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My thought about putting together this paper set off by review of book I read recently, Thieves in the 

Temple: The Christian Church and the Selling of the American Soul, Reminded me of an earlier book 

I had read, Selling Out the Church: The Dangers of Church Marketing. In the forward to that book 

Stanley Haweraus writes “it never seems to occur to those who put forward marketing as a strategy 

for ‘bringing people back to Christ’ that the Christ to whom they are brought back has very little to do 

with the one who would require our very lives if we are to be faithful to his cross.” As one reads 

through Thieves in the Temple, and the author provides multiple examples of the latest consumer 

driven incarnation of the church, fuelled by the latest social science findings on the needs and wants 

of potential customers, and the ways in which church life is shaped to ensure these are met, the 

question is raised whether its essential character has been overwhelmed, or at least seriously diluted, 

and congregations have lost their larger life transforming (rather then mere enhancing) characters and 

reason for being. 

 

Jackson Carroll, in God’s Potter’s: Pastoral Leadership and the Shaping of Congregations, based on 

some wide reaching and significant research data, including a sample of over 1200 senior ministers. 

One question asked “when deciding on a new program or ministry” do they “discuss the theological 

rationale” or do they “primarily take into consideration how well it meets the desires and needs of 

members or prospective members.” 27% give priority to theological rationale and 73% primarily to 

how well the programme will meet the desires and needs of prospective members.
1
 

 

Of course this cultural captivity of the church is nothing new. In more recent history it was pointed 

out some almost 60 years ago in The Suburban Captivity of the Churches at a time when the church 

seemed to be ascendant in the culture . But one go can back to the powerful cultural dynamics which 

captures the church when it became the establishment in the 4
th
 c. or the crusading interests of feudal 

kingdoms in the Middle Ages or the churches of the Third Reich, which explains so much of Karl 

Barth’s resistance to anything cultural informing our faith. 

 

When it comes to the relationship between the church and the culture that surrounds it there are a 

number of different models used to explain the various orientations. The classic work, which has 

formed the basis for all following discussions, is that of Richard Niebuhr, in Christ and Culture.
2
 He 

identifies five basic models: Christ against culture, the Christ of culture, Christ above culture, Christ 

and culture in paradox, and Christ the transformer of culture. It seems, though, that the alternatives 

can be more simply discussed by reducing these to three. 

(i) An “anticultural” response, “Christ against culture”. The attitude where the church sets itself up 

in opposition to the prevailing culture. The difficulty with this position is that there is no such thing as 

a culture free articulation of theology or understanding of the church. Consequently this position 

while opposing contemporary culture is in fact usually holding on to some culture of the past. The 

Amish, for example, hold on to the culture of early nineteenth century German settlers in 

Pennsylvania, traditional Anglicans to 1950s England and many fundamentalists to the pre 1960s 

American south. 

(ii) An “accommodationist” response, “Christ of culture”. This is the opposite, where the church is 

so anxious to fit into the world that it becomes merely an extension of the culture and has lost any 

distinguishing particularity as a culture of its own. This response assumes the congruence of church 

and culture. It is assumed that the primary symbols of the church and of the culture are identical. The 

                                                      
1
 Jackson Carroll, God’s Potter’s, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006, 145-6. 

2
 H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York, NY: Harper Brothers, 1953).  



 

2 
 

church sees itself in some way as representative of the culture at large and prides itself on its shaping, 

transforming role. Churches in nations where the two grew up together often exhibit the most radical 

forms of this. This has been a strong tendency in liberalism in western countries and can be seen as a 

major factor in the decline of mainstream denominations as they accommodated themselves to the 

culture of mid twentieth century modernity, which they assumed was identical with a Christian 

culture. “One nation under God”. The view fails to recognise that there is a basic incompatibility 

between the church and whatever time in which it lives. 

(iii) An “incarnational” response. This response recognises some kind of tension between Christ and 

culture, as is found in all of Niebuhr’s final three categories. There is both continuity and 

discontinuity and Christianity continually walks the tightrope between irrelevance and syncretism.  

