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The Church
David Emerton

“There is a word that evokes tremendous feelings of love and bliss among Catholics who hear it, a word that stirs in them the most profound depths of religious feeling ranging from the awe and dread of judgment to the bliss of God’s presence, but a word that assuredly also evokes feelings of home for them ... And there is also a word that to Protestants has the sound of something infinitely banal, something more or less indifferent and superfluous, a word that does not make a person’s heart beat faster, a word often associated with feelings of boredom, a word that in any event does not lend wings to our religious feelings—and yet a word that will seal our fate if we are unable to find in this word a new, or rather the original meaning. Woe to us if this word—the word ‘church’—does not soon acquire significance for us again, indeed if it does not become a matter with which our very lives are concerned. Yes, the word whose glory and greatness we want to examine today is ‘church.’” (Dietrich Bonhoeffer)

What makes the church, the church?
· What is the church? (cf., questions of how to “be” or “do” church)
· The need to put “the horse” before “the cart”!

—How would you define what the church is?

—“The church is simply the crater that reflects the impact of the Gospel in history.” (Karl Barth)
—The church exists “as sign, instrument and foretaste of God’s redeeming grace for the whole life of society.’ (Lesslie Newbigin)
—“The Church is where Christ is, but Christ is always present in the fullness of the unity of his Body in the Eucharist.” (Nicolas Afanasiev)
—“The church is a school of virtue” that “forms bodies to inhabit the world in a distinctive fashion.” (Stanley Hauerwas)
—“Church means a community that seeks to overcome patriarchy as the root expression of oppressive relations.” (Rosemary Radford-Reuther)

· The church is a reality that is both HUMAN and DIVINE
· The Corinthian church is the “church of God,” existing “in Corinth” (1 Cor. 1:2)

· Thinking about the church with reference to the COVENANT
· “I will be their God, and they shall be my people” (cf., 2 Cor. 6:16 and Lev. 26:9–13)
· God chooses the people of Israel to be “a holy nation” (Exod. 19:6), so that salvation can reach out from them to the ends of the earth (Isa. 49:6).
· Divine determination and (faithful) human response
· Eph. 1:4
· 1 Pet. 2:9

—In what ways do you experience the church that you attend to be: a divine reality that is “of God”; and (at once) a human reality that is fallible and sinful?

The church is the gracious creation of God the Holy Spirit
· We “get” the church because we “get” the Holy Spirit
· Acts 2 and Acts 1—a contrast (Tom Greggs)
· Out of the assembled group of disciples (in Acts 1) the church is created (in Acts 2): “First there is the assembly; then the Spirit comes. The assembly itself is not already the church. It becomes such only through the Spirit.” (Dietrich Bonhoeffer)
· Holy Spirit creates, sustains and will perfect the church.

Vital (ecclesiological) truth #1
· What makes the church, the church, is what the Holy Spirit does, as the Holy Spirit comes upon a gathered group of Chistian disciples.
· The Holy Spirit makes Jesus Christ present, uniting different and diverse followers of Jesus into the (universal) body of Christ as the church (cf., 1 Pet. 2:10; 1 Cor. 12:27).
“It is not about ‘agreement in spirit,’ but about the ‘unity of the Spirit’.” (Dietrich Bonhoeffer)
· The Holy Spirit does this in the context of human diversity and difference, and without destroying this difference and diversity (Acts 2).
· The church is not a community of the merely like-minded who associate, or are bound together, because of common human agreement or shared ethnic, political or social identity.
“Groups or assemblies formed on the basis of a particular culture, class, profession or age should learn to regard themselves not as Churches, and be taught to seek the experience of the Church only in gatherings where all ages, sexes, professions, cultures, etc., meet, for this is what the Gospel promises us to be the kingdom of God: a place where all the natural and cultural divisions are transcended.” (John Zizioulas)
· The church, then, is different to any other “group” of human beings in the world.
· The church “confronts” the world as a “space” in the world by which the world is enabled to know that it is loved by God in Christ Jesus.

Vital (ecclesiological) truth #2
· What makes the church, the church, is what the Holy Spirit does, as the Holy Spirit comes upon a gathered group of Chistian disciples.
· The Holy Spirit turns the followers of Jesus outwards: the disciples move from being (in Acts 1) “a shut away society in an upper room,” to being (in Acts 2) “that body which is propelled outwards and which internally and corporately is orientated not only towards God but also towards the human others and the rest of creation.” (Tom Greggs)
· The church has a unique form function (see Acts 2: 36–38 and 42—47).

“The church is church only when it is there for others.” (Dietrich Bonhoeffer).

“The church is the only cooperative society in the world that exists for the benefit of those who are not members of it.” (William Temple)

“The work of the Holy Spirit in the gathering and upbuilding of the community … cannot merely lead to the blind alley of a new qualification, enhancement, deepening and enrichment of this being of the community as such. Wonderful and glorious as this is, it is not an end in itself even in what it includes for its individual members. The enlightening power of the Holy Spirit draws and impels and presses beyond its being as such, beyond all the reception and experience of its members, beyond all that is promised to them personally. And only as it follows this drawing and impelling is [the church] the real community of Jesus Christ.” (Karl Barth)

—The church is “the church” only as it is turned out towards the world in love. In what ways is the church you attend turned out towards the world in this way? In what ways is it (unhelpfully) turned in on itself?

Some suggested reading
· David Emerton, Types of Ecclesiology: Five Theological Approaches (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2024).
· Matt Jenson and David Wilhite, The Church: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: T&T Clark, 2010).
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