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A Baptist
Ecclesiology for 
the Contemporary World
STANLEY J. GRENZ

In a memo to the executive staff dated 
February 7, 1991, William Cram, exec
utive minister of the Baptist Union of 
Western Canada, listed concerns to be 
explored by the group in preparation 
for the fall meeting of the denomina
tional ’'think tank” on Baptist identity. 
None of the perplexing questions con
cerning the triunity of God, the two na
tures of Christ, or even the second com
ing were on the list. Rather, all 11 
items outlined in his correspondence fo
cused on the doctrine of the church.

Cram’s memo indicates that Baptists 
throughout North America are en
meshed in debates concerning ques
tions previous generations assumed 
had been settled. At issue, for example, 
is the nature of church membership. 
Baptists are unsure whether a person 
can be baptized without joining the 
church, or, in a day when people no 
longer see themselves as permanent 
members of a particular congregation 
but flit from one to another when it 
suits their fancy, whether the local con
gregation should even continue formal 
membership.

At issue as well is church govern
ment. Old structures are breaking 
down. Attendance at church business 
meetings is in sharp decline as people 
are increasingly choosing to become de
cision makers after the fact, that is, 
"voting” with their financial contribu
tions and attendance whether to sup
port what "the church” has decided to 
do. The resultant quest for more work

able government structures often leads 
to the implementation of some type of 
eldership model, which can easily erode 
participatory polity and eliminate 
women from congregational 
leadership.

Baptism forms a third focus of discus
sion. As never before Baptists are ques
tioning not only whether immersion is 
a necessary prerequisite for church 
membership but also whether the ordi
nance from which their denomination
al name is derived is at all important.1

The style and format of worship ser
vices has emerged as a fourth crucial is
sue and is coupled with a fifth—the 
varying expectations people have for 
their church. The local congregation 
has increasingly come to be seen as an 
institution existing to provide services 
to its members. Consequently, it be
comes the object of criticism when it 
fails to perform according to 
expectations.

How are we to respond to these and 
other crucial issues?

The Identity Crisis 
in the Contemporary Church

As the recent experiences of many 
churches indicate, contemporary Bap
tist life reflects a denomination in the 
midst of an identity crisis. Recent 
trends have caught us off balance, call
ing into question our traditional self
understanding without giving us direc
tion as to how we can create a renewed 
sense of who we are in the present 
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context.
Baptists are not the only ones facing 

a crisis of identity, however. Mainline 
Protestantism has known uncertainty 
for several years. Traditional Roman 
Catholic hierarchies are breaking 
down. And the recent malaise has also 
engulfed the evangelical movement— 
that wider family of theologically con
servative and pietistically oriented 
groups to which Baptists belong.2

Within evangelicalism in general 
and Baptist life in particular, the older 
ecclesiological consensus, which fo
cused on the local church and personal 
commitment to the local fellowship 
while acknowledging the wider family 
of God’s people, is losing ground. Hav
ing grown dissatisfied with the tradi
tional way of being the church, adher
ents are moving ecclesiologically to the 
left or to the right. Exercising a power
ful leftward thrust are the charismatic 
groups, who because of their largely un
defined, fluid ecclesiology appear to 
overcome the "blandness” of tradition
al evangelicalism. For those who catch 
the new spirit, church structures and 
affiliations are less important than the 
affinity they sense with like-experi
enced, "Spirit-filled” believers. The 
rightward pull arises from the liturgi
cal churches, as evangelicals set out on 
the Canterbury Trail, walk the Roman 
Road, or traverse the Highway to 
Constantinople.

At first glance these two alternative 
ecclesiologies seem to move in diamet
rically opposite directions. Yet, in a 
sense, high-church liturgicalism and 
charismatic informalism are both con
nected with the radical individualism 
of contemporary Western culture with 
its relativising, even undermining, of 
the nature of commitment.3 In our soci
ety, commitments—from contracts to 
personal relationships—have lost their 
long-term view. People today enter into 

shorter agreements for the sake of per
sonal expediency. Based as they are on 
personal profit—"what I can get”— 
these arrangements are fragile, easily 
broken by adverse circumstances or 
readily dismissed when they have out
lived their perceived usefulness. The 
cultural shift away from permanency 
toward expediency is evident in the de
mise of the sense of loyalty to congrega
tion and denomination widespread in 
church life today, which has opened the 
door for the exodus of people into older 
traditions and newer experiments.

