Becoming and
Being Church,
the People of God

Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this
was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven.
And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build
my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. I will
give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind
on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on
earth will be loosed in heaven.” (Matt 16:17-19)

Again, truly I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about
anything they ask for, it will be done for them by my Father in
heaven. For where two or three gather in my name, there am [

with them. (Matt 18:19-20)

It is interesting that every time I have asked people how their church
came into being, they have referred to their denominational roots or
their founding fathers and mothers: the former, to the European or North
American missionaries who pioneered the work of those churches; and the
latter, to their charismatic founding leaders. Most quickly refer meto the name
of their church and the denomination they are associated or affiliated with:
Catholic, Baptist, Pentecostal Assemblies of God, Miracle, Deliverance, Word
of Life, Christ is the Answer, Reformed, Anglican, Methodist, Presbyterian,
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Becoming and Being Church, the People of God 17

gut even these Emerging Churches could become the next-generation
denominations with new religious bureaucracies, Today’s denominations
were a church phenomenon born with the modern era in Europe and which
were later exported by European and North American missionaries. Every
culture and generation emerges with forms and expressions of church. So
it is important that we start our journey of exploring how the church came

into being with the story of the one to whom the founding of the church is
credited: Jesus of Nazareth.

Jesus and the Church

The leading question is: Was or is the church Jesus’ idea? Did Jesus have in
mind the birth of a community that would be identified as church? And was
that “church” what would constitute the new people of God, in continuity
with ancient Israel? Then come the follow-on questions: What does “church”
that is true to Jesus’ idea of church look like? And is the church in its diverse
forms today what Jesus conceived?

There are only two passages in all the four Gospels - Matthew, Mark,
Luke and John - in which Jesus made explicit reference to the church. The
first is Matthew 16:17-19.

Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this
was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven.
And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build
my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. I will
give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind
on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on
earth will be loosed in heaven [italics mine].

The second, also from Matthew, 18:15-20:

If your brother or sister sins against you, go and point out their
fault, just between the two of you. If they listen to you, you
have won them over. But if they will not listen, take one or
two others along, so that “every matter may be established by
the testimony of two or three witnesses.” If they still refuse to
listen, tell it to the church; and if they refuse to listen even to
the church, treat them as you would a pagan or a tax collector.
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Becoming and Being Church, the People of God 19

Unfortunately, the contemporary church scene speaks more of the
presence of a denominational character than that of Jesus. I fear that in a lot
of instances it is not Jesus gathering his own but rather us gathering those
who are like us. Is it not true that the churches as we know them today -
such as the ones described in the Introduction - are associations rather than
assemblies of Jesus? Don't the rivalry, competition and conflict, and our
inability to work together reflect the fact that our primary rootedness and
calling as communities is in our worldly credentials - ethnic, social, regional,
structural, stylistic and formal - and not in Jesus? I have been amazed when
visiting congregations in my work as bishop in Kampala to find that some of
them have felt more like tribal meetings because, in spite of the cosmopolitan
nature of Kampala, the members of these congregations came from one ethnic
or regional groups. The history of the churches in Kenya is such that particular
denominations are associated with particular ethnic groups: Presbyterian for
Kikuyu; Methodist for Meru; African Inland Church for Kalenjin; and so on.

It is unfortunate that the significance of Matthew 16:17-19 in defining
the purpose of an authentic Jesus community has been lost in theological and
ecclesiastical debates over what Jesus meant by “on this rock” and “the keys
of the kingdom”. Too much energy has been devoted to determining whether
Peter was that rock and who his successors are! By focussing on this we miss
the major subject of Jesus’ words, which concerns the nature and purpose of
community. Jesus’ statement “I will build my church” is a clear expression
of his intention to bring into being a visible community, Church was not
accidental or incidental to his mission.

