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Editorial Team
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The Journal of Contemporary Ministry will act as a place for reporting research and
discussing issues related to contemporary ministry, including related theological and
biblical questions.

Its goals are to:

e Stimulate informed discussion regarding issues faced by contemporary
Christian churches and ministries worldwide;

* Encourage research, including empirical research, into diverse forms and
contexts of contemporary ministry and the practical, theological and biblical
issues that arise from ministry practice;

* Enable students and graduates in postgraduate Ministry programs to speak
to a wider audience;

* Build the credibility of Ministry as a field of study and research.
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The Journal of Contemporary Ministry will provide a specific forum for Harvest Bible
College research students and faculty, and other interested people, to publish the results
of their research.

It will also provide a potential publishing venue for paper presenters at Harvest's
annual research conference.

The Journal of Contemporary Ministry will contain these kinds of materials:

Peer-reviewed articles based on scholarly research (empirical or theological)
into diverse forms and contexts of contemporary ministry, and the practical,
theological and biblical issues that arise from ministry practice;

Pastoral reflections and articles that contribute viewpoints, based on
personal experience or theological reflection, on contemporary ministry
issues. These may be responses to articles from the Journal;

Book reviews and/or notes of new publications related to contemporary
ministry;

Articles contributed by postgraduate students, which would also be refereed
but may not come up to the level required in the first category;

A list of recent doctoral research theses completed on contemporary ministry
relevant to this journal’s focus.

The material we invite covers such topics as:

Results of empirical research into aspects of contemporary Christian
ministry, e.g. youth ministry, children’s ministry, pastoral counselling,
pastoral leadership, intercultural ministry, etc;

Theological and biblical reflection on issues that have arisen from the
practices of contemporary Christian churches and ministries, e.g.
manifestations of the Spirit, worship styles, leadership culture, interfaith
matters, political and social engagement, etc;

Underlying theological questions that lie behind Christian ministry issues, e.g.
the role of women’s ministry in local churches, ethnic identity, ordination,
apostleship, etc;

Proposals for new expressions or forms of Christian ministry based on social
analysis, e.g. how to reach specific sub-cultures.

For further information, please visit the journal website
www.journalofcontemporaryministry.org
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Editorial

Dr Jon K. Newton

PhD(Deakin); MATheol(ACT); BA(Hons)(ICI); BA(Sydney); DipEd(Sydney)
Head of Research & Dean of Postgraduate Studies, Harvest Bible College
Contact: jnewton@harvest.edu.au

Editor

I'm a Christian minister as well as a lecturer. As a pastor of a small suburban
church, I'm always looking for answers. I want to know what’s going on in the world.
Specifically, what’s going on that affects my life as a Christian and my work as a
Christian minister? Where do I find out what God is doing today or about how His
servants are “kicking goals” that we can all learn from? More importantly, where do [ go
to find out whether or not the events, achievements and projects I hear about constantly
online, on Facebook or just “on the grapevine” are really as good as they are reported to
be, and if so, why are they achieving good things in our world? How can I apply the
lessons drawn from such analysis to my life and ministry? Where can I find stimulating
responses from my peers about the issues I face? And how do I find the informed and
grounded thinking [ need to get out of the rut [ sometimes find myself in as a Christian
leader?

Busy pastors get news about the latest trends, ideas and methods largely
anecdotally or from conferences. When it comes to assessing why some churches and
ministries are growing and succeeding and others are failing or declining, we often tend
to fall back on one or more of these sources:

* The minister’'s own interpretation of what’s happening: “my church has
grown from 200 to 800 in one year because we introduced the ... program
from...”

* Denominational traditions: “our movement is growing steadily because we
have the right interpretations of Scripture.”

* Anecdotal accounts: “this mission is doing great things because the leader
spends four hours in prayer every day. That’s what [ heard.”
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» Second-hand theories: “every minister that God is using today has embraced
a missional approach to church life.”

* Theological rationalisations: “my church split and has never recovered
because I made a stand for the Truth and people don’t want to hear it.”

* Historical ignorance: “we’d see great revival today if only we followed the
ways of the Puritans.”

* Prejudice: “the only reason that church is growing is because they
compromise on the gospel.”

* Psychological copouts: “their church is growing because they have a level of
ability or personality I could never reach.”

* Generalized accepted wisdom: “Christianity is in decline. Everyone knows
that.”

Now of course no one reading this would ever base their ideas on such shallow
foundations. But ask yourself, how do I assess ministry performance or church health?
For example, to what do you attribute the incredible growth of the Hillsong
phenomenon? Check to see if your immediate answer doesn’t fall into one of these
categories.

Of course, all the reasons given above may be right, at least sometimes. But how
would we ever know? How much research is done to find out?

In Kevin Ward'’s stimulating book Losing Our Religion? (reviewed in this journal),
he reports how data from late in the twentieth century challenged the “accepted
wisdom” that secularism would inevitably displace religion in the modern world (Ward
2014, p. ix). He also probes the consensus in some circles that conservative churches are
growing whereas “liberal” ones are declining, with a study of four different churches in
New Zealand. We need to do the hard work in research (quantitative, qualitative,
historical, theological, etc) if we want to help ministers, churches and other Christian
organisation make well-informed decisions.

In some ways, our challenge is like that of the early empirical scientists. Breaking
out from the traditional explanations of the natural world based on Aristotle, Ptolemy or
even unreflective readings of Scripture, they went out into the natural world to find out
for themselves how it worked. Christian researchers need to have the courage to do the
same: to break out of the old paradigms, ask the hard questions, and thus develop new
ministry models for the 21st Century.

Harvest Bible College in Australia is highly focused on preparing people for
Christian ministry, as reflected in our mission statement “Training Effective Ministry
Worldwide to Serve Local Churches.” The College has always insisted on maintaining
this ministry focus in its degree programs. At Harvest, we’ve also been steadily building
a research culture as we move increasingly into postgraduate courses. We've
successfully run a Master of Arts in Ministry for 15 years. We've hosted a successful
ministry research conference for several years. Now we’ve launched a Doctor of
Ministry program, fully accredited through the Australian government’s tertiary
education agency, TEQSA.

Because of this, I was trawling through the internet and other sources looking for
new journals to add to our library, to support the doctoral students as they investigate
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questions about real ministry today, and I discovered a real dearth. There are some
good journals on Christian Ministry as a broad field, or on the related field of Practical
Theology. There are journals with a great historical base. There are some broad-based,
interdisciplinary, journals in which great individual articles on contemporary ministry
have appeared. There are some good journals on highly specialized forms of ministry
such as pastoral care. And of course, there are any number of great journals on theology
and biblical studies. But there doesn’t appear to be a journal focused primarily on the
field of contemporary ministry. Until now, that is.

This new journal seeks to go some way towards filling that gap. It builds on the
presentations given at the Harvest Research conferences (though not exclusively) and
hopefully provides a new avenue for research on contemporary ministry to be
facilitated and broadcast to a wider audience.

Let me unpack what I as the Editor, and our editorial board and team, hope this
journal will achieve.

1. We hope it will stimulate and report on solid research into aspects of
Christian ministry. We are particularly focusing on the practice of ministry,
though not neglecting its theological foundations and implications. We will
interpret the word “ministry” fairly broadly but normally avoid ministry
areas covered by their own specialist journals, such as school education and
counselling. We will especially promote various kinds of empirical research
on ministry.

2. We aim to focus on “contemporary” ministry. We define that not as a
particular stream or style of ministry (cool, trendy, emerging, etc) but
ministry as it looks and works NOW in whatever contexts or traditions it is
found. We want to find out what Christian ministries are doing today for the
Kingdom of God, and what they might do even more with the right analysis of
their context and methods. I hope this will uncover some aspects of current
ministry that are creative, innovative, impacting, unusual, Spirit-inspired
and/or effective. We will sometimes explore what hasn’t worked (or is
somehow flawed) and why, and how it might have been done better, but we
aim to have a positive tone throughout.

3. We hope it will encourage more people to do research and report on it in
a friendly setting. We will include contributions from serious researchers
but also serving ministers and postgraduate students. I hope that these
reports and articles will be widely read and will stimulate more thought and
more research. I hope that this research will lead to positive changes in how
we do ministry.

4. We hope it will help create a new kind of discussion about ministry that is
biblically-informed, theologically sharp, spiritually alive and empirically
grounded. A discussion that helps pastors and others break out of the lazy,
shallow patterns of thought I listed above. As a result, [ hope we will see a
new generation of ministers rise up who have sharp minds, good research
skills, an openness to new ideas and Spirit-filled hearts.

5. As a result, we aim to provide an excellent resource for practicing
ministers as well as other researchers.
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In order to achieve its goals, each issue of this journal will contain:

* Four strongly researched articles that have been through a process of
“double blind” peer review.

e A pastoral reflection by an active Christian minister, one which will be
thought-provoking and well informed by reading and praxis.

* A stand-out essay by one of our Harvest postgraduate students.

* A great collection of book reviews. This journal aims to be the go-to place for
anyone looking for books that reflect the latest good thinking and praxis in
contemporary ministry.

* Alist of recent theses in the field of contemporary ministry.
* And maybe something else surprising or unusual.
The material we invite will cover such topics as:

1. Results of empirical research into aspects of contemporary Christian
ministry, such as youth ministry, children’s ministry, pastoral leadership,
church planting, intercultural ministry, workplace ministry and healing
ministries, just to name a few.

2. Theological and biblical reflection on issues that have arisen from the
practices of contemporary Christian churches and ministries; for example,
manifestations of the Spirit, worship styles, leadership culture, interfaith
matters, political and social engagement, and so on.

3. Underlying theological questions that lie behind Christian ministry issues,
such as the role of women’s ministry in local churches, ethnic identity,
ordination, apostleship and others.

4. Proposals for new expressions or forms of Christian ministry based on social
analysis, such as how to reach specific sub-cultures.

We have successfully recruited some great researchers to our Editorial Board, as
you can see in ‘About This Journal’. We have also formed an active and enthusiastic
working team that is responsible for the production of each issue. More important are
those who write for the journal.

This issue’s four leading articles all relate to the question of how the
contemporary church operates in the era we now find ourselves in, at least in countries
like Australia, an era which is somewhat postmodern, post-Christian, but also post-
secular.

Here is a brief introduction to the authors:

Dr Philip Hughes is the senior researcher with the Christian Research
Association in Australia and now also the Chief Supervisor for Postgraduate Research at
Harvest. He is one of the most experienced researchers on Australian Christianity and
its social and cultural context. He is the author of several books and editor of Pointers, a
regular bulletin on research findings from the work of CRA. Philip’s article explores the
connections between the culture of churches and the surrounding social context, both
as they are and as they should be. This will help ministers think about how much they
should resist and/or embrace the changing culture we find ourselves in.

Dr Juhani Tuovinen is Director of Teaching and Learning and Senior Research
Fellow at Graeme Clark Research Institute, Tabor College, Adelaide, Australia. His article

ISSN 2205-0442 JCMin Number 1 (May 2015)

4




on different ways and understandings of coming to faith draws on two important
research data bases associated with the National Church Life Survey. It's a great
contribution to an understanding of faith journeys and a good model of research based
on existing data. Pastors will find suggestive thoughts about how they might seek to
stimulate faith in their own context.

Pastor Graeme Flett is currently a member of the academic staff of Laidlaw
College (Auckland campus), New Zealand, involved primarily with the development and
implementation of the ministry internship program within their undergraduate
degrees. He is studying towards a PhD through Otago University and is a credentialed
Pastor with the Elim Churches of New Zealand. His article on “Visual Technologies
within a Consumerist Culture” probes behind the image of the “happening” church to
investigate how these images are produced. For a pastor, this article raises disturbing
questions about how our love of new technologies may have unwanted side-effects.

Pastor Andrew Groza has been a youth and young adults pastor at a large
Pentecostal church in Melbourne and is now a VET Trainer and Online Coordinator at
Harvest Bible College, Melbourne, with a passion for reaching the younger generations
with a relevant Christian message. His article “With the curiosity of a bygone era,”
explores the work of the Gospel and Our Culture Network (GOCN) in the light of the
post-Christian context the western church finds itself in. There are some useful thoughts
here for pastors as we try to manage the interaction between the gospel and our current
cultural settings in the context of the local church.

This Issue’s pastoral reflection comes from Pastor Jeremy Weetman, who is the
pastor of Eikon Community on the Gold Coast, Queensland and currently a DMin student
and adjunct lecturer with Harvest. It's a very encouraging appreciation of the work of
pastors.

The student essay has been written by Asanga De Costa, who recently
completed the MA at Harvest and is now back in ministry in Sri Lanka, pastoring a local
church and pioneering some new forms of Christian ministry. In his essay, he explores
leadership and authority models in Sri Lanka from a cultural and biblical perspective.
This essay raises important questions that all Christian leaders should consider.

I commend these articles and the other material in issue Number 1 to you and
welcome your feedback via our Journal of Contemporary Ministry forum -
http://journalofcontemporaryministry.blogspot.com.au/

[ would also like to encourage you write for the journal and to present papers at
this year’s Harvest Research Conference around the theme “Church and Ministry: a
Contemporary Voice.” You'll find the call for papers in this journal and here is a link to a
presentation by Dr Ian Grant on “How to craft your Master’s Degree essays into a
brilliant conference presentation!”
Part 1 - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eyf3LGIW]yQ
Part 2 - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zc5 -zIf3Qg

Enjoy the journey with us into contemporary ministry research!
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The Multi-Dimensional Issue of Culture and Christian
Ministry.

Rev Dr Philip Hughes

MA (University of Melbourne), MEd(University of Melbourne), BD(Hons)(Melbourne
College of Divinity), DTheol(South East Asia Graduate School of Theology
Chief Supervisor for Postgraduate Research, Harvest Bible College
Contact: phughes@harvest.edu.au

Abstract

The categories of the theology of culture developed by H. Richard Neibuhr in Christ and
Culture can be applied to approaches to ministry. Empirical studies of the church in
northern Thailand demonstrated that in terms of architecture, the forms of service and
other observable forms, the churches were often 'counter-cultural’. However, in other
ways, such as in the themes of sermons and how they were developed, there was a
strong Thai cultural flavour. Observations show that many mainstream Australian
churches express themselves in ways which are counter to contemporary culture, for
example in their architecture and forms of music, although their values and emphases
often reflect contemporary culture. Charismatic churches more frequently use
contemporary forms of architecture and music, but are counter-cultural, for example, in
their teaching on many aspects of life, such as pre-marital sexuality. Heelas and
Woodhead argue that charismatic churches are closer to contemporary culture in the
ways they are open to the 'subjectivity' of formation of the self in contemporary
Western societies, and suggest that may explain their greater appeal to many younger
people than the appeal of the mainstream churches. There are several dimensions to
ministry, including, for example, contextual, substantive and essential, which may all
relate to culture in different ways. The challenge for theology is to work out in which
dimensions ministry should be cultural, in which it should be 'counter-cultural’, and in
which it should be seeking to transform the culture.
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Introduction

Ministry and Culture

In 1951, H. Richard Neibuhr published his most famous work, Christ and Culture.
In it, he reviews the history of Christian theology and outlines five ways in which
theologians have identified faith in relation to culture. He summarised them under the
headings of:

Christ against culture;

Christ of culture;

Christ above culture;

Christ and culture in paradox; and
Christ transforming culture.

While Neibuhr described Christian theologies, these headings can also be applied
to approaches to ministry. Indeed, the dilemma of how church life should be developed
in relation to culture has confronted every cross-cultural mission: to what extent should
ministry be developed in a way that absorbs patterns of culture, and to what extent
should ministry involve patterns which are seen to transcendent every culture (see, for
example, the discussions in Hesselgrave 1978 and Kraft 1979). Some approach ministry
as if it is fundamentally 'against culture'. Ministry, in terms of the organisation of
worship, pastoral care, and Christian guidance, is sometimes approached from a
perspective which argues that the duty of Christian ministers is to ensure that the
patterns of the New Testament, assumed to be the divine patterns, given by God, should
be used in every aspect of personal life and the life of the church. Others, however, have
argued either explicitly or implicitly that ministry must draw on the forms and
processes of the receptor culture. Other approaches to ministry can be identified
comparable to the other categories Neibuhr identified. The purpose of this paper is not
to explore Neibuhr's categories in themselves but to demonstrate how ministry is
multidimensional in relation to culture and how it may reflect both ends of the
spectrum 'Christ against culture' and 'Christ in culture' at the same time. The contention
of this paper is that a significant challenge in ministry is being both 'in the culture' and
'against culture' in appropriate ways.

One perspective on the history of ministry is that it has constantly been
weakened by being drawn away from its New Testament roots by the culture in which it
is situated. Time and again, through history, there has been a need for renewal which
would revive the New Testament patterns of ministry, regarded as the divine order
which transcended every culture. Such claims were a significant part of the Protestant
reformation in the 15th, 16th and 17th centuries, both in the Presbyterian, Lutheran
and Anabaptist movements. The Presbyterians, for example in the Prelude to The Scots
Confession of Faith, saw themselves as 'embracing the purity of Christ's Gospel' (as
reprinted in Owen 1984, p. 64). At the heart of Lutheranism was the teaching that the
Bible was the only source of divinely revealed knowledge from God, and that the
ministry of the church should be purified to reflect its teaching (Plass 1959, p. 88).
Similar claims were made by the various parts of the Restoration movement of the 18th
and 19th centuries when groups such as the Churches of Christ and the Brethren
emerged, and again by the early Pentecostals. Such claims have been made more
recently by some, such as Frost and Hirsh (2003, pp. 14-16) in The Shaping of Things to
Come, who have hailed the end of Christendom as the end of the perversions of the faith
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caused by the alliance of state and church that began with the Roman Emperor
Constantine.

