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If you persevere beyond this edito-
rial, you will discover great riches for
reconciliation indeed. Alistair Macrae’s
article reminds the church that it is
called to practise not a world-denying
or world-affirming “citizenship” but a
world-engaging “discipleship”. To en-
gage the world, he says, is to re-marry
the either/or categories that modernity
drove apart: public/private, social jus-
tice/evangelism, doctrine/human  ex-
perience etc. In a response to Garry
Deverell’s article in Issue 1 of CP, Paul
Walton argues that, in different ways,
we expect both too much and too little
of our Sunday gatherings for worship.
Worship, certainly, is the place where
our formation as Christians is ritualised
and made explicit; yet, precisely be-

cause that is so, we cannot expect that
rituals can make us Christians on their
own. Barbara Spencer reflects upon the
theme of abundant life as a formative
image and concept for her practice of a
diaconal ministry that strives to make
connections. Finally, Natalie Dixon
shares some lessons with us from
Mark’s gospel about the ministry of
stopping to listen to those who are most
lost in our community. Stopping to
listen, she says, is to initiate a relation-
ship that may, in time, issue in the re-
humanisation of the person who has
been marginalised, which is a constitu-
tive element of any genuine experience
of healing.

I know you will be as stimulated by
these reflections as we editors have
been. Read, enjoy, live!
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2. Life is to be creatively and
emotionally expressive.
Growing up in the affluence of
50s, 60s and 70s, the boomers
became very aware of the
constricted choices of their
parents. “I’m not in this world
to live up to your expectations
and you’re not here to live up to
mine; but if we find each other,
it’s beautiful.” Emotional
openness, honesty, expression
are valued.

3. There developed a “psychology
of affluence”. It is a right, an
entitlement from society. What
do you want? More. One has a
moral obligation to fulfil
oneself.

This is precisely the generation

missing from mainline churches.

This generation, alienated from

major social institutions, simply

dropped out of the church. The
more one holds an ethic of self-
fulfilment the more one is likely to
drop out of the church. Why?

Churches are filled mainly with

people into self-denial.

Why are mainline churches de-
clining and conservative churches
growing? Until the baby boomers,
mainline churches were able to draw
the young educated people. But those
who prized expression, freedom,
autonomy, self-expression simply
left the churches.

The challenge is to hold in
creative tension the call to self-

fulfilment and self-denial
(another gospel both/and?) Self-
denial on its own is a joyless,
guilt inducing, low energy, unat-
tractive affair. However, a self-
fulfilment approach on its own
will merely contribute to the ram-
pant self-centredness of our cul-
ture.

The challenge for the contem-
porary church is to demonstrate
in word and action that true ful-
filment comes through self-giving
(freely chosen) in the spirit of
Christ.

ALISTAIR MACRAE is Principal of the
Synod’s Centre for Theology and Minis-
try, and was Moderator from 2000 to
2003.

Notes

'See Garry Deverell, “Uniting in Wor-
ship?” in Cross Purposes, April 2005.
’Frost and Hirsch, The Shaping of
Things to Come (Strand, 2003) 8.
*David Bosch, Transforming Mission:
Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mis-
sion (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1991).
“Peter Phan, “Proclamation of the
reign of God as Mission of the
Church”.

*W. Brueggemann, “Preaching as Re-
imagination”, 329.

Daniel Benedict, unpublished talk.
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Ministry connections
Barbara Spencer

JouN 10:10, I have come that they
might have life & have it abun-
dantly, is the biblical text that has
inspired me in diaconal ministry
through its different phases and ex-
periences. Abundant life implies
wholeness, and to be whole we need
to embrace all the diverse parts of
ourselves. We need to be connected.
In my experience this applies both
individually and in community
(shared meaning). What does this
connection individually and espe-
cially corporately mean for ministry
in the Australian culture and context
in 20057

Each of the four different experi-
ences of ministry with which I have
engaged has left me with a different
question about connectedness.
These questions are the basis of my
constant reflection on ministry.

As a teacher for 20 years (+) |
was always drawn to children who
did not achieve, were not able to
connect to classroom learning and
reach the benchmark set for their
year’s standards. This led to me
studying special education, discov-
ering how we learn and what goes
wrong with learning. My focus was
on specific learning difficulties, in-
corporating strategies to enable stu-
dents and teachers to bring about a

learning connection. The question
that remained with me from this era
was: Why do we focus on content
and not on discovering where stu-
dents are in understanding, opening
their learning to the next step?

After ordination my first place-
ment was in a drug agency. I lis-
tened to people’s stories as indi-
viduals and in groups. From those
narratives the theme of disconnec-
tion emerged strongly. Some of the
obvious forms were abuse and ne-
glect—others were more subtle,
such as not fulfilling family expec-
tations or a difficult school experi-
ence where they did not seem to be
on the wavelength of the majority.
This disconnectedness led to seek-
ing the “comfort” that drugs of ad-
diction provide in the initial time of
“using”, but ultimately led to the
larger disconnection from family,
community and friends that is the
product of drug addiction. The
question that focused me in this set-
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ting was how people on the margins
of society, who long for connection,
could transform their lives with
spiritual connectedness?