But the community was not to exist for its own sake. A closer look at
the life, mission, message and ministry of Jesus as recorded in the Gospels
shows that it was not the community that was Jesus’ preoccupation but rather
the kingdom of God. It is noteworthy that while there are only two references
to the church in all the Gospels, there are 76 independent sayings on the
kingdom of God, or 103 if the parables are included.? It was Jesus’ messiahship
that would be the foundation of the kingdom; the keys to Peter symbolized
the work of “unlocking” through his apostolic leadership and declaration of
the finished work of Jesus as Messiah. The kingdom of God was the reason
Jesus was revealed. The purpose of the community is the kingdom of God.

The church was not the good news that Jesus preached; that good
news was the kingdom of God. It is the kingdom of God that defines the

2. Giles, What on Ezrth Is the Church?, 27.
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Becoming and Being Church, the People of God 21

missionary to India who later became bishop in the Church of South India,
in his essay “On Being the Church in the World” there are at least three ways
in which the church is to reflect the kingdom: as a sign pointing to a reality
beyond what is visible now; as an instrument through which Gods will for
justice, peace and freedom is carried out in the world; and as a foretaste of the
presence of the kingdom.?

Jesus’ instructions on the ordering of the community’s internal
relationships in Matthew 18:15-20 give us a glimpse of his idea of what the
community of the kingdom of God lookslike. Firstly, thereisa tacit assumption
in his words that as part of its community life, they should gather together.
The visibility of the community is in its gathering, But it is important to keep
reminding ourselves that the distinguishing feature of the community is not
just in its gathering, but rather in the cause for its gathering - Jesus’ name.
Jesus’ name is the grounds on which members of the community gather. We
get the full power of the significance of what Jesus said to his disciples when
we remember that the people he was addressing regularly gathered in the
synagogues and on occasions in the temple at Jerusalem. The community
Jesus was bringing into being was not an add-on to the synagogue Jewish
communities, but a radically new community whose life and health depended
wholly on him.

Secondly, restoration and reconciliation are to characterize the
common life of the community. The purpose for bringing the unrepentant
brother or sister to the congregation (Matt 18) is so that they may be led
to repentance, leading to reconciliation with those they have offended. For,
“where two or three are gathered in my [Jesus’] name’, Jesus - the one who
loves, forgives and reconciles - is present. It is important to note that the
one who sins is part of the community. But the one sinned against is also
part of the community. In other words, the community that Jesus brings into
being is not perfect. Members of the community sin and that creates conflict.
But it is not permissible to live in conflict and division. Those Jesus gathers
he also reconciles. Those who refuse to acknowledge their sin and folly are
to be treated as foreigners to the community - pagans. Jesus counselled his
disciples that should the sinner not repent of their wrongdoing and “refuse to
listen even to the church, treat them as you would a pagan or a tax collector’,
meaning that they will have revealed where they belong: not to the kingdom

—

5.]. E. Lesslie Newbigin, “On Being the Church in the World”, in The Parish Church?

Exploration in the Relationship of the Church and the World (ed. G. Ecclestone; Oxford: Mowbray,

1988), 25-42.
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Becoming and Being Church, the People of God 23

Kampala, for example, as a sign, instrument and foretaste of the kingdom of
God. If they are not, they may be invoking the name of Jesus in vain.

The Bible and the Church

All churches, in addition to invoking the name of Jesus, claim authenticity on
the grounds that their common life is governed by the Bible; that their use of
the Bible qualifies them to be church. If we were to go by this rule, all groups
and communities that use the Bible in one form or another would rightly
claim to be true to the vision of Jesus for the church. But we know that that
is not the case, for even witchdoctors and diviners use the Bible. A friend of
mine told me of a diviner in a village in a part of Uganda where the Church
of Uganda (Anglican) has been strong. Among the tools of her trade are the
Bible and the Book of Common Prayer, both in the language of the people she
serves. There isa rebel group in Uganda called the Lord’s Resistance Army that
has waged a senseless and vicious war in Northern Uganda since 1986. They
loot, rape and kill. One of the ways for recruiting in their ranks is abducting
children - both boys and girls. They maim and kill those who resist them.
They claim that their inspiration is the Ten Commandments. Clearly, the use
of the Bible cannot be grounds enough for a community or group to claim to
be an authentic church.

