PE310/510-D
Module 5
Learning Guide
Articulating a Biblical Worldview:
REDEMPTION
Before you start...





Do the pre-reading for this week (see Unit Guide p6 + uploads on Moodle)
Post to this module’s forum
From the reading, come prepared to share a question, challenge, implication & application
If it’s your turn, come prepared to share about your vocation or current affairs

1. INTRODUCTION
Creation, Fall, Redemption. In this packed module we focus on Redemption. Every solution must be
sufficient for the size of the problem. What, then, did Christ achieve in dying and rising, and how did it deal
with the depth and scope of the “sin” problem? What hope, and mission, does this give the “Church” now?
After student interaction/sharing and unpacking the pre-readings in the first session, we will hear from Dr.
Anne Klose on “A Christian Worldview of Redemption and the Church”. In this, Anne unpacks this expansive
notion of redemption as concerned with Israel, Jesus, the Church, and the New Creation. In the last session,
we’ll turn our attention to re-imagining the Church. What is the Church? How do we function as a sign, a
servant, and a sacrament of the Kingdom of God? And what form may this take, today?
OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this module are to:
1. Explore how Jesus’ death and resurrection has dealt with sin, and set the world to right.
2. Consider “Church” from the perspective of sign, servant, and sacrament, reimagining who we are to be
for the world today.
OUTCOMES
On completion of this module, students shall be expected to explain how the story of creation, fall, and
redemption climaxes in Jesus of Nazareth. In turn, students will be able to verbalise the role of the
church—sign, sacrament, and servant of the Kingdom—in considering how we may live this mission today.
SESSION FLOW (lecture runs 1:20-4:50pm, with breaks from 2:10-3:05pm, and 3:55-4:00pm)
1:20
3:05
4:00

Student Sharing (Praying the News + Vocation) &
Review of Readings (50 minutes)
“Redemption and the Church” with Anne Klose, or
“Gardening in the Resurrection Hope” by Dave Benson (50 minutes)
Re-Imagining Church: Sign, Servant, Sacrament (55 minutes)
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2. INTERACTION: CURRENT AFFAIRS, GOD@WORK + REVIEW READINGS

Activity 5.1: Praying the Papers
BBC + Prayer (10 mins.)
“The Pastor and the Faithful should not deceive themselves into
thinking that they are a religious society, which has to do with
certain themes; they live in the world. We still need—according
to my old formulation—the Bible and the Newspaper. … [So]
take your Bible and take your newspaper, and read both. But
interpret newspapers from your Bible.” – Karl Barth
Each week, one student will share a newspaper article or media
clip concerning events in the public square. The grid of
creational intent, cultural idolatry, and healing action
(creation, fall, restoration) should be used in evaluating this
aspect of local or global news. (Perhaps the one minute BBC
world summary will give you some stimulus:
www.bbc.com/news/av/10462520/one-minute-world-news.)
First, share your initial reflections from a Christian worldview.
Second, as a class we’ll consider what a faithful and embodied
Christian response may look like—a response that addresses
both our thinking, and cultivating practices/liturgies that direct
our heart to desire and represent the Kingdom of God.
Third, we’ll bring this aspect of the world to Jesus in prayer.

Class Activity 5.2: God @ Work (10 mins.)
Each week one or two students will share for 3-5 minutes
concerning his or her main vocation, and how to live
faithfully at the crossroads. You’ll work through the same
questions as used in the various “God @ Work”
interviews/transcripts each module.
1. Describe your vocation
2. Where do you see creational intent in this vocation
(designed for good)
3. How has cultural idolatry (sin) warped this vocation?
(damaged by evil)
4. How might you participate redemptively with healing
action as you seek first the Kingdom of God? (restored
for better  sent together to heal the world
a taste of when God sets everything right)
Afterward, we’ll pray for you, dedicating your vocation
afresh to the glory of God.
(n.b. You may find, in preparation for sharing, the Module 2 “Kingdom Gap” graphic a helpful frame)
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Class Activity 5.3: Reading Review (25 mins.)
In response to the pre-reading for this module, students will be chosen to share on one of the following:
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for our apologetic practice
-an application—something useful right now in your context
The whole class can then contribute to further discussion, bouncing off their own forum posts.
The aim is to ground the readings and apply them to one’s life in general and ministry context in
particular.
This is the ideal time to bring up whatever is confusing,
or questions you have in regards to the course material, so don’t be shy!

Particular Questions to Address in Response to the Pre-Readings
Living at the Crossroads, pp51-66
Goheen and Bartholomew frame salvation as the “story of a comprehensive restoration of
creation” (p51). Using their subheadings, explain the nature of restoration:
(1) Redemption is progressive; (2) Redemption is restorative; (3) Redemption is comprehensive.
In what ways is the Church both continuous and discontinuous with Israel, Jesus, and the
Kingdom of God? That is, how is each similar or different to the Church?
“The mission of the Church is to make known a comprehensive restoration” (p57). In light of
the scope of the whole of creation, how is your local Church participating in the restoration of
(1) individual lives; (2) local community; (3) systems and structures (e.g. government);
(4) ecosystems (i.e., the created order)?
On pages 61-62, the authors consider the relationship between nature and grace:
(1) Grace against Nature; (2) Grace above Nature; (3) Grace alongside Nature; and
(4) Grace infuses Nature.1 Give an example of how particular Church denominations live out of
each type, and then explain which you prefer and why.
On pages 63-65, the authors suggest that three lenses must simultaneously be applied through
which to truly see the Kingdom of God (that is, to see with a biblical worldview, framed by
creation, sin, and restoration). These three lenses (or, better, metaphors) are (1) an earthly
kingdom; (2) a healthy (and growing) newborn child; (3) “structure” vs. “direction”. What does
each metaphor mean, and how does each help us guard against various “dualisms”?
How would you describe the goal of all creation, i.e., the telos of the Biblical story (pp65f)?

1

We will see these categories re-emerge in module 7, as we consider the relationship between Christianity and
Culture, following Niebuhr’s typology in Christ and Culture (1951), i.e., Christ against culture (sectarian or
fundamentalist); Christ above culture (Catholic); Christ and culture in paradox (Lutheran); Christ transforming culture
(Reformed/Evangelical). (You can find a neat summary here.) Niebuhr also adds the category The Christ of Culture
(Liberal), and—like Goheen and Bartholomew—implicitly favours the transformative/infusing type. Others, notably
John. G. Stackhouse Jr. in Making the Best of It, favour the paradoxical model (or the sectarian model, such as Stanley
Hauerwas in The Peaceable Kingdom, or Anabaptist John Howard Yoder in The Politics of Jesus).
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Desiring the Kingdom, pp131-154
How would Smith characterise the relationship between worship and worldview? (You may find
it helpful to explain this in terms of the “relationship between practice and belief” [p134].)
What does Smith mean by sacramentality, and how does this understanding of and approach
to worship help deal with dualism and cultivate a desire for the “kingdom of God”?
“This liturgical affirmation of materiality is commonly described as a sacramental understanding of the
world—that the physical, material stuff of creation and embodiment
is the means by which God’s grace meets us and gets hold of us” (p141).
How does “sacramentalism” resist both naturalism and supernaturalism? (pp139ff.)
What sacramental “means of grace” have you found most powerful in shaping both your
imagination of the Kingdom, and your heart’s desire toward God?
“While the Spirit inhabits all of creation, there is also a sense that the Spirit’s presence is
intensified in particular places, things, and actions” (p148f.) That is—in the words of Aristotle
Papanikolaou (quoted p148)—“Although all of creation is sacramental, not all of creation is
sacramental to the same degree.” Agree or disagree? In what places, things or actions have you
most sensed God’s presence?

Richard Middleton, “A New Heaven and a New Earth”
“Heaven is our intermediate hope, but the New Creation—on Earth—is our final hope.” Agree
or disagree? Is it simply a matter of semantics? If not, what are some of the implications of
such a belief for life on Earth right now?
Middleton (p78)—borrowing from Vladimir Propp, A. J. Greimas, and N. T. Wright—applies the
following story structure to the Biblical plot. In what ways does a New Creation hope better
fulfil both the original plan of the sender and the task of humanity than an escape to Heaven?

In your own words, summarise the narrative flow of a biblical worldview, using the following
graphic (next page) from Middleton, p80:
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Which of the following passages Middleton explores offers the strongest counterargument to
his case: John 14:1-3; 2 Corinthians 5:1-10; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; Matthew 24:36-44. Why?
What, then, is the relationship between Earth and Heaven? (Consider the Lord’s Prayer.)
Michael Frost, “The Road to Missional” pp23-29
Frost—bouncing off David Bosch, in Transforming Mission—describes the Church’s mission as
“alerting people to the reign of God” (or, elsewhere, demonstrating and announcing the
Kingdom of God, cf. Isaiah 52:7). Have you heard our mission described this way in your local
Church? If not, how is this mission statement both similar to and different from the explicit
“mission” of your fellowship?
Using the table on p27, how would your church characterise the relationship between mission
and evangelism? What are the implications in your context? Do you agree with position 6, that
“evangelism and social action are equally important but genuinely distinct aspects of the
church’s total mission”? Does this align with your church’s and your personal practice? Why, or
why not?
If the church is a preview (movie trailer) for the Kingdom of God, on a scale of 1-10, how keen
are your local community to see the main feature? (1 = wouldn’t attend even if you paid me! 10
= wouldn’t miss it for the world). What’s missing from your “foretaste” that if central to the
fullness of the future kingdom?
What natural and cultural “thin places” (cf. pp. 36f.) best give the average Aussie a glimpse of
God’s glory? How can you and your church participate in this process?
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Darrell Guder, “Missional Church” pp93-109
Why is Guder so against activist language connecting Church to the Kingdom of God (cf. pp. 9397)? … for instance, that we can build, extend, grow, bring down God’s Kingdom.
While the Kingdom of God is distinguishable from us, the Church, it is an equal but opposite
error to see Kingdom and Church as separate conceptions (p97f.). Why?
What, then, is the relationship between the Church and the world, and the Church and the
Kingdom?
Guder suggests that “the church re-presents the reign of God” (p100). Explain what this means,
offering examples of how the church re-presents God’s reign as (1) a sign and a foretaste;
(2) the agent and instrument of the Kingdom; (3) as the community of the Kingdom;
(4) as the servant of God’s reign; (5) as the messenger of God’s reign.
“In summary, the church in mission may be characterized as the sign of Messiah’s coming. Our being, doing,
and speaking are signs that his coming is ‘already’ and ‘not yet’. He is here already or the signs would not
be present He is coming still or the signs would not be muted. Broken though they may be, the signs persist
in the world by the Spirit’s insistence, and they spell hope for the renewal of the human community in the
final reconciliation of all things to God through the Lord Christ. In this respect, the church is the preview
community, the foretaste and harbinger of the coming reign of God.” (Guder, p108).
What one thing do you most wish you could change about your local fellowship, that it may
better reflect the above understanding of the “church in mission”?
How does this vision “directly answer the most fundamental questions and challenges for the
contemporary church” (p108f) in terms of (1) “a free world of the autonomous and decentred
self”; (2) “a secular world of privatized religious faith”; (3) “a pluralized world of relativized
perspectives and loyalties”

