Riding the Wave

What’s to come in this session:

· Some provocative comments?

· Some contestable theology

· Some questionable biblical reflections

· Four key themes for our movement today

· Some starter questions.

Riding the Wave 

Riding the Wave.  It’s a grand sounding title.  And it summons up triumphalist images – the surfer conquering the dangerous rollers, or even the stilling of the storm – images not entirely appropriate for the church today.

Our picture is, in effect, much more tentative.  The land is far off (the mountain is small).  The waves are huge, dwarfing the boats and their human cargo.  In fact they threaten to swamp the canoes which are powerless before the energy and force of the water.

But as yet the boats haven’t sunk.  But, despite the paddlers attempts, they’re being pushed along at the whim of the wave, running with the wind.

Read inter-textually – investing our picture with images from theology that don’t really belong there but which, in these post-modern times, we can place there anyway – the symbolism of the image is also very rich.

There’s the wave itself, a biblical image of chaos, the waters of the deep that needed to be tamed before the order of creation could be established.

There’s the mountain – one of the Bible’s favourite meeting places for God and humankind.  Moses finds burning bushes and tablets of stone there.  Prophets are forever noting the importance of holy mountains.  Matthew (unlike Luke) even has Jesus preaching a sermon on the mount to reconstitute the Law.

And then there’s the boat, the image of the ecumenical movement, the church.  But, in fact, there’s more than one boat.  This is a divided oikoumene, or at least an oikoumene using more than one vehicle.  And they’re situation is reminiscent of one of Paul’s missionary voyages.  To be honest, it looks as though their sailors will soon be coming to terms with shipwreck too.

So our picture offers us chaos in the foreground, tossing churches around like matchsticks, churches that are far far away from access to God.  A troubling and perhaps psychologically accurate image for the experience of many western churches today.

We shouldn’t allow ourselves to wallow in self-pity.  Positively, an honest facing up to some of the realities of our context and the difficulties of our day-to-day experience can help us as we look to plot the way forward.  

The Contemporary Context

It’s said that the way to the future lies through the past.  We need to know where we’ve come from, and who we are, if we are to make the best of who we will become.

As our story as a movement reminds us, before we were drawn out into the chaotic ocean, we’d run down the braided river to the sea.  To move the metaphor, we are an interwoven thread - once were denominations - whose strength arises from our relatedness.  Now after decades of life together, there are many times, perhaps most, when we can’t even find the edges of the separate threads, or even tell that there once were separate threads at all.

And as we rushed down the rapids we’d sat coolly in the shadow of the mountain.  Te Maunga - along with the river and the ancestor - one of the pegs of identity for Maori and increasingly for many other New Zealanders too.

So, I’m originally from St Andrews, South Canterbury, that bend in the road just south of Timaru.  From just up State Highway 1 you get a wonderful view of Aoraki, Mt Cook.  I can define myself by that mountain, by the Pareora River and by the great grandfather who came to New Zealand as a Presbyterian ministry student.

Duncan Jamieson, one-time moderator of the Presbyterian Church, used to say that he liked to define himself by saying his mountain was Calvary, his river was the Jordan and his Ancestor was Jesus Christ.  As a way of anchoring identity, it’s pretty powerful.

The picture of the wave allows us some fragile anchorage amidst the crashing waters.  The mountain, our connection with God, is there, but its signal is weak.  We’ve come down the river and crashed out through the breakers.  The currents are chaotic and the waves can beach or break our boat.  But we are out there – out here – together, and though fierce blows the tempest, our journey continues.

And, as Lynn Russell noted last night, nothing changes but new things keep happening.  Matthew’s Jesus is very clear in Chapter 5.  The Law, the established order, is not to be replaced.  It is to be completed.  It is to be consummated.  Its purpose is to be fulfilled.  And if the purpose of human existence is life in its fullness, fulfilling this purpose means riding the wave, not merely surviving it.  Our journey, our calling, is not mere survival.  It is celebration.  This is the goal of the Law that Jesus, Matthew’s new Moses, proclaims in the Sermon on the Mount.

Our past prepares us for this.  Our rapid ride down the braided river has brought us to this place and to this day.  Our task now is to prepare for the celebration of life in God’s world today, not a recreation of yesterday.

Confidence in our past frees us from its tyranny.  It frees us from trying to be who we were and opens us up to becoming who we will be.  Isaiah’s words in chapter 43 are prophetic for us too.

No need to recall the past


No need to think about what was done before.


See I am doing a new thing


Even now it comes to light.  Can you not see it?