But a more profound relationship be
tween the loss of commitment and the 
tug away from evangelical denomina
tions begs to be noted. On the surface 
the recent surge of Baptists and other 
evangelicals into the churches oriented 
toward tradition appears to be a reac
tion against the trends of society 
around us. By joining the liturgical fel
lowships, evangelical Christians gain 
the sense that they are "embracing the 
whole church,” to employ the words of 
former Baptist pastor, Robert Webber.4 
By becoming linked with an ecclesiasti
cal reality that spans the centuries, for
mer evangelicals intend to lodge a pro
test against the loss of rootedness 
associated with the contemporary 
breakdown of commitment and to re
gain the continuity with the Christian 
heritage they sense is lacking in the ad 
hoc ecclesiology of evangelicalism. On a 
deeper level, however, the migration to 
the right, just as much as the shift to 
the left, may hide a move away from 
commitment. The older Baptist ecclesi
ology invests church membership with 
great responsibility. Believers are initi
ated into a corporate life in which they 
are to become personally involved and 
over which they are to take personal 
ownership. Because the people are the 
church, ongoing Baptist congregational 
life demands the involvement of each 
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member in a way unparalleled by the 
leader-centered polity of both the tradi
tional churches and the newer charis
matic groups.

Whether the new traditionalism and 
the new fluidity are reactions to or in
dicative of contemporary culture, they 
do signal a dissatisfaction with evan
gelical ecclesiology. They exhibit a 
deep-seated desire for a new under
standing of the relationship between 
the personal life of faith and the faith 
community and for a recapturing of a 
sense of participation in the worship 
life of the community which evangeli
calism has tended to deemphasize. By 
signaling that the older ecclesiological 
forms have lost their ability to provide 
many Christians with direction in their 
search for God and their quest to be 
God’s family in the world, these long
ings may actually form the most signifi
cant word that the Spirit is speaking to
day to evangelical denominations such 
as Baptists.

The recovery of the sense of corpora
teness and the heightened awareness of 
the presence of God that people find 
lacking today cannot be recovered 
apart from a renewal of the broader un
derstanding of the nature of the 
church—a renewal in ecclesiology. 
Consequently, we face the challenge of 
bringing together the best from our 
heritage and the gropings evident in 
the ferment of our time in the attempt 
to construct a doctrine of the church 
that is biblical, Baptist, and 
contemporary.

But on what basis can we engage in 
the task of reconstructing ecclesiology? 
What forms the foundation for a re
newed vision of who we are as the 
church of Jesus Christ?

Foundational Motifs in Ecclesiology
Although some prefer to begin with the 
church’s mission, many Baptist think

ers develop responses to the more prac
tical questions concerning church life 
on a theoretical foundation focusing on 
the nature of the church.5 The latter is, 
of course, an appropriate way to pro
ceed. But thinkers who follow this 
method do not agree about how to set 
forth the basic meaning of the church.

Some theologians look to the etymolo
gy of the Greek word translated 
"church”—ekklesia—to provide the 
foundational motif for ecclesiology.6— 
The term arises from a verb kaleo, 
meaning "to call,” to which has been 
added the preposition ek, meaning "out 
of.” Consequently, they conclude, ekk
lesia means "the called out ones.”

Ekklesia provides an important link 
to the Old Testament. The Septuagint 
employed the term to translate the He
brew word gahal, meaning "assembly.” 
Because gahal was used to refer to Isra
el as the "congregation” or "assembly 
of the Lord” (see Deut. 23: Iff; 1 Chron. 
28:8), it might have formed the back
ground for Jesus’ declaration that He 
would build His church, His congrega
tion (see Matt. 16:18; 18:17). In any 
case, by employing ekklesia the early 
Christians declared themselves to be 
the continuation of what God had be
gun in the wilderness with the nation 
of Israel.