Lesslie Newbigin makes the point (albeit in the context of world missions – but missiologists have 

been forced to think the most about these issues and it is therefore a subdiscipline other theologies 

need to engage with more) that “every missionary path has to find the way between these two 

dangers…And if one is more afraid of one danger than the other, one will certainly fall into its 

opposite”.
3
 Andrew Walls discusses two opposing tendencies that missiologists have struggled to 

reconcile in their quest to relate Christianity to any particular culture; they are the indigenising 

principle and the pilgrim principle.
4
 The indigenising principle asserts that God accepts us as 

encultured people and accommodates himself to our frame of reference. Christianity, in an 

indeginising paradigm, continues to adapt to the culture it finds itself in; “all churches are culture 

churches…”.
5
 The pilgrim principle contends that while God may accept people as the encultered 

beings that they are, there is a transformative aspect to Christianity that means faithfulness to Christ 

necessitates discomfort with the status quo and puts us to some extent out of step with every culture.
6
  

 

Pope John Paul II in 1979
7
 said  

 

The church as a human society can of course be examined and described according to the 

categories used by the sciences with regard to human society. But these categories are not 

enough. For the whole of the human community of the People of God and for each member of 

what is in question is not just a specific ‘social membership’; rather, for each and everyone 

what is essential is a particular vocation. Indeed, the church as the People of God is also 

‘Christ’s Mystical Body.’ Membership in that body has for its source a particular call, united 

with the saving action of grace. Therefore, if we wish to keep in mind this community of the 

People of God, which is so vast and so extremely differentiated, we must see first and 

foremost Christ saying in a way to each member of the community follow me. 

 

This encapsulates the challenge encountered for those of us who feel the social sciences offer some 

important insights into understanding the nature of the church as a human community and also to help 

give form to how that church might most fully give expression to its calling in our contemporary  

context.  

 

On the one hand the use of the social sciences is possible and even necessary in ecclesiology because 

the church is a human society; on the other hand, it is not sufficient because the church is also a 

theological reality. So how can this tension be negotiated so that the social sciences can be employed 

to enrich ecclesiology and at the same time preserve the nature of the church as the mystical body of 

Christ called into being by Christ. 

 

Until recent times ecclesiology while acknowledging the church as a human society, scarcely made 

any use of the social sciences to understand how the human element functions in the life of the 
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church. There was no attempt to study, by means of empirical methods, the concrete ways in which 

the church and its organisational structures should function so as to become a credible sign of God’s 

presence. The method was strictly historical and theological. It is only more recently that theologians 

have turned to the social sciences to derive insights from them to help the church become an effective 

sign of the kingdom of God for the world in its current situation. 

 

This shift is of course related to the much greater awareness of context as a factor to be taken into 

consideration in doing theology, and the recognition of many that all theology is to some degree or 

another contextual, whether recognised as such or not. Kevin van Hoozer suggests in the light of the 

postmodern critique of universal reason (the supposed ‘view from nowhere’) and the demographic 

shift of Christians away from the Europe and North America “it is becoming increasingly apparent 

that theology is ineluctably tied to and rooted in particular social and cultural conditions” and so 

“context has become primary for the theological task. Do systems neutralize contexts or contexts 

explode systems?”
8
  

 

Clare Watkin examines the work of a number of theologians and sociologists who have endeavoured 

to do this
9
. After reviewing these she offers three conclusions. 

(1) All these authors, both theologians and sociologists, have given theology short shrift: “A recurrent 

weakness in the studies considered here has been the simplicity and generality of the theological side 

of the conversation, compared with the concrete detail of the organization side; this lack of 

theological detail ultimately undermines the properly interdisciplinary nature of the endeavour and 

results in a dominance of the social sciences in the discussion.” 

 

(2) The way in which the social sciences are used in ecclesiology depends on the model of church 

adopted: 

  

If the Church institution is seen as a thoroughly human expression of a certain faith, then the 

organizational ecclesiologist may take a fairly adventurous approach to structural reform, in 

which, almost inevitably, the social science view will dominate in the actual conclusions 

drawn. A more sacramental ecclesiology, in which the relation of the divine or transcendent 

to the here-and-now Church is not so clear, will feel more restrained in its consideration of 

concrete change, and will tend to emphasize the theological in its conclusion. 

 

(3) Organisational ecclesiology must retain its theological character in its conversation with the social 

sciences. “The theologian cannot stop being properly theological but always needs to learn more 

about human realities, in which there are other experts.” 