There are many interpretations of what it has meant to restore New Testament
patterns. For the Baptists, it meant rejecting infant baptism and adopting exclusively
adult baptism. For the Brethren and the Churches of Christ, it meant the rejection of
clericalism. For Frost and Hirsh (2003, p. 15), it has meant the adoption of a mission-
oriented spirituality. In terms of practical ministry in churches, the maintenance of
ministry patterns built on the New Testament has been interpreted in a great many
ways. For the Presbyterian Church of Eastern Australia, for example, it means not using
musical instruments in worship and singing only the Psalms and not celebrating
Christmas because Christmas is not mentioned as a festival in the New Testament. For
Protestant churches, it has meant that worship revolves around the hearing of the Word
of God, through the reading of Scripture and listening to its exposition in the sermon.

However, there are others who have emphasised the need for ministry to be
developed in the terms of the contemporary culture, perhaps reflecting a theology of the
Christ of culture or the Christ above culture. They have argued that the theology, as an
expression of faith, must be framed in terms that are meaningful in the contemporary
culture. One of the most comprehensive statements of such views is that of Paul Tillich's
systematic theology. He introduces his systematic theology as an attempt to adapt the
Christian message to the modern mind through a method of correlation. He proposes a
'theological method in which message and situation are related in such a way that
neither of them are obliterated' (Tillich 1968, p. 8).

In ministry, too, people have sought to use local cultural forms in their
expression. This has often been most intentional in places in which the Christian faith
has been planted within the last century or two. In Bali, for example, some churches
have been intentional in building their churches using the patterns and forms of
Balinese architecture and adorned with Balinese art. The Gospel has been proclaimed
using Balinese dance and drama. The traditional black robe of the minister has been
replaced by a white robe, symbolic of relations to good rather than evil spirits. It has
been argued by Balinese church leaders that 'indigenization or contextualization is a
tool for communicating the Gospel so that the Gospel message becomes relevant [and ..]
to root itself in the soul of the society' (Mastra 1980, p. 272).

What would an outsider see if they observed Christian ministry in our Australian
churches? Would they conclude that, in general, that ministry was counter-cultural,
justified in terms of the patterns of the New Testament? Or would they see ministry as
primarily reflecting contemporary Western culture?

Multiple Dimensions to Ministry in Thailand

Many years ago, [ had the opportunity to think in-depth about this issue while
observing ministry in the Church of Christ in Thailand. Taking myself out of my own
culture, away from the language and patterns of my own experience, gave me the
opportunity to reflect on the issue at greater depth. [ spent some time examining the
northern Thai culture, including observing Buddhist festivals and weekly services of
worship in northern Thailand. How did the Church of Christ relate, on the one hand to
Thai culture, and on the other, to the patterns of the New Testament?

The northern Thai church was founded by Presbyterian missionaries who first
settled in northern Thailand around 1867. Daniel McGilvary founded the church in
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northern Thailand and led it for more than 40 years until his death in 1911 (McGilvary
2002). Presbyterian missionaries continued to come to Thailand and there were a
number of American Presbyterian missionaries there in the late 1970s when I
conducted my research there. Most of these people were teaching in the theological
college and in advisory roles. Just a few were involved in rural churches and in practical
ministry. Most ministry in the local churches was conducted by Thai people who had
been trained in the theological college in Chiang Mai.

On the surface, many dimensions of ministry of the northern Thai churches
reflected the patterns of the Presbyterian church from which the missionaries came.
The architecture of the churches was similar, with rectangular buildings and usually a
tower to house a bell, as can be seen in the picture of First Church, Chiang Mai. Some
modifications had been made in more recent church buildings to allow the air to
circulate more easily. Inside were wooden pews similar to those in poorer churches in
the USA, very different from the mats in the Buddhist temples where people sat on the
floor.

The Original First Church, Chiang Mai, Northern Thailand.

Ministers wore blue robes similar to those used by the ministers of the USA,
despite the warmth of the Thai climate. They spoke from pulpits similar to those of
Presbyterian churches in the USA, quite different from the pulpits in the Buddhist
temples where Buddhist monks would sit to read their sermons.

The music was similar to that used in the USA. Indeed, of the 247 hymns in the
hymnbook of the Church of Christ in Thailand as used in 1980, just eleven had been
written by Thai people, two or three came from Japan or India, and the remaining 95.5
per cent were translations from Western hymnbooks (Hughes 1983, p. 101) Churches
had either a small electronic organ or a piano. Thai instruments were not used. Indeed,
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Thai music is quite different from Western music, based on seven evenly spaced tones
in an octave, compared with 8 unevenly spaced tones in Western music. However,
Western music was always used in churches in Thailand, presumably because this was
the music most familiar to the Western missionaries. The cultural patterns of ministry
were predominantly Western, neither Biblical nor Thai.

Yet, at the heart of faith for many Thai Christians, as for many Thai Buddhists, is
the affirmation of the popular Thai expression of the law of karma 'Do good, receive
good; do evil, receive evil'. Interviews were conducted with pastors and elders of Thai
churches as part of the research on culture and faith in northern Thailand. When they
were asked what they thought about karma, most said that it was a Buddhist, not a
Christian, term. Others said that it could be understood from a Christian perspective as
what God ordains. Another part of the research involved surveys of university students
in northern Thailand. When approximately 200 Thai Christian and Buddhist university
students were asked whether the statement 'Do good, receive good; do evil, receive evil'
was true, 81 per cent of the Christians and 71 per cent of the Buddhists affirmed it, most
others saying they did not know whether it was true or not. The differences between
the Christian and Buddhist affirmation were not significant (Hughes 1983, p. 171).

Content analysis of the sermons collected in northern Thai rural churches in
1980 demonstrated that the sermons had a strong Thai flavour. The content of the
preaching reflected the major tenets of the Christian faith as they had been taught. Yet,
the emphases were different. There was little attempt, for example, to deal with the
message of Easter. In thirty sermons that were recorded in the research in northern
Thai village churches, only in three were accounts given of Jesus' death. One described it
as the struggle over the powers of darkness, another as a 'sacrifice for others' and the
third as a supreme expression of God's love. The concept of atonement or sacrifice for
sin was never mentioned in those sermons (Hughes 1983, p. 186). Easter was offensive
in the Thai worldview. It did not fit easily with the Thai sense that being murdered must
mean that one has 'bad karma' from previous lives, that it is something shameful and
humiliating. Christmas, on the other hand, was celebrated with great enthusiasm. This
enthusiasm might be seen as rooted in the idea of the 'coming of the great king'. The
king's visit is always a time of great celebration among Thai people, for the king is the
great patron of the people and, in some ways, a symbol of deity. The word used in
Thailand to commonly describe the event celebrated by Christmas is the same as the
word used for a royal visit: 'gan-saded-ma' (Hughes 1983, p. 194).

Many of the sermons reflected teaching about good moral behaviour and
religious practices. The language was Christian and Thai Buddhist terms were rarely
used. However, the underlying themes were often not so different from those of the
sermons in the Buddhist temples. Certainly, the practical examples of the exhortation to
religious practices were a little different. Many Buddhist sermons could be seen as
expositions on the theme of 'Do good, receive good; do evil, receive evil'. This is the Thai
formulation of the basic moral universal law: the law of karma. We receive the
consequences of our actions. So most Christian sermons could be seen as expositions of
that same basic moral law. If you do good (in terms of Christian behaviour, of course),
you will receive good. If you do evil, you will receive evil.

Christian ministry, as observed in Thailand at that time, was multi-dimensional
in relation to culture. On the surface, in terms of the style of buildings, ministers' robes,
music and orders of service, the patterns were foreign. The culture which had informed
them was clearly American Presbyterian culture. In terms of the content of ministry, the
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message that was conveyed through the preaching, and in those aspects of the Christian
faith that were emphasised, there was a Thai cultural flavour which had its origins in
the Hindu-Buddhist tradition from India.

The importance of these observations is that it is necessary to look at ministry as
multi-dimensional. One might make similar observations of the multi-dimensional way
in which ministry relates to culture in Australia. Different dimensions of ministry may
relate to culture in quite different ways.

Multiple Dimensions to Ministry in Australia

Contemporary large charismatic churches in Australia often have seating
patterns like those at a theatre: around a central stage. The music reflects contemporary
styles, perhaps somewhere between a small folk band or a rock band. One might draw
parallels between the form of presentation used by preachers with speakers at other
events such as political rallies. The use of the data projector for songs and other
information reflect contemporary teaching environments. Indeed, some charismatic and
evangelical churches have been intentional in trying to develop a context in which
people who do not have a history of church attendance feel at home. The context
reflects the culture. In this regard, the context suggests a 'Christ of culture' pattern.

Entering a church of a mainstream denomination, however, one may well be
struck by the distinctive architecture and patterns of seating. The architecture of most
mainstream churches is dominated by the traditions of faith and particular theological
expressions. There is nothing in contemporary culture quite like the cathedral with its
rows of seats under a very high ceiling. The cross-formation of many churches is meant
to be distinctively Christian. While some Catholic churches have moved to a semi-
circular format since Vatican I, the dominance of the altar continues to set them apart
from other contemporary buildings.

While there is some variation in the music in mainstream churches, many still
use some form of organ and use classical styles of music that have their origins in earlier
centuries. Many of the hymns were written in the 18th and 19th centuries, although
there is a sprinkling of later hymns in the hymnbooks. The very fact of using a
hymnbook suggests a style of gathering very different from most other gatherings of
people in contemporary Western society. The National Church Life Survey reported that
70 per cent of Anglican and 71 per cent of Uniting Church attenders found traditional
music helpful compared with just 17 per cent of attenders at the Assemblies of God
(Kaldor et al. 1995, p. 35).

The dress used by the leader in a traditional church is also usually distinctive and
bears little or no resemblance to the dress used in other contemporary contexts.
According to the National Life Survey of 1991, 72 per cent of Anglican and 30 per cent of
Uniting Church attenders preferred their clergy to wear robes, compared with just 1 per
cent of attenders at the Assemblies of God and 1 per cent at Baptist Churches (Kaldor et
al. 1995, p. 33).

The patterns of worship in mainstream churches generally reflect traditional
theological patterns rather than contemporary patterns. Indeed, the patterns have been
developed over hundreds of years and often use formulations, such as creeds, that were
adopted fifteen hundred years ago or more. Thus, the nature of worship in most
mainstream churches suggests a theology of 'Christ against culture'.
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While the expressions of worship in music, the architecture of the buildings and
the dress of the pastor, in most Australian Pentecostal and charismatic churches reflects
contemporary Australian culture, many beliefs and values that are maintained by most
Australians Pentecostals and charismatics are 'counter-cultural’.

If one takes the area of permitted sexual expression and the relationship of
sexuality to marriage, for example, it is evident that Pentecostals and Baptists hold very
different views to the dominant views in the Australian population. Overall, 9 per cent
of the Australian population believes that sexual relations before marriage are always
wrong, compared with 42 per cent of Baptists, and 78 per cent of Pentecostals (Hughes
and Fraser 2014, p. 88).

On the other hand, in mainstream churches where the music, architecture and
dress of the leader of worship is 'counter-cultural’, many beliefs and values are close to
those found in the wider society. Thus, in contrast to the Baptists and Pentecostals, just
4 per cent of Anglicans, 8 per cent of those who identify with the Uniting Church, 12 per
cent of Catholics and 14 per cent of Orthodox believe that sexual relations before
marriage are always wrong (Hughes and Fraser 2014, p. 88).

These different views of sexuality before marriage correlate with the age of
marriage. Among people in the 20 to 24 year age group, 15 per cent of Pentecostals and
13 per cent of Baptists were in a registered marriage, compared with just 4 per cent of
Anglicans and Catholics, and 5 per cent of Orthodox and Uniting Church people, and 6
per cent of the total population (Hughes and Fraser 2014, p. 35). In this regard, then, the
patterns of life among Pentecostals and Baptists reflect teaching which is quite different
from the dominant patterns in Australian culture, while the patterns in the mainstream
denominations are similar to those in the wider culture.

The Essential Dimension of Ministry

In their study of religion and spirituality, Heelas and Woodhead (2005) make
some interesting observations. They argue that the major change in the nature of
Western culture has been a re-defining of the goals of life. At its heart, they see a change
in how the aims of life are conceived: from fulfilling duties associated with one's social
roles (referred to as 'life-as') to the fulfilment of the individual in terms of knowing
oneself and responding to one's inner deep desires (referred to as 'subjective-life').
While they argue that this change in culture initiated what they describe as the 'spiritual
revolution’, it also had a varied impact on different types of churches. They argued that
those churches which were least open to the fulfilment of the subjectivity of individuals
declined most rapidly while those churches most attuned to fulfilling the subjectivity of
individuals experienced least decline, some even growing. In other words, they are
suggesting that there is an 'essential' dimension of ministry which has to do to the ways
in which ministry relates to how people approach the fulfilment of life. They argue that
how this 'essential' dimension of ministry is developed will affect whether churches
will attract or deter people from participating. In other words, if ministry is seen by
people to correlate with how they see life being fulfilled, then people will be attracted to
it. If it is not seen as correlated to that fulfilment, it will be seen as irrelevant to life.

The general argument of Heelas and Woodhead is that religion is associated with
‘life-as’ modes of living and is thus experiencing decline. On the other hand, spirituality
is associated with ‘subjective-life’ and is consequently attracting more people.
Contemporary forms of spirituality are more in tune with current Western culture, with
the exploration of the inner self, than religion, which is primarily about duties defined in
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terms of obedience to external authorities, such as church institutions, the Bible or God.
Heelas and Woodhead argue that religion continues to be primarily about fulfilling ‘life-
as’ roles well: about being a better mother, a more devoted follower of Jesus, a more
obedient child (Heelas and Woodhead 2005, Chapter 4, Section 4, para.2). The spiritual
practitioners do not demand commitment to particular doctrinal belief systems. The
people who turn to them do not face the prospect of being ‘preached at or judged’
(Heelas and Woodhead 2005, Chapter 4, Section 2, para. 17). Rather, clients are invited
to explore what works for them, what fits with their personal experience.

While Heelas and Woodhead argue that all churches see truth and goodness, not
in terms of the cultivation of the unique self but in terms of obedience to God, they
actually relate to ‘subjective-life’ differently. Heelas and Woodhead have developed a
typology of churches reflecting these differences and they identify them as:

* churches of humanity

e churches of difference

* churches of experiential difference, and
* churches of experiential humanity.

The churches of humanity emphasise the worship of God through the service of
humanity. Many of these churches, Heelas and Woodhead suggest, are mainline and
liberal, both Protestant and Catholic. They are liberal in that they offer a level of
freedom and tolerance and emphasise ethics over dogma and love over the law.
However, Heelas and Woodhead (2005, Chapter 1, Section 2, para. 10) suggest that
because of their strong emphasis on serving others, they are the least open to the
exploration of the subjective self of all the church types. They pay little attention to the
individual’s experiences, needs, desires and moods, directing attention to the service of
others.

Indeed, according to Heelas and Woodhead, even personal faith is not often
discussed in the churches of humanity. The repetition of set liturgies, responses and
hymns, the use of the lectionary, they argue, encourages people to conform their
subjectivities to the common life of the church and discourages people from thinking
about their own lives. Heelas and Woodhead argue that while there is some interest
among members of the ‘churches of humanity’ in subjective-life forms, such as in
mysticism, meditation and so on, these churches focus on life-as duties to others. There
has been a humanising of faith, but not a subjectivising.

The churches of difference, Heelas and Woodhead (2005, Chapter 1, Section 2,
para. 9) suggest, are churches which ‘stress the distance between God and humanity,
creator and creation, and the necessary subordination of the latter to the former’. These
are mostly the evangelical churches. Heelas and Woodhead argue that they actually give
more attention to ‘subjective life’ in their focus on reconstructing it, on ‘being born
again to new life’. These churches, they argue, appeal to those people whose lives are
not working. They offer healing and peace, hope and security as they emphasise that
people are loved by God. These congregations actually pay considerable attention to
life’s problems and to enhancing memories, moods and feelings, for example, through
the singing of choruses. They seek to make people feel better (Heelas and Woodhead
2005, Chapter 1, Section 2, para. 13). On the other hand, these churches seek to do that
by encouraging people to surrender their lives and their autonomy to God and, to that
extent, reject some of the inner experiences and directions a person may have.
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The experiential form of churches of difference, Heelas and Woodhead (2005,
Chapter 1, Section 2, para 14) argue, is found in the charismatic churches. Here, the
‘Word’ is not just the external body of Scripture but the living reality of God in people’s
lives. There is less emphasis on external conformity in the ‘experiential churches of
difference’ than on the Holy Spirit becoming the inner core of subjective life and guiding
and directing it from within. Thus, worship is less regulated and more personally
subjective, although Heelas and Woodhead argue that only a narrow range of emotions
are able to be expressed in worship, in particular, gratitude, joy, love and celebration.
Heelas and Woodhead also note that only certain forms of subjective life are permitted.
For example, homosexual feelings are taught as being unacceptable. People are
constantly reminded they must fix their eyes on Jesus.

Heelas and Woodhead (2005, Chapter 1, Section 2, para. 17) argue that churches
which went furthest in ‘authorizing subjective-life’ were the churches of experiential
humanity which include Unitarians and the Society of Friends. These churches, they
suggested, encouraged individuals ‘to forge their own unique life paths’. They allowed
people to disagree and to form their own opinions. They encouraged people to
experiment with different types of spirituality, following their hearts. God is presented
not as an external authority, but as the deepest, spiritual dimension of all life.
Nevertheless, Heelas and Woodhead argue there remains in these churches a strong
stress on the overriding duty of caring for others and for the whole planet.

In relation to the basic way of approaching life, then, Heelas and Woodhead have
argued that the 'churches of humanity' are 'counter-cultural'. Despite their attitudes to
some issues such as sexuality, their dominant patterns of ministry provide little space
for the self-realisation of the individual.