The choice of ekklesia as the designa
tion of the Christian community sug
gests that New Testament Christians 
viewed the church as neither hierarchy 
nor edifice but people—a people 
brought together by the Spirit to belong 
to God through Christ. This under
standing has been a part of Baptist ec
clesiology throughout its history,7 and 
it has generated broad consensus 
throughout the church in recent 
years.8

A second function from which theolo
gians derive their basic ecclesiological 
motif builds from the various scriptural 

Summer 1993 9



metaphors concerning the church.—Es
pecially important are three which re
late to the members of the Trinity.9

The New Testament speaks of the 
church as God’s people (see 2 Cor. 6:16) 
or as God’s nation and holy priesthood 
(see 1 Pet. 2:9). This metaphor is readily 
connected with the Old Testament root
age of ekklesia. Just as Israel had been 
chosen to be the people of God, so now 
the New Testament church enjoys this 
relationship. But no longer is this sta
tus based on membership within a spe
cific ethnic group. Now people from the 
entire world are called together to be
long to God; the church is an interna
tional fellowship comprising persons 
"from every tribe and language and 
people and nation” (Rev. 5:9, NIV).10

Whereas "people” and "nation” fo
cus on status, "priesthood” connotes 
function. It, too, is rooted in, while 
forming a contrast to, the Old Testa
ment. In ancient Israel certain persons 
carried out prescribed priestly func
tions. But whereas in Israel only a few 
were selected from among the people to 
act as priests, in the church all the peo
ple of God belong to the priestly order, 
and the ministry of the priesthood is 
shared by all.11

The New Testament also speaks of 
the church as the body of Christ (see 
Eph. 1:22-23; 1 Cor. 12:27) of which He 
is the head (see Col. 1:18). The back
ground of this picture is not found so 
much in the Old Testament as in hu
man anatomy. Both the relationship of 
the physical body to its head and the or
ganic unity present in the human body 
signify what is to be true of the 
church.12 As His body, the church ex
ists solely to do the will of Christ and in 
this way be His presence in the world. 
And like the human body, the church is 
a unity made up of diversity (see 1 Cor. 
12:1-31). Not all have the same func
tion, but all have the same goal—to be 

concerned for all others and use their 
gifts in service to the whole.

According to the New Testament, the 
church is likewise the temple of the 
Holy Spirit (see Eph. 2:19-22; 1 Pet. 2:9). 
Like the first image, this metaphor 
arises out of the Old Testament. In Isra
el the temple was in some special way 
God’s earthly dwelling place (see 2 
Chron. 6:1-2). But now the focal point of 
God’s presence lies with the fellowship 
of His people. The presence of the Spirit 
of God among them means that Chris
tians are to live holy lives (see 1 Cor. 
6:19-20).

Rather than direct appeal to New 
Testament teaching for the foundation 
ofecclesiology, certain thinkers opt fora 
third, more systematic, theological ap
proach.—For some this means that ec- 
clesiology begins with the perceived 
manifestations of the church. Hence, 
important for them is the classical dif
ferentiation between the universal or 
invisible church and the local, individ
ual, or visible church.13

Perhaps more appropriate, however, 
is a three-part delineation: the "mysti
cal church” of all believers of all ages 
(see Heb. 12:22-23), the "universal 
church” of all believers on earth at any 
given time, and the "local church”— 
the visible fellowship gathered in a spe
cific location. While Baptists correctly 
assert that the New Testament places 
greatest emphasis on the third mani
festation, we ought not forget that the 
local church derives its significance 
from its participation in, and as the 
representation of, the common whole.14 
Each congregation is to be nothing less 
than the local expression of the one 
church and therefore the church of 
Jesus Christ in miniature.

More widely employed than the dis
tinction between the visible and invisi
ble church as a systematic, theological 
foundation for ecclesiology is the delin
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eation of the marks of the church.— 
Since the destruction in the Protestant 
Reformation unity of the Western 
church, this approach has been closely 
connected with the question concern
ing the essence of the true church.

Classically, theologians, building 
from the wording of the Apostles’ 
Creed, have denoted the essence of the 
church in terms of four "marks”—apos- 
tolicity, catholicity, unity, and holiness. 
Although Protestants and Catholics en
joy basic agreement concerning the 
four, the major church traditions view 
these marks differently. Those which 
follow what might be termed a "high 
church” ecclesiology tend to elevate the 
first mark, apostolicity, and emphasize 
"apostolic succession” as guaranteeing 
the perpetuity of the church. The true 
universal church is that body whose 
bishops trace their ordination by 
means of apostolic succession to the 
first-century church.