 

Some believe this cannot be done, and warnings are offered about the “sociological reduction” of the 

theology which it is feared reduces the church to a merely human institution. As an institution of 

divine origin the use of sociological categories is considered inappropriate and only theological 

categories and language is suitable for understanding the church. However as Richard Roberts puts it, 

“a theology uninformed by engagement with the social sciences may well persist as a form of ‘false 

consciousness,’ but it will do so at a dangerous distance from what… Jurgen Motmann once referred 

to as the ‘dialectic of the real’.”
10

 

 

Despite those fears I believe we must if we are to interpret what it means to be faithful to to our 

calling in Christ in the context we find ourselves in and the challenge we face is to “use sociological 

                                                      
8
 Kevin van Hoozer, “On the Very Idea of a Theological System: an essay in aid of triangulating scripture, 

church and world”, in Always Reforming A. T. B. McGowan, Downers Grove: IVP, 2006, 132. 
9
 Clare Watkin, “Organzing the People of God: Social Science Theories of Organization in Ecclesiology”, 

Theological Studies 52, 1991, 689-711. 
10

 Richard Roberts, “Theology and the Social Sciences”, in The Modern Theologians: An Introduction to Christian 

Theology in the Twentieth Century, ed. David F. Ford, Oxford, UK: Blackwells, 1997, 711.  



 

4 
 

insights to elaborate an ecclesiology “in such a way that it retains its epistemological status as 

theology and does not become a kind of religious or ecclesiological sociology.”
11

 

 

I wish to explore this relationship in regard to one particular dimension of the many we could. 

For we whose location is in western society, and in our case specifically New Zealand , we have been 

faced with an ongoing series of significant changes, which some of those have suggested might be the 

most significant for over four centuries, since those which came to be called the Reformation and 

Enlightenment. Representing a shift away from an order significantly framed those events many have 

labelled these changes under the titles postChristendom (which I believe is more helpful than 

postChristian) and postmodern – which is a problematic term but is useful to identify some things that 

are significantly different now compared with 50 years ago, while needing to remind ourselves that it 

does not mean as some have asserted that “everything has changed.” 

 
One of the major trends of this period has been a growing pluralism of our societies as we have 

emerged into a global village. Not just through the coming to societies such as NZ of markedly 

different cultural groups from overseas, but also by the breakup of the dominant European NZ culture 

into a multiplicity of subcultures. Not only is this across generations, but also within generations, so 

much so that since the beginning of the 1990s it has been pointless to talk even about youth culture. 

This pluralisation has been heightened by the fact that increasingly people do not live their life in one 

geographical place where they might mix with people of a wide variety of ages and cultures, but 

rather are mobile and live their life within communities of choice, usually consisting of people of the 

same culture as themselves. Often these subgroups are quite exclusive, having their own distinctive 

language, symbols, and lifestyles. At a time in the past when people in a community lived their lives 

in that particular community, when generations shared many of the activities of life together, the local 

church embraced within its community members from every walk and stage of life within that 

community.  

 

This was the traditional parish or family church, made up of those who were born into in the local 

community, the parish. As a result of this social shift, which Lyle Schaller labels From Geography to 

Affinity, the traditional approach to church life is increasingly problematic. Peter Lineham identifies 

these kind of parish churches as being like the old general store of the Four Square or I.G.A. type. 

Like these, he says they face considerable difficulties in sustaining viability today. Believe this shift 

actually lies at the crux of the current malaise of many mainline churches, such as my own PCANZ. 

Nancy Ammermann, a very significant sociologist of religion, particularly in researching 

congregations, writing about a postmodern denomination notes that modern organisations were 

premised on mass production and so the modern denomination assumed that one approach, one set of 

programs could serve everyone. Postmodern organisations are premised on finding niches, assume 

diversity and make room for pluralism.  

 

Many would argue that in our diverse, fragmented, network society we need a diverse, fragmented 

network church that lives within the networks in which people live. While thay might concede there is 

still a place for some ‘traditional local churches’, especially for older less mobile people, they will 

become less important and alongside these there is a need to develop a whole variety of diverse, 

culturally and socially specific congregations, which people join from a wider geographical area on 

the basis of personal preference. If society now consists of a mosaic of fragments or niches then we 

must do church in fragments or niches. 

 

So is this the solution to the way ahead for forming Christian community. Much writing on 

contemporary or future church certainly voices this. Australians Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch in The 

Shape of Things to Come, which I am aware is influencing the thinking of many younger church 

leaders and a significant part of the “emerging church” franchise , in a section headed “The Chocolate 

Shop Church” use the image of Vianne’s Chocolaterie for the church and write  
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We are seeing such a dramatic fracturing of Western society, even the suburbs, splintering 

into a myriad of subcultures, that one size fits all is increasingly outmoded…  Churches like 

missionaries will need to understand the cultural mores and folkways and incarnate 

themselves into the rhythms of each specific people group or “tribe” to which they feel 

called.
12

  

 

It also seems to be advocated in Fresh Expressions, likewise having much impact. Mission Shaped 

Church, it’s rationale, seems to endorse the very controversial Homogenous Unit Principle (HUP) of 

Donald McGavran and the Church Growth Movement., that : 

People like to become Christian without crossing racial/linguistic/class/cultural barriers. In other 

words they prefer to remain who they are culturally while changing to become Christian. Culturally 

they remain the same and tend to gather with others from the same culture who share their faith. 

