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Knee Deep in Questions


As the “Church for All People” attempts to respond to a situation of crisis, issues requiring careful deliberation and reactions abound on both personal and corporate levels. This congregation, and Bruce particularly, as one central to dealing with Ansa’s unfortunate circumstances and also as the church’s minister, have quite a task before them. In the immediate future, how should Bruce and the other members respond to Ansa, who is feeling abandoned and betrayed by her church? What might the church do to prevent these kinds of disappointments and hurts from happening again? As the church endeavors to consider these difficulties in light of its commitment to diversity, larger quandaries also arise. What is the purpose of church in the first place, and how should the cultures of the church members fit into that picture? And given the difficulties this church has had in striking a balance between its aspirations and its diversity, is it really worth all the trouble? These are some of the difficult questions which must be asked, and as the church finds answers to the deeper, more enduring issues, it will also discover the implications for addressing its current dilemma with Ansa.  

Finding a Foundation


As this “church for all people” seeks to understand its purpose and resolve its difficulties in incorporating people of diverse cultural backgrounds, a framework is needed from which to begin. A more precise and unified understanding of the nature and function of the church would be a good starting point. Ansa asks the question, “What is the church for if not to be with you when you are grieving?” Though her primary point was that she needed someone to comfort and support her in her grief, her question is a suitable one to initiate and focus the discussion of this congregation’s struggles. What is the church for? More fundamentally, what is the church?



Scripture makes it clear that reconciliation and transformation are at the heart of the identity and purpose of the church. The Christian faith is established on the principle that God, separated from his people by sin’s presence in their lives, has worked endlessly toward reconciliation. It is through the Son’s incarnation, death, and resurrection that God aimed to redeem humanity from sin and death, enabling them be part of a harmonious relationship with himself.
 The church, too, is called to be part of God’s ministry of reconciliation. Exhortations to be reconciled to God and one another are numerous, but this gospel of peace does not stop within the church; it is to be spread to all people.
 At the same time, Christians are to live holy lives as God’s people and are to be transformed into God’s likeness.
 The attitudes, deeds, and dispositions of the Trinity are the basis upon which this process of transformation is carried out, and the community of the church provides a source of encouragement and accountability, as well as a place in which to put newfound habits into practice.


In addition to setting forth these norms of the Christian faith, the Bible gives several metaphoric depictions of the nature of the church. The church is the body of Christ, made up of a variety of differing but equally necessary parts. As a body, the church, though diverse, has been put together in a way that makes up one complete whole, and its parts must function harmoniously for the health of that assembly.
 The church is the household of God; it is a chosen and holy nation in which those who were once strangers to one another are being brought together. As a set apart nation and household, the church, being restored to right relationship with God and with one another, comes together in joyful fellowship and must live responsible lives in community.
 The church is a bride, carefully preparing herself for her eventual union with Christ by making herself more perfect in every way. As a bride, the church loves and submits not only to God but also to one another out of reverence for its bridegroom.
 These portrayals, applying at both global and local levels, further delineates the Christian norms of reconciliation and transformation by sketching a picture of how the church relates to God and to its own members.

The “Church for All People” Unveiled


Having answered Ansa’s question—“What is the church for?”—with a universal reply, we must also ask locally, “What is this church for?” If the church is to exist as participants in and agents of reconciliation and tranformation, what exactly does that look like in this specific congregation’s struggle to respond to the diversity of cultures which surrounds it? Who is the “Church for All People” called to be, and what is it called to do? And how well is the church living up to that calling?


The instincts of this group and its leadership are mainly good, and the church is already carrying out some vital aspects of its mission. They are making praiseworthy attempts to live as a community of those who are being reconciled to God and transformed into his image as individuals, while also communally being reconciled to one another. This effort is evident in the church’s basic rhythm of worship and community as a multicultural church. It can be seen in the ways that Bruce and the lay leaders have worked to deepen communication and cultural appreciation within the congregation, and it is present in relationships between some of the church members. Jonathan and the African member who visited Ann, for example, made kind-hearted (if badly directed and misunderstood) attempts to express concern for their fellow Christians. Bruce, Susan, and Fred indicate their appreciation for Ansa and their regret at failing her in her time of grief. 