Wendell Berry is one of the great contemporary
Christian poets. His constant theme is that we are out of
touch with both the created rhythms, and the Creator
Himself. In the following poem you hear Berry’s heart
for all humanity—though in particular, the Church—to
align ourselves with God’s new gardening project. In a
world living just for today, with no great hope for the
future, we may seem like “mad farmers.” Nevertheless,
in simple and organic actions, we are playing our part in
the great drama of redemption:
“Plant sequoias. Practice Resurrection.”
Enjoy Berry’s poem (found here), called
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“Manifesto: The Mad Farmer Liberation Front”2
Love the quick profit, the annual raise,
vacation with pay. Want more
of everything ready-made. Be afraid
to know your neighbors and to die.
And you will have a window in your head.
Not even your future will be a mystery
any more. Your mind will be punched in a card
and shut away in a little drawer.
When they want you to buy something
they will call you. When they want you
to die for profit they will let you know.
So, friends, every day do something
that won’t compute. Love the Lord.
Love the world. Work for nothing.
Take all that you have and be poor.
Love someone who does not deserve it.
Denounce the government and embrace
the flag. Hope to live in that free
republic for which it stands.
Give your approval to all you cannot
understand. Praise ignorance, for what man
has not encountered he has not destroyed.
Ask the questions that have no answers.
Invest in the millennium. Plant sequoias.
Say that your main crop is the forest
that you did not plant,
that you will not live to harvest.
Say that the leaves are harvested
when they have rotted into the mold.
Call that profit. Prophesy such returns.
Put your faith in the two inches of humus
that will build under the trees
every thousand years.
Listen to carrion – put your ear
close, and hear the faint chattering
of the songs that are to come.
Expect the end of the world. Laugh.
Laughter is immeasurable. Be joyful
though you have considered all the facts. …

2

“Manifesto: The Mad Farmer Liberation Front” from The Country of Marriage (1973) by Wendell Berry.
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So long as women do not go cheap
for power, please women more than men.
Ask yourself: Will this satisfy
a woman satisfied to bear a child?
Will this disturb the sleep
of a woman near to giving birth?
Go with your love to the fields.
Lie down in the shade. Rest your head
in her lap. Swear allegiance
to what is nighest your thoughts.
As soon as the generals and the politicos
can predict the motions of your mind,
lose it. Leave it as a sign
to mark the false trail, the way
you didn’t go. Be like the fox
who makes more tracks than necessary,
some in the wrong direction.
Practice resurrection.

For Wendell Berry’s reading of a related poem, watch this clip here.
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3. REDEMPTION AND THE CHURCH

Resource 5.1: Session 2 Options for Online Students
Online/Distance are encouraged to read the powerpoint slides of what Dr. Anne Klose will present in
class, on Moodle here, concerning “Redemption and the Church”. The broader theology undergirding
Anne’s talk is available in her 20 page article “Covenantal Priesthood As a Narrative of Community for
Australian Baptist Churches,” which in turn draws from her 2013 PhD dissertation, “Joint and Mutual
Covenantal Priesthood: A Narrative of Community for Australian Baptist Churches” (Moodle; online).
In place of Anne’s lecture, online students can listen to/watch/read one of the following options:
(1) “Gardening in the Resurrection Hope” … 2009 Easter talk on the implications of Jesus’
Resurrection, by Dave Benson. 46 minute Mp3 or 11 page Manuscript. (The note outline and
some of the powerpoint slides are in the Module notes below this resource box.)
(2) Alternately, if you would rather spend this
period considering redemption from the angle
of final consummation (when God judges the
world and sets everything right), you can watch
a video of my message “A Legacy that Outlasts
the Fire” (reflecting on 1 Corinthians 3:9-15)
here. (Do, however, read the notes below
relating to the resurrection message.)

(3)
If you’ve been following the 2016 Lausanne
Movement’s Younger Leaders’ Gathering talks thus far,
you might prefer to watch one of the final three
Scripture Engagement talks on Israel/Jesus
(“Responding to Redemption” by Richard Chin), the
Church (“Restoring Peace” by Anne Zaki), or New
Creation (“Going for God’s Glory” by Rene Breuel).
For some excellent related reading, see the following:
Clifford, Ross, and Philip Johnson. The Cross Is Not Enough: Living As
Witnesses to the Resurrection. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2012.
Frost, Michael, and Alan Hirsch. ReJesus: A Wild Messiah for a Missional
Church. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2009.
Keller, Timothy J. King's Cross: The Story of the World in the Life of Jesus.
New York: Dutton Redeemer, 2011.
Wright, N. T. The Day the Revolution Began: Reconsidering the Meaning
of Jesus's Crucifixion. San Francisco: HarperOne, 2016.
Wright, N. T. Simply Jesus: Who He Was, What He Did, Why It Matters.
New York: HarperOne, 2011.
Wright, N. T. Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of
the Church. New York: HarperOne, 2008.
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How would you answer this question?
How is Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection the climax of this epic story of creation, fall, and redemption?
I’ve developed two 4-page outlines, written for non-Christians, used as a bulletin insert for guests joining
a fellowship at gospel outreach events or baptismal services. You can download these two pdfs on
Moodle, Module 5, under Extra Resources for This Module:
What’s So Good About the Gospel? + Baptism and the Big Story
Also, see the 7pp “Gospel Notes” from Western Seminary’s Prof. Gerry Breshears (blog here), on how the
gospel can truly be good news within 7 different worldview paradigms: Innocence–guilt; Honor–shame
(communal); Clean–dirty (individual); Power–fear (animistic); Belong–lost; Shalom–chaos; Hope–despair.
In turn, Gerry is riffing off Jayson Georges’ blog http://honorshame.com/ and his Lausanne Global
Analysis article “The Good News for Honor–Shame Cultures: Uncovering a Core Aspect of God’s Mission”
(LGA 6, no. 2, March 2017 online here; cf. Georges’ book The 3D Gospel: Ministry in Guilt, Shame, and
Fear Cultures here.)
Finally, for a reflection on how Christ’s shed blood speaks to self-harming teens today, see my
Wondering Fair article “Good News for Cutters, Old and New” here.

3.1

Redemption and the Church, with Dr. Anne Klose

As mentioned in Resource Box 5.1 above, class students will spend this session with Dr. Anne Klose—
Malyon College lecturer in Guided Spiritual Formation, Baptist History and Theology. Anne’s work on
Baptist ecclesiology (what is the church) is excellent, and bridges well between Israel, Jesus, the Church,
and New Creation … thus a crucial perspective as we consider the contours of redemption in a biblical
worldview.
Here are the slides, offering a window into what we’ll be discussing:
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3.2

Gardening in the Resurrection Hope, with Dave Benson

Online/Distance students have a range of options for this session—each outlined at the top of Resource
Box 5.1 above—in place of Dr. Klose’s lecture. The first option is listening to a 46 minute mp3 of the talk
“Gardening in the Resurrection Hope” (or you could read the 11 page Manuscript). This was a 2009 Easter
sermon on the implications of Jesus’ Resurrection in the here and now. If you choose, instead, to watch one
of the other options (e.g. Lausanne talks, which are excellent—particularly Richard Chin’s talk on
Israel/Jesus “Responding to Redemption”), then first read the notes for my Resurrection talk below.

3.2.1 Hope in the Garden
“He is risen. He is risen indeed!”
The back story to resurrection: hopeless in a world still groaning.
But then … in that garden, a new hope was born (John 20:1-18).
G. K. Chesterton:
“On the third day the friends of Christ came at daybreak to the place Jesus lay, but found the grave empty
and the stone rolled away. In varying ways they realised the new wonder; but even they hardly realised
that the world had died in the night. What they were looking at was the first day of a new creation, with a
new heaven and a new earth; and in a form of the gardener, God walked again in the garden, in the cool
not of the evening but the dawn.”
The result: transformation built on an unshakable conviction that Jesus rose
(Acts 2; 1 Corinthians 15:1-8).
We desperately need some kind of new life and new hope—like Jesus’ followers found in the garden—
served up fresh for a world like ours. But where do we find hope today?