They argue in support of this, in face of those who would reject it, that this affirms the diversity of 

God the creator who created all cultures and also it follows the principle of the incarnation, that as 

Jesus was born into a specific culture and time so this points to planting churches which culture 

specific for those being reached. 

 

These latter two are arguments worth wrestling with. There is also a strong case that can be made for 

the argument from Paul’s writings and strategy. The Church in Corinth was a very diverse community 

– socially (poor and rich), attitudes to food and drink, to other religions. Chapters 8 to 10 of 1 

Corinthians deals with issues of how do deal with diversity in Christian community, how much 

freedom for individuals or groups to do things differently. In the middle of all this he lays out an 

important principle for Christian mission and ministry in 9.19-22: 

 
19 For though I am free with respect to all, I have made myself a slave to all, so that I might win more 

of them. 
20

To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under the law I became as one 

under the law (though I myself am not under the law) so that I might win those under the law. 
21

To 

those outside the law I became as one outside the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am 

under Christ’s law) so that I might win those outside the law. 
22

To the weak I became weak, so that I 

might win the weak. I have become all things to all people, so that I might by any means save some. 

 

Although free he would become a slave in order to serve his Master more effectively, becoming all 

things to all people, identifying with all people, finding common ground with them, "sitting where 

they sit" (Ezk 3:15) using the language, methods and approach that will most suit the people we are 

dealing with. Find Paul practicing this himself in his widely differing world: he appealed to the Jews 

as a Jew, proclaiming Christ as the promised Messiah (eg Acts 13:13-42), with Greeks he quoted their 

poets and revealed Christ as the unknown God whom they worshipped in ignorance (Acts 17:22-31), 

he reasoned with philosophers in the market place (Acts 17:17-21), he met with women who had 

gathered to worship (Acts 16:13), he witnessed to Roman soldiers in prison (Phil 1:12-13) and was 

instrumental in leading both noblemen and slaves to Christ (Acts 13:12; 17:12; Phlm 10). David Prior 

reflects on this: 

 

Paul’s versatility in seeking to win [people] of all backgrounds to Christ challenges us to 

cross the culture gap between the Christian subculture of cosy meetings and holy talk and the 

pagan culture of our local community. The task of identification with and incarnation into our 

contemporary paganism, of all kinds, is one of the biggest tasks confronting the church.
13

  

 

Now I certainly think this is a very important and biblical principle, however much it may have been 

ignored by some forms of systematic theology and ecclesiology. Can even find this in writings of Karl 

Barth, who so reluctant to take anything of content of theology from the cultural context: 
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… in every age and place its constitution and order have been broadly determined and 

conditioned by political, economic, and cultural models more or less imperatively forced on it 

by its situation in world history… It has had and still has to adapt or approximate itself to 

these in order to maintain itself… in respect of the form of its existence… there is no sacred 

sociology [of the church]. 

 

Interestingly in discussing this in relation to the church he uses the analogy of language. 

The Christian community has its own message to impart, but it is dependent on the world 

around in the sense that it does not have its own language in which to impart it. In its 

utterances, even in the strictest service of the attestation of the Word of God with  which it is 

entrusted, even in the necessary work of probing reflection on its witness, even in its 

theology, therefore it can only adopt the modes of thought and speech of its spatial and 

temporal environment, more near or distant, more ancient or modern. It has thus to subject 

itself to the implied conditions and restrictions. Even though it speaks with tongues, it cannot 

really transcend human speech. No other form of utterance stands at its disposal. Its speech 

may be eloquent or powerful, but when it speaks it stands on common ground with the world 

around, nor can it leave this common ground in any circumstances.
14

  

 

So emboldened by this permission from such as heavyweights as Paul and Barth I have done some 

work over the years reflecting on some of the different socio cultural contexts we might have in NZ 

for which Christian community might need to be formed in quite different ways if we are to incarnate 

the gospel in their language and forms, informed by excellent sociological analysis. If we look at the 

dominant European or pakeha group in New Zealand, these groups include the following:  

 (1) Older adults, probably in their sixties and beyond, preboomers, who were brought up in 

the Christian tradition and to whom the traditional style is helpful.  