In contrast, Heelas and Woodhead argue that the evangelical churches are
predominantly 'churches of difference' and actually give greater space to personal
feelings and to people's individual challenges in life in a way that, to some extent,
provides some space for the subjectivity of the individual. On the other hand, Heelas and
Woodhead argue, these churches place significant limits on self-realisation and self-
expression in their stress of submission to God's will. If Heelas and Woodhead were
using Neibuhr's terminology, they might be suggesting that in this fundamental
dimension of ministry, the churches of difference are advocating a 'Christ as
transformer of culture' approach.

The experiential form of churches of difference, predominantly the charismatic
and Pentecostal churches, give greater space to personal feelings and to self-realisation
than the evangelical churches, according to Heelas and Woodhead. They do this through
their emphasis on the work of the Holy Spirit in the inner lives of individuals. Hence,
while the language these churches use is often quite distinctive in its references to the
Holy Spirit, rather than to the psychological terminology of self-expression and self-
realisation, Heelas and Woodhead believe that ministry in these churches is more
aligned than in most other churches with the ways people conceive of life within
contemporary Western culture.

One wonders whether or not the observation of Heelas and Woodhead is true of
Australian Pentecostal churches. Certainly, the patterns of ethics and behaviour among
Pentecostals in relation to sexuality and marriage are highly distinctive. Even more than
evangelical churches, the Pentecostals appear to be quite strongly 'counter-cultural’ in
these matters. More research would need to be done in Australia to determine whether

ISSN 2205-0442 JCMin Number 1 (May 2015)

14




the assessment of Heelas and Woodhead is valid. The point is that the relationship
between culture and Christian ministry is multi-dimensional. Three major dimensions
of the relationship have been explored here. We will use three words to describe them:

* the contextual dimension: the environment and patterns of ministry,
including, for example, the style of architecture of the church building, the
dress of the leader and the style of music;

* the substantive dimension: which has to do with the 'substance' of ministry
and includes the teaching about faith and about the values associated with
faith, such as values associated with sexuality and marriage; and

* the essential dimension: which is the ways ministry seeks to address the
meaning and fulfilment of life.

What has been observed is that the ministry in a church may relate to culture in
several ways at the same time. In some aspects, the patterns of ministry may be
counter-cultural, in other ways, they may reflect the culture, and in other ways again,
may suggest they are seeking to transform the culture.

How Then Should Ministry Relate to Culture?

A major challenge for Christian ministry is working out in what ways ministry
should relate to culture, noting that this is a multi-dimensional problem. Heelas and
Woodhead argue that if the cultural pattern of contemporary Western society in which
life is conceived in terms of the fulfilment of the subjective life of the individual, is
ignored, people will simply ignore the churches. The very aims and objectives of the
church will make little sense to them. In reality, it is probably not as simple as that.
There are probably people who would prefer that the 'self' is presented to them in a
concrete way rather than discovering it through 'self-realisation'. Nevertheless, the
point that Heelas and Woodhead are making, that religious groups need to take some
account of the basic conceptions of life that are rooted deep in the culture, is worth
noting.

It is beyond the scope of this paper to draw firm theological conclusions as to
how the contextual and substantive dimensions of ministry should relate to culture.
Every aspect of ministry in those contextual, substantive and essential dimensions
needs separate consideration. Many aspects of ministry, such as patterns of leadership,
include both contextual and substantive dimensions. One might argue, for example, that
at one level the processes of decision-making and the roles played by leadership in
those are 'contextual'. At another level, the extent to which leadership seeks to develop
patterns of either the 'big man' or 'the servant' come much closer to the very nature of
what Christian communities are about, and thus may be considered 'substantive' (see,
for example, the discussion in Roxburgh and Romanuk 2006). The point of this paper is
not to resolve these issues, or to enter into theological debate about the details, but to
point out that these issues of ministry are multi-dimensional. There is no simple choice
between ministry which is 'counter-cultural’ and ministry which accommodates to the
cultural context. Rather, ministry can be, at the same time, both counter-cultural in
some aspects and contextualised in others. All ministry must, in some respects, be
counter-cultural and in other respects accommodate to the local culture in which it
takes place.

What is clear from both the Thai and Australian examples and the research of
Heelas and Paul is that, the ways in which ministry is both counter-cultural and
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accommodates to the cultural context are significant for effective communication with
people. In very simple terms, in the processes of communication, there must be some
accommodation to culture, or what is communicated will not be understood. On the
other hand, unless there is something to communicate, and that content or substance
offers something new or different, it is likely that the communication will be considered
irrelevant.

In other words, ministry must take place within cultural contexts and forms and
to that extent be 'of the local culture’, if it is going to be understood. This is commonly
noted in the desire that ministry be incarnational (see, for example, the discussion in
Hughes 1982). At the same time, the incarnation was not simply the appearance of
another human being. Through the difference in the way Jesus lived his life, people
caught a glimpse of a God who transcends the boundaries of every culture.
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Abstract

In 2001 and 2006 church attendees in many denominations across Australia were
surveyed about various aspects of coming to faith. Many substantial similarities and
differences were found, such as the importance of various factors in bringing them to
faith and the ages at which they came to faith. The results indicate that there are
important cultural differences in the way coming to faith is understood and acted on in
the various denominations. In this paper the empirical evidence from two national
surveys will be considered, highlighting what the various denominations can learn from
each other.

Introduction

What are the cultural differences between Australian churches and
denominations in the process of coming to faith? What did they find helpful for coming
to faith? These are the questions this paper seeks to address on the basis of empirical
evidence from two national surveys. An exploration of these questions may lead the
Christian community in Australia, and beyond, to reconsider how we do evangelism,
church practice and the religious education of young people.

So what is culture? In what sense is this term being used in this paper? According
to the Macquarie Dictionary (2009) the sociological meaning of culture is ‘the sum of
total ways of living built up by a group of human beings, which is transmitted from one
generation to another’ (p. 414). In this sense this term fits the purpose of this
discussion. What we shall be examining here are the ways of living and behaving that
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churches and denominations have built up over time, and which they pass to new
generations, with regard to coming to Christian faith. That is, how do they view the
process of coming to faith? How do they provide means and mechanisms to assist
people to come to faith in their congregations?

The national surveys discussed in this paper are the National Church Life
Surveys (http://wwwe.ncls.org.au), which are regularly conducted across most
denominations in Australia in the same years as the Australian Census. The NCLS
surveys commenced in 1991 and have been conducted every five years since then. This
study draws on specific limited versions of the 2001 and 2006 Attender surveys. The
NCLS survey process also includes surveys of the church leaders, but the Leaders
surveys were not considered in this study. The Leaders surveys would form a useful
comparison with respect to what the leaders think they are doing, or what are their
perceptions, and how do they match or disagree with the attendees’ views elicited in
these attendee surveys.

In this study specialised smaller surveys are examined, rather than the large
scale NCLS attendee surveys. These limited surveys asked more specific questions
about coming to faith than the overall large common attendee surveys. Thus the
information unearthed by these surveys is particularly pertinent to the questions posed
for this study. The number of people responding to these surveys were 5,162 in 2001
(NCLS Survey C), and 6,913 in 2006 (NCLS Survey I) across Australia.

The denominations were grouped together as part of the NCLS survey
methodology and the only single denomination that can be identified individually was
the Catholic Church as shown below:

- - Frequency Frequency
Denomination Group Denomination Names 2001 2006
Catholic Catholic 1014 3157
. Anglican
Mainstream Protestant A Uniting Church 2513 1956
, Lutheran
Mainstream Protestant B Presbyterian 289 333
Baptist
Large Protestant Churches of Christ 885 770
Reformed
Congregational
Vineyard Fellowship
Other Protestant Christian and Missionary Alliance
Nazarene
Brethren
Seventh Day Adventist
Independent 145 201
Christian City Church
Apostolic
Pentecostal A Assemblies of God
Christian Revival Crusade 309 503
Christian Life Churches
Four Square Gospel
Pentecostal B Bethesda
Other Pentecostal 7 4
Total 5162 6924
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Because of the low numbers of respondents in the Pentecostal B group, all
Pentecostal respondents (Groups A and B) were grouped together in the following
analysis and discussion.

Age of Coming to Faith
Survey C, 2001 Age when first became a Christian
Under5| 5-9 |10-12| 15-19 |20-29|30-39|40-59 Don't
60 years .
years of | years | years | years | years | years | years or over know/can't
age old old old old old old remember
Catholic 85.9% | 5.5% | 2.6% 1.0% 1.3% | 1.4% | 0.9% 0.7% 0.8%
Mainstream 23.6% |15.3% | 19.6% | 16.6% | 8.8% | 5.4% | 3.4% | 1.1% 6.2%
Protestant A
Mainstream 50.9% | 9.0% [10.8% | 10.4% | 7.9% | 32% | 2.9% | 1.4% 3.6%
Protestant B
Large Protestant | 9.1% |18.9% | 23.6% | 20.8% |11.1% | 6.8% | 54% | 1.1% 3.3%
Other Protestant | 25.4% [10.4% [149% | 18.7% [142% | 52% | 22% | 0.7% 8.2%
Pentecostal 11.9% [17.5% [13.9% | 159% [21.5% | 9.6% | 7.3% | 0.3% 2.0%
Total 33.7% |13.7% | 16.1% | 14.0% | 8.7% | 5.0% | 3.5% 1.0% 4.3%

At what age did people surveyed consider they came to faith? The vast majority
of the Catholics (85.8%-85.6%) and Mainstream Protestant B (50.0%-50.9%) people
became Christian before the age of 5 according to both surveys. This was also the age
period when the largest number of Mainstream Protestant A people became Christians
(26.9% & 23.6%) and Other Protestants in 2001 survey C (25.4%). Large percentages of
people in the other three denominational groups also became Christians before 5, but
larger percentages became Christians after this time period, up until the age beyond 19,
when the coming to faith tapers off, except for a lower rate of tapering off for
Pentecostals and to a lesser extent the Large Protestants.

The differences may be attributable to the different cultural meanings attached
to the sense of “becoming Christian” in different sections of the Christian church. It
might be that in the Catholic Church and the other denominations that registered large
numbers of becoming Christians before the age of 5 (Mainstream Protestant B: Lutheran
and Presbyterian churches, Mainstream Protestant A: Anglican and Uniting churches)
the sense is identified with infant baptism. In contrast it may be that in the other
churches that recorded a lower percentage of people becoming Christian before the age
of 5 the sense of becoming Christian is understood more in the sense of a personal
decision for Christ (Griffiths, 2009, pp. 154-155; Kling, 2014, pp. 599-602; Devenish,
2002, 169-170) whether at an early age or later in life. However, in either case it is
apparent that, as Devenish (2002, p. 60) describes it, there is an entry into a Christian
world-view which is characterised by ‘Christ-centeredness, its call for an exclusive
commitment, and its rejection of a self and world-centred concern in matters of
morality and personal self-gratification, in favour of a life which is pleasing to God.’

According to a survey of evangelical college students in UK from Baptist,
Evangelical, Methodist, Anglican, New Church, Pentecostal and Presbyterian churches
the overwhelming sense of coming to faith in Christ was that it was a ‘process that
deepens and matures as time passes’ (Tidball, 2006, p. 88). 85% of these students had
come to faith before the age of 25, but some of them indicated that they could not
pinpoint their time of coming to faith and that they had faith as long as they could
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remember (Tidball, 2006, pp. 88-89). Some similar patterns with regard to coming to
faith could be expected to be seen in Australia, but at the same time because of the small
size of the UK study and because it was conducted in a different country within a
different denominational context it can only be expected to be weakly indicative of the
Australian experience.

Thus it is not surprising that in the denominations that have a culture of
emphasising both personal decisions with respect to salvation and subsequent baptism
after such a conscious choice, e.g. Large Protestant grouping consisting of the Baptist
and Church of Christ, and the Pentecostal churches, a lower number of “becoming
Christian” events are attributed to the pre-5 year old age group. However, this
conclusion needs some refinement, as for example Kay (2006, p. 117) found that the
Pentecostal ministers in UK came to faith in two main ways. Those who were brought
up in the same faith community churches as where they ministered now had came to
faith gradually, whereas those who came from outside those church groups, had come
to faith in a much shorter time, often through more dramatic conversions.

The main conclusion we can draw from this analysis is that in all the non-
Catholic churches, the years before the age of 29 are critical in terms of people accepting
the Christian faith, especially in terms of conscious personal conversions. The number
becoming Christians beyond the age of 29 varies from 9.6% for the Mainstream
Protestant churches to 20.8% for the Pentecostals. Thus, the vast majority of effective
evangelism happens during the younger period of people’s lives.

Figure 1 Age when became Christian in correlation to Denominations
(Survey I, 2006)
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Comparative Importance of Church Activities (evangelistic and
educational) in Coming to Faith

What church activities have been found to be most important for coming to faith?
The most important one was church services or mass (28.2% in survey C, and 36.9% in
survey [), but three of the four most important coming to faith activities in the 2001
survey C were activities for children or youth, and of these the most important one was
the Sunday school/Sabbath school or kid’s club. 1208 of the 5162 attendees in 2001
indicated this as one of the two most important activities leading them to faith. This was
14.9% of all the responses to this question. Thus in terms of continuation of faith, the
Sunday school is only second to the main church services as the means for developing
living faith. In the 2006 survey I, the percentages of Sunday school and religious
education (scripture at school) have changed positions, but are very similar in effect
(11.9% vs. 13.1%). This again affirms the importance of both of these activities in
developing youth spirituality and faith.

If we look at these figures a little more closely, we can see that more people came
to faith through the children’s and youth activities (35.4%) than due to church services
themselves (28. 2%) according to the 2001 survey C. In the 2006 survey I the youth
activities (32.9%) did not surpass the church services (36.9%) but again the combined
youth activities were demonstrably important for evangelism and church education.
These obser-vations suggest that we should invest at least as much, or perhaps even
more effort, resources and time into children’s and youth evangelistic, pastoral and
educational work as we do into regular church services and adult evangelism.

Figure 2 Most important activities that led to faith (question 47, 2001 Survey C)

Frequency

0 500 1000 1500 2000 2500

Church services/Mass

Sunday school/Sabbath school or kids club
Religious education (Scripture) at school
Confirmation classes/Confirmation ceremony

A church youth group

A voluntary Christian group at school

A series of introductory studies about the faith
An adult prayer, discussiuon or Bible study group
A church outreach activity

A major evangelistic event

The activities of a mission group or ogranisation
Church camp, conference or spiritual retreat
Another activity not mentioned above

None of the above
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Figure 3 Most important activities that led to faith (question 42, 2006 Survey I)
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Church Activities Leading to Faith and Denominations

Church Services and coming to faith

Church Services Survey C, 2001 Survey, [, 2006
Catholic 77.2% 77.5%
Mainstream Protestant A 41.7% 44.6%
Mainstream Protestant B 47.6% 50.2%
Large Protestant 37.0% 39.2%
Other Protestant 48.9% 42.8%
Pentecostal 39.3% 49.3%

How did the wvarious church activities compare among the different
denominations in terms of bringing people to faith? The church services/mass activities
were most important for the Catholic respondents, i.e. 77.2% (survey C) and 77.5%
(survey I) vs. 48.9% and 47.6% (in survey C) for the next highest denominational
groups (Other Protestant and Mainstream Protestant B) and 50.2% and 49.3%
(Mainstream Protestant B and Pentecostal in survey I). There is not as much difference
between the non-Catholic groups (about 12% difference between the largest and the
smallest in survey C and 1% in survey I) as between the Catholics and the highest
Protestant group (about 28% - 27%).
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Sunday Schools and Denominations

Sunday Schools Survey C, 2001 Survey I, 2006
Catholic 6.0% 6.0%
Mainstream Protestant A 30.5% 31.3%
Mainstream Protestant B 33.1% 31.4%
Large Protestant 29.8% 30.9%
Other Protestant 28.6% 23.7%
Pentecostal 19.0% 22.9%

In the case of Sunday schools, the situation with respect to church services is
reversed. Sunday schools have been of significantly less value for Catholics to come to
faith (6%) compared to non-Pentecostal Protestants, where 28.6% - 33.1% (survey C)
and 23.7% - 31.4% (survey I) found Sunday School helpful in leading them to faith, i.e. a
third or just under Protestants found Sunday schools helpful in coming to faith. The
Mainstream Protestant A and B groups and Large Protestant groups found the Sunday
schools of the greatest value in coming to faith compared Other Protestant groups, and
of the Pentecostals only 19% (survey C) to 22.9% (survey I) found Sunday school an
important factor leading them to faith.

Youth Groups and Denominations

Church youth groups Survey C, 2001 Survey I, 2006
Catholic 7.2% 4.8%
Mainstream Protestant A 22.2% 19.0%
Mainstream Protestant B 18.5% 14.0%
Large Protestant 26.6% 20.9%
Other Protestant 27.1% 16.0%
Pentecostal 18.3% 20.7%

The comparison of youth groups and denominations shows a similar pattern to
the Sunday school vs. denomination comparison. For the Catholic population youth
groups were significantly less important in coming to faith as for the Protestants
(including the Pentecostal group). That is 7.2% (survey C) and 4.8% (survey I) for the
Catholics, compared to 18.5 - 27.1% (survey C) and 14.0% to 20.9% (survey I) for the
Protestants found them important. According to survey C the Mainstream Protestant A,
Large Protestant and Other Protestant groups gained a significantly better value from
youth groups than the rest. However, according to survey C the three largest
beneficiaries from youth groups were the Large Protestant, Pentecostal and the
Mainstream Protestant A groups.

Religious Education at School vs. Denominations

Religious Education at School Survey C, 2001 Survey [, 2006
Catholic 42.8% 37.2%
Mainstream Protestant A 9.8% 9.4%
Mainstream Protestant B 8.7% 11.1%
Large Protestant 5.7% 5.8%
Other Protestant 6.0% 5.7%
Pentecostal 5.1% 4.9%
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The results of the denominational analysis of the value of religious education in
schools shows that a much larger number of the Catholic respondents found it helpful in
bringing them to faith than the Protestant respondents, who found it helpful in mostly
less than 10% of the cases. There was a small amount of variation among the Protestant
denominations as far as the value of religious education in schools was concerned, but
overall most of them found it of significantly less value compared to the Catholics.