3.2.2 Activism, Despair, and Indifference in the Cool of the Evening
Finding our own way, free from the Creator.
God walks this world’s garden again in the cool of the evening,
asking “Where are you?” (Genesis 3:1-13)
Utopia and the Myth of Modern Progress
Evil “out there,” and evil “in here”—we still need a Saviour.
Idealistic activism and the slide into despair (Ecclesiastes 1:118; 2:1-21; 3:16; 4:1; 9:1-3, 11):
“What’s the point of it all? Is there any reason for hope?”
The lucky country and our distracted indifference—little help for a hurting world
Caught in the pull of powers beyond our control, cycling between activism, despair, and indifference. In this
world like ours, is there any cause for hope?
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3.2.3 Resurrection Hope and Reconnecting with the Gardener
“Reconnect.” Your tale of need, battle, and longed for victory are part of a much bigger story
“Black Saturday” and Julie’s Bulbs Planted in the Ashes …
Foolish? Pointless? Thankless?
… Or a real sign of hope by one practicing resurrection?
The resurrection of Christ offers another way. When
Christ walked again in the cool of that Easter morning as
a gardener, he was revealing that everything was being
made new. What God had done in raising Jesus from the
dead, He will ultimately do for all of creation, ourselves
included. Because of this future assurance, I can plant
seeds of hope in the present.
Pregnant with a Living Hope
(Romans 8:19-25; 2 Corinthians 5:17; Romans 6:4; John 16:33; 1 Peter 1:3)
Therefore … we need not shout at the darkness, collapse in despair, or distract ourselves from the pain.
Rather, we can participate with God in this process of healing the world. Every act of hope, however small,
is a significant symbol of courageous confrontation that tells the powers of evil, sickness, suffering, guilt,
despair, and death, that they are not ultimate.
Your story only makes sense in light of the bigger story:
Created for good—to love God, love each other, and tend this garden planet
(Genesis 1-2; Job 7:17-18; Psalm 8:3-9; 19; 144:3-4; Matthew 22:37-40; John 1; Ephesians 2:8-10)
Damaged by evil—we’ve despised God, abused others, and vandalized our world
“Sin” pollutes, perverts and destroys life (Gen. 3; Isaiah 59; John 8:34; Rom. 1:18-32; 3:23; 6:23)
Restored for better—forgiven, freed, healed, and transformed by Jesus’ sacrifice
(Isaiah 52:13-53:12; John 3:16f.; 10:10; Acts 4:12; Romans 5; Colossians 2:13-15; Hebrews 2:14f.)
Sent together to heal—empowered by God’s Spirit to live the resurrection hope
(Luke 4:18-19; 12:31-37, Matthew 20:25-28, 28:18-20, John 13:34-35; 15:5-27; 20:19-22, Acts 1:8)
Set everything right—we await the day Jesus will return to judge evil, destroy the
powers, and set everything right. A new world, God all in all, and a realized hope (Ps. 96; 98; Isa. 2:2-4;
65:17-25; Mt. 13:24-51; 25; Ac. 17:31f.; 1 Cor. 15:21-58; Phil. 2:1-11; Rev. 11:18; 21:1-8)
The good news of the gospel is that God through Christ is
reconciling the world to himself. He is calling all people to turn
from their sin and brokenness, and join Him in fearlessly
liberating the world in a revolution of love. He’s asking us to plant
bulbs in the ashes.
“For in Christ all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and
through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or
in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross” (Colossians
1:19-20).
Jesus has conquered! Nothing could hold him down. Christ has
won victory over the powers, not by violence and coercion, but
by absorbing the world’s worst, and afterwards He stood up to
ask, “Is that all you’ve got?”
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Jesus paid for our wrongs that separate us from God, and He broke the fear of death that keeps us, our
society, and our world, enslaved. HE IS RISEN! THE VICTORY IS HIS! If death is not the end, what power do
these powers ultimately hold? Because Jesus stood up, we, too, can stand up in confronting the powers.
That’s the resurrection hope … breathing life into dead marriages, freedom into deadly addictions, joy into
depressed souls, peace into war-torn nations, and unity into a racially divided world.
1 Corinthians 15: 21-26, 54-58
For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so
also in Christ shall all be made alive. But each in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, then at his coming those
who belong to Christ. Then comes the end, when he delivers the kingdom to God the Father after destroying
every rule and every authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet.
The last enemy to be destroyed is death. . . .
As it is written, "Death is swallowed up in victory." "O death, where is your victory?
O death, where is your sting?" The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law.
But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.
Therefore, my dear friends, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord,
knowing that in the Lord your labour is not in vain.
In this age of politics, power, and money, this kind of hope doesn’t make sense.
But like Julie and her sea of colour in a black hell, our faith-filled actions brighten a dark world.
N. T. Wright, Surprised by Hope:
“What you do in the Lord is not in vain. You are not oiling
the wheels of a machine that’s about to roll over a cliff.
You are not restoring a great painting that’s shortly going
to be thrown on the fire. You are not planting roses in a
garden that’s about to be dug up for a building site. You
are—strange though it may seem, [and] almost as hard to
believe as the resurrection itself—accomplishing
something that will become, in due course, part of God’s
new world. Every act of love, gratitude, and kindness;
every work of art or music inspired by the love of God and
delight in the beauty of his creation; every minute spent
teaching a severely handicapped child to read or to walk;
every act of care and nurture, of comfort and support, for
one’s fellow human beings and [even] one’s fellow
nonhuman creatures; and of
course, every prayer, all Spirit-led
teaching, every deed that spreads
the gospel, builds up the church,
embraces and embodies holiness
rather than corruption, and
makes the name of Jesus
honored in the world—all of this
will find its way, through the resurrecting power of God, into the new
creation that God will one day make. That is the logic of the mission of
God. God’s recreation of his wonderful world, which began with the
resurrection of Jesus and continues mysteriously as God’s people live in
the risen Christ and in the power of his Spirit, means that what we do in
Christ and by the Spirit in the present is not wasted. It will last all the way
into God’s new world. In fact, it will be enhanced there” (pp. 208-9).
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3.2.4 Living the Resurrection Hope
Living the resurrection hope? Keep going strong, and sing this song of victory.
Saved, but waiting for heaven? Join Christ’s revolution of sacrificial love.
Start planting bulbs in the ashes and sharing real hope this Easter.
Making your own way? Be clear what Christ’s resurrection means (Acts 17:30-31)
The Hope, and Warning, of Judgment Day
Works Won’t Cut It. Death Always Precedes a Resurrection.
Jesus is King. “Repent”—turn, rethink, and realign with God and His Kingdom
“Lord Jesus, I have been chasing my own dreams and living for myself.
I’ve despised you, hurt others, and abused your world. Please forgive me.
I now give you leadership of my life, Jesus.
I trust you and want to align with your purposes.
Help me be an agent of healing for the world, with your people.
Empower me with your Spirit, and show me my role in your mission, all for your glory, God.
Thank you that you are coming to judge this world and set everything straight.
I will live in this resurrection hope as a sign of your Kingdom. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”
May we live in the eternally present Easter,
together gardening this world in the hope and victory of Jesus’ resurrection.

3.2.5 Questions for Discussion
1. What is the resurrection hope? What difference does Jesus dying and then standing up make, for
you, your community, and the universe as a whole?
2. As you look at where the world is at today, how do you feel? Which stance—activism, despair, or
indifference—best captures your attitude? Why?
3. In what ways, and at what points, does your own story of need, battle, and longed for victory,
connect with the bigger story? That is, we’re created for good but damaged by evil, now restored
for better by Christ so we can go together, in the power of His Spirit, to heal the world, anticipating
the day Jesus will judge and set everything right. What does this mean to you personally?
4. Knowing that Jesus will one day judge the world, deal with evil once and for all, and set everything
right, are you ready? Have you turned from your own evil, accepted God’s forgiveness bought
through Christ’s death, and realigned your life to God’s mission in the world? If not, why?
If so, are you walking in this freedom and calling? What must change?
5. Read Luke 4:18-19, 12:31-37, Matthew 20:2528, 28:18-20, John 13:34-35, 15:5-27, 20:19-22,
and Acts 1:8. In broad brush strokes, this was
Jesus’ mission, and He has given it to us. Jesus
sends us to plant bulbs of hope in this world’s
ashes. How are you gardening in the
resurrection hope?
6. For you, what questions still remain about
Jesus and His resurrection? Put in the time and
effort to test if these things are really true, like
those in Acts 17:11 did. (N. T. Wright’s,
Surprised by Hope, will help with this.)
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Reflection Activities 5.1 & 5.2
Journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words in response the following questions, and tick off the related
boxes on pp. 14/15 of the unit guide.
#5.1 In what ways, and at what points, does your own story of need, battle, and longed for victory,
connect with the bigger story? That is, we’re created for good but damaged by evil, now restored for
better by Christ so we can go together, in the power of His Spirit, to heal the world, anticipating the
day Jesus will judge and set everything right. What does this mean to you personally?
#5.2 5. Read Luke 4:18-19, 12:31-37, Matthew 20:25-28, 28:18-20, John 13:34-35, 15:5-27, 20:19-22,
and Acts 1:8. In broad brush strokes, this was Jesus’ mission, and He has given it to us. Jesus sends us to
plant bulbs of hope in this world’s ashes. How are you gardening in the resurrection hope?

Watch how Rob Bell communicates the Resurrection to a post-Christendom audience. Do you think this
connects culturally for an Australian audience? Why/why not? And with the talk(s) you’ve just engaged
above still in mind, how does Bell’s presentation stack up theologically?
Where is it weakest and strongest? What would you want to add, or change? Why?
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4. RE-IMAGINING CHURCH: SIGN, SERVANT, SACRAMENT

Resource 5.2: What is the Church for?
This session begins with an optional recap activity on what difference the cross of Christ makes for a
broken world. If you’re still feeling a bit lost here, then read Richard Mouw’s 3 page article (on Moodle
here), “Getting to the Crux of Calvary,” Christianity Today, June 4, 2012, exploring a range of atonement
models, but centring on Jesus’s substitutionary payment for our sins.
The main thrust of this session is about re-imagining church.
For online/distance students, you can get the gist of this
session by listening to the same mp3 we’ll consider, “The
Church”, found at CPX (Centre for Public Christianity) here
(Moodle here). Additionally, the Logos Apologetics team
presented a talk responding to the question, “Is the Church
Relevant Anymore?” with all resources uploaded here.
(You can watch the video on permanent link here, or
download the mp3 directly from here.)
Similarly, for those prone to dismiss the church and settle for a more private and individualistic
spirituality, Regent World in 2015 (here) produced an excellent one hour facilitated video/web
conversation “Making Peace with the Church: Finding Grace and Authenticity in an Age of Skepticism”,
featuring Scot McKnight, Erin Lane, Darrell Johnson, and Hans Boersma.
For a challenging summary of how the Church is perceived, and the state of Christianity in Australia, see
McCrindle, “Faith and Belief in Australia” 2017 here (4pp summary). (Cf. 2016 ABS Census on “Religion in
Australia” and NCLS “Australian Community Survey”, & 2011 “Australian Communities Report” by
McCrindle.) We will revisit this data in Module 6.
And if you’re unsure how to respond to the many detractors today who say that the church has done
more harm than good, especially through foreign missionary activity, then you’re sure to be inspired by
Robert J. Woodberry’s scholarship (popular presentation via Christianity Today here, and his actual peerreviewed work here) demonstrating the “Missionary Roots of Liberal Democracy”.
For some provocative reading on the nature of the church, and perhaps how we’ve lost our way, see:
Bosch, David Jacobus. Transforming Mission'. Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission.
Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1991.
Cole, Neil. Organic Church: Growing Faith Where Life Happens. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005.
Driscoll, Mark. Confessions of a Reformission Rev.: Hard Lessons from an Emerging Missional Church. Grand Rapids, Mich:
Zondervan, 2006.
Frame, T. R. Losing My Religion: Unbelief in Australia. Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2009.
Frost, Michael. The Road to Missional: Journey to the Center of the Church. Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Books, 2011.
Guder, Darrell L., and Lois Barrett. Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America. Grand
Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans Pub, 1998.
Hirsch, Alan. The Forgotten Ways: Reactivating the Missional Church. Grand Rapids, Mich: Brazos Press, 2006.
Kinnaman, David, and Gabe Lyons. Unchristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks About Christianity-- and Why It
Matters. Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Books, 2007.
Lyons, Gabe, and Norton Herbst. The Next Christians: Following Jesus in a Post-Christian Culture. Grand
Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 2011.
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Newbigin, Lesslie. A Word ln Season: Perspectives on Christian World Missions. Grand Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans
Pub. Co, 1994.
Ringma, Charles R. Catch the Wind. Sutherland, N.S.W.: Albatross Books, 1994.
Sayers, Mark. Disappearing Church: From Cultural Relevance to Gospel
Resilience. Chicago: Moody, 2016.
Van Engen, Charles Edward. God’s Missionary People: Rethinking the Purpose of the
Local Church. Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Book House, 1991.
Viola, Frank, and George Barna. Pagan Christianity?: Exploring the Roots of Our Church
Practices. Carol Stream, Ill: BarnaBooks, 2008.
Viola, Frank. Reimagining Church: Pursuing the Dream of Organic Christianity. Colorado
Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 2008.