(2) Baby boomers, now in their early forties to late fifties who are churched, and have by and 

large stayed in the church for most of their life, often they prefer a more charismatic of church life.  

(3) Baby boomers who have left church, but who have an increasing interest in spirituality 

and religious questions. A more reflective and open ended approach, highly suspicious of authority 

figures and dogmas, using traditions eclectically.  

(4) Young families who are often a mix of boomers and GenXers. The approach here is often 

a highly active participatory somewhat chaotic style.  

(5) Young adult GenXers who are in the mid twenties and often up to the late thirties. A 

heavy emphasis on experience and do not relate strongly to charismatic style leadership or worship.  

(6) The youth of today, sometimes called GenY, as mentioned made up of a whole lot of 

subgroups themselves, often with intense dislike of each other.  

 

Of course to some considerable extent these are simply what David Martin calls “communities of 

musical style.” 

 

In identifying these groups we have not touched on different ethnic identities. With immigrants no 

longer coming only from Britain or Northern Europe, the increasing ethnic diversity of the country is 

obvious to see. A strong case could be made for the fact that in New Zealand where the church is 

growing, this can be related to immigration trends. Most new church comers are migrants especially 

from the Pacific Islands, Asia, and South Africa. Certainly a higher percentage of  Pacific Islanders 

and Koreans go to church in New Zealand than do European New Zealanders. In Auckland, are over 

800 of these ethic specific churches. Many see the hope for a vibrant future church as being with these 

kind of homogenous ethnic churches. However a growing body of research indicates that this kind of 

religious vitality may not continue into the third generation and evidence now of that among Pacific 

Islanders in New Zealand.  

 

Stanley Grenz, who engaged significantly with social sciences in his theology, warns: “as helpful as 

sociological insights are in devising a Christian ecclesiology, the appropriation of sociology dare not 
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deteriorate into a new foundationalism.”
 15

  This sociological foundationalism of community assumes 

the priority of sociology, “treated in typical modernist form as an objective science that sets both the 

agnda and the methodological direction for theological reflection and construction”. He argues the 

connection between theology and social theory actually moves in the opposite direction and theology 

not sociology must emerge as the ultimate discipline for speaking of church as community.”The 

church is a community not because it reflects certain traits set forth by sociology, but because it has a 

special role in the divine program.” Given this relationship then we must ask a prior question, as to 

what kind of community would our theological reflection speak of. 

 

Lylle Schaller at a recent conference suggested The biggest challenge for the church at the beginning 

of the 21
st
 c. is to develop the solution to the discontinuity and fragmentation of the American lifestyle. 

I have no desire to defend the American lifestyle, but we do face similar challenges here. The problem 

many have with the kind of approach I have briefly outlined is that it just endorses and furthers that 

fragmentation which sociology has identified, and while 1 Corinthians 9 is certainly a text we need to 

take seriously, as well as Paul’s missionary practice, we also need to take other texts seriously in 

shaping an ecclesiology informed by a solid biblical understanding. I think it is also important to note 

that Paul often sounded a different voice when talking about the nature of the church than when he 

was reflecting on his mission practice and it is important not to confuse the two. 

 

One such text is Ephesians  2.11-21, which Markus Barth calls the “most significant ecclesiological 

text in the NT. 

 
11 So then, remember that at one time you Gentiles by birth, called ‘the uncircumcision’ by those who 

are called ‘the circumcision’—a physical circumcision made in the flesh by human hands— 
12

remember that you were at that time without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, 

and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. 
13

But now in 

Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ. 
14

For he is our 

peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, 

the hostility between us. 
15

He has abolished the law with its commandments and ordinances, so that he 

might create in himself one new humanity in place of the two, thus making peace, 
16

and might reconcile 

both groups to God in one body through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it. 
17

So 

he came and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near; 
18

for 

through him both of us have access in one Spirit to the Father. 
19

So then you are no longer strangers 

and aliens, but you are citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God, 
20

built upon 

the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone. 
21

In him the 

whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; 

 

 

And of course the principle expressed in this text is stated bluntly in Galatians 3.26-28: 

 
26

for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith. 
27

As many of you as were baptized into 

Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 
28

There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave 

or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. 

