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How do we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land? 

On being the Church after Christendom. 
 

Kevin Ward, Candour, March 2011 
 

It is now commonplace to accept the view that Christianity in the West is confronted with a 

very different context from that which existed half a century ago, whatever label might be preferred to 

affix to that context – postmodern, postchristian, postdenominational, postchurch. One frame of 

reference that is used to help describe the impact of this for Christianity is that of a paradigm change. 

This was first applied to changes in theological understanding by Hans Küng, who claimed that six 

different paradigms had shaped and characterised periods of Christian theological history. It was then 

applied to Christian mission by David Bosch, who likewise suggested six different epochs. 

 

Historians are generally cautious of such periodising of history for two reasons. First change 

does not generally happen suddenly, and takes place over a long period of time during which there is 

considerable uncertainty and fluidity, where there is both discontinuity and continuity. Thus placing a 

date on the point when one epoch or period ends and another begins can be profoundly unhelpful, as 

this may go on for several decades or even centuries. This is a common flaw in many of those who 

write about the move from modernity to postmodernity, as if in 1989 (or whatever date they decide) 

one reality disappeared and another suddenly appeared. There is still plenty of modernity around.  

 

 The second caution we need to apply is that of seeing periods as determined by one particular 

explanatory force or cause. One example of this is those who see the modern period as being 

understood solely in terms of the forces of enlightenment rationalism. Reality is always more complex 

with a great variety of motifs crisscrossing, interpenetrating and weaving the intricate patterns of 

motivation and practice.  

 Nevertheless the idea of paradigm changes, significant shifts in the way we view and 

understand reality, can be helpful for us to understand the way in which our context has changed and 

the very different reality in which we now have to seek what it means to be the church and engage in 

mission. As Bosch expresses it:  

The point is that the Christian church in general and the Christian mission in particular are 

today confronted with issues they have never even dreamt of which are crying out for 

responses that are both relevant to the times and in harmony with the essence of the Christian 

faith. 

There are some important insights that can be gained from the modern/postmodern shift, or 

perhaps as some have better called it the waning of modernity. However increasingly I feel that the 

most important shift for us in the church to understand and come to grips with is our now 

postChristendom reality. Loren Mead was perhaps the first to popularise this, when in his 1991 book 

The Once and Future Church, he portrayed the church as having existed under two previous 

paradigms: the Apostolic paradigm and the Christendom paradigm. In our time that “second paradigm 

is breaking apart. Its successor, a third paradigm, has yet to emerge. A number of writers speak of 

three paradigms for the church, and Peter Wagner, for example, popularised the concept commonly 

found amongst church growth enthusiasts of the “Apostolic”, “Christendom” and  “New Apostolic” 

paradigms. Mead is much more accurate in suggesting that at the moment we are in a time when the 

old paradigm is breaking down and the new has not yet emerged, “the time between paradigms,” than 

endeavouring to give a label to what is as yet most unclear. A number of writers, such as Alan 

Roxburgh who recently visited us here, speak of the church being in a liminal space at the moment.   

 In many ways it could be argued that Mead’s identification of only two paradigms is 

somewhat oversimplifying history. There are significant differences, for example, between the 

medieval Roman Catholic church and the modern Protestant church. However, Mead argues that 
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through all of this period the dominant paradigm shaping the church was that of Christendom. Again 

the change to this took several centuries, beginning with the conversion of Constantine in 313 A.D.  

The critical difference, once this paradigm settled in, was that by law the church was 

identified with the Empire. The world… was legally identified with the church. There was no 

separation between world and church within the Empire. The law removed the hostility from 

the environment but also made the environment and the church identical. 

This paradigm saw Church and society as one (the unity of sacred and secular); mission as an 

enterprise in far off places done by professionals rather than the ordinary person; congregations as 

geographical parishes rather than committed communities: and membership as the result of birth 

rather than choice. A significant consequence of this was that mission was removed from the ordinary 

life of the church and the role of the minister or cleric became that of a “chaplain” to care for those in 

the parish. 

 Mead’s application of the term Christendom to all of this period can be criticised. Indeed 

strictly speaking it should only properly be applied to that medieval period when secular and spiritual 

powers were fused in what we now call Europe. This lasted for only about three hundred years and 

was in serious decay by the Reformation. Mead, however, argues that “when the unity of life in 

Empire and church began to come apart the Christendom paradigm did not die. Instead it continued to 

shape each of the fragments into which the world and the church broke.” This state continued well 

into the twentieth century in most western societies. Callum Brown has demonstrated how at the level 

of popular culture in Britain this continued to shape behaviour and attitudes through the 1940s and 

1950s. James Belich identifies similar trends in New Zealand in the first half of the twentieth century. 