Some may object to the examples I have given above, arguing that
they demonstrate misuse rather than use of the Bible. But that is the point.
We have been drawn into the debate on use and misuse of the Bible and
labelling churches according to which side of “use” and “misuse” they are -
fundamentalist, evangelical, liberal; and neo-fundamentalist, neo-evangelical
and neo-liberal. Is it not true that rather than the Bible being a uniting factor,
it is a battleground for much of the infighting and rivalry among churches?
It is often the reason for the proliferation of churches. Churches split because
of disagreements over use and misuse. The Bible has become a problem for
churches today!

I suggest that one of the reasons why the Bible is often misread and
misused is that it is considered and handled primarily as a book. Granted, it
is in “book form” that we encounter it: so, like any other book, it is for us to
read or not read; to use and misuse; and dispense with if we do not like it. It
is a tool in our hands. This is precisely what was rejected by Jomo Kenyatta,
the freedom fighter and leader of the Kenya African Union (later renamed
the Kenya African National Union) agitating for Kenyas independence
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Becoming and Being Church, the People of God 25

son of Abraham” (Matt 1:1). He therefore began the account of Jesus’ life
with the patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Then follows the ancestral line
of David, including Tamar, Rahab and Ruth, who were of Gentile descent:
and then the ancestral line of Joseph, during the monarchy, exile and the
restoration. Luke records an incident after the crucifixion when two of Jesus’
disciples were mourning his death, not realizing that he had risen from the
dead “according to the Scriptures” (1 Cor 15:4). Then, “beginning with Moses
and all the prophets, [Jesus] explained to them what was said in the Scriptures
concerning himself” (Luke 24:27). Jesus is the key to understanding the story
of Israel.

The Acts of the Apostles is an account of what Jesus continued to do
through his apostles by his Spirit - bringing his own together into gatherings
in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and beyond, throughout the Roman Empire.
Thus Peter, in explaining the outpouring of the Spirit to the Jewish Pentecost
gathering in Acts 2, referred to Joel's prophecy of many centuries before,
predicting that God would pour out his Spirit. He pointed to Jesus as the one
through whom that promise had been fulfilled. The rest of the New Testament
is the continuing account of Jesus’ work among his followers, looking towards
its consummation in eternity, the vision laid out in the book of Revelation.
Jesus is thus the centre of the entire biblical narrative. It is the story of Jesus
Christ that is the one thread that joins the whole biblical account together.

The purpose of the record of the story of Jesus is for his community
to live by that story. The immediate audience of the four Gospels was the
second- and third-generation followers of Jesus. John the evangelist summed
up the purpose of the Gospel accounts: “Jesus did many other miraculous
signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But
these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God,
and that by believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:30-31).

The epistles were written to the various emerging communities who had
come to faith in Jesus as a result of the witness of the first apostles and disciples
of Jesus. Paul encouraged the early followers of Jesus to devote themselves to
the Scriptures of the Old Testament because it was through them that their
faith would be nourished. The New Testament communities understood
themselves to be in continuity with the Old Testament community. Hence
Paul, writing to first-century believers in Corinth, appealed to the record of
the pilgrimage of the Hebrew people from Egypt to the land of Canaan as a
Wwarning to the believers in Christ:
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by culture, because its message is for all peoples, “all the world ... a]] Creation”
(Mark 16:15) and “all peoples on €arth” (Gep 12:3).

The most significant achievementj
is the translation of the Bible into the n
whom they are called to serve, Lamin
Message, has made the point that “mjs

ative languages of the people among
Saneh, in hig book Translating the
sionary adoption of the vernacular

in the vernacular, they not only read
discovered in it the clue to their own history,

The story is told of a village community in central Africa in the late
nineteenth century. A European missionary and his African colleague had

been working painstakingly for many months translating the book of Genesis.
On completion of their work they decided they would give to the chief the first

wly, he
worked through the creation story, with its refrain “And God said, ‘Let there

be ..” (Gen 13, 6, 9, etc.). At the end of the reading the chief exclaimed,
“God speaks my language!” To the amazement of the chief, each time God
spoke, he spoke in his own language.