 

What Paul saying in these passages is that as you were previously you belonged to all kinds of 

different sociocultural groups, according to your ethnicity, to your gender, to your socioeconomic 

status. That is the way you were, but now that you are in Christ, have been baptised into Christ, which 

is to be in the church, Christ’s body, all of those identities, those groupings have been transcended by 

the oneness you have of being united in Christ. One body, one temple, one family, one citizenship. 

The barrier has been taken down and as Colin Story put it “the admission of Gentiles into the church 

on equal footing with Jewish Christians was sociological miracle. 

 

The problem with forming church or community solely along the lines suggested is that it simply 

accommodates to the culture and the cultural forces, and so does nothing positively to help transform 
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the culture or society, even while it may help some individuals, but also it falls essentially short of 

being what “Christian” community, the church, is called to be. The oneness we have in Christ is not 

just a mystical reality, although it is in the first instance that, but in fact because of the very principle 

of the incarnation itself, needs to be fleshed out in the way we form and live out community. The fact 

that the dividing wall between cultures has been torn down by Christ, needs to be expressed in our life 

together not just given lip service to. Why Paul so concerned about the issue of table fellowship, and 

confronted Peter for not eating with Gentile Christians and the wealthy Corinthians for leaving the 

poorer members of the community on the sidelines while they eat and drank, because sharing food 

and drink together is a basic way of expressing and sharing in together the life we have in Christ. Why 

he so concerned that the wealthier Gentile Christians take up a collection to give to the poorer Jewish 

Christians, because sharing our material goods with those in need is a way of expressing the oneness 

we have in Christ with those who are culturally different. If we just share our lives together with those 

who are similar then how are we different from the way in which the world forms community. As 

Gordon Fee challenges us “If you build a church made up of people just like you, how do you know 

the Gospel is working?” 

 

Renee Padilla’s critique of the homogenous unit principle given in 1983 still stands: 

 

Because of its failure to take biblical theology seriously, it has become a missiology tailor 

made for churches and institutions whose main function in society is to reinforce the status 

quo. What can this missiology way to a church in an American suburb, where the bourgeois is 

comfortable but remains enslaved to the materialism of the consumer society and blind to the 

needs of the poor? What can it say to a church where a racist “feels at home” because of the 

unholy alliance of Christianity with racial segregation? Of course it can say that ‘[people] like 

to become Christians without crossing racial, linguistic and class barriers. But what does that 

have to do with the gospel concerning Jesus Christ, who came to reconcile us ‘to God in one 

body through the cross.
16

 

 

In The Open Church, Jurgen Moltmann identifies the principle that undergirds much of how we do 

church today as “birds of a feather flocking together’.  

 

Birds of a feather stick together.” But why? People who are like us, who think the same 

thoughts, who have the same things, and who want the same things confirm us. However, 

people who are different from us, that is, people whose thoughts feelings and desires are 

different from ours make us feel insecure.
17

 

 

If the church is simply a community of like minded  people inviting other like minded people to join 

them, then it will always be severely impeded in its attempts to impact our world. The church, then, 

according to Moltmann, has no ego-strength, no self confidence. It’s a form of self-justification. 

Moltmann proposes that the biblical mode is very different. Instead of being birds of a feather, the 

church should embrace the injunction of Paul for the church in Romans 15, where he is struggling 

with the diverse cultural and theological groups in the church contending for control with each other, 

that they are to Accept one another, then, as Christ has accepted you, to the glory of God. Now 

accepting others isn’t just some wise practical injunction for the good of the church, so it will grow 

more rapidly. Rather it is a theological necessity. The acceptance of others emerges directly out of our 

having been accepted by Christ. When we know that Christ has accepted us, we are freed from the 

need for self justification.  

 

In addition I believe there are important principle of intergenerational passing on of the faith and of 

wisdom that both the OT and NT see as significant. And in terms of forming a community that is 

different from the forms of community around us, in our world of fragmented community, church 
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maybe one of the few voluntary communities where genuine intergenerational connection and sharing 

is actually possible. Jurgen Moltmann in a section on the “community of the generations”, notes how 

in preindustrial society both community and congregation consisted of different generations living 

together, so that “grandparents and parents had their special gifts and duties in passing on faith to the 

coming generations and to other people.” This relationship was dissolved with social changes and has 

now also happened within the church. He writes  

 

In the relations between the generations, the task of the Christian congregation is to build up 

mutual trust. This is only possible if the different age-groups wee their community together as 

a community in time, a community extending over the different periods of life, so that they 

can come to understand from others who they themselves were, and… can see the 

possibilities that are going to offer themselves in the future.
18

  