My second placement, as a Re-
gional Development Worker in the
western suburbs, raised many ques-
tions about connection. Churches
were looking for ways to re-connect
with society and their local commu-
nities as they came to grips with
being part of a multi-choice era. To
do this they would often seek to cre-
ate a meaningful mission. This has
left me with a complex question.
Why create a new mission when the
church is so strongly at mission
through its agencies and chaplaincy/
deacon positions in the community?
How do local congregations connect
and network with the wider mission
of the church? One example of this
connection was a network in the
western suburbs that linked a hospi-
tal chaplain, an aged care chaplain
and several congregations. The

“ Abundant life implies
wholeness, and to be whole
we need to embrace all the
diverse parts of ourselves.
We need to be connected.”

chaplains offered pastoral care
training that could be used in con-
gregations. Some of those trained
offered volunteer work back to the

outreach sites. Support and a better
understanding for both ministries
was a positive outcome.

My current placement, Resource
& Development Officer — Outreach
Ministry, has a dual focus: resourc-
ing those in outreach ministry,
chaplains & deacons, and develop-
ing new ways for the church to be in
the community. Outreach is a diffi-
cult word in this context as partner-
ships, networks, relationships, coop-
eration and teams are much more
the accepted mode of operation in
the culture we are part of. I have
discovered that being part of these
partnerships (be it multi-faith, man-
agement or with other professions)
in settings such as schools, hospi-
tals, prisons, etc. does not in any
way lessen the depths of our beliefs
as Christians. In fact, we need to be
more sure of what we believe and
trust, to be part of this community
conversation.

At the end of my first year as
Resource & Development Officer, I
invited all the chaplains and dea-
cons working in outreach ministry
in the Synod to meet. The process
of social analysis and theological
reflection engaged in on the day
enabled the participants to come up
with a list of the important themes
and issues they faced in their daily
ministry.

The main themes that emerged
were: making sacred space, liturgy,
rituals and memorials in the secular
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10. Whoever would follow Christ to
abundant life must deny themselves

Many UCA members tend to be
“modern” rather than post-
modern. Moderns favour order,
rationality, institutions. The un-
derlying assumption that the
“young will come back” is alive
and well, that “what goes around
comes around”. But we are in a
new landscape and such assump-
tions are fallacious.

Two key “discipleship” texts,
at face value, present very differ-
ent pictures. Mark 8:34 has over-
tones of discipleship as self-
denial. John 10:10 uses the lan-
guage of “fulfilment” and
“abundance”. These different
ways of looking at life, and there-
fore the Christian faith, are sig-
nificant in explaining the
“cultural struggles” in church
communities — and the lack of
people under the age of 50 — in
churches like ours.

The baby boomers (born be-
tween 1946-64) are surely the
most self-conscious, researched
and analysed generation in the
history of humankind! The impact
of the baby boomers, and their
ethic of self-fulfilment, has been
significant in the operative values
and norms of our society. The
fulfilment ethic has very success-
fully challenged the dominant
ethic that informed western

Christendom over the past 200
years, namely a “self-denial”
ethic.

A self-denial ethic has basi-
cally 3 parts, shaped significantly
by the Great Depression and
World War 2.’

1. One denies self for the sake of
the security and the well-being
of the family. An abiding com-
mitment to sacrifice, a convic-
tion that immediate gratifica-
tion should be postponed for
the sake of long-term gain, es-
pecially for one’s spouse or
children.

2. Luxuries came after necessi-
ties.

3. A high value on respectabil-
ity—a good home, respectable
kids.

A self-fulfilment ethic emerged

post-war. People had known de-

pression or war for 16 years.

Women had been pushed out into

jobs. There was an emphasis on

making up for lost time. It was a

period of unparalleled affluence.

Parents committed themselves to

providing for their children things

they had never had themselves.

The emerging ethic taught:

1. Life is intrinsically valuable—
it is not to be denied for the
sake of something else.
Family, country, etc. are to fit
into a self-fulfilling lifestyle.
Life is to be lived to the full
for its own sake.
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character. It is a community of
witnesses who reach out to make
disciples, baptize, teach all that
Christ has commanded, in the
sure hope that Christ is with us
until the end of the age (Matthew
28:18-20).

And so, to use architectural
terms, sustained attention must be
given to the church “verandah”—
that is, the conceptual “space”
which connects the inner life of
the church (its core rituals, the
proclamation of the gospel, the
shared disciplines of the Christian
life) with the community in which
it is set.

Clearly “verandah” here is not
a physical structure (although this
has implications for church archi-
tecture! How many of our build-
ings communicate a message of
welcome, invitation and hospital-
ity?). It is about the mindset of the
church — an imaginative orientation
on the front side of congregational

“The mission of the church
is to draw the whole creation
into the worship of God. The
church at worship is not a
means toanend.”

life — a stance of lives of Christians
open to and facing the world. Ve-
randah hospitality reminds us that
Christ comes to us in the stranger.

Counter-culturally, it calls us to
move from xenophobia (fear of
strangers) to philoxenia (love of
strangers). “It is about suspending
our privileges as insiders in order
to be with others as strangers to the
gospel”.®

The tension between recovering
our sense of being a “called-out”
people and being a community
which reaches out to all in the
name of Christ is worth struggling
with.

9. Worship as the heart of mission

It has become commonplace to
hear of worship as the heart of
mission. In worship we gather
with the people of God, centre our
lives in praise of God, give thanks
and confess our sin, attend to
God’s Word, are nourished by the
sacraments and pray for God’s
world before being “sent out in
mission” to love and serve the
Lord. This approach takes us only
so far; and in fact is unhelpful if it
draws too hard a distinction be-
tween worship and mission. In an-
other sense, the mission of the
church is to draw the whole of
creation into the worship of God.
The church at worship is therefore
not a means to an end (worship as
the “fuel” of mission) but the very
enactment of God’s missionary
intent; the world united in love
and praise of God.
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place (pastoral care in diverse set-
tings); inter-faith dialogue (rituals,
space & symbols); word & deed;
advocacy; community or govern-
ment vision & funding; role of the
Church and recognition of God’s
activity outside the church.

