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The independent na,tion state is a thing of the past. The Kingdom of God knows 
no national boundaries. Even a cursory glance at the geographical map tells us we 
are Europeans, and a glance atthetrade map makes it clearer still that it is impossible. 
for this nation to live totally independent of other nations. We are not owners. The land 
does not belong to us. It has been lent to us as the place where we can exercise our 
stewardship. Stewardship involves us in using our gifts for the good of all. 

For evil to prosper all that is needed is the silence of good men and women. It is 
not only the actions of bad men and women, it is the silence of good men and women 
that allows it to flourish. Human progress does not roll along on the wheels of 
inevitability. It comes through tireless effort of people who are willing to search out 
where God is at work in His world, and learn to cooperate with Him there. 

If you have read thus far, and even if you have come to the conclusion that your 
time would have been better spent in some other way, but you are going to do 
something about it, that will be a rich reward for my efforts. 

Don Black 

Your Church Is Too Small 
I echo the editor's sentiments (BMJ Vo 1.251 July 1995.21 ff): it was good to see 

Jon Green, theological student, addressing the much debated question of the 
relationship of children to the sacraments; but I suggest that addressing a prior set 
of questions concerning the nature of the Church is both necessary and helpful. 

Jon's article included these two sentences, What then, in a believers' church with 
clear in and out boundaries, is the status of infants and others who do not have the 
capacity to express personal faith? Are they in the Kingdom or out of it? These words 
betray not simply a confusion in thought concerning the Kingdom and the Church, but 
also state that a believers' church has in and out boundaries. This widely-held 
assumption needs to be challenged, and can be seen as flawed on a number of 
grounds - Biblical, theological, philosophical and experiential. 

Biblical 
Of course, even a modest appraisal of a Biblical understanding of the People of 

God would require sewral hundred pages, so in this journal one can give only the 
briefest hints. In the Old Testament we find Cyrus referred to as God's servant and 
Pharaoh's hard heart is seen as God's work. The Books of Ruth and Jonah are 
inclusivist. In the Psalms, "the earth is the Lord's and the fullness thereof." The work 
of Isaiah, God's servant, is universal. These are but a few of the many indicators that 
the concept of "God's People" is an elastic one and does not; for the most part, refer 
to some tightly drawn circle of inclusion and exclusion. In the few instances where 
such notions are paramount they are exceptional, not the norm. 

The New Testament, interestingly, chooses to include Jesus' specific rejection of 
the exclusivist group mentality of his disciples (Mark 9.38): the curtain of the Holy 
of Holies is torn asunder, Peter is compelled by a combination of revelation and 
experience to acknowledge that "God has shown me that I must not consider any 
person ritually unclean or defiled". And, following Pentecost, when 5,000 (!) were 
added to their number in a day, the major emphasis is surely not on having all things 
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in common, nor belonging to a group/community and in this way sharing in a common 
life , but rather that they had all accepted a life in common; not a common life, but 
a life in common - the way, the truth, the life of Christ. This, initially, found its 
expression in particular ways, but people were less than Christlike whenever they 
became too attached to those secondary ways. It is evident from the New Testament 
letters thatfollowers ofThe Way did gather together to grow in faith and understanding 
of love as God, because in attempting to live the life of Christ in multifarious ways, 
they often experienced the need for re-direction, for renewal, for refreshment and 
encouragement in a non-hostile environment provided by co-pilgrims. Paul's Corinthian 
letters, however, show how easily such gatherings degenerated into inward-looking 
groups, rife with personality cults, and a focus on loveless/ selfish "spirituality", when 
their life should have been exactly the opposite, like that of Paul, and even more that 
of Christ Jesus. 

As evidenced by Corinth, the Mennonites, Strict Baptists, Brethren and countless 
other examples, allegiance to Christ is so easily misrepresented and replaced by 
allegiance to particular people or specific groups of people -who may call themselves 
a church, or the Body of Christ, and under that guise even demand our allegiance. 
These tendencies are in every church of which I know, and they are at times hard to 
overcome, but resisted they must be. 

Theological 
For a Baptist, theological thought is always an extension of Biblical insight. On that 

basis we may say that always included in whatever God "is" has been the Word -that 
which is outgoing; self-emptying; self-denying; universally life-giving; unmeritedly 
redemptive; be-what-it-will I blow-where-it-will; without favourites; barrier-breaking; 
tradition-defying; religion less. That is, in all our ecclesiastical efforts to conceptually, 
geographically, institutionally, or in any other way confine, define or refine possible 
understandings of, and responses to God, we actually deny the very God we claim 
to affirm. 

People of God are called to reflect God's "nature". Put very simply this means that 
whenever we make any claim to possess the Word of God (in anyway!), or we erect 
any kind of barriers suggesting where and how God's influence can be experienced 
I known/ effective I and so on, then we fail to be God's people - for before we are people 
of the book we are surely people of the Word. Even if we stray from Baptist principles 
and are unnecessarily constrained in our openness to understanding God by a 
Conciliar commitment to Trinitarian dogma, notions of God as Universal Father I 
Creator, or of God as the animating Spirit which gives life to all, we are not in conflict 
with God as the Word supremely expressed in the person and work of Jesus as the 
Christ. A genuinely Christocentric theology must inevitably lead to a more "open" 
understanding of what it means to be God's people than is denoted when a church 
calls itself a group, a family, a community, or uses any other boundary-creating 
concepts. 