In doing these types of things, this church is perfoming its basic functions as a body, a household, and a bride. There are, however, improvements which need to be made if the church is going to fully realize its potential. In this congregation’s particular situation, the place of diversity and the relation of church to culture are central issues. 


Many would argue that a church is more likely to be successful in growth if its members share a common cultural background; while I happen to disagree with that stance, it is not my purpose here to offer a full criticism or defense of the “homogenous unit principle.”
 The “Church for All People,” operates with the conviction that it should be a natural reflection of the cultures within its diverse community rather than a collection of people from one of those cultures. This is a biblically justifiable commitment,
 and it is also a healthy response to the unity in diversity found within the Trinity. As such, this conviction ought to be respected and taken into account by Bruce as he ministers to the church.


Situated in an extremely diverse environment, the “Church for All People” has taken strides to reflect the kaleidoscope of its neighborhood and establish its identity as a church where people of all cultures are welcomed. The church obviously treasures and seeks to affirm the various backgrounds of its members, as the activities which the church plans make clear: World Communion Sunday service, forums on members’ cross-cultural experiences, and the annual church picnic with worship in the Ghanaian style, for example. 


This commitment to diversity is, however, a difficult undertaking, and problems arise when the church attempts to take its dedication to diversity and implement it at a personal level instead of merely a corporate, programmatic level.
 Differing cultural norms and barriers of communication loom large. The church members do not know how to effectively translate their principles regarding diversity to apply them to their everyday relationships; for this reason, the church falters in its aim of achieving and maintaining healthy community.  Ansa grieves alone when she needs company and support. A number of women feel degraded by the actions of the Latin American men of the congregation toward them. Church leadership is disappointed by the lack of participation from members of the minority cultures. The clash of cultures leaves churchgoers feeling violated, unimportant, or even betrayed—quite the opposite of the church’s intended goal of unity and edification! While positive and notable efforts have been made to embrace the multiplicity of cultures represented in the church, much more is obviously needed if so many people are being left with feelings of confusion and frustration.  
Let’s Get Practical


Knowing the commitment the “Church for All People” has made to embrace and encourage cultural diversity within its membership, we can now look at how the norms of reconciliation and transformation ought to subsequently shape the church’s direction. How should the church respond to the immediate situation with Ansa? How should they move forward in unity as a congregation of diversity?


The quandary requiring the most immediate attention is the dilemma with Ansa. A member of God’s church has been hurt and needs the support of her fellow Christians to overcome her wounds and her grief. Ansa expressed to Bruce her need for the company and support of her church family as well as her feelings of betrayal when her expectations were not met. She indicated that she felt abandoned and mistreated, seen as important only on the basis of her capacity to work for the church. In order to heal these wounds and for Ansa to be reconciled to a healthy relationship with her church, numerous things need to happen.


To begin with, Ansa needs to be reassured that she is valued as a member of this church body, valued as a person and not just for what she can do. Bruce himself can express these things to her, but in order for Ansa to be confidently reconciled to her church, others will likely need to show their remorse and concern as well. Bruce should talk to Ansa or individuals from her culture, and based on what is deemed culturally appropriate, he should encourage the other church members to express, both in words and in actions, their their love for Ansa, their sympathy for her in her grief, and their regret at having failed her in her time of need.


As Ansa’s needs for reassurance and encouragement from her church are being seen to, the problem of differing cultural expectations in this specific situation also needs to be addressed.  Gently and over time, Bruce ought to encourage Ansa to broaden her understanding of the situation and to do her part in reconciliation by forgiving those who wronged her. He might help her look at things from the perspective of those whose attempts to minister to her were misdirected. This will involve a frank discussion of any cultural and personal differences which precluded the response which she had expected, and it should also include an explanation of the efforts that were made and the good intentions behind them. At the same time, as the entire church body’s spiritual minister and leader, similar exhortations should be given to the rest of the group to see the situation from Ansa’s point of view.


The problem of differing cultural expectations does not end, however, when these circumstances with Ansa are resolved. It needs to be addressed on a larger scale within the “Church for All People” in order to prevent situations such as this one from occurring again in the future. Maintaining healthy community is a difficult enough task in a church where cultural expectations are generally the same; in a church as extremely diverse as this one is, the difficulties will be magnified and will therefore require much more purposeful attention in being overcome.
 In a multicultural church, it is just to be expected that differences of opinion will arise; it is how those differences are approached that is key.   