A lot of these issues resonate
with disconnection and the struggle

““How do those in outreach
ministry engage with con-
gregations and presbyter-
ies, to gain common in-
sights on the theological
questions of our times?”

to connect in a multi-faceted soci-
ety. People ministering in these ar-
eas are engaged with theological
reflection on their current role in
society, not how to be part of that
society, which is more a question
heard in the church context. The
question that remains with me is:
How do those in outreach ministry
engage with congregations and pres-
byteries, to reflect and gain com-
mon or community insights on the
theological questions that are im-
portant for our times?

I have been fortunate in ministry
to have been immersed in outreach
ministry through an agency and my
present role; in congregations and
presbytery through my RDW role. It
is an interesting mix to reflect from.

I have experienced authentic
connection between these ministry
areas on occasions but often out-
reach is considered a “special fea-
ture” in a presbytery or congrega-
tion agenda, rather than integrated. I
have seen and been part of a net-
work of chaplains and congrega-
tions that connected strongly, which
was extremely life-giving for both
of them.

The Pentecost readings we have
been reflecting on this month have
reminded me once more of the dy-
namics of authentic connections and
life giving relationships. In John 20:
19-23 Jesus appears to the disciples
to recall to them what they had ex-
perienced in their time together and
to fulfil his promise that they would
not be left alone. He restores the
relationship broken by Good Fri-
day’s events and makes connections.

“As the Father has sent me, so I
send you.” ... He breathed on them
and said to them, “Receive the Holy
Spirit.”

Being part of this authentic com-
munity of the Trinity is what con-
tinually inspires me to find connec-
tions and networks that link congre-
gations, presbyteries and outreach
ministry positions, connections that
will bring wholeness—Ilife abun-
dant.

BARBARA SPENCER is the Synod’s Re-
source Development Officer for Outreach
Ministry.
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A sermon on Mark 5:1-20

Natalie Dixon

I AM A MINISTER in the Uniting
Church and I work in an outreach
position in the Kew-Hawthorn
area, supporting people who live
in the rooming houses and sup-
ported accommodation. Rooming
houses are often big old places
that house anything from 15 to 50
people. People pay for their room
(which is sometimes shared) and
receive basic meals. But some
don’t even provide this. It’s not
the flashiest of accommodation,
but it’s better than the streets,
which is where some of these
people have spent some of their
lives.

So who lives in these places?
The majority, about 80%, are
people who have a mental illness.
There are also some with intellec-
tual disabilities, acquired brain
injuries, and physical disabilities.
Sadly, a significant number also
have a substance abuse issue, us-
ing the likes of alcohol or mari-
juana to manage a life that can be
pretty tough.

By the time they have ended
up in this accommodation most of
their family and friendship sup-
ports have been eroded by the
sheer stress and pressure of trying
to care for a loved one with a

mental illness. Unfortunately
families are under-resourced to
do the caring. This care used to
happen in large institutions, asy-
lums, which don’t exist anymore.
Essentially this shift has meant
that people are now left to fend
for themselves, with inadequate
and limited support afforded by a
system that is itself under-
resourced and in near crisis. Not
that any one seems to take notice
of this.

So what is this thing we call a
mental illness? It is essentially an
illness of our mind and it can take
many forms. There are two main
groupings. Non-psychotic, which
is an experience of overwhelming
emotions, i.e., clinical depression
and anxiety. Then there are the
psychotic forms, like schizophre-
nia and bi-polar. This is where
people lose touch with reality and
their perceptions of the world be-
come distorted, i.e., they have
delusions, hallucinations—see or
hear things that aren’t there.

1 in 5 people in Australia at
any one time will be experiencing
some form of mental illness. This
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through
a glass
darkly

he considers it a means by which
new truth emerges: “Ours is an
awesome opportunity; to see
whether this text...can voice and
offer reality in a redescribed way
that is credible and evocative of a
new humanness, rooted in holi-
ness and practiced in neighbourli-

ness”.’

7. Theology of abundance
rather than scarcity

Why is the church fixated on
scarcity and decline? Scripture
makes it patently clear that God
does big things with small num-
bers! Moses in Egypt. David and
Goliath. Paul in Ephesus. Church
history and contemporary experi-
ence furnish abundant examples
of this reality. The core gospel
narrative in this respect is surely
Jesus’ parable of the loaves and
fishes. When disciples offer all
they have, albeit a pathetically
small resource, in a situation of
overwhelming need, and seek
Christ’s blessing upon it, they
will have more than enough. In
fact, of course, in terms of finan-
cial and property resources, and
personal and spiritual resources
the church is by no means impov-
erished. But this is not the point.
The hope of church and world lies
in the abundance of the God of
pressed-down goodness, over-
flowing cups, mercies which

never come to an end. The current
malaise is being fuelled, if not by

“ When disciples offer all
they have, albeit a
pathetically small resource,
and seek Christ’s blessing
upon it, the will have more
than enough. ”

faithlessness, then wrong focus—
we are responding to declining
material and personal resources
rather than upon God who can do
much with little, who traffics in
the world through yeast in leaven,
through salt in a tasteless mass,
through light in apparently over-
whelming darkness.

8. Build and occupy the verandah:
the architecture of the
church’s mindset

With all this talk about recover-
ing a sense of the “particularity”
of Christian identity it may seem
odd to turn now to the imperative
of engagement with world and
culture. It cannot be stated too
clearly that the whole creation is
the object of the divine mission.
The church is itself a result of
God’s mission, not the end-in-
itself. As God reaches out to the
world seeking an answering love,
so too, the church bears the same
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tension that these apparent polari-
ties present and view them as
both-ands.

