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ABSTRACT

The significance of Newbigin's question on Gospetl Zulture has not changed the
traditional church’s maintenance-based ministrye Tdhurch is captured in a self-
centred and self-serving methodology. This artiedews the work of Newbigin and
its implications for the South African context. Thoposed missional-practical
theological methodology employed is functional arahtextual. A critique on the
church’s role and identity will be developed. THeich's vocation is to be missional
in its calling and response. The applied case stlastrates how the church could
become a contributing factor touching upon humamityy on the fringes of society.
Cultural shifts manifesting themselves in today'srid create a glocal culture of
discontinuous change. The church finds itself ifamiliar territory and may lack the
necessary skills and knowledge to deal with these challenges. This causes edge-
issues, and the church, more often than not, iblarnta deal with the accompanying
challenges. The need for a re-reading of Newbigid 8osch is of paramount
importance. Three adaptive agents of change castdssthe re-intervention and
innovation of the present day church. This meaas$ ¢hurches should unlearn and
relearn the missional implications for its existemnd work. The need for research and

experiments on how to be missional in the locakchshould not be underestimated.

1. INTRODUCTION
What would be involved in a missionary encountéwben the Gospel and this new
way of perceiving, thinking, and living what wel¢alodern Western culture?
This question posed by Newbigirf1986) ignited numerous and ongoing discussions and

research, as well as the establishment of the GaspeOur Culture Network in Europe, North

! The author of this article was the director of P&#Cfrom 2004 untill 2006.

2 Newbigin and David Bosch (2005) influenced theh2€entury church with missional integrity. They
inspired churches to analyse their relationshighwégards to glocal (global and local) culturesteAf
forty years in India, Newbigin returned to Briteand viewed the Western church through a differett s
of hermeneutical lenses. The church had becomeimadrig public life, and characterised the lifeless
nature of the Western church, referred to as “@mdom”. The historic church-state relation caused
churches to serve Western culture passively, “beqgtithe culture’s agenda”. The church lost itsacity



America and South Africa, etc. Newbigin’s main altjee was to refocus the question of
missionary enterprises amidst modern Western eulflihe problem with the pre- and post-
Newbigin era is the fact that his contribution ntzave remained an academic and abstract
exercise (Avram et al. 2006). The modern Westgeinospect, faces greater transformation in
the new millennium than in the time of Newbigin tg years ago (Roxburgh 2006).
Roxburgh’'s view is alarming, especially in the ligof the Missional Think Tank
Consultation’s (MTT hereafter) observation that @xgnts of Newbigin contributed little and
even no practical application of his innovative Wwor the church’s life and work (Avram et al.
2006) The diffusioh of the “Newbigin-vacuum” is crucial for the “postedern” (coinciding
with the post-Apartheid) era that confronts thetB8dAfrican church with exceptional new and

unfamiliar challenges

This article aims to re-engage in action and réfbeacpractices on the Gospel and culture
question, specifically within the AfricArcontext, in the ambit of a missional-practical
theological methodology that is both functional @odtextual, specifically with a missional
focus. We argue for a functional missional-pradtibaological and contextual methodology
that challenges local churches to refocus and rguléiseir basic assumptions, views, practices
in doing and being churéifDames 1998:166-193).

Two different consultations (long-term researchmspwhich took place on two continents
will be discussed in respect of what both may reaid and failed to say about the engagement
of Gospel and culture. The first theme relatesh® issue of Gospel and culture, while the

second topic focuses on the edges of human dighiting at the edges defines for example

and energy to respond against Western culture é8d§06). Bosch, on the African continent, lived
through the Apartheid era of political turmoil awdote his global reclaim booRransforming Mission,
without any acknowledgement from his own churchs Miork, however, could proof to be the most
significant contribution and answer for the chajjes of postmodern, post-colonial South Africa.

3 See Rogers and Scott (1997).

4 “Most of the reflections on Newbigin's contributichave basically been from “inside” the Western
culture and worldview. In doing so we sadly negtdchNewbigin’s conviction that the ‘west can only be
converted’, and discover its own ‘syncretisticitaties and beliefs in dialogue with a true othebuntu’
theology and philosophy is formative and uniqueht® theological and cultural landscape of Southern
and Sub-Saharan Africa and therefore adequateufotask to create dialogue across cultural bouedari
(Marais 2006).

® The concept “missional” refers to the shift fronswdtural church to a church that reflects and gega
actively with its immediate community (Wepener 2@)3 “A Missional church is a church that is
shaped by participating in God’s mission, whichoiset things right in a broken, sinful world, sleem

it, and to restore it to what God has always ingéehfibr the world. Missional churches see themsehat

so much sending, as being sent. A missional cgagian lets God’s mission permeate everything that
the congregation does — from worship to witnessraiming members for discipleship. It bridges tap
between outreach and congregational life, sincetsiflife together, the church is to embody God's
mission” (Barret 2004:x). Compare Hendriks (2004).

