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Though it is true that God usually works within the established sociological patterns of t;f:uman
behaviour, he just as often works in other ways. For example, it is well documented, particularly
in our history, that renewal movements and accelerated church growth go together.® Renew_‘al
movements tend not to follow the carefully charted lines of sociological methodology, but rat-her,
against all odds, they simply follow the mysterious winds of the Holy Spirit.

Third, the highly centralized form of church government required to put in place church
growth theory is problematic. While it is agreed that Wagner (particularly)®® encourages the
training and sharing of leadership in the local church, the CGM places inordinate emphasis and
power into the role of the pastor. In certain settings this might be appropriate, in others it is not!

(Please note: | raise this important issue only briefly since another author has been
commissioned to address this in another paper.)

Fourth, while it is certainly necessary to evaluate and critique every program in missions and
evangelism, and while it is granted that it is better to make tough, objective decisions (if that, in
fact, is possible) regarding the mission enterprise, it nonetheless is not the entire story. Not
everything can be evaluated on such grounds. If our definition of evangelism is only broad
enough to accommodate our pragmatic inclinations -- that is, if it works, keep it; if it doesn’t work,
scrap it; if it works poorly, make it work*® -- then we will lose something that is hard to gain back
again. The idea proposed by J.l. Packer that evangelism occurs when the Good News is
proclaimed*' (even though a positive response of the decision-makers is not forthcoming) '
means that the Good News, nevertheless, is sent forth as God has instructed it should be done,
and it will accomplish What he intends for it to do'klsaiah 55:10-11).

Fifth, the CGM asserts strongly that it is a theological movement. By this they mean that
they find the impetus for the movement within the Scriptures. This we applaud. However, the
CGM is hardly a theological movement. It has not added very much to our understanding of the

Scriptures; rather, it has read the Scriptures with a certain bias (as we all do) to justify the



. 15

-
]

philosophical and sociological directions its major research has taken. i
When pragmatism rules in the church -- that is, when the question of "how" something is

done takes centre stage -- then the "Who" who is behind the church tends to get lost in the -

shuffle.
Even a cursory reading of the Acts of the Apostles leaves us in no doubt that it was the

power of the risen Christ indwelling the infant church which was the sole impetus for the

remarkable growth of the early church.

The heart of the matter, it seems to me, is not so much in the writing of slick, glossy how-to
manuals (although they have a place to stimulate church growth thinking) but in a recovery of the
presence of God within the life of the church. If we must fall into the trap of making priorities,
and the CGM is very good at that, then let’s, at least, make the priority a fresh touch from God

who wants to renew a church easily seduced to pagan values.

. THE BASIC BIBLICAL PERSPECTIVES WHICH THE MENNONITE BRETHREN
CHURCH SHOULD EMBRACE.

The genius of the Anabaptist reformation was that our forefathers read the Scriptures with
the intent that they should be obeyed. A faith, they argued, without obedience isn't faith at all.
The Anabaptist leaning toward biblical theology was quite deliberate -- let God be God; let the
Lord of the church set the terms for discipleship; let the Scriptures speak even if they create
tension for:; This we do well not to forget.

What, then, are th.e biblical perspectives we ought to embrace? Allow me to name four for
discussion.

First, at the centre of the church is Jesus Christ. He is not only the primary, but also the only

focal point of the church. Hopefully no one will dispute this fact. If we do not actively teach and

affirm that the church exists only through the redemptive purposes and intentions of God and that
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we are incorporated into a body of which he is the solely the Head, by and through his sovéjeign
will and grace, we begin to lose the majesty of being part of a King who has a kingdom.

At the centre of God'’s purposes are not the pragmatic growth schemes of the church, but
rather his majestic glory. Too much church growth writing is sociological scheming -- of cou"rse,
with the honourable intent of making disciples. Very little and very infrequently do these writing

set out the majesty and glory of Christ.

| fear for a church that loses its God-consciousness. | fear for a church more interested in

providing a full-service agency (with amenities such as adequate parking, innumerable programs
designed to make our worship life easier, etc.) for a consumer-oriented society, than existing for
the glory of the risen Christ.

The amazing growth of the first century church cannot be attributed to slick churchmanship;
rather it is attributed directly to a church caught up in wonder, in prayer and in worship of the
risen Christ.

Second, we need to reaffirm our openness to hearing God’s word even if it creates tension
for us. It might be easier to do church if we simply “"prioritize" God’s complex word to us. It
might make churches function more smoothly, but we will soon be the poorer for it. It is always
easier to lead a single-dimensional church than to allow the church to express all the broadness
of the Creator and his word to us. The church needs to affirm that all of God’s words represent
his wiI.IA for ug and are to be obeyed. This means we will often struggle to bring balance to our
witness. Indeed, a cup of cold water, given in the name of the risen Lord, is witness. It is also
obedience to his command. No one may notice this act, but Jesus knows and commends such'
action (Matthew 10:40-42).