The gospel calls us to attend to
both the public dimension of the
gospel (“Jesus is Lord”—social
holiness) and the personal dimen-
sion (“Jesus is Lord”—personal
holiness).

It calls forth both a commit-
ment to justice and peace in the
world (Christian praxis) and to
development of personal spiritu-
ality (relationship with the Triune
God).

It calls Christians both to
social engagement such as jus-
tice-seeking, peacemaking, ser-
vice (praxis) and evangelism
(word).

We need to recover both the
transcendence of God and the im-
manence of God (a deep reappro-
priation of trinitarian worship and
theology?).

We must hold together a high
value on both doctrine (knowing
about God) and human experi-
ence (knowing God).

The church must value both
order and freedom.

We must practice both radical
holiness (in the spirit of Jesus)
and radical inclusivity (in the
spirit of Jesus).

The church must respond to
the gospel imperatives of both
prophetic ministry and pastoral
ministry.

6. Tell the story:
the return of the narrative

Post-modernity at one level es-
chews the grand narrative—an
over-arching story that makes
sense of the whole. But rather
than abandon the Christian meta-
narrative, the current context in-
vites a non-imperialistic telling of
the story. Is it possible for the
church’s account of life, meaning
and redemption to engage criti-
cally and robustly with those nar-
ratives which produce death; and
with other religious communities
in respectful dialogue and the
common search for truth, justice
and peace?

Alert preachers will be aware
of a high level of pluralism in any
congregation. Any pastor knows
that beneath the surface appear-
ance of unity of faith, even
though the congregation joins in
heartily with the singing, duti-
fully participates in the responses
and creeds, there is significant
theological diversity in any con-
gregation. A frank acknowledge-
ment of pluralism, within the
church and beyond, calls for re-
spectful conversation rather than
authoritarian dicta. Brueggemann
puts it this way: “Preaching must
be conducted in a context where
one makes proposals and advoca-
cies, but not conclusions”. While
this sounds a bit like relativism,
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means that many of you here will
be directly affected by such an
illness at some stage, cither per-
sonally or in those you love. Most
people will experience a time of
being ill only once and fully re-
cover. Sadly for others though, it
will reoccur throughout their life-
time. The people I work with are
like this. Their mental illness is
chronic and long term.

It’s really important to remem-
ber that these people were fully
functioning prior to their illness.
The grief for a life they once
knew and is now gone sits as a

“Our response to mental ill-
ness involves the discomfort
of being faced with people
being out of control, for we
are a culture of control.”

painful constant. Paula was in
second year medicine and devel-
oped severe schizophrenia. Now
she can hardly hold a conversa-
tion because the voices in her
head are so loud she struggles to
hear me. “No peace”, she says, “I
get no peace at night, lovely, you
see there’s all these people talk-
ing. Gosh they make a racket”.
Some had traveled the world,
worked as lawyers, art teachers,
computer technicians, and then
became ill. Some were married
with children and now have no

one, a consequence of an era
where they were put in an asylum
and never talked of again. Sadly,
at funerals, it’s not uncommon for
people’s children to turn up, who
haven’t seen them for 25 years.

The consequences of having a
chronic mental illness include a
very poor quality of life on all
levels. People have:

e Poor living conditions.

e Poor health caused by poor
diets, smoking, alcohol/drugs,
medication, poor personal
hygiene.

e Poor quality of life; being on a
pension means money is limited.
They spend about 60% just on
rent which leaves very little for
food, let alone any leisure/
recreational activities that we all
take for granted. Think about
what you did last weekend.
Movies, cafes, theatre and
shopping are all outside the realm
of these people

e Very limited support networks,
very few friends, family.

All this is hard, but people will
tell you that the worst
consequence is the stigma they
experience from the wider
community. Most can just cope
with the symptoms. What makes
life hard is the stigma/attitude of
the wider community.

Stigma is essentially about
fear. On the surface we are fright-
ened by people whose behaviour
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seems odd, unpredictable. But I
believe our response to mental
illness is also about the discom-
fort of being faced with an ex-
perience of people being out of
control, for we are a culture of
control. There is a vulnerability
that frightens us.

I CHOSE THE STORY of the
Gerasene demoniac to reflect on
because I and others believe this
is a story about a man with a
mental illness. In the ancient
world people attributed all ill-
nesses to the spirit world, any-
thing that they did not understand
they believed to be caused by
spirits, by demons.

We know this not to be true, as
medical discoveries have helped
us to understand why these ill-
nesses occur. But while there
have been great scientific ad-
vances in our understanding,
there seems to have been little
advancement in the way we re-
spond to these people.

The story in fact shows that
not much has changed in the way
that the community responds to
people with mental illness. They,
like us, excluded what they didn’t
understand. They sent a man who
had a mental illness to live among
the dead, to live in the cemetery,
in a place on the fringes of the
town, unlit, with wild animals
roaming. They sent him to live in

a place they considered unclean
and godforsaken.

The man would himself be
very aware that this would make
him unclean, because death in the
Jewish community made people
ritually unclean. The conse-
quences of this meant that he
could not have contact with any-
one. His family would no longer
see him; he would be all alone,
starved of any physical human
contact. Being unclean means that
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tion; and if it is true that we are
profoundly shaped by the sur-
rounding culture, then formation
in “the mind of Christ” and the
values of God’s Reign will re-
quire a degree of intentionality
that has been largely absent in
our church.

