésia could
describe assemblies of a less specifically religimunonreligious kind, for
example, the gathering of an army in preparatiowfar (1 Sam 17:47; 2 Chron
28:14) or the ‘coming together’ of an unruly andgrdially dangerous crowd (Ps
26 [LXX 25]:5; Ecclus 26:5). However, particuladygnificant are those
instances oékklesia (renderinggahal) which denote the congregation of Israel
when it assembled to hear the Word of God on M&aiSor later on Mt Zion

where all Israel were required to assemble threedia yeat?

The assembly of God’s people at Mt Sinai is desttias the Day of Assembly (Deut
9:10; 18:16). It was a day that Israel was to maber forever: ‘Remember the day you
stood before the Lord your God at Horeb, when Ik tsame “Assembl¥ the people
before me to hear my words so that they may learevere me as long as they live in
the land and may teach them to their children” D& 10). Significantly, Luke refers

1 |LH. Marshall, “New Wine in Old Wine Skins: Vh€ Biblical Use of the Word ‘Ekksia’”,
ET vol.84, 1972-73, pp.359-64.

12 p T. O'Brien,Colossians, Philemon, Word Books, Dallas, 1982, pp.57-58. O’Brien cifes
work of W.J. Dumbrell who argues that althougihal and’edah have the same basic meaning,
the latter ‘represents the people as a national whiether assembled or not, whijghal
represents the people summoned, convened or agskfobsome special purpose.’ Similarly
E.P. ClowneyThe Church, IVP, Leicester, 1995, p.30: ‘Botkklesia andgahal denote an
actual assembly, rather than a “congregation” (lvinimy or may not be “congregated”).’ See
also J.Y. Campbell, ‘The Origin and Meaning of @leristian Use of the word

Oooooooor, JETSvol.49, 1948, pp.130-142. Kevin Giles disputesribed to understand
ekklesiain the New Testament as requiring a continuing s@fsassembly’. He prefers the
concept of ‘community’ as a more accurate transhativhat on Earth is the Church? A Biblical
and Theological Enquiry, SPCK, London, 1995.

13 Greek:ekklésiason.



to this Day of Assembly as the churekiflésia] in the wilderness (Acts 7:38) when
recording Stephen’s speech concerning the histio@od’s promises to Israel and their
collective encounter with the living God. It is i the context of God’s redemptive

work that God calls his people to himself.

2. Church in the New Testament

Jesus indicated that he would build his churcho¥ahg Peter’'s declaration that Jesus
was the Messiah (Matt 16:18). While there hasibeech debate about the exact
meaning of ‘this rock’ upon which Jesus was todbik church, far less reflection has
been given to the imagery of Israel’'s Day of Assirihat significant expression of
‘church’ before the rock of Mt Sinai. Charactegsally the reflection on this passage by
D. Broughton Knox is insightful.

Just as Yahweh formed his church before himsediradi, having redeemed his
people from Egypt and brought them to himself oglesi wings, so, as a
consequence of Peter’s faith given to him by theevbaly Father, Jesus declares
that he will build his church ‘before this rock'.

Knox argues that the Greek constructiommfplus the dative in Mathew 16:18 is more
naturally translated as ‘before this rock’ or faistrock’. ‘With verbs of motion, such
as “build”, epi takes, naturally, the accusative, as in the parablhe man who builds

I*® The close

his house upon the rock, narrated by Matthew earlibis Gospe
identification of God and the rock of Mt Sinai/Hbrél will stand before you by the
rock of Horeb’—Ex 17:6) is now transcended by CGtthe rock, from whom would

flow living water (John 7:38).

The apostle Paul similarly captures this imagergmieminding the Corinthians of
Israel’s disobedience in the wilderness, despié timving been baptised into Moses
and eaten spiritual food and drunk spiritual wétem the rock—for that rock was
Christ (1 Cor 10:1-5). Furthermore this warning esnto the Corinthians within the

4 Knox, ‘De-mythologizing the Church’, p.24.
> Knox, ‘De-mythologizing the Church’, p.25.
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context of Paul’s instructions ‘when they gatheyether as church’ (11:18; cf 10:32;
11:16; 14:23)°

Similarly the writer to the Hebrews draws the agglbetween the present experience
of Christians and that of the Israelites journeytimgards the Promised Land. Yet for
Christians, while still journeying, have also aetlv As they are exhorted to continue
‘meeting together’ (10:25), they are encouragesk®that the eschatological future, the
heavenly assembly, has become a present reality.