Yes, I am making a road in the wilderness,


Paths in the wilds.

Had Isaiah been a pacific citizen he may have said,


Yes, I am making a way through the waves,

Navigating the oceans.

How do the wilderness and the waves, through which we are to make our way, look to us today?  Frankly, stormy.  Let’s do a quick scan to see how the church is presently situated on the political, economic, social and technological landscapes.

At a Political level things have changed a lot for the church over the last few decades.  Any vision for Christendom we western Christians may once have entertained, when the world would be converted into the church, has long since died.  The church in New Zealand has less voice and less mana today than it has ever had.  

Positively, this means we have the opportunity to discover a different dimension to the gospel, one that does not rely on status and power for its authority.

On the economic front the news is mixed.  Positively we know we are asset rich.  In fact we’re loaded.  A recent study by the Presbyterian Church speaks of over a billion dollars administered by the Church Property Trustees.  But frozen assets don’t pay stipends and neither do they have much flexibility in resourcing mission.  Can they be melted and utilized?  Or will we plunged into an desperate unseemly obsession with keeping empty churches open?  Will the church become, as Lloyd Geering suggests, the society for the preservation of historic buildings?

Socially change remains the only constant.  We know that the baby boomers, as well as generations X, Y and .com, all dislike and distrust institutions.  Yet the denominational church has not found an effective way to exist without a fairly heavy institutional infrastructure.  This is no surprise.  Nor is it necessarily a criticism.  But it is a stumbling block.

In fact there has been significant ecclesiological change in recent decades.  For the denominations that have contributed to the CV movement, and for Uniting Congregations themselves, this change has raised more questions than it has provided answers.  We will need to consider this more, soon.

Society as a whole is now clearly post Christian, despite the Destiny Church’s determined denials.   Fewer New Zealanders have any understanding of what Christian faith means than 50 years ago.  Positively this means that today’s Christians are likely to be so by their own volition.  They have chosen, not simply inherited, faith.  But they are also thinner on the ground.

One of the most significant drivers of change today is technology.  There have been huge developments in a very short period of time.  I bought my first computer only 21 years ago.  It was given to the recyclers before it was 10 years old.  

It was commonplace even ten years ago for people to be critical of the elitism of technology.  It was assumed that it was only available to affluent westerners.  Yet that somewhat worthy position has fallen over.  Recent estimates have one in every three people in Africa having access to the internet within 5 years.   Rather than being elitist, technology has the potential to democratize access to information and, with it, power.  Concerns remain.  Technology can depersonalize human existence.  But like all tools, it will depend on who uses it and how it is used.

A trivial and very superficial reflection on some of the factors affecting our context as a Christian movement looking to find a way to live out our calling in the 21st century.  

Within this context, it seems to me there are four important themes we need to give consideration to.  I want simply to introduce them for you, invite your comments and questions and some discussion on them in this first session, and then allow these four themes to provide the focus for our reflection in the rest of our time together.  

Questions for me?

1.  Ecumenism    
a)
It’s often (and rightly) said that we live in a post-Christian world.  
Some people don’t especially like to hear this.  But we should be clear about what post-christian means.  It is less a theological than a descriptive term.

The observable facts “post-christian” refers to are two-fold:

(i) The first is that the world as a whole is not now (and, globally, never has been) Christian in the way it was assumed Britain and its Empire (or indeed Germany and its Empire or Italy and its) once were.  

Of course, the world never was Christian.  Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism and folk religions the world over are testimony to that.  But the imperial ideal which saw colonialism and a particular colonial form of Christianity civilizing as it Christianised is long since dead.  In this sense, we are undeniably (and thankfully) post-Christian.
(ii) And, secondly, this colonial vision was for a time the latest (and one of the last) manifestations of Christendom.  Christendom arose with Constantine’s adoption of Christianity.  The Empire and the Church became one and this provided a missiological model:  the Empire should extend across the earth and the Empire should be Christian.  Christendom was the embodiment of the notion of the Kingdom of God.  It was heaven on earth.  

Mostly, most people in the West recognize that this represented bad theology and bad missiology.  In any event, the process of secularization has freed us from this colonial spectre.

b)
So we are post-christian.  As a matter of fact, I think our situation is even sharper than this.  It’s become increasingly clear that today we also live in a post-denominational world.

The move towards denominational union has a long history.  Now is not the time to retrace it.  The CV movement is, of course, continues to signal the call to union and is a prophetic challenge to denominationalism.