The degree of our cultural
complicity is scarcely acknowl-

“In the ancient world, they
like us excluded what they
didn’t understand. ”

“We must invest more time,
prayer and attention to
Christian formation iif a
counter-cultural spirituality
is to be nurtured and
sustained.”’

he is excluded totally from par-
ticipating in the life of the com-
munity and from any religious
activities.

If this isn’t bad enough, in an
attempt to restrain him he was
bound by chains on his hands and
feet. Imagine this poor man. He has
clearly become very unwell, and
quite unstable in his mind. He
knows that his community and fam-
ily are frightened of him, but
probably not as frightened as he is
about the whole thing. Their re-
sponse has been to cast him out. To
place him outside of the commu-
nity. To place him among the dead.

I am sure the community at-
tempted to heal him. It’s interest-

edged. The abyss between the
Kingdom values of love, justice
and peace — a culture of life — and
the dominant narcissism, materi-
alism and violence — a culture of
death — is vast. We must invest
more time, prayer and attention to
Christian formation if a counter-
cultural spirituality is to be nur-
tured and sustained. We will re-
cover and cultivate the ancient
spiritual disciplines and prac-
tices: biblical literacy, prayer,
worship, the disciplines of love.
We might expect to see a rise in
the ancient Christian praxis of
civil disobedience in the face of
social injustice.

The new Assembly “Becoming
Disciples” schema is a commend-

able attempt to recover the an-
cient catechumenate. In the cur-
rent context people need to be
“called out” and formed in the
weird and wonderful way of Jesus
and God’s Reign and nurtured in
communities with a self-
consciously Christian identity.

5. Welcome dichotomies: moving
from “either/or” to “both/and”

In the new context we must be-
ware the simplifiers as much as
the obscurantists! Life is com-
plex. God is mysterious. Perhaps
the greatest protection the church
has from reductionist fundamen-
talism (scriptural, ecclesiastical,
liturgical, theological, etc.) is a
deep sense of being part of the
one holy catholic and apostolic
church throughout time and
space. This is a diverse family to
claim! In the current context,
which favours niche churches (as
do some church growth pundits),
our church should have the cour-
age and the wisdom to be a both-
and rather than an either-or
church.

Space permits a naming of
only some polarities in faith and
church life. In some times and
places in the church these have
been painted as either-ors, ulti-
mately, I believe, at great cost to
the fullness of the gospel. Instead
we must enter into the creative
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sacraments of baptism and holy
communion as rituals of separa-
tion as well as incorporation; that
is, as rituals belonging to an ec-
clesia—a called-out people?

The prayer of Jesus was not
that his followers would be re-
moved from the world but that
they might be a faithful presence
within it. For this we need to re-
gain consciousness of being a
people apart—to increase con-
sciousness of nonconformity. If
the church is to have any integrity
in contemporary culture, it might
surely bear at least some charac-
teristics of a sect.

The purpose of raising aware-
ness of distinctiveness, however, is
not to claim some spurious purity;
nor an exercise in self-
justification, but rather to maintain
this nonconformity as the basis
from which to work for change.

Ironically perhaps, what may
mark distinctively Christian iden-
tity amidst the current cultural
pressure to homogeneity is radi-
cal inclusivity. In the community
shaped around the particular
memory and presence of Jesus
there can be no distinction be-
tween young and old, male and
female or any other category
which judges people’s relative
worth. At both the font and the
table we are reminded that our
core identity lies in who we are
“in Christ”.

4. Christians are made not born:
Christian formation in a
world of many gods—
everything old is new again.

In Christendom we assumed that
people would be exposed to the
gospel through mother’s milk,
i.e., that by being born and
brought up in a Christian society
one would imbibe the gospel by
association. It is hard to under-
stand how any biblically-shaped
person could believe that the gos-
pel could make any sense at all
apart from a deep conversion of
the heart, mind and will.

Until the ’50s we were effec-
tive in ensuring that at least
enough of our children got the
drift and remained in the church.
That’s all changed but we have
not fully acknowledged it. The
UCA and its antecedents have
largely engaged in recycling the
saints rather than proclaiming the
good news of the Reign of God to
the sick, the blind and oppressed
in modern culture.

The previous paradigm of
Christianity as “citizenship” must
change to a “discipleship” para-
digm. If it is true that the culture
we inhabit and in which we min-
ister moves around an axis that is
fundamentally materialistic, indi-
vidualistic and nihilistic; and if it
is true that the gospel of Christ
witnesses to a different dispensa-
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ing that in verse 7 we are told
that he fell on his knees before
Jesus and shouted out “swear to
God that you won’t torment me”.
This tells us that he was most
likely tormented, being subjected
to exorcism after exorcism by all
the religious gurus of his time, in
an attempt to heal him.

Now he is left alone in the
tombs, an outcast, a leper. It’s no
surprise then that the story tells
us that verse 5 “night and day
among the tombs and in the hills
he would cry out and cut himself
with stones”.

This man has now taken to
harming himself. Something some
people do to try and deal with the
pain. The terrible sense of being
an outcast at a time when he
needed most to be held by his
community would be overwhelm-
ing.

WE HEAR THIS STORY and can see
it as a cruel way to deal with this
man, yet [ would say that we are
still doing the same thing today.
Our attitudes and responses have
hardly shifted. Just recently there
was an uproar in the local news-
paper about a house being used
for people who have just had a
stay in the hospital psychiatric
ward. People were concerned that
it would devalue their properties
and there was concern about it
being next to a playground. The

atrocious suggestion that just be-
cause someone has a mental ill-
ness they are going to molest
children is utterly defamatory and
unfounded. Let alone the issue of
placing more value on property
than humans.

