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The whole Canadian church?

“There is one body (church) and one Spirit – just as you were called to one hope when you were called – one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all”. Ephesians 4:4,5

How could we better practice our commitment to the “whole Canadian church”? 
The “Whole Canadian Church”?

The book of Ephesians freely uses the term “in Christ”, in fact the phrase is found fourteen times in that short little book. The saints, believers or Christians are said to be:
· Faithful in Christ Jesus

· Blessed …every spiritual blessing 

· Those who hope in Christ

· Included in Christ 

· Raised us up with Christ 

· Sharers together in the promise
· Those who forgive each other
So, how can we know who all those people are in Canada? It’s not easy to tell! Some people behave like Christians and are not, while others are followers of Christ but are not presently behaving as they should! Besides they are found in all kinds of quite different denominations and some are presently not participating in any church. 

So is there a way to know? Recently four Canadian ministries sponsored a religious survey through Ipsos-Reid. 

The findings are most interesting. They indicate that 19% of Canadians (12% Protestant and 7% Catholic) are evangelicals based on six indicators.
1. Belief that in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, God provides the way for the forgiveness of one’s sins

2. Belief that the Bible is the Word of God and is reliable and trustworthy

3. Commitment of one’s life to Christ  and self-identification as a “converted Christian”

4. Disagreement with the statement that “the concept of God is an old superstition that is no longer needed to explain things these modern times

5. Disagreement with the statement, “Jesus Christ was not the divine Son of God”

6. Weekly church attendance

When all six indicators were present in a response, the respondent was classified as an evangelical. See the EFC website for the complete results.

Does that mean that these are in fact the truly regenerate people in Canada? Not necessarily but its quite a surprise to discover that  quite a lot of people who sound like evangelicals are found in surprising places! Seven per cent in the Catholic church and about six per cent in traditional protestant churches along with about six per cent in what we normally think of as evangelical churches.

We have come a long way!

This fall I participated in three Canada-wide interdenominational events. The first was a church planting event in Vancouver that was attended by about 650 people. The second event was convened by the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada for leaders of denominations and ministries. About 100 people participated. The third, also convened by EFC was for leaders of denominations along with emerging leaders within those circles. About 40 people participated. Each of these events were characterized by generous expressions of unity and common ground in terms of our mission of extending the reach of the Gospel and kingdom of God within Canada.
It is clear that evangelicals have come a very long way in terms of acceptance, respect, and practical cooperation with each other! How wonderful! We have not solved all our problems but it’s a wonderful improvement from the days of not-so-sanctified separation and arm’s length put downs. 
Improving our commitment?

While it’s true that there is new spirit of cooperation we are not “in heaven yet”. 
It would be a welcome sight to have 

1. Greater and more enduring unity in our individual churches

2. Positive relationships among the churches in our immediate communities

3. Purposeful and mission oriented cooperation among the churches of our own constituencies

4. Respectful relationships with true believers, wherever they may be found

I am thankful for the unity in our own congregation, for the continuing good relationships with the pastors of neighbouring churches and for the invigorating relationships with the leaders of the churches of the VMC constituency. But I have had very little contact with the evangelicals that the Ipsos Reid poll says are in the Catholic and traditional protestant churches. 
What does the future hold in this regard? I don’t know. But it may be that if our governments continue press forward with a secular and Godless agenda we will find each other more easily. And that would be good!

2nd Thoughts (869 words)
One Body…One Lord - Part III

And denominations?
“There is one body (church) and one Spirit – just as you were called to one hope when you were called – one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all”. Ephesians 4:4,5

How do these verses apply to what we call denominations, associations or fellowships of churches? Is there a legitimate place for such entities?

I will argue that the Biblical answer is “yes”.

More than autonomy
Webster’s dictionary says that to be autonomous means, “having the right or power of self government, undertaken or carried on without external control, existing or capable of existing independently”.
Would these definitions or others like them accurately or fully describe the churches of the New Testament? Were they self governing, without external control and did they exist independently of other churches and church leaders? They certainly had their own regional flavours as well as their own God-ordained purposes, responsibilities, functions, ministries and leaders. 
But the description of the Jerusalem council, the vigorous activities of the apostles and their delegates among the churches, the cooperative financial support of people like Paul, Peter, Barnabus and the financial assistance of congregations in need, raise very large questions about whether autonomy alone is an adequate description of the relationships of the churches of the New Testament to one another.
More than organization

But it is easy to observe also that the relationship among the churches of the New Testament was not highly structured or organized. 
The churches described in the pages of the New Testament had organic or relational links to each other because of their new life in Christ, their common experience of persecution and their mutual relationships with the ring leaders of the Christian movement.  It would be easier to describe the relationship of the New Testament churches as a network than an organization. Does that mean that further organization is wrong?
Leaders, In and Among