You have come to Mount Zion and to the city of likeng God, the heavenly
Jerusalem and to myriad of angels, to the chuekiidsia] of the firstborn, whose
names are written in heaven. You have come to Gedudge of all people, to
the spirits of righteous ones made perfect, tosldsimediator of a new
covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that spedlettar word than the blood of
Abel. (Heb 12:22-4)

Whereas for Israel, the Day of Assembly was thalted the redeeming act of God, so
for Christians, their assembly is the fruit of tjespel, the redemption of God’s people
through the death and resurrection of Christ.

3. The Church of God in Christ

The above short summary indicates that the Gree# ekilesia provided an excellent
vehicle to express the importance of assemblyasvity in which people are to meet
with God in the face of Jesus Christ. The call ofi® a call to come unto him (Matt
11:28) and where two or three are gathered in Jaause, he is there among them
(Matt 18:20). While this understanding of chursiprimarily local there is also a
heavenly dimension. For Christians are also mesntiiethe heavenly gathering around
Christ, seated with him in the heavenly places (Eh cf Phil 3;20; Heb 12:22-4).
While the New Testament does not articulate thetisrship between the earthly and

the heavenly church, it would appear that eachhlyaassembly of God’'s people meets

' For further evidence of the place of the desssembly in Paul’s thought, see L. Cerfaux,
The Church in the Theology of & Paul, ET, Herder & Herder, New York, 1959, pp.113-117.
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with Christ, and is a manifestation of the heaveablity’ It is not so much that a
particular local church is part of the church isithe church, reflecting as it does the
heavenly assembly of the firstbdfhiMlost likely it is for this reason that Paul argties
proper decorum in the earthly assembly becausartpels are truly present (1 Cor
11:10)*° Moreover, this is consistent with the New Testanascriptions of local
assemblies: ‘the church of God in Corinth’; the Vehchurch in Gaius’ house; or the
church of the Thessalonians. It is also consistathtthe plural uses of the word
church: the churches in Galatia; the churchesefiantiles; or the seven churches of

Asia Minor.

We may conclude, therefore, that the church of Adghrist is the assembly of
Christians who gather in the presence of the Rissns to hear his word and to be
mutually encouraged by so doing as they look fodaarthe realisation of the heavenly
assembly to which they already belong. In otherdspit is the gospel of God that
draws people to himself through his Son. It isliwisg word, the word of the gospel,
that redeems them from their sins and makes theéres of heaven. In the words of
Hebrews 10:22-5.

Let us draw near to God with a sincere heart ingsgurance of faith, having our
hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty carsm® and having our bodies
washed with pure water. Let us hold unswervinglyhe hope we profess, for he
who promised is faithful. And let us consider how may spur one another on to
love and good deeds. Let us not give up meetingtiay, as some are in the habit
of doing, but let us encourage one another — drileamore as you see the Day

approaching.

7 For the development of this theme see P.T. OiBfiEhe Church as a Heavenly and
Eschatological Entity"The Church in the Bible and the World, ed. D.A. Carson, (Exeter/Grand
Rapids, Paternoster/Baker, 1987, pp.88-119.

'8 ‘the expression denotes the whole communion@gtints including those “militant here on
earth”.” O’'Brien, ‘The Church as a Heavenly andligological Entity’, p.96.

9 Interestingly there are allusions to the conmestibetween the earthly and heavenly
assemblies in the Old Testament. In Deuteronom $a&hweh is represented as coming to
Sinai, Seir and Paran from (or with) ten thousasfd®oly ones in the context of the assembly of

the tribes of Israel (33:5). Psalm 68 also mentibesheavenly hosts in connection with Sinai.
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Defining a mission-shaped church

Our study thus far supports Rowan Williams’ defontof ‘church’ from the Foreword
to MSC.?° He identifies three elements of church: (1) a §krentered encounter of
people and the Risen Jesus, (2) in relationshilp @Gitrist and each other, (3) who are
committed to grow together in their engagement Withist. Each of these reflects the
biblical principles that we have outlined aboveurtRermore the definition of church,
provided byBreaking New Ground, and partially endorsed by MSC, also reflects the

basic pattern of the biblical teaching.

Church...has been defined for the purposes of tpigrtes: a group of Christians
predominantly drawn from a discernible neighbourhamlture or network, who
are led by those with authorization from the wideuarch, whose worship and
common life includes regular commitment to preaghhre Word and to the

celebration of the two dominical sacramefits.