The same old stuff was trotted
out when a housing project was
built next to Kew primary school.
Parents said that they didn’t
“want their children being ex-
posed to those kind of people”.

Today we make these people
outsiders all the time. And this
sort of marginalisation is utterly
soul-destroying. The grief for a
life that could have been so dif-
ferent and the struggle to hold
onto reality sometimes means sui-
cide seems like the better option.
And tragically some succeed. A
survey done recently found that
in a one year period 84% of peo-
ple who had schizophrenia who
died, did so because they killed
themselves, as do some sufferers
of depression.

There was an article in The
Australian a couple of years ago
which pointed out the failure of
the community to care for these
vulnerable people. It said
“Instead of being cradled by soci-
ety, the mentally ill are silently
filling up our prisons, homeless
shelters, hospitals and often our
graveyards”. So in a sense we are
still sending them to live among
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the tombs, the only difference
now is that we put them in a cof-
fin first.

SO WHAT DO WE DO about all
this? As the church we are called
to be followers of Christ, to be
Christ-like. So let’s look at how
Jesus responded to this man.

The first thing he did was that
he engaged him. He didn’t walk
on by as many others would, but
stopped and took time out on his

“Jesus engaged with this
unclean man, and in doing so
broke all the social and reli-
gious barriers that made him

’»r 9

‘other’.

journey to engage with this un-
clean man. Jesus didn’t shy away
from him because he would him-
self now be tainted with the same
uncleanliness. He engaged with
him and in doing so broke all the
social and religious barriers that
made this man “other”.

When we are called to be
Christ-like, then we too are called
to break the social barriers of our
times that declare these people as
outcast. We too are to risk being
socially outcast through our en-
gagement with them. I am well
aware of being an outcast by as-
sociation, it has happened too

many times when I arrive at cafes
with a group.

The second thing is that Jesus
humanised him. He asked him
“What is your name”. When we
are named we are known. It’s in-
teresting, though, that the man
gave the name that he was proba-
bly known by and given by the
community. The compassion and
love Jesus showed to the man cre-
ated the environment for his heal-
ing, restoring him to his right
mind.

We are, then, challenged to go
to the tombs in our communities,
to those places to which we have
banished the mentally ill, and to
engage with them, to help heal
them. By healed 1 don’t necessar-
ily mean of their illness, but of
the deep pain caused by the lone-
liness, fear and despair they face
each day, on their own.

The healing in this story was
not so much that his illness was
gone, but that this man was now
restored back to his community.
He would be able to see and
touch his family, to participate in
community life and to worship
his God. Social exclusion is what
destroys people’s souls. We are
called to embrace these people, to
bring them back home, to be
again a part of our community.

NATALIE DIXON is a Deacon working in
the Kew Regional Ministry.
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acterised by two concerns: saving
souls and church extension.’ Ac-
cordingly, mission was narrowed
down to ensuring the individual’s
eternal destiny, while other ele-
ments of the church’s mission
such as the transformation of eco-
nomic, social and political struc-
tures, respectful dialogue with
other faiths, and engagement with
local cultures, were set aside as
secondary, or neglected.

While there were notable ex-
ceptions, in this dominant theol-
ogy, in which salvation is both
individualized and ecclesiasti-
cised, the centre and heart of the
missionary project is the church,
understood primarily in institu-
tional terms. The other three ele-
ments of the Christian faith —
proclamation, mission, Reign of
God — received inadequate atten-
tion. Especially, the Reign of
God, in its prophetic and eschato-
logical dimensions, was practi-
cally forgotten.

In the 1950s, a “quiet Coperni-
can revolution took place: what
was at the periphery now occu-
pied the central position...now,
the central pillar sustaining the
missionary edifice is the reign of
God...the mission of the church
flows from the fact that it is a
sign and instrument for the reign
of God”.*

In the words of Thorwald
Lorensen, “the mission of the

church is to create analogies to
God’s Reign”. The recovery of
the heart of Jesus’ teaching and
mission, the Reign of God, at the
heart of the church’s life, is fun-
damental in our context. In the
Spirit’s power we seek to live out
and live into the Lord’s Prayer:
“Your kingdom come, your will
be done on earth as in heaven”.

3. Church as all-inclusive sect:
on being nakedly Christian
but not ashamed.

For liberal, “accomodationist”
Christianity, “sect” language pro-
vokes deep anxiety. It suggests
exclusivism and judgemental-
ism—a cutting off from the
world, etc. For this paper I use it
in the sense of strong identity and
boundaries. The Christian church
stands for some things and
against others. To be a member of
this community means something
and not nothing. The new mission
context challenges the modernist
church to attend to that which is
distinctive and particular in its
tradition. It specifically chal-
lenges the Uniting Church to pay
special attention to its core ritu-
als. For example, the church’s
sacraments are rarely understood
to be ritualised reminders of the
difference between the reign of
Christ and the surrounding world.
Can we begin to reappropriate the
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This period of dismantling and
turmoil presents the church with
institutional problems and chal-
lenges. At another level, we are
being called to interpret the pre-
sent as a genuine opportunity to
fundamentally realign ourselves
with God and God’s purposes in a
changing world.

The following are some non-
systematic thoughts about possi-
ble implications for Christian dis-
cipleship in the new context.

