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“A Church Is Transformed”
by J. Don Aderhold

On a typical Sunday morning at the Columbia Drive Baptist Church 
one can stand at the church door and see an unbelievable variety of 
people enter. People from every racial background and every economic 
standard come to worship. Diverseness is seen in age, race, culture, and 
economic standing. Even the church staff reflects the diverseness. On the 
professional staff is an Asian who works with Internationals, and a Black 
who works in a new mission sponsored by the church. The other three 
are Caucasians. One of the church secretaries is Asian and the pastor’s 
secretary is Cuban. Weekday activities in the'church reflect people from 
every race and religious background.

It was a different scene thirty-seven years ago when the Columbia 
Drive Baptist Church was constituted as a new congregation. The church 
was well born, being sponsored by the First Baptist Church of Decatur 
and located on property furnished by the Atlanta Baptist Association. 
Seventy-eight people formed the charter membership.

The church was formed because of a new phenomenon on the Ameri
can scene — suburbia. New subdivisions were being erected in the south
east part of Decatur, a part of metropolitan Atlanta. These initial homes 
were relatively small and were occupied primarily by World War II vete
rans. An unbelievable sameness existed among those who formed the 
new community and who became a part of the new church. All were very 
young, names were similar, and most were from rural and small-town 
Georgia. They had the same educational background and made about 
the same salary. To these new families were born babies — a part of the 
baby boom following World War II. The large proportion of babies is 
illustrated by the fact that when the church was four to five years old its 
average Sunday School attendance numbered approximately 450. Of this 
number an average of 115 were in the nursery. There were no teenagers 
and there were no senior citizens.

It was to this congregation of seventy-eight people meeting in a tent 
that I was called to serve as pastor on November 20, 1949. I had been 
serving as pastor in Dalton, Georgia, and was commuting to Atlanta for 
graduate studies.

The new congregation was sold on missions. From its first budget of 
$10,000, half was designated for mission causes. This proportion of 50 
percent designated for missions and benevolence was to continue for 
many years. Later, when large building programs became necessary, the 
budget was divided into three equal sections for missions, operating 
expenses, and building needs.

The mission emphasis is further reflected by the fact that thirty-eight 
young people have gone from the church as missionaries, pastors, etc.

The Woman’s Missionary Union has earned the highest award for that 
organization more consecutive years than any other of the three thou
sand churches in the Georgia Baptist Convention. The mission emphasis 
is also reflected in special mission offering goals. Only one time in thirty
seven years has the church failed to meet its mission offering goal.

During its early years the church body experienced a steady growth, 
with attendance reading a maximum average of 800 in Sunday School 
and approximately 1,000 in the morning worship service. During these 
years large building programs were undertaken, including a beautiful 
auditorium seating 1,000, educational facilities accommodating about the 
same number, and an activities building. Per capita giving was among 
the best in the state and mission gifts were high. Baptisms ranked among 
the top in the very large Atlanta Baptist Association.

All in all, the church enjoyed a good reputation. The congregation was 
perceived as a thriving group where Southern Baptist programs were 
working especially well. I enjoyed being the pastor and subconsciously 
welcomed the prestige that went with it. Recognitions of many sorts were 
given to both pastor and church, which provided a secure feeling for me. 
I knew well that many pastors would have given much to be in my shoes.

FIRST SIGN OF CHANGE!

Approximately twenty years ago the first sign of change became evi
dent in the community. A large Black community in the Kirkwood area 
of Atlanta moved from its traditional boundaries and headed eastward 
toward Decatur. The movement overcame natural barriers and a city 
limit along a corridor pointed toward the Columbia Drive community. 
Soon it became apparent that the geographical community in which our 
church was located would never be the same again. Both economic and 
racial change were evident. The anxiety and turmoil that existed in the 
community were transmitted very quickly to the church congregation. 
One thousand members moved from the community in a three and one- 
half year period. A feeling of pessimism and defeat prevailed. Rapid 
declines were noted in every area of church work. Financial problems 
resulted in reducing mission giving and cutting programs of work. At one 
point one of the deacons made the motion in conference “to pay off the 
church debt so we can retire from the field of battle with honor.” This 
seemed the only goal that remained for the congregation. It appeared 
that the Columbia Drive Church would soon follow the example of other 
congregations that closed or relocated. Racial change was now a reality, 
and neither staff nor congregation were equipped sufficiently to face that 
reality.

MY OWN REACTIONS

I was confronted with a crucial decision when the first evidences of 
change began to take place. I was approached by a rather large church in 
another state about the possibility of accepting their call as pastor. My 
first reaction was that God has provided a way for me to escape prob
lems as He had always done. I thought that this must be the hand of God 
in my life, giving me the opportunity to leave while the church was oper
ating at a high numerical level. No one would ever associate me with the 
decline and possible demise of the church. It did seem appropriate, how
ever, to at least go through the formality of prayer about the situation. It 
was during this time of prayer that some disturbing feelings began to 
emerge. Suppose God did not want me to leave. Just suppose it was His 
will that I remain at Columbia Drive. My praying focused on the will of 
God for my life, and for the first time I was confronted with the fact that 
it could be painful. To this point it seemed the will of God for me had 
always been something bigger and better. Theologically I understood that 
it might be painful, but for me this had never been the case. After a 
period of personal agony, I was finally able to say “Thy will be done” 
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and the decision was made. I wrote the pulpit committee and informed 
them of my decision to remain at Columbia Drive. The decision was 
difficult, but to live by it was easy - I did not see another pulpit commit
tee for seven years!

Many times I have reviewed my reactions and examined my feelings 
during this period. For the first time I came to know fear. Of course, 
theologically I affirmed that I was in the hands of God/but this had 
never been really tested. It is easy to make such affirmations when you 
know how things are going to turn out; now I did not know. To this 
point I had always felt that I could make something work or choose 
other options where the family would not suffer. It now occurred to me 
that I had a daughter approaching college age, and I might not even have 
a job which would enable us to send her. My projections for the future of 
the church indicated that it would no longer be in existence at a very 
crucial point in my own life. I was afraid of what might happen to my 
family. I really was not equipped to do anything other than serve as 
pastor of a church.

The fear was followed by depression and then anger. Soon I felt myself 
withdrawing from other pastors and denominational meetings. I resented 
the system, and I resented the success of others. I recognized that I had 
an ego problem, and this disturbed me, but I did not know what to do. I 
was thoroughly convinced that no one understood what I was going 
through. Finally, I developed a sense of martyrdom. This was not done 
on purpose, it just happened. I felt that maybe I could salvage something 
if people would view me as a martyr. I would be seen as the captain 
going down with his ship but standing on the bridge by his flag. This 
provided some measure of solace for awhile, but I am not a martyr by 
nature. If I was to survive, and if the church was to survive, something 
had to be done, but unfortunately I had no answers.

AN IDEA IS BORN

It was late spring of 1969 when one of the deacons of the church 
approached me. He confided that he had met with several others and 
they were in the process of raising funds to send my wife and me on a 
trip to Europe. This would be a twentieth anniversary present from the 
church. He felt, however, that he should consult with me before finalizing 
arrangements to be sure we were interested. I decided to think about it 
for a couple of weeks, and I told him I would be back in touch. When we 
met again, he was surprised by my request. I informed him that I was 
tired physically and drained emotionally and spiritually. Furthermore, I 
was confused. I was working as hard as I could but statistically the 
church was declining in every way. I felt that I needed time for study, 
prayer, and meditation in order to get a new sense of direction. Also, I 
needed to find handles that would enable me to minister more effectively. 
Therefore, I asked for a study leave of one year. The request was pre
sented to the body of deacons, and they in turn recommended it to the 
church. Approval was given and my associate pastor assumed all admin
istrative responsibilities in the church. For some weeks I floundered seek
ing a sense of direction. After three or four months some ideas began to 
emerge which fascinated me. They were not new because I had believed 
them all along. But suddenly certain implications were drawn from these 
truths that made them refreshingly new. Time was spent developing these 
ideas which had to do with the nature and ministry of the church and my 
own role in it. They also concerned the body of deacons and the role they 
should exercise in ministry. In the fall of 1969, as the church prepared for 
its twentieth anniversary, I went before the body of deacons and made a 
proposal. I asked if they would meet with me each week for ten weeks for 
a period of study, discussion, and prayer. Materials to be considered had 
to do with the nature of the church and its function and the role of the 
deacons as ministers in the context of the church. The thirty men who 
comprised the body of deacons began their ten-week pilgrimage and with 
it began the rebirth of the Columbia Drive Church.

It became obvious after a few weeks that the subject matter to be 
covered would require more time. So the deacons insisted that we con
tinue. The sessions continued for four months. This training period was 
crucial to the life of the church and the body of deacons in particular. 
Something began to happen to the body of men, almost imperceptibly, 
which was not anticipated. Confronted with critical issues, the deacons 
talked openly, honestly, and sometimes disagreed sharply; yet there was 
an underlying desire to know God’s will and see the church survive. 
From the encounters which sometimes involved tearful expressions of 
deep feelings, there emerged a trusting fellowship which came almost 
imperceptibly, but it did emerge! A bond of fellowship was built that 
moved them to minimize their differences and to focus on doing the will 
of God. The journey of study, prayer, confrontation, and searching had 
brought them into a deep fellowship which is rarely experienced by 

groups of men. It was this deep bond that would ultimately permeate the 
life of the church, bringing healing. It also brought a support system for 
me which alleviated my own fears and frustrations. The decision was 
made to seek to be the body of Christ doing the work of Christ in our 
community.

The efforts of the deacons were now directed toward the church body. 
They were seeking to permeate the life of the church and to motivate the 
church to permeate the community. A methodology was devised which 
we called The Permeation Principle. The goals were:

1. Bring about a change of attitude in the church body from pessimism 
to optimism;

2. Produce a spirit of acceptance by the congregation of those who 
were different racially, culturally, and economically;

3. Motivate the church to be involved in meeting the needs of those 
both in the congregation and in the geographic community;

4. Make a positive effort to make those in the geographic community 
a part of the life of the church.

These goals actually constituted the church’s reason for being. The 
church was now viewed as the body of Christ doing the work of Christ.