Certain passages of scripture come to mind as being particularly appropriate to this church’s predicament.  Paul’s list of the fruit of the Holy Spirit and his exhortations to love and humility would be wonderful resources for this church to meditate on as they pursue godliness in their relationships with one another.
 Jesus’ words about Christian witness and his prayer for believers would also be a good reminder to the church of the importance of their unity.
 Because of the environment of diversity within which this congregation exists, there are numerous prospects for witness to the priority God and the Christian faith place on reconciliation, unity in diversity, and love for one’s neighbor. It is by the church’s healthy relationships and love for one another that the world will know they are true disciples of Christ.
 If this church cannot be a church for its own people, how then can it be church for all people?  


Bruce might use these types of passages and thoughts to help the church contemplate reasons for their unity and ways in which they should be transformed into the likeness of God. He ought to talk to members of the church about the vision they share to be a church where all people can experience reconciliation to God and one another. He might even begin a series of sermons or start a discussion group. His message to the congregation: honor one another above yourself; put others’ needs first; give up your rights in order to serve others.
 If these kinds of thoughts become fundamental to the church members’ identities and are put into practice, some great improvements might be seen in how they act towards one another on a daily basis. With a congregation of humble, self-sacrificing servants, respect for various cultural ideals and boundaries would be more prevalent, and perhaps fewer people would end up feeling neglected like Ansa or offended like the professional women of the church.


The issue of communication within the church is also important. Within the “Church for All People,” there are many levels of voiced and unvoiced expectations and beliefs; in order for the church to function well, these need to be tactfully conveyed and responded to. Bruce should call together the leadership and any willing volunteers in order to explore options for effectively understanding and communicating the cultural traditions and needs of the church’s members. Special attention ought to be given to expectations during life-changing events such as birth, marriage, the loss of a job, death, and so on. If the varying ideas of what should happen during these kinds of pivotal times are fleshed out and reactions are contemplated and discussed openly beforehand, then when a response is necessary, it can be expressed promptly and appropriately. Perhaps they could compile a short, engaging publication for the church members and include these types of facts along with more interesting aspects of and traditions from each of the various cultures represented in the church. Ideas like this can be discussed by the congregation as a whole in order to find the best fit, and as this church’s minister, Bruce is ideally situated to begin that kind of dialogue.


The expectations the church’s leaders have for their congregation also ought to be examined. Too much idealism could be endangering the church’s ability to function well. Bruce ought to encourage the church’s leaders to have a realistic approach as they attempt to build up their church in unity and diversity. For example, perhaps it is a bit too idealistic for the committee chairs to expect members who are working two jobs to take time out of their already overcrowded weekday schedules to sit in a meeting, however important that meeting might be.  Instead, Bruce might suggest that an hour after worship once a month, with lunch provided by the church, be set aside for committee meetings. By holding the leadership accountable to a realistic attitude and the willingness to be flexible, Bruce can empower them to understand the members’ needs and abilities and therefore be more successful at fulfilling those needs and using those abilities.


Most important overall, and binding all these suggestions together, is that the “Church for All People” grasp a clear vision of its biblically prescribed identity! They are to be ministers of reconciliation and agents of transformation. They are to be the body, the bride, and the household of God, with all that entails. Although the “Church for All People” seems to have, even ingrained in its name, a basic idea of its communal character and mission, the full implications of these concepts have not been refined or internalized to the degree which is necessary for the church’s effective functioning and flourishing. As the minister to this congregation, Bruce should remember that his purpose is to help the church members know, both individually and communally, who they aspire to be in light of God’s calling and to encourage them as they continue in the process of becoming that kind of people. If the church is truly committed to the goal of finding unity within their eclectic mix of cultures, sharing in this clearly delineated overarching dream will enable them to better meet the future challenges and blessings of being a church for all people.
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Appendix 1

An Examination of the Church for All People from a Missiological Perspective


When it comes to addressing the major issues raised in “A Church for All People,” the final lines of the case study name the primary dilemma of the situation: “He [Bruce] was haunted by the theory that was predominant in church growth literature: Only churches which are homogeneous can be ‘successful’ growing churches. He believed firmly that diversity was a gift of God, and that God called diverse people into community, called them together to be the body of Christ in the world. But was it possible to be ‘A Church for All People’—or were the church growth experts right?” In other words, and taken more abstractly: what is the true purpose of the church, what is the identity underlying the church’s embrace of that purpose, and how should that purpose influence and be influenced by the theories of church growth? 