So in summary, the Catholic respondents found church services or mass, and
religious education in schools most useful in bringing them to faith, 77.% (survey C),
77.5% (survey I) and 42.8% (survey C) 37.2% (survey I), whereas the Protestants on
the average found church services useful about 43% (survey C) to 45% (survey I) of the
time and religious education in schools 7% (survey C and I) of the time in bringing them
to faith. Sunday schools and youth groups had low value for Catholic respondents in
bringing them to faith, 6% (survey C and I) and 7.2% (survey C) to 4.8% (survey I), but
for the Protestants (including the Pentecostals) on average Sunday schools were helpful
for 28% (survey C) to 23% (survey I) and youth groups were helpful in bringing to faith
about 22% (survey C) to 18% (survey I) of the people. The substantial benefit of
religious education in school for Catholics may indicate the value of church-based
schooling proportionately more Catholics have accessed than Protestants.

Comparative Importance of Significant Events for Coming to Faith

Question 43 in 2006 survey I explores the significance of particular events for
coming to faith. The results for this question are presented below (responses came from
5977 people).

It appears that particular specific events in people’s lives only led them to faith
up to about 10% of the time maximum. The most important event is death with
significance for 10.

Figure 4 Most important events that led to faith 4% of the people.
(question 43, 2006 Survey I) The next most

. . important  events

Events leading to faith are happy events,

getting married at

Other 8.7% and the birth

Crime of a child at 8.0%.
Crisis/disaster Health problems are

next most impor-

Relationship change
P & tant, both one’s own

Divorce/separation at 6.2% and others’
Birth of child health problems at
Getting married 4.6%. A relationship

change is approx-
imately as impor-
tant as  others’
Health problems health problems at
Death 4.4%. The final
' identified issues are

0 5 10 15 20 L . ,
crisis/disaster at
Percentage 1.9% and crime at

0.6%.

Financial hardship

Another’s health problems
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Events Leading to Faith and Denominations

The four most important events leading to faith in survey [ were death, getting
married, birth of a child and health problems. Examining these along denominational
lines gives us useful information.

Denomination Death |Health problems| Getting married | Birth of child
Catholic 13.3% 6.9% 12.0% 11.6%
Mainstream Protestant A 9.3% 6.7% 7.4% 7.7%
Mainstream Protestant B 11.2% 3.8% 9.1% 6.3%
Large Protestant 5.4% 4.0% 3.4% 2.4%
Other Protestant 4.3% 6.4% 5.3% 1.6%
Pentecostal 7.9% 4.8% 4.4% 1.9%
Total 10.4% 6.2% 8.7% 8.0%

A very similar pattern was maintained for all the denominations, with death
being the most important factor in coming to faith for all but Other Protestants (4.3%)
where health problems (6.4%) and getting married (5.3%) were rated more important.
The Catholics experienced the greatest effect due to events leading them to faith among
all the denominations, i.e. 13.3% for death, 6.9% for health problems, 12.0% for getting
married and 11.6% for the birth of a child. The next largest effect due to death was on
Mainstream Protestant B population (11.2%) and the weakest effect of death was on
Other Protestant at 4.3%. The next largest effect to Catholics for health problems was
Mainstream Protestant A (6.7%) and weakest was Mainstream Protestant B at 3.8%.
The next strongest effect of getting married was on Mainstream Protestant B (9.1%)
and the weakest was on Large Protestants (3.4%). The next strongest effect of birth of a
child after Catholics was on Mainstream Protestant A (7.7%) and the weakest effect was
on Other Protestants (1.6%).

Comparative Importance of Significant Experiences for Coming to
Faith

What was the comparative importance of significant experiences on coming to
faith? Question 44 in 2006 survey I explores the significance of particular experiences
for coming to faith. The results for this question are presented here (responses came
from 6390 people). The most important experiences that led to Christian faith were:

Family devotions 43.3%
Example of Christian life ~ 37.1%
Sacraments 27.2%

Personal faith discussion 25.6%

The weakest identified experiences were movies (2.6%) and books (9.1%). The
other experiences were of mid-range importance, i.e. Bible reading/ reflection (19.5%),
Personal invitation (17.4%), befriending attender (17.1%) and preaching/ teaching
(16.8%). Most, but not all, of the important experiences were relational rather than
formal church activities (sacraments and preaching/teaching) or impersonal ways of
communicating the faith (Bible reading/reflection, books and movies). This observation
echoes the message of Devenish in his paper to the 2013 Harvest Research Conference
called “The Evocation of Saints: believers in a post-Christian age,” where he argued that
the most important aspect of evangelism is the godly quality of the lives of Christians
(Devenish, 2013).
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Figure 5 Most important experiences that led to faith (question 44, 2006 Survey I)
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Church Activities Leading to Faith and Denominations

How does the importance of the church related activities that led people to faith
vary among the denominations? The family devotions were clearly most beneficial for
the Catholics (58.8%), with the Mainstream Protestant B group gaining the next amount
of benefit from them (41.9%) but then the value of the devotions reduced to around
30% for the remaining denominational groups.

Personal invitations were most beneficial among the Pentecostal denominations
(30.0%), followed very closely by the Other Protestant groups (27.9%) and Large
Protestants (25.7%). For the Mainstream Protestant groups A and B there was even less
benefit from these experiences in coming to faith (21.5% and 18.1%). Finally the
Catholics had the least benefit (9.6%) in coming to faith due to personal invitations.

The personal faith discussions were most beneficial for the Other Protestants
and Pentecostals (43.1% and 42.9%). The group that gained the next greatest benefit
from personal discussions was the Large Protestant group (36.5%), followed by the
Mainstream Protestants A and B (29.5% and 25.2%). However, just as for personal
invitation experiences, the Catholics benefitted the least from personal faith
discussions in terms of coming to faith (16.0%).

o Family Personal Personal faith
Denominational group . e . .
devotions invitation discussion
Catholic 58.8% 9.6% 16.0%
Mainstream Protestant A 29.2% 21.5% 29.5%
Mainstream Protestant B 41.9% 18.1% 25.2%
Large Protestant 29.8% 25.7% 36.5%
Other Protestant 32.5% 27.9% 43.1%
Pentecostal 32.4% 30.0% 42.9%
ISSN 2205-0442 JCMin Number 1 (May 2015)

26



The example of Christian life was fairly evenly important in all the non-Catholic
denominations, with the greatest effect being in the Large Protestant denominations
(47.4%), whereas the rest of these denominational groups clustered close to 43%.
However, the example of Christian life was of least benefit in the Catholic church
(28.2%). In terms of importance of sacraments for coming to faith it is clear they were
most important for the Catholics (45.6%) and the next most important for the
Mainstream Protestant B and A denominations (21.3% and 16.9%). The importance for
rest of the denominations clustered around the 5-6%.

Denominational group CEh);ail;ntiI;lr? l(i)ffe Sacraments |Preaching/teaching
Catholic 28.2% 45.6% 8.2%
Mainstream Protestant A 43.7% 16.9% 21.8%
Mainstream Protestant B 42.9% 21.3% 28.1%
Large Protestant 47.4% 5.0% 27.8%
Other Protestant 42.6% 5.6% 22.3%
Pentecostal 42.7% 5.7% 21.5%

Preaching and teaching was most beneficial for the Mainstream Protestant B and
Large Protestant groups (28.1% and 27.8%). The next groups who gained nearly the
same level of benefit from preaching and teaching were the Other Protestants,
Mainstream Protestant A group and the Pentecostals at approximately 22% level. The

Catholics gained the least benefit from preaching and teaching for coming to faith
(8.2%).

There was a range of responses to the value on Bible reading and reflection of
ranging from a high of 31.3% for the Mainstream Protestant B group to a low of 11.5%
for the Catholics. For more than 22% of all non-Catholics Bible reading and reflection
was helpful for coming to faith, which was more than 10% above the value of this
experience for the Catholics (11.5%).

All but the Mainstream Protestant B group of the non-Catholics found that in
over 20% of the cases when someone attending a church made friends with them, it led
them to faith. These beneficial experiences occurred in a narrow band between a high of
24.3% (Pentecostals) to 21.3% (Other Protestant). The Catholic attenders had
benefitted in terms of coming to faith from someone attending a church making friends
with them only to the extent of 9.6% and in the Mainstream Protestant B group only
18.1% benefitted from attenders befriending them.

Out of all the experience categories identified as being beneficial for coming to
faith movies had the least impact. However, the Pentecostals (4.3%) and Catholics
(3.5%) experienced the greatest benefit. Everyone else apart from Other Protestant
(2.5%) gained less than 2% benefit from movies in terms of bringing them to faith.

o Bible Befriending .
Denominational group . . Movie
reading/reflection| attender
Catholic 11.5% 9.6% 3.5%
Mainstream Protestant A 24.7% 23.6% 1.4%
Mainstream Protestant B 31.3% 18.1% 1.9%
Large Protestant 27.8% 23.3% 1.6%
Other Protestant 28.4% 21.3% 2.5%
Pentecostal 22.5% 24.3% 4.3%
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Two denominational groups gained the most in terms of coming to faith from
books, Pentecostals (11.5%) and Mainstream Protestant A (11.3%). All the rest of
denominations were somewhere in between a high of 9.1% (Other Protestant) and a
low of 6.5% (Mainstream Protestant B).

Denominational group Book
Catholic 7.6%
Mainstream Protestant A 11.3%
Mainstream Protestant B 6.5%
Large Protestant 8.9%
Other Protestant 9.1%
Pentecostal 11.5%

Conclusion

It appears that the meaning of coming to faith varied among the different
denominations. Some appeared to view it as synonymous with infant baptism, whereas
others regarded it more as an evangelical conversion experience which would take
place at an older age when people could make deliberate choices for themselves
(Tidball, 2006, pp. 92-9; Kling, 2014, pp. 602-604). It would appear that there are major
cultural differences in these perspectives, which are also associated with distinctive
rites and celebratory characteristics in the different denominations, and also tensions
which have required various forms of accommodation, such as the availability of
‘believer’s baptism’ for those who came to personal faith after infant baptism (Kling,
2014, p. 603). However, the inescapable observation emerges in this context that most
people come to faith at an early age. This underscores the importance of providing
Christian evangelism to the young, as well as the vital importance of Christian nurture
and education which include deliberate and explicit evangelistic dimensions.

This is also underscored by the findings on the most important activities that led
people to faith. A significant proportion of them were aimed at the youth, such as
Sunday school, religious education and church youth groups. However, the one church
provided activity that was of the most benefit for all ages in coming to faith was the
church service or mass. It was far more important than all the camps, missions,
evangelistic events, small group events, etc.

[t was evident from the results that life events had fairly minimal effect of people
coming to faith. Death seemed to be the most important event that caused some people
to come to faith. This was also noted by Tidball (2006, pp. 88, 97-98) for a small number
in his sample in the UK.

The value of various experiences in bringing people to faith varied markedly
between different denominations, i.e. in other words there are cultural differences in
the way different churches provide and focus on different activities for faith formation,
and their effects vary between the churches. It would appear that those denominations
who do not receive much benefit from particular experiences for faith formation might
reconsider how they deploy particular experiences to people whom they wish to
encourage to come to faith. For example, all the non-Catholics might reconsider the
value of family devotions and sacraments, and what is the cultural value and cultural
approach to these activities in their church communities. On the other hand the
Catholics might learn from the Protestants about their culture of emphasis on value of
personal invitations, personal faith discussions, the examples of Christian lives, preaching
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and teaching, Bible reading and reflection, and making opportunities for those outside
the faith to befriend church attenders.

Movies and books appear to provide very little significant influence on people to
assist them to come to faith, but the movie materials and methods used by Pentecostals
and Catholics are a little more effective than the other denominations. Similarly the
books and methods of their use by Pentecostals and Mainstream Protestant A church
groups are more successful than the other denominations, and could help the others to
learn from these examples of best practice.

So in summation, there are empirically identifiable cultural differences in the
way churches approach evangelism, spiritual education and faith formation in their
communities. Some of these characteristics have been identified in this paper,
suggesting improvements all churches could adopt from the cultural practices of
others.!
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Abstract

The use of visual technology is now a familiar medium of communication in most
churches across New Zealand and Australia. Its accessibility and effectiveness in
branding has had wide appeal especially to those leading large churches, who are eager
to promote their identity, enlarge the size of their existing congregation(s), and expand
influence within a consumerist-culture of lifestyle choices. Large Pentecostal churches
are some of the most adept at utilising and absorbing these visual technologies, and do
so, to great effect. This creates a level of vulnerability within Pentecostalism which
largely goes unnoticed - the hidden absorption of a consumptive way of being. The
pragmatism of its leaders to be relevant within this culture creates its own blind-spot.
This quest for relevance tends to negate the need for theological critique and a robust
process by which to evaluate various visual technologies thus allowing elements of
secularity the scope to shape and re-shape congregational identity.

In this paper I discuss to what extent these visual technologies (an aberration of
contemporary culture) are shaping a Pentecostal ecclesia and the behavioural patterns
of its participants. A brief explanation of how images work is offered. This is followed
by a case study of East Auckland Elim Christian Centre (EE) and its use of visual
technologies. (EE is one of the largest churches in Auckland). The paper argues that
while EE is very effective in communicating its identity and vision, its absorption of
visual advertising practices (and thus of popular culture) makes it susceptible to the
secular forces that run counter to the gospel, and may even in time, undermine the
integrity of its own vision.
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Introduction

Motivation for this research developed out of a concern about the adoption and
absorption of sophisticated advertising techniques that were being used by large
Churches to attract members. I was interested to learn to what extent the use of visual
technologies might be having on Pentecostal congregations, and, to what the extent this
influence might be having on the Christian identity of congregants and congregational
life more widely.

[ had a suspicion that the prolific use and adoption of visual technologies might
actually be shaping congregants in ways that were contrary to the gospel. That is, at a
deeper level, the message of slick advertising and hi-tech sophistication might be
(in)forming congregants to be better consumers rather the better Christian disciples.

Research Methodology

My methodological approach draws upon Hedi Campbell’s work, When Religion
Meets New Media, which investigates the reactions of a variety of religious groups to the
introduction of new forms of media into their communities and lives of faith (Campbell
2010). Her book suggests a different starting point, one that considers “religious
individuals and communities as active, empowered users of new media who make
distinctive choices about their relationship with technology in light of their faith
community history, and contemporary way of life” (Campbell 2010). Campbell’s work
goes some way in offering a helpful tool by which to access Pentecostal congregations
and the extent to which they may monitor their use of, and engagement with, new forms
of media. I make use of Campbell’s “four stages framework” (p. 188-189) as a tool to
gain a greater understanding of a particular Pentecostal ecclesia: its history and
tradition, core values and patterns, negotiation process, and the communal framing and
discourse around its use of technology. The sample given in this essay is of a large
Pentecostal church located in the eastern suburbs of Auckland. This church identifies
itself as Elim Christian Centre - East (EE).

The research approach is qualitative and is comprised of a series of observations
and interviews. EE’s building decor and property, along with four services on a given
Sunday are observed. From these observations, nine significant images were selected.
This was followed up by an interview process involving sixteen interviews done in two
cycles. The first cycle included the senior (and founding) pastor, the senior associate
pastor, a retired elder, and the design team. The nine images, gathered from the
observation process, were used in the second cycle of interviews. In this cycle ten
congregants were interviewed inclusive of a focus group of four people (of varying age,
gender and ethnicity). The data was analysed by employing various techniques. These
techniques included noting patterns, seeing plausibility, clustering, counting, making
comparisons, building a logical chain of coherence and making conceptual/theoretical
coherence (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009).

Research Rationale

The argument for examining Pentecostal churches over other denominations is
guided by the following three considerations.

Firstly, Pentecostal congregations in New Zealand Aotearoa today are amongst
some of the biggest and most visible churches in the country. This reality was
inconceivable fifty years ago (Knowles 2006) when mainline churches enjoyed a loyal
constituency of followers (Davidson & Lineham 1987). Belonging was built upon a
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participant’s loyalty to his or her religious tradition despite geographic inconvenience
and personal preference. This religious scenario has long since been replaced by a new
social posture. Loyalty and belonging now take their cue from a visually sensitised
culture of advertising and an individual’s freedom to choose. It is within this context
that religious fervour and popular culture have in many ways converged.

Secondly, Pentecostals’ readiness to identify with, adapt, and absorb culture are
characteristics that shape its peculiar ethos in any given context. Harvey Cox (1995)
poignantly observes that “Pentecostalism has the same uncanny capacity to be at home
anywhere. It absorbs possession in the Caribbean, ancestor veneration in Africa, folk
healing in Brazil, and shamanism in Korea. But everywhere it remains recognisable as
Pentecostalism.” He goes on to say that “Pentecostalism’s phenomenal power to
embrace and transform almost anything it meets in the cultures to which it travels is
one of the qualities that give it such remarkable energy and creativity” (p. 147-148). It
should not be surprising to find that Visual Technology in its various forms, from hi-tech
multi-media devices to professional graphic designers, is now an intrinsic part of what
one may experience when entering a large Pentecostal church. The readiness to adopt
visual technology by the tradition is arguably a logical contextualisation of a more
general and global trend towards a visual culture (Sturken & Cartwright 2009).1

Thirdly, this capacity on the part of a Pentecostal ecclesia to absorb elements of
its host culture taps another axiom of self-understanding: relevance.? The desire to be
contemporary and have a relevant message flows out of historical themes that have
given shape to Pentecostalism since its beginnings (Flett 2011). At play within the
tradition is the imperative of mission which in the New Zealand context carries the
posture of needing to be relevant. Not surprisingly, the familiar tag-lines of “being
relevant” and “being contemporary” have emerged as influential texts within the
tradition. This is particularly evident over the last twenty years when both tag-lines
have been regularly used by Pentecostal groups to promote their identity. This is in part
an attempt to attract new members. The language itself may carry significance in
understanding the attitude of larger Pentecostal churches towards visual technologies
and their apparent eagerness to keep in step with what the marketplace has to offer.
Moreover, the readiness of a Pentecostal congregation to use visual media to create
cultural capital and gain ground may offer insight into the logic and trajectory of a
movement, which because of its particular priorities and commitments may make it
permeable to the influences of consumer culture (Dunn 2008).3 This is because they
quickly adopt technology as a relevant and an effective means to communicate their
identity and get their message out into the public domain.

! Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright acknowledge the dominant role that visual and communication
technologies now have in a globalised world. They state: “Our lives are increasingly dominated by the
visual and by communication technologies (both wired and wireless) that allow for the global
circulation of ideas, information, and politics” (p.1).

% Linda Flett states: “[Bletween 1990 and 2008, [Assemblies of God New Zealand and the Elim
Churches of New Zealand] demonstrated their commitment to relevance. Elim moved early in this
period to embrace fresh methodologies and sought to keep pace with changing attitudes. However,
the extent to which new ideas were embraced [by both Elim and Assemblies of God New Zealand]
was subject to a much deeper commitment to the Great Commission and to be ‘Spirit led” (Flett 2011,

. 73).

gjRobert Dunn defines consumer culture by stating that “[It] consists of a system of meanings,
presentations, and practices that organise consumption as a way of Life. Consumerism, in contrast, is
an ideology that seductively binds people to this system” (2008, p. 8)
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In view of these considerations, we will now briefly explore contemporary culture and
the significance of images within this contextual frame.

Contemporary Culture and the Significance of Images

To speak of contemporary culture in New Zealand is to acknowledge the
dominant narrative of a capitalist consumerism that fundamentally shapes the
corporate and individual identities of those living in Western societies (Dunn 2008).
Advanced capitalist societies like New Zealand operate on a matrix of deeply-held
assumptions that orient human identity around an individualised view of self. This self
is fully realised when, and to the extent, an individual is able to imbibe the consumptive
ideals of a capitalist society and be in a position to consume. Dunn (2008), speaking out
of a North American context, states that “deeply rooted in the profit motive,
consumerism is now a widely shared ideology and worldview capable of creating strong
attachments to consumption as a way of life, based on a belief in the enduring power of
material possessions and commercial distractions to bring happiness and fulfilment” (p.
8). This form of capitalism perpetuates the myth of consumer choice and promotes the
idolisation of desire. In this respect consumer culture “consists of a system of meanings,
representations and practices that organise consumption as a way of life” (Dunn 2008,
p. 8). The significance of choice in our desire, want, or need, to be contemporary raises
the issue of subjectivity and the intriguing problem of insatiability. This describes the
cultural logic of contemporary culture, a logic that transforms the inherited frameworks
of moral meaning and social obligation. “To be contemporary” then may give assent to a
particular posture that identifies with the latest fashion or technology, and gives
impetus to a consumptive disposition.

Some of the key issues that arise from this socio-cultural context are crucial to
note. | have identified five that signal concern for societies like New Zealand (who are
wedded to a consumptive way of life).

The first of these is the systematic arousal of consumer desire. This features in
the festive and day-to-day rhythms of contemporary culture itself.# It is also celebrated
in the increasing ease and accessibility of commodities. Moreover, desire itself has
become a product, an object to be manipulated. In a capitalist economy like New
Zealand, much depends on the market's ability to over-produce goods while
simultaneously producing within consumers the desire to purchase those goods.

Secondly, and related, is the power and the triumph of advertising. The role
advertising plays in a consumptive culture cannot be overstated. Advertisements evoke
allusions of promise and abstract worlds, which are “situated in the present but in an
imagined future” (Sturken & Cartwright 2009). The promise of a better self-image, a
better appearance, or more prestige, all create a feeling of dissatisfaction. This is at the
heart of the advertising industry. Sturken and Cartwright (2009), reflecting on the work
of Jacques Lacan, speak of desire and lack as central motivating forces in our lives. They
go on to argue that “it is this drive to fill our sense of lack that allows advertising to
speak to our desires so compellingly” (p. 278). Their perspective raises concerns about
the ways advertising is utilised by church organisations in the promotion of their
identity and life, which will be explored later in this essay.

* “Boxing day” sale promotions and other public-holiday promotions are examples of commercialism
and consumptive rhythms taking root in popular culture.
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The third issue is the influential role media and advertising images play in how
we see ourselves. Closely tied to advertising is the issue of identity. In recent academic
discourse, there is a general consensus that consumption and consumer culture are now
a focal point of identity formation in advanced societies (Dunn 2008). No longer is
identity based upon inherited, externally imposed systems of beliefs and values, but
rather upon an individual’s effort, will and self-interest in establishing their own place
within society. To this extent, the embrace or evasion of particular material possessions,
appearances, or even experiences have increasingly become the commodity/sign of
various codified and individualised modes of identity. “[These] lifestyle identifications
serve not only as means of social and cultural placement as dictated by the semiotic
codes of status, but also as vehicles of self-expression and fulfilment” (Dunn 2008, p.
188). Advertising has thus played a significant role in re-shaping public imagination,
eroding the hold of traditional and conventional affiliations while strengthening new
definitions of self and others around material possessions and lifestyle.

Individualism is yet another issue nurtured by consumerism. The development
of economic individualism and ‘free market’ capitalism has created a binary opposition
within culture between ‘winners’ and ‘losers’, between the ‘successful’ and the
‘unsuccessful’, between those ‘in’ and those ‘out’. Consumerism has created an ethos of
competitiveness (Dunn 2008). At a structural level, this causes ever-increasing levels of
social fragmentation and isolation.

The fifth issue to emerge is the social dislocation and the psychological
disconnectedness of people. The market's dependence on ever-changing styles and
fashion destabilises identity. This perpetuates a sense of dislocation and distance about
one’s own existing space, yet at the same time heightens the possibility of something
new, promising pleasure, fulfilment and reconnection. The disposal of ‘the old’ for ‘the
new’ expressed in various forms, even in churches, has given rise to the elevation of
novelty and the degradation of routine. Bauman names this aptly in stating that “being
bored, in addition to making one feel uncomfortable, is turning into a shameful stigma”
(Bauman 2007, p. 130). The advertising industry plays a crucial role in cementing this
myth. Its image-making apparatus constructs meaning that relationally bonds
consumers not just with product (which is quickly displaced by a newer version) but
with brand (Bauman 2007). This relationship is not just with material products but
extends to services and, increasingly, the consumption of images, events and
representations. The power to shape imagination in this respect is notoriously selective
(Bauman 2007). It is guided by performance and a fanciful world of new experiences to
be had.

In summary, ‘to be contemporary’ (within the New Zealand Aotearoa context) is
to function within the cultural framework of an advanced capitalist society built on a
consumptive way of life. This way of life is cluttered with advertising images and
messages that confront us daily. Sturken and Cartwright (2008) make that point that
“consumerism is deeply integrated into daily life and the visual culture of the societies
in which we live in, often in ways we do not recognise” (p. 266). This is a significant
point because a distinctive contour of contemporary culture is the prevalence of images
and the role image-making plays in the communication of ideas and practices. Here, the
lines separating visual culture and consumerism are blurred. This warrants an
examination of consumerism in relation to its use of images.
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Consumerism and the Use of Images

It is important to recognise that visual culture is the platform upon which
consumptive ideologies disseminate. This is particularly evident in the realm of
marketing where image-making has become the sharp edge of an effective retail
industry. As images are not limited by the same conventions as words, their fluidity to
penetrate culture and embed ideas is much greater. The genius of consumerism is in its
ability to do just that - to create a fertile environment where people identify with what
they see.

The most explicit use of image by consumerism is through the advertising
industry and the way it is able to exploit temporal space. Through the use of images,
assumptions about desire, what is novel, glamorous and pleasurable, and what is of
beauty and of social value, are conceptualised, constructed and lived out in virtual
worlds, digitally embellished to advance product participation and appeal. These
perceived but fanciful realities have, as Sturken and Cartwright (2008) assert, “the
power to conjure an absent person, the power to calm or incite to action, the power to
persuade or mystify, [and] the power to remember” (p. 9). The continual advancement
of imagining technologies have only served to further enhance the power of advertising.
The extrapolation of human experiences via an image is not just the communication of
ideas but the realised participation of virtual worlds where one enters momentarily and
experiences a sense of gratification and pleasure.

Consumerism also uses image to commodify experience. Images are thoughtfully
framed in an advocacy of ideas that promote a therapeutic discourse of self-
improvement and individual wellbeing. They are used to comfort and create a sense of
prestige, tradition and authenticity. In the context of advertising, images provide visual
pleasure and sell the idea of belonging. Sturken and Cartwright (2008) observe that
“[images of] ethnicity and race are used in advertisements to demonstrate social
awareness and to give a product an element of cultural sophistication” (p. 278). This is
particularly evident in the tourism industry where cultural sophistication is fleshed out
in a host of commodified experiences. Each is codified by images depicting a virtual
world of leisure and adventure. It is a package designed to evoke the imagination with
thoughts of wellbeing that promise fulfilment and momentary escape from the routine
of everyday life. In a similar manner but less explicit, religious experience has also
become the object of consumption. Images of vibrant worship offer the possibility of
transcendence, which serves as a gateway to salvation and an escape from the world
and human limitation.

Images are not only used to commodify experience, but also to create cultural
capital. Hunter (2010) argues that culture is not neutral in relation to power but a form
of it. He states that “like money, accumulated symbolic capital translates into a kind of
power and influence. But influence of what kind? It starts as credibility, an authority one
possesses which puts one in a position to be listened to and taken seriously. It ends as
the power to define reality itself” (Hunter 2010, p. 36).

One expression of this is the way in which images fabricate celebrity power and
status. The importance and influence of a person is amplified when their image is
projected through visual media and viewed by audiences in the public domain. This
projection is an endowment that has the power to exaggerate importance and construct
a public persona of credibility, even authority that gives power to the personality well
beyond their temporal sphere of influence (Sturken & Cartwright 2008).
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Given that images play a significant and crucial role in our lives, both shaping
and framing the way we see the world, and given the symbiotic relationship that exists
between what we see and how we respond to our environment, how do images actually
work? In the broadest sense, images are bound within their given social and historical
contexts where modes of meaning and interpretation are subject to those cultures out
of which they are generated. Ironically, not only do images arise from culture, they can
also shape culture. Several elements of how images work are worthy of consideration.

Firstly, images work by mediating meaning, and do so in a persuasive manner.
Sara Morgan (2005) in a paper entitled “More than Pictures? An Exploration of Visually
Dominant Magazine Ads as Arguments” contends that “consumers are doing more than
emotionally responding to ads; they appear to be extracting basic arguments from
them” (p. 146). This raises questions about the persuasive nature of images and
structures of power that create, edit and deliver visual media. Moreover, it suggests that
visual communication is neither passive nor neutral, but in fact active and persuasive,
and in some cases deceptively seductive.

Secondly, and subsequently, images have persuasive power to influence human
behaviour. This persuasive power is visible in rhetorical artistry of images. The
semiotic notion of intertextuality means the boundaries of an image are permeable
(Chandler 2012). By linking genres, images and text, new and ambiguous meanings
become imbedded in the message structure. The orchestration of this becomes a
powerful mechanism in the art of persuasion. Scholars argue that “intertextuality is a
conscious encoding device employed by authors and producers to invite particular
audience responses and attract certain viewers” (Otto & Walter, in Campbell & La
Pastina (eds) 2010, p. 429). An example of this can be seen in the SmallGroup visual
(figure 1.) developed and used by Elim Christian Centre - East (2012) when rebranding
their small group ministry.

In a strategy to lightly entertain and dazzle
viewers, the image demonstrates the use of a

conscious encoding device. This device is called Lifeqroups

parodic allusion. The technique refers “to the

incorporation into one text of a caricature, through DOING LIFE TOGETHER
imitation or exaggeration, of another. It offers no
commentary on the original text. Rather, it seeks Figure 1

to amuse through juxtaposition - a goal that is

enhanced by the reader’s recognition of the parodic gesture (Otto & Walter, 2000, in
Campbell & La Pastina (eds) 2010 p. 429-36). By stylising the image in a cartoon-like
font and then juxtaposing it by embedding two capital fonts and then layering a tag-line
below in capitals, the image is entertainingly ambiguous. The capitals are authoritative
and commanding but are mockingly toned down by the larger more dominant un-
capitalised (cartoon-style) font. The juxtaposition of both fonts creates a humorous
banter within the image that carries with it a subtle invitation to join in the fun by
participating in a group. The capital letters shout out, yet remain restrained by the light
but ambiguous banter of the image itself. The faint background image of ‘Burger Fuel’
offers another narrative suggestion: LifeGroup offers fast-food sustenance for the soul.

Lastly, images re-distribute power. Kress (2010) highlights this challenge in
voicing concern about the policing and control of this new language. He notes that once
visual communication was spoken and developed in centres of high culture, but that
“the dominant visual language is now controlled by the global cultural/technological
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empires of mass media, which disseminate the examples set by exemplary designers
and, through the spread of image banks and computer-imaging technology, exert a
‘normalizing’ rather than explicitly ‘normative’ influence on visual communication
across the world”(Kress 2010, p. 5). This has resulted in the redistribution of power
around the politics of style. This new map is about design that rests on the possibility of
choice. In this environment, communication is dictated to by market-controlled
principles of choice that call for individual discretion and entitlement. This leverages
personal preference at the expense of those values that solidify a community. This is
significant for religious communities and, in particular, I would argue those within a
Pentecostal tradition. Moreover, if it is a high absorption of popular culture is a
characteristic of Pentecostalism, does this make individual Pentecostal congregations
vulnerable to the consumptive currents that swirl at will within the day-to-day market-
driven context of daily life?

In response to this question the second half of this essay discusses data gathered
from my research on Elim Christian Centre, (EE). The specific question in regard to this
research was, to what extent are visual technologies shaping a Pentecostal ecclesia and
the behavioural patterns of its participants? The material is arranged under two
headings: Firstly, the organisation and its life, and secondly, congregant perceptions and
the effect of visual technologies.

A Summary Discussion of the Research

The Organisation and its Life

Two reoccurring themes were noted when observing Sunday services and
interviewing senior leadership and the design team: They were firstly, the energy and
effort put into visual technology, and secondly, the fluid and overly casual structure in
which those who direct EE’s visual media function.

Energy and Effort: The energy and effort put into visual technology were firstly
noted in the Sunday services. Each of the three services in morning were “seeker
driven” and tightly managed. Visitors received promotional material and experienced a
seamless flow of contemporary music and song, which was capped off with a positive
message of hope. Each element seemed effortless. Three larger-than-life projector
screens hung over the stage. They were alive throughout with digitalised images of the
stage area: inclusive of the worship band, a superbly produced series of infomercials,
and an informally dressed pastor as host. In addition, I noted three close-circuit wide
flat-screen TVs strategically located towards the back of the auditorium; each ensuring
congregants had stage visibility of the worship band, host and preacher. A sophisticated
arrangement of lighting worked the stage area. This stepped up a notch when beams of
coloured light pierced the white mist piping from a hidden smoke machine. Juxtaposed
to these multi-sensory elements was the simplicity of the auditorium itself. The overall
experience was impressive, entertaining and not out of sync with images encountered
in common public spaces (e.g., viewed through TV/internet, at a rock concert or in a
shopping mall).

The sophistication, preparation and expertise needed to construct this level of
performance each week requires of the organisation a considerable commitment of its
resources. This level of effort is well reasoned however, given EE’s mantra towards
unchurched people: “do whatever it takes to get people saved.” This translates into
methodologies where attracting people (both unchurched and churched) become a
matter of executing the most effective techniques. In EE’s arsenal of proven strategies is
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impression management. However, EE’s efforts to create an appealing public persona,
does raise some concern as to the effects this may have upon congregants. The use of
technology can and does reshape social behaviour. This is demonstrated by Heidi
Campbell (2010) where she investigates various faith communities in relation to their
use of new media. She argues that religious communities are shaped by technology but
are not necessarily passive users - much depends on the kind of choices those
communities make about new media. The accessibility of visual technology coupled
with its power to persuade congregants arguably tips the balance of thinking and acting
towards a more pragmatic approach to ministry. The language of congregational life is
re-framed around practical impulses of “what works is good”. As Paul Metzger (2007)
observes, “In a free market church culture those who cater most to [the wants of
consumers] thrive the best” (p. 40). This deepening reliance upon market
methodologies to rally congregants subjugates the need for those practices that deeply
form congregants in the virtues of the Christian tradition.

Also noted were the specialized staff and resources allocated to visual media.
This consisted of two full time employed staff (FTEs), one with a Fine Arts degree and
the other a degree in digital animation. An example of the expertise and sophistication
observed is noted in the development of the ‘LifeGroup’ symbol (Figure 1.), and the
energy that went into the actual image and then into the promotion of the image as a
concept. The detail was revealing. Font shape, colour and background music were
meticulously integrated to awaken the senses and persuade congregants to join a
LifeGroup.

The interviews also indicated the effort expended to create the proliferation of
graphic images, particularly in the way they communicate the character of the
organisation: to be vibrant and dynamic, extensive, accessible, alive with activity, and
memorable. No less than twenty five brochures, booklets and leaflets were displayed on
the information stand that greets visitors on their arrival to the church. The literature
promoting particular ministries was even more striking. Each had its own distinctive
brand and, in some cases, carried a tagline. These images were replicated not only in
hard copy on all forms of literature but in soft copy through a variety of digital
mediums: website, DVD promotions and Sunday advertisement clips.