Thirdly, the Bible is the story of a community of faith that finds jts
ultimate significance in Jesus. Although the Bible gives specific accounts of
diverse communities and their encounters with God in different times and
Places, and could therefore be characterized as many stories, it is also one
Story and one community, the story of the community of faith both in ancient
times and jn succeeding generations, who are all united in Christ. The Bible is
therefore oy story as it continues to unfold towards the final triumph of the

'\.— s ' ,
9. Lamin Saneh, E-an.clating the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture (Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis, 1993) 3,
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is that it communicates the fact that from Genesis to Revelation it is op
unfolding story. The story of the Lord of the church does not begin with the
New Testament but with the Old, because he is the Lord of the kingdon,
by whom, for whom and in whom everything was created (John 1:1-3; Cil
1:15-17). One of my hopes is that this book will help every reader appreciat
the Bible as one story: our story, the story of all humanity, past present andto
come; the universal story.

The People of God: The Continuing Story, Hebrews 11-12

Hebrews 11 - 12 is one of the few passages in the Bible that draw togethe”
the entire biblical narrative into one coherent account, taking the people i
God as an interpretative thread through the entire story. It weaves togetle
the themes of faith, community (both Old Testament and New Testame”
and kingdom. It shows how God’s unfolding purposes for humanity and?
Creation are realized fully in Christ and that these purposes are being wor 30
(})Ittbthmugh his people throughout all the generations. What the aUth?rrom
e g ey f bk L
-century followers of Jesus, identifying chaf

featureg tioh
“omon to all the People of God, whatever their gener?

Wherey, )
er they are, The point here is that the story of any people of God1m
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generation is part of the story of the people of God in previous generations as
well as the coming generations. Hebrews 11 - 12 provides a methodological
approach for discourse on the nature and character of the “authentic church”
of Jesus.

There are at least three features that Hebrews 11 - 12 identifies as
characterizing the continuing story of the people of God. The first mark
is faith. Commentators on the epistle to the Hebrews are agreed that the
immediate audience to whom the message was addressed were suffering for
their faith in Jesus. The purpose of the letter was to encourage the persecuted
minority, the majority of them Jewish followers of Jesus in the diaspora, to
persevere in their faith in Christ, because in Christ they were the true heirs of
God’s promise to Abraham. In Christ they were now the true descendants of
the patriarchs and it was no wonder that, like them, they lived as wanderers.
Citing the roll of honour, from Abel to Noah, Abraham to David and including
all the prophets, who were “commended for their faith” (Heb 11:39), the
writer encouraged them that they too would be commended for their faith
and perseverance.

Thus Hebrews 11 summarizes the account of all the Old Testament
heroes, from Abel in Genesis to King David and the prophets, in the phrase “by
faith”. Faith distinguished them from other people, both in life and in death,
as the people of God, for “without faith it is impossible to please God™ (11:6).
The writer’s argument was that Israel and its patriarchs were a people called
out and called together, that through them God was fulfilling his purpose
for all creation. The persecuted followers of Jesus were included in God's
promises to the patriarchs. The patriarchs and the persecuted minority of
followers of Jesus in first-century Palestine shared the same faith and destiny.
In other words, the connection between Noah, Abraham, King David, Peter,
Paul, John and those to whom their writings were immediately addressed in
first-century Palestine and Asia was faith - a living relationship with God.

The author also wanted his readers to be encouraged by the fact that
“none of them [patriarchs and ancestors] received what had been promised,
since God had planned something better for us [them], so that only together
with us [them] would they be made perfect” (11:39-40). The first-century
believers were thus included in the promise and, by extension, those who
share in the same faith in Jesus today, in the twenty-first century, are also
included in God’s promises and share the same destiny as the patriarchs. In
a profound way, Hebrews 11 - 12 is saying that the “church’; as the people of