Radical changes were not produced overnight. In fact, for some years 
statistical declines were still experienced. Something happened, however, 
that eventually stabilized the church and provided the basis for growth. 
A new spirit was born as the deacon body understood the nature of their 
mission and ministry. This spirit began to permeate the life of the church 
gradually, but surely. This was to make possible a rebirth of congrega
tional spirit and programs of ministry that affected both church and 
community.

UNUSUAL HAPPENINGS

In the years that followed problems were still encountered, but there 
were several unusual happenings that served as an encouragement for the 
church. For example, we had instituted a Good Neighbor Program in 
which many of our members were assigned streets and sought to be a 
good neighbor to those who lived near them. A certain Sunday was 
designated as Harvest Sunday with the hope that good neighbors would 
be able to win some of those under their charge and bring them into the 
church. We rejoiced on that day when twenty-one people made public 
professions of faith. The number was not unusual for some churches, but 
the backgrounds of these people were unusual. Four different races were 
represented and four different religious backgrounds were also repres
ented. A former Jew, Buddhist, Moslem, and Mormon, all professed 
faith in Christ on that Sunday. This represented a great diversity of 
human characteristics which developed in the church.

In the summer of 1973 another unusual happening occurred. Some of 
our peope had questioned if our church had a future any more. I decided 
to use this question as a sermon topic. The message was simple and cer
tainly would not qualify as a great sermon from the literary of homileti
cal point of view. Perhaps it was the simplicity and the obvious concern 
of confronting the question that gave the message its impact. At the con
clusion of the service my intentions were to sing two stanzas of a hymn 
and pronounce the benediction. Unexpectedly the wife of a deacon came 
to the front from the rear of the church and told me “I will do my part to 
make this Christ’s church.” When she returned to her seat, a man from 
the other side of the auditorium came and repeated to me almost the 
identical words. Although no invitation of this nature had been extented, 
people began to fill the aisles and make their way to the front, each 
saying, “I want to do my part to make this Christ’s church.” Then, unex
pectedly, they moved across the aisles and members began to embrace 
one another. The invitation lasted for forty-five minutes without a word 
being spoken on my part. An experience similar to Pentecost had hap
pened and in it the church found the strength and power to be truly the 
church. The Columbia Drive Baptist Church would never be the same 
again.

Finances had been a continuing problem for many years. For ten con-. 
secutive years budget income decreased. This caused sharp curtailing of 
program activities and a reduction in the amount given to missions and 
benevolence. Obviously this caused discouragement on the part of many. 
However, during those years some dramatic breakthroughs encouraged 
the congregation. On one occasion I was contacted by a governmental 
official in Georgia and informed that someone in another state desired to 
give us an anonymous gift. Great precautions were taken to hide the 
identity of the giver. Soon a check amounting to ten thousand dollars 
was received, and we do not know to this day who gave it.

Perhaps the most glaring example of God meeting our needs came one 
Christmas season during one of our truly low points. Our financial secre
tary advised me that not only could she not pay the bills, she did not 
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even have enough for salaries. We could only make it a matter of prayer. 
During this time I received a telephone call one afternoon from a former 
member who asked if she could come by the office after the normal clos
ing time. I agreed to stay and she arrived about fifteen minutes after 
others had gone. She informed me that recently she had been feeling an 
urge to make a special contribution to the church and that this should be 
done now. As she talked she wrote a check. She then handed me the 
check amounting to eighteen thousand dollars! We not only paid our 
bills and salaries, but it also set us on a firm footing for the weeks ahead. 
We learned that God answers prayers — sometimes unexpectedly, and 
sometimes dramatically. He will meet the needs of churches just as He 
will meet the needs of the individual Christian. We do not worry so much 
now because we have seen how God has responded in times past.

One of the events that has proven to be a continuing blessing in the life 
of the church arose from a couseling session with a refugee from Indo
China. Her plight was brought to our attention by a young lady whom 
the church had helped earlier through one of its ministries. This young 
lady eventually was promoted to a position of responsibility in govern
ment and the refugee was under her supervision. Recognizing her plight 
she brought her to see me, and we talked about possible solutions to her 
problem. This involved bringing her family together, some of whom were 
in a refugee camp in Thailand. A place was found for them to live, and 
jobs were provided. The church with enthusiasm began the ministry of 
helping this refugee family start anew in our community. A few weeks 
later a second family already here asked if they might attend our church. 
Little did we realize that this was the beginning of a tremendous ministry. 
By sponsoring families and friends of these refugees, we quickly had a 
small colony of Asians in our midst. Other Asians throughout the region 
heard of our ministry and moved to this area to be near those with whom 
they enjoyed things in common. Over the last eight years over one thou
sand refugees have been processed through our church and almost 300 
have become a part of the life of the church. I have had the privilege of 
baptizing 175 who formerly were of Buddhist, Hindu, or animist back
ground. Joshua Vang, a native of Laos, has joined the church staff to 
work with these people who are predominantly Laotian. It was with a 
great sense of satisfaction when in December of 1983 ten men from the 
Laotian fellowship were selected by the church to serve as undershe
pherds (those who agree to serve as a minister to a specific number of 
families). They have reached sufficient spiritual maturity to serve now in 
this important area of ministry.

THE PRESENT SCENE

The Columbia Drive Church is now characterized by a beautiful fel
lowship in the midst of great diversity. As indicated earlier, both staff 
and congregation are made up of people from diverse backgrounds. Per
haps the most notable difference of the present scene from twenty years 
ago is to be seen in the spirit of the people. An openness and acceptance 
of all people exists now in sharp contrast to the tensions and anxieties 
experienced initially from the gathering of diverse people. The pessimism 
and defeat which characterized the church during the first stage of 
change have been replaced with a spirit of positiveness and optimism. 
Overall there is ari earnest desire of the church body to fulfill its reason 
for existence.

The struggle continues. Surprisingly, the community has experienced 
several transitions, each one affording new opportunities. The racial 
change is no longer from white to black. In recent years large groups of 
Asians have moved in. Old property is now being developed into con
dominiums inhabited primarily by young professionals. The church is 
seeking to adjust with the changes by directing its ministry to reach the 
newcomers. Diversity is now viewed as an opportunity to apply the gos
pel and witness to the world that Jesus Christ is Lord of all.

For release after 10:00 AM, Monday, June 15, 1987

Nancy Hastings Sehested, native of Marshall, TX, is associate 
pastor of Oakhurst Baptist Church, Decatur, GA. Her education 
includes the B.A. from City College, New York; and the M.Div. 
from Union Theological Seminary, New York. Formerly Sehested 
was a Vista Volunteer, a government organization; did training in 
literacy action to help teach reading to underdeveloped children. 
She was one of the founders of the Southern Baptist Women in 
Ministry and, in fact, now serves on its Steering Committee. Her 
hobbies are story-telling and reading. Nancy is married to Ken 
Sehested, pastor of Oakhurst. They have two daughters—Jessica 
and Alayna.

“Will the Real Minister Please Stand Up?” 
(2 Corinthians 5:16-6:10)

by Nancy Hastings Sehested

Greetings to you, sisters and brothers—
—in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, who did not count equality 

with God a thing to be grasped,
—in the name of our Lord, who no longer calls us servants, but 

friends.
Most of us in this room are beginning to know what it feels like to be a 

missionary in our denomination, and perhaps you have those dark times 
of wondering why keep on, and perhaps you know the feeling of always 
bringing the minority report.

Most of us are beleagured leaders. Most of us are over-educated and 
under-powered. And if we are going to keep our vision clear and our 
spirit alive—we must keep finding signs of hope.

We live in an age of cascading catastrophes. So many in this world are 
asking for a fish—only to be handed a serpent. So many are crying out 
for bread—only to be left holding a stone. So many are knocking on 
doors to open—only to be met with unmovable walls. We struggle with 
the frustration and fatigue and doubt of living without results. So much 
need. So little we seem to be able to do. And like the disciples who have 
gone before us, who set out to change the world—we keep wondering 
just when was this kingdom of God’s going to come in?

May we keep on encouraging each other in places like this one—we 
need it. We desperately need it times like these. May we give hope to 
each other. May we spoon-feed each other with it, if need be. Because 
hope is needed if we are going to continue to break bread at the abyss— 
that place where God’s faithful remnant is most often found.

Wherever the Holy Spirit blows, the neat corners and taut strings on 
the package created to box God in are torn and unravelled. As God’s 
people, our convenant is with One who speaks a word of new Possibility 
out of the destruction of old ways—calling us to embrace and live into 
the frightening offer of God’s newness. Paul, is our text today, was once 
again encouraging the church to live into this totally transformed life— 
this new creation.

The church in Corinth was in crisis. This should be no surprise to us. 1 
dare say that most of us here have been around churches long enough to 
have burned any romantic and idyllic picture about it. People who like to 
insist that we go back to being a New Testament church are people that 
need reminding that we are already there. For the church in\Corinth—the 
one Paul established with Jewish and Gentile backgrounds—this church 
was in conflict and struggling with unity. Reconciliation seemed incon
ceivable. Disunity was the overriding characteristic.

This is not too hard for us to imagine, is it? For we all know that 
human beings are just plain hard to live with. After all, wherever two or 
three are gathered together, there is a problem. We are all one? One 
what? Perhaps we ought to try to get that all being one business changed, 
and up it to all being 50 or 60, at least.

All one? If we are honest, there are plenty of days it is hard to be one 
with your.self. I’ve had days of wanting a divorce from myself—on the 
grounds of irreconcilable differences or cruel and unusual punishment.