Admittedly, their definition is more detailed th#¥illiams’ and one could debate the
necessity of including some aspects. For exampgidewa church is normally drawn
from a discernible neighbourhood, culture or netydhnis is more an observation of the
nature of church than a definitional componente Thmmitment to the celebration of
the dominical sacraments, while itself a mattedethil, is clearly supported by Jesus’
commands to baptise disciples and participatear_tird’s Supper in remembrance of
him.??> However, the question of authorisation from thdevichurch sounds more like
an Anglican intrusion into the definition of chur¢han one which receives biblical
support. One wonders whether the Ethiopian eumashdepending upon the tacit
authorisation from the church in Jerusalem (throRghip?) before he returned home to
spread the gospel. Similarly, Paul appears tdtthe doncerned with the authorisation

of those who first proclaimed the gospel in Rorkke was not interested in building

20 MSC, vii, as cited above, p.1.

L Breaking New Ground, para 2.1, cited byMSC, p.32

2 “The visible Church of Christ is a congregatidrfaithful men in which the pure Word of
God is preached, and the Sacraments be duly migistecording to Christ’s ordnance in all

those things that of necessity are requisite tes#me.” Articlexix.
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upon another’s foundation but keen to find greddfsgtes for his gospel proclamation
(Rom 15:20). In a similar vein, the unauthoriseegghing of some who preach Christ
out of selfish ambition (Phil 1:17) still causesuP@® rejoice that Christ is preached.

One is reminded of the endorsement of a former &grof Australia in 1964

In these days Anglicanism has become aware in avegmthat it has a world-
wide mission, not to preserve itself but to giveelt, and if necessary to lose
itself, in the service of others. At the 1963 TrwCongress, the Archbishop of
Canterbury admonished Anglicans that ‘the churel likes to itself will die by
itself’, and Bishop Stephen Bayne insisted thatethe@ of Anglican missionary
strategy was not that there should be more Anglidarn that the Church of Jesus
Christ should be planted in every pl&te.

However, the authors of MSC consider the abovendigin to be ‘weak on the nature,
design and purpose of churéATheir chapter on the theology of a missionary chur

seeks to remedy these perceived weaknesses.

One of the most significant weaknesses identiféetthé lack of attention to the church
as incarnational. Since Dr Peter Adam has alreadyessed this issue in his paper
elsewhere in this volume, suffice it to say tha tloncept of the church being
incarnational is well-meaning but mistaken. Aljetter term to describe the apostolic
principle of being all things to all people (1 Ghi9-23) is that of accommodation.
Admittedly the word accommodation can also be usedpejorative way, whereby the
gospel is compromised in order to satisfy someucailinorm which is contrary to
God’s word. However, the use of accommodationdpsirggested is more akin to
finding the appropriate cultural context and vodabufor the gospel to be understood
by the cultural group being addressed. Paul’'s aggtrdo Jews was different from his

approach to Gentiles, since accommodation to Jesvethry laws was unnecessary for

23 Archbishop Hugh Gough, Foreword to the Chrisianndations Series of books, ed. P.E.
Hughes, Hodder & Stoughton, London, vols 1-10, 1664
2 MSC, 33.



the latter grous® Bible translators similarly need to accommodaté&rénslate) the
words of Scripture to the language and thought $oofncultural groups different from

their own.

The doctrine of the incarnation, however, refera tmique event in the life of the Son
of God. It is not repeatable. Moreover, while esiares our common humanity, he
also came to earth in a specific cultural contexd dewish man. His ministry was not
to Gentiles (Matt 15:24) and he forbade his digsfb enter Gentile villages (Matt
10:6). It was only after his resurrection that¢osnmand to make disciples was
widened to include all nations. For the gospeldasdemptive-historical order: to the
Jew first and also the Greek (Rom 1:16). However death and resurrection of Jesus
ushered in a new day, and internationalisatiomefaeople of God overcame the
division between Jew and Gentile. Thus the blgssfrAbraham comes to all nations,
through the seed of Abraham (Matt 28:18-20; Gad 32B-9).

A modern day equivalent of such accommodationas#zognition that Australians do
not have to become f&entury anglophiles to be saved—nor do they neddtome
Anglicans! One is reminded of early English migsioes in India introducing ‘white
bread’ for celebrations of the Lord’s Supper—adarfrom both the bread of first
century Israel and the local Indian variety. Tk of accommodation taught Indian
Christians that the ‘bread of life’ could only béite English bread.

While the emphasis dISC is absolutely right in its endeavour to shakedblewebs

out of the traditional forms of church and to mgetple where they are, this is not
incarnation, but accommodation. As the authorscaigi elsewhere, ‘No serious attempt
at inculturation by the Church of England can bewithh a fixed view of the outward
form of the local church® Such accommodation to the various subculturesdzfyt's
society that the church encounters will requireaa@dethinking of the relevancy of
forms of liturgy, the appropriateness of sixteerghtury (if not medieval) forms of
clerical attire and the suitability of outmodedrfar of music. None of these are
essential to the gospel nor essential to the nafuckurch, as the gathering of

Christians around the Risen Jesus listening tavbrsl and obeying his commands.