In 2011 I wrote a paper for the Ridley College Theology of Youth Ministry
Conference. You can read the paper, and go through the step-by-step
workshop to help turn your Church outwards in mission, on Moodle,
Module 5, Extra Resources: “The Call to Go” Workshop Handout.
Also, myself and another Pastor visited and reviewed
a number of alternative models of Intentional Christian Community (ICC),
as we grappled with how to be a large church that doesn’t lose its communal
and missional base. See here for the report, “Growing Together.”
Finally, I’ve written a couple of Wondering Fair Posts on the
identity and nature of the church, respectively, here and here.

4.1

Recap: What Difference Does the Cross Make?

Optional Class Activity 5.4: Why the Cross? (20 mins.)
Imagine you were asked by a 13 year old in your youth group,
“What difference does Jesus dying on the cross make? How does this fix up a broken world?”
(Remember, the “solution” must be sufficient to address the depth and dimensions of the “fall”.)
(1) Each student is assigned one or more of the following 14 passages.
What does your particular passage contribute to answering the big question above?
1 Cor 15:3-8 | 1 Cor 15:21-26 | 1 Cor 15:54-58 | Rom 8:19-25 | Rom 6:4
2 Cor 5:17 | 1 Pet 1:3 | Jn 3:16-18 | Col 1:19-20 | Acts 17:30-31
Phil 2:5-11 | Jn 12:24 | Col 2:13-15 | Heb 2:14-15
(2) Form into groups of 3 students each, and—informed by the preceding discussion—come up with a
three sentence answer (<70 words) to the question above, that makes sense to this teen.
(3) Compare and contrast answers as a whole class, noting core elements in any decent reply.
(4) “As the Father sent me, so I send you” (Jn 20:19-20). What are the implications of your answer to this
teen, for how we live at the cross-roads today?
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4.2

Redemption and the Church’s Role: Fresh Eyes for the Text

Optional Class Activity 5.5: God’s Saving Activity (20 mins.)
In a moment we’ll break into five groups, each reflecting on a key passage in Scripture:
Acts 3:17-21 Ephesians 1:7-10 Colossians 1:16-20 2 Peter 3:10-13 Romans 8:19-23
Discuss:
1. Read the passage, out loud, together. (The New Living Translation is perhaps best for this.)
2. Fill out the table below this class activity (modified from page 90 [p15/20] of the Middleton
article set for pre-reading this module). That is, (a) what is God’s action in salvation?
(b) what is the scope (or object) of God’s saving activity?
Together as a Class:
3. Share your insights
4. If the Church truly is a primary agent/instrument for God in the redemption of all things, what
particular role this might imply for the church in the present?

Scripture

Saving Activity of God Described

Object of God’s Saving Activity

Restorative: Salvation is God repairing
what went wrong with creation

Comprehensive and holistic: God intends
to redeem or restore “all things” in
heaven and on earth, including our
bodies (salvation doesn’t just apply to
the human ‘soul’)

Acts 3:17-21

Ephesians 1:7-10

Colossians 1:16-20

2 Peter 3:10-13

Romans 8:19-23

Basic
Characteristics of
Salvation
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4.3

Re-imagining Church?
As a class, listen to the 15 minute mp3 from Centre for
Public Christianity (CPX) here (Moodle here) …
“What is the Church? Is it an archaic institution that is
past its use-by date? Does it do something to contribute
to society still? CPX spoke to Mike Frost and Mick Martin
about these questions.”
What do you like most and least about Church today?
Described from an outsider’s perspective, what is the Church and why does it exist?
Described from your perspective, what is the Church and why does it exist?
Why the difference in perception?

Class Activity 5.6: Form, Function, Telos (25 mins.)
What is church for? What form suits its function, toward its God-given end/telos?
One way to get at this is by fully describing the church using Aristotle’s “four causes”.
(1) Practice explaining a sculpture, and then a computer, using the four causes.

(2) Now, in groups of 3, do the same for “the church”.
MATERIAL CAUSE: Who/what is “church” made up of? Is there unity, diversity, both?
EFFICIENT CAUSE: Who brings the “church” into being, and directs its movement?
What is the mechanism/means?
FINAL CAUSE: What is the purpose of the “church”, and for whom/what does it exist?
FORMAL CAUSE: What shape/structure and practices are core to the identity of the “church”, so it can
serve its God-given function towards its telos/goal/end? What accidental properties can you remove
before it ceases to be “church” (identity)? What essential core is left?
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(3) Refer to the notes after this activity box to check and complement your initial answer.
(4) Discuss this as a whole class, and come up with some shared answers as a base-line by which we
evaluate the form of our church expressions.
(5) What are the implications for the “form” the church gathered (i.e., when Christians meet together)
takes, that this body may serve its “function” toward its ultimate telos?
(6) Given (5) above, where is your church strongest and weakest? Imagine how it could be different, to
better live out our calling and bless the world God loves.

What is the church for? (Cf. Francis Chan here.) As with most theological questions, the automatic
answer is “the glory of God”. This is true. How, then, does the church give God glory?
Space doesn’t permit me to even trace the contours in sketching an answer. It would require me to
engage with the numerous metaphors surrounding the community of God—body, family, building, bride,
to name but four—and relate this to the offices of Christ as prophet, priest, king, healer and liberator.
Returning to key passages in Acts 1 and 2, at the birth of the church, I would highlight at least four
functions, each of which is essentially communal. We exist to:
Celebrate our triune God, worshipping through all we are and do, both on Sunday and
across the week.
Cultivate the life of Christ in his members, reflecting his righteousness-justice in our everyday lives.
Care for one another, showing compassion to fellow believers and diverse neighbours
toward holistic flourishing.
Communicate the gospel of the kingdom, through our words and deeds, calling all to align
with God’s reign.
In our priestly role, we are to represent God to humanity, and humanity to God, as agents of reconciliation.
Putting this together, we return to the big picture above. The missio Dei is as broad as working for shalom
and salvation, flourishing and redemption.
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Avodah. If work and worship should be one,
there are massive implications for how we
imagine the purpose of our life when gathered
together on Sunday, and our relationship to
individuals and institutions beyond our
community when scattered throughout the
week.
The high point of the church’s work in the
world is a people empowered by God’s Spirit
taking responsibility and caring for the
surrounding citizens, by going to them where
they already are, and alerting them to the
reign of Jesus. We do this through demonstrating and announcing the Kingdom of God.
This is our mission. The church exists for the world, not the other way around.
“That has been a fundamental right through the history of the Church, that the structural forms of the
Church are determined by the secular reality, and not by the internal needs of the Church; and I think that is
true to Scripture.…It is the Church of God for that place, and that is because the Church does not exist for
itself but for God, and for the world that Jesus came to save.”
– Lesslie Newbigin, A Word in Season (Eerdmans, 1994, p53)

The local church is God’s living structure designed to:
a. cultivate within its membership true worship and spiritual service
John 4:23 – 24; 1 Corinthians 3:16 – 17; 6:19; Ephesians 2:19 – 22
b. preserve His revelation and unfold His eternal purpose and salvation in Jesus Christ
Ephesians 1:6,9,12,14; 3:10; 1 Timothy 3:14 – 15.
c. cultivate true fellowship and mutual care among the children of God
Acts 2:42 – 47; 4:32 – 33; Ephesians 2:20 – 22; 1 John
d. edify and perfect the saints of God
Acts 20:27 – 28; Ephesians 4:11 – 16; 1 Peter 5:1 – 3
e. admonish the unruly and to discipline the impenitent professing Christians
Matthew 18:15 – 17; 1 Corinthians 5:11; 2 Thessalonians 3:6 – 15; 1 Timothy 5:19 – 20
f. bear the weak in faith, care for the ill in the faith, and restore the erring ones in the faith and life
John 15:1 – 7; Romans 15:1 – 15; 1 Corinthians 3:9; Galatians 6:1; Colossians 2:16 – 23; 1 Thessalonians
2:7 – 16.
g. proclaim the gospel and evangelise the world
Matthew 5:13 – 14; 28:18 – 20; Mark 16:15 – 16; Luke 24:45 – 49; John 20:19 – 23; Acts 1:8
h. function in this world as a conscience and judge of culture and movements. It is the salt of the earth and
the Light of the world.
Matthew 5:13 – 16; Philippians 2:14 – 16; 1 John 4:1
i. demonstrate before the world the virtues of God the Father, the servanthood of the Son, and the
presence and grace of the Holy Spirit, in loving, unselfish, and sacrificial service to needy mankind.
2 Corinthians 1:3; Mark 10:45; Hebrews 10:29; Matthew 5:16; Galatians 6:10; Philippians 2:15 – 16; 4:5;
1 Peter 2:9
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4.3.1 Sign, Servant and Sacrament
A number of the pre-readings spoke about the church being a sign, a servant and a sacrament of God’s
kingdom. It’s a sign, meaningful in and of itself, but a pointer towards the the Kingdom of God already
present and yet still to come in its fullness. It’s a servant of the King, co-working in the Spirit’s power to the
Glory of God, making the kingdom evident in the world. And the church is a sacrament, a taste of the
banquet still to come, a trailer/preview for the main feature.
Now, watch the first 4.00 minutes of the youtube.com clip below, taken from Dan Merchant’s DVD
“Lord Save Us From Your Followers.” Discuss the questions following.

