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Last year, I took the opportunity to visit the John Constable art exhibition at Te Papa in Wellington. Up until that time, my main awareness of Constable’s landscape art was restricted to a memory of a set of placemats at my grandmother’s house. I went to the exhibition out of curiosity, and with relatively low expectations of what I would find. But, as is often the case when one views art and does some background reading, I came away pleasantly surprised. A handful of paintings made a lasting impression, including one of the Vale of Dedham, where Constable enjoyed numerous summer holidays with his family.

As with a number of Constable’s paintings, what appears at first glance to be a simple rural landscape contains something of a social commentary. 

The eye is drawn to the village of Dedham in the distance, the only distinctively visible building of which is the church tower, which is given a central location in the painting, intersecting earth and sky – reflecting, perhaps, its assumed role as a mediating presence between heaven and earth. The height of the tower in comparison with other buildings, together with its stone construction, conveys a sense of significance and permanence. This is a portrayal of Christendom, in which Christianity and the institutional church are an integral part of the fabric of Western culture and civilisation. 

Interestingly, though, the placement of the church tower in the distance means that it does not dominate the painting. As much as religious institutions are prone to making grandiose claims, they must be seen in context, in relation to other factors and broader realities.

In this regard, two things in the foreground of the painting are worth noting. First, the mood of the sky. Darkened clouds hint at a gathering storm, which is about to close in on the village and its church. Winds of change are in the air. In a number of his paintings, Constable used techniques such as this to portray the reality of social change in nineteenth century England, and the consequent challenges and threats this posed for church and society. 

Such change is represented in this painting by the quietly provocative presence of the gypsy woman in the foreground. Dressed strikingly in red, she stands outside established society, including institutional religion and the inherited moral order. Her lean-to is of humble construction, and stands in sharp contrast to the more substantial and permanent construction of the church tower in the distance. 

The vertical line that can be drawn from one through the other, poses a cluster of questions for the viewer: How do these two realities relate, if at all? How will the church adapt to the realities of social change? Is it in fact capable of adapting, or does it have too much investment in its plant and buildings and privileged status in the community? Will the church recede into the background of people’s consciousness, consigned to being part of society’s architectural heritage and a benign reminder of a bygone era, but increasingly irrelevant to the concerns of modern society and incapable of relating to those who exist on its margins?

These are oddly familiar questions.

They are questions that, as a consequence of several decades of significant and sustained institutional decline, have become increasingly urgent for our denomination. 

We have not been idle in responding to them. In recent years we have talked up our commitment to mission, produced numerous strategic documents, reshaped our national infrastructure, downsized the Assembly Office, and reinvented the way we do things, including the task of ministry formation and leadership development.

The phrase “healthy congregations” has entered our vocabulary, and a list of indicators of what constitutes a healthy congregation has been compiled – so that we might know what one looks like when we find one. A little over six years ago, the Equipping the Leadership Policy Group was formed, and two years ago a nationwide Focus on the Future planning exercise coordinated by the Council of Assembly affirmed again the strategic importance of leadership development. The decision to establish a Centre for Christian Leadership is consistent with this direction and resolve.

The name of the Centre does raise for us an immediate question, namely, of what do we understand Christian leadership to consist, especially within the particular context of the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand? To what or to whom are we referring?

Some of you here today may recall that, when the Equipping the Leadership Policy Group was formed a little over six years ago, one of its first tasks was to produce a paper on the concept of leadership that would become a touchstone for subsequent policy development. The title of the paper
 – Servant Mission Leadership – linked the concept of leadership with the categories of service and mission – not simply the mission of the church as an organisation, but rather the missio Dei, the mission of God.

Such mission, we wrote at the time, “will include within its scope the shalom of both humankind and creation. It will be grounded in and be consistent with the Gospel and mission of Jesus Christ, and will involve, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the ability to interpret, re-imagine and extend the Presbyterian Church’s history of involvement in that mission.”

What we said at that point was consistent with what a number of Missiologists, including the late Lesslie Newbigin, had been saying for some time. The Gospel will only be lived and proclaimed in all its fullness, they said, if we revisit the notion of the so-called “Christian West” and recognize that the developed world, or Christendom as it is sometimes referred to, is a mission field requiring re-evangelization. To engage in this task, congregations and their leaders must adopt a missional mindset and commit themselves to missional ways of being.

One should not underestimate the magnitude of this task, and the extent to which some of our inherited ways of thinking about leadership and leadership development may need reassessing.

Take, for example, the popular distinction between clergy and laity. As has often been pointed out over the years the distinction, as it has come to be applied, constitutes a distortion of the New Testament terms ‘laos’ and ‘kleros’. 