Because of their concern that a 
church could outwardly conform to the 
four marks but lack a vital relationship 
with Christ, the Reformers shifted the 
focus to "Word and sacrament.” In the 
words of Hendricks Berkhof, "the pure 
preaching of the word and the right ad
ministration of the sacraments, in ac
cordance with the Bible ... would guar
antee the bond of Christ, unobstructed 
by human devises.”15

Baptists, however, tend to adhere to 
neither of these alternatives. They opt 
for "a congregationalist” ecclesiology 
which declares that the true church is 
essentially people standing in volun
tary covenant with God. According to 
Robert T. Handy, our forebears argued 
that the church "was not parochial, di
ocesan, provincial, or national, but it 
was congregational, gathered by an act 
of mutual confederation . . . expressed 
in a covenant.”16 The church exists as 
believers join together with the pur

pose of walking with one another as 
God’s people under Christ.

Historically, the move to covenant as 
the foundation of the church brought 
several sharp differences from the oth
er two outlooks. By arguing that the 
church is formed through the covenant
ing of its members, congregationalists 
reversed the older order of the priority 
of the corporate whole over the individ
ual. Because the church is the product 
of the coming together of individual 
Christians rather than the individual 
Christian being the product of the 
church, in the order of salvation, the 
believer—and not the church—stands 
first in priority. Further, the covenant 
idea, developing out of the English Pu
ritan movement which added "disci
pline” to "Word and sacrament” as es
sential to the true church, demanded 
that a great emphasis be placed on the 
quest for church purity. But of most sig
nificance, the move to covenant came 
to imply that the church exists only in 
local congregations.17 Where there is 
no covenanting community, there is no 
church; the covenant is by its nature lo
cal—the agreement among a particu
lar, visible group of believers.

Although the New Testament does 
not explicitly address the question of 
the marks of the church, the documents 
do present several pertinent themes. 
As we have seen, in the minds of the 
early Christians, believers themselves 
constitute the church. This under
standing is evident in the term {ekkle- 
sia) they chose to express their self
identity, and it is prominent in much of 
the New Testament imagery of the 
church (see 1 Pet. 2:5; 1 Cor. 12:12,27).18

While emphasizing the people as a 
whole, the New Testament also sets 
forth the foundational role of leaders 
for the church. Matthew and Acts ex
plicitly emphasize the primacy of Peter 
and the significance of the twelve apos- 
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ties. We need not embrace papalism to 
find in Matthew 16:15-19 an indication 
that Jesus anticipated Peter’s future 
role in the initial establishment of the 
infant church as the one who would 
give leadership to the Jerusalem com
munity and spearhead the proclama
tion of the gospel in the regions beyond 
the city. Paul himself placed apostles 
and prophets at the head of the list of 
gifted persons (see 1 Cor. 12:27-28) but 
was careful to balance this teaching 
with a parallel emphasis on the gifted
ness of all within the community. The 
Epistle to the Ephesians declares that 
for the purpose of edifying the whole 
body Christ has given gifted leaders to 
the church (see Eph. 4:1 Iff). The pasto
ral epistles assert that because of its 
importance, eldership is a worthy goal 
to which believers should aspire (see 1 
Tim. 3:1), and all would-be office hold
ers should first pass stringent spiritual 
requirements (see 1 Tim. 3:2-13).

The New Testament, however, places 
the primacy of leaders within the con
text of an equal emphasis on servant
hood and humility as the marks of true 
leadership. Leaders ought never to see 
their positions as a source of pride or an 
excuse for dominating others. They are 
to serve the people (see Mark 10:41-45), 
ministering as shepherds and exam
ples, never as overlords (see 1 Pet. 5:1- 
5).

The covenant ecclesiology of Congre
gationalism returns us to the concept of 
ekklesia. Congregationalism asserts 
that ultimately the essence of the true 
church lies with its people. But the ekk
lesia is no ordinary collection of per
sons. Rather, because the church has 
been called out of the world by the 
preaching of the gospel in order to 
stand in covenant, it is constituted by 
people with a special consciousness. Be
cause its participants all confess alle
giance to Christ, the community is con

scious of its standing as a body under 
His lordship; it is a community in cove
nant with God through Christ. At the 
same time, their mutual confession of 
Jesus as the Christ means that mem
bers are conscious of their special 
standing in fellowship with one anoth
er; their shared commitment to be dis
ciples of the Lord entails a commitment 
to one another. The church-constitut
ing covenant, therefore, is a mutual 
agreement to walk together as the peo
ple of God. And because of this mutual 
covenant, each member senses a re
sponsibility to nurture the confession 
of Christ in all others. In short, because 
of Christ the church is a community of 
believers in covenant with God and 
with one another.