5 We do not make a distinction between practicablihgy and missiology/missional. This view is
grounded in Bosch’s (2005:492-496) theory that leeétogy of mission” is in essence “missionary
theology”. Bosch (2005:16;370) cited Martin K&h[&808] (1971:190) who defined mission as “the
Mother of theology”. Newbigin also argued that “T@hkurch is the mission”. The theory and praxis of a
practical theology is in its nature and purposérimsents of God’'s mission; missional practicestfar
edifying and equipping of the church to be missia@@nmunities called, equipped and sent into this
world to bring reconciliation, peace and healing.



the dispositions and contexts of people living i avith poverty, disease, marginalization and
oppression. Any theological reflection and actian issues of Gospel and culture must be
concerned about human actions or lives on the Ipenjp The acknowledgement of and
engagement with a concrete context or practiceispaly regarding the question of human
lives on the fringes, is essential for any conterapptheological activityThe premise of this
article is that there can be no true discussiorthensubject of Gospel and culture without
paying due attention to the question of human tjgm the edg€s

The first consultation involved a gathering of mmi&tional, intergenerational missional leaders
from across the world in McCall, Idaho. The objeetivas to reflect on Newbigin's question
on the dynamic between Gospel and culture andutactathe MTT action research project for
the next 10 years. Newbigin's question on Gospdl @uiture could form the focus theme for
discussions and reflections on what its implicatidor intercontinental and multi-cultural

contexts could be.

The second consultation, the Kampen-Stellenbosefsudtation (2006), took place during
August 2006 with its focus on the theme 'Human ithgat the edges of life'. The respective
academia from the Netherlands and South Africa niasightful contributions, ranging from
“Covenantal Anthropology; Ethics and dignity; RespeProtection and Promotion of Human
Dignity; HIV/AIDS and Human dignity; Preaching aanbuage of hope in a context of
HIV/AIDS; and Human dignity at the edges of lifean@sterism on the Cape Flatsy Human
dignity and Moral Renewallhe Kampen-Stellenbosch consultation focused orcthe issue

of humanity, with specific reference to vulnerapémople’s lives at the edges of society.

The consultation seemingly engaged in an ‘abstréfc€ological reflection exercise, it
succeeded however, to highlight the importanceuafigm dignity at the fringes of society. The
focus of human dignity at the fringes of societyessential for the purpose of this article,
especially pertaining to the dynamic relationshigtween Gospel and culture. No other
guestion could or should be of more crucial impuetafor the church today.

The consultations’ respective contributions prowdeinstructive roadmap for today’'s church.
This article’s basic thesis is that the answeh®duestion on Gospel and culture at the edges
of life/society cannot be answered by the tradalarhurch or Christendom alone. Gospel and
culture is first and foremost a (practical) thedbad methodological question with a functional,
contextual, missional-ecumenical scope. The edfdifecare basically culturally coded and
embodied in and through human lives. Edges wilktha defined as cultural edges, the sum
total of everything we perceive, think and do tlganerally relates to people and society.
Cultural edges are rich educative and transforraatigents for a missional-practical theology
and praxis that could have a positive impact oniisétutional-maintenance church, with its

traditional Christendom ministry structures andcticees.

" Hospitability to strangers (Keifert) creates acéeired act that motivates understanding and ubuntu
“through the eyes and experiences of others” (Ma2806).



Jesus’ earthly ministry and context is a good fiason of such a missional-practical ‘edge’
theology and praxis. He did not come to heal thaithg, but the sick! He did not minister
within the walls of the temple, but in the streatsl on the fringes of society. Cultural edges
can thus be described as situations of povertyntagginalized, strangers, people living with
HIV/Aids, violence, and disruptive, fragmented arsland-style lives (compare Taylor
2005:1380). These edges constitute the agenda dfittgdom of God (Matt 5; 25). Edges are
thus the focus, content and praxis of missionatfwal theology. Edges may instil meaning
and may adapt systems within a specific culturatext. Edges may bring theological, socio-
economic, political change and ongoing culturahgfarmation and is functional, contextual
and missional. The example of Jesus’ earthly minisérves as a missional-practical challenge
for the church, which is to be church at the vedges of common human life. Viewing the
Kingdom through this lens can help Christendom himk out-of-the-box, from an angle,
presenting a picture of the other side! A re-foeusl a re-approach to the dichotomy of
traditional Christendom maintenance ministry agined.

The following outline will be followed, namely 1)efinitions of key concepts; 2) the Church
on the edges; 3) the context; 4) cultural shifjysa 8ase study; 6) adaptive agents of change at

the edges; and 7) the conclusion.

1.1. Defining the Key Concepts

The following concepts form the building blocks tbfs article to delineate its meaning and
contribution as an innovation of tangible changth&church and world.

Missional encounter basically refers to the primary vocatibthe church as being called and
sent by God into a world that needs healing, reiiation and restitution. A missional focus
hints at “... being the church in, with, and undee tiniends, neighbours, colleagues, and
strangers of people’s everyday lives” (Guder 19g8ifert 2006:18).

The concept of Gospel and cultureaccording to Newbigin (1986:3-4) relates to thet that
the Gospel is a series of events that centre itifdfheministry, death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ. The Gospel calls every human culture intesgion.

Edges, fringes or peripheryare descriptive of human beings, actions and ijpexcthat do not
function in the centres, but on the fringes of stgiinstitutions and relationships, for example
marginalized, HIV/Aids patients and poverty striokeeople.