All one? What does that look like? In race relations, becoming “one” 
too often means minorities becoming assimilated into the white majori
ties’ ways of doing things. In this country, oppressed people are often 
asked to deny who they are for the sake of “unity” and “oneness.”

For church types like us, who are to be ministers of reconciliation in 
an age of widening divisions between rich and poor, black and white, 
Third World nations and First World nations—the question of oneness is 
a crucial concern.

So it should be no surprise to us that the church in Corinth was having 
some trouble with oneness. Paul felt he had done the best he could in 
preaching the gospel to them. And there were some great signs of life all 
around the Corinthian church.

There was excitement and vitality about their faith. And the laity were 
active and involved. People were joining the church in record number. 
They were beginning to wonder whether it was time to start the new 
building program for the new sanctuary . . . and put their service on TV.

And the preachers! Some powerful preachers were keeping the people 
stirred up with their dramatic flair, their charismatic style, and all of 
them coming in with impeccable letters of recommendation. Success was 
in the air. But Paul got wind of it—and decided something else was in 
the air. He was getting a whiff of a stench in the air. Sins were piling up 
like garbage:

—there was some inappropriate behavior going on at the Lord’s 
Supper,
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—there were differences among them about how to do the Lordfs 
Supper,

—there were differences among them about worship styles.
—Knot’s Landing was happening among some of the members, with 

some “sexual improprieties” going on,
—and there were some who denied the resurrection of the dead.
It was a mess!
But in our passage in II Corinthians, Paul finds himself addressing a 

scandal that loomed large for him, against a backdrop of these other 
scandals. It was the scandal of the churches’ enthusiasm and fascination 
with the super-apostles.

In this passage Paul finds himself explaining the very nature of minis
try to a church that is running after the super-ministers, who performed 
miracles,—and dressed in the latest dress-for-success styles—and who 
excited the people by their skill as orators—and who were committed to 
building a mega-church with their name on every church pew.

Our passage has Paul answering the question of the authority of minis
try or in other words: Will the real apostle please stand up? Or—Will the 
real minister please stand up? Paul is asking: By what authority am I an 
ambassador of Christ? But what authority am I a disciple of Jesus 
Christ? By what authority do I minister?

These are questions that all ministers and disciples of Jesus Christ 
should pass through. These are questions that Jesus himself had to pass 
through. If we fail to ask this question, then we may be tempted to look 
in the wrong direction in claiming our authority. We might be tempted to 
think our authority comes from holding a seminary degree or being 
ordained or being president of the convention. Jesus had to pass through 
this question of his authority—and so do we, if we are to live as fully free 
and empowered ministers of the gospel.

But there is a crisis going on these days about authority. It seems to be 
a major part of the struggle going on in our Southern Baptist Conven
tion. How do we know who the real ministers are? Paul is struggling with 
this. And so do we.

In our culture, most male clergy no longer have to ask the question of 
authority. The power of tradition and the authority of the institution 
legitimates their ministry.

For some Southern Baptist ministers, power and authority seem to be 
bestowed on those who baptize dozens every week, who pastor First Big 
Deal Baptist Church, who run after the helium-filled balloons of abstrac
tion, like inerrancy of scripture, who have built a church or plan to build 
a church a city block long, who dictate for the people what they should 
feel and believe, who have a TV ministry, who are building a church 
budget in the millions.

For other Southern Baptist ministers, power and authority seems to be 
bestowed on those who are seminary trained, who have degrees and let
ters of recommendation, who maintain the status quo, who are benevo
lent dictators in their kind and gentle way of telling the people how to 
live and act.

For yet other Southern Baptist ministers, power and authority seems 
to be bestowed on those who are seminary trained with a post-graduate 
degree, who keep up with the latest statistics on unemployment and 
hunger in the world, who perpetuate the myth that they can have it all 
and do it all if they.just take a time management course.

With all these distortions of the authority of ministers, how do we 
know a real one when we see one? Especially in a denomination like ours 
that grounds itself on the priesthood of all believers, with all of us 
minister?

Paul was faced with the dramatic flair of the flashy preachers to whom 
the people wanted to give their allegiance. Jesus was faced with the mes
sianic expectations of a people who wanted an earthly king who leaped 
from tall buildings at a single bound, who overthrew the government, 
who set up his power seat in Jerusalem and ruled from a throne properly 
fitting a king.

Jesus was continually asked “by what authority?” And you’ll remember 
that he answers “You have heard that it was said . . . but I say unto 
you ...” And it wasn’t seminary decrees or holding religious office or 
building the biggest church building in town or how many he baptized 
(we have no record of Jesus baptizing anyone) that gave him his 
authority.

Jesus resisted it all—His authority came by the One who sent him. 
And his ministry led him the way of the cross. That was his authority.

And Paul—trying to offer his authority to the church at Corinth with
out being authoritarian or becoming their spiritual guru but still wanting 
to get their attention said: We don’t use earthly standards anymore. If 
any one is in Christ, they are transformed. Old standards don’t work. A 
new creation is here. God brings this in—not our own diddly squat ways 
of trying to pull it off. And if you need to see my credentials, here they 

are “endurance, affliction, imprisonment.” (// Corinthian 6:4) Paul knew 
that you don’t create these credentials. They happen as a by-product of 
being faithful to the gospel.

Paul was wondering if the church at Corinth was so intoxicated with 
results that it knocked them off their feet, making it hard to see the reign 
of God that they were there to usher in with God as co-laborer. And 
can’t we wonder the same thing. Are Southern Baptists so intoxicated 
with results in wordly standards that we stumble and forget the reconcil
ing power at work through us? Has the world knocked us into amnesia 
about the vision of the reign of God we claim to serve? Are we still living 
the Constantinian taste for bigness with Americans’ insatiable desire for 
more?

Paul is writing to the church at Corinth as if to say:
I did my best to commend myself to you, so you’d know about 
this gospel I’ve been preaching. And now you are so sure of your
selves that you don’t feel you need to listen to me anymore. I’ve 
heard about these preachers coming in with their promise of crys
tal cathedrals and million dollar budgets. I’ve heard about their 
silver tongues and upbeat messages of a life full of happiness and 
feel-good theology. You are putting the wrong emphasis on the 
wrong things. Do I need to pull out my apostolic credentials 
again? How can you listen to these ministers that are drawing so 
much attention to themselves? They are priding themselves on 
their position. They use disgraceful and underhanded ways. 
They’ve got their names on billboards and out front on the church 
marquee. They lord it over people. And they want you to bow 
down and worship them.
Will the real minister please stand up?
Don’t you realize? If anyone is in Christ, these old standards of 
measuring success are done away with. No longer do we regard 
success and failure by the world’s standards. No longer do we 
regard good and bad by the world’s measuring stick. No longer is 
life defined by individual happiness. No longer is life defined by 
how big the budget is, or what number we are running in Sunday 
School. No longer do we regard the style of the preacher as the 
mark of the success of the church. It’s over. The emperor has no 
clothes on. It won’t do to pretend any longer. Forget the flashy 
packaging of the gospel . . . with bumper stickers and coffee 
mugs, flamboyant preachers and Christian amusement parks and 
Christian cosmetics. Forget the church growth seminars and the 
one-minute minister books. If anyone is in Christ—a revolution
ary idea of being minister has moved in, one diametrically opposed 
to the world’s understanding of building efficiently running, 
financially sound institutions or empires. If anyone is in Christ— 
the old ways are wiped out—the new ways have moved in—and 
you are a NEW CREATION.
And don’t run off and get the big-head and think you had some
thing to do with this radical transformation. God reconciles us. 
God forgives us. God commissions us. “All this is from God, who 
through Christ reconciled us and gave us the ministry of 
reconciliation.”

This is a message for us thick-headed, self-sufficient types like you and 
me. Paul’s reminding us that we get to wake up every morning and go to 
bed every night remembering that our life comes from God. It is gift. 
God initiates it. It comes from outside ourselves. And it’s gonna change 
us and stand us on our heads and turn us around and shake us up—and 
we’ll start not even recognizing ourselves when we look in the mirror— 
because this radical grace comes on God’s terms—so we might as well 
put the briefcase down and close the books and burn the resume—and 
open our hands and receive it.

Before anything else, there is the treasure. Before anything else, the 
undifferentiated good news. Gospel news. News of God’s grace. And not 
just news, as in information—but news as in experience. And not just a 
word, but THE word, in living color, flesh and blood, a walking portrait 
of divine mercy and forgiveness and promise.

But there’s more still. Not just Good News generally, but Good 
News—treasure—for us. Not just timeless, cosmic, nameless Good News, 
but Good News with our name on it, in our life. “Now is the acceptable 
time. Now is the day of salvation.” (II Corinthians 6:2) The Good News 
got specific. It calls our name and bids us to follow. The experience of 
God’s grace compels us to be instruments of that grace in the world. Our 
experience of reconciliation propels us into becoming messengers of 
reconciliation. Alienation gives way to reconciliation. God is doing a new 
thing.

Will these real ministers please stand up?
Paul says as ambassadors of Christ, as servants of God, we have a 

special authority. And. this authority has nothing to do with the world’s 
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way of deciphering who’s on top and who’s the success. Paul says we 
have authority alright. We’ve got credentials. Check out these commen
dations. Look at these medals we’re wearing: “affliction, hardships, beat
ings, imprisonment, labors, hungers.” (// Corinthians 6:4) That’s where 
our authority comes from. The real ministers of God are known by walk
ing in the way of Christ—the way of the cross. These are our credentials.

Does all this have something to say to us about unity? Paul seems to 
be saying that his authority cannot be captured from doctrine or orthod
oxy or stars in his crown. And as we already know our unity is not going 
to come from creed. And our unity is not going to come from structures. 
Different kinds of structures work. There are no blueprints from Heaven. 
There are different models offered in the Bible and historically. And the 
Spirit has managed to ride on the wings of all our inadequacies and 
limitations.