What impacted you most about this expression of the Church?
The Church exists to “alert people to the reign of God, in word and deed.” Another common
description is that the Church is the sign, servant, and sacrament of the Kingdom of God.
o

What form do these functions take in the above Christian community?

o

What form do these functions take in your local Christian community?

Read together Acts 2:42-47:

“42 They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of
bread and to prayer. 43 Everyone was filled with awe at the many wonders and signs performed
by the apostles. 44 All the believers were together and had everything in common. 45 They sold
property and possessions to give to anyone who had need. 46 Every day they continued to meet
together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and
sincere hearts, 47 praising God and enjoying the favour of all the people. And the Lord added to
their number daily those who were being saved.”
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As explored above, the Church has a number of functions, including celebrating God (worship),
cultivating the image of Christ (discipleship), caring for one another (care); communicating the
life of Christ in word and deed (mission/evangelism); and all of this is done together in community
as the re-presentation of the body of Christ on Earth.3 Provided these functions are met, Church
can take on any form that best serves the purpose for which it was instituted. Though it initially
gathered together on Sunday to celebrate the day of the Lord’s resurrection, virtually any element
(day, time, structure, service, etc.) can be varied. As a minimum, however, it should centre on the
eucharist/communion as a hospitable community, be formed through Baptism as a holy and Spiritfilled family, and dwell deep in the Scriptures as a community formed by the Word of God.
Dream a little. How different could Church look, and in what key aspects might we seek change
to better serve our God-given function in our local community? (Mine is Christ’s Pieces.)
What present structures—perhaps ones we take for granted, such as seating, clergy–laity
distinction, paid pastorate, service order, nature of gatherings, place of gatherings, etc.—are
unhelpful in serving our function as sign, servant, and sacrament of the Kingdom of God?
How might Church change to better reach the following groups?
o

Asylum seekers and (im)migrants/refugees

o

Shift workers (e.g. nurses, people stocking shelves, etc.)

o

Blue collar battlers (e.g. truckies and tradies)

o

High-powered executives

o

Academics

o

Children

o

At-risk-youth

o

Prisoners

o

People with physical and intellectual disabilities?

What one change do you have the power to make (or influence) in your local Church, that
would most effectively move your fellowship toward its divine purpose?

3

This particular formulation (5C’s) comes from Kenmore Baptist Church, by Ric Benson (now Riverlife BC).
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4.3.2 “Why I Stopped Going to Church”—a provocative reflection from Wondering Fair Blog4
Ah, what power there is in a word. A skilled
communicator agonizes over choosing precisely
the right word for the occasion—that exact nuance
in a verb, a noun, or an adjective, to guide the
reader’s eye and the listener’s ear to the intended
message. Miscommunication is always a danger.
And it’s a danger that grows with passing days, for
over time language becomes loose. With use,
words morph to take on reduced and alternate
meanings. Awesome. Gay. Sick. Wicked. You get
the picture.
So, here’s a key word from a Christian’s vocabulary: “Church.” Imagine I’m an outsider to the whole
Christianity thing. Let’s see if I can define “Church” by the way most Christians speak. …
“Do you want to go to Church with me, this weekend?” “The wedding will be held at the big Church, corner
of Smith and Straight Street.” “I know you’re not really into Church, but why not give it a go?”
“Wasn’t worship at Church great this last Sunday?”
Okay, let’s put it together. Church is an event, a building, a hobby, and a religious club?
Now, before you accuse me of nit-picking—“It’s all semantics, Dave. Ease up!”—realize the power of words.
Christians believe it was with words that God spoke the universe into being; words are the means by which
we acknowledge or deny Jesus; words convey the Gospel of life to those who haven’t heard; and words
reveal the way we feel and think about our world. Maybe we need to dust off the word “Church” and get
back to where it began. Until we do, our words may erect an unscalable barrier that blocks engagement
with a Church-weary world.
Church: ἐκκλησία, ek-kle-siae, ecclesia. Nearly 500 years before Jesus, the ecclesia was the key assembly
for ancient Athens’ democracy. Same with Rome. The ecclesia was the administrative body for the
Kingdom. There were multiple Kingdom
outposts, helping administer Rome’s Empire in
the local regions. The ecclesia were there, like
ambassadors for Rome, to make sure the
everyday citizen experienced the flavour of the
Kingdom. The ecclesia was not so much a
place, or a program, but a people called out to
represent the Kingdom in word and deed,
spreading Greece’s or Rome’s influence
wherever they went. The aim wasn’t to get
outsiders into the ecclesia. The aim of the
ecclesia was to get out and serve the citizens
so they might freely align with the Kingdom.

4

Note that one of the respondents—Ben, a fellow Regent student—took me to task over the historical backdrop to
the use of ekklesia. I drew from a number of authors of the pedigree of Lesslie Newbigin and E. Stanley Jones, yet it’s
likely that Ben (PhD at Oxford in New Testament Studies, focused on history and languages) is correct. Even so, the
essential points in terms of what it means to be the church remain. Thus, I reproduce them here for you, potential
error and all! My last comment (Dec. 27, 2014) draws from Prof. Larry Hurtado, nuancing the post.
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Jesus borrowed this particular word, ekklesiai, from the political language of the day, to make sure his
followers understood their call to be a new humanity, rather than forming another clique to replace the
Pharisees, Sadduccees, Essenes, and Zealots. Rome was merely a cheap version of the true Kingdom, the
Kingdom of God. And Christ called out and commissioned his disciples as a Kingdom outpost, to announce
God’s reign and give this world a taste of how things run when God is in control (Mark 1:14-15; Luke 4:1819). The Church isn’t a place you go. The
Church is God’s pilgrim people, a body
of believers selected and sent by God to
administer the Kingdom and make
Christ the King known by word and
deed. Each region had its own ecclesia
(the Church in Jerusalem, the Church in
Corinth, etc.), but these various branch
offices of the Kingdom were joined as
one “catholic Church” as the Apostle’s
Creed describes, united in Kingdom
business. (Sounds ecumenical, no?
Hmm.)
So, back to the present. We use “Church” with almost the exact opposite of Jesus’ intent. Instead of going to
the world, we expect people to come to us. We think that getting our “lost” friends into a building to hear a
religious service is the end-game for our witness. And we’ve offered the world the Church now and Heaven
later, instead of the Kingdom of God which starts now and only grows in influence until the day Christ the
King returns and sets everything right.
My local church knows how to celebrate when we get together on Sunday. But don’t be confused. The
gathering of the ecclesia for corporate worship may attract some outsiders to align with Christ’s Kingdom.
But the most powerful witness by far is when we serve up for our neighbours a taste of the Kingdom,
whether by the way we love, the way we listen, or even the way we cook.
Yes, words are powerful. The average ‘unchurched’ person has no interest in joining a religious club and
tying up their sunny Sunday inside a building. But when the Church is truly the ecclesia of Christ, there is
nothing more attractive and no more
powerful witness. It’s our love for each
other, and radical acts of loving service for
those outside our community, that best
points people to Jesus. And this will only
happen when we stop heaping our salt in a
pile, and hiding our light under a building. I
mean a bushel.
So, what is the Spirit of God saying to His
Church today? In short, “Get Out!” Follow
Christ outside the Church building and into
the midst of our post-Christendom
culture. And let’s stop going to Church, and
start being the Church Christ gave His life to
establish—the kind of Church against which
even the gates of Hell will never prevail.
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4.3.3 “What is ‘Church’”—foundational theology
It seems such a silly question, doesn’t it? But the word ‘church’ has
radically different connotations to different people. Some people
‘go to church to meet with God’, others might visit Notre Dame or
Westminster Abbey and remark “that’s a lovely church.” To some
the church is a rigid, hierarchical set of rules that imposed discipline
on them as a child (my father fits into this category). To others, the
word church dregs up memories of abuse, or picketers outside
abortion clinics, or anti-homosexual demonstrations. Ask the
average person on the street in the Western world, and you’ll
probably be told that the church is exclusive, outdated, intolerant,
judgmental and hypocritical. Which of these views are right?
Unfortunately, all of them are – because that’s how the Christianity has been portrayed to the people holding
those views. However, each of these views is also horribly wrong. In the New Testament, the Greek word
which is translated ‘church’ is ekklesia. This word appears 114 times, and every time it refers to an assembly
of people belonging to God.5
So when the New Testament authors spoke of ‘church’, it had nothing to do with a building or rules. It was
quite simply, the community of believers. The Church is commonly characterised by four distinctive marks,
namely one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. These "marks" were recognised by the First Council of
Constantinople in 381AD, in its revision of the Nicene Creed. All four of them are illustrated by Paul in
Ephesians 2:13-22.
‘One’ expresses the belief that despite the large number of local churches and denominations, all believers
are united together in Christ (refer Ephesians 4:4-6). ‘Holy’ indicates that all believers individually and
corporately are consecrated (set apart) to God for a special purpose (Ephesians 2:21). It does not mean that
the institution of the church, or any of its members, cannot sin. ‘Catholic’ means ‘universal’;6 it refers to the
wholeness and totality of all believers in Christ. The Church is worldwide in extent; it is not limited to a time,
place, race or culture (Matthew 28:18-20; Ephesians 5:25). ‘Apostolic’ refers to the Church being founded on
the teachings of the Apostles, and confirms continuity in the church's teachings throughout history
(Ephesians 2:20)
As with other spiritual realities such as the Kingdom of God and the nature of the Trinity, the Church in
Scripture is presented with a number of dualities. For instance, the Church is visible and invisible; local and
universal.
The invisible church is the church as God sees it. It comprises the fellowship of all genuine believers (Hebrews
12:23; 2 Timothy 2:19). The visible church, by comparison, is the church as believers on Earth see it. The Bible
is clear that the visible church includes those who profess faith in Christ, but are not genuine believers
(Matthew 7:15-16; Matthew 13:24-30, Acts 20:29-30; 2 Timothy 2:17-19). However, the Bible also teaches
that God alone knows the hearts of people (Romans 8:27). As we cannot know, then, which professing
believers are genuine, the visible church recognises as its members all those who by confession of faith and
through the example of their life profess Christ as Lord. Hence, the visible community contains imitation
Christians whom God alone knows not to be real (and who could know this of themselves even if they would
want to? Cf. 2 Corinthians 13:5).