In this appendix I will seek to provide some depth of insight into the quandaries of the Church for All People by framing the above questions from a missiological point of view. Before approaching the difficulties and opportunities presented by the specific circumstances of the Church for All People, however, we must look more broadly at the relevance of mission for the universal church. My fundamental investigation will be the mission of the church in relation to the mission of God. 


In my initial analysis of the Church for All People, I stated that it was not my purpose at that point to offer a full criticism or defense of the homogeneous unit principle (HUP); I eschewed the question specifically because strong arguments can be made both for and against it. The issue immediately at hand was not whether the Church for All People should embrace or reject the HUP, but was rather how the church (which already existed under the assumption that their diversity was a positive, godly commitment) could move forward from a point of crisis. That being said, in this appendix, I will also take a look at the HUP from the perspective of the mission of God, attempting to see if and how it might fit into the missiological identity of the Church for All People.

Centering Ourselves

The prevailing understanding of mission is an ecclesiocentric one, in which mission is seen as the construct and objective of the church, or even of individuals within the church. This common perception of mission emphasizes the church as the central figure, responsible for bringing the gospel of Christ to those who are in need of it. This interpretation of mission not only places the church in a privileged position of power relative to those around it, with the church possessing a commodity that everyone else lacks (knowledge of the gospel), but it also relegates God to a place of secondary importance, significant as the motivating factor for the church’s self-defined mission, yes, but forgotten as the actual engineer and agent of mission. With an ecclesiocentric view in place, our every thought and move when it comes to mission is liable to misguided (if well-intentioned) endeavors at best and idiocy or even idolatry at worst.

The essential tenet I propose for a healthy ecclesial missiology—that the church does not have a mission—may at first glance seem at odds with that same emphasis on missiology. However, when the idea is examined more closely, the truth and foundational importance of this tenet can be seen. This principle removes mission from the hands of the church, though it never truly rested there in the first place. For it is not up to the church to define or to carry out mission—that power belongs to God alone. Let me reemphasize: the Lord God is the only source and sole proprietor of mission. With this in mind, the church must humbly step aside and give up its perceived position as the driving force behind mission, instead confessing God as the only source of the vision and the work of mission. Admitting that we are merely disciples ourselves, missionaries to the world only in that we are followers of the true missionary, any power or goals we do have must emanate from God, while at the same time requiring responsibility back to God. 


A theocentric rather than ecclesiocentric perspective on mission allows us to correctly reorient both the church and its purpose to the mission of God, or missio Dei, as it is often termed. In the words of David Bosch, “Our mission has no life of its own: only in the hands of the sending God can it truly be called mission, not least since the missionary initiative comes from God alone. … [M]ission is not primarily an activity of the church, but an attribute of God. … Mission is thereby seen as a movement from God to the world; the church is viewed as an instrument for that mission. There is church because there is mission, not vice versa.”
 So rather than the church having a mission, God’s mission has a church. Therefore, the church does play an important role in the mission of God, but it is a role defined by God and not by the church or any individuals within it. The only mission the church is able to claim for itself is the mission to be faithful to God’s mission.

Our Mission: God’s Mission


The mission of God entails the reconciliation of the world, the transformation of all into the likeness of God, and the growth of the kingdom of God. In God’s mission we hear echoes of who God is: the ultimate lover and peacemaker, a holy purifier, and the cultivator of kingdom. Reflecting the character of God, each of these intentions can be seen clearly throughout both scripture and human experience in relation to God.


God’s consummate aim is to reconcile the world to right relationship—relationship primarily with Godself, but also with all humankind and the entirety of creation. This bond of companionship was intended from the outset, when humans were made in the image of God as communal, relational beings. Adam and Eve, whose union was called “good” by God, walked in the garden with God and were to assume a stance of care for the rest of creation. And even since the relationship between God and humanity was marred by the entrance of evil into our lives through sin and, in consequence, death, God has been constantly at work to restore our relationship to its original design. In immeasurable love, God humbly took on flesh and died for us, the ungodly, to reconcile us to Godself.
 God continually invites us into a repaired relationship, both now and in eternity. This is reconciliation at its finest: God sacrificing even Godself to make relationship possible. 