But the post-denominationalism points less towards the notion of union that it does to the growing lack of interest, even distrust, Gen-xers and the generations following have in institutions.  So, any kind of denomination, even a uniting one, is read as riddled with hierarchy, authority beyond the individual.  It suggests an interest in structures and bureaucracy that deflect contemporary people from spirituality’s primary focus.

Right or wrong, we need to take account of this phenomenon.  One implication is that the ecumenically higher moral ground the CV movement often claims holds no interest for this constituency.  The post-denominational market sees CVs as another denomination.  All of which helps explain the attraction for this demographic of community churches and mega-churches free from any (negative) denominational associations.
c)
Now, here’s a punt.  I wonder if we are also now in a post-ecumenical world.

What might this mean?  It doesn’t mean that there isn’t an ecumenical imperative.  I’m quite clear about that.  But it does change how we interpret that.  Ecumenism doesn’t necessarily mean union.  It means recognising all to be part of the oikoumene, the household of God.  And of course, that household is not just for the Christianly pious.  This, in turn, raises all the thorny issues of inter-faith community.

There’s a strong case for arguing that the modern ecumenical movement was born out of a missiological impetus.  Denominationalism was understood to be secondary to mission.  Which is a reminder to us that we need to be very careful of simply equating ecumenism with union.  

When I say that we live in a post-ecumenical world I am reflecting two strands of the contemporary ethos.  The first is that, for good or ill, the impetus towards denominational union has faltered.  My guess is that it has not just stalled.  It will take a new kairos of which there is presently no sign for it to find a place on the agenda once again.

The second is that ecumenism is too readily identified with institutions (such as the World Council or CCANZ) and these institutions are either fallen, failing or flailing.  This is primarily an anti-institutional phenomenon rather than an anti-ecumenical one.  But its significance is that we need to be very precise when we talk about our ecumenical agenda and remember that:
· Ecumenism associated with structures draws little interest from anyone and will generate even less energy
· Ecumenism which is post-denominational (rather than inter-denominational) may well have an exciting future.

All of which should raise questions about what it means for us to see ourselves as a movement that is both ecumenical and committed to ecumenism?  Are we open to a new agenda (and what would that be?) or are we merely enamored of our own pseudo denomination?

Questions

1.  
How much of our present structure and lifestyle as congregations belies the reality that we live in a post-Christian world?
2.  
If we are in a post-denominational world, how might that affect our self-understanding?
3.  
If we are in a post-ecumenical world, do we continue to have an ecumenical commitment and, if so, how do we give expression to it?

4.
What are the three key issues that your discussion raises that the Forum can and will address in our deliberations today and tomorrow?  

(We don’t need the solutions yet – we need the issues arising from this theme.)

2.  Ecclesiology

What does it mean to be church?  Perhaps the picture helps us again.

The boat is out there on the waves.  It’s not in control of the environment.  It seems to be trying to go somewhere.  There are a number of people on the boat, trying to go somewhere together.  The picture doesn’t help us much with where they’re trying to go.  But it does give us some clues about how they’re trying to go there.  I think we can see that they need to be acting in concert.  They need to be acting together.  

That’s quite an important statement for an organisation that has been built on the notion of unity, even one as loosely knit as Uniting Congregations.  To use the phrase coined by Catholic theologian Gerry Arbuckle, unity has been the founding charism of the Cooperating Ventures movement.  It is the inspiration that has led to the formation of a particular way of being church.  It is a guiding principle, the noble principle at our heart.

But what happens when the context in which a church exists changes so profoundly that this guiding principle needs recontextualising?  We see this happening often enough with Christian doctrine.  The recent 40th anniversary of the so-called Geering heresy trial is a reminder that our understandings of various doctrines don’t stand still (and have never have).

As I’ve already suggested, the ecumenism at the heart of the Uniting Church movement needs to be recontextualised from the heady days of the 60s, 70s and 80s into today’s more pragmatic and post-denominational times.

This doesn’t mean unity goes out the window.  It simply means that the contemporary context requires a different response to what this means if we are not to become a museum piece.  It requires us to view our relationships and aspirations in new ways.  This is hard.  But it needs to be done.

Possibly key among these relationships are those with the so-called partner churches.  This is a regular chestnut for the Forum.  But it will keep returning.  It must.  Because the partners are an integral part of our life.  But the question of how we manage that integral part is, in large measure, up to us.

We pose a problem for the Presbyterians, Methodists, Anglicans, Churches of Christ and Congregationalists as they map out their individual directions.  That’s no bad thing.  But we also pose a problem for ourselves because we usually fail to take the initiative in the relationship.  And often that’s because we default to a romantic nostalgia for the hope offered by the vision of 1972.