The word ‘laos’, properly understood, refers to the whole people of God, including its leaders, and the word ‘kleros’ (as it is used in Col 1:12, Eph 1:11, and Gal 3:29) means “assigned by lot or inheritance” and refers to all the privileges and appointment of all the people of God. Thus, as Paul Stevens astutely observes, “the church in the New Testament has no ‘lay people’ in the usual sense of that word, and is full of ‘clergy’ in the true sense of the word.”
 

This presents us with a challenge, which has been well expressed by John Roxborogh in a soon-to-be-published paper: “If the laos are the whole people of God, then the leaders are also laity, and some other way is needed to talk about different roles and ministries. At the very least laity need a positive definition, not the negative one of being those who are ‘not clergy.’”
 

The situation is further complicated by the office of eldership, which seems to straddle the lay-clergy divide. On the one hand, elders are ordained, by virtue of which they are deemed to share with Ministers of Word and Sacraments in the leadership and pastoral oversight of the church. This is enshrined in the terminology of ‘ruling elder’ and in our ecclesiastical structures, in which at General Assembly and Presbytery levels ruling and teaching elders are represented in equal numbers. 

Numerical parity, however, does not necessarily translate into parity of influence. As Ian Breward observed some years ago in a paper on Presbyterian eldership, “a professionally trained group has a built-in advantage over those whose interest is amateur, even though the status of the latter is technically equal, so far as government is concerned.”
 But a professional ministry and a few dedicated amateurs energising an unenthusiastic mass does not equal the royal priesthood of the faithful.”
 

As far as eldership is concerned, we also need to acknowledge the rather complex history of this office in our Reformed tradition. Much that we tend to take for granted, including the distinction between ruling and teaching elders, and the practice of ordination for life as opposed to appointment for a set term, owes more to vagaries of history than to a clear biblical mandate. Within our Reformed tradition there have been a variety of interpretations of scripture, understandings of the role of elder, and ways of expressing that role in the life of the Church.

In the midst of all the variety, however, I would draw attention to a tradition of the eldership, like the deaconate in the Early Church, being associated with the celebration and administration of the Lord’s Supper.
 Where this is the case, Tom Torrance has suggested, it is appropriate to think of it in terms not of service of the Word, but rather of service of response to the Word: “While ministers are ordained to dispense the Word and Sacraments to the people,” he says, “elders are set apart to help the people in their reception of the Word and in their participation in the Sacraments, and to seek the fruit of the Gospel in the faith and life of the community. Elders are meant to represent the people, and to fulfil their ministry from the people toward God. Thus their specific calling is to help the faithful from within their midst, prompting them in their responses to the Gospel proclaimed to them, leading them in their worship, assisting them in their understanding of the Faith, and guiding them in the way of obedience to Christ’s commandment of love.”

Torrance would therefore have little time for what we have come to refer to as “lay administration of the sacraments,” whereby certain elders are trained and authorised by Presbyteries to baptize people and preside over Holy Communion. Such practices, he suggests, “have the effect of damaging the two-way movement of service in Christ’s Church, from God to man and from man to God, … thus doing away with the complementary functions within the corporate pattern of ministry which the introduction of elders in the Reformed Church promoted.”

The situation in our Church is increasingly complex and confusing in this regard. In addition to lay administration of the sacraments we now have a variety of strands within ordained ministry (NOMs, LOMs, LMTs and Amorangi). If this can prove somewhat bewildering to our own constituency, how much more so must it appear to our principal ecumenical partners? For example, the Anglican and Methodist churches in the UK are now seriously exploring moves towards mutual recognition of their ordained ministries and the Anglican and Methodist Church in NZ are doing the same (and are the subject of pastoral messages from the leaders to each church). One wonders what they make of our view of ordination to the ministry of Word and Sacraments?

There is something at stake here, I believe, in relation to what it means to be part of one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church, which we claim in the ordination and induction of ministers and is key to ecumenical relations. It is almost twenty-five years since the World Council of Churches’ Commission on Faith and Order produced a discussion document called Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry,
 but the questions it poses about ministry and ordination, I think, are as relevant now as they were then – perhaps, in light of the move towards lay administration of the sacraments, even more so. What, for example, does this practice mean for our understanding of the apostolic tradition and the particular role the ordained ministry plays in representing, preserving and actualizing the apostolic faith from generation to generation? Dare we talk these days of the ordained minister being a ‘guardian of the Faith’ or a ‘steward of the mysteries of God’, with all the responsibility that these functions entail?

It seems to me that, if one of the constant dangers in the Church is that of clericalism, there exists an equally real danger of anticlericalism, with potentially equally damaging results to the order, life and mission of the Church. 

As Lesslie Newbign writes: “In some Christian circles it is unfashionable to talk much about the ordained ministry, because of the fear of being guilty of elitism, one of contemporary society’s catalogue of unforgivable sins.”
 However, if the Church is to fulfil its calling in Christ to be a royal priesthood, and if every member of the body is truly called to the exercise of this priesthood, then there needs to be “a ministerial priesthood which serves, nourishes, sustains and guides this priestly work. … Men and women are not ordained to this ministerial priesthood in order to take priesthood away from the people but in order to nourish and sustain the priesthood of the people.”
 Seen in this light, he concludes, “clericalism and anticlericalism are simply two sides of the one mistake.”