Each denominational body and each church and each person has 
something to say about God—a piece here, a piece there, but no one can 
fully capture a full picture. God can never fully be disclosed. Every age 
will have its unique statement to say about the presence of God in the 
world. Our drive for unity through creed or structure is idolatrous. It 
puts more hope in our capacity to understand God than in God. We’ve 
got to hold onto something more than our diddly-squat ideas about how 
we can figure it all out if we just try harder. Many of us are exceptionally 
intelligent and utterly uninformed.

And maybe Paul is saying to us: Our unity comes from our common 
mission as God’s co-laborers. Our unity comes about by our medals of 
commendation on the road as Christ’s reconcilers. Our unity will be 
checked out while we pass out soup in the soup kitchens, and stand 
before the judge against nuclear war—and we’ll pull out our unifying 
badges and show our wounds from unity standing within earshot and 
hands reach of the suffering of this world. Our unity will come from 
these commendations:—“treated as imposters, yet true—unknown, and 
yet well-known—dying and behold we live—punished and yet not 
killed—sorrowful and yet always rejoicing—poor, yet making many 
rich—as having nothing yet possessing everything.” (// Corinthians 6:8-10)

These are the real ministers . . . people who in the power of the Lord 
are strong enough to give their lives for the sake of their faith, appearing 
weak in worldly wisdom and standards, but challenging the world as it 
has never been challenged before.

For God so loved the world—and saw this mess we were making of 
things and saw how we weren’t getting it and saw all the distorted ways 
we were living our lives.

For God so loved the world—this crazy world we live in that God 
stepped in and gave us the best God had to offer to show us how to live.

For God so loved us that God gave us the Son of Reconciliation, so 
that if we could not see the gift of God’s reconciling grace ourselves that 
maybe we could see it through Jesus. And if we could not see how to 
love our enemies ourselves, then maybe we could see it through Jesus. 
And if we could not see how to stop building barriers between people 
then maybe we could see it through Jesus, who built no walls and 
included everyone.

For God so loved us that God gave us Jesus Christ to show us how to 
live with open hands and with ready hearts—opening ourselves to women 
and men and children black and white, fat-walleted and empty-walleted, 
silver-haired and bald-headed, wheel-chaired and skipping, African and 
Japanese and Russian and Nicaraguan and American, fundamentalists 
and moderates, liberals and conservatives, walking together into the 
kingdom where enemies,are loved, where bent-over women stand up 
straight and tall, where sons and daughters prophesy, and where God’s 
Spirit of peace is poured out on all flesh. May we have the courage to 
step into God’s new creation. And may we follow in the name of the One 
who won’t let go of us in showing us the path of peace and grace and joy. 
Amen.
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“Loving God” 
(Mark 12:28-31) 

by Fisher Humphreys

My subject this afternoon is loving God, and I want to begin by mak
ing five observations about the Scripture which I have just read to you.

First, the question which the scribe asked Jesus was a g^)od one, even 
though his motives for asking it probably were not. The scribes expressed 
their loyalty to God’s Torah every day as they spent their lives copying 
and interpreting the Torah. The Torah was so large that one needed to 
know about its priorities in order to understand and to live by it. This 
copier of the letter of the law asked about the spirit of the law, and that’s 
a good question.

Second, the meaning of his question is easily missed by people who do 
not love the Torah as the scribes did. For most readers today, it is neces
sary to re-phrase the question in order to understand it. We could put it 
as follows: “What is the meaning of our lives?” “what is it which gives 
human existence its worth and value?” This question is a fundamental, 
important, human question.

Third, Jesus responded with a plain, clear answer. He did not always 
do that. He was famous for answers which were baffling. Since the scribe 
may have been insincere, Jesus might have been expected to give an eva
sive answer, but he did not. Clearly he had thought this matter through, 
and he answered very directly and plainly.

Fourth, in fact, Jesus gave the questioner more than he asked for. He 
gave him two commandments rather than one, and he added something 
that had not been requested, namely, the observation that all the other 
laws were simply the working out of these two. Many years later Paul 
expressed the meaning of Jesus’ words when he wrote that “love is the 
fulfillment of the Law” (Rom 13:10).

Fifth, Jesus’ use of the Hebrew Scriptures; is very instructive. He 
selected two commands, out of hundreds; he put them together in a patt
ern of his own; he indicated that these have priority over the others; and 
he said that these two provide the spirit or sense which lies beneath and 
give meaning to all the others.

Now I want to attempt to fit what Jesus said into the context of mod
ern Christian experience.

We are all aware that Christianity is more than a commitment to an 
institution, or to a cause, or to the memory of Jesus, or to a way of life. 
It is more personal than that. It is a commitment to Jesus Christ himself. 
It is a personal relationship with the God who was in Christ, reconciling.

God himself established this relationship. He took the initiative in 
making a covenant with us. Therefore his side of the relationship is more 
important than ours. His side is characterized by a steady, even love. It is 
love which is powerful and effective. It is love which is generous and 
gracious. It is a self-sacrificing love. God opens his arms to all people, 
however rebellious, and he forgives and helps all who come to him, how
ever dissipated or self-destructive.

Our side of the personal relationship is a. different story. We know that 
it begins with faith that may be no larger than a mustard seed; it may not 
be much more than a cry for mercy or help. This faith can grow into 
trust, gratitude, loyalty, and even into love. And sometimes it manages to 
do just that.

What can we say about loving God? We know that God’s love is the 
really important thing; what matters most is not that we love God, but 
that he loves us and has given us Christ (1 John 4:10). And yet, Jesus 
told us plainly to love God. How can we understand that?

Loving God is a choice we make.
We all have choices in life. People are not all equally free, nor is an 

individual always as free as she feels. But freedom is real within limits, 
and one of the freedoms we have is the freedom to choose whom we will 
love.

We are aware that other people have not made the same choice we 
have. They have chosen to give their love to subjects other than God,

We can understand that. We have felt the attractions of the gods of the 
twentieth century: comfort, power, education, therapy, money. But we 
have exercised our option. We have chosen to love God rather than these 
other pretenders.

We were not coerced to do this. In fact, it is self-contradictory to speak 
of forced loving. Love is, by definition, voluntary. Our decision to love 
God was just that, our decision.

It is a decision which we intend to be permanent. We want our initial 
choice to become a permanent disposition, a habit of the heart. Love 
always intends to be permanent. Anything that intends to be temporary 
cannot be love. Of course, love is not always permanent. But those who 
make the choice of love intend for it to be. Fortunately, it sometimes is.

10



Love is a response we make rather than an initiative we take. We 
always remember that we love because God first loved us (1 John 4:19). 
We remain surprised at the love of the Creator for his rebellious and 
often arrogant creatures. We feel awe when we think of God’s personal 
love for us, and of his patient, persistent pursuit of us. When we finally 
come to love God, we know that it is only because he had already loved 
us and sought us out.

The responsive character of love has been expressed in various ways. 
Sometimes we say that our love reflects God’s, as the moon reflects the 
light from the sun. Or we say that God’s love is poured into our hearts 
until they overflow, and with the overflow we love God in return. Some
times we say that as children imitate their parents, so we imitate God’s 
love and love him in return. The metaphors vary, but the meaning 
remains the same; it is not that we first loved God, but that he first loved 
us, and we respond to his love by loving him.

Christians today describe their love for God in various ways, and many 
of us feel uneasy with some of the descriptions.

Some describe their love for God in exclusive ways. Like Elijah, they 
believe that they are the only ones who love God (1 Kings 10:10). They 
imagine that the joy they share as they tarry with Jesus, none other has 
ever known. Religious exclusivism always lacks credibility simply because 
we believe that God is too big for it to be the case that only one person 
or one group of people has responded to him.

Others describe their love for God in sentimental terms. When they 
speak of “my sweet Lord” or “precious Jesus,” we may accept this lan
guage as sincere without committing ourselves to using it to describe our 
own love for God. The only reasons for supposing that sentimental lan
guage is the sole way to express love are cultural reasons, and they do 
not stand up to careful observation.

Others describe their love for God in mystical or ecstatic ways. They 
speak of visions and voices, and of an intimacy with God which seems 
out of touch with everyday reality. Sometimes the value of mystic love is 
affirmed by denying the value of the world and of participating in the 
world. I think that mystical experiences do occur, but they are not nor
mative for Christians, and they certainly are not the only way to speak of 
our love for God.

Many Christians are uncomfortable with these descriptions of loving 
God, and they do not have any other ones available. The unfortunate 
result is that, though these Christians truly love God, they do not have a 
vocabulary and grammar for speaking of their love. To those who use 
these familiar words, these people seem either not to love God or else to 
be too reticent to speak of loving God.

But, someone might ask, do we even need to talk about our love for 
God? Jesus did not tell us to talk about loving God, just to do it. Friends 
rarely speak of friendship, though, as we all know, lovers had rather talk 
of their love than of any other topic. Is our love for God more like 
friendship or more like romantic passion?

I expect that we do need to be able to articulate our love for God, at 
least sometimes. What we need is a better way to do that, and that is 
what I am trying to work out here.

Loving God is a way of knowing about God. Some knowledge comes 
to those who are bright, or reasonable, or observant. But some know
ledge comes only to lovers. Loving gives us an intuitive and affective 
awareness of God. We sense what it means to say that God is our Crea
tor, our Savior, our Father, and our friend. We intuit what his purpose is 
and how we fit into it. We have an internalized understanding of God’s 
creative, providential, and saving work.

Loving God also helps us to understand ourselves better. We sense 
that we exist in order to love and to be loved. We find in love that, in 
spite of the profound ambiguity of life with its light and its darkness, it is 
ultimately worthwhile. Life makes a kind of sense for those who love 
God, that it does not make for others.

Loving always involves giving. But what can a human being give to 
God? God is the Creator of the universe, so all that exists clearly belongs 
to him. He has no needs which human beings can supply. Yet Jesus 
commanded us to have agape, a giving love, toward God. How can this 
be?