Again, the Acts of the Apostles are full of such holistic thinking. The apostles didn’t walk

away from the person sitting at the gate of the Temple (Acts 3:1ff). It was true that they didn’t
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have gold and silver to give to the man. They gave him what they had -- a chance to becoj%e
whole both in body and in spirit.

The terrible judgement on Ananias and Sapphira was that they lied to the Holy Spirit
concerning the material goods they were bringing to meet the needs of the fledgling, young:
church which held all things in common. Concern for both the spiritual and physical needs was
being expressed (Acts 4:32ff; 5:1ff; 6:1-7). Their sin was that they lied about the material goods
which would have helped sustain the young, poverty-stricken church.

Peter raised Tabitha (Dorcas) from death -- a woman given to good deeds, who, if she
remained dead, would be missed terribly. Her witness was centred in her good deeds (Acts
9:36ff).

The narrower the definition of evangelism, the less able the church is equipped to respond to
God'’s world with the Good News which changes humanity fundamentally at the core of their
being. Therefore, we must embrace equally "presence" and "proclamation” and "persuasion".

Third, we need an ecclesiology which embraces actively the priesthood of all believers, not
only giving lip-service to it. To separate the church into the artificial categories of leaders and
followers is to fall into the trap that bedeviled medieval, middie ages Christianity.

Paul, that towering figure who strides through the Acts of the Apostles and the New
Testament with awesome power, was one of the brothers in the church. Though gifted with
amazi-rig; strengths, he accepted the call of his brothers and sisters in the local church at Antioch,
and the call of the Holy Spirit through this congregation, to begin a preaching mission. He
remained accountable to them for his ministry by reporting back what God had done through this
unique partnership.

Jesus was very clear that there are to be no barriers between the members of his kingdom.

The basin and towel are eternal symbols of how we are to serve one another. Furthermore, the
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sign of greatness is the ability to wash another’s feet. In a day when power in society givesg
persons the right to order the lives of others, the church must increasingly reaffirm the call for

humility and servant leadership. Indeed, the church needs fewer Chief Executive Officers af_@

more servants.

Fourth, the conflict of the ages which has raged since the announcement that the Son of the
woman will crush the head of the serpent (Genesis 3:15) is most certainly a passionately-
contested spiritual war. The early church knew that the spiritual disciplines of prayer, fellowship
around the eucharist, and the study of the Scriptures were the way to develop strength for this
ongoing struggle. Jesus warned his disciples again and again that the issue was not one of flesh
and blood, but of principalities and powers. He warned that some things can only change and be
won through fasting and prayer. The Mennonite Brethren Church will not rise or fall on the
smoothness of its administrative, decision-making capacity, or on its willingness to embrace
sociological formulations that are true and helpful; rather, it will rise or fall on the willingness of
the whole church to become involved in the life and death struggle of spiritual warfare.

Eugene Peterson warns that anything, including the gospel, can be sold if it is properly
packaged.”” We need to acknowledge that we do the church, which is the visible sign of the

Kingdom of God on earth, much harm when we package the gospel so that it becomes attractive,

l 0 l » L
marketable and saleable.”™ 4«56’ \’ aiae Z 2 &u
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Concluding comments.
The CGM was created in response to a very particular set of personal frustrations, cultural
and theological trends. It has developed rapidly through the past three decades becoming a

powerful influence, shaping the direction and form of the evangelical church of the western world.
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Its strength is the single-minded devotion to church growth which it elicits from those w§o
embrace its teachings. It has as its primary objective the task to outline, in precise terms as

possible, the reasons why churches grow. This it has done boldly and openly. )

The spin-off effect of all of this is that in attempting to create single-mindedness in chur%:h
growth, it has also tended to create single-dimensional churches. Since no one church tradition
or movement -- whether it be 19th century pietism or the 20th century social gospel movement,
whether it be the intellectually-oriented student movements of the past century or the
compassionate ministries of the Salvation Army, whether it be the revivalist movements of
Jonathan Edwards or the charismatic renewal movements sweeping our day -- adequately
represents, though they all passionately argue for their point of view, the wholeness of the
church, the body of Christ.

The CGM, like all of these other movements, is part of the work of Christ's church, which is
the visible sign of the Kingdom of God. We do well to hear its call to us to be faithful in seeking
and finding "the lost sheep”. We also do well not to make it the only focus of our church life and
ministry. We must be open to hearing God call us to the widest possible range of ministries so
that all of his purposes will be expressed within the church and within society.

Peter Marshall once prayed:

"O God, our Father, let us not be content to wait and see what will happen, but .
- -give us the determination to make the right things happen. While time is
running out, save us from the patience which is akin to cowardice. Give us the

courage to be either hot or cold, to stand for something, lest we fall for anything.
In Jesus’ Name. Amen".*®
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