If a degree of confusion exists in relation to the role of the elder in our tradition, a degree of confusion exists also over how eldership, which is an ordained office, relates to other forms of leadership in the church, some of which – for example, youth leaders – might be paid, professionally trained, and exercise a significant preaching, teaching and pastoral role – but are not ordained. 

For many people, this raises a question about the nature of ordination, and who should be ordained.
 One suggestion I heard being talked about last year is that, if the Church is to be missional in deed as well as by intention, then it should consider ordaining its evangelists rather than its elders and Ministers of Word and Sacraments. Such a suggestion illustrates precisely the confusion that surrounds our understanding of ordination at the present time.

A final note in relation to eldership, before we move on, is to pick up a concern expressed by Ian Breward about the extent to which eldership, and church leadership in general, has come to have a very inward focus, which means that the Reformed emphasis on ministry in and to the world is greatly diminished. He asks: “Has not the time arrived for a clear recognition that elders are ministers in their daily work?” 
  

Not only elders, we might say, but all members of the body of Christ. The more inward looking and institutionally defined our perspective on ministry becomes, the more the Church forgets and neglects its responsibility to the whole world which God in Christ reconciled to himself. 

Moreover, the more elders and others share in the task of preaching and administering the sacraments the more those traditionally set aside for these tasks through ordination are experiencing confusion in relation to their role, and begin to take on other responsibilities. Some, with the encouragement of their congregation, assume a managerial, entrepreneurial and CEO role. For many others, observes Canadian theologian Alan Roxburgh, “ministry has changed so dramatically that they are simply trying to hold on and survive.”
  

“These are extremely anxious, confusing and tenuous days for pastors and congregations,”
 he says. Declining congregations “are blaming the malaise on their pastors. They are described as incompetent, not entrepreneurial enough, too intent on change, or failing to meet the expectations of renewing the congregation. Pastors, in turn, feel vulnerable, defensive and confused,”
 frequently cast in the role of “caretaker and chaplain of dwindling, aging congregations.”
 In our own context, the low morale among the ranks of ordained ministers, and what appears to be a growing attrition rate, as people move out of active ministry into other vocations and professions, are matters of concern.

How to overcome this malaise?

Perhaps it is a sign of the times that a significant number of ministers and congregations are turning to the corporate world for insights into the nature of successful leadership and organizational transformation. Some are also increasingly taking their lead not from the scriptures or our own Reformed tradition, but from the North American mega-church context. Just last week a leadership conference was hosted by one of our larger Presbyterian churches in Auckland. The title of the conference was “Successful Church Leadership Conference 2007”, and it included among its keynote speakers an impressive line-up of leading lights from the North American church growth movement – Rick Warren, Bill Hybels and Ruth Graham (daughter of Billy Graham). It also included a DVD presentation from Crystal Cathedral.

It will be important, I think, for the Centre for Christian Leadership to establish constructive working relationships with the organisers of such conferences. It would be good to get to a point where we can not only endorse such events, but also have input into their planning and delivery, thereby giving a greater measure of cohesion to the task of leadership development within our denomination. 

The thing that struck me most about the above-mentioned conference was the insertion of the word ‘successful’ in the title. It raises questions of a theological nature about what success means in a church context, what criteria we use to measure success, and how the desirability for success relates to the costly call to discipleship.
 One would hope that the conference addressed some of these questions, for ‘success’ is one of those organizational and corporate categories that needs to be handled in a carefully nuanced way in a church context.

Even if we accept that the corporate world is able to offer some helpful insights into the nature of leadership and organizational change, we are obliged, I think, to approach it with a discerning eye, and listen to some of its own cautionary voices. One such voice is that of Rakesh Khurana, author of Searching for a Corporate Savior: The Irrational Quest for Charismatic CEOs.
 

Khurana analyses the links between the fluctuating fortunes of some of America’s largest corporations and the appointment of CEOs. When a company’s performance declines, he says, “the board responds by forcing out the incumbent CEO, who is blamed for its troubles. An external search is initiated with an extraordinary emphasis on hiring a candidate with demonstrable ‘leadership’ and ‘charismatic’ qualities. … The entire search process is orchestrated to produce a corporate ‘savior’, to find a new CEO whom investors and the business media regard as a star.”
 “Strong insider candidates are now routinely dismissed as unequal to the role of corporate savior or (in the preferred lingo of the boardroom) ‘change agent,’ a figure now seen as the key to reviving troubled companies.”