1. Jesus is Lord

Scholars have identified that the
earliest creed discernible in scrip-
ture is “Jesus is Lord”. While not
an entirely sufficient basis for
discipleship (a trinitarian basis
would more fully reflect the full-
ness of our tradition), this creed
indicates the appropriate starting
and centring point. Positively it is

“ Today, ‘Jesus is Lord’
means that Bush is not Lord.
Neither is Howard. Neither
are money, nor things, nor
family, nor job. ”

a call to embrace the way of radi-
cal God-centredness, love, peace-
making, reconciliation. It is the
Christian basis of “you shall have
no other gods before me”. For
early Christians, “Jesus is Lord”

was a direct challenge to the
claims of Caesar. It meant then
that “Caesar is not Lord”. Today
“Jesus is Lord” is the claim that
dethrones all who would claim
our ultimate allegiance. It means
that Bush is not Lord. Neither is
Howard. Neither are money, nor
things, nor family, nor job. When
Jesus in the Beatitudes com-
mended “purity of heart” he was
not referring to moral purity but
to the call to have one centre:
God and God’s Reign. This call
to radical God-centredness is best
exemplified in Jesus’ famous dia-
logue with Mary and Martha. Dis-
ciples now, as then, are called to
radical God-centredness and to
dethrone all alternative gods who
distract us and claim our hearts.

2. Citizens of the Kingdom,
members of the church.

The primary focus of Christian
mission is to initiate people into
the Reign of God and the new
creation rather than making them
members of denominations and
local franchises.

This represents a significant
change of emphasis in Christian
thinking in the last 40 years ago
in both Protestant and Catholic
churches. In his major study of
Christian mission, David Bosch
argued that the understanding of
mission from 600-1500 was char-
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Uniting in Worship?

Paul Walton responds
to Garry Deverell’s article
in Issue 1 of Cross Purposes

GARRY DEVERELL begins his paper
by taking certain things for granted:
“that the Uniting Church is called by
God to seek and bear witness to the
unity of all Christian people”, and
that his ecumenically-committed
readers “not only understand the
biblical, historical and theological
manifestations of this calling, but
are also thereby motivated to work
for its realization”. I envy him. I
have a presupposition that I suspect
not all share: that worship is the pri-
mary area in which the formation of
Christians takes place.

Let me declare my present situa-
tion. Presently, I am a hospital
chaplain rather than being in a con-
gregational placement; I also chair
the National Working Group on
Worship. On Sundays, I attend my
local congregation, which would
best fit into Garry’s “Praise and
Worship” grouping, though not
quite—it also has some elements of
the “Traditional Hymn and Preach-
ing churches”. During the week, I
am part of an “Ancient-Future” faith
community. I have long been con-
vinced of the power of worship to
form beliefs and character. I re-
member in my first placement, a
couple of elders made an appoint-

ment to see me. When they arrived,
it was to thank me for always hav-
ing a Declaration of Forgiveness in
the services I took; for the first time
in their lives, they had both realised
they are forgiven! These women
were stalwarts of the congregation,
active in good works, who had
never before felt forgiven. To their
surprise, they had identified the
source of their new-found confi-
dence in the liturgy, regularly re-
peated.

I cannot assume that those who
read this response will share my pre-
supposition that worship is the pri-
mary ground for Christian forma-
tion. Others may look in different
places: in education, fellowship or
mission; or in a mixture of some or
all of these. Yet when the Church
gathers for worship we find the
greatest concentration of members,
gathered to one end: the praise of
God; and this happens week by
week by week. (I realise that some
come for other reasons; but the
Body itself has one end.) In praise
and adoration, confession and inter-
cession, hearing the Word and shar-
ing the sacrament of Christ’s body
and blood, the Body—and its mem-
bers—are being formed, built up, in
Christ.

op. cit.
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In the brief space I have, I want
to provide a very personal “taster”
of some things that hinder this proc-
ess, and things that help. And a cou-
ple of challenges to every part of
Deverell’s classification.

Things that hinder

o We ask too much of worship.

Our forebears lived in villages or
small towns; their cities were more
like collections of smaller communi-
ties. They walked to church; they
knew each other from school, they
shopped at the same place, they

“When our culture has lost
its moorings, the Church
provides a service by
remembering. ”

knew one another’s joys and griefs.
Today, we worship God with people
we don’t know from anywhere else;
often, we want to know them better.
Sometimes, we emphasise fellow-
ship over worship in order to
achieve this, where small groups and
Sunday lunches would be more ap-
propriate vehicles.

e The individualism of our time.

I often sense that we come to church
as an aggregate of individuals, each
to praise God in the presence of oth-
ers. I have just been at a Pentecost
service in which the emphasis was

on each person as an individual
bearer of the Spirit, not on the com-
munity as Spirit-filled. Rather, when
gathered for worship, the whole is
much greater than the sum of the
parts. Here, as Chauvet says, the
community is most clearly itself.

o The me-centredness of worship.

I have heard it said that we should
not use the singular personal pro-
noun (“I”, “me”) in congregational
song. I don’t agree; the Psalms con-
tain this form, as do much-loved
hymns (“When [ survey the won-
drous cross”; “And can it be that /
should gain”). Yet when everything
sung is about “me and Jesus”, it con-
tributes to the individualism of wor-
ship and a narrowing of focus.

I do strongly question whether
any prayer should be in terms of “I
pray...”; the leader is praying on
behalf of the people. It should al-
ways be “We pray...”

Things that help

e A sense of Tradition.