Culture is about everything that constitutes our percetiohinking and living, for example,
our beliefs, values, codes of conduct, world viewyals, ubuntu spirit, language, food,
clothing and music (Bevans & Schroeder 2004:47).

Agents in this article refers to the people, practiced astions on the periphery of society,
institutions and relationships and to the key rplayers in the church and world that are
“marginalized” to a certain extent, but that haveaamsformative influence in the Christendom
today.



Adaptive changein a culture of change does not refer to the tghit control and dictate the
flow of events and its outcomes; instead, it rezpliskills of anticipation, creativity and
revising to be adaptive in order to bring changeualjRoxburgh 2005:54).

The abovementioned definitions are descriptivehefdontemporary church’s missional
vocation to be sent and to adapt in unfamiliar gfbsettings. The focus of the church is to be
an agent of change in the lives of marginalizedppedrhe cultural edges of society are
beacons that can guide the church in its missieoedtion to function as a transforming agent
in today's world.

The next paragraphs will describe the contextedifiiit theories and practices that underpin the

church’s missional vocation to transform the edges.

2. THE CHURCH ON THE EDGES

The new South African democratic era brought Westettural influence more predominantly
and forcefully to the forefront. As a minister Ircatill recall how my audience’s worldviews
changed as a direct consequence of the countgnsformation. As “coloured” people, most
of them were previously predominantly “public pespliving and worshipping as such. This
scenario changed and led some of them into prigate safe places. The psychological and
socio-economic reasons for this shift from “beingblic” to “being private” should be
acknowledged and the theological implications wbershould duly be noted (Newbigin
1989:132). The growing tendency of contemporaryisiians to exists in safe ‘private spaces’
threatens the Gospel's fabric of compassion for vhkmerable, destitute and poor. Church
communities ought to mirror faithfully the Gospeldathe costly identification with people in
their real situations (Newbigin 1989:154). Faithmgounities are hermeneutics of the Gospel,
guarding against the domestication of the Gospeld&® 2000). The Gospel ought thus to
confront any human culture with the crucified Ch(ildewbigin 1968:3-4,9). “Contemporary
mission is to see Jesus fleshed out in the posemadeighbourhood. This is the Word made
flesh in post-modern culture” (Taylor 2005:138-139)

Christianity should always position itself on theriphery of society and at the side of its
victims (Newbigin 1968:125). The Confession of Belhar proclaims exactly this:stand

where God stands, at the side of the sufferer, Ipeapthe edges of society. The Christian
church should thus exist and function on the frings a public witness, engaging cultural

edges with the Gospel.

3. THE CONTEXT

8 Refers to the concepiscal andglobal (Dames 2007b).

° Newhigin viewed the church as a function of thesiplate that required an ecclesiological shiftrfro
the centre. The true essence of the church isdtitiges of society. Through its response of beogra
servant of God’s mission it brings healing, hopé aew life to the world (Green 2006).



The historic African context with regards to the sBel and Western culture can be
characterised with the concepts: ‘adaptation’ amsistance’. Many examples of uncritical
adaptation into the practices (music, culture, hds) and ideologies (individualism,
democracy, capitalism, etc.) of Western culture lbarobserved today. Our new democracy,
however, is tangible proof of the resistance of argmalized people against a ‘Western-
gospel-culture’ that enslaved and oppressed mdliddissionaries with a predominantly
Western culture have distorted, replaced and eestrayed indigenous African cultures (Bujo
& Muya 2003). The impact of this engagement i$ ptdying out and will continue to re-shape
Africa cultures. Churches in South Africa today nmetil be struggling with the legacy of
Apartheid. Some church members are still viewirgnthelves as oppressed in the workplace
and as a people without a significant voice (Dar@@67b). The transformativterfaith
solidarity of diverse religious communities seemed to havsipli¢ed (Institute for Justice and
Reconciliation 2004). Churches in disadvantaged roanities are still faced with poverty
issues; socio-economic challenges have a majordtmguacivil society and the national budget
of South Africa (Dames 2007a; 2007b; www.elp.ory.Zéhe question: what has the church
done to engage the Gospel and culture in Soutlt#fis of paramount importance today. It is
therefore necessary to keep track of the currestalso the historical relationship between the

Gospel and culture in South Africa (compare Sm@72)0

South African black churches’ public engagemenirduthe 1980’s and 1990’s challenged and
transformed the previous “Christian” State and 6o@hl era of Christendom”. The Dutch
Reformed Mission Church (hereafter called the DRM@y known as the Uniting Reformed
Church in Southern Africa, (URCSA) in its respordeglared atatus confessionigating that
the theological justification of Apartheid was ublital (Botha & Naude 1998). The eventual
Confession of Belhar was a missional and publimess that helped to transform church and
society as just, reconcilable and unified entitilse Confession of Belhar publicly witnessed
against an unjust system; cultivating a culturelwinge and may continue to be instrumental
in the transformation of unjust and irreconcilabtntemporary practices (like the HIV/Aids
scenario) and cultures. This public missional wes)ehowever, has lost its momentum, leaving
the church in South Africa in the same disposigsrChristendom worldwide (‘collapsing into
modernity’) (compare Smit 2007). A key answer ts tlilemma for the church today lies in
her “being” missional and in attending to the livasd conditions of the vulnerable, less

fortunate and poor on the periphery of society.