The primary leaders of the New Testament churches were the apostles. They spread the Gospel of Jesus by whatever means they could. They taught those who believed everything they themselves had learned and organized them into what we call churches. 
They were active in appointing elders, they continued to teach and preach in the churches as they moved about. They assisted congregations in crisis by visiting them, writing them letters, sending delegates to intervene when they were personally unable to come and they even convened a large scale event in Jerusalem to resolve questions regarding appropriate expectations for Gentiles who were responding to the Gospel. 
The service provided by the apostles and their delegates was not primarily about control, power or authority. It was about providing exemplary care for churches and their people just as leaders within the churches provided for the members of their flock.
It is quite apparent that the leaders among the churches of the New Testament were active practitioners. The primary and most exemplary leaders in the churches also became examples and leaders among the churches. Doesn’t that sound right? The way it ought to be?
Many have pointed out that the apostles made no provision to replace themselves or set up what might be called denominational structures. But may it not be put forward just as well that if we do what they did, we will end up with a similar picture to the one they painted by their practice? Our most vigorous and influential leaders naturally begin to have influence beyond the borders of their own congregations. Others view them as good examples and give extra heed to whatever they say and do. 
To the degree that we have leaders in our churches that have apostle-like influence we will have leaders among our churches – whatever we call them.

We are finding that new church planters and shepherds in our churches are glad for the opportunity to network with other leaders and to learn from those who have had experiences similar to the ones they are currently wrestling with. A dynamic grouping of churches and church leaders might be called a network, a denomination, a non-denomination, a fellowship or an association. I am not saying that these terms are identical or that they are equally appealing. But having leaders in and among such a grouping of churches is a good thing that seems an awful lot like the church of the New Testament. Some of these entities may be more organized than others but that should not hinder us from enjoying the benefits of working together well.
As you can probably tell by now, we at Vision Ministries Canada are attempting to provide some of the benefits of leadership among the churches we know best. We think it’s helpful, Biblical and very much needed in our time.
Multiple Networks of Churches
The history of the church illustrates that multiple networks of churches emerged as churches multiplied and crossed linguistic, ethnic and 
national boundaries. 

Modern associations, fellowships and denominations of churches are somewhat reflective of that reality. As you know, they were not all begun with the most noble motives, but the underlying benefit of leaders in and among the churches remains.
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“There is one body (church) and one Spirit – just as you were called to one hope when you were called – one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all”. Ephesians 4:4,5

How can we legitimately express the truth of this teaching of Scripture among churches of our community? 

We have an obligation? 

The Bible teaches it. 

Jesus commanded his disciples to love one another John 13:34. He prayed for their unity 17:20,21. He spoke gently of those who were not “of us” Mark 9:38-40. The apostle Paul said that those who affirm Jesus as Lord are a part of his body I Corinthians 12:3. And he praised God even for those who preached Christ in order to bring greater persecution to him! Philippians 1:18 I am not intending to say by quoting these verses that all who call themselves Christians are true followers of his. But we are obligated to reflect a practical commitment to the truth of the one body by the way we interact with those in our communities who identify them-selves with our one and only Lord Jesus Christ. If they say they are followers of his and are considered as such by the people in our neighbourhoods, then we must think carefully about how we interact with them.

Conscience demands it.

We should not fool ourselves into thinking that we are obeying the Lord in this matter if we only give passive consent to the truth of the one body of Christ. Unity is not an abstract idea but a spiritual reality and a relationship to be realized. 

Reputation requires it

Any group of people that meet in the name of Jesus or declare that they are followers of his share a joint reputation with us, whether we agree with them on all points or not. Reputation has to do with what others think of us. Those who are not followers of Jesus lump all so called Christians together whether we like it or not. Those who are serious Christians should make every effort to be one and to present them selves to an unbelieving world as one, just as our Lord prayed we would be.

Is this easy or simple? Of course not!

The extent of unity may be unequal

We have much more in common with some churches than with others. In our nation we have three large groupings of churches: Roman Catholic, traditional Protest and evangelical. We have the most in common with other evangelical churches but will discover surprises of oneness among the other groups as well. So we should express this theme of oneness more intensely with those who are more like us. And even with those who are less like us we should at least show respect. 

How unity can be expressed

Partnership activities

When we are full partners we freely  share: beliefs, values, funds, people resources, leaders and ongoing ministry commitments.

Network activities

We network with other churches when we share major beliefs, have many similar values and commit ourselves to informal links and occasional joint projects. 

Common cause activities

We can support common moral or social causes in our communities with many different groups with whom we have relatively little in common by way of theology or primary values.

Individual co-operation

Many members of our churches will commit themselves personally to interdenominational activities. Some will feel far greater latitude and freedom in these activities than others. But our congregations should not simply release their members to co-operative causes, the leaders of our churches should show the way in expressing obedience to the truth of the one body in among the churches of our communities.