Being on the boat together with the partners means being CVs within the oikoumene, partners in the boat together with other partners.  Yes, we do not exist without them.  But that cuts both ways.  The partners, mostly, can no longer exist without us.  And they don’t really know what to do with us.  We can get righteously angry about this.  But that helps little.  A better approach is to assume reciprocal partnership.  

So, yes, when the partners meet together, we should claim the right to sit at the table too.  And, yes, when they face complicated and difficult decisions about administering their affairs, rather than insisting, petulantly, that we haven’t been taken into account, we should look for solutions that benefit all players.

For instance, the Presbyterian Council of Assembly is considering inviting congregations to contribute some of their assets to a fund to be used for creative mission.  This is an exciting (though for all the wrong reasons possibly doomed) proposal.  Of course, CVs don’t fit into the scheme.  But, if there is some sense in it, why not engage with the Presbyterians to see how it could be tailored or developed to be of assistance to CVs too.

All this should raise questions about the key drivers of our ecclesiology.  If we take our present context seriously, I don’t believe the old vision of union – our founding charism - can act in that way any more.  It is time for us to discover a lived charism that will be informed by our context as well as the hopes of those who founded this way of being church.  This lived charism will take our context seriously, our maturity seriously and insist on genuine and reciprocal partnership with today’s partner churches.

Questions
1.
What are the identifying signs of your Church?

2.
What is the lived charism that (should) drive the life of the CV movement?

3.
How are we to view our relationship with the (other) partner churches?

4.
What are the three key issues that your discussion raises that the Forum can and will address in our deliberations today and tomorrow?  

(We don’t need the solutions yet – we need the issues arising from this theme.)

3.  Mission

Mission, as most of us have discovered, is a slippery word.  Positively, it points to the point of the Church:  “The church exists for mission as a fire exists for burning”.

But it’s also potentially a buzz-word, a word we invoke when we want approval, a word devoid of hard meaning, a word ambiguous enough that it can be used to mean anything to anyone and therefore, potentially, nothing.

So I don’t want to say too much about mission.  But I do want to say what it isn’t.  I hope that may help weed the missiological garden, pulling out some of the plants that fool us into thinking we’re growing something valuable, but are actually just using our nutreants and energy. Once they’re gone perhaps the remaining positive and constructive plants will become visible. 

The etymology of the word “mission” traces it back to 1598 and the Jesuits practice of sending members of the order abroad.  It derives from the Latin missionem, the "act of sending," from mittere "to send".  This should be a striking, even harsh reminder that whatever else mission might mean, it is not about looking after ourselves.  Mission means going beyond ourselves, maybe even taking and offering something beyond ourselves.
“Riding the Wave” can very quickly be seen to be about self-protection.  The waves are big.  We are under threat.  We could easily sink.  We need to work together to keep the water out.  That will keep us afloat, but it won’t get us anywhere.  The rowers in our picture are trying to move the boat somewhere, not merely desperate to keep it afloat.

This is especially relevant for churches today, who will speak of:

· pastoral care of church members
· making the church available to the community
· (even) refurbishing the church foyer 
as mission activities.  
They aren’t.  They may be valuable, even important activities in their own right.  But they are not acts of mission.  They are about improving the infrastructure.  They are about sustaining and nurturing ourselves.  But they are not about moving the boat forward.  They are not about taking good news beyond the in-group.  And mission demands this.  

Many congregations are involved with mission when they associate or align themselves with local mission initiatives; prison and hospital chaplaincy, or social services…  These are important alignments (although they are mostly not very demanding of us.  The workshops today and tomorrow may help identify ways we can contribute more directly.)

Being church, being a missionary church, means being connected with and announcing good news, incarnating good news.  It’s about communication.  And like any communication activity it requires us to pay attention both to the message and the audience.
When we’re talking about good news, the audience defines the message, and the form the message takes.  What is good news for the people you are speaking to?  It will change from person to person, from constituency to constituency.  
Jesus manifesto in Luke 4 acknowledges this when he tells his listeners that the Spirit has called him to announce good news to the poor, by which he means those in need of good news.  And the good news is different depending on the needs of each group.  So he says:
18"He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 
      and recovery of sight for the blind, 
   to release the oppressed, 
    19to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."

So the answer to “what is good news” will differ from congregation to congregation and from group to group to whom each congregation announces good news. 