Although the URCSA'’s missional witness helped tmsform the previous oppressive regime,
it however, has lost its public stance and witresshe South African society became more
democratized and secular (compare Smit 2007). Tésslted in the widening of the gap
between the Gospel and culture. The question whélleeBelhar-witness has lost its impetus
because of cultural domestication, is a pertindatlenge. If the answer is in the affirmative,

then the Confession of Belhar should be contexdedlin, and embodied through the lives of



its bearers (Newbigin 1989:144). The reasons fa #forementioned scenario and the
continued impact of Western culture in Africa, aslivas the historic-theological justification
of Apartheid by the DRC can be viewed through tlesvhigin (1986; 1989) hermeneutic lens.
The Enlightenment (#8century) brought with it the conviction that Euesms could master
scientific knowledge and world control; creating ttiistinctions fact/value, spiritual/material,
individual/communal and private/public (Newbigin 6823). The consequent dichotomy
between the private and the pubflierorld was instrumental to the development of theplogy

of a fragmented African spirituality and culture9¢B:132). The public world refers to the
world of facts or general norms which applies tergone. The privaté world is the world of
values of free choice and the pursuit of persoaal.grhe application of these dichotomies is
the root cause of individualism today. The fragraéoh of community life in Africa is a direct
result of an imposed individualised worldview. T¢teirch may consequently live and worship
within private cultures with “Christian-like” valse while simultaneously discriminating
against people on the periphery (compare Van ddt Y¥007:2). The new democratic South
Africa reveals effects of the same historical diohoy that led to social and cultural
fragmentation. The impact of Western culture on Alikcan traditional villages is a telling
example. Holistic traditional African values andagtices are being lost at the expense of
Western economic, technology and media dominancgo(B Muya 2003; Bediako 1999).
The intention and will of the church in Africa tm@unter the Newbigin question on Gospel
and culture will empower the African church to liae itself as well as its public communities
from the Western cultural influence.

The impact of the global cultural scenario will discussed next to obtain a clearer picture of

the background against which we have to read our avture.

4. ANEW CULTURAL *? SETTING **
The concept: “culture” in this article defines #tafts from the centres to the edges. Robson in
Steve Taylor (2005:19) aptly depicts the situatod challenges we are faced with today:

The culture has moved under society’s feet, underchurch’s foundations.

We're in a whole new place, from the ground up aweén deeper. The

10 For Newbigin the whole world is the arena of Gocf'sative and redemptive purposes. Christendom’s
understanding of mission and a withdrawal from mulife do not suffice. Our world is broken by
poverty, wars, ineradicably diseases and enslayemhddtinational corporations. It is thus a betragl
the Gospel if the church should privatize and iidiialize its Narrative (Green 2006; Dames 2007b).

11 Newbigin's identification of the dualism betweelmetobjective (facts and public) and subjective
(private and values) realms is characteristic oflmes today. “In response to this, Newbigin waesac
about the claim that the Gospel has over the padiwell as the private, and his contribution warsaf
holism that is still rarely expressed in much a@dlogical thinking and mission today” (Menzies 2006

12 Most literature in practical theology clings tostatic, hermeneutic,notion of “culture”. A more
rhetorical view of culture, as a complicated matrix of comneation that is far more fluid, is proposed.
Change is less about discernible, progressive,ldewvent. It is aboutearrangement and contestin
which ideas do not appear even as they are eclipsazitain ways (Avram 2006).

13 Lonergan’s description of the situation we alklin is not a crisis of faith but of culture.

There is bound to be formed a scattered left, eamd by now this, now that new development,
exploring now this and now that new possibility. Mgeable and diverse centres will no longer work to
accommodate the old and the new, or know the riegs<o be taken (Burrows 2006).



realisation must surely be that the church carongér do church ‘as business

as usual'.
The shift (like tectonic plates deep under the auef from the centre to the edges of our
contemporary culture is descriptive of glocal chem@Taylor 2005:9). We are now living on
the “fault lines of widespread cultural change”.eTitole and power of traditional institutions
are being questioned and limited (Taylor 2005:1T@day it seems as if the centres look out
to the edges for answers, or it should at leastal¢Taylor 2005:9). The same can be said of
cultural changes in the new South African cont&kie moral dilemma the country experience
is one stark reality of what can happen if tradisibcultural boundaries shift from their centres
to the edges (www.elp.org.za). The answers to tliesgees may no longer be found only
between the walls of the church; they may, howewerfound on the fringes of this world (Van
der Walt 2007). The question must be asked whefiegechurch really understands that it exists
in a totally new world today; and that it does koow how to deal with this uncertainty? “The
church is a modern institution in a postmodern dod fact that is often widely overlooked.
The church must embody the gospel within the celtaf postmodernity for the Western
church to survive the twenty-first century” (GibksBolger 2005:17):*

The 2f' century context changes continuously and is comjte nature. Bosch (2005)
describes one of the biggest changes for Christeens shift from Christendom to Post-
Christendom. The implications of this shift are.bigaditional assumptions and the focus of
local congregations’ ministries must adhere to thility. The church should not change its
Story (the Gospel)® but rather the setting of its Story. Taylor ilkeges cultural change with
two different films about the same story of Shakesp’s Romeo and Julieby Franco
Ziffarelli in 1968 and Baz Luhrmann’s version in9B® The essence of the comparison is that
Shakespeare’s ancient text did not change. Theéngaohd the audiences changed during two
distinctly different periods. The setting in whittte story was told changed, but not the ancient
text itself. The 1996 version illustrates that thmost-modern” culture is characteristic of
fragmentation; individual pick-and-mix lifestyledribalism and the ethnic edge (Taylor
2005:20-29). This is the world and the culture ¢herch is ministering to. Its ministry should
engage its audience and context in their “settirega! “ways” of living. There is thus a break
between “the way things used to be” and “the way bday”.