How unity may be achieved 

Before committing ourselves to working with other churches in our communities we should consider; will this be a personal commitment? Will it be an ongoing partnership of churches? Will it be a co-operative network of churches? Or will it be a common cause effort?

If it is to be a relationship of partnering we ought to thoroughly talk through our beliefs, values, purposes and strategies before we commit ourselves to working together. Failure to do so often leads to disillusionment, division and frustration later on. Don’t let your good desire to express your commitment to unity over-ride the need for thoughtful dialogue at the beginning.

If it’s a working relationship that could be described as a network the dialogue is still important but the degree of commonality may be less. We have much in common with many churches with which we can work together to address kingdom projects in our communities. But don’t hesitate to be clear and honest with each other at the outset so that your projects have the greatest chance of success.

And if we are talking about common causes we only need to be clear about what the common cause is. We may have different beliefs, motives and desired secondary outcomes, but we can work together for specific purposes like opposing pornography, injustice or communal concerns. And one more thing! Be respectful of these folks while in this process. Our reputation as Christians counts.

All people were created after God’s image. We are to treat them as if we believed that reality. 

We have a major obligation to them to all who are in Christ, not at the cost of our convictions but because of them.  
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“There is one body (church) and one Spirit – just as you were called to one hope when you were called – one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all”. Ephesians 4:4,5

How can we give legitimate expression to this teaching of Scripture: In our congregation? Among the churches in our neighbourhood? Among our own stream or kind of churches? Among other more or less evangelical groups? With other churches who name the name of Christ but are quite different from us in doctrine and in practice? 

These questions will be addressed in Thinking Ahead from now till next summer.

How can we maintain the unity of the Spirit in our church?

Trouble and relational tension come to every congregation, small group study or leadership group from time to time. Occasionally these tensions and conflicts take on quite noble proportions of good against evil but most of the time they are generated by ordinary garden-variety difficulties. 

Certain kinds of people and ways of thinking may create unease or tension in us. We have differences of opinion about truth, strategy and appropriateness. We may have occasional communication glitches, our leaders may lead poorly at times and the devil knows how to take advantage of us.

Maintaining the unity of the Spirit has to do with these ordinary sorts of problems. 

Ordinary solutions

These are the solutions we already know but may be failing to practice. 

Solutions like

· Adopting the values of the kingdom as described in the sermon on the mount

· Growing up in Christ

· Speaking the truth in love

· Loving in a way that covers a multitude of sins 

· Looking for the wisdom that is from above. 

When we are in difficulty our tendency is to swish away these Biblical teachings with comments like “we know that – been there and done that, didn’t work!” But think again, these really are the foundation for unity within the body.

Less ordinary solutions

Learn all the Biblical truth you can and then relax a little because it’s not ultimately about being right about everything. In Paul’s mentoring of Timothy he said, “the goal of our instruction is love from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith.” 

I Timothy 1:5 NASB

Practice all the truth of God you know with all your heart for it leads to humility and great understanding of the failings of others.

Learn to show outrageous grace to those around you, like your Saviour has shown and continues to show to you.

Focus on the primary purposes of the church rather than letting yourself and others get bogged down on the “how it should be done questions”. Almost any strategy can bring fruitfulness and glory to God if those who are doing it are full of faith, humility and courageous obedience. This is not to say that all strategies are equal but it is to say they are not primary.

Make it God’s problem. Call it a fleece if you like, but is there a way to bring this to God in prayer so that he is the one giving the direction? Give him time. Let him express himself on this matter. Tell him you will practice the ordinary, the less ordinary and see what he will do. Perhaps more drastic measures are necessary.

More drastic measures

Confrontation with tears. The best way to confront people who are bringing grief to the fellowship is with credibility, honesty, and tears. Credibility because it gives great strength to the encounter when your own example and practice are well established. Honesty because it enables you to be transparent about your own shortcomings while you address frankly the failings of the person you are confronting. And tears because they reflect the heart of Jesus.

If we confront people out of a superior attitude, out of anger or out of a manipulative or controlling spirit we are part of the problem not the solution.

Dig in for the long haul and wait for God to surprise you with his solution. There may not be a quick turn around. In such cases it is best to keep doing what you were called to do in the way Jesus would want you to do it. You may or may not have company in the process. But it is not uncommon that a long obedience in the same direction will pay off in the long run!

What about leaving? Don’t do it. Learn what God has for you where you are, its part of the concept of One Body, One Lord. Unless it is obvious that He indeed is calling you somewhere else. Not a pretend calling!

Look for God-honouring and creative alternatives to despair, quarrelling and leaving. Look for a new avenue of prayer, an alternate opportunity for discipleship, a new outreach focus or an alternate expression of worship – even if it’s a private! As you discover the goodness of God in these settings the waiting becomes less tedious. You may be become part of the solution in a new way. Let deliverance come from God, the battle belongs to the Lord, let him bring a deliverance that is without regret.