Although our congregationalist fore
bears correctly affirmed that the 
church is constituted by people who en
ter into covenant, we must not lose 
sight of the fact that the church tran
scends the totality of its members at 
any given time. Through the covenant 
we enter a fellowship that has already 
enjoyed a covenantal history. This real
ization balances our earlier observa
tion that the believer is logically prior 
to the church. Rather than focusing on 
the primacy of either, we must declare 
that the church and the believer are 
mutually interdependent. Because the 
coming together of believers in mutual 
covenant constitutes it, the church is 
the covenant community of individ
uals. At the same time, the church, pos
sessing a history and tradition that 
transcends its present membership, 
gives birth through the proclamation of 
the gospel to the faith of those who en
ter the covenant community.

The Center of Ecclesiology
While helpful, the traditional themes 
Baptists generally employ as the foun
dational motifs for the construction of 
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ecclesiology are incomplete. Two addi
tional points of departure can assist us 
in our constructive project. Both relate 
to the central congregational theme of 
the covenant community.

If we were to point to one topic that 
above all others has been the recipient 
of the labors of biblical scholars and 
theologians in the 20th century, it no 
doubt would be the kingdom of God.— 
In fact, the rise of kingdom theology 
has meant that any ecclesiology which 
purports to be biblical must speak to 
the issue of the relationship of the 
church to God’s reign.19

Although the rediscovery of this con
cept is a 20th-century phenomenon, the 
relationship between the church and 
the kingdom is actually an old theme. 
Augustine wrestled with it, and his po
sition—or perhaps a misunderstanding 
of it—formed the basis for the virtual 
equating of the earthly reality of the di
vine kingdom with the visible church 
that came to characterize ecclesiology 
in the Middle Ages. The claim of medi
eval Roman Catholicism that presence 
in the visible church was tantamount 
to being in the kingdom of God, coupled 
with the sacramental system and the 
power of excommunication, invested 
great power in the clergy. Many Protes
tants followed a similar path in that 
they equated the kingdom with the in
visible church, the spiritual body of 
Christ. Even in 19th-century liberal 
thinking the idea persisted, as the king
dom of God was closely linked with the 
society of people of good will. Hence, 
the Baptist thinker Hezekiah Harvey 
of Hamilton Theological Seminary 
could write: "The church is the visible, 
earthly form of the kingdom of Christ, 
and is the divine organization appoint
ed for its advancement and triumph.”20

In evangelical circles an opposite re
sponse to the question of the relation
ship between the church and the king

dom took root through the influence of 
dispensationalism, which introduced a 
rigid, even metaphysical dichotomy be
tween the church and the kingdom. In 
its classical form, dispensationalism de
fines the kingdom as the future, millen
nial, temporal rule of Messiah over the 
earth. During the millennium, promi
nence will be given to Israel, God’s 
earthly people, whereas the church is 
the spiritual, heavenly people of God.

By reintroducing the eschatological 
dimension to ecclesiology, dispensa
tionalism has served an important pur
pose. Yet the dispensationalist disjunc
tion, like its Augustinian alternative, is 
an oversimplification of what is in real
ity a complex relationship that binds 
the church to the kingdom. We dare 
neither equate nor radically separate 
the church and the kingdom. Instead, 
the church is the product of the king
dom,21 produced by the obedient re
sponse to the announcement of the 
kingdom.

The link of the church to the reign of 
God means that ecclesiology has an un
avoidable future reference, an eschato
logical orientation which ought to 
shape our understanding. God’s king
dom is eschatological, for the fullness of 
the divine reign lies in the yet uncon
summated future. Consequently, the 
ekklesia is not called out merely to be 
an enclave of salvation or a ghetto of pi
ety beyond the wickedness of the sur
rounding world. Rather, believers en
ter into covenant with God and one 
another that they might be "the escha
tological community,” the fellowship 
existing to pioneer in the present the 
principles that characterize the reign 
of God.