Roxburgh’s (2005) definition of the current cultushifts as discontinuous change is helpful in
this regard. Discontinuous change can be charaetéas if there is no discernible pattern and
a sense that ‘the sky is falling’. Nothing is theme and everything around us is changing.

There are few or no truth claims and we are comémmwith diverse choices of what to do,

14 «Gospel and culture lie at the core of the emaygihurch. ... The world we live in is inviting usfind
fresh ways of thinking about the relationship betwegospel and culture”. Jesus routinely used the
common, the familiar - the cultural to help the gelsconnect with those who listened to him (Taylor
2005:138).

15 The Gospel frames every structure and practicle“Gospel can handle pluralism, provided the
Gospel is located at the centre. The church, metcthiture, sets the agenda, speaking from withén th
biblical narratives to the wider world” (Bolger 28)0



where to go and who to be! Many Christians, esfigcninisters, may feel that the ‘sky is
falling’ (Roxburgh 2005:29). This picture is a tef and challenging reality for the
institutionalized church today (compare Van der %2807 and Smit 2007).

There is tangible proof that the edges have an imseé@mpact in the traditional centres
(church, government, institutions, etc) of our edtige. Taylor declares that this impact causes
firstly the growth of fundamentalism as these clegnignpact on traditions, religions, cultures
and societies. Secondly a new exploitation is ewides the edges are being commercialized.
The meaning and depth of the life of non-Westedividuals and societies are being destroyed
(Taylor 2005:30). Taylor's remark merits serioumsideration. Any reflection and action
regarding the Gospel and culture in the West shoolduse non-Western cultural edges as
theological ethnic chic or empty symbols to legifieits own claims. White churches in South
Africa should consequently be aware of a new kifidn@ssion-diaconate, just in order to
“make things of the past right”, without seeking anclesiology of belonging through
othernessbunty (Swart 2007).

Emerging Christian groups and churches are predomtin reflecting on the post-modern
missional edges to create an ecclesiology of bébgnthrough otherness (Taylor 2005:31).
Emerging churches function as communities thattpadthe way of Jesus within postmodern
cultural edges (Gibbs & Bolger 2005:44). This isenhand what the church’s present focus
and vocation should be, in other words, being roissi Taylor's (2005:39) illustration of the
innovative potential of ‘missional’ edges by meafswo examples is informative and crucial
for the contemporary church:

Firstly, the French Jesuit, Michel de Certeau, tatljat the seventeenth-century mystics lived
in times of cultural change while they functionedtbe edges of the church. They understood
edges as opportunities rather than as crisis obgsctToday's reality of cultural fragmentation
provides the church with numerous opportunitiesef and creative life as it emerges on the
edges (Taylor 2005:35). Secondly, Israel was a conity born on the margins of the desert
where they received a new code (The Torah) of divihhe Bible is witness to the profound

missional impact this desert community had andinaetto have on the contemporary church.

The emerging church of the 21 century is a new timysommunity born on the edges of post-
modern society. The innovative value that emergihgrches provide is that they challenge
and even remove modéfrpractices (not faith) of Christianity that are lemger culturally
relevant (Gibbs & Bolger 2005:46). This innovatigdtique is of significance to move the
church from maintenance to missional practidesGibbs and Bolger's (2005:28-29)
observation that the emerging church is a fragilevement and that it is threatened and

marginalized by Christendom leaders calls for aautiThis is due to the fact that, since the

16 \Western Christianity is synonymous with a deckinimodern culture and has to ‘dismantle’ the
practices and epistemology of a Gospel that waan$lated for and embodied in twenty-first century
Western culture” (Gibbs & Bolger 2005:28-29).

7 The Kingdom of God offers a reference point foreeging churches (Gibbs & Bolger 2005:46).



Constantine era, Christendom has aligned itselttosely to the state. The result was that the
power of control and authority within the Christend church replaced the early church’s
public, prophetic, emerging and even marginalizedation and identity. The following case
study illustrates the reality of this fact, butlsdior due caution within Christendom not to
discredit the missional intent of new missionalgpiaal forms of being and doing church in a

postmodern world.