As Khurana goes on to observe, however, the storyline often has a dubious ending. The charismatic CEO’s reliance on dynamic personality and engaging style frequently masks a lack of detailed knowledge and appreciation of an organisation’s distinctive culture, history and ethos, and the industry in which it operates. The pressure to deliver significant and rapid change, and the restructuring that often ensues, is geared towards generating immediate financial benefits, but the underlying infrastructure and staff morale can be severely eroded, leaving the organisation weaker than it was at the outset. The markets eventually realise and respond to this with even lower share prices, triggering another crisis and consequent search for a new CEO.

Whilst the church environment is quite different to the corporate environment, some of the pressures, dynamics and trends Khurana identifies are not entirely unfamiliar to us. According to Alan Roxburgh, “anxiety over (congregational) decline translates into a high interest in entrepreneurial models of leadership. Church growth, church marketing, leadership models drawn from the latest innovations of business of consultants on how to lead the corporate world shape the image of pastoral leadership. Numerical growth is the talisman that all is well with our ecclesiastical souls. The cultural values of instrumental rationality, expressed in the ‘if it works, and is successful then it is true,’ guide pastoral strategy. Technique is the primary method for re-establishing the church’s place in the culture.”

A few years ago, when data projectors first came on to the scene, I discussed with a colleague the impact that this latest technological innovation might have on ministry, and in particular the act of worship. He opined that the impact would be so big that we would have to revisit the famous maxim attributed to Karl Barth, that a preacher should work with a Bible in one hand and a newspaper in the other. The laptop and data projector, he prophesied, would supplant the newspaper, and quite possibly the Bible too, in the task of preaching. 

I was reminded of this conversation a few months later, when I attended a worship service at one of our church schools. It was a service that from start to finish utilised the latest technology. The word that came to mind was ‘seamless’. Two large screens either side of the sanctuary dominated the liturgical space, and from the moment we arrived to the moment we left we were treated to a visual symphony of images and video clips. The solitary Bible reading was delivered to background music, clearly chosen to capture something of the mood of the text. In fact, I can’t recall a moment’s silence in the entire service. The most important piece of liturgical equipment appeared to be the laptop, which was positioned on the lectern, displacing the Bible, and turning the lectern into a kind of control console. With a mere touch of a key we were treated to yet another visual or audio sensation.

There was a shared feeling among a number of us who attended the service that, if this represents the future of Christian worship, then we should be concerned. If our creativity and innovations, including the technological tools that facilitate them, are not grounded in sound liturgical principles and practices then in a few years down the track we might well discover that the heart has been ripped out of our worship. Instead of being a tool, technology will have become our master.

It is this and other similar experiences that make me respond with caution to what some of the church growth specialists and advocates of the so-called emerging church are saying. 

If we were to heed the advice of Thomas Bandy (Mission Mover: Beyond Education for Church Leadership
), for example, then we would not waste precious time and valuable resources equipping people for a traditional ministry of Word and Sacraments, or indeed other forms of leadership within the Church. Such positions, he suggests, only serve the status quo, and in fact are increasingly unsustainable as the institution continues to crumble. What we should be training people for, he argues, is mission immersion, not church leadership.

What is mission immersion? It is creative, in-depth, practical engagement with the culture or cultures of the day. And for this kind and level of engagement, many of the traditional papers taught in seminaries and theological colleges, Bandy argues – things like liturgics, homiletics, and hymnology – simply do not cut it anymore. What students and pastors really need is a familiarity with contemporary technologies, motivational medias, and indigenous music to reach each new micro-culture with the gospel. And we will learn these things, he says, not in a seminary kind of environment, but rather by hanging around pop musicians, taking courses in computer imaging, and enrolling in motivational speaking from Toastmasters.

Bandy’s line of logic is broadly consistent with his earlier book, Kicking Habits: Welcome relief for Addicted Churches, in which he contrasts two ways of being church. The first – the institutional church – he likens to a game of croquet, which is carefully regulated and requires the ball to pass through the designated hoops. The second – the emerging church – he likens to a game called jai alai, in which a speeding ball is caught by a player with a curved racket and fired with new speed and direction to another player, and so on, thus comprising a constant unity of movement. There is a dynamism and spontaneity about the second that is lacking in the first.

This is the kind of simplistic contrast that is often made when we indulge in clichés, such as the need to move from maintenance to mission, or from being gate-keepers to permission-givers. 

According to the late Harold Turner, who was arguably, in his time, this country’s most internationally renowned Missiologist, and was known to many people here as the founder of the Stuart Halls Trust, an academic colleague and former Minister at Opoho Presbyterian Church, the contrast between maintenance and mission is especially unfortunate. The former term, he wrote, “depreciates the congregational ministry in its function of leading people to ‘glorify God and enjoy him forever’. Mission is subordinate to this major and eternal aspect of the Christian community … and in no sense is an alternative to or in conflict with it. A congregation doing this is in fact the most powerful mission agency. It shows that the Church is the locus, focus and agent of the Kingdom, and it has to be ‘locus’ and ‘focus’ before it can be ‘agent’ in mission for the Kingdom.”