% Compare Luke’s differing presentation of Paubsjgel preaching to Jewish audiences as opposed to
Gentile audiences in Acts.
% MSC, p.91.
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Another theological confusion of categories isrtietoric of the Nicene marks of the
church as demonstrating the church’s missionaratioc. Thus unity is called upon to
promote mission, because the ‘church is one thrdmagitism, which is an integral
dimension of missiorf’ Yet unity is the gift of the Spirit (Eph 4:3):dpeaks of that
which we have in common. Baptism is the fruit aésion, the response to the gospel
in faith and repentance, not its equivalent. Uditgs not promote missiquer Se,

though it is clearly consistent with it in that §sowho are brought to Christ join the one

church, which is Christ’s body.

Holiness is also enlisted to support the missiau$o ‘A Church that is separate, even
distinctive, but not involved in the mission of iterd, cannot claim to be holy® Since
the very concept of holiness is being separatacdestl to God and distinct from the
world, it is hard to see how the authors of theeN& Creed would have specifically had
mission in mind when describing the church as hdligat holiness includes obedience
to Christ's commands, which includes the preacbiniipe gospel throughout the world,

demonstrates the consistency of mission with hetinaot itssine qua non.

‘Catholicity’, claim the authors, ‘provides the dleage to the local church or churches
for diversity within mission. It is an invitatiow thurch planting and fresh expressions
of church.?® Again, one wonders from what historical foundatsich a claim is
derived. Catholicity was a deterrent to heresyhigplighting the consistency and
‘wholeness’ of the church’s practices both spatiathd temporally in the face of

heretical views. That it bespoke the imperativentssion seems hard to justify.

Finally apostolicity is claimed as ‘the mark thantinually presses the Church to
engage culture with the gosp&l.Yet the heart of apostolicity is conformity to the
teaching of the apostles. The apostles are tim ¢sees’ with the authority of the Jesus
and the prayer of Jesus that they will enable sttebelieve ‘through their word’ (John
17:20). The adjective ‘apostolic’ does not appeahe New Testament, whereas the

2T MSC, p.96.
8 MSC, p.97.
# MSC, p.97.
% MSC, p.98.
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noun ‘apostle’ is frequently used in the Acts a&f #postles and the Epistles. However,
the closest use of the term apostle with referémtlee church is Ephesians 2:20, where
Paul states that the church ‘is built upon the féation of apostles and prophets’. The
importance of these foundation-laying gifts is telaor the church to Christ Jesus, the
cornerstone, and to his teaching. Other giftsh @iscevangelists (Eph 4:11), strongly
suggest that it is not the church that is senttimoworld, rather it is the gospel that is
sent into all the world through the agency of gifpeople, sent by the church (Acts
13:1-3). As Paul reminds the Corinthians:

Now you are the body of Christ, and each one ofigaupart of it. And in the
church God has appointed first of all apostlespsd@rophets, third teachers,
then workers of miracles, also those having giftisealing, those able to help
others, those with gifts of administration, andsiagpeaking in different kinds of
tongues. Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Arteathers? Do all work
miracles? Do all have gifts of healing? Do all dpatongues? Do all interpret?
(1 Cor 12:27-30)

Clearly not all members have the task of missiothas spiritual gift. Some have word
gifts, others have gifts of service. All gifts ayj@en for the common good (1 Cor 12:7),
for edification of the saints (1 Cor 14:26) and tioe glory to God (1 Cor 11:31).

While the premise of the book is that the churclBotl ought to be mission-shaped, the
term is ambiguous. As the fruit of mission, itsphdas clearly been determined by
mission—or rather, determined by the gospel. Howates not mission-shaped in
terms of its purpose. This was not evident inrtteaning of the word in either the Old
or New Testaments. That the church is mission-gdnd not the same as saying it is

mission-shaped.

A more accurate description would be to descrilkectiurch as gospel-shaped and
mission-minded. Its very nature is the assembihefredeemed. The goal of mission is
the assembled throng of the redeemed from evdrg &nd nation giving praise and
honour to God and to the Lamb (Rev 5:11-14). Tlvb&wlogical assembly will not be
mission-shaped (in terms of purpose) in the newéremand new earth, but it will be

gospel-shaped for ever and ever, even when itmgeloremains mission-minded.
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Paul speaks of the eschatological significancéefithurch when he states that the
Father has put all things under the feet of Clamgt made him head over all things for
the church, which is his body, the fullness of kwmo fills all in all. (Eph 1:22-3). This
is the final destiny of the church, the assembihedrtg around the throne. Yet that day
will only come through the preaching of Christ dnslgospel to all the world. As the
church reflects the teaching of Christ in its adsignt will draw people to itself, who

by the Spirit of God will declare that ‘God is angoyou’ (1 Cor 14:25), yet it must also
continually send gifted Christians out into all therld to proclaim that saving gospel

in fulfilment of Jesus’ command.
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