5. A “CASE STUDY” AS AN EXAMPLE OF CHRISTENDOM'S CO NTROL AND
DEFAULT

The impact that Christendom has on the fringes vdliillustrated. The effect that control and
authority has, within Christendom, was exposecdgearch done by Mayhew (2006). He asked
how local congregations in the early church hadhsgeeir money and the implications it had
for the modern church. Mayhew researched patrisiterial which led to the discovery that:
(1) The bulk of the revenue collected by local dmas belonged by right to the poor; large
percentages of what was collected by local churckese not used for maintenance and
ministry. In fact, to do so would have been vievesda misappropriation of funds. The fact is
that the twenty-first century church is very rich ret necessarily my church or your church,
but the global Church; (2) We live in a world wh&éillion people somehow manage to live,
or die, on less than $2 per day. It is necessaryst statistics to set the context for any
contemporary conversation on the appropriate ushuafch finances; (3) Basic social services
could be provided to all the poorest people orptheet, for $35-$40 billion per year. Some of
the Protestant churches in Chicago receive an &mmame of 75 million dollars. Less than 6
million dollars was spent outside the local congtems where the money was raised; and (4)
17 million people die every year from infectiousa@ises and inadequate nutrition. Priorities
such as the above are difficult to justify. Bibllgaspeaking, all people are our neighbours —
and many of them are our brothers and sisters. t@ormitment to alleviate their suffering is
of highest priority if we are to effectively incate the message we are called to proclaim. In
the face of this, a re-examination of how we spemdmoney in the light of the Scriptures and
the practice of the early church is long overdue”.

Mayhew (2006) continues to say that “we should alsb miss the obvious; when the Old
Testament tithe was given; it was given away tershlt was given to the Levites, a tribe to
which those doing the giving did not belong; in tast, when | give to the church, it is not
‘given away’ at all. | am the church!” This discayemakes for a lot of critical and honest
reflection and action. The saying goes that “one @@ nothing without money today”. This is
true, especially when one looks at the challengeseg by poverty and HIV/Aids on the
African continent. Mayhew makes one thing cleamely the fact that the church is ideally
positioned to engage meaningfully with poverty. Rgahowever, teaches that this is mostly
not the case. Christendom churches are predomynamatintenance institutions concerned with

the maintenance of their church structures, miestand ideals. This scenario directly

10



undermines the Biblical principle and call that ttieurch ought to care for the poor and

destitute people on the edges of society.

Julio De SantaAna’s (1981:101) call emphasisesféitisand lies at the root of what this article
views to be the cause of the problems we are fadthctoday:

This implies the attempt to transform the structusehich institutionalize

oppression at the world level instead of helpingxtend justice. We must not

forget that, for the Christian, poverty and thestemce of the poor in this world

are a scandal, which is why the Kingdom is promisethem, to change their

condition.

The transformation of contemporary church struguhat may unintentionally institutionalize
oppression and poverty should be sought. In theteén eighties the black church in South
Africa played a prophetic and transformative raleptit an end to theological, socio-political
and economic injustices. Today it is once agaifedalipon to transform its own practices,
structures and policies that might be the root eao$ recurring poverty in its own
constituencies. The church ought to be the signfaretaste of what the Kingdom of God
promised — a restored, redeemed and reconciledegpeog world. De SantaAna (1981:102)
calls for sustained change in systems across degererations which may result in the
emergence of “new ways of living poverty”; whickeatifferent from the classic “renunciation
of the goods of this world”. Governments and chaecmore specifically, lack this ability of
being sustained agents of change (Dames 2007ab@& SantaAna’s notion is exactly what
is called for to transform the shocking scenarioyMav described. The following paragraph
will focus on the role of the church and the imp#cbught to have to respond to these
challenges. The question that ought to be answisraifhat role could the church play in the
matrix of cultural changes, probable embezzlementéncies and the edge challenges the
church is facing today?

6. ADAPTIVE AGENTS OF CHANGE ON THE EDGES*®

The things that had worked yesterday do not nedgsseork today. Ancient and classical
texts remained unchanged, but its audiences anduitsral settings, our contexts, have
changed exponentially. Uncertainty, strangenessalily and diversity of choices and cultures
typify contemporary society. The practical theotagiknowledge, skills and techniques the
church employed 20-600 years ago do not apply angmo

Roxburgh (2005) helps us to understand that we nedsk adaptive in the face of diverse
cultural change. This calls for a new way of beatgirch without being in control, dictating
the flow of events and their outcomes. Adaptivengigaagents are needed to engage with the

current tectonic shifts we are experiencing and c¢hallenges that the edges of life are

18 The church should embody a public withess (Newbigi the marketplace, in neighbourhoods, in arts,
science, politics and economics (Bolger 2006). Botgargument that the church should not “accéet li
on the margins”, but to serve as pointer to the ingmeign of God, is unacceptable. His view may
unintentionally align with the Christendom’s migssiparadigm. The Christendom mission was the root
cause of Apartheid in South Africa!
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providing. These adaptive agents have to unleatmuthodologies, and relearn to innovate
new (missional) practical theological lenses, skidlnd capacities. Practical theological
knowledge and technical skills and practices thatked well in the past may not necessarily
apply to the challenges on the fringes or in thetres of the post-modern reality. The current
cultural scene is foreign for the leadership of iftendom (Roxburgh 2005:50-54). The
following three models or agents can help the tatstinalized church to free itself from its

maintenance paradigm to become missional adapgeeta of change.