5

Incidentally, in the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament, translated around the third century BC),
ekklesia is used to speak of the “congregation” or “assembly” of God’s people.
6

A distinction should be drawn between the belief that the church is “catholic” as in universal, as opposed to the
common usage of the word referring to the Roman Catholic Church. Protestant churches adhere to the belief that the
Church is catholic, that is, universal.
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The second duality is that the Church is local and universal. As addressed briefly above, the church is universal.
It is a single worshiping community, gathered in the heavenly Jerusalem (Galatians 4:26; Hebrews 12:22-24).
Believers today are members of the same church as the Apostle Paul; this church that Christ loved and gave
Himself up for (Ephesians 5:25); the church in which God has appointed apostles, teachers, prophets and
healers (1 Corinthians 12:28). On earth, however, the church appears in the form of local congregations. In
the New Testament, a group of believers meeting together in a house is a ‘church’ (1 Corinthians 16:19); the
believers of an entire city are a church (1 Corinthians 1:2), as are the believers of a region (Acts 9:31). When
God’s people meet together, irrespective of how few of them there might be, or at what level the meeting
occurs, there is a church. And each local church is called to be an expression of the church universal.
Biblically, the church exists for three purposes: to minister to God; to minister to believers; and to minister
to the world. Its ministry to God is to worship Him (Ephesians 1:12; Hebrews 10:25). This is an essential
purpose of the church (Ephesians 5:16-19). In addition to ministering to God, the church also exists to nurture
and discipline believers, building them up to maturity in the faith (Ephesians 4:12-13; Colossians 1:28).
The final ministry of the church is to the world (or non-believers). This ministry is two-fold; consisting of
evangelism and mercy. Jesus told His followers to “make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 29:19). This
evangelistic work of demonstrating and proclaiming the reign of God through Jesus (the Gospel) is the
primary ministry of the church toward the world. This includes a ministry of mercy, caring for the poor and
needy in the name of the Lord irrespective of their response to the gospel (Luke 6:35-36; Acts 11:29; 2
Corinthians 8:4).
The church is called to be conformed to Jesus, and is
admonished not to be surprised when, in carrying out these
ministries, we suffer persecution and rejection, as Jesus Himself
did (Luke 14:25-33; John 12:23-26; Romans 8:17; 1 Peter 4:1216). Suffering is a fundamental hallmark of living Christian
testimony—one that God uses, both corporately and
individually (Job 23:10, Psalm 119:67, Romans 5:3, Hebrews
12:4).
All three of the purposes of the Church are commanded in
Scripture; each is important and none should be neglected. A
healthy, vibrant church will have effective ministries in all three
of these areas. We should beware any attempts to reduce the
purpose of the church to any one of these or that any one should
be a primary focus above the others.
So it doesn’t matter whether you’re Africans meeting under a tree, Chinese in a village shack, or Westerners
in a Cathedral. The Church is not a building; it’s a bunch of people who follow Jesus, coming together to grow
like Jesus, to worship God, to share this life with others, and to care for each other.

Reflection Activities 5.3 & 5.4
Journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words in response the following questions, and tick off the related
boxes on pp. 14/15 of the unit guide.
#5.3 In your own words, define the Church in relation to the world and the Kingdom of God?
What role does it play in biblical story (worldview) of creation, fall, and redemption?
#5.4 What one change could you make to the way you practice Christian community, that would better
align what you do with who the Church is supposed to be? How may you more effectively function as a
sign, servant, and sacrament of the Kingdom of God, representing the reign of God in word and deed?
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4.4

Practicing Resurrection: Communion

Throughout this course—following James Smith’s Desiring the Kingdom—we have considered how a
Christian worldview runs so much deeper than what we think. Below worldview is worship: what we love.
And in seeing life this way, we need to recognise that it is embodied habits, liturgical practices if you will,
that shape our desire toward the Kingdom of God.
Arguably the key practice uniting the Church universal is Communion. In this simple ritual, God meets us in
the breaking of bread and the drinking of wine. These are earthy elements, highlighting that all creation is a
sacrament charged with the grandeur of God, through which we may encounter Him. It points backward to
what was won at the cross. And it points forward to the flourishing of the new creation.
Communion—or Eucharist, meaning gracious gift—is a symbol. But, it is so much more. Were it just a
symbol, then it could only hold meaning and be accessed by the life of the mind. Christianity would be at
risk of elitism, seemingly abandoning those lacking the cognitive facilities to fully engage what the symbols
represent. (Think of infants, children, or those with intellectual impairment.)
Remember Judy, a mentally challenged adult spoken of in Desiring the Kingdom, who eagerly confessed:
“I want to eat Jesus bread. ... I can’t wait until I can eat Jesus bread and drink Jesus juice. People who
love Jesus are the ones who eat Jesus bread. . . . Jesus’ skin and meat turned into bread and Jesus’ blood
and guts turned into juice—that’s Jesus’ bread and Jesus’ juice, and I want to eat it and drink with all the
other Christians at church ’cause I love him so.”7
With my apologies to the Online Students—who I want to strongly encourage to join in the following class
activity, even though not physically with us—we must do more than talk about communion. As this module
we celebrate the redeeming work of Christ, and dedicate ourselves again to announce and demonstrate
this victory together as the Church, we need to consume and be consumed by Jesus.
For more on these themes, watch a brief message I gave reflecting on baptism and communion as part of
the Big Story tying together Israel and Church for the sake of the world: “Stories of Repentance, Songs of
Deliverance” here. Also, see Gordon Smith’s insightful little book, A Holy Meal: The Lord's Supper in the
Life of the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005).

Class Activity 5.7: A Graced Communion
Join together in the simple ritual of communion. One student can read from 1 Corinthians 11:23-26.
After this, confess your sins, and together break the bread and drink the wine. Then, spend a couple of
minutes thanking Jesus for all He has done in winning redemption for us all.
23

For I pass on to you what I received from the Lord himself. On the night when he was betrayed, the
Lord Jesus took some bread 24 and gave thanks to God for it. Then he broke it in pieces and said, “This is
my body, which is given for you. Do this to remember me.” 25 In the same way, he took the cup of wine
after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant between God and his people—an agreement
confirmed with my blood. Do this to remember me as often as you drink it.” 26 For every time you eat this
bread and drink this cup, you are announcing the Lord’s death until he comes again.

7

James Smith, Desiring the Kingdom (Baker, 2011), p138. Citing Amos Yong, Theology and Down Syndrome:
Reimagining Disability in Late Modernity (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2007), 193. See also Yong, pp. 203-15.
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4.5

Putting it into practice: Anthea Ng (Special Educator)—Optional Read 30-35

The idea behind this segment is simple: what
you do with the majority of your hours
matters; it’s a spiritual act of service as you
seek first the kingdom of God (Matthew 6:33; Colossians 3:17). We all have a ‘vocation’—where we invest
the majority of our hours, whether as a mum or a student, as a 9-5 factory worker or a legal eagle. It’s great
for us each to invest ‘spare time’ into volunteering through a church-based ministry. But your greatest
ministry of all may well be the ‘church’ (those called out by Christ and sent into the world on mission)
deployed during the week, as we more intentionally direct our efforts toward restraining sin and promoting
shalom—flourishing through right relatedness with God, each other, and this world God loves.8
This module you’ll hear from Special Needs Educator, Anthea Ng. As Christians, we all recognize the
importance of teaching. Jesus was called ‘Rabbi’, meaning teacher, and teaching is one of the spiritual gifts
given to the church for the building up of His body. But teaching is so much more than the transfer of
information. Beyond knowledge, it’s about wise living. And beyond data, it’s about discipleship. As we’ll
explore below, every aspect of this world reflects the “very good” of creation, the thorns and thistles of the
fall, and the signs of redemption through the resurrection of Christ. In this holistic understanding, then,
teaching is about re-forming people to reflect God’s creative intent, and leading them forward to what will
be when God sets everything right. It’s about people becoming all they were made to be. Even more so,
teaching is about forming isolated individuals into a family of people united by love: the community of God.
In this context, Anthea’s work as a Special Needs Teacher is particularly poignant. As the Center for an
Accessible Society explores, “the questions of the definition of ‘person with a disability’ and how persons
with disabilities perceive themselves are knotty and complex.”9 ‘Disability’ is no less complex when
considered from a theological angle. Did God ‘intend’ for my child to be born with blindness, or was it the
result of sin? Does ‘Down Syndrome’ need to be healed? How is the image of God revealed in a person with
severe autism? And will there be ‘disability’ once Christ’s resurrection power has established the New
Creation? To this end, I’ve sketched some thoughts working from John 9 following this interview, entitled
“Jesus and the Blind Man”. This may be a helpful guide or discussion starter if you’re grappling with these
kinds of questions. Right now, though, grab a coffee, and take ten minutes to see what the Kingdom looks
like as a Special Needs Educator, and consider how through Anthea, God is at work, re-forming.
God bless, Dave Benson.

Tell us about your vocation?
I am a primary school teacher and have taught in mainstream schools in NZ, Malaysia and South
Australia.
I also specialize in teaching students under the age of 14 years with special learning needs. For many
years this involved teaching deaf children, mainly in NZ, but for the last 7 years I’ve been teaching at a
special school for Intellectually Impaired children in Ipswich. Some of these children also have other
disabilities including Down’s Syndrome, Autism and major behaviour problems.
I had always wanted to be a teacher and for most of my teaching years would’ve taught whether or not I
got paid! So for me it has been a true vocation or calling.
Currently my day-to day tasks involve teaching all the school music one day a week and teaching Science
or an Integrated Unit of study. This could include something like the early history of the district or
familiarising the children with local environment.