What do we give when we love other people? We try to give food to 
hungry people, comfort to sad people, and attention to lonely people. 
But in the end, what does all this come to?

The answer is that ultimately what we give is ourselves. And that is 
what we give to God. Love is a commitment of ourselves to God, to be 
his people. The covenant relationship is that he is our God and we are his 
people; we not only accept by faith that he is our God, but we in love 
commit ourselves to be his people.

One way to express our love for God is through public worship and 
private devotion.

Worship and devotion have two functions. One is to receive resources 
from God. God provides strength, guidance, comfort, and exaltation as 
we worship. The other is to express to God our love for him. We articu
late our love, and celebrate our wonderful God, through worship and 
devotion.

In worship and devotion, we are expressing our love for God by being 
with God.

We also express our love for God in a second way, by acting for God. 
This acting, we all know, takes the form of service for other people.

It is not self-evident that there should be a connection between loving 
God and loving others. It would be quite reasonable to love God and to 
be indifferent to people, or to love people and to be perfectly uninter
ested to God. But the Bible repeatedly connects love of God and love of 
others. The ten commandments begin with prescriptions for expressing 
love of God and continue with others for expressing love of man. In 
Proverbs we read, “When you give to the poor, it is like lending to the 
Lord, as the Lord will pay you back.” Jesus put the two commands 
together, and he also said that what we do in love for others, we do for 
him (Matt. 25:3 M6). John wrote plainly that it is impossible to love God 
who is invisible, if we fail to love our brothers who are visible (1 John 
4:20).

The connection between loving God and loving others is a natural one. 
It begins with being loved by God, and continues with our responding by 
loving him, but it proceeds then to our loving others. If we love God, we 
surely will try to find ways to love others.

Two factors influence the ways we will act to love others. One is the 
needs of others, and the other is the skills and resources with which we 
have to work.

If a person’s need is for friendship, we offer friendship. If it is for 
guidance, we attempt to offer guidance. If it is for the gospel, we attempt 
to offer the gospel.

In the 1960s Pope John XXIII received several delegations of Jewish 
visitors. It was his habit, following an exchange of formal greetings with 
each delegation, to embrace the visitors and to say, “I am your brother 
Joseph.” It was a beautiful offer of the gospel of Jesus.

It is not easy to offer love. Martin Luther King prayed for strength to 
love even those who hated him, and Erich Fromm has alerted us to the 
fact that we have a lot to learn about the art of loving. We always are in 
danger, as Augustine said, of loving things and using people, when what 
God wants is for us to love people and to use things.

But God helps us; his Spirit produces the fruit of love in our hearts, 
and we begin to express our love for God by acting in love for other 
people.

All of this becomes clearer when we observe two of the most common 
misunderstandings of loving God.

The first is that loving God is an excuse for withdrawing from the real 
world with its conflicts and problems. The second is that loving God 
really is nothing more or less than loving others. The first promotes 
devotion at the expense of relevance, and the second achieves relevance 
at the expense of devotion.

Both fail to respond appropriately to Jesus’ teaching. There are two 
commandments, not one, and the first one takes precedence over but 
does not eliminate the second.

If when we face a personal or social crisis we assume that loving God 
is a luxury we cannot afford because we are so busy with practical mat
ters, have we not missed Jesus’ point altogether? Can we seriously sup
pose that Jesus—that down-to-earth, practical, effective, prophetic 
leader—would give as the greatest priority of life a commandment which, 
when it is followed, will transform us into spectators rather than partici
pants in the great issues of life? To ask the question is to answer it.

On the other hand, is it really credible to imagine that Jesus intended 
to collapse loving God into loving others? Everything we know about 
him tells us that this cannot be; his Jewish heritage, his message about 
the kingdom of God, his own prayers to the one he called Abba, his 
obedience to the will of God—these and other factors cooperate with his 
teaching about the commandments to assure us that he did not speak of 
loving God in order to provide a motive or a warrant for the more 
important matter of loving others. William Temple expressed Jesus’ 
point of view accurately when he said that it is not so much a matter of 
worshipping in order to receive resources for the primary duty of service, 
as it is of serving to test the authenticity of the primary duty of worship.

Baron von Hugel once commented on the simplicity and variety of life, 
saying that the correct goal is variety to the point of dissipation and 
simplicity to the point of extinction. In the dialectic between variety and 
simplicity, nothing serves us better than Jesus’ command.

What endures through all the variety of life, better than, love? Is it not 
true that crises are challenges to love man fully? Is not suffering a call to 
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love compassionately? Do not difficulties require wiser ways of loving? 
Every person we meet is one whom we may learn to love. Every relation
ship we sustain is one which needs to have love injected into it. We rest 
in order to be able to love more effectively. We learn in order to love 
more wisely. We grow in order to love more naturally.

Love is also the secret of Christian simplicity, the still center of Chris
tian life. When John Wesley was at Oxford, he and some friends formed 
a Holy Club to help them practice their faith seriously. Their detractors 
called them Methodists because they methodically practiced some firm 
rules such as living frugally, praying daily, and ministering to others. In 
spite of their intense devotion, John and Charles Wesley were unhappy 
with their religious life, and they traveled on horseback across England 
for a conference with William Law, author of A Serious Call to a Devout 
and Holy Life. The older minister listened to the Wesleys’ description of 
their practices, and he commended them on their sincere moral and spir
itual activities. Then he added, “But Mssrs. Wesley, Christianity is really 
the plainest and simplest thing in the world. ‘We love because he first 
loved us’.”

I am glad Jesus gave us these commands. I’m glad he cut through all 
the other rules, and delivered us from legalism and moralism. I’m glad he 
called us all to find the meaning of our lives by loving God and others. 
Most of all, I’m glad he loved us and laid down his life for us.
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“Devising the Indivisible”
by John H. Hewett

In his final Lyman Beecher lecture at Yale, John Claypool told this 
crackling good story he learned in Texas about a Mexican bank robber 
named Jorge Rodriguez who roamed the Texas border around the turn 
of the century. The bandit was so successful at his trade that the Texas 
Rangers put an extra posse along the Rio Grande to try and bring him 
in.

Late one afternoon, one of these special Rangers saw Jorge slip across 
the river and head toward his home village. Stealthily he trailed him, 
watching from a discreet distance. Jorge mingled with the people in the 
town square, took a cool drink of water from the well, and then ambled 
into his favorite cantina to relax.

The Ranger slipped in and managed to get the drop on Jorge. With a 
pistol to the Mexican’s head, the Ranger said: “Jorge Rodriguez, I have 
tracked you all the way from your last bank robbery. I have come to get 
back all the money you have stolen from the banks in Texas. If you do 
not give it to me right now, I am going to pull this trigger (and with that 
he pulled back the hammer) and blow your brains out.”

At that moment the Ranger discovered a major difficulty. Jorge 
Rodriguez did not speak English, and the Texas Ranger did not speak 
Spanish. There they stood, two grown adults at an utter verbal impasse.

About that time an enterprising little Mexican came up and said, “I 
am bilingual. Do you want me to act as translator?” The Ranger nodded, 
and the Mexican proceeded to put the Ranger’s threat into words Jorge 
could understand. Nervously, Jorge answered back: “Tell the big Texas 
Ranger that I have not spent one cent of the money. If he will go to the 
town well, face north, count down five stones, he will find a loose one 
there. When he pulls it out, he’ll find all the money behind there. Please 
tell him quickly!”

The little Mexican stood there for a long moment. Then, with a solemn 
look on his face, he turned to the Ranger and said, in perfect English: 
“Jorge Rodriguez is a brave man. He says he is ready to die.”

That story is a paradigm of our denominational dilemma. Though we 
might wish to argue over who gets to be the Ranger and who deserves to 
be the bank robber, the theological impasse is no less strained. This 
afternoon ‘they’ are at the Pastor’s Conference and ‘we’ are at the Forum, 
speaking languages foreign to one another, under threat of denomina
tional fratricide from theological and political weapons aimed at the 
heart. Though Baptists have always steadfastly refused to sing in unison, 
we have at times approached a semblance of harmony, but no more. 
Now we have dueling banjoes, with much picking but little grinning, 
unaware of our need for deliverance. What we have here, said the warden 
in that latter day morality play, “Cool Hand Luke”, is a failure to com
municate. It will come as some shock but no surprise if God makes us 
stay here until we all get our minds right.

In the providence of the God of peace the planners of this program 
called us to be about “Uniting All Things in Christ.” Toward that end, 
let’s tell again the story of the pivotal event in the early church and the 
most important occurrence in Christianity since the resurrection of Jesus 
- the Jerusalem Council. It was convened in A.D. 49, a period of intense 
conflict when the young church of Jesus Christ was struggling with and 
over the question: “What must one do to be saved?” For those who 
thought Jesus had already clearly answered that question, some back
ground.

The resurrection of Jesus as the Christ of God jolted his dejected fol
lowers with a high-voltage burst of energy. Their Easter theme bore wit
ness to that image: “Did not our hearts burn within us?” Fifty days later 
they saw Joel’s prophecy happen. The Spirit of God spilled over onto 
Jews of every nation, bringing not the chaos of ecstasy but the commun
ion of understanding. Out of confusion the Spirit wrought order and 
intelligibility, reversing the babble of Babel, making the Word flesh yet 
one more way. Just as Jesus had promised, they received power. And 
they inverted the world everyone else had assumed was static. The fair- 
weather followers, the sunshine disciples who had broken and run, were 
gripped by evangelistic fervor. Peter preached the gospel and three thou
sand were saved the first day, over five thousand the next. This was far 
bigger than what they had expected. In that heady euphoria of the Spirit 
they discovered new community. They began to live together like 
believers.

Some conflict was to be expected. The native Hebrews and the Helle
nistic Jews squabbled over the daily distribution of food. A married cou
ple lied on their pledge card and Peter, who had obviously not taken 
CPE, struck both of them down with the force of his own fury. Life 
together has its rewards and its penalties. They knew both.

