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My doctoral research looked at trends which impacted on churches in New Zealand in the last four 

decades of the twentieth century. My hunch was that as New Zealand society changed and diversified 

most churches failed to adapt to that new culture, and this failure was at the heart of the malaise it 

faced.  

 

I found an excellent study of churches over the same period in the United States very helpful in 

providing a theoretical framework. Donald Miller in Reinventing American Protestantism, stated the 

sociological premise that “If  Christianity is going to survive it must continually reinvent itself, 

adapting its message to the members of each generation, along with their culture and the geographical 

setting… Churches… that do not constantly ‘resymbolise’ their message eventually die; in contrast 

groups that have the foresight to encapsulate their message in contemporary symbols and forms have 

not only the potential to survive but sometimes grow at remarkable rates.” Here was my argument. 

However as I studied his work again I found there was something else going on in the research. The 

churches that thrived were also “Successfully mediating the sacred, bringing God to people and 

conveying the self-transcending and life changing core of all true religion… they offer people hope 

and meaning that is grounded in an experience of the sacred.” He argued that the churches he was 

researching, such as Vineyard and Calvary Chapel, were doing this while those like his own Episcopal 

Church and the Presbyterian Church were not.  

 

This lead me into a significant and ongoing stream of research in sociology that churches which create 

‘strong’ meaning systems are more likely to thrive than those which are ‘weak’ and allow almost 

anything to go. This led me to develop two basic parameters for my study of churches: a commitment 

to orthodox and willingness to adapt culturally. My thesis, supported by the research was that 

churches churches which thrived are likely to have have combined a strong adherence to the basic 

tenets of orthodox Christian belief with an ability to adapt their life and message to to the rapidly 

changing social and cultural context.  

 

So far most of my writing has been on the latter half of this equation. However it is easy for us to so 

focus on that we forget at the heart there needs to be commitment to the tradition in which we stand, 

to the historic beliefs at the core of our faith. This is part of our challenge as a church. We need not 

only to adapt to our new pluralistic cultural context and develop a diversity of forms we also need to 

seek to define a theological core around which can form ourselves. Alister McGrath puts it well: “The 

future belongs to those who can relate the heritage of the past to the realities of the present.” 

 

So what is this heritage? The term I have found increasingly helpful is orthodoxy. G.K. Chesterton 

defined it as “the Apsotles’ Creed, as understood by everybody calling himself Christian until a very 

short time ago and the general historic conduct of those who hold such a creed.” Reading the literature 

from a variety of perspectives it seems there are four key dimensions to consider in defining a set of 

orthodox Christian beliefs.  

 

1. About Jesus Christ.  
The Christian theological task began with reflection on the Christ event. The human Jesus was clearly 

more than human, especially in the light of his death and resurrection. Early in its development the 

Christian community began to see him as divine, although exactly what that meant was debated for a few 

more centuries. But never the less it was this belief that lead to their eventual separation from the 

synagogue on the one hand and to their persecution by the Empire on the other, since it meant if Jesus 

was Lord then the uniqueness of this meant they could not call Caesar Lord. The core of this was worked 

out early in the piece by Paul. Joseph Plevink helpfully defines the centre of Paul’s theology as “the 

identity of Christ as God’s Son and the saving action of God in Christ to bring salvation to all.”  

 



Dean Hoge lead a team researching the faith journeys of baby boomers brought up as Presbyterians, 

published in book Vanishing Boundaries. They found the strongest indicator of whether these people 

remained involved in church was what they called the ‘Christ Only Index’, the belief that he is God’s 

only Son and that salvation is available only through him.  They found Presbyterian churches had many 

people they called “Lay liberals.” While they have a high regard for Jesus, they affirm neither of these 

truths. These two beliefs about Jesus, that he is as God’s son a unique person, and that the salvation he 

achieved for others on the cross is unique, have long been central to orthodox Christianity. The Nicene 

Creed for instance says that:  

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God… 

For us and for our salvation he came down from heaven, was incarnate of the Holy Spirit 

and the Virgin Mary… 

For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate… 

While there may be a variety of ways in which the divinity of Jesus can be explained and a number of 

interpretations of how salvation is gained through him, these are not optional beliefs for orthodoxy.  

 

2. About God.  
A number of sociologists talk about the quest for “transcendence”, or the “numinous”, as being central to 

what people are looking for from religion. Reginald Bibby, surveying the Canadian scene, observes that 

the “desire for the numinous is widespread” but claims that many of the mainline churches in their quest 

to adapt to contemporary secular understandings have “lost a sense of the numinous, the supernatural 

dimension of religion. They under emphasise God in the course of trying to speak to life.” In contrast to 

this Miller, claims that the growth of new paradigm churches in the US “can be attributed to their ability 

to communicate the sacred in profound and life-changing ways.”  