God, did not begin with the New Testament.
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The second mark of the authentic people of God is CommUnity -
social entity distinguishable in its shared life, values and.Pllrpo.SE- I‘R‘-brewS I
asserts that authentic fajth ig expressed in communlt.y -1y dationshi
with others. It is faith that formed them into a community, and COmmunitI;
formed their faith: belonging to God and to each other. They Were a]] Telag, d
to each other by faith - a communion or sharing in the faith, 1 was
common denominator of their lives: they were all commended by thejr fai
and so can rightly be called a “community of faith”. They belonged tOgethe;
by faith. Since faith is a gift - it begins with Gods initiative ~ye should alsg
acknowledge that becoming a community of faith is a gift. It i God y,
creates the community of faith, However, God’s initiative invites g responge
The faith the people share is demonstrated in their response of obedieng,
Thus even for Israel, it was not enough that they were the biologica] heirs
to Abraham; it was by the obedience of faith that they would inherit the
promises of Yahweh’s covenant with Abraham. Hence Abraham is referreg
to as the father of all those who come to God through faith in Jesus, for
you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to
the promise” (Gal 3:29). The basis of belonging together was thejr belonging
to God, and that by faith, Abraham was therefore father of a community
beyond his clan,

This communion of faith — the oneness of the people of God - has two
axes to it: one relating to the Passage of time, and the other relating to space
Or geography. The community spans all time; past, present and future, The
“great cloud of witnesses” (Heb 12:1) is constituted by those from the past who

who are running now, persevering in order to receive, with all the others, the
reward that awaits them in the future, “for only together with us would they
be made perfect” (11:40). We who read Hebrews in the twenty-first century

in their story. Moreover, it jg only “together with all the saints” that we shal
know this love [of Christ] that Surpasses knowledge” (Eph 3:19).

My parents were first-generation believers, They were among the fi" 3
People in our clap to accept the gospel of Christ. They both died in 2005
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to Kampala, he would invoke the protection of God, beginning his prayers
with “Oh God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, our God”, Then he would recite
the same prayer Moses prayed each time he and the Israelites set out from a
place of rest on their arduous journey to the promised land:

Rise up, O Lorp!
May your enemies be scattered;
may your foes flee before you. (Num 10:35)

My father made the connection: that they who lived in Kiburara, their little
village, were in communion with Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Moses, who
lived hundreds of years ago in the Middle East. He believed that just as God
travelled with the patriarchs, so he would travel with us, protecting us from
our enemies - the hazards of road travel in Uganda. He shared the same faith
that the patriarchs were commended for.

But the community of faith also spans geography: it spreads all over
the face of the earth, in all its diversities of race, tribe religion, class and so
on. All are united in their faith in God, in Jesus Christ. In 1980 I travelled for
the first time to Europe, to a conference of international students in Austria.
I had never before been to such an international gathering of followers of
Christ. I was enthralled by being in the company of followers of Christ from
Latin America, Asia, the Middle East, the then communist lands of Eastern
Europe and various parts of Africa. “Wow!” I thought to myself, “all these
are my brothers and sisters in Christ!” Yes, his people are spread all over the
face of the earth, “from every nation, tribe, people and language” (Rev 7:9)
and generation!

The third mark of the authentic people of God that we learn from
Hebrews 11 - 12 is pilgrimage. Pilgrimage gives character to the people of
God, for faith and community are lived out in pilgrimage with God - that is,
on a journey. We read:

All these people were still living by faith when they died. They
did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and
welcomed them from a distance. And they admitted that they
were aliens and strangers on earth. People who say such things
show that they are looking for a country of their own. If they
had been thinking of the country they had left, they would
have had opportunity to return. Instead, they were longing
for a better country - a heavenly one. Therefore God is not
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ashamed tq be called their God, for he has prepared a city for
them. (Heb 11:13_1¢)