 

Missiologist David Bosch described an authentic Christian community in this way 

 

The new fellowship transcends every limit imposed by family, class or culture. We are not 

winning people like ourselves to ourselves but sharing the good news that in Christ God has 

shattered the barriers that divide the human race and has created a new community. The new 

people of God has no analogy; it is a “sociological impossibility” that has become possible.
19

 

 

The relationship of the church to the culture around is of course a vexed question. Certainly in the 

history of the church, as Barth points out, its form has significantly shaped by its social and cultural 

context and the form of my Presbyterian tradition by the context of its development in Northern 

European Christendom and specifically Scottish Presbyterian suspicion of King, Lords and Bishops – 

part of what van Hoozer means he suggests that “the history of Western theology is simply a series of 

local theologies. The principle of the incarnation outlined by Paul also encourages this, so given that 

our culture is now a much more fragmented culture, or more correctly we now live in a society with a 

plurality of cultures, then the incarnation of the forms of church into those cultures must, if we are to 

take this principle seriously, have considerable diversity in the forms of Christian community, or 

church, today.  

 

But having said that the gospel as we have noted also transcends culture, and the mission of God in 

Christ is to bring us into one new humanity, a new community in which the dividing walls of all the 

local cultures are broken down and all are reconciled so in the place of God’s reign there is peace, 

shalom, wholeness. Now this will not be perfectly established until the eschaton, when Christ 

completes what he began with his death and resurrection, and continues to do by the Spirit, through 

the church and in the world. But in the meantime as it engages in its calling the church is to be a sign, 

a witness to, a foretaste, a demonstration in the present of what that final eschatological reality of life 

in full communion with the triune God will be like. This is what Lesslie Newbigin meant when he 

called the church “the hermeneutic of the gospel.” It is why the critical question we need to ask in 

thinking about what our churches might be like, is what is it that Christ is calling us to be, and is why 

Newbigin commences his work with the doctrine of election. It is why it is so important the church 

lives out the reality of a different kind of community to that which is found in the cultures around us. 

This is the tension, particularly relevant today, between unity and diversity, which runs right through 

the New Testament. How much is the form of our community shaped by the essential oneness of the 

new reality we have in Christ and how much is it shaped by the particularity of our local culture in 

which we are citizens of two worlds?  

 

I think we all aware of the degree to which we are struggling with diversity in our churches today – at 

both a national as well as local level. It seems as I travel around churches most of the issues come up 

around this theme of unity and diversity – how much diversity can we allow and yet still remain a 

unity.  
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I find the writings of Paul tremendously helpful in wrestling with a lot of these issues as in his 

missionary travels he took the gospel from the relatively monocultural world of Judaism in Israel, into 

the pluralistic multicultural world of the Roman Empire. Tom Wright working again on completing 

his NT theology, and currently working on his Theology of Paul. Argues to read Paul as about 

justification is to misread Paul. Only two letters focus on. Unity is the foundation of every other letter, 

and justification becomes the issue in those two letters because it is what is keeping Jew and Gentile 

apart. So Philemon is illustrates most fully what Paul is about, because while Onesimus remains in the 

status of slave, in the new social order of the church Philemon is not to treat him as such but rather as 

a dearly love brother. Interestingly evidence indicates it is likely that in the early church slaves were 

even leaders, and their owners submitted to their leadership in the context of the church. What a sign 

of a different kind of community.  

 

There is now widespread agreement that the Roman church was not a single entity. Paul does not 

address “the church” but “all in Rome who are loved by God, called to be saints.” Probably means no 

centralised structure. Christians in Rome too numerous to meet in a single house, so functioned as 

several almost autonomous “house churches” in Rome (congregations). The individuals Paul 

addresses in ch 16 may have been leaders of these various congregations.  

 

Some thinks these were situated in different localities “yet possessing liason among themselves and 

able to unite in a common endeavour.” Some suggest divided as either Jew or Gentile, others different 

factions with Jewish-Christian and Gentile sections, depending on attitude law free gospel of Paul. 

Others point to social and economic divisions. All claim clearly a diversity of groups.  

 

This background makes sense of ch 14&15 which I think has much relevance to us today.  