 

It seems then that how we view God is critical. Is God understood in orthodox terms, as a personal being 

other than oneself, who can be personally encountered in some way, or is God defined more in terms of a 

force or something you encounter by your own inward journey of self discovery, a more immanent 

understanding. If it is the latter then there seems much less chance that a person will experience a sense of 

transcendence or personal encounter with God. It is believing that God has been and still is active in the 

world. In the creeds this can be seen as defined in three ways: first as the God who created, second as the 

God and Father of Jesus and third as the Holy Spirit. The Nicene Creed for example says: 

We believe in one God… maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen. 

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, eternally begotten of the Father… through him all 

things were made. 

We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and 

the Son 

Many today in trying to delineate orthodoxy talk about a Trinitarian faith, following the lead of Karl 

Barth. Tom Torrance notes that the doctrine of the Trinity has been called “the innermost heart of the 

Christian Faith, the central dogma of classical theology, the fundamental grammar of our knowledge of 

God.” G.G. Collins writes that “To be a Christian is to believe in, experience and worship God in a 

trinitarian way.” And that “Any doctrine of God which has ceased to be trinitarian has thereby ceased to 

be Christian.” 

 

Now again there might be a variety of metaphors and even language for this and with the growing 

realisation that God is nongendered to speak of God as Creator, Redeemer and Spirit may be more 

helpful in some contexts than Father, Son and Spirit – but it is Trinitarian none the less. 

 

3. About Scripture. 

Sociologists see the purpose of religion in many ways as being to give meaning and purpose to life, to 

answer the ultimate questions. Research indicates that these questions are still being asked, that there still 

is a quest for meaning. So Miller claims that people are drawn to churches because they deal with this 

need. “People… want to anchor their understanding in an authoritative framework of meaning and the 

Bible provides a centre for doing this.” Obviously for Scripture to do this there needs to be a view of it 

that holds it in some way to be uniquely authoritative in providing answers on these ultimate questions. It 

also seems to be related to the first point in providing some objective truth claims about the nature of 



Jesus and of salvation. The Bible has an authority in providing answers to the ultimate questions of life 

that no other source of information has. Orthodoxy has always maintained the uniqueness of scripture in 

this regard, over against other approaches to Christian belief that have placed other sources as being 

equally authoritative.  

 

As orthodox Christian belief was defined in the early centuries, it was often this very issue, the teaching 

of what was coming to be regarded as Scripture, that defined it over against what came to be treated as 

heresy, or heterodox belief. While it is important to recognise that there are a variety of ways in which 

Scripture might be read and interpreted, we need to be reminded that it has a ‘unique’ place as a source of 

meaning and guidance for the Christian community.  

 

4. About mission.  
Again many of the researchers on what is happening in contemporary religion identify that what many 

people are looking for from religion is something that will change their life – for the better. This in many 

ways is what the therapeutic quest, the self-fulfilment focus, from the 1960s on is about. Thus a belief 

system that maintains that being a Christian is about life transformation, about giving up some old ways 

of behaving and embracing some new and different ways of behaving, rather than just “blessing” 

whatever your current lifestyle is, seems important.  Again orthodoxy with its emphasis on repentance 

and discipleship has embraced this dimension. It is expressed in the creeds in terms of belief in “one 

baptism and the forgiveness of sins.”  

 

Those at the more liberal end of the theological spectrum  have tended to believe that a corrupt society 

corrupts people rather than the other way around, and so the church needs to focus on changing the social 

order rather than changing individuals. The latter has of course been at the heart of the evangelical 

understanding of Christianity. Both of these are equally important as the mission of the church is about 

personal and societal transformation. For this kind of change to occur it seems important to believe that 

Scripture contains some ethical absolutes in terms of behaviour. In contrast to this David Tracy describes 

liberalism as having an “explicit commitment to the basic… ethical values of the modern secular period” 

and Jurgen Moltmann that “Modernist theology merely produces a mirror image of the modern world, 

and repeats what modern women and men know in any case”. It would also appear important to have 

belief in a God who can be experienced in such a way that change is possible.  

 

So what I am arguing for here is that while in an increasingly pluralistic society the church needs to 

embrace diversity in its cultural expressions of the gospel we need to have a unity that is provided in 

the first instance by a commitment to what have been historically accepted as the core central 

components of our faith from Paul down through the creeds and even through the reformation period 

when our individual creeds or confessions of faith developed. At this time when diversity is rightly 

celebrated by many, both inside and outside the church, we need also to refocus on what are the 

unifying central beliefs of historic Christianity. While Christianity has allowed for considerable 

diversity of expression and belief from its inception (it is what most of the battles that fill the pages of 

the New Testament are about) it has never been a faith which allows for unlimited expressions. There 

are boundaries to freedom (the whole argument of 1 Corinthians 8-11). It is these boundaries which 

provide the core that makes us distinctive as the people of God, the community of Jesus, in a world 

Christ came as God incarnate to redeem.  

 

[this reflection is very much the beginning of a work in progress I hope to refine and develop further 

in the future – so helpful feedback is welcome - but I do believe is as critical for the future of our 

journeying together as is understanding and adapting to our context]. 

 

 

  