6.1. The emerging churcf’

The concepemerging churchs a way of expressing that we need new forms ofalhthat
relate to the emerging culture (Gibbs & Bolger 2d0%. “The emerging church is in reality
emergingchurcheswhich represent an assortment of redemptive fohosse churches, art
collectives, weekly participative communities, intaional church plants, and postmodern
monasteries” (Taylor 2005:115). Themerging church comprises Christians who do not
necessarily attend traditional church services aciivities. They congregate in their own
homes. For some the internet serves as a ‘virtmatah' that connects emerging Christians
across the world with each other. The emergingathaould be viewed as a critical reflection
of the established church. It seeks new forms ofahthat may relate to the “post-modern”
culture. This is a church that exists on the fringe the emerging context. It constantly
explores worship, mission, and community withinttbantext (Gibbs & Bolger 2005:41-42).
The emerging church focuses on transformationgint Iof the Kingdom of God. It is a church
always in the process of becoming, a pilgrim comityurNothing is final and fixed, but
“emerges” as it engages (with practical theologtb@lory and praxis) with a transformative
influence in diverse cultures (Gibbs & Bolger 20f8): Some of its characteristics is to
transform secular space, to overcome all sacragésedivisions and to welcome strangers in
its midst. Boff (1986) made a similar plea almagenty years ago for a new experience of
church. Boff opted for a new ecclesiological expecie, a renaissance of the very church. This
would help Christendom to overcome “an internaltatie” which has prevented it from being
a missional church (Boff 1986:23-24). The Basic i§tfan Communities that Boff invented
meant reinventing itself in many ways, finding nexays of being church around the world
(Boff 1986:32-33). Emerging churches and Boff's iBaf€hristian Communities are in
principle the formation of new (missional) practiti@eological praxes.

Christendom could learn from basic church commesijtivirtual churches and post-modern
monasteries new ways of how to engage and to welcstmangers on the fringes (Taylor
2005:116). In doing so, the church may become egited and true to its primary missional
vocation:

For those who are living on and looking at the egghere are labour pangs all

around, cries that need to be heeded if we arelkmnf God's leading toward new

19 The emerging church functions as a missional oomdization of faith (Taylor 2006).
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life. It is here-in the delivery room on the bordeds that the emerging church is

finding its mission (Taylor 2005:50).
Castro (1985:2-3) adds that the oppression of gebpl political and economic forces is a
missional calling making the fate of the poor ahé feast its own. This is what God’s
preferred and promised future of the Kingdom isutl§ieifert 2006).

6.2. Missional Think Tank

The Allelon International Mission to Western CuéuProject’ launched the Missional
Think Tank (MTT) during July 2006 in Idaho, McCall's African partner, the Southern
African Think Tank on Missional Theology and Prawias launched during November
2007 in Stellenbosch. The MTT is the formation ofiaternational, multi-generational
network of missional leaders. Its main objectiveddsocus on Newbigin’s question on
Gospel and Culture or mission to the modern Westaltare. One of its key proposals is
to help local churches across the world to engédmge Gospel with their respective
cultures. The work of MTT could help churches to gelearer understanding of glocal
and pluralistic cultural edges and how glocal chesc should engage with their
surrounding cultures. The MTT is a resource for sgitnal) practical theological
reflection and action on issues relating to thercih's redefined identity and role for the

21% century and beyond.

6.3. Partnership for Missional Church

The Partnership for Missional Church (PMC) origedhtin the USA, 20 years ago and was
launched in Southern Africa during 2003. PMC in tBoffrica (PMCSA) consists of a unique

blend of diverse denominations that cluster togetimea journey of spiritual discernment for

three to five years. Some of the objectives andtjmas of PMCSA are to: participate in God'’s

mission of reconciling, restoring, and redeemingald in need of God’s grace; engage in
spiritual discernment to discover specifically h@wod is sending local congregations; be
congregations as mission centres for the Christlaurch today; and be missional in homes,
across the street and all over the world (Keif@®6). The missional perspective focuses not
on institutional and individual needs, but on patar local contexts which are primary

“mission fields” (Roxburgh 2005:12). The contempgrahurch is being called and sent to

form new ways of living poverty (De SantaAna) oe flinges of society (Keifert 2006).

The abovementioned three adaptive agents of charggmse a new understanding of church
and its calling. The shift from being an institutédized church to become a missional church is
due to a new hermeneutitaperspective and a functional action methodologyt fhuts the
church on the fringes of the 2kentury. Hendriks (2004) rightly states that thmirch’s