Which is another way of saying when we are talking about genuine mission we must always be specific.  Your mission is to discover what good news means to the poor, the people in need of good news, in your community, and to work and live to bring that about as an act of worship.

Questions

1.
What groups in your community are in need of good news?

2. 
What is the good news they need to hear and can your congregation assist?

3.

What is the significance of the particularity of mission for the life of UCANZ?

4.
What are the three key issues that your discussion raises that the Forum can and will address in our deliberations today and tomorrow?  
(We don’t need the solutions yet – we need the issues arising from this theme.)

4.  Supporting Structures

So, you know about St Augustine and the Donatist schism, but perhaps a brief refresher would be in order.

The Donatists - who sought to return to a form of primitive Christianity -  were 4th century North African social revolutionaries.  They also had a penchant for suffering and martyrdom.  Priests who followed the Donatist way were expelled from the Catholic Church.  But they continued to baptize converts.  

Augustine, who did much to end their influence, was posed with the pastoral-theological problem of deciding whether or not to recognise as Catholic those baptized by priests who had been legitimately ordained by the Catholic Church, but who had since chosen the heretical way of Donatism.
It sounds a little bit like part of an academic question for a Theology 301 exam.  But, at the time, it was quite literally a matter of life and death.  It also sounds a little like the kind of complication many of us have encountered as we’ve sought to find acceptable models for Local Ministry Teams to serve in Cooperating Ventures.  And, again, sometimes it all seems too arcane, too obscure, too beaurocratic.  

But it’s really important to the people who hold the power.  Sometimes it seems as though we can’t get through this sort of structural thicket.  We know what we want to achieve but there are all sorts of reasons tied up with being a CV, and the way we govern ourselves, and the way we relate to the partners, that seem to stand in the way.
I think we need to do some practical, direct and honest evaluation of the way we are organized and give some serious consideration to reformation – to organising ourselves in a way that serves our purpose rather than simply accepts the past and its somewhat academic models as a necessary given.
I don’t want to say too much about this.  Your experience is much more extensive and important than mine.  But I do want to suggest a number of areas we should be looking at closely, not necessarily to dismantle, but certainly to see whether they are working.  And by working I don’t mean being harmless.  We need to look at them to see if they are achieving the purpose for which they are needed today.  
So, here are some questions about some of our structures.  Please don’t take offense.  But I think we need to look at the Emperor and see if he is wearing any clothes or not.  And, in the event that we find him naked, dress him appropriately.
· JRCs

Some JRCs work magnificently.  Some struggle desperately.  Some interface effectively with Synod, Diocese and Presbytery.  Others search for a reason to exist.  We have, quite recently, gone to a lot of trouble to spell out the role of the JRC.  But it’s been an exercise undertaken in principle rather than in practice.  What is it we really want done at a regional level and what can we practically resource?  
· The Forum
Forums in the past have been inspirational.  No doubt this one will be too.  They’re an opportunity for corporate celebration and learning through workshops.  But it’s hard to get people to come.  Our numbers are down this year.  Why is that?  Are we trading on people’s loyalty?  What is it we really want from the Forum?  Is it more than a necessary occasion to elect a Standing Committee?

· Standing Committee

Is the Standing Committee the best way of exercising oversight?  It is representative, but is it effective?  As with many groups that are only able to be occasionally drawn together from across the country, it takes time to build the necessary community for it to be an effective body.  It’s hard to get working groups together and for them to make decisions of real importance.  What do we want the Standing Committee to do and is this the right model for achieving that end?

· The Role of Chairperson
Modification of the role of Chairperson is a relatively new innovation to meet a perceived need.  But today we’re having trouble filling the position.  What does that say?  How does this role best interface with that of our Executive Officer? 
· The Executive Officer

What do we need from this role?  Is it a dumping ground for “things still to be achieved”, “actioning other people’s good ideas” and dealing with intractable problems?  Is the present model the right one?  And if not, what appropriate change is possible given resource constraints? 

· Other governance options
Overall, does this package of structure meet our needs?  Might a new model do a better job?  What isn’t successfully achieved at present (e.g. engagement with partners) and what would it take to change that?
Enough grist for your mill perhaps.

Questions

1.
Why does UCANZ exist (as opposed to individual CVs)?

2.
What structural issues stand in the way of achieving this?

3.
What additional resourcing do CVs need?
4.
What are the three key issues that your discussion raises that the Forum can and will address in our deliberations today and tomorrow?  
(We don’t need the solutions yet – we need the issues arising from this theme.)
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