“The general impression… is the very opposite of irreligious. There was a strong tradition of piety 

and family use of the Bible… New Zealand in this period and beyond is known for exceptional 

Sabbatarianism.” My own upbringing in New Zealand in the 1950s and 1960s had continual 

reminders, both at school and in the wider culture, that we were part of Christendom, reinforced 

almost daily by the prayers, bible readings and hymns of assemblies in state schools. Jim Veitch wrote 

in 1990:  

The influence of Christianity on New Zealand life until the mid-sixties was extensive. It was a 

rare family who did not have some connection with the church. Women and children in 

particular used the church and its extensive social activities. It was in the Sunday School that 

children received moral education, and most parents… went to church in support of this…  

Christian influence still dominated Sunday and holidays, shaped attitudes to books and 

entertainment, and even controlled the language people used… The moral principles of 

Christianity… were sufficiently well known in the community to provide business, industrial 

and community leaders with a broad ethical framework. 

 All of that as we know has largely disappeared in the last five decades, although the response 

of our society to the tragedies of Pike River and now Christchurch, and the role the church has been 

looked to for, indicates again that we still live in the shadow of at least some aspects of that. However 

it is only a fragmented shadow that remains and Mead argues that: 

The paradigm’s importance for us lies in the fact that most of the generation that now leads 

our churches grew up with it as a way of thinking about church and society. And all the 

structures and institutions that make up the churches and the infrastructures of religious life… 

are built on the presuppositions of the Christendom Paradigm – not the ancient classical 

version of the paradigm…  but the version that flourished with new life in the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries… We are surrounded by the relics of the Christendom Paradigm, a 

paradigm that has largely ceased to work. 

What were some of the effects of working with that understanding. Anthony Robinson, who 

also visited us last year, in his book about the church in our current context, Changing the 

Conversation, suggests the following six things.  
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1. Conversion and formation declined because a person was a Christian by virtue of birth, citizenship 

and residence. Christian faith was a given rather than a choice or conscious commitment. 

2. Christianity no longer found its primary embodiment in congregations but in nations 

3.Mission was not an inherent characteristic of every congregation that belonged to all members; 

rather mission was something done by specially designated missionaries in territories or nations that 

were not Christian 

4. The purpose of the church was to provide religious services to a particular local population 

5. The ministry of the church was increasingly performed by and belonged to religious professionals. 

6. Society (or culture) and faith (Christianity) overlapped to such an extent that being a good Christian 

and being a good citizen were equivalent. 

 

 Most of my church life has been spent in the free or gathered church (mainly Baptist), all of 

which were not immune from these tendencies. However my doctoral research which focussed on a 

study of four congregations (two parish and two gathered churches) over the period 1960 to 2000 

made me realise how much more these factors were embedded in the life of and implicit in the 

understanding of these parish churches. I think this is one of the reasons that gathered churches have 

by and large done better over the past fifty years than parish churches, as all the statistics show. 

 

 For the church it was maintained by the birth of children in the parish who were baptised and 

eventually joined the church, married, had children and continued the cycle. All this basically broke 

down in the 1960s and very few are now born into our churches. It took until well into the 1990s for 

this to be realised. Gathered churches have always seen themselves much more as communities of 

choice (hence believers baptism) and so have by and large been more mission focussed, rather than 

relying on the surrounding community to sustain them.  

 

 In addition gathered churches generally have not seen themselves as being part of the 

establishment, reinforced by the word ‘sectarian’ often applied to them. Certainly this was part of my 

experience being brought up Brethren and then Baptist in the 1950s and 60s. So rather than supporting 

and serving the surrounding culture and society they had a stronger focus on calling people to live to a 

different drum than that of the wider culture. Sometimes (I would want to say too often) this lead to a 

rejection of almost everything about the wider society and culture. Nevertheless as our society has 

drifted further from its Christian heritage and roots, and embraced values that are often antithetical to 

that of the gospel, so the church can no longer simply function as a pillar of society. It must call 

people to live by an alternative set of beliefs and values. 

 

 Both of these factors lie at the heart of the shift in what is called for in the way we are church 

in our postChristendom context. It calls for a reinvigoration of our theological convictions about the 

gospel of Jesus Christ and a reimagination of what it means to be the church of Jesus Christ, called 

into mission by God, demonstrating in the way it lives the new reality (kingdom) that God in Christ is 

calling us into and inviting people to become part of that new humanity made possible through the 

death and resurrection of Christ and the presence of the Spirit. 

 

 Alan Roxburgh met with a group of church leaders to reflect on what is happening to their 

churches. After reading Psalm 137 and spending time in their own lament they wrote their own Psalm. 

 

137 for 2010 

In the midst of this crazy world I look around and wonder what has happened. 

How do I talk to the kid with a ring in his nose? 

Does “The Old Rugged Cross” mean anything to him? 

He asks me to sing a song about “my Jesus.” 

From what I can tell he is from another planet, or am I the stranger here? 

I think it’s time to sell the Wurlitzer. 

So how do I tell Martians about Jesus when the only language I speak is 1955? 

How do I write a headline for them that does not screw up the Good News? 

I kind of wish it were the way it was, but it’s not. 
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So I need to figure out 

how to sing the old lyrics 

with a whole new tune. 