8

Need convincing? Find out what a TRADER is at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MiAh3lYo6k4.

9

See http://www.accessiblesociety.org/topics/demographics-identity/dkaplanpaper.htm.
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Every vocation reflects God's 'very good' over creation, the thorns and thistles of missing the
mark with the fall, and the foretaste of all things being made new through redemption. So what
do creation, fall, and redemption look like in your vocation?
For me, the challenge of teaching children with special needs is to begin where they’re at and helping them move
forward with confidence, self-control and joy. The Scriptures are very clear that God knew all about us before we were
even formed in our mother’s womb (Psalm 139).
For some of these children there may be the frustration of not being able to express what they want, how they’re
feeling, what they want to say about an activity they’re involved in, or even something as simple as being able to
manage their own physical needs away from the safety of home.
I may feel inadequate but Jesus himself said that “Whoever receives a little child like this [with kindness] in my
name receives me. … See that you don’t look down on one of these little ones—their angels in heaven always see the
face of my Father.”
This gives me the authority to show leadership in the class setting. I soon know when I’m doing anything in my
‘own strength’. Sometimes ‘all hell can break lose’!
I begin the day before coming in the school gate by taking a moment in the car to ask the Holy Spirit to fill me
again —otherwise I would quickly run out of my own patience and compassion. I need His wisdom to make up my own
human shortfall.
Sometimes I’m rewarded with a child opening the gate for me, or another one coming up to me in the playground
to show me something new they have, or telling me what they’ve been up to at home.
I also like to pray in the classroom inviting God’s presence to be there, sometimes just quietly standing at each
child’s desk praying for them that they be settled and focused for the day.

What does it look like to restrain sin, and promote shalom (i.e., flourishing of every
relationship—with God, others, and the earth) ... that is, what does it mean through your
vocation to "seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness-justice" (Matthew 6:33)?
For me it involves having interesting lessons which capture the children’s attention and are pitched at
their level of capability to encourage success and participation—which runs the risk of becoming disorderly
as opposed to quiet and restrained!
This means the children have to learn to show respect for one another and the teacher and learn to
either speak up and contribute or wait their turn to be heard.
I need to help them move from being totally absorbed by themselves and their needs to see the needs
of others and respect their opinions.
Sometimes the biggest challenge is obvious—a child doesn’t want to be there!
It’s very rewarding when I can reassure them that everything’s going to be fine, they’re going to do well:
they calm down and settle to the assigned task.
Some of my most rewarding experiences include
 a child on a field trip expressing delight at the beautiful flowers she can see and wanting tell her
mother all about it when she gets home. (For me, this is a moment to remind her that God
made those beautiful flowers.)
 seeing a student enjoying the moment when they realize they’ve understood a new concept
 seeing children showing kindness to one another, playing with someone they didn’t initially like.
‘Restraining sin’ is also part of the job, as I’m reminded with every ‘lock down’ in response to a student’s
dangerous behaviour. Through firm boundaries and love students are taught that it’s not appropriate to
 sit in the playground dropping handfuls of ground cover over your head, putting sand in your
mouth
 bite and kick the teacher when you can’t get your own way
 throw a chair or tip over a desk.
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In our broken world, the challenges each of these students face are formidable. It’s hard to respect
others when your own brothers or sisters tease or bully you because you can’t do things. It’s hard to sit in
your desk when you’ve been roaming the streets with a gang and haven’t slept for three nights.
BUT there are constantly little glimpses of shalom I can promote …
 it is good to be brave enough to climb up the slide and come down unassisted for the first time
when you’re 10 years old
 singing your favourite song although your tongue might not be able to form the words correctly,
even if it’s a 13 year old only able to make a happy sound.

As disciples, we are called to be witnesses who point people to Jesus. So what inroads specific
to your vocation have you found to tell the Big Story of God's reign through Jesus? How might
this Epic Story be told through your vocation?10
Because I teach in a state school, technically I’m not permitted to speak about my faith to the children,
though I can talk about the reasons for the seasons e.g. Christmas and Easter. But at the root of being a
witness in my context is to treat every student with dignity; to set firm, living perimeters for life; and to offer
lots of affirmation.
The biggest challenge is to live a consistent life—to build up friendships with staff and parents, and offer
to pray with them when they need help.
In general, with God’s help, I’m trying to live in such a way that prompts questions, waiting to be asked
‘What’s the secret?’ It comes down to basic actions like listening to parents and encouraging them. My role
is not to baby-sit these students. Instead, I hope to bring love and dignity to families who struggle daily with
the demands of balancing care for their child with a disability and the needs of others in the family.
Is the job easy? No way.
Is it rewarding? Many times.
Why do I do it? It must be my 'new creation ' DNA.

But, how do we make sense of disability in a Biblical Worldview?
“Jesus and the Blind Man” –some thoughts from Dave B. ...11
At my previous home church (Kenmore Baptist), we were proud to promote
the work of “ABLE” (Adult Bible Learning Experience), a place for those with
special needs to discover how through Christ they can do all things (Philippians
4:13). At KBC we truly believe that God’s presence is most powerfully experienced and made known to the
world when a diverse community can gather as one around the Lord’s Table and eat together as a family.
But sometimes there’s a lot of misunderstanding and prejudice—and plainly selfish preferences—that must
be brought into the open before the dream becomes a reality. Being the theological opportunist I am, now
is the perfect time to pause and address a difficult question:
How should we as Christians understand ‘disability’?
A Christian couple gives birth to their much anticipated child, only to discover she has a severe disability.
Should the couple accept this as God’s good plan, considering the condition less a ‘disability’ than a
challenge, and get on with parenting a ‘differently-abled’ child? Or, should they stand against the work of
the enemy and claim full restoration for the infant through Christ’s resurrection power, considering the
condition a result of a broken and sinful world? Can they simultaneously adopt both stances?

10

Recap the Big Story video at http://pathways.kbc.org.au/passing/passing-evangelism/the-big-story-video/.

11

You may also, from an apologetics angle, find my Wondering Fair article (here) helpful,
provocatively entitled “Why Jesus Won’t Heal ‘Disabilities’.”
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This is not meant to be a dry intellectual exercise evaluating hypothetical scenarios. And these issues,
largely beyond our limited grasp as finite creatures, don’t get any easier as children become teens and then
adults. Perhaps it’s a physical impairment like blindness, or an intellectual/cognitive disability such as Down
Syndrome; perhaps it’s a psychiatric disability like depression or schizophrenia—whatever it is, in Australia
at any given time, over twenty percent of us, one in five people, have to face life with a significant
disability. If we extend this to include reduced function through natural aging among the elderly, in one
way or another, every one of us is affected by ‘disability’. To be human is to be dependent. Again, how
should we as Christians understand disability? Rather than dry theologizing, crack open your Bible to John
9, and let’s see God’s love at work through Jesus. This isn’t meant to be a systematic teaching, but
hopefully we’ll see how the Christ—our Saviour, literally the healer—ministers in light of creation, fall, and
redemption.
You may know this story well. It’s the one about the man blind from birth—let’s call him Ben—who
Jesus heals by rubbing spittle and clay into his eyes! And then there’s a saga before the Pharisees who
refuse to believe Ben was really healed, interrogating this man, his parents, and then the man again before
excommunicating him from the temple. It’s worth a fresh look, though, as we grapple with disability.
Creation. Jesus ‘saw’ the man who was blind, not for his disability, but for his personhood (v1). Ben was
typically overlooked, treated as a theological conundrum by religious types, and as less than human in
society at large because of his limitations. His blindness definitely was a disability, as he lacked the love of
community to offer friendship and meaningful activity that might otherwise make his life ‘normal’. He was
stigmatized. Yet Jesus truly saw Ben, and loved Him. Jesus recognized that the imago Dei is not so much an
‘ability’ or a function as an identity: Ben was truly a child of God, created and loved by the Father, thus
worthy of respect. It’s not “I think (or I see) therefore I am.” Rather, it’s “I love (and am loved) therefore I
am.” And beyond appearances, all things—even Ben’s blindness—sit within the sovereignty of a good God
who can work all things for His glory (v3). But note, as theologian Amos Yong points out, “Jesus said only
that the life of the man born blind would be lived for the glory of God, not that God somehow was the
cause of the man’s blindness.”12 The sovereignty of God means that all that happens is within the
knowledge and control of God. God’s will is not arbitrary, but this does not mean that every detail in this
world of real and interrelated choice is exactly what He always wanted. And this leads us to the Fall, for the
world is clearly “not the way it’s supposed to be.” Downstream of original sin, everything is bent out of
shape; all of creation is ‘disabled’.
Fall. The disciples look for the causal link: “Who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born
blind?” Ah, yes, the moral model of disability. What a shame on the family that they openly displayed the
result of their collective sin. Surely someone did wrong for suffering to result. Yet Jesus deals with their
poor theologizing directly. Quoting from The Message (v 3), Jesus says, “You’re asking the wrong question.
You're looking for someone to blame. There is no such cause-effect here. Look instead for what God can
do.” The most disastrous result of the fall was not an individual’s physical suffering; rather, it was the
violence we do to each other through relational breakdown, as we blame, and judge, and demean those
who are different to us. Again quoting Yong (p99), “whatever else disability is, it is also the experience of
discrimination, marginalization, and exclusion from the social, cultural, political, and economic domains of
human life; and part of the solution to disability is to overcome the barriers to full participation in these
arenas.” Not surprisingly, then, Jesus follows Ben up after he is excluded from the Temple, and drops the
hammer on the Pharisees as to who really is ‘disabled’ in this instance (vv. 39-41):
“I entered this world to render judgment—to give sight to the blind and to show those who think they
see that they are blind.”
Some Pharisees who were standing nearby heard him and asked, “Are you saying we’re blind?”
“If you were blind, you wouldn’t be guilty,” Jesus replied. “But you remain guilty because you claim
you can see.”
12