This eschatologically based under
standing suggests what we may term a 
"process model” of the church. Ulti
mately, our corporate life, like the indi
vidual Christian life, is constituted by 
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neither its past nor its present but by 
its future. What the church is, is deter
mined by what the church is destined to 
become. And the church is directed to
ward the destiny God intends for hu
mankind—participation in the con
summated reign of God. The mission of 
the church, therefore, is not limited to 
bringing into the fold those elected be
fore the creation of the world. Rather, 
it includes the task of actualizing in the 
present—modeling for the world to see 
and as a sign of the eschatological reali
ty—the glorious human fellowship that 
will come at the consummation of his
tory. For this reason the church in
cludes within its boundaries all who de
clare their allegiance to Jesus as Lord. 
And the church strives to be a pro
phetic voice in society, to proclaim by 
word and action what it means to live 
under the guidelines of the kingdom of 
God—love, peace, justice, and 
righteousness.

As helpful an advancement over older 
approaches as the kingdom-based eccle- 
siology may be, it, too, does not paint the 
complete picture.—It leaves yet unan
swered the question concerning the ac
tual nature of the eschatological com
munity God is seeking to bring to pass. 
One more perspective must be added— 
that of the church as the community of 
love which thereby reflects the nature 
of the triune God.22 This thesis returns 
us to the doctrine of God—theology 
proper—as providing the ultimate 
foundation for ecclesiology, for ulti
mately our ecclesiology must take its 
point of departure from its relationship 
to the reality of God.

Baptists rightly affirm that God’s 
program in the world is directed to indi
vidual humans in the midst of their sin 
and need. Unfortunately this empha
sis, correct as it is, has all too often re
sulted in an inadequate ecclesiology, re
flecting a truncated soteriology, arising 

from a faulty theology. The church is 
far more than a collection of saved indi
viduals who band together for the task 
of winning the lost. Rather, the pro
gram of God includes but moves beyond 
the salvation of the individual, over
flowing the human person in solitary 
aloneness to encompass human social 
interaction. And it moves beyond the 
isolated human realm to encompass all 
creation. God’s concern does not end 
with the redeemed individual; He de
sires a reconciled humankind (see Eph. 
2:14-19) living on the renewed creation 
and enjoying the presence of God (see 
Rev. 21:l-5a).

This corporate-cosmic dimension of 
God’s program arises from the wider 
biblical soteriology as related to the 
fuller biblical picture of the nature of 
guilt and estrangement. We are es
tranged from God, of course. But es
trangement also taints our relation
ships with one another, with ourselves, 
and with creation. Consequently not 
only is the divine program directed to
ward the establishment of "peace with 
God” in isolation; but it also extends to 
the healing of all relationships—to our
selves, to one another, and to nature.

God’s interest in the creation of the 
reconciled community arises out of the 
divine nature. Reformed theology has 
traditionally focused on God’s glory as 
the final rationale and goal for the 
work of creation and salvation. How
ever, the way theologians frame their 
understanding of the divine glory often 
leaves us with the impression that God 
is a cosmic superegotist demanding all 
praise and honor. He appears to be dia
metrically opposite from what He sets 
forth as the ideal human character, de
manding that in our actions we remain 
self-effacing while directing His activi
ties toward His exaltation.

God’s glory may indeed be the final 
goal of all God’s actions. But this theme 
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must be understood in a trinitarian 
sense as arising out of God’s reality as 
the triune one rather than as a solitary 
subject. Simply stated, God’s purposes 
are directed toward bringing His high
est creation—humankind—to reflect 
the eternal divine nature, that is, to
ward bringing us to be in actuality the 
image of God.

But what is the divine nature? A re
curring, central theme of the Bible is 
that God is love. This attribute—love— 
characterizes God even apart from the 
world. The Christian doctrine of the 
Trinity provides the key to understand
ing how this can be the case. Love is a 
relational term, requiring both subject 
and object. (Someone loves someone 
else.) Were God a solitary acting sub
ject, God would require the world as the 
object of His love in order to be the lov
ing one. But the doctrine of the Trinity 
asserts that throughout eternity God is 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—a multi
plicity within the divine unity. The 
classical formulation of the doctrine as 
espoused by Augustine moves a step 
further. The foundation for the triunity 
of God lies with the eternal relation be
tween the Father and the Son, a rela
tion of love that is concretized in the 
third person, the Holy Spirit.23 Conse
quently, through all eternity God is the 
community of love.