Insights of Contemporary Thought 
There can be beneficial side-effects to being requested to do extra reading I writing 

before one's thesis is deemed acceptable to academia. In my case it meant reading 
about Postmodernism. Previously, I knew almost nothing about it, though quite 
unintentionally my work apparently demonstrated many of its features. So I read 
(three times before I began to understand it!) Kevin Hart's The Trespass of the Sign, 
and Tony Thiselton's New Horizons in Hermeneutics, among many other works; and 
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discovered other expressions of what I already knew; namely, that symbols, words, 
texts, books and all our modes of interaction never have fixed or final meanings/ 
boundaries - and, as David Harvey points out in The Conditions of Postmodernity, nor 
can our institutions. All our thinking, experiencing and interaction with human and 
other environments is a constantly changing flux - our words, our selves, our spheres 
of life, all have blurred edges. To pretend otherwise, even about, (if not especially 
about!) sacred mysteries such as Bible, Church, and Sacrament, is to delude 
ourselves. 

This kind of thinking is not just a feature of Postmodernism. People like Dan Via 
have long talked about the in-meaning and through-meaning of words, and it was 
interesting when preparing this article to come across AT.Lincoln's review of 
J.D.Moore's 1995 commentary which offers a new perspective on Romans 1-8. 
Lincoln says this new perspective "derives from his knowledge, after a career as a 
lecturer in Italian, of Umberto Eco's writings on semiotics and aesthetics. Moores 
suggests that, although the relationship of Paul's Christian experience to his inherited 
Judaism produces confusions and inconsistencies in his reasoning, this need not 
mean that his argumentation lacks clarity. In particular~ Eco's adaptations of "fuzzy 
logic" may be useful in understanding how terms such as faith, righteous, law and 
death function in Paul's argument. Fuzziness is not simply vagueness or ambiguity, 
"it is a quality which arises where a concept, in order to be what it is, depends on a 
certain level of irreducibility". A certain level of irreducibility! -I believe that applies 
to a church whenever it truly expresses its function as the Body of Christ which is 
at one and the same time ministering, crucified, resurrected and ascended. 

Experience 
During my 25 years as a Baptist Minister I have never been altogether happy with 

the idea of a church membership role. Indeed, for the first 7 years here in Northampton 
I never looked at one. I knew my Church Secretary would keep the records necessary 
for administrative purposes, and I see no need for myself as Pastor and Preacher to 
have such information. In recent years our church meeting has set aside a part of one 
meeting per year to pastorally consider those whose names are on the membership 
list (approx 100), so I do see the list annually, but that particular pastoral review is 
overshadowed by a small weekly meeting for prayer and other action. On a 12 weekly 
cycle, this meeting pastorally considers as many as possible of those who are known 
to be currently engaged in Abbey Centre Baptist Church's worship and witness (a 
variable figure of 300- 500?). In addition to this, I have my own weekly and monthly 
review of personal pastoral contacts made through weddings, funerals, door-to-door 
visiting, referrals from va'ftous people, and so on (anything up to another 200+ ). There 
are, of course, others associated with our church who have their own distinctive 
pastoral lists, which includes many people with whom, even after 13 years, I am not 
acquainted, but they are people who consider Abbey Centre Baptist Church to be 
"their church". For me none of these people are more "in" or "out" of the church than 
any others - and certainly I would have no criteria for judging if they were in or out of 
the Kingdom! What I do know is that when all people are treated equally, all treated 
as children of God's love and agents of God's spirit, the results are overwhelming. 
That is to say, Good News can be shared with all people, and often in the most 
surprising circumstances; our church's life and work is enriched beyond telling by the 
talents of all kinds and conditions of people; a considerable and increasing number 
of people feel able to approach our church for help in their lives without the fear that 
we shall place more burdens and demands upon them, vis-a-vis beliefs, practices or 

Baptist Ministers' Journal April 1997 21 



commitments. 
Charles Gerkin's Prophetic Pastoral Practice includes a Chapter, Normative 

Metaphors for Pastoral Work: Community. I wish every church would take to heart 
his criticisms of the so prevalent pastor-centred model of the church. This model 
comprises a set of concentric circles with the pastor in the centre circle and therefore 
most "in", then comes the "church officers" circle, then the members' circle, etc., until 
one reaches everything which is least related to the pastor on the "outermost" 
perimeter. Gerkin offers as an alternative: a centrifugal model, or "The God/ People 
of God Centred Image of Community" model, and for many churches this would be 
a significant step forward, for, as Gerkin puts it, "The Christian Community thus finds 
its vocation and self realization not by preoccupying itself with its own activities and 
circles of involvement, but by becoming dialogically involved Jn and committed to the 
enhancement of other loci of communal life" (p137). This model however, still sees 
the church as a community in its own right, and my belief is that churches need to 
develop beyond that understanding. "The Twelve" who were chosen by Jesus to be 
with him are consistently portrayed in the Gospels as actually being more "outside" 
in terms of understanding than many of the common people who heard him gladly and 
who, no doubt, were part of the 72 sent out, or the 500 gathered together at one time. 
The Kingdom feast (The Lord's Table?) wasn't reserved for any privileged group, but 
was open to those who were regarded as so much on the outside that they needed 
to be dragged in - this over-the-top parable shows how nonsensical the idea of 
"outsiders" and "insiders" was to Jesus, and how sterile is so much debating about 
who can and cannot ''pat1ake of the Lord's Table". Give the invitation in Christ's name, 
and for Christ's sake let those who will respond do so!! 

In describing a church's function, we need to abandon the use of the terms such 
as family, group, community altogether, for a community is, by definition, "a common 
possession or enjoyment". Our true calling is to be those who are dispossessed and 
to enter redemptively into the suffering of all humanity. The garment which covered 
the body of Jesus was seamless, and its fringe was as redemptive as any other part 
of it! There was once a vogue for saying "Your God is too small!" I want to add to 
that the suggestion that often our understanding of a church is too small, and many 
churches now thought of as "the larger churches", are in reality the smaller churches 
- and vice-versa. 

Ted Hale 
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