20 http:// www.allelon.org.za

21 Newbigin proposes a congregational hermeneutit ihgublic with a visible missional identity
(participation in human lives). This both refusegsravatized faith live and offers a public placesténce
based upon the embodied Gospel (Taylor 2006).
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theological reflection and action should lead ttivecinvolvement in our different contexts.
The emerging church is a re-alignment of estabfisGaristendom, in being church on the
edges. The MTT offers a resource that may servea awissional practical theological
laboratory and gymnasium for the church today. PMQC3usters churches from different
cultural contexts and denominations together, st #% participants they may jointly learn
what and how a missional church should be and fomatithin their respective contexts. All
three adaptive agents have one thing in commorocasf on the peripheries of local and
worldwide societies.
What would all of the abovementioned arguments nfeanAfrica today? Castro (1985:9)
articulates a potential answer to this question as:
To be authentically Africa, theology must be imnegksn our historical-cultural situation
and grow out of it. A theology that emerged frora gleople’s struggle for liberation would
spontaneously formulate itself in the religio-cutlidioms of the people.
Desmond Tutu (in Castro 1985:11) proves Castrolatgeertaining to African theology that
has “failed to produce a sufficiently sharp cuttiedge”. He pleads with African theology to
adhere to its vocation for the poor and the opgeesand people’s needs for liberation.
Although Tutu’s plea was made during 1979, it restsuagain today in the light of the moral
and poverty plight of South Africa (Dames 2007a026) 2007c).
Koopman'’s (2005) description of a public and prdhwitness in South Africa summarizes
the essence of this article eloquently:
Steering our ship between the rocks of sectariamisth Constantinianism, finding the
appropriate way of speaking publicly, asking how iowolvement impacts on the most
vulnerable in society, is motivated by, is basedamd culminates in the fulfiiment of

the public theological responsibility to participaby the grace of the triune God, in his
work of humanizing and restoring dignity (Koopmai083).

7. CONCLUSIONS

7.1. Synthesis

Cultural edges as adaptive agents of change pradeith an answer to the opening question
of this article. Cultural edges pertain to fringessarios. It provides meaningful and innovative
answers to God’s mission in this world. Adaptiveerty serve as a critical-reflective lens for
the practices of Christendom. The church is chgbento break free out of its maintenance
mode to become edged in common human life situatidime church should be-and-act as
change agents of human lives. The hermeneuticalaatidn role and identity of the church

continuously re-invents itself to become culturalhdomesticated.

The public Belhar-witness of the URCSA has illustdathe missional act of where God acts at
the edges of people’s lives and contexts. The URES8Mness and action became stuck as an
indirect result of the influence of Western cultuRrivate and public spaces grew wider and
Christians withdrew increasingly from the publichepe. The same is true about the once

prophetic and transformative South African blackrches. It lost, as Tutu states, its sharpness
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to attend to the poor and oppressed of this couifitig dichotomy of private and public plays
it out in the manner that Christendom continuesdocern itself with its own business. This
attitude and habit is discriminative against pepglstems and cultures on the peripheries.
Africa’s unique traditions, values and practicemidish as a direct result of private-based

churches.

The cultural shifts of the 2lcentury resulted in what Bosch (2005) described abift from
Christendom to post-Christendom. Centres shiftethéofringes. Traditional knowledge- and
control-based practices do no longer apply in #ucalof discontinuous change. The fact that
most of the churches still cling to old methodoésgiprove that they do not realise that these
shifts occurred and that they themselves are i@t Some churches may comprehend this
reality, but lack the missional-practical theoladicskills, innovation and knowledge to
reinvent the church. In fact, the opposite, is tiReesent-day leadership in Christendom tends
to kill any innovation from the emerging edges. Gheuld call into remembrance beacons in
church history that illustrate examples of edgensgéhat emerged in times of cultural change.
The seventeenth century mystics and the deserae{is) community instilled new and
creative life. It proved the argument that re-imégrtion and meaningful life on the edges are

possible.

7.2. Conclusions

The existence of human dignity on the fringes afiesty is a questionable issue and a scandal
(De SantaAna) for the church. The case study ofHdayshould act as a wakeup call for the
institutionalized church. The problem is that ctnae are predominantly absorbed with
maintaining their individual interests and occupieith a Gospel that provides mainly in their
own daily bread. Churches should head God's cabdosending people into their homes,
across the street all over the world.

7.3. Recommendations

The church should adopt a missional-practical tgplwith a functional, action-hermeneutical
and contextual/enculturatiéhmethodology. It should instil an innovative capadio move
from self-serving maintenance to a missional entaunith the cultural edges.

The transformative church movement of the recest phould emerge with a “new way of
living poverty”. The future role and task of theucbh will have to acknowledge the challenge
of cultural edges and un/intentional embezzlemeanattixes. This challenge calls for the
unlearning of old practices and knowledge, andearaing of new skills and lenses to engage
missionally in an unfamiliar culture. The adaptagents for change serve as proof that this is
possible. These agents may assist closed-door femito shift the focus from their centres to

glocal peripheries.

22 Enculturation seek to develop and establish tfaioa between faith and culture — the
church should be grounded in the concrete lifeatire of the African-people (Mutiso-
Mbinda 1986:81-82 in Dames 1998:237).
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7.4. Conclusion
The word is out! There are missional encounter§&So$pel and culture on the edges of our
cultures waiting to be addressed. Christendom needsove from the centre and allow itself
to be transformed as adaptive agents. The churohlglnstil changes on the peripheries of
our society, even starting out from its centrest féils to do so, more stories like McLaren’s
(2001:xi) may ring out:

Sometime in 1994, at the age of thirty-eight, | gatk of being a pastor. Frankly, | was

almost sick of being a Christian. ... One year fromaty | will not be in the ministry. | think

that dark sentence was both despairing and hopdfulprediction was wrong. Now, seven

years later, | am still a Christian, still in mitrig and enjoying both more than | ever h&ve.
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