The proliferation of these images in their various forms demonstrates a
commitment to work visual media, that is to ensure a level of novelty and freshness are
constantly maintained. It could also be argued that these two elements - visual novelty
and the need for freshness - are mutually inclusive. Each feeds off the other to create a
combustible environment of activity. The sense of gratification is mutually shared.
Congregants are energised by the visible choice of activities while the organisation is
able to capitalise on their enthusiasm. This exchange increases the cultural capital of the
organisation, enabling it to consolidate its identity and further promote its programs.
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In EE’s deployment of images, one reoccurring theme is evident: branding
(Einstein 2007). The fingerprints of

Table 1 Full Time Employment (FTE) Ratios . .
ploy (FTE) branding are evident across a whole

Employment ratios range of EE’s ministries. An example of

this is the categorisation of age into

Senior ~ Worship specific ~ groups. The logic is
Leadership 3%

understandable as branding creates a
memorable sign for consumers. They
do not have to intentionally think about
a product’s attributes. As Einstein
(2007) states, “the name or the logo
appears and everything that is
associated with that brand, comes to
mind” (p. 12). The development of
brands by EE has become an effective
tool in the creation of specific
identities. While income figures are
outside the parameters of this research,
a measurement of Full Time employee
(FTE) ratios does give a glimpse of
where the organisation is putting its
energy (Table 1).

6%

Pastoral Care
' 23%

Maintenance
6%

Process, Structure and decision-making: The second significant theme noted in
regard to the organisation was the fluid and overly casual structure in which those who
direct EE’s visual media function. Two characteristics were evident. Firstly, a high level
of level of pragmatism guided the inner logic of the organisation. The design team not
only provided the graphic input but exercised visual discernment and decision-making
discretion on image content, editing and the marketing of EE’s identity and activities.
The second (and subsequent) characteristic was influences of a secular nature which
were unwittingly feeding into the organisation.

Secular influences framed the content and direction of EE’s visual media. For the
most part, these went undetected because they were nestled in the detail, camouflaged
by the novelty of embracing the latest trend. This makes it difficult to unravel and name
the unwanted element, because the lines between what is Christian and what is secular
are often blurred by the use of technology. This is compounded further by a familiar
discourse, which argues that “the means justifies the end,” or the means is justified
when its purpose is about achieving the greater good. For EE, reaching the unchurched
and increasing church attendance is “the greater good”. This goal is paramount.

The development of a branding guide by the design team is one such outworking.
It is a comprehensive twenty-seven-page document that outlines and directs the visual
landscape of EE. This is to ensure EE visual identity remains consistent and congruent
with its corporate values and beliefs. Less reassuring, however, is the unmonitored
discretion given to the design team in determining the suitability of an image. Of note in
the branding guide is the statement, “God is constant but how God is represented can
change with generations.” The theological inference of this statement is significant and
yet problematic. The design team become the church’s freelance theologians who decide
what images best represent God to the various groups.
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This is expressed in the dichotomy made by the design team between internal
and external images. If Christian images of any kind were to be used they were to be for
internal viewing by a Christian audience over and against an external viewing by a non-
Christian audience. Images deemed appropriate for external use were those considered
to be plausible within the public domain - secular in nature. The reasoning behind this
move is rooted deep in a desire to reach the “lost”. This was voiced as, “I would rather
make sure I am hitting the mark for the unchurched person than another Christian.” It
was a remark possibly guided by several underlying assumptions: 1) Christian images
may work for believers but this is not our priority; 2) Christian images are not readily
understood by those outside of the church; and 3) Secular images are relevant and
effective tools to reach the unchurched. The force of these ideas coupled with EE’s sense
of purpose, means secular images are expedient, a logical choice. Expressed as “We are
not afraid to use whatever we can to make sure the message gets out.”

The influence of marketing theories and advertising practices were clearly
evident in EE’s visuals. These were observed in the navigational instruments used by
the design team. They provided direction and ultimately underpinned many aspects of
the design and delivery process. Embedded within these instruments are secular values
and beliefs which, when used, call for certain epistemological commitments.

On a functional level the design team is able to excite congregants, even convince
them to participate in EE’s programs and activities with some certainty of success.
However, at a symbolic level, given the absence of structures able to critically evaluate
the shape and value-content of visual media, there is less certainty about the
measurable effects of visual media upon congregant identity. Ever present is the
possibility that other values and ideas contrary to those of the organisation escape
notice and become embedded in the same visual promotion. The ambiguity that results
creates a two-tiered message. At face value, the intent of the message is explicit, yet
there lies at a deeper level more fluid messages about identity and consumer
sovereignty. These more implicit messages are heard through the convergence of those
themes, elements and connotations that surround and go into a visual promotion.
Layered together, these ideas combine to signal a less obvious, but equally powerful, set
of claims about Christian faith (e.g., the gospel is for those who are good looking and
young, and being Christian is about being contemporary). These claims and others
create ambiguity, which can be subversive. It is this subversive element [ would argue
goes unnoticed by EE and by those in leadership because the culture of the organisation,
blinded by its own internal logic, does not appear to be conversant with the kind of
processes needed to critically filter those values and beliefs that are contrary to its own
and the gospel of Christ. While this internal logic offers pragmatic and strategic insights
on visual media that are beneficial, it also makes EE vulnerable to corrosive elements of
consumer culture, which may lie embedded within the actual practices and processes of
the design team.

Congregant Perceptions and the Effects of Visual Technologies

In this element of the research, two themes were evident. The first is the positive
vibe participants felt towards EE. This was particularly evident in the way advertising
was able shape the imagination and point desire. An example of this was the way in
which advertising was used to re-envision EE’s small group ministry. As noted earlier,
small groups were re-branded as LifeGroups. Its promotion effectively stimulated fresh
interest and persuaded congregants to join up. Responses ranged from “I want to
participate” to “Every time I see the LifeGroup ad I feel I need to get involved.”
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The second theme was the muted responses, which I have labelled as signs of
dissonance. While the data highlighted the overall effectiveness of visual media and EE'’s
employment of visual technologies, the data also revealed some dissonance towards
aspects of their use. These responses included 1) feelings of incongruity and confusion
around particular visual representations of identity; and 2) feelings of uncertainty-to-
distrust around some visual presentations and their failure to deliver on the claims that
had been made.

Feelings of incongruity and confusion were expressed when interviewees were
shown the front page of EE’s website and an image representing EE as a multi-ethnic
and inter-generational church community. All acknowledged the validity of the image as
a true representation of EE. However, each interviewee voiced a degree of incongruity
about the stock photos used in the visual.

Feelings of uncertainty and distrust were expressed around some of the
advertising that was loaded with visual imperatives claiming certain outcomes. Concern
was expressed that some claims were exaggerations of reality while others were simply
misleading. This raised questions of integrity for interviewees concerning EE, who saw
a gap between the claims made and reality.

A more intense level of ambivalence surfaced when, in the focus-group interview,
discussion broke out around the use of secular imagery and the use of Christian
imagery. The kernel of the discussion centred on the appropriate setting of each. While
participants strongly identified with the cross as an image, they were reluctant, even
resistant, to using Christian images within a secular setting. A sharp dichotomy emerged
around the appropriateness of secular images and inappropriateness of Christian
symbols. The group argued that secular images were the most appropriate means of
communicating the Christian message to those outside EE, while Christian imagery had
a place inside the church.

This draws attention to the affective influence of images in the production of
meaning. In this respect, the positivity of participants towards EE is a reciprocation of
culture, a culture EE has promoted through its use of images. This is significant given
that “communication is a quintessentially a social activity” (Kress 2010), which frames
culture. Comments ranged from: “they just took stock images ... surely it would have
been better if they had used people from the church” to “it’s just a marketing ploy.”
Similar responses were repeatedly stated throughout. Some interviewees expressed
confusion. One responded by saying “it bothers me that the images of people
represented in this visual don’t go to the church. It would mean more to me if I could
identify the faces.” Confusion seemed to compound around the ambiguity of the visual
and its claim, especially in view of the inscription “You are invited” (which is located in
the centre of the image) and its association with the photos. In other words, through
visual media and the use of particular images EE is able to effectively (re)construct the
social ground, the social relations and social environment according to its mandate. By
choosing images and fashioning various modes of communication in ways that celebrate
positivity, EE is able to create a plausible structure where positivity is a marker of
belonging. This is not morally wrong, but it does raise questions about the formation of
congregant identity and the process of communication as politically problematic (Kress
2010).

Another concern was the ambivalent attitude of interviewees towards Christian
images. While all interviewees strongly identified with ‘the cross’ as a significant
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Christian symbol, most felt EE’s decision to use secular images over Christian images to
market itself and promote its message to the wider community completely plausible.
Moreover, it was felt Christian images would misrepresent EE in the marketplace on the
basis that such images would likely be associated with traditional Christianity;
something EE is keen to distance itself from in view of its commitment to “being
contemporary.” While, on the surface, this orientation seemed credible, it was not
entirely consistent with views expressed by those interviewed. The ambiguity
expressed in the notion that Christian images should be part of the inner life of the
church, but not used outwardly when communicating with the public, is a perspective
framed by a modernist narrative (Hiebert 2008).

This narrative (or modernist paradigm) was evident in the differentiation made
by EE in regard to the plausibility of secular images over the implausibility of Christian
images in the public domain; hence, the subjugation of Christian images for secular
images. The result of this split upon those interviewed was a fragmented consciousness.
On one hand, they felt Christian images were important for discipleship, but on the
other hand were disposed to a dualism that relegated these images to one’s private
world of personal belief. While interviewees felt that Christian images were important,
there was not a common language to speak of that expressed a communal belief in the
Christian story, other than contemporary images EE used to communicate faith in the
public domain. This loss undercuts the richness of the Christian story and its historical
significance. Furthermore, it invokes a paralysis of congregant proclamation because
there is not a shared language in which to speak about the mystery of the gospel in
Christ. With the collapse of modernity and the emergence of postmodern themes, the
relegation of Christian images to the margins seems misguided.

Conclusion

[ have argued that the risk for Pentecostal congregations, such as EE, in adopting
the strategies of the advertising world is that their congregations will end up adopting
the values of the advertising world without knowing it is happening, (which is
consistent with Torma & Teusner 2011). I have also argued that in the public domain of
New Zealand, culture is driven by a consumptive vision framed by capitalist ideals in
which advertising actively works on our imaginary world through its relentless
promotion of compelling images pointing to a beautiful life; its gospel message is
salvation by consumption.

The danger of this narrative for EE is that an embodied “know-how”, is absorbed
through the use of advertising techniques in the production of visual media. This
potentially diminishes the significance of the Christian story and congregational life to
commodified objects around which particular images have precedent over others. This
is done by branding church life and practices (that are relationally configured) into
specific objects emptied of their subjective value. These are marketed in increasingly
sophisticated ways, so as to attract not just congregants but also an unchurched
audience. Within this schema, anonymity and choice are assured, which are
prerequisites of consumerist cultures. While these values might be something
celebrated within popular culture, cultivating a congregant culture that indirectly
promotes a social framework geared to consumer choice through advertising is less
reassuring, especially when the desire of the organisation is unashamedly the
proclamation of the gospel and an alternative way of life. This posture suggests EE is not
fully aware of the host culture in which it seeks to reach, nor the degree to which the
host culture itself may be influencing its own ecclesial identity and behaviour.

ISSN 2205-0442 JCMin Number 1 (May 2015)

42




This is problematic for EE for a number of reasons. Firstly, the gospel cannot be
reduced to market-size bits and allocated a consumptive value, especially if it is to
challenge the beliefs of a consumerist system. Secondly, the Christian story loses its
scope, as well as its capacity to re-tell its own story, if its language is flattened out to fit
the prejudices of a cultural paradigm championing its own good-news message.

If I am right in arguing that language does matter in respect of a community’s
identity, it follows that the practice of Christian faith must remain faithful to its own
linguistic structures. Such faithfulness does not mean cultural irrelevance but rather, in
contrast, the creation and communication “of new signs that provoke people to think in
new ways about ancient truth” (Downing 2012, p. 30.) If the gospel becomes confined to
the smallness of the latest trend and advertorial images judged to be appealing, it risks
losing its imaginary power for otherness; meaning Christian practices and virtues no
longer appear other-worldly. The images used can only ever anticipate an imminent
reality. This is because the transcendence of the message collapses into a world given to
secular signs that are unable to grasp the eschatological significance of the gospel.
Without a language and a “social imaginary” (Smith 2009, p. 65-66) to see and speak of
Christian community as a people living in anticipation of God’s kingdom in the present,
Christian faith and its good-news story become prisoners to the surrounding culture.

Bibliography

Baab, L. M. (2008). Portraits of the Future Church: A Rhetorical Analysis of
Congregational Websites. Journal of Communication and Religion, 31(11), 143-181.

Bauman, Z. (2007). Consuming Life. Cambridge: Polity.

Brough, L. (2009, April). Guidelines for Sunday Services Paper. The National Leader’s
Newsletter, 119.
.(2010). Introduction to Elim. Auckland: Elim Christian Centre.
. (2012, 26 February). “My Church Exists for Others.” Sermon preached at Elim
Christian Centre - City Campus.

Burgess, S. M. (2006). Encyclopedia of Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianity. London:
Routledge.

Campbell, H. (2010). When Religion Meets New Media. London: Routledge.

Clark, I. (2007). Pentecost at the Ends of the Earth: A History of the Assemblies of God in
New Zealand (1927-2003). Blenheim, New Zealand: Christian Road Ministries.

Cox, H. (1995). Fire from Heaven: The Rise of Pentecostal Spirituality and the Reshaping of
Religion in the Twenty-first Century. New York: Addison-Wesley.

Danesi, M. (2002). Understanding Media Semiotics. London: Hodder Education.

Downing, C. L. (2012). Changing Signs of Truth: A Christian Introduction to the Semiotics
of Communication. Downer Grove, IL: IVP Academic.

Dunn, R. G. (2008). Identifying Consumption: Subjects and Objects in Consumer Society.
Philadephia: Temple University Press.

Einstein, M. (2007). Brands of Faith: Marketing Religion in a Commercial Age. London:
Routledge.

Elim Christian Centre. (2009). Brand Guide. Auckland: Elim Christian Centre.
. (2010). Elim Anniversary: Celebrating 25 YRS of Faith. Paper presented at the 25th
Anniversary of Elim Christian Centre, Auckland.

ISSN 2205-0442 JCMin Number 1 (May 2015)

43




. (2012). Website front page [html]. Retrieved from
http://www.elimchristiancentre.org.nz

Elim Churches of New Zealand Inc. (2012). Statement of Faith [html]. Retrieved from
http://www.elim.org.nz/about/beliefs.aspx

Flett, L. (2011). Proclaiming the Gospel in New Zealand: An Examination of the Message
and Methods of the Assemblies of God and Elim Churches from 1990-2008.
(Unpublished MTh Thesis). Laidlaw Graduate School of Theology, Auckland.

Grenz, S. (1996). A Premier on Postmodernism. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Hiebert, P. G. (2008). Transforming Worldviews: An Anthropological Understanding of
How People Change. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic.

Hoover, S. M. (2006). Religion in the Media Age. London: Routledge.

Hunter, J. D. (2010). To Change the World: The Irony, Tragedy, and Possibility of
Christianity in the Late Modern World. New York: Oxford University Press.

Kavanaugh, J. F. (2006). Following Christ in a Consumer Society: The Spirituality of
Cultural Resistance. 25% Anniversary. New York: Orbis Books.

Knowles, B. (2002). New Zealand. In S. M. Burgess & E. M. van der Maas (Eds.), New
International Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements, (Exp Rev. ed.).
(pp. 187-192). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.

Kress, G. R. (2010). Multimodality: A Social Semiotic Approach to Contemporary
Communication. New York: Routledge.

Kress, G. & van Leeuwen, T. (2006). Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design.
London: Routledge.

Klein, Karen E. (2008). Practical Guide to Branding. Retrieved from
http://www.businessweek.com/stories/2008-06-09/a-practical-guide-to-
brandingbusinessweek-business-news-stock-market-and-financial-advice

Kvale, S. & Brinkmann, S. (2009). InterViews: Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research
Interviewing. (2nd ed.). California: Sage Publications.

Ma, J. C., & Ma, W. (2010). Mission in the Spirit: Towards a Pentecostal/Charismatic
Missiology. Oxford: Regnum Books.

Metzger, P. L. (2007). Consuming Jesus: Beyond Race and Class Divisions in a Consumer
Church. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Morgan, S. (Autumn 2005). More than Pictures? An Exploration of Visually Dominant
Magazine Ads as Arguments. Journal of Visual Literacy, 25(2), 145-166.

Otto B. & Walter, C. (2000). Intertextuality: Interpretive Practice and Textual Strategy.
Critical Studies in Media Communication 17(4), 429-36. Cited in H. A. Campbell & A.
C. La Pastina. (2010). How the iPhone became Divine: New Media, Religion and the
Intertextual Circulation of Meaning. New Media Society, 12(7), 1191-1207.
Retrieved from http://nms.sagepub.com/content/12/7 /1191

Patrick, B. (Ed.). (1993). Vision New Zealand: Calling the Whole Church to take the Whole
Gospel to the Whole Nation. Auckland: Vision.

. (1993). The Vision New Zealand Congress. Auckland: Vision.
.(2011). New Vision New Zealand. Auckland: MissionKoru.

Smith, J. K. A. (2009). Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural
Formation. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic.

Statistics New Zealand. (2006). “Quick Stats/About Place [html]. Retrieved from
http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2006CensusHomePage /QuickStats/AboutAPlac
e.aspx?expand=2000008&ParentID=1000002&type=ta&ss=y%20title=&scrollLeft
=0&scrollTop=0

ISSN 2205-0442 JCMin Number 1 (May 2015)

44




Sturken, M. & Cartwright, L. (2009). Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual
Culture. (21 ed.). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Torma, R. & Teusner, P. E. (2011). iReligion. Studies in World Christianity 17(2), 137-
155.

Ward, K. (2011). The Charismatic Movement in New Zealand: Sovereign Move of God or
Cultural Captivity of the Gospel? Paper presented at the Systematic Theology
Association of Aotearoa New Zealand Conference, Dunedin.