The understanding of the divine real
ity as the community of love carries far- 
reaching ecclesiological implications. 
God’s purpose is to bring glory to His 
own triune nature by establishing a 
reconciled creation in which humans 
reflect to one another and to nature the 
reality of the Creator. The church, in 
turn, is called to mirror as far as pos
sible in the midst of the brokenness of 
the present that eschatological ideal 
community of love, which is derived 
from the divine essence Himself. Hence 
the church is to be the community of 

love, that fellowship of individuals who 
are bound together by the love present 
among them through the power of 
God’s Spirit.

In short, the triune God desires that 
human beings be brought together into 
a corporate whole, into a fellowship of 
reconciliation which reflects God’s own 
eternal essence. Since the New Testa
ment era the focal point of the recon
ciled society in history has been the 
church of Jesus Christ, the covenant 
people who pioneer in the present the 
community of love and thereby reflect 
the eternal nature of the triune God, 
which community we will enjoy in the 
great eschatological fellowship on the 
renewed earth.

When we are able to lay hold of, and 
then articulate clearly this vision of the 
church, we will begin a process that can 
lead to a new sense of the presence of 
God within the Christian fellowship of 
love which in turn will spill over into a 
renewed worship "in spirit and in 
truth” of the triune community of love, 
the eternal God who is our Creator and 
Savior.
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The Priesthood of All 
Believers: A Paradigm 
for Church Renewal
REGGIE McNEAL

We need renewal in our churches. Few 
would argue that point. But what vehi
cle will serve to bring renewal to my 
church and yours? Is revitalizing Sun
day School the key? Will two revivals a 
year fill the bill? Is the answer a differ
ent worship format? Should we begin 
home cell groups?

Part of the answer lies in assessing 
the nature of renewal. Let me define 
what I mean by renewal by declaring 
first what it is not. Renewal is not more 
excitement about church activities. It is 
not greater numbers at church func
tions, in the budget columns, or even in 
baptisms. Whereas these and other ba
rometers might indicate the presence 
of renewal, they can be achieved by oth
er means.

What constitutes real renewal? Au
thentic renewal occurs when God’s peo
ple accept their commission to live on 
mission for Him in the world. Achiev
ing renewal of this character will re
quire more than merely performing 
cosmetic surgery on the church sched
ule or ministry program.

Genuine renewal requires a solid 
theological base to be sustained. We 
need a paradigm, a model. I suggest we 
have just that in the biblical doctrine of 
the priesthood of all believers. In fact, I 
would argue that the doctrine of uni
versal priesthood offers the most cor
rective model for the renewal of the 
contemporary church if we have the 
courage to practice it. In this article I 
attempt to defend this assertion.

We can first challenge misunder
standings among Baptists about this 
biblical doctrine. Currently the priest
hood of believers serves as a battle cry 
in our denomination. For some, raising 
the standard of universal priesthood 
signals the right of voting individual 
conscience. Others maintain the doc
trine has gained little attention in our 
theology and is a ploy by opponents to 
undermine authority. Both approaches 
demonstrate a lack of understanding 
and an improper expression of the 
priesthood of all believers. They serve 
to point out, however, the heresies com
monly associated with this doctrine. As 
with most heresy, the position has 
enough truth to make it believable. In 
this case, it is the half-truth of giving 
this biblical doctrine a highly individ
ualistic interpretation emphasizing be
lievers’ privileges.

Findley Edge pointed out that uni
versal priesthood carries far larger im
plications: "What Baptists and others 
of the free church tradition have failed 
to understand adequately is that the 
priesthood of believers also teaches 
that every Christian is a priest or min
ister and thus has a ministry to per
form.”1 This emphasis on Christian re
sponsibility does the most justice to the 
truth contained in the biblical texts re
lated to this doctrine.