But they all worshiped in the same Temple and observed Torah 
together. They were Children of Israel, joint-heirs of the rugged faith 
bequeathed by Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph and Moses, Rahab and 
Gideon, David and Samuel, and all those others of whom this present 
world is not worthy. The Jesus movement remained essentially a sect 
within Judaism. Peter’s sermons at Pentecost and on Solomon’s Porch 
were addressed to the “Men of Israel.” Their only distinction was in their 
proclamation that the long wait for Messiah was over.

The first warning shot across the bow of the good ship Zion came 
from a cannon named Stephen. Stephen had the audacity to attack the 
Temple of God, claiming that “the Most High does not dwell in houses 
made with hands” (Acts 7:48), pointing out that receiving the Law is one 
thing, and keeping it is many other things. You know the rest of that 
story.

The second alarm was sounded over in Caesarea, the seaside resort, 
where Cornelius, a Gentile enamored with Judaism, got saved without 
anybody’s help but the angel of the Lord, and became a follower of 
Jesus. Luke writes with mouth agape: “And the believers from among the 
circumcised who came with Peter were amazed, because the gift of the 
Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles.” Peter baptized 
them on the spot. They were in!

The third and final aftershock from the tremor of Stephen’s message 
and murder was registered in Antioch. There frightened Jews had gone 
to escape the persecution of men like Saul of Tarsus. In Phoenicia and 
Cyprus their fellows were telling the good news of Jesus only to other 
Jews. In Antioch they told the story of Jesus to anybody who’d listen. 
Luke says “the power of the Lord was with them, and a great many 
became believers, and turned to the Lord” (Acts 11:21). When word of 
this reached the Jerusalem church they sent Barnabas to investigate. 
When he arrived, he rejoiced to see what God was doing. Great crowds 
were being won over to Christ. Barnabas immediately went looking for 
Paul, and, when he had found him, brought him back to Antioch. The 
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two of them stayed there a whole year, living in this new koinonia of 
faith and fellowship, teaching the large crowds of new converts, building 
up the first healthy, strong, growing Gentile church. The citizenry were at 
a loss to label these new non-Jewish believers. Searching for a name to 
hang on them to facilitate condemnation, they decided that, since these 
people studied, emulated, prayed to, and otherwise attempted to follow, 
the man called the Christ, they would caricature them as Christians. The 
name stuck.

The Antiochene mission became the shape of the future. Paul’s mis
sionaryjourneys displayed a predictable pattern. First he would go to the 
synagogue, where he would usually be despised and rejected by the lead
ers of his own people. Then he would turn to the Gentiles, and the gospel 
would flourish. He was always forced to contend with those who “stirred 
up the Gentiles and poisoned their minds against the Christians” (Acts 
14:2). But the Gentile mission spread like wildfire. And within the, span 
of a few years Christianity was close to being predominantly Gentile. The 
Judaizers called it a well-organized, carefully planned, takeover of their 
movement, as though someone had stolen the keys to their kingdom and 
strolled into the clubhouse they had built. The Gentiles who were being 
saved called it the soul-cleansing, spirit-drenching power of God 
Almighty. In a sense, both were right.

The battle was joined in Antioch. Jewish Christians from Jerusalem, 
unfriendly types, came to Antioch and began to undermine the faith of 
new believers, telling them they had to be circumcised to be saved. Paul 
and Barnabas were furious at these “false brethren secretly brought in, 
who slipped in to spy out our freedom . . . , that they might bring us into 
bondage” (Gal. 2:4). A heated debate ensued. Lines were drawn. Troops 
dug in. Finally, out of desperation, a representative committee was 
appointed to go to Jerusalem and settle the matter. Paul, Barnabas, the 
uncircumcised Titus, and a few others set out, preaching along the way, 
spreading the good news of what God was doing among the uncircum
cised, preparing for the confrontation which would sway the future.

When they reached Jerusalem, the elders welcomed them in a spirit of 
love and conciliation. They outdid one another in professing their love 
for the brethren. And then the meeting started! These two issues imme
diately surfaced:

1. Does a person have to become a Jew before becoming a Christian?
2. Will the Christian movement remain a small sect within Judaism 

or a persuasive faith for the whole wide world?
The Judasizers threw down the gauntlet: “All new converts must be 

circumcised and commanded to keep the Law of Moses.” Luke tactfully 
reports, “there was long debate.” Then the big fisherman stood up, the 
one who had been given the keys to the kingdom, the only one who had 
answered correctly that holiday at Caesarea Philippi, the hero of Pente
cost. His sermon had three points:

1. You remember that it was God who set me apart to preach the 
gospel to the Gentiles.

2. This same God has given his Spirit to them just as he has to us, 
making no distinction.

3. We believe that they’re just as saved as we are.
His invitation was simply put: “Why are you provoking God (not the 

emphasis) by laying on his new children a yoke which no Jew has ever 
been able to bear?

In the silence stood Paul and Barnabas, to speak of signs, wonders, 
miracles, all worked by God, through them, among the Gentiles.

Finally James, the brother of Jesus, summarized: “What Simon has 
said, Amos, Isaiah, and Jeremiah had already spoken.

‘Thereafter I will return and rebuild the fallen house of David; 
even from its ruins I will rebuild it, and set it up again, that they 
may seek the Lord - all the rest of mankind, and the Gentiles, 
whom I have claimed for my own. Thus says the Lord, whose 
work it is, made known long ago.’ ” (Acts 15:16-18)

And, my friends, they negotiated a compromise. The Jewish Christians 
agreed not to lay the burden of circumcision or Mosaic law upon the 
Gentiles, and the Gentiles agreed not to fornicate, worship idols, or eat 
anything a Jew would consider ritually unclean. Peace was at hand.

It remained for the formal treaty to be drafted. In addition to the 
conditions of the compromise already mentioned, the treaty identified 
the source of the controversy - “some of our people have disturbed you 
with words, unsettling your souls” (Acts 15:24) - and the pathway to 
reconciliation: “it seems good to the Holy Spirit and to us, having come 
to one accord, to lay upon you no greater burden” (Acts 15:28).

They parted, Paul, Barnabas, and the Antiochenes on mission to the 
Gentiles, Peter, James, and John continuing their work among the lost 
sheep of the House of Israel.

Now, some analysis. When Gentile Christianity emerged as an alterna
tive to its Jewish precursor, the Jewish church was left with two options 

regarding its own future. It could reduce itself to certain fundamental 
principles, protecting its identity by stressing orthodoxy, or it could 
adapt to missionary situations, assimilating new elements borrowed from 
other cultures and faiths, magnifying its mission through the broader 
vision of the living human documents of Christian faith. It could choose 
Moses, or Abraham, as its father. The Gentile Christians chose Abra
ham, leaving the Jewish believers one other choice, a choice which 
proved to be fatal. The Talmudic rabbis triumphed. Hellenistic Judasism 
was eclipsed. The Jewish church chose identity over mission, opting to 
remain a sect within Judasim. That path led slowly to oblivion.

The Gentile church chose the missional path of adaptability, seeking to 
be all things to all people that they might by all means save some. And 
they flourished.

By now you see some parallels to our current struggle. Within modern 
Christianity, and most acutely within our own family, we face the same 
dilemma. Some of us are called to the earnest contention for the faith 
which preserves the fundamentals of our identity and keeps the gospel 
pure and unspotted from the world. Others of us are primarily concerned 
with earnestly contending for the souls of real and different people, led 
by the One who is making all things new, adapting the message of the 
unchanging love of God to the various human experiences all around us.

The Judasizers said: “The road to the Kingdom goes only this way, the 
way of Torah and circumcision. Nothing new under the sun can. change 
what God has already spoken right here.”

The missionaries to the Gentiles said: “But others have experienced the 
gospel too, quite apart from Torah and circumcision, by the grace of the 
living Word whom we all proclaim. And this too is in keeping with the 
message found in the Scriptures.”

After the compromise, one group turned outward, the other inward. 
One group headed toward the future, and the other group circled the 
wagons in defense against the enemies they saw descending on them from 
every direction.

Now we are in St. Louis again. Tomorrow we will gather to write 
another chapter in the story of our certain schism and hasten the death 
of our 142-year old cooperative missionary enterprise, or we will cele
brate the advent of a new, transcendant, all-inclusive approach to reach
ing the world with the Good News of Jesus Christ. Could this council in 
Jerusalem serve as a pattern for a return to sanity, reconciliation, and 
harmony in the Southern Baptist Convention?

By God’s grace we can devise an indivisible relationship for our Baptist 
outcropping of God’s Kingdom, and we must, while it is yet day. How 
can that be accomplished?
1. WE CAN ACKNOWLEDGE THE GENUINE DIVERSITY OF 

CHRISTIAN EXPERIENCE.
Within the mystery of Christ’s Body, all members are necessary. At the 

banquet feast called to honor Christ, everyone has a place at the table. 
No single standard is pure enough, powerful enough, or scriptural 
enough, to separate us from the love of Jesus and divide the Body of 
Christ - not inerrancy, not denominational loyalty, not worship style, not 
prayer language, not partisan politics, not death, not life, not angels, not 
principalities and powers, not things here now or things which will 
happen tomorrow, not the high or the deep, not anything else you can 
name. We must resist those who would cooperate with Satan by describ
ing this family quarrel as one between “believers” and “apostates” quar
reling, not over inerrancy, but lordship. With the Apostle Paul, we 
acknowledge that all did not come to know Christ at the same time, in 
the same way. His opponents called him an EKTROMA - a premature 
baby, incomplete, deficient, misguided. His response stilled their quibbles 
over method and manner: “He appeared also to me.”

Christian experience defies easy categorization. It bears witness to our 
need for simple signs: the sign of a fish scrawled in the dust, the brief 
confession, “Jesus is Lord,” the quiet prayer, “God, be merciful unto me, 
a sinner.” If you know the Lord Jesus, and through Him serve the One 
God in spirit and in truth, my friends, we are members of the same 
family.