In addition to making reconciliation feasible through the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Christ, God has enacted that reconciliation through another integral part of mission—the transformation of individuals and communities into the likeness of God. The charge to grow in conformity to the character of God resounds as a clarion call throughout scripture.
 Imitation of God and transformation to become more like God are the basis of the process of discipleship to which God calls all of humanity. In this manner, we submit ourselves to God’s molding as God draws us further into a reconciled relationship.


The growth of the kingdom of God is directly related to God’s successful implementation of the previous two aspects of God’s mission: reconciliation through transformation. When an individual is reoriented to right relationship with God and developed further into God’s image, kingdom growth is happening. And while the two are closely related, kingdom is not strictly defined by the boundaries of the church, for kingdom is about God’s presence, and God is present throughout the world, even outside of the church, working even in the lives of those who are not yet disciples. The kingdom is about God breaking into the lives of humanity, bringing both justice and shalom into the world. The peace, wholeness, health, and harmony that characterize shalom, the transformation that happens both as an impetus and as a result of kingdom, and the communion that is brought about between us and the creation, one another, and ultimately God—this is the mission of God.


It is these things—reconciliation, transformation, and kingdom growth—that are to define the actions of the church, for the church of the mission must be grounded in theology, reflecting and adhering to the character and purposes of God. We must remember that even if the church does not have a mission that it can claim as its own, the mission of God does have a church, and there is rhyme and reason behind God’s design for the church.
 In my initial analysis of the difficulties of the Church for All People, I mentioned various metaphors for the church that shed some light on the church’s purpose in the mission of God: a body, a household, a bride. A collective group of people who are being reconciled to God, to creation, and to one another, who are being transformed into the image of God, and who are witnessing to the growth of the kingdom of God in their lives—this is the perfect way to testify to the world about the immeasurable love of God. God has chosen the church as one important instrument of God’s mission, demonstrating its effectiveness in changing their own lives and its potential to change others’. 


Putting flesh on these ideas and finding our place as individual and communal participants in God’s mission, though, is not always an easy task.
 In a moment we will examine just how difficult the process has been for the Church for All People and how they might improve upon that endeavor. Before moving on to discuss the mission of God and its implications for that specific church, however, I would like to take a little time to look at the homogeneous unit principle in light of the above reflections on the mission of the church as the mission of God.

Homogeneous Unit Principle: For Better or For Worse?

The homogenous unit principle claims that churches will grow the fastest if they are made up of members from similar cultural backgrounds; therefore, because of this proliferation, these churches are considered the most effective way to fulfill the purpose of the church—that is, growth. This principle, one of the main tenets of the Church Growth movement founded by Donald McGavran, has a significant number of adherents. Its proponents see numerical expansion as the mission of the church, and they create strategies and take steps to promote this kind of growth.


According to one Church Growth advocate, the movement is a “Bible-based ministry that is data-driven in strategy.”
 The misison, the gospel that Church Growth preaches is the making of disciples, and it is the moment of conversion and salvation that is sought after more than the maturation of believers, which is considered a later step. The agent of mission is primarily the church, acting under the command of God to make disciples. And the “data-driven” worldview that Church Growth embraces is one of modernity. Laws and principles of evangelism are sought. Measurable quantity is emphasized (sometimes to the detriment of quality). Efficiency is a key aspiration. Ministry is strategized and packaged for quick, relatively simple reproduction. Control over mission is expected and encouraged as a positive way to advance the growth of the church.


With such a modernist philosophy at its center, it is no wonder that Church Growth believers would endorse the homgeneous unit principle! This strategy works towards the greatest number of Christian converts at the greatest rate of increase. And it surely is difficult to argue with the maxim that “birds of a feather flock together.” Christians who are similar in background and in culture will generally find one another’s company enjoyable and more comfortable than that of individuals with differing worldviews and expectations. Their level of satisfaction with their faith commitments and especially their faith community will likely attract others to that community and to the gospel, leading them into relationship with God. So if the HUP works, why not champion it? If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it, right?