Amos Yong, Theology and Down Syndrome: Reimagining Disability in Late Modernity (Waco, TX: Baylor University
Press, 2007), 162. For those really wanting to grapple with a biblical view of disability, this book is a must. Additionally,
the writings of Henri Nouwen and his work through L’Arche community are very insightful.
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If Jesus walked through our church community, who—if anyone—would He identify as ‘disabled’?
But notice, against the emerging views of advocates who claim all ‘disability’ is purely socially
constructed, that Jesus doesn’t leave Ben as he is. In other instances of healing, Jesus does recognize sin at
work. Sin is real, and it scars the physical world; all of creation is ‘out of joint’. Which leads us to
Redemption, joining Jesus who said “As long as it is day, we must do the works of him who sent me” (v4).
Redemption. Jesus came to give sight to the blind (v32, also Luke 4:18-19). We have a mission. This
world is damaged by evil, but through Christ it is restored for better, a taste of what one day will be in its
fullness when everything is set right. Notice the creation themes in verse 6. Jesus, the last Adam, re-forms
this man’s eyes using clay from the earth animated with healing power by what comes from the very mouth
of God (see Genesis 2:7). And then this man is effectively baptised into Christ at the pool of Siloam (John
9:7), ‘sent’ to be a witness of God’s glory (v3). He is now on mission with others who believe in the Son of
God (v35), sent together to help heal the world. This is perhaps the greatest healing of all, that He is
restored into a loving community as an equal and valued member, part of Christ’s church where there is no
longer male or female, master or slave, and nor should there be dichotomies of able and disabled
(Galatians 3:28). Christ, through His life, death, and resurrection, surely has redeemed all of life, bringing
holistic salvation. No matter what the disability, there is always a place to sensitively pray for healing.
But more needs to be said, lest we again see the world with fallen humanity’s blinded eyes and ignore
the deeper mystery of God. Granted, this world still groans, awaiting the future resurrection of the dead—
so this side of the new creation, even as Jesus’ sacrifice brings substantial healing, it does not guarantee
total healing. Full restoration of creation is yet to come (Romans 8:18-39). But the mystery runs deeper, for
what we identify as ‘weakness’ may actually be the glory of God. Many times the “god of this age” has
blinded people through superficial definitions of salvation and healing—derived from “some able-bodied
ideal of perfection” (Yong, 282)—as we overlook how God’s light shines through the cracks in clay vessels (2
Corinthians 4:3-12). Thus, not many of those ‘saved’ are wise or strong from the world’s perspective, “for
God has chosen the foolish things of the world to put to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak
things of the world to put to shame the things which are mighty … that no flesh should glory in His
presence” (1 Corinthians 1:26-29). I suspect that much of what even we as Christians call ‘disability’ is
actually the glory of God in veiled form: it’s less a challenge to faith in claiming physical healing, and more a
gift of God to grow as a community where each member loves and is loved.
And isn’t this God’s way? Nancy Eiesland controversially but perhaps accurately described Jesus Christ as
the “disabled God”.13 Jesus was like us in every respect (Hebrews 2:17), without comeliness, despised and
rejected, considered cursed, even to the point of an ignominious death on the cross (Isaiah 52:14-53:5). Yet
as Augustine observed, “The deformity of Christ forms you.” It was through the scars in His hands that He
brought peace and salvation for the whole world, and in like manner he sends us (John 20:19-21). As the
first fruit of New Creation, it’s worth pondering that even in His resurrection body, reformed and free from
all sin, Thomas can still probe Jesus’ scars (John 20:24-28). Our corrupted earthly bodies will become
glorified spiritual bodies, without pain or suffering—there is a radical discontinuity. But like Jesus, is it
possible that—in the perfect and loving community of the resurrection—aspects of what we now call
‘disability’ will pass through death and in eternity reflect one more facet of the diamond like beauty of God,
another light beam illuminating the multi-coloured glory of God?
Brennan Manning in the Ragamuffin Gospel tells of an afternoon he spent with an Amish family in
Pennsylvania. Their simple community, for all its eccentricities, embodied the dream of equality and love
through and for all people, regardless of ability. For instance, Jonas Zook was an elderly widower, but he
and his four children together ran a farm. Three of his children were severely disabled. Manning tells of his
encounter with Jonas’s adult son Elam, “a four feet tall, heavy-set, thickly beared [man] wearing the black
Amish outfit … with pitchfork in hand.” On seeing Brennan for the first time, he dropped his pitchfork, ran
across the paddock, embraced him with all his might and kissed him on the lips with “fierce intensity” for
an awkwardly long time. He then took Brennan’s hand, and led him on a tour of the farm.

13

Nancy Eiesland, The Disabled God: Toward a Liberatory Theology of Disability (Nashville: Abingdon, 1994).
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As Manning describes it, he was “seized by the power
of a great affection.”14 Elam Zook was an icon of Christ. No
wonder Native Americans like the Iroquois Indians
attributed divinity to children with Down Syndrome: “In
their unselfconscious freedom they were a transparent
window into the Great Spirit—into the heart of Jesus
Christ who loves us as we are and not as we should be.”
Putting all this together, how should we as Christians
understand ‘disability’? Through John 9 we’ve discovered
that all people image God, regardless of their abilities and
disabilities. We are all like ‘Ben’, created in the image of God, marred by the fall, and destined for
redemption as we respond to the love of Christ. As such, Mother Teresa equally addresses each of us in our
suffering when she says “Be glad and rejoice—for you have been chosen to share in the Passion of Christ
who became the most disabled man when He hung on the Cross for love of us.” In this sense, “the
nondisabled are dependent on the disabled, whom God has chosen to be a means of saving grace.” In no
way do I mean to make light of the serious challenges faced by those with various disabilities, and the
struggles of their loved ones who care day in and day out. But I agree with Amos Yong when he suggests
that ultimately “the redemption of those with Down Syndrome, for example, would consist not in some
magical fix of the twenty-first chromosome but in the recognition of their central roles both in the
communion of saints and in the divine scheme of things” (pp. 188, 282).
May we be a community that truly is one.15 May we, like Jesus, shift the emphasis from “divine
omnipotence causing all events to the idea of divine omnicompassion, redeeming all events” (p. 168, cf.
John 9:3-5). And as we fellowship together as a family, may we each grow up in the eternal and infinite love
of our Saviour, the disabled God.
Toward this end, check out Christian Blind Mission’s (CBM) DVD-based six week study series, “Church
Bar None” (extra resources here)—it’s part of their “Luke 14: Disability Inclusive Christian Communities”
initiative. And let’s each take steps toward being a family defined by grace. God bless, Dave Benson.

5. DOXOLOGY
Remember, we are not simply “thinking things” but “desiring creatures”. Developing a Christian
Worldview is not just about understanding rightly, but loving truly. That is, we must be intentional in our
habitual practices (or ‘liturgies’) so that our hearts are formed to love the Kingdom of God. As J. I. Packer
was fond of saying, “All true theology begets doxology.” Learning is in the service of worship.
Thus, as we will do each week, let us close by singing the Doxology:


Praise God, from Whom all blessings flow;
Praise Him, all creatures here below;
Praise Him above, ye heavenly host;
Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Amen.

14

Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin Gospel (Colorado Springs, CO: Authentic Books, 2004), 160-62.

15

For a model of this in action, check out the Toronto Church where half of all members have a disability:
http://www.abilitiesministries.org/.
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Forum Activity Module 5
As part of engaging with the set text and extra required readings, address each required reading
for this module, and comment on at least one other person’s post to advance the dialogue.
Clearly address the following four categories:
-a question—something you don’t understand, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something with which you disagree, or want to further nuance
-an implication—‘so what’ for how this teaching shapes your worldview
-an application—something useful right now in your context, to live out the text
Be sure to post these thoughts prior to each week’s class, as we’ll use these reflections as the basis
for an in-class discussion, where you will be expected to contribute in response to the readings.
Also, be sure to interact with at least one other student, advancing the conversation with a
question, challenge, elaboration or related story. This *isn’t* counted in the 200 word post.

Put your response on the Moodle Forum (200 words)

Preparation for Next Week …
 Pre-reading, as per Unit Guide p6 … Post to the forum and come prepared to share on
each of the following:
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for our apologetic practice
-an application—something useful right now in your context
 If it’s your turn, come prepared to share a newspaper article or media clip concerning
events in the public square, and your initial reflections from a Christian worldview.
 If it’s your turn, come ready to share with the class for 3-5 minutes concerning your main
vocation (whether present or future). Where do you see creational intent and cultural
idolatry in this vocation (designed for good, damaged by evil)? How might you participate
redemptively with healing action (restored for better so we are sent together to heal the
world, a taste of when God sets everything right) as you seek first God’s Kingdom?
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Significance for Christian theology, life and thought...
It almost feels sacrilegious trying to pen my own imperfect words in response to the greatness of
what Jesus has done. Let me borrow, instead, from Robert Lowry’s great hymn:
What can wash away my sin? Nothing but the blood of Jesus;
What can make me whole again? Nothing but the blood of Jesus.
Refrain
Oh! precious is the flow, That makes me white as snow;
No other fount I know, Nothing but the blood of Jesus.
For my pardon, this I see, Nothing but the blood of Jesus;
For my cleansing this my plea, Nothing but the blood of Jesus.
Refrain
Nothing can for sin atone, Nothing but the blood of Jesus;
Naught of good that I have done, Nothing but the blood of Jesus.
Refrain
This is all my hope and peace, Nothing but the blood of Jesus;
This is all my righteousness, Nothing but the blood of Jesus.
Refrain
Now by this I’ll overcome—Nothing but the blood of Jesus,
Now by this I’ll reach my home—Nothing but the blood of Jesus.
Refrain
Glory! Glory! This I sing—Nothing but the blood of Jesus,
All my praise for this I bring—Nothing but the blood of Jesus.
Oh! precious is the flow, That makes me white as snow;
No other fount I know, Nothing but the blood of Jesus.
In response to this grace, who should we be for Jesus Christ today? This is not an individual
question. We. We are the church. We are the body of Christ. We are His representatives, Jesus’
hands and feet to walk out and point people toward the Kingdom of God. We are not a religious
clique. Rather, we are a sign of the Kingdom, a servant of the Kingdom, and a sacrament of God’s
reign. Let’s stop going to Church, and truly be the Church in a world desperate for Jesus’ ongoing
work of redemption.

For more on this theme, read my Wondering Fair Reflections on Jesus’ sacrifice here, and on the
identity and nature of the church, respectively, here and here.
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