“Tradition” seems to be a dirty word
in many places; it smacks of fussi-
ness over boring detail, and dead
forms. Yet when our culture has lost
its moorings, the Church provides a
service by remembering. But
“tradition” is not what worked for us
in our younger days! In fact, I have
found the most helpful explorations
into tradition to be those looking at
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the ultimate autonomy of each
person. A second feature is ra-
tionalism, which is characterised
by confidence in the power of the
mind to explore and understand
reality. Modernism taught that the
individual, through the use of rea-
son, can arrive at objective truth.
Much of the Uniting Church’s
reformed and evangelical heritage
evolved during the modern era. In
post-modernity we are seeing a
recovery of mystery and a grow-
ing suspicion of the systematic
“rationalistic” theologies of the
enlightenment.

Today, new revolutions in sci-
ence, philosophy and communica-
tions are shifting us towards new
values. These shifts are producing
a whole new culture and raise
questions about the way Christi-
anity is to be understood, lived
and communicated.

From Christendom to
Post-Christendom

Another critical reality impinging
directly on the life of the church
is the demise of Christendom.
This powerful religio-political
arrangement has been the prevail-
ing context of church in Europe
since the eleventh century, but it
roots go back to the fourth cen-
tury, when Christianity won rec-
ognition as the religion of the
state with the conversion of Em-

peror Constantine. The church
was fundamentally redefined by
its new role. It changed from be-
ing a minority, prophetic commu-
nity whose primary allegiance
was to Christ and the Kingdom of
God to a pastoral presence within
the Empire. The emphasis moved
from discipleship to citizenship.

“Christianity, with some nota-
ble exceptions, moved from being
a dynamic, revolutionary, social
and spiritual movement to being a
religious institution with its at-
tendant structures, priesthood and
sacraments”.’

Christendom has been in de-
cline for the past 250 years but its
condition was identifiably termi-
nal by the 1950s. However,
Christendom assumptions remain
very strong in the missiology and
ecclesiology of the Uniting
Church. In many ways, it seems
that the church remains in stead-
fast denial of the collapse of the
old frameworks.

Although the UCA stands in
the heritage of some of the great
reform movements of Christian
history (the Reformation, the
Wesleyan revival etc.), and our
Basis of Union explicitly commits
the UCA to on-going reformation
of its life, there can be no doubt
that the current situation demands
a radical examination of archaic
assumptions, structures and pri-
orities of the church.
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from

Citizenship

to

Discipleship

Following Christ in a
post-Christian culture

Alistair Macrae

IN LAST YEAR’S Blake Prize For
Religious Art, one striking paint-
ing depicted what at first glance
looked like a church but was in
fact an old factory built at the
height of the industrial revolu-
tion. It was in an advanced state
of deterioration. Ugly concrete
piers sat where the floor once
was, supporting great metal but-
tresses to keep the building from
collapse. Clearly the building had
once served a vital purpose, but
time and technology had moved
on—its obsolescence was poign-
antly clear. That the piece was in
a religious art prize was surely no
coincidence; nor was the artist’s
care to render the factory church-
like in appearance.

What is there about the life of
our church that is based on as-
sumptions no longer accurate; and

which therefore impede the mis-
sion of God through the church?
Western culture is experiencing
tectonic cultural shifts which im-
pact on the life of the church, in-
deed on Christian faith. Diogenes
Allen describes it as a “massive
intellectual revolution taking
place that is perhaps as great as
that which marked off the modern
world from the Middle Ages”.

Two fundamental shifts are
worthy of particular attention
here. I’ll point to them with scan-
dalous brevity.

First there is the transition
from the “modern” world (1750-
1980) to a so-called “post-
modern” era.' And second there is
the transition from Christendom
to a post-Christendom society.

From Modernity to Post-Modernity

A key feature of modern thought
is individualism, which asserts
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On Areopagus Hill

the first few centuries of the Church,
when it had a minority status in the
culture, and before Christendom was
conceived.

o The embrace of symbols.

We are rediscovering symbol in many
ways: the generous use of bread, wine
and water; the colours of the Church
year in stoles and banners; oil, can-
dles, movement; even incense and
icons in scattered places. All this is
necessary for embodied worship of
the Word-made-flesh.

Challenges

e Trinitarian worship.

We worship the Father through the
Son in the Holy Spirit. Sometimes,
worship appears unitarian, whether
it is focused on “God”, on Christ or
the Spirit. However, the absence of
classical trinitarian language may
only obscure a genuine grappling
with trinitarian imagery. The Bible,
the Church’s tradition, and some of
the most exciting theological explo-
ration in recent times all point us to
the Trinity as the source and goal of
our life in Christ.

o The Sacrament of the Lord’s
Supper.

“In this sacrament of his broken
body and outpoured blood the risen
Lord feeds his baptized people on
their way to the final inheritance of
the Kingdom.” (Basis of Union, §8)

I have heard it said many times that
it would spoil the sacrament to re-
ceive it too often. How often would
we say this to friends? (“I don’t
want to eat at your place too often; it
spoils my appreciation.”)

When people share Holy Com-
munion regularly, a sense of com-
munion is generated among them; I
believe that a renewal of the sacra-
ment in all its dimensions is vital for
the life of the Uniting Church today.

I SEE THE THINGS that hinder in
every one of Deverell’s categories,
to a greater or lesser extent; they
bedevil us in every part of life, and
the Church’s worship is no excep-
tion. As to things that help, only
some are actively engaging with the
Tradition (an engagement which
brings something new into being),
and truly embracing the symbolic.

“ A renewal of the Lord’s
Supper in all its dimensions
is vital for the life of the
Uniting Church today. ”

As far as bringing the Sacrament of
the Lord’s Supper into the centre...

Are we are ready to dialogue? Or
should we confess our folly?

PAUL WALTON is a hospital chaplain in Bris-
bane, and convenes the Uniting Church Na-
tional Working Group on Worship.
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