ISSN 2205-0442 JCMin Number 1 (May 2015)

45




Journal of

yorary Mipistry

With the Curiosity of an Oddity from a Bygone Era: the
Gospel and Our Culture Network (GOCN) conversation and
its contribution to mission to the West.

Ps Andrew A. Groza

MA(Min)(Harvest); BA(Min)(Harvest); CERT IV TAE (Unity)
VET Trainer & Online Coordinator, Harvest Bible College
Contact: agroza@harvest.edu.au

Abstract

The Western church inhabits a post-Christian context, which is just as significant a
mission field as any from a non-Western background. Not realising this fact will cause
the church to perpetuate paradigms of self-understandings and models of mission that
do not fit this new reality, thereby draining the church’s relevance for today. The Gospel
and Our Culture Network (GOCN) have been addressing this issue for decades and the
literature they have produced gives theological grounding for mission to the West. An
exploration of their major tenets can help focus and reenergise the church’s self-
understanding and motivation for mission. The effects of one such church that has
sought to apply one of the central motifs spurred by the GOCN conversation reveals the
benefit of this deep theological reflection.

Introduction

Anyone who has presented a paper at a conference, or completed a lengthy
assessment task or thesis, knows the blissful satisfaction of reading through it one last
time, making the necessary changes, and hitting the “save” icon on whatever word
processing software is used. Rarely, however, is that icon examined. The button that is
used to “save” one’s work represents a physical artefact which is no longer used in
today’s society - the 3.5 inch floppy disk. At one time, it was the preferred method of
portable digital storage; holding a whopping 1.44 MB worth of information. Nowadays,
one would be hard pressed to find a computer with a disk drive that could even receive
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a 3.5 inch floppy, and the storage available on even the most basic of USBs or portable
hard-drives makes the 3.5 inch capacity, laughable. These disks that were once
ubiquitous, are now difficult to find - except those sold on ebay to collectors who are
interested in technological yesteryear paraphernalia. In fact, most of this generation are
completely unfamiliar with what this icon points to; according to one survey conducted
with 1000 students from kindergarten to 5t graders, only 14% knew what the symbol
actually meant (Kooser 2013).

The 3.5 inch floppy disc is perhaps an odd place to start this article, but it
highlights the concept that even though forms of functionality evolve in life, (what was
once useful, now no longer is), it is easy to get overly familiar with a form and fail to
look at it through a critical lens.! The church at large has noticed that Western values
and beliefs have evolved over the generations, yet seems to have forgotten to look at
itself to gauge whether it may need to make any corresponding changes; in a way not
too dissimilar to Microsoft continuing to use the 3.5 inch floppy as its “save” icon
despite its functionality being long since succeeded.

The Western church inhabits a post-Christian context which is just as significant
a mission field as any from a non-Western background. The Gospel and Our Culture
Network (GOCN) have taken up the challenge to confront the church with this truth.
This article then, is an attempt to engage with the literature produced by the GOCN, in
order to give theological foundation to a missiological doctrine of the church and to
prompt further discussion. A brief overview of the GOCN will begin this article, so as to
place the network in historical perspective. It will then seek to identify the central
motifs that have arisen in the GOCN’s literature and why they are important for
understanding the church’s mission today. Finally, this article will reflect briefly on a
local church that is seeking to live out one of these motifs in concrete ways. The ability
to wrestle with these deep issues and allow them to shape Christian praxis is crucial if
the church is to be faithful to its Lord, and its mandated mission and perhaps to counter
the church being viewed with the curiosity of an oddity from a bygone era - much like a
5th grader looking at a floppy disk and wondering what its purpose might be.

An Introduction to the GOCN

“Can the West be converted?” Though many factors contributed to the genesis of
the GOCN, that simple question asked by General Simatoupong of Indonesia at the
World Council of Churches conference on World Mission and Evangelisation in Bangkok
(1972-1973), was among the more significant. This question, heard in passing by British
missionary statesman Lesslie Newbigin, echoed throughout his consciousness over the
coming years and led him to ask what a genuine missionary encounter with Western
culture would look like (Newbigin 1973, 1985).

Lesslie Newbigin

Newbigin was born in the UK in 1909. At the age of 27, along with his wife, he
became a missionary to South India. For more than 3 decades Newbigin served in
various roles as Pastor, seminary teacher and Bishop of the Church of South India. Upon
his return to England in 1974, he was shocked to find “the ‘Christian’ England he had
left as a young man had lost its Christian identity” (Zscheile 2011, p. xii), prompting him

! Kidman writes on his blog, “Even if an actual floppy is no longer the storage medium of choice, the
familiarity of the icon ultimately becomes much more important than the original ‘logic’ behind
choosing that symbol.” (Kidman 2012)
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to come out of retirement and engage afresh the irreligious context of Great Britain. The
British Council of Churches requested that Newbigin, in consultation with other
theologians and practitioners throughout the UK, prepare an essay to provoke
discussion in their 1984 conference — The Other Side of 1984 was the result. This essay,
along with Newbigin’s many other works - especially Foolishness to the Greeks (1986) -
prompted much discussion and eventually led to the formation of the Gospel and Our
Culture Programme; a collection of theologians and practitioners that sought to examine
the question of what a missionary encounter with the British cultural context would
look like. Their efforts sparked discussion in several locales throughout the Western
world - such as South Africa, New Zealand, and Australia - but it was in North America
and Canada that these discussions really caught alight.

The GOCN in North America

The “great new fact” of the late 80’s and 90’s was that the United States and
Canada were not just postmodern, but increasingly post-Christian, and hence just as
much a mission field as the lands outside of North America (Van Gelder 19964, pp. 57-
68). The church that once held much prestige and influence had been pushed to the
margins of society, its status lost and voice muted (Van Gelder 1996b, p. 43). Like the
Israelites in exile, those who had taken note of this situation had to re-examine their
community’s raison d'etre. This prompted several theologians and pastors to network
together, take up Newbigin’s gauntlet, and reflect on what these shifts meant, “under the
light of the gospel, for the life and witness of the church” (The Gospel and Our Culture
Network 2008).

This network began in 1987 and was coordinated by Dr. George Hunsberger, an
ordained minister with the Presbyterian Church, Professor of Missiology at Western
Theological Seminary and former missionary to East Africa. Hunsberger completed his
PhD at Princeton Theological Seminary on Newbigin's theology of cultural plurality. He
modified this work for the GOCN publication Bearing the Witness of the Spirit, which
sought to provide a theological and theoretical framework for the church’s missionary
engagement with its culture (Hunsberger 1998, p. 8). By the early 1990’s, the members
of the network were convening once a year and a quarterly newsletter was being
published (Van Gelder & Zscheile 2011, p. 47).

Joining Hunsberger was Darrell Guder, also an ordained minister in the
Presbyterian Church, who had served in educational and pastoral positions in North
America and Germany. Hunsberger invited Guder to work on a project he had recently
obtained a grant for (Guder 2000, p. xii), and along with a team of four missiologists
from diverse backgrounds (Lois Barrett, Inagrace Dietterich, Alan Roxburgh, Craig Van
Gelder),2 they produced the seminal work, Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of
the Church in North America.

Though Missional was not the first work published by the GOCN - The Church
Between Gospel and Culture was released prior to it in 1996, drawing together many of
the core elements of the GOCN discussion thus far - it nevertheless was the text that
shaped the course of the conversation for many years to come. Missional sought to

% All these co-authors deserve a paragraph in their own right and have contributed greatly to the
GOCN conversation with many other publications and edited works. Space constraints will not allow
for that level of detail, though | do draw on their works as primary sources throughout this article.
Joining them as consultants were also four respected theologians: Justo Gonzalez, Douglas John
Hall, Stanley Hauerwas, and John Howard Yoder.
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articulate what a missiological ecclesiology would look like in the North American
context (Guder 2000, p. xii). After surveying the cultural and ecclesial contexts of their
day, they concluded it was time for a “dramatically new vision,” rather than “a mere
tinkering with long-assumed notions of the identity and mission of the church” (Guder
1998, p. 77). And paint that vision they did. Using theology, history, and cultural
analysis, the authors reframed the identity of the church as a communal witness of the
reign of God, sent out into the world, to join the missionary God on mission - and
explored the implications this would have on the structures of the church in North
America.

Though at times written a little too academically for the non-academic to engage
with,3 and perhaps lacking in concreteness, so the concepts can occasionally seem vague
and difficult to translate into practical situations, it is an outstanding piece of literature
which - like Newbigin’s works did in previous years - was the catalyst for much
theological reflection on the nature of the church. Many other works followed and the
conversation has continued to bloom over the ensuing years. What follows, is an
attempt to draw together some of the various threads of the literature the GOCN has
produced, and categorise them into key motifs - thereby exploring the GOCN
contribution to mission in the West.#

Central Motifs of the GOCN

One of the central tenets of the GOCN - though this was first put forward by
Newbigin - is that a trialogue take place between the gospel, Western culture, and the
church (Hunsberger 1996, pp. 8-9). They argue that for a truly missiological stance
towards the West to be authentic, then cultural analysis must be performed, deep
theological reflection must be undertaken and congregational practice must be
examined (Hunsberger 1996, pp. 290-291).> Until the church realises that Western
culture has drifted from its Christian moorings, it will not genuinely engage with it; the
church will thereby be speaking a foreign language to its context and hence will not
effectively communicate to an audience that so desperately needs to hear its message.®

The GOCN have engaged in this three-way conversation for decades, and have
theologised, conversed, experimented, and written about what a missionary encounter
between the gospel and Western culture would look like. The genesis of their efforts
was a fresh look at the missionary nature of the triune God.

® Something that members of the GOCN have themselves acknowledged (Van Gelder & Zscheile
2011, p. 2 & p. 49).

* It is acknowledged that the motifs explored below are my reading of the GOCN publications and
therefore open to my own bias and interpretation; others may read the same body of work and
consider other themes more crucial. Cronshaw & Devenish (2014) for example have also identified
central ideas of the GOCN conversation; | would recommend their excellent article to the reader.

° Hunsberger (1996) suggests that, “Our most fundamental missional calling is to live the same way in
our own culture that we counsel others to live in theirs. This we cannot do unless we are seriously
attentive to the character of our culture, receptive to the shaping force of the gospel, and willing to
bear our missional identity as a gospel-shaped community” (p. 291).

® This is in part, a lesson to be learnt from the incarnation of Christ; “To be good news, the gospel
must make sense to those who are hearing it...In becoming flesh, Jesus Christ as the living Word
became understandable, knowable, and accessible for all time and to all persons” (Van Gelder, 2007,
p. 62).
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A Trinitarian Emphasis

Early on in the conversation, an emphasis developed that pointed to the
Trinitarian doctrine of God as the key to reclaiming the church’s true nature. The
primary focus was on the economic Trinity; the Father’s sending the Son, the Father and
Son’s sending of the Spirit, and the Father, Son and Spirit sending the church into the
world. “This conception changed the playing field for thinking about mission by shifting
the rationale and agency of mission away from the church and placing them instead
within the life of the Trinity” (Van Gelder & Zscheile 2011, p. 26).7 In recent years, the
social model of the Trinity, for which Moltmann is the great exponent, has especially
contributed to the shape of Trinitarian theology as it is reflected in the literature of the
GOCN. Social Trinitarianism focuses on the relational unity of Father, Son and Spirit.8 In
this social model of the Trinity, the term perichoresis, which speaks of the mutual
indwelling or interpenetration of the members of the Trinity, has proven to be rich and
evocative. Perichoresis may be seen as a pattern for the church to emulate; within the
life of the Trinity and the church there is “inclusion, unity and cohesion; but there is also
differentiation, identity, and plurality. Our life together is to have correspondence with
their life together” (Branson 2007, p. 125).° Though this view needs to be balanced by
New Testament examples (as well as contemporary cases) of local churches marked by
fragmentation and division, it lifts one’s eyes to the possibility of what the church
should be, rather than what it all too often is. What has been absent in the literature and
requiring further investigation is the connection between ecclesiological perichoresis
and missiological implications. Christ pointed to the visible oneness and mutual love of
his followers as a prime element of their communal life, and that this would act as
evidence that his followers were indeed, following him (John 13:34-35; 17:20-23).

The Kingdom of God

The GOCN have also realised that the West needs to revisit Jesus’ central
message - the imminent inbreaking of the reign of God, including its present dimension
(Matt 4:17, 23; Mark 1:15; Luke 4:42-44; John 3:5; Acts 1:3).10 Jesus’ proclamation was
that God now ruled and his rule would triumph over sin and the forces of evil in the

" Kwiyani (2013) calls this movement of agency from the church to God as “one of the greatest
landmarks in Christian theology in the twentieth century” (p. 162).

& Economic Trinitarianism developed in the West and has tended towards a structural, hierarchical,
monarchical, and patriarchal view of God (Simpson 2007, pp. 82-83). The Eastern emphasis on the
relationality of the Trinity stands in contrast to this with its mutual reciprocity of shared power
SBiIezikian 1997, pp. 57-68; Seamands 2005, p. 39).

Mark Husbands (2009) would disagree stating that the Trinity should not be understood as the
model for human social patterns. He argues that humans cannot reflect the divine paradigm of
interaction due to their creatureliness and asks rather pointedly; “Where is this concrete human
community of dynamic self-giving and love of which you speak so positively?’ Is it not in fact the case
that social trinitarians offer an inordinately idealist account of social relations?” (p. 125). The fact that
it is rarely a reality does not necessarily indicate it is untrue. Moreover, Jesus prayed that just as He
and his Father were one, so too, his followers would be one (John 17:20-23). That the world would be
able to recognize the oneness of Jesus’ followers means that it is more than a metaphorical unity and
is visibly displayed in their relationships with one another. Furthermore, though the discussion of the
imago Dei is far from conclusive, it is highly probable that the imago Dei refers to the relationality of
humanity which reflects the triunity of the Godhead. It therefore follows that the ideal for humanity
includes this reciprocal relationship of love, mutuality and service.

%1t has been argued that the gospel that Jesus preached has not necessarily been the gospel that
the church has preached, and this has impoverished the church’s sense of missional identity (Guder
1998, p. 88).
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present, as well as the future. This is the gospel; God reigns and access to him is granted
because of the salvific act of his Son, through the work of the Spirit.

This reframes how the church is to live. Rather than falling into the trap of Old
Testament Israel, tragically preoccupied with itself and “constantly self-absorbed with
its own national survival” (Glasser 2003, p. 187), the church is called not to live for
itself, but to announce the reign and sovereignty of an exceedingly good God.
Hunsberger states it succinctly: “Most simply and directly put, it is the church’s mission
to represent the reign of God” (Hunsberger 1996, p. 15). The church is to be a sign,
foretaste, and instrument of the kingdom; “The church becomes the sign that
redemption is now present in the world, a foretaste of what that redemption is like, and
an instrument to carry that message into every local context to the ends of the earth”
(Van Gelder 2007, p. 19).

God’s kingdom is present now and accessible to anyone, and yet, it is also still to
come. Any authentic announcement of the kingdom must include the eschatological
reality inherent in Jesus’ proclamation and kingdom deeds. This announcement “pulls
back the veil on the coming reign of God, thereby revealing the horizon of the world’s
future. The gospel portrays the coming of Jesus, and particularly his death and
resurrection, as the decisive, truly eschatological event in the world’s history” (Guder
1998, p. 86). His life, death and resurrection is but a portion of the good news of the
kingdom of God breaking into the present. His second advent completes the picture -
everything that is opposed to God’s rule will be judged and the world will once again
come under the kingship of Yahweh.

The Western church has by and large acquiesced to a privatised faith; its sole
concern with individual salvation is an inadequate proclamation of the gospel Jesus
preached (Van Gelder & Zscheile 2011, p. 29). The message of the kingdom also
challenges the many elements of Western culture that reject the rule of God. The good
news of the kingdom is one that speaks to both the church and culture calling for them
to turn; “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt 4:17).

The Missio Dei

The message that God presently reigns brought back into sharp focus the truth
that God is active in the world. Western theology developed in a context that was
essentially entirely Christian - at least in name - and therefore had little interest in the
world outside the church; the discipline of missiology largely remained peripheral in
Western theology (Bosch 1995a, pp. 27-32).11 Bosch (1995b) rightly contended that if
theology “ignores the question ‘Why mission?’ it implicitly ignores the questions, ‘Why
the church?’ and ‘Why even the gospel?” (pp. 495-496). Indeed, he argued that theology
is not theology if it loses its missionary character; “theology rightly understood, has no
reason to exist other than critically to accompany the missio Dei” (p. 494).12 That
Western theology never really engaged with missiology in its attempts to understand
God in relation to his world, meant that churches and Christians schooled within its

1 Contrast that with theology throughout Asia and Africa however, and one gets a vastly different
picture; developed in a non-Christian context, their theology is missiological through and through
gBosch 19954, p. 27-28).

% Though Bosch was not part of the GOCN (having passed away in an automobile accident in 1992
in his home country of South Africa), many members in the GOCN have drawn on his writings
considerably in the formulation of their teachings.
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paradigms would necessarily lose sight of the missionary nature of God and of their own
identity as God’s missionary people.

Hence, one of the prime themes of the GOCN surrounds the missio Dei — God’s
mission. Bosch (1995b) defines the missio Dei as God’s self-revelation as the one who
loves the world, who embraces both the church and the world, and who invites the
church to partner with him in the world (p. 10, pp. 389-391). God has a universal plan
where all creation is reconciled to him and he takes the initiative in bringing it to pass.
Mission is therefore more than just an activity of the church, it is the “result of God’s
initiative, rooted in God’s purposes to restore and heal creation” (Guder 1998, p. 4).
First and foremost, God is the one on mission.