Why should I provoke God Almighty by sitting in judgment on your 
Christian experience? And why should you tempt the grace of God by 
superimposing the artificial standard of majority rule on that Kingdom 
in which the first shall be last, the least most, the ninety-nine left in an 
all-out search for the one who is missing? If we really want peace, let us 
stop calling unclean or unwelcome any persons whom the Giver of this 
Feast has invited to his table.
2. WE CAN DISTINGUISH BETWEEN CUSTOMS AND TRADI

TIONS AND THE SAVING GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST.
I remember the interesting conversations I had twelve years ago with a 

deacon in my first pastorate, the Elmburg Baptist Church of Elmburg, 
Kentucky, named for an old elm tree which grew in the church yard. He 
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was a strange fellow, claiming to believe that, the world was flat because 
the Bible referred to its “four corners,” the moon shot a hoax created in a 
TV studio, and the revelation of God in Christ forever limited to what he 
had already heard. On more than one occasion, when I would show him 
where a claim I had made was grounded in Scripture, he would respond: 
“Preacher, that may be Bible, but it ain’t Baptist!”

These days we talk past each other much the same way. Each cluster of 
Southern Baptists cherishes traditions and customs which help them 
identify their faith and practice. Within the Commonwealth of Kentucky 
you can find a Southern Baptist church on one end of the state which 
uses wine in the Lord’s Supper and a church on the other end which uses 
grape juice. Both congregations consider themselves to be extremely con
servative in their beliefs about Scripture. Both have texts which “prove” 
their way is right. But their ways are different.

Or, consider, the turning issue of robes and vestments. On those sea
sonal occasions when I wear my pulpit robe into worship, someone asks 
me whether I am a closet Episcopalian. Robes make them uncomforta
ble. Were we to stop robing our choir, however, there would be a hue 
and cry. Choir robes are, well, different.

I’d like to put kneelers in our sanctuary in Asheville. That would not 
be wise. They have kneelers at First Baptist, Dallas. There, kneelers are 
Baptist. In the mountains where I live, they are Catholic. I remind the 
flock that there were knees before there were Catholics. They are not 
amused. Kneeling may be Bible, but it’s not Baptist.

Along those lines, have you seen the cartoon in which the Head Usher 
greets incoming worshippers at the sanctuary door and discreetly inquires, 
“Clapping or non-clapping?” A dear sister raised her hand in our church 
on Easter Sunday morning and threw some of our folk into a panic. A 
few saints went out sniffing, “She may have gotten the Spirit, but she 
certainly didn’t get it here!” Bible, but not Baptist.

Here is a way out. We can raise the level of tolerance for the cherished 
traditions of others in the family by confessing that robes, candles, Welch- 
ade, pipe organs, wireless microphones, those nifty baptistries where the 
preacher stays dry, bulletins, women deacons, announced or unannounced 
hymns, written or spontaneous prayers, read or extemporaneous ser
mons, Holy Land tours and Total Spirit Ocean Cruises, all are secondary 
to the Word which called us out of darkness into His marvelous light. 
The early Christians sang out, “Jesus is Lord.” When you understand 
that, and mean it, that’s all the creed you need.

Seven years ago I shuffled dejectedly out of Cervantes Convention 
Center, having just attended my first Southern Baptist Convention. I felt 
as though I had landed at Ellis Island, without a friendly soul there to 
meet me. I sat on a stone bench in utter weariness, and there met Geneva 
Metzger, Campus Minister at the University of North Carolina, Greens
boro. In my male chauvinistic, sensitive sort of way, I was sure she, being 
a woman, would be crushed. “No,” she laughed, “no despair. Now, if I 
thought all that hollering had anything to do with the Kingdom, I’d be 
torn apart. But all that was was a Baptist meeting.”

Can we learn the difference between the next three days and the 
inbreaking Kingdom of God? We have made it easy to be a Christian but 
hard to be a Baptist! Those who have ears to hear, let them hear.
3. WE CAN CHOOSE HARMONY OVER UNISON OR DISSON

ANCE.
This must be clearly stated: if peace is to come to our troubled and 

divided family, compromise is essential. No one will have the luxury of 
going back to Antioch or Jerusalem with all his private wishes fulfilled. 
Those who are cocksure God is on their side will ultimately be disap
pointed to learn that the Lord hates and despises our solemn assemblies, 
especially when our hearts are fixed on jobs, money, and real estate. The 
scandal which will break tomorrow if we turn our backs on decency, 
fidelity, and unity will make Heritage Village USA look like Mister Rog
ers’ Neighborhood. That intransigence will lead to the public dismantling 
of one of God’s great signs and wonders.

But some among us will just not move. Some have publicly called for a 
“divorce,” an end to this embarrassing, sensationalized domestic dispute. 
Others await, and openly advocate, a fight to the finish. Let me tell you 
something: if anyone “wins” this family fight, we all lose.

We need a vision of a new score, a symphony of love, a rhapsody of 
grace, with enough parts for everyone who wants to sing. Unison makes 
a joyful noise and little else. It rarely touches the hearts. Heart strings are 
stirred by harmony, that liquid marriage of melodies which works 
together for good to those who know the tune and follow the Director.

We have been squabbling for seven years in rehearsal, basses yelling at 
tenors, sopranos and altos both angry at mezzos, a series of composers 
insisting that their music alone is worthy - and all the while the audience 
waits to hear what melody will claim us. Our differences need not result 
in dissonance. There is a better way. Brothers and sisters, we have one 

great song to sing, the song a tuneless world most needs to hear. It is the 
song of salvation. And there are parts enough for all God’s children to 
sing in harmony.
4. WE CAN REUNITE AROUND A STRATEGIC MISSION TO 

TELL A DYING WORLD ABOUT ONE WHO GIVES LIFE.
Bold Mission Thrust, for all practical purposes, has been shelved these 

past seven years. America never really heard us say, “Good News - God 
Loves You” because we were too busy shouting at each other. A nonbe
liever in America would have a better chance of hearing the still, small 
voice of God on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange in the middle 
of a bull market than in one of our annual meetings. You’ve been there. 
The guttural roar which came out of the crowd in Atlanta was indistin
guishable from those heard at wrestling matches and stock car races.

Suppose someone came to your side right now, slipped you a message 
marked “Urgent,” and you opened it with trembling hands to learn that 
someone you love was dying. Would you stay here? Would you honor 
your hotel reservation? Would you still be at the microphone tomorrow 
morning? Wouldn’t you leave this meeting and not look back, under 
compulsion from a higher allegiance?

“Soldiers of Christ, in truth arrayed, A world in ruin needs your aid.” 
those words of Basil Manly, Jr. pose the problem. We have been idle and 
at ease on the decks of this vessel while a fiery dart is hurtling toward her 
vitals. We have been debating who should stand where in the bucket 
brigade while the house across the street is burning down. Our new mas
ters have insisted on agreement within when we already have agreement 
without. A world is dying without Jesus Christ. And those people are our 
responsibility.

Now is not the time to insist on uniformity. Uniformity is essentially 
non-missionary. It mistakes indoctrination for evangelization. Our task is 
not to convert people to our personal Christologies but to introduce 
them to Jesus Christ. This convention was founded so that people could 
know Christ, not Southern Baptists. Our preaching is intended to lead 
persons to that point of confession expressed in Mary Lathbury’s hymn: 
“Beyond the sacred page, I seek thee, Lord.”

What will we say to the Father if we cannot agree on that? How will 
we justify $2 million for another commentary on a text we already 
believe? What will be our response when he asks why we ordered our 
best minds to teach that pickles have souls when there was another, bet
ter truth that could have set us free?

Here is the measure of our hunger and thirst for righteous unity. Here 
is the measure of our hope for lasting peace. Here is our resting place, 
“not in device nor creed,” but in the gracious proclamation of salvation 
through faith in Jesus Christ.

“I need no other argument, I need no other plea, 
It is enough that Jesus died, and that he died for me.” 

Like the enterprising little Mexican who “translated” the truth into a 
lie, others have decided for us that our convention is ready to die. But we 
are not ready for that. I am not ready for that. If you folks are Southern 
Baptists, then I’m proud and happy to stay one. After all, this is just a 
Baptist meeting. We’re all headed toward the Kingdom.

Tonight, before you lay down your heads in pre-convention weariness, 
pray for a miracle of insight this week. Pray that Southern Baptists can 
find the love we need to preach the gospel the world needs, and devise an 
indivisible union which will last us into God’s own future, in the hope 
that all our earthly kingdoms might be transformed into the Kingdom of 
our Lord, and of His Christ, and He shall reign forever and ever, world 
without end, Amen.

For release after 3 PM, Monday, June 15, 1987
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“The Journey From Faith to Faith” 
(Romans 1:17)
by Lavonn D. Brown

Much has been said and written about the journey from doubt to faith. 
The pathways and pitfalls have been carefully charted. Every possible 
alternative route has been explored. But, what about “The Journey from 
Faith to Faith?” How well do we understand the journey that begins with 
faith and ends in faith?

Paul wrote, “For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from 
faith to faith: as it is written, The just shall live by faith” (Romans 1:17). 
Obviously for Paul the Christian life was a matter of faith from begin
ning to end. The New English Bible calls it “a way that starts from faith 
and ends in faith.” The Charles B. Williams translation is clearer. For 
him the Christian pilgrimage is “the way of faith that leads to greater 
faith.”

Most Christians would agree that our faith should grow. In fact, 
growth is expected; yet, growth is not automatic or inevitable. When a 
favorable atmosphere is provided and certain disciplines followed, we 
have a right to expect that faith will grow. Without a growing, expand
ing, maturing faith “it is impossible to please God” (Hebrews 11:6).

A careful study of Scripture as well as Christian experience reveals 
that faith grows through certain developmental stages or style. We have 
learned to identify these stages or passages in physical growth: infancy, 
childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. Under favorable circumstances 
we also experience movement from stage to stage in our Christian faith.