 

Welcome those who are weak in faith, but not for the purpose of quarrelling over opinions. 
2
Some 

believe in eating anything, while the weak eat only vegetables. 
3
Those who eat must not despise those 

who abstain, and those who abstain must not pass judgement on those who eat; for God has welcomed 

them. 
4
Who are you to pass judgement on servants of another? It is before their own lord that they 

stand or fall. And they will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make them stand. 5 Some judge one day to 

be better than another, while others judge all days to be alike. Let all be fully convinced in their own 

minds. 
6
Those who observe the day, observe it in honour of the Lord. Also those who eat, eat in honour 

of the Lord, since they give thanks to God; while those who abstain, abstain in honour of the Lord and 

give thanks to God. (14.1-6) 

We who are strong ought to put up with the failings of the weak, and not to please ourselves….
 5
May 

the God of steadfastness and encouragement grant you to live in harmony with one another, in 

accordance with Christ Jesus, 
6
so that together you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of 

our Lord Jesus Christ. 7 Welcome one another, therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the 

glory of God.(15.1, 5-7) 

 

I found it tremendously helpful in thinking theologically and socially about this whole area of living 

with difference, about embracing diversity, in work of Miroslav Volf, especially in Exclusion and 

Embrace. Volf observes that the act of embracing involves 2 movements on the part of 2 people or 

groups – a movement to create “space in myself for the other” and an enclosing movement to 

communicate that I do not want to be without the other in her or his otherness. To embrace others 

suggests that we cannot “live authentically without welcoming others – the other gender, other person, 

other cultures” – into the very structure of our being.  

 

Commenting on Romans 15.7 welcome (accept) one another, therefore, just as Christ has 

welcomed you he argues that the metaphor of embrace brings together three important and 

interrelated themes 

 the mutuality of the self giving love in the Trinity (the doctrine of God) 

 the outstretched arms of Christ on the cross for the world (the doctrine of Christ) 
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 the open arms of the “father” receiving the prodigal (the doctrine of salvation) 

 

So he says practices of embrace refer to the movement of different peoples in community that seek to 

be close to others without losing the integrity of their own identities.  

 

The first of these themes, the doctrine of the trinity, is particularly helpful in thinking about this issue 

for the church. In referring to the first of the traditional marks of the church, its unity, Daniel Migliore 

writes that this “is a fragmentary and provisional participation in the costly love of the triune God.”
20

 

Recent trinitarian theology with its focus on a plurality within an essential oneness, being a relational 

community of three persons with intimacy, equality, unity yet distinction and love is helpful for us in 

understanding how the Christian gospel embraces both diversity and unity. The Trinity resists 

reductionism by which God is conformed to our group, our ways or agendas.  
 

So how do we have all the people in those groups both being able to retain their cultural identity as 

kiwi midlifers, or senior citizens, or twentysomething, or kidzfriendly, or Maori, or Samoan, or 

Koerean, or Niuean, or Chinese…….  and yet at the same time experience together and express to the 

world the essential unity we have in Christ. How do we not only allow the other to express their being 

in Christ in their own culture but at the same time welcome them into our midst, and allow ourselves 

to be welcomed into their midst in our otherness.  

 

In other words how do we become a genuinely multicultural church neither 

 by all the different cultures meeting in their own space and claiming some invisible oneness 

 nor by forcing other cultures to simply meld into the dominant culture of church  

BUT 

 by allowing all to worship  and serve the one Christ together in space and time in which all 

cultures are affirmed and contribute to our form and life together. 

 

So here is the great challenge and opportunity for the church today. How do we allow and affirm the 

broad diversity that our new social and cultural context demands if we are, as Paul puts it in 1 

Corinthians, to become all things to all people so that by all possible means… we might win as 

many as possible and yet still maintain and express  the essential unity that we have in Christ, 

because as he put it in Galatians. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, 

there is no longer male and female; for all of your are one in Christ Jesus. 
 

Whenever we allow our fundamental identity to be determined more by the ethnic, cultural, political, 

social or generational groupings in which we gather than by our identity in Christ, then we need to do 

what Paul calls us to do in the first verse of the Ephesians passage. To remember what God has done 

for us in Christ, that he is our peace and by his death he has brought us near to him and into the one 

new community made up now of people from every ethnic, cultural, political, social and generational 

grouping. It is in this wonderfully multicoloured and multi-textured people that we now belong and 

find our identity and we need to find ways in our life together to express to a world that is 

increasingly fragmented along these lines that we are indeed a wonderfully new and different 

reconciled community in Christ. If we did that would be the most powerful “hermeneutic of the 

gospel” the miraculous sign that God was indeed in Christ by the Spirit forming a new and different 

kind of humanity. 

 

                                                      
20

 Daniel Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding: An Introduction to Christian Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans, 1991), 201. 