Harold Turner put his finger on a very important issue here. It is all too easy for some of the traditional and less visible disciplines of parish ministry, such as that of pastoral visiting, to be neglected because they are deemed to be tying up the Minister’s time in maintenance-related activities, while the more contemporary roles of strategic planner and change-agent are given higher priority because they are regarded as facilitating mission. 

Having said that, we can probably all identify to some extent with the sentiment being expressed in the contrast, even if the actual terminology is unhelpful. How can we be a more missional Church when so much of our time, energy and resources are spent just keeping the institution afloat, tied up in endless committee meetings and worrying about how the money that is needed to pay for all that deferred maintenance on the plant and buildings will be found? Many congregations feel they are fighting a losing battle.

There is a very real tension here between the Church as it currently is (or at least is perceived to be – with all its institutional pressures and problems) and the Church that is even now in the process of being born anew – the so-called emerging or emergent or future church. Conferences and books abound on the emerging church phenomenon, which seems to tap into a broad-based desire to explore “new ways of being church,” to sample styles of worship that might best be described as experimental and experiential rather than prescribed, and to develop leaders that are equipped to provide the kind of leadership required for a context that is variously described as ‘post-modern’ and ‘post-Christendom’. Interestingly, such yearnings seem to cut right across the theological spectrum, putting liberal, progressive, conservative and evangelical churches in conversation with one another.

I do wonder, though, in light of all that has been touched upon thus far in this paper, whether the deepest crisis facing our Church is of a theological rather than an organisational nature: What is ministry? What is mission? And, perhaps underpinning both these questions, what is Church?

As American theologian, George Hunsberger, observes, church growth strategies in the West, many of which seem to rely on catering to the consumerist impulses of today’s religious shoppers, often through the uncritical appropriation of the latest technologies, “may be detrimentally masking the more serious challenge of a fundamentally new day for the church. The crisis has to do with the way the church sees itself and forms its life.”

For me, one of the most theologically significant moments of the 2004 General occurred as we were discussing a suggested rewording of our Church’s mission statement. The mission statement might be familiar to you. It reads:

The Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand believes it is called by God to work with others in making Jesus Christ known:

· Through teaching and nurturing people in Christian faith

· Through loving service responding to human need

· Through proclaiming the gospel

· Through seeking to transform society

· Through caring for God’s creation

These are sometimes referred to as the five faces of mission. The telling moment for me in the discussion was when Bruce Hamill suggested from the floor of the Assembly that we consider adding a sixth clause. I cannot recall the exact wording he proposed, but it was along the lines of making Jesus Christ known through our life and worship together as the body of Christ. 

What he was proposing in effect, I believe, was a way of overcoming the rift that has appeared between our commitment to mission and our understanding of being Church. Mission is not simply something that we do; it is something we embody in our common life together – a life that is shaped profoundly by attendance to the Word of God and is deeply Eucharistic, for it is in and through these realities that the Lord of the Church is manifestly present and continually gives himself to us and brings us, through the Spirit, to share in his life.

What might this link between engaging in mission and being church mean for the task of ministry? George Hunsberger suggests that one of the key tasks of today’s pastoral leader is to give attention to forming a communal ‘world’

At the heart of this task, he says, lies a concern with what Peter Berger called the ‘social construction of reality’. Citing Walter Brueggemann, he contends that the act of Christian worship is nothing less that an act of world-formation. That is to say, in and through the act of worship, we construe and respond to reality in a particular way. Seen in this context, an important task of ministry is “to convene, evoke, form and re-form a community of praise and obedience …, an alternative community.”
 Properly understood, this act in itself is deeply missional and subversive of the status quo. As Bruggemann suggests, “a major enterprise in our contemporary situation is to reimagine life away from old configurations of power to new public possibilities.”

Writing in a similar vein thirteen years ago in a provocatively titled article, “How the World Lost Its Story”,
 American theologian, Robert Jenson argued that the erosion of narrative in secular Western society has had profoundly damaging consequences. Narrative, he suggests, conveys a sense of history and meaning. It provides cultures and people with a worldview, a framework for understanding what it means to be human, and what the purpose of human life is. 

Modernity inherited a sense of narrative from the Judeo-Christian tradition, even if some key elements of the narrative were changed. Belief in God gave way to belief in human progress, with all its scientific and technological possibilities, but at least there was a belief that we inhabit what might be called a ‘narratable world’. History does not consist of a series of random events; it has a sense of direction and purpose. 

Throughout this period, Jenson goes on to say, the church was able to presume that its mission was directed to persons who already understood themselves as inhabitants of a narratable world. In this context, its missional task was to say to its hearers: ‘You know that story you think you must be living out in the real world? We are here to tell you about its turning point and outcome.’