While the HUP and the Church Growth movement are valid in the sense that they accomplish what they set out to accomplish, they are too narrowly focused and therefore misleading and detrimental. Most importantly, the Church Growth movement places far too high an emphasis on human agency, leaving God very little role to play in mission. While there is something to be said for being faithful participants in mission, I am compelled to remind us again: the church does not have a mission; the mission has a church. Mission is God’s to direct and to carry out, not ours; we merely cooperate with God as we are called. Church Growth enthusiasts, in their commendable desire to see the expansion of Christianity, seem to blur if not completely forget this distinction. 


The functionalist perspective on mission that Church Growth promotes not only places an extremely large onus on the church, expecting it to enact its mission nearly perfectly to be considered a success, but it also downplays the importance and role of God in mission. It is far more an ecclesiocentric missiology than a theocentric missiology. As Gailyn Van Rheenen prudently points out, “Strategic principles are evaluated based on efficacy (Do our principles make the church grow?) rather than on theology (Do our principles reflect the nature and will of God?). … The emphasis is on growth rather than on becoming people of God’s kingdom.”
 And even the concentration on growth forgets the biblical principle that it is God who gives the increase.
 As Craig Van Gelder puts it, “The church is to receive, enter, and seek the kingdom that it will one day inherit, but the church is never instructed to build, promote, or extend it.”


Church Growth proponents would counter with the argument that their goal as agents of mission is simply to be faithful to God’s mission by claiming the work of disciple-making for the church. Admittedly, Jesus instructed the apostles in the Great Commission of Matthew 28:18-20 to go throughout the world and make disciples. Since this is a mandate that cannot be ignored, the Church Growth emphasis on numerical growth does have foundation, for God does desire the reconciliation of all people to relationship with Godself. This is, however, an incomplete and therefore distorted characterization of the mission of God, for it neglects the other elements of missio Dei: transformation and kingdom (not merely church) growth. Jesus’ instruction to make disciples calls for depth in addition to breadth, with an emphasis on quality of transformed hearts and lives for the expansion of the kingdom of God. 


Discipling for transformation and kingdom growth will only be heightened, not diminished, by a community of diverse believers; so while the Church Growth movement and the HUP may allow for greater numbers of converts, they limit opportunities in other ways. For one, transformation of individuals into the image of God will happen most effectively in a group of people who challenge one another with their diverse outlooks on life. The differences that emerge will sharpen church members in a way that similarities between members never could. Additionally, a diverse community of believers reflects the diversity of the Trinity. Advocating a homogenous group rather than a heterogenous one precludes the transformation of the entire church body into the image of a diverse God. Furthermore, the movement focuses merely on the church aspects of growth rather than on the growth of the entire kingdom of God. While a special emphasis on the church might be appropriate at times, it is essential to remember that God is at work to bring about justice and peace everywhere, not just in or through the church, and that we should join God in that work. 


In summary, while the homogeneous unit principle and the Church Growth mindset that it emerges from do technically “work,” they do not conform fully into God’s mission of reconciliation, transformation, and kingdom growth. They might be effective at generating a profusion of confessing Christians, many of whom I am sure are dedicated to God and God’s mission. However, because of the ecclesiocentric foundation on which they rest, they are ultimately inadequate for the church’s thoroughly faithful participation in the mission of God
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� The difficulty for me as I approach this task at the moment lies in time constraints that prevent me from exploring the issue in its entirety. Two works in particular that I would like to look at further are Bosch’s Transforming Mission and Stephen B. Bevans and Roger P. Schroeder, Constants in Context: A Theology of Mission for Today, Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2004.


� Elmer Towns (citing himself), “Effective Evangelism View,” 39.


� Gailyn Van Rheenen, “Effective Evangelism View: A Reformist Response,” 58-59. Reacting to the pride that is all too likely to arise because of this scientific, strategic approach to mission, Van Rheenen goes on to quip, “One also wonders how the New Testament church grew without special knowledge of missions derived through social research.”


� See 1 Corinthians 3:6-8 and Acts 2:47, in addition to other passages such as the kingdom parables.


� Craig Van Gelder, “Gospel and Our Culture View,” 87.