Pilgrimage emphasizes that the people of God live in hope, recogniyiy,
that theirs js apy In-between life: one between the already and the not-yet, They
are pilgrims becayge they are yet to reach home. The author of Hebreys says
that the COMmunity of faith lived their lives “wander ing”. Their Wandering
Was not, however, aimless; it is to be contrasted with settling or hayjy,
arrived. Wherever they were, they were strangers and foreigners (1 1:13), The
author of Hebrews explains that the reason the people of God did not Settle
was because they were looking for a country of their own. Each time they
settled in a place it was temporary - “living in tents” (11:9). The goal of the;,
journey - “looking for a country of their own ... a better country - a heavenly
one” -~ would not allow them to settle. Even Abraham, after arriving in g
country of promise, “made his home in the promised land like a stranger in
foreign country” (11:9), because the promised land was not ultimately home,
This sounds contradictory; however, once we recognize that Abraham’s cq]
Was not simply for the nation of Israel but for the blessing of all the nations,
we understand why not even the promised land was home. Thus he lookeq
towards the “city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God”
(11:10). This is reminiscent of the garden of Eden, where God’s dwelling
Was among his creation. They lived in hope: hope for the “better country’,
a recreated garden, their heavenly dwelling. This is what gave them courage
to endure all the hardships on the way. “Wandering” was given meaning and
purpose in their hope of their true homeland.

Thus the motif of pilgrim is a clue to “being authentic church”, “Church’
is not an end in itself; it is in the pilgrimage that God works out his purposes
among and through his people. There is here a close connection between
promise and hope. The pilgrim’s life is anchored in the promise of “the better
country”. The promise keeps hope alive, a hope that keeps the pilgrim or
the way. The promise is inclusive, not exclusive. It is missional. The promise
to Abraham, to bless him and make him a “great nation”, was given in order
that he would be a blessing to all the peoples of the earth (Gen 12:2-3) A
God revealed to Moses while on Mount Sinai, the nation of Israel was call
“out of all nations” to be “a treasured possession” and was chosen and forn?‘3
through the exodus to be a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (E;:d
19. 3-6). Thus “none of them [patriarchs and ancestors| received what o
been promised” because the promised included Succeeding generations:
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pas an eternal and universal promise - for all people, for all time and for
oIl creation. And the promise is sure, because “He who promised is faithful”
(Heb 10:23).

The temptation of the pilgrim community is to domesticate the promise
_ to enjoy the blessing for its sake and their sakes, and to ignore or abandon
its universal character. The temptation arises from at least two sources. Firstly,
the pilgrim nature of life engenders a survival mentality that focuses energies
on self-preservation. Secondly, the experience of blessings makes the people
of God forget or abandon their pilgrim mode of life. They forget that the
experience of the blessing is only a foretaste and a shadow of the promise.
The author of Hebrews therefore points to the anchor of faith, indeed the
eternal grounds for perseverance on the journey: Jesus, with whom they
share the pilgrim life. Jesus was the pilgrim par excellence, who, for the “joy
set before him, endured the cross, scorning its shame” and is now seated “at
the right hand of the throne of God” (Heb 12:2). It is fixing their eyes on Jesus
that will enable the pilgrims to overcome the temptation to domesticate the
promise or even to give up in the face of discouragements and suffering. Our
sufferings, like his sufferings, are part of the exercise of our faith, for even he,
“Although he was a son, ... learned obedience from what he suffered and,
once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey
him” (Heb 5: 8-9). He is the pilgrim Saviour.

In Jesus, faith, community and pilgrimage meet. He is “the author and
perfecter of our faith”, and the one whom God “appointed heir of all things,
... through whom also he made the universe. ... the radiance of God’s glory
and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful
word” (Heb 1:2-3). He is God’s gift of eternal life; by his Spirit we are able to
walk in obedience; and in him we are counted with the cloud of witnesses.
In Jesus, God displays his purposes, as Paul affirmed: “... he made known to
us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed
in Christ, to be put into effect when the times reach their fulfilment - to
bring unity to all things in heaven and on earth under Christ” (Eph 1:9-10;
italics mine).

It is important to note that the scope of God’s purpose is “all things in
heaven and on earth”, the entire created order. Thus, according to his promise,
although his church is imperfect and buffeted by the gates of hell, he will
accomplish his purpose through it. Jesus’ promise that the gates of hell will

Not prevail over his church still stands. We have that promise - for his church
and now ouyrs!

Scanned with CamScanner



34 The Church

As we ponder these truths, may we constantly Pray:

Build your church, Lord,
Make us strong, Lord,
Join our hearts, Lord,
Through your Son,.

Make us one, Lord,

In your body,

In the kingdom,

Of your Son,10
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