But this is precisely what the postmodern church cannot presume, because post- modernity represents a loss of narrative. This fundamentally alters the shape of the Church’s mission, Jenson argues. “If the church does not find her hearers antecedently inhabiting a narratable world, then the church must herself be that world.”

“The church has in fact had great experience of just this role,” he suggests. “One of the many analogies between postmodernity and dying antiquity – in which the church lived for most of her creative period – is that the late antique world also insisted on being a meaningless chaos, and that the church had to save her converts by offering herself as the narratable world within which life could be lived with dramatic coherence. Israel had been the nation that lived a realistic narrative amid nations that lived otherwise; the church offered herself to the gentiles as their Israel.”

And the means by which the church constituted herself for this purpose was in her liturgy. Jenson: “For the ancient church, the walls of the place of Eucharist, whether these were the walls of a basement or of Hagia Sophia or of an imaginary circle in the deserts, enclosed a world. And the great drama of the Eucharist was the narrative life of that world. Nor was this a fictive world, for its drama is precisely the ‘real’ presence of all reality’s true author, elsewhere denied. The classic liturgical action of the church was not about anything else at all; it was itself the reality about which truth could be told.”

“In the postmodern world,” Jenson concludes, “if a congregation … wants to be ‘relevant’, here is the first step: it must recover the classic liturgy of the church, in all its dramatic density, sensual actuality, and brutal realism, and make this the one exclusive centre of its life. In the postmodern world, all else must at best be decoration and more likely distraction.”

Jenson’s call for the Church to be a narratable world resonates with John Zizioulas’ portrayal of the Church as “a ‘mode of existence,’ a way of being.”
 This way of being is not something that results from the aspirations and endeavours of its members. Rather, it is an ecclesial fact, born from above, grounded in the activity of the Triune God, and disclosed in the One whose existence is applied to our historical existence not in abstracto or individualistically, but in and through a community which, through the activity of the Spirit, is nothing less than the body of Christ.
 

According to Jenson, a key feature of this ecclesial life, this narratable world, is its eschatological orientation. It is laden with promise and possibility. Accordingly, there is ample opportunity for the today’s missional Church to provide something that is missing in our secularised culture – assemblies of what Jenson calls “unabashed eschatological vision”. “’Going to church,’” he says, “must be a journey to the place where we will behold our destiny, where we will see what is to become of us.”
 In this age, the Church must be the place where beatific vision is anticipated and trained. At the heart of all this, he concludes, stands the Eucharist, that dramatic foretaste of the heavenly banquet. 

Then, having effectively issued a call for the Church to recover this insight into its nature and purpose, he asks rather poignantly, “How can we point our lives to the Kingdom’s great Banquet, if its foretaste is spread before us with all the beauty of a McDonald’s counter?”

That question alone, it seems to me, constitutes a very real challenge for the Church of the twenty-first century, not least of which in our own Presbyterian denomination, where emerging patterns of worship appear to be doing little to cultivate a sense of the Church being either a Eucharistic community or a narratable world. Indeed, the opposite could be said to be the case. Could it be that, instead of presenting an alternative to the deconstructive tendencies of postmodernism, we are allowing those tendencies to deeply influence the form and content of Christian worship?
 And might it be the case that, at this so-called McDonald’s counter of contemporary worship and spirituality, which presents us with a smorgasbord of options, little, if any, of which may be regarded as normative, an unintended and unfortunate result is a fragmentation of the narratable world that has been both distinctive and sustaining of the Church throughout its history?

There is a 15th century Russian icon which illustrates a number of these points rather well, and in so doing seems to sum up much of what I’ve been trying to say in this paper.

If you are not familiar with icons, you should note that an icon’s purpose is not to illustrate a biblical narrative – in this case the event of Pentecost – so much as to probe the event’s inner meaning, present a theological truth, and open up that truth for prayerful contemplation. 

As the title suggests, this icon from the Russian Novgorod School is about the descent of the Holy Spirit, represented by the rays visible at the top of the icon – in this icon there are 13 rays, in others there are 12. The apostles, with Peter and Paul at their head are gathered in a half oval, which constitutes an open circle. The circle is suggestive of symmetry, order and harmony – a new humanity has been born of the Spirit which acts as a counterpoint to the chaotic and disintegrating forces of the world. The space between Peter and Paul is where Jesus would be seated if he were there. But he is no longer with his disciples. He is risen. But, as Henri Nouwen points out in his incisive little commentary on this icon, “Jesus’ absence is not an emptiness. On the contrary, his departure has created the space in which his followers can receive the fullness of the Spirit.”
 Through the activity of the Spirit, this gathered community becomes nothing less than the body of Christ.