To say that mission belongs to God is not to say that it does not belong to the
church.13 As Christ’s body in the world, it is called to co-labour with the triune God, in
the triune God’s mission. The church is not the sole location of the activity of God, but is
a tool he has chosen to use to accomplish his plan.1* Newbigin (1998) rightly asserts
that the church cannot escape its missionary calling if it is to be faithful to the
missionary God; “We are not engaged in an enterprise of our own choosing or devising.
We are invited to participate in an activity of God which is the central meaning of
creation itself” (p. 83).

Reflection on the missio Dei has brought the world back onto the church’s map -
not that the church had intentionally ignored the world - rather that the church, shaped
by a theology that was not missiological, tended to exclusively claim the location of the
activity of God within its realm. The GOCN have sought to remind the West that “God
cannot be restricted to what has been and is happening in Western cultural Christianity”
(Guder 2000, p. 20).

A Public Truth

If the kingdom of the triune God has come and the church has been called to
participate in the mission to point others to that kingdom, then the Christian faith
cannot be a private truth for personalised religious practice. Newbigin has argued that
the modern world has dichotomized private and public spheres and to accept this is to
“deny the kingship of Christ over all of life - public and private. It is to deny that Christ
is, simply and finally, the truth by which all other claims to truth are to be tested”
(Newbigin 1986, p. 102).

As the church has been pushed to the margins of society, it has tended to focus
exclusively on private spiritual matters and abdicate its responsibility to speak of the
reign of God and its implications for the public world of economics, politics and culture.
To declare the good news in the public square is an apostolic task of the church (Guder
1998, pp. 136-137). Brownson rightly affirms that, “the truth of the gospel can never be
simply relegated to the sphere of the private, local, and particular. The gospel’s claim to
offer good news of cosmic significance is a constant prod to Christians to reach beyond

13 Wright (2006) rightly labels this idea — that because mission was God’s, it therefore meant that the
church had no part to play — a distortion (p. 63).

1 Seeing the church as the exclusive location of the activity of God can make the church responsible
to carry out activities in the world on behalf of God (Van Gelder, 2007, p. 18-19). If that is the case, an
inactive church means no mission takes place. Yet that does not ring true to the biblical witness of the
God who moves and acts and takes initiative even prior to his people’s active involvement (such as
the act of Creation, the calling of Abraham, or the incarnation of Christ). There is no Scriptural
guestion that God desires to partner with humanity, but he is not bound by uncooperative partners.
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their own enclaves to address and challenge their culture and world with the gracious
and hopeful claim that Jesus is lord” (Brownson 1996, p. 258). To leave the public realm
uncontested is an abandonment of its calling (Newbigin 1986, p. 102).15

Genuine Dialogue with Culture

The fact that the gospel is a public truth does not however, mean that the church
should revert to the old Christendom model of enforcing its values and lifestyle upon a
nominally Christian culture. The biblical narrative reveals God meeting people within
their own cultures and using the confines of those cultures to communicate his
purposes.1® Brownson thus comments, that “the mode in which God is present among
the faithful is irreducibly multicultural” (Brownson 1996, p. 236). God both works with
and judges human culture; discernment is needed therefore so that the church can
affirm what God may be affirming and judge what God is judging. This requires a
genuine dialogue with the culture. This cannot happen however, if the view of culture is
dominated by either disdain or uncritical acceptance. What is crucial is that one learns
to “distinguish the gospel of the Crucified One from the rhetorical values, pretentions
and pursuits of this society” (Hall 1996, p. 213).

The choice of the word “our” in the GOCN reveals the extent that they are
committed to this. Though lengthy, it is worth quoting Hunsberger (1996) in full:

[There are] two important reasons why we cannot simply assume that we
ourselves represent the gospel pole [of the culture, church, gospel trialogue].
First, our way of understanding God and putting the gospel can never be equated
with the God who engages us and the message God addresses to us and the
whole of the world. Our grasp and experience are necessarily partial; they are
historically and culturally framed. We dare not treat this ‘gospel and culture’
thing as though we fit easily on the gospel side of it. Second, we dare not assume
that we sit at some comfortable critical distance from the culture part of the
equation, that we somehow are placed over against it. We are never that distinct
from our culture. We are participants in it. We are shaped by it, and it pervades
our entire framework of meanings and motivations. It shapes in a particular way
our capacities to hear and grasp and decide about the gospel that is coming to us
from God, and it colors the form of all our responses to it. It is ‘our’ culture we
are speaking about, as much as it is ‘our’ God who encounters us within it. (pp.
294-295)

If one does not analyse culture, as well as reflect deeply on the gospel, a
malformed gospel may result. Humans have a tendency to reduce the gospel to “fit”
their culture - what Guder (2000) calls “gospel reductionism”.17 Shenk contends that
the church only remains relevant as long as it remains in tension with culture; the task

' This motif does seem to have had greater emphasis in the GOCN'’s earlier works and far greater
rominence in the British conversation.

® For example, God cuts a covenant with Abraham which was a cultural custom of the day to ratify
the agreement. Furthermore, God accedes to Israel’s request for a King in their desire to be like the
other nations (1 Sam 8:7-8). Though the monarchy was not his initiative, he yet works through it and
covenants with David, which ultimately leads to Jesus’ kingship.

' Guder (2000) states that humanity’s sinfulness “expresses itself in a constant, and often subtle,
process: while adapting the gospel to the cultural context, which is essential to faithful witness, there
is always the temptation to bring the gospel under control, to make it manageable. Thus, the task of
witness as translation makes the continuing conversion of the Christian community necessary as it
interacts with its culture” (p. 97).

ISSN 2205-0442 JCMin Number 1 (May 2015)

53




is to train its members to view culture through the critically constructive lenses of the
missionary (Shenk 1996, p. 78). Therefore, the stance is not one of disdain but rather it
is one of cautious critique, challenging that which is anti-gospel but nevertheless ready
to affirm that which aligns with the gospel. Critiquing one’s culture is difficult because
one is so often blind to its pervasive influence - or even its existence - but this is vital if
one is to be a faithful witness of Jesus Christ. For Western churches to avoid this
tendency of gospel reductionism, it means “maintaining the readiness to recognize
unwarranted accommodations to their culture in order to disentangle themselves, while
discovering the Spirit's creative work to make the church a faithfully Western
incarnation of the gospel” (Hunsberger 1998, p. 279).

Disentangling and discovering are both necessary and do not occur without
dialogue. A posture of openness is required, where “missionaries seek to share life and
listen deeply in community with those to whom they are sent” (Zscheile 2013, p. 32). If
the church fails to enter into genuine conversation with its culture, communication will
not take place. Since the time of Constantine until relatively recently, the church and
Western culture largely spoke the same language - that of Christendom. It no longer
does so; the church tends to continue to speak Christendom’s dialect whilst Western
culture has moved beyond its Christian roots. For the gospel to be effectively
communicated, it needs to be contextualised for this day and age. Van Gelder (2007)
writes that Spirit-led congregations are those that are always forming (seeking to
contextualise) and reforming (seeking to maintain the historic faith) (pp. 54-55). For
the gospel to take root once more in the West, this process must be engaged in.

The church must be challenged to engage with its culture from a critical
perspective, whilst embodying its message within the context it finds itself in, for
without this, there can be no genuine contextualisation and hence no effective mission.
In the words of the writers of Missional Church, “the church is always bicultural [living
simultaneously in both the world and the kingdom], conversant in the language and
customs of the surrounding culture and living towards the language and ethics of the
gospel” (Guder 1998, p. 114). As Bevans (1999) helpfully remarks, being counter-
cultural does not necessitate being anti-cultural (p. 154).

The Role of the Local Church

In many ways, the GOCN discussions find their locus in the question regarding
the role of the local church.l® One of the foundational premises of the GOCN
conversation is that being a missional church is about an understanding of “being that
leads to doing, rather than starting at doing” (Stache 2009, p. 238). The church must
first know what it is before it knows what it does. Van Gelder (2007) writes, “Purpose
and strategy are not unimportant in the missional conversation, but they are
understood to be derivative dimensions of understanding the nature, or essence, of the
church” (p. 17). The church is a local community of believers inspired by the Spirit,

® One member of the writing team of Missional Church, has more recently argued that the
conversation has indeed been sidetracked. Roxburgh (2011) who has a unique “insiders” perspective
due to his long participation with the GOCN, contends that the questions asked up until this point are
the wrong questions because they are all about the church. To recover a church that is capable of
engaging contemporary culture, he suggests the need to leave the question alone and move to asking
guestions about Scripture and culture. “The focus has been on one side of the triangle at the expense
of the other two. The ecclesial element, the conversation about the missional church, has subsumed
the other two within its agenda, so we see gospel and culture through the lens of church” (p. 54).
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centring their communal lives on the person of Christ and participating in the mission of
God by being the sign, instrument and foretaste of his coming reign.

Newbigin (1989) believed that the local congregation was the hermeneutic of the
gospel, that the above motifs found their expression in the local congregation - if, of
course, the local congregation faithfully lived out its calling (pp. 232-233). This will
require the church to be “different from its surroundings in order to make visible and
witness faithfully to the in-breaking reign of God” (Guder 1998, p. 128). Adjectives such
as “alternative” and “contrast” are often used to describe the life of the church, because
living under the rule of God will fashion a community into different forms than that of
the prevailing culture. Its leadership practices, its way of being together, its way of
serving the world, will be guided by kingdom values and hence will reveal that the new
reality of God’s reign is present now; “When it is healthy, Christ-centred and mission
oriented, the local church is the proof of its own gospel, validating through its own life
the presence and power of the kingdom of God” (Cronshaw & Devenish 2014, p. 90).
The church is on display. Indeed, the church is the display.

The look of this type of church community will vary between contexts. “Missional
engagement is not homogenous; there is no one-size-fits-all pattern” (Roxburgh &
Boren 2009, p. 85). Though the lack of a clearly defined model would make it difficult
for many church leaders to embrace, the reason why the GOCN have been so content
with ambiguity regarding appearance or structure is that becoming missional really is
all about the dialogue between Scripture, a particular culture, and a particular body of
believers - the latter two being unique to each specific context. Form therefore follows
mandate. The church has to structure itself in a way that works within its unique
context, constantly open to changing its structures to best allow mission to occur.

Beyond Theological Reflection

The above motifs that the GOCN have wrestled with must go beyond just an
idealised vision of what could or should be, and be placed into a concrete reality for any
benefit to the church to have effect. [ have had the privilege in recent months to liaise
with a local church that is taking at least one of these themes seriously - the Trinitarian
emphasis. Since the beginning of 2013, Clayton Church of Christ (CCoC) has been basing
their ministry philosophy on a Trinitarian theology.1® My time with the ministry has
been brief - though I have known a few of the leaders for several years. | was invited to
spend a weekend with their university campus ministry for a retreat as their guest
speaker. Prior to the retreat, | met with two of the key leaders, and whilst at the retreat,
[ discussed some of their recent philosophical shifts with the Pastor who oversees this
ministry. Several weeks after the retreat, I asked them via a questionnaire some
questions regarding how a Trinitarian focus has impacted their ministry.

One benefit cited was the gradual decrease of individualistic mindsets and a
corresponding increase in awareness of the body ministering to one another. For
example, a shift has begun in attendance patterns amongst their cell groups; where once
it was heard that people would opt out of attending a cell group due to “not getting
anything out of it”, there has been an increase of people choosing to attend even if they
did not “feel” like it, because someone else in the group might miss out due to their
absence and what they might contribute to the group. Another example can be seen
during their time of corporate worship; CCoC have been teaching that ministering to

9 Their focus has not been primarily stirred by GOCN literature but they have allowed Trinitarian
theology to inform their ministry praxis — in particular, the social Trinitarian perspective.
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one another is an act of worship to God, and hence, during their time gathered together
they are encouraged to look around and be a conduit of God’s voice towards one
another through praying or prophesying over one another. I was able to witness this
first hand and even be the recipient of such a prayer; “In so doing, we are coming
together as a body before God, rather than 50 individuals in a room with no
consciousness of the person beside them.”20

An increase in unity and loving relationships is also cited as a by-product of this
attempt to concretize a Trinitarian theology in the life of this congregation. People of
diversity (international and local students for example) are being welcomed and finding
a place of belonging. People are also becoming more conscious of those who are isolated
in their midst and therefore more actively cared for. Attempting to live out the “one
another lifestyle” in genuine community, speaking the truth in love, serving one another
in mutual reciprocity, is producing heart transformation in the lives of those that attend
CCoC.

The GOCN conversation is primarily missiological in nature and as yet, there
does not seem to be a significant missional outflow at CCoC. Perhaps, this may be more a
result of a focus on social Trinitarianism over economic Trinitarianism, where the
“sending” of God is just as important as the “relating” of God. Nevertheless, it is still
early days and there does seem to be movement in a missional direction. For example,
the overseeing pastor envisages that evangelism would move from an individualistic
effort to a cell group effort. During a workshop whilst on the retreat, there was already
discussion regarding what the cell groups could do together to be a sign of the kingdom
of God.21 Vision also exists that sees mission being driven by the “groups intimacy with
the Head [Jesus], not the top leader’s direction”;22 something missional thinkers have
been advocating for some years.

What I observed in my own heart over the course of the weekend was a
softening or a wooing back to the church. It is difficult to be cynical towards the church
- which the missional conversation sometimes lends itself to - when faced with a group
of believers who are genuinely and faithfully trying to live out the image of the Triune
God as a corporate body.

Conclusion

The Western church finds itself in uncharted waters. Pushed to the margins, it no
longer has the voice in society it once enjoyed. In one sense, this is to be expected as
Jesus himself declared that the world would persecute his followers (John 15:18-20). In
another sense, this can be seen as an oxymoronic situation; the called out community of
Christ was to be a city on a hill and a light in the darkness (Matt 5:14-15). The
contemporary situation in the West shows that it is neither, and therefore requires a
radical revision of the church’s identity and mandate.23

%0 pastor Chee Fah, personal communication, August 17 2013. Used by permission.

% One particular cell group were in concrete discussions regarding what they could do in their
university as a cell group to bring the kingdom to others.

*2 pastor Chee Fah, personal communication, August 17 2013. Used by permission.

% This is not to say that individual churches are not salt and light in their community. Rather, it is to
say that Western culture rarely looks to the church for light or as an example of a society of shalom. It
is a fact to be celebrated and rejoiced over that many churches throughout the West are in fact
shining a significant light in the darkness of their world, even if the West does not acknowledge it. God
is still using his church to point people to his kingdom.
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The GOCN have been bold enough to face this dim reality. According to the
GOCN'’s writings, the path to recovery is through a trialogue between the gospel,
Western culture and the church. Without a genuine conversation between these three
elements, the gospel will fail to penetrate the cultural barrier of the West - not because
it lacks the power to do so (Rom 1:16), but because it will not be communicated in a
way it will be understood.

The GOCN'’s “three-cornered” conversations have brought many issues to light.
These issues have stirred up much discussion and have reinvigorated the questions
surrounding God’s being, God’s purposes, and the essence of God’s people. It cannot
however remain at the level of theological reflection. These themes need to be
processed in the hearts and minds of a local community of Christ followers, and then
acted out in highly contextualized ways within the locale that community finds itself in.
Embodying these motifs will hopefully challenge forms of the church that are perhaps
simply carryovers from previous generations, and rather than look on the church with
the curiosity of an oddity from a bygone era, society may once again acknowledge that
the church’s message carries relevance and life today.

Bibliography

Bevans, S. (1999). Living Between Gospel and Context: Models for a Missional Church in
North America. In Van Gelder, C. (Ed.), Confident Witness - Changing World
(pp141-154). Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Bilezikian, G. (1997). Hermeneutical bungee-jumping: Subordination in the Godhead.
Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 40(1), 57-68.

Bosch, D. (1995a). Believing in the Future. Valley Forge, PA: Trinity.

. (1995b). Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission.
Maryknoll, NY: Orbis.

Branson, M. (2007). Ecclesiology and Leadership for the Missional Church. In C. Van
Gelder (Ed.), The Missional Church in Context: Helping Congregations Develop
Contextual Ministry (pp. 94-125). Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Brownson, J. (1996). Speaking the Truth in Love: Elements of a Missional Hermeneutic.
In G. Hunsberger & C. Van Gelder (Eds.), The Church Between Gospel & Culture (pp.
228-259). Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Cronshaw, D. & Devenish, S. (2014). The Continuing Conversion of the Australian
Church: A missional conversation with Darrell Guder. Pacifica 27(1), 78-96.

Glasser, A. et al. (2003). Announcing the Kingdom: The Story of God’s Mission in the Bible.
Grand Rapids, MI: Baker.

Guder, D. (2000). The Continuing Conversion of the Church. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.
. (Ed.) (1998). Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North
America. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Hall, D. (1996). Ecclesia Crucis: The Theologic of Christian Awkwardness. In G.
Hunsberger & C. Van Gelder (Eds.), The Church Between Gospel & Culture (pp. 198-
213). Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Hunsberger, G. (1998). Bearing the Witness of the Spirit. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

. (1996). The Newbigin Gauntlet: Developing a Domestic Missiology for North
America. In G. Hunsberger & C. Van Gelder (Eds.), The Church Between Gospel &
Culture (pp. 3-25). Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

ISSN 2205-0442 JCMin Number 1 (May 2015)

57




. (1996). Acquiring the Posture of a Missionary Church. In G. Hunsberger & C. Van
Gelder (Eds.), The Church Between Gospel & Culture (pp. 289-297). Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans.

Husbands, M. (2009). The Trinity is Not Our Social Program: Volf, Gregory of Nyssa and
Barth. In D. Treier & D. Lauber (Eds.), Trinitarian Theology for the Church (pp. 120-
141). Downers Grove, IL: [VP Academic.

Kidman, A. (2012). Why is the save icon still a floppy disk? [html]. Retrieved from
http://www.lifehacker.com.au/2012 /08 /why-is-the-save-icon-still-a-floppy-disk/

Kooser, A. (2013) Surprise! Kids don’t know what the save icon stands for [html].
Retrieved from: http://news.cnet.com/8301-17938 105-57580096-1/surprise-
kids-don