John H. Westerhoff, HI in his book, Will Our Children Have Faith? 
uses the helpful analogy of a tree. A tree adds one new ring each growing 
season. It is a whole, complete tree regardless of the number of rings. It 
does not skip rings or eliminate rings. And growth is in a slow and grad
ual manner. Our faith grows in much the same way (New York: The 
Seabury Press, 1976, pp. 89-91).

Much has been written in recent years defining the psychological stages 
or styles in the faith process. John Westerhoff in the previously menti
oned book outlines “four distinctive styles of faith” (p. 89). He mentions 
his indebtedness to his friend James Fowler whose book, The Stages of 
Faith, was published in 1981 (San Francisco: Harper & Row, Publish
ers). Fowler identifies six stages in the faith process. This year (1987) M. 
Scott Peck’s new book, The Different Drum, mentions four identifiable 
stages of spiritual growth (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1987).

Each stage in the faith process is valid, but not necessarily final. Cer
tain characteristics help us identify the stages. Each style of faith is ade
quate for that stage of life. Each stage is essential to the process, but not 
final. We never outgrow our need for faith.

Every Christian, every local church, and every religious body should 
profit from a better understanding of “The Journey from Faith to Faith.”

Stage one may be called beginning or childhood faith. This stage of 
faith is typical of early childhood years. However, Scott Peck warns that 
perhaps one in five adults fall into stage one. By and large this is a time 
of undeveloped spirituality, filled with fantasy. James Fowler calls it 
“undifferentiated faith.”

Childhood faith is largely inherited and highly imitative. This faith is 
more caught than taught. It is shaped by the believing people in their 
lives. It is imitative of what is observed in others. Faith during the child
hood years is natural and uncomplicated. Belief and trust come easily to 
children who have good models. In fact, for a child not to believe, a 
natural process would have to be interrupted.

Childhood is often characterized by undisciplined, unprincipled lives. 
The personal will is foremost. Even though they may pretend interest in 
others, they are basically self-loving and self-serving.

The earliest understanding of God comes during these years. The 
image of God is patterned after those who have loved and cared for them 
during this time. By school age their concept of God has been formalized.

This stage of faith is valid, but not final. A childhood faith is founda
tional and adequate for childhood. It will not sustain the Christian for all 
of life. However, given a favorable atmosphere, this beginning faith 
should give way to a new level.

Paul acknowledged that this had been true in his own experience: 
“When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I rea
soned like a child; when I became a man, I gave up childish ways” 
(1 Cor. 13:11). Obviously, he outgrew childish ways.

Stage two is a personal or conventional faith. This stage of faith is 
typical of late childhood and early adolescence. At this time the chaotic, 
undisciplined lives of childhood begin to give way to more law-abiding, 
rule-following lives. The inherited, imitative faith becomes a personal 
faith.

Faith at this level involves a personal commitment. The faith present 
in home and church must take on a personal dimension. This faith char
acterizes the beginning of Christian experience. It is essential to our right 
relationship to God (John 3:16; Eph. 2:8-9). Most of the children who 
grow up through the educational ministry of our churches will, at some 
time between late childhood and early adolescence, make a public profes
sion of their faith and be baptized. Conversion is usually sudden and 
God given.

Scott Peck says that this stage of faith describes the majority of church 
goers. The high level of commitment at this level is what keeps the volun
tary work of the church going. Generally, faith at this level is marked by 
conformity, upset with changes, and threatened by those who think 
differently.

Personal faith is characterized by a high level of emotion. Generally we 
respond to God with the heart before we do the mind. Faith is more than 
mere emotionalism, yet emotion is a vital part of the faith experience. 
Faith at this level tends to be unexamined and legalistic.

In conventional faith authority is generally located externally. At this 
stage people will move toward someone who will “speak the final word” 
for them. They desire clear-cut, black and white answers. They seek relief 
from the responsibility to think for themselves. They demand formulas 
on how to behave.

Faith at this stage tends toward dogmatism and legalism. Adherents 
are utterly convinced that their way of doing things is the only way. They 
are constantly trying to “fix” others rather than accepting them.

John Westerhoff calls this “affiliative faith.” It is characterized by a 
strong desire to belong to an accepting, caring, loving community. After 
all the church has brought some order out of chaos. And, since God is 
more transcendent than imminent at this stage, the craving is to belong 
to a group where you are needed.

This stage of faith is valid, but not final. Personal faith is foundational 
and adequate for the beginning of the spiritual pilgrimage. Any pastor 
learns to appreciate people at this stage because of their personal com
mitment and loyalty to the institution. The church does most of its 
volunteer work through them. However, provided a favorable atmos
phere, this faith will grow.

The writer of Hebrews calls on the Christian to leave behind “the first 
principles of God’s word,” the “milk stage,” and move on to the “solid 
food stage.” “Therefore let us leave the elementary doctrine of Christ and 
go on to maturity” (see Hebrews 5:11-6:2).

Stage three is a searching or inquiring faith. It is not uncommon, at 
some time during late adolescence and young adulthood, for faith to take 
on a new dimension. This new stage is often characterized by a time of 
searching, critical questioning, or inquiring. It is a time of putting down 
roots, trying to find “a place to stand,” and even acting over against 
earlier faith experiences.

Personal faith, which is largely a matter of the heart, often gives way 
to a searching faith which is more a matter of the mind. It is not 
uncommon to hear university young people and young adults asking: “Is 
all this true? Have I simply been programmed? Is there really a personal 
God who cares? What about the Bible? What if Christianity is simply 
personal manipulation on a grand scale?”

Often this is a time for discarding preconceived notions, giving up old 
prejudices, and surrendering the need to control others. People at this 
searching stage often become involved in and committed to social causes 
and concerns. This stage may involve doubt, skepticism, and rebellion 
against external authority. We consider this typical adolescent behavior 
in every area of growth—except spiritual. We expect adolescents to rou
tinely ask questions, rebel at rules, and show signs of budding skepticism.

Searching faith often appears fickle. It may be a time of experimenta
tion and confusion, moving from one cause, person, church to another. 
At this stage we insist on trying to make up our own minds about things. 
This can be a frightening, disorienting time. The Christian appears to be 
adrift at sea with no rudder. Like children, they are “tossed to and fro” 
by every new truth.

This is the time when many feel forced out of the church. The attitude 
of the church often has been, “It’s alright to ask your questions. Just 
don’t ask them here.” Others leave the church voluntarily in search of 
some smaller, less structured, more controllable group.

Again, this stage of faith is valid, but does not have to be final. In fact, 
one of the greatest challenges facing the church is how to facilitate 
movement beyond this searching stage without people spending their 
whole lives there. Therefore, provided a favorable atmosphere and a faith 
community that can handle doubt, the Christian may outgrow this 
searching, inquiring faith. The truth is, however, no matter how far we 
grow, we retain visages of previous stages of faith.

Paul manifested genuine concern for the Thessalonian Christians, 
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“praying earnestly night and day that we may see you face to face and 
supply what is lacking in your faith.” (1 Thess. 3:10). His desire was to 
round out to completeness what was obviously lacking in their faith.

Stage four is a mature, complete faith. Perhaps it is overly optimistic 
to speak of complete faith. Nonetheless, there is a more mature faith 
than previously mentioned. This stage of growth comes only with mature 
adulthood, but most certainly is not achieved by all adults. This is what 
Paul calls “rounding out to completeness” the Christian faith (1 Thess. 
3:10 Williams). It is what the writer of Hebrews calls “going on to matur
ity” (Heb. 6:1). This is faith at its full potential. The movement into this 
stage of faith is generally gradual, almost imperceptible.

This mature faith is characterized by a good balance of head and heart. 
This is a difficult balance to achieve. It takes many forms. At this stage 
the emotion and intellect “ride herd” on each other. One begins to realize 
that Christianity is more than mere emotionalism and more than mere 
intellectualism. The result is a mature personhood described by Paul: 
“Until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the 
Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the 
fulness of Christ” (Eph. 4:13).

The movement in mature faith is from the particular to the universal. 
At this stage, according to Scott Peck, we begin to get a glimpse of the 
“big picture.” God is no longer remote and impersonal. We begin to 
recognize a personal “I-Thou” relationship. The Christian becomes less 
exclusive and more inclusive. Mature faith is ready for fellowship with 
those in all other stages, as well as other traditions. Such faith is able to 
celebrate diversity and complexity, as well as the uniqueness of others. It 
is able to recognize that the Kingdom of God is greater than one religious 

denomination. At the same time, this does not imply lack of commitment 
to one’s own tradition.

This faith at its full potential John Westerhoff calls “owned faith.” It is 
the gift of God and has a tremendous stabilizing influence. We are no 
longer children “tossed to and fro . . . by every wind of doctrine” (Eph. 
4:14). Most of the confusion has settled. Experimentation is no longer 
necessary. We are no longer threatened by doubt and struggle in our
selves or others. Instead of reading into the Bible, the Christian begins to 
allow the Bible to speak for itself. One can make a distinction between 
the letter and the spirit of the law.

As one progresses toward a mature faith, he/she may become con
scious for the first time of the possibilities for spiritual growth. It does 
not mean that one has arrived at the final stage of growth. It means that 
we become more aware than ever of the limitless opportunities for 
growth.

Conclusion. Each church and denominational group will have some 
people in all four of these developmental stages in the faith process. 
Some churches will have a predominate group and will take on the char
acteristics of that stage of faith. That would explain why we “do church” 
differently.

The key to fellowship is acceptance. We must be able to accept one 
another as being at different stages or places spiritually. We must be 
ready for fellowship and acceptance with those in all other stages, as well 
as other traditions.

The challenges before the church are: (1) to provide an atmosphere 
favorable to growth, (2) to be able to celebrate times of transition, and 
(3) to encourage movement through the various stages in the faith 
process.
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