It is a community formed and bound together by the descent of the Spirit, and it is a community devoted to attentive obedience to the Word of God, represented in the icon by Paul and the four evangelists having books in their hands and the rest of the apostles, scrolls. Nouwen: “The word of God, given to them as common gift and received by them as a common task, binds them together in a holy community of faith.”
 The Word of God, revealed by and in Jesus, testified to in the Holy Scriptures, and faithfully proclaimed by those whom the risen Christ himself sets aside for the task is what lies at the heart of the apostolic tradition.

On the subject of apostolic tradition, it is instructive to note the presence of both Peter and Paul at the head of the apostolic gathering. As we know from reading Acts 2, Paul was not present at Pentecost. But this icon is suggesting a theological truth, namely, that the apostolic tradition is defined not only in terms of historical succession (represented by Peter) but also in terms of eschatological orientation (represented by Paul). 

Commenting on the connection between these historical and eschatological dimensions, John Zizioulas says that, “in the historical approach the apostles are significant for the Church because they are connected with a crucial historical event of the past. In the eschatological approach the apostles unveil and present to us not the words of the kerygma of Christ but the reality and the content of the event of Christ. In the historical approach the apostles are the creators of history whereas in the eschatological approach they are the judges of history. Correspondingly, in the first case the Church is apostolic when she faithfully transmits the apostolic kerygma; in the second case she is apostolic when she applies it to a particular context and then judges this context in a prophetic way through the vision of the eschata which she is supposed to maintain. Therefore, if the Church is to be truly apostolic, she must be both historically and eschatologically oriented; she must both transmit history and judge history by placing it in the light of the eschata.”

If the historical approach is about continuity with the past, the eschatological approach is about shaping Church from the side of the future. “It is the anticipation of the end, the final nature of the Church that reveals her apostolic character,” Zizioulas suggests. However, “this anticipation should not be misunderstood as psychological; it is not a feeling of expectation and hope that is offered through it, but a real presence of the eschata here and now.”
 

This leads Zizioulas to conclude that the historical and the eschatological come together in the event of the Eucharist, which is simultaneously a meal of remembrance and an eschatological banquet. As a meal of remembrance, it serves the memory and tradition of the Church; as an eschatological banquet, it seeks the transformation of the world. It is deeply missiological.

This missiological dimension is represented in the icon through the presence of a rather rigid and sombre king-like figure standing in a darkened gate at the bottom of the icon, bearing a long white cloth. In many icons this symbolic figure wears the inscription “Cosmos” or “world”, representing all the people living in darkness to whom the light of the Gospel is needed. The white cloth is to carry the scrolls, on which the divine word preached by the apostles has been written, out into the world. As Nouwen astutely observes, Pentecost is not the beautiful end of the salvation story, but the beginning of a mission to go out into the world, and make disciples of all nations. “The same Spirit who binds the disciples of Jesus together into a vibrant community of faith, sends them out into the world to liberate those who dwell in ‘darkness and the shadow of death’ (Lk 1:79)”
 

There is no separation here between ecclesiology and missiology. The gathered community, the apostolic community, the worshipping community that is attentive to the Word of God, is a community in mission. This mission is not to be reduced to a concern for institutional survival or organisational success, but is understood solely in terms of sharing in the missio Dei, which seeks nothing less than the healing and restoration of a fractured world that, despite its fallenness, remains the realm of God’s glory and has been reconciled to God in Jesus Christ.

Whilst this icon depicts only the apostles in gathered community, it includes us. The half oval is open towards the viewer, inviting us to see ourselves as members of this new reconciled and reconciling humanity and, like the original Pentecost gathering, to devote ourselves to the apostle’s teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.

It seems to me that the Centre for Christian Leadership exists to serve the kind of vision and understanding depicted in this icon. This will mean at least two things. Firstly, in conjunction with our commitment to join with Presbyteries and congregations in the task of leadership development in the broadest possible sense of the term, we must not abandon our commitment to a robust ordination studies programme. A well-trained and resourced ministry of Word and Sacraments, committed to faithful apostolic witness, is critical to the future of our Church. 

Secondly, even though the Centre must have a strong practical focus, we must not neglect the equally urgent need for in-depth theological reflection and a robust and integrated formational programme that encourages this kind of reflection to occur. 

A few weeks ago, a retired colleague in ministry, who expressed a fear that the new Centre for Christian Leadership might just be a downgrade of the School of Ministry, which in turn, he said, was perceived by a number of his peers as a downgrade of the old Theological Hall, asked me if I was optimistic or pessimistic about the future of the Presbyterian Church. I recalled that Lesslie Newbigin, when asked the same question about the Church in the West, is said to have replied that personal feelings of optimism or pessimism are irrelevant. The only thing that matters, he said, is that Christ is risen. We are a resurrection people. And that alone is sufficient basis for our hope.

Appendix:

Servant Mission leadership

God invites the church to join with the mission of God in the world.  To effectively participate in this mission, Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand has given priority to the development of healthy congregations.  To achieve this priority the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand has identified the need for good leadership.  It employed the phrase “servant mission leadership” to describe the kind of leadership that the Church needs. It is the purpose of this paper to flesh out what this phrase means, so that policies can be developed which will enable the Church to identify potential leaders and equip them to exercise servant mission leadership.

While servant mission leadership may mean different things to different people, hopefully there will be some core features upon which most of us can agree. 

So, what is servant mission leadership? In broad terms we may say that the word ‘servant’ refers to style, and the word ‘mission’ refers to direction. More specifically, the Equipping the Leadership Policy Group offers the following set of statements.


It’s about Vision

In the first instance, the task of the servant leader is to serve neither the people nor the organisation called the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand, but to work with others in serving the mission of the people of God. This mission may also be described as the ‘vision’ that informs the goals and strategies of the people. It will include within its scope the shalom of both humankind and creation. It will be grounded in and be consistent with the Gospel and mission of Jesus Christ, and will involve, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the ability to interpret, re-imagine and extend the Presbyterian Church’s history of involvement in that mission. It will also involve the ability to discern what is of God and what is merely the latest fashion, and to communicate in ways that are appropriate to the times in which we live. It will be respectful of tradition without being enslaved by it. In harnessing its energies to the ‘emerging’ Church, it will not settle for the preservation of the Church as it currently is. It will be creative without being gimmicky or trite. It will be marked by perseverance rather than a tendency to quit when the going gets tough.

Leadership that lacks the critical component of vision leads to a ‘doormat’ concept of ministry, where the leader merely reacts to the most pressing needs and desires of the organisation and its people. Reactionary leadership frequently results in disillusionment and exhaustion, and, at the same time, the preservation of the status quo in relation to the organisation. 

It’s about Accountability

Leadership inevitably involves the use of power. Servant leaders follow the example of Christ, and in so doing diffuse any fear of their leadership through their graceful use of power, faithful stewardship of the resources at their disposal, exhibiting a reconciling ministry, and accountability for their leadership. Leadership that displays these features will exercise authority without being authoritarian, will be decisive without being divisive, and will avoid the misuse and abuse of power. Correct use of power includes being an advocate for those who are marginalised and disempowered by institutional processes and decisions. Accountability implies a degree of professionalism in what one does, adherence to a code of ethics and a commitment to ongoing learning.

It’s about Character

“Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,” Paul exhorted the Philippians (2:5). He then went on to enumerate the qualities of humility, non-exploitiveness, servanthood, and obedience to the mission and will of God as those that exemplify Christ. Servant leadership is not only a matter of having the right skills and competencies, as important as these things are. It is also about being of the right character and spirit. It’s about integrity. This implies a personal faith and prayer life that enables the leader to grow in the likeness of Christ and to draw upon the wisdom and strength of Christ for the task of leadership.

Servant Mission Leadership and the Ordering of the Church

In the Presbyterian Church, it is not only Ministers of Word and Sacrament who are ordained.  Elders are ordained too.  Ordination in and of itself should not be equated with leadership, however, even if historically it is the Session that tends to assume a significant leadership role in the life of the parish.  Leadership is a gift and a responsibility which may be conferred upon and exercised by those who are not ordained - for example, youth leaders, APW leaders, home-group leaders, etc.  The concept of servant mission leadership apples equally to these people as it does to Ministers of Word and Sacrament.

The traditional model of parish ministry has often assumed that Ministers of Word and Sacrament, by virtue of their office, are the ones who bear the responsibility of leadership in the Church.  This belief is reinforced by the oft-used distinction between clergy and laity.  In Scripture, however, the word laos (people - I Peter 2: 9-10) designates the whole people of God without distinction, not just a particular part of that people.  The laity includes the clergy, it does not exist apart from it. 

Just as the New Testament refrains from making the kind of distinction between clergy and laity that we make today, so it also refrains from making a distinction between sacred and secular ministries and vocations. All are in this world and are part of it. The differences are to be found in the particular functions assigned to individual persons, according to their gifts, one of which is ordained ministry.

At the same time as we recognise that leadership is broader than the Ministry of Word and Sacrament, we must not down-play the role and significance of that ministry in the life of the Church.  It is an apostolic ministry.  Just as Jesus Christ himself was consecrated (ordained) for his ministry, so he consecrated his twelve apostles, and so the Church ordains ministers of Word and Sacrament to proclaim the kerygma and teach the didache in obedience to the apostolic witness to Christ and in following their examples and ordinances.  In other words, Ministers of Word and Sacrament play a crucial role in reminding the Church of what it is called to be.  They serve as guardians of the Faith, and in so doing play a vital role in the leadership of the Church. Whatever new structures and programmes are put in place for equipping leaders in the Church, we must maintain a strong commitment to the training of those called to the specific Ministry of Word and Sacrament.
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