Biblical Foundations
The occasion carried enormous signifi
cance. After their escape from bondage 
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in Egypt, the people of Israel came to 
Sinai. For Moses the event signaled the 
fulfillment of a promise given to him by 
Yahweh when he was commissioned as 
the leader of the enslaved nation. God 
had assured Moses that a free Israel 
would worship him on the mountain of 
the burning bush (see Ex. 3:12). With 
eager anticipation Moses ascended the 
mountain to meet with Yahweh:

Then Moses went up to God, and the 
Lord called to him from the mountain 
and said, "This is what you are to say 
to the house of Jacob and what you 
are to tell the people of Israel: You 
yourselves have seen what I did to 
Egypt, and how I carried you on ea
gles’ wings and brought you to myself. 
Now if you obey me fully and keep my 
covenant, then out of all nations you 
will be my treasured possession. Al
though the whole earth is mine, you 
will be for me a kingdom of priests 
and a holy nation.’ These are the 
words you are to speak to the Israel
ites” (Ex. 19:3-6, NIV).2

In this significant covenant proposal of 
God to Israel one finds the Old Testa
ment background for the doctrine of 
the priesthood of all believers. God des
ignated Israel as a "kingdom of priests” 
among all peoples of the world.

Cyril Eastwood summarized three 
truths that stand out clearly in early 
Jewish teaching on this subject.3 First, 
the priestly prerogative extended to the 
whole community. A high privilege had 
been afforded the Israelites. Second, 
the priestly duties rested on each mem
ber of the community. And third, Isra
el’s mission under Yahweh’s kingship 
was priestly in character, especially in 
relation to non-Israelite peoples.

Israel’s commission from God in
volved all the people. Their designation 
as priests was a way God intended to 
teach them and others about Himself. 
However, as a distinct Aaronic priest

hood developed, a shift occurred toward 
sacerdotalism. Eastwood offered six 
reasons for this transition: (1) the influ
ence of rival religions in Canaan; (2) the 
rise of the written tradition, as distinct 
from the oral, with the corresponding 
rise of Levites and scribes; (3) a height
ened sense for the necessity of repeti
tious sacrifices for sin in light of the ho
liness of Yahweh; (4) the increasingly 
hereditary nature of the priesthood; (5) 
the centralization of worship at Jerusa
lem; and (6) the assumption of greater 
power by the priests in the absence of a 
king during the postexilic period.4

The Old Testament reveals that a re
peated prophetic note sounded in Israel 
to remind them of their calling to be 
priests to the world. In the messages of 
the prophets, another picture also de
veloped to portray the mission of God’s 
chosen people—the suffering servant.

Isaiah’s songs of the servant embody 
the "kingdom of priests’ motif, even re
ferring to Israelites as The priests of 
the Lord’ and The ministers of our 
God’ ” (Isa. 51:6).5 Garrett concluded 
that the suffering servant concept 
uniquely affords a transition to the 
New Testament understanding of the 
high priesthood of Jesus and the result
ing priesthood of all Christians.

The most explicit statements of the 
priesthood of believers in the New Tes
tament are found in 1 Peter 2:5,9 and 
Revelation 1:6; 5:9,10. Peter and John 
clearly borrow both concept and lan
guage from Exodus 19:

You also, like living stones, are being 
built into a spiritual house to be a 
holy priesthood, offering spiritual sac
rifices acceptable to God through 
Jesus Christ... . But you are a chosen 
people, a royal priesthood, a holy na
tion, a people belonging to God, that 
you may declare the praises of him 
who called you out of darkness into 
his wonderful light (1 Pet. 2:5,9, NIV).
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John began his message to the 
churches in Revelation 1:6 by remind
ing them of their relationship to God as 
a result of Christ’s work, who "has 
made us to be a kingdom and priests to 
serve his God and Father” (NIV). Later, 
the apostle described a worship experi
ence in heaven as the elders and crea
tures around the throne break into a 
song of praise to the Lamb: "You are 
worthy to take the scroll and to open its 
seals, because you were slain, and with 
your blood you purchased men for God 
from every tribe and language and peo
ple and nation. You have made them to 
be a kingdom and priests to serve our 
God, and they will reign on the earth” 
(Rev. 5:9,10, NIV).

R. L. Child observed that Christian 
priesthood differs from Old Testament 
priesthood in three respects.6 (1) Since 
it is based on the atoning work of 
Christ, no further need exists for sacri
fice after the Old Testament pattern. 
(2) The priesthood of all believers repre
sents a service to God that is not limit
ed to certain representative officials 
but is expected from all of God’s people. 
(3) Christian priesthood expresses itself 
not in ritual acts but in personal ser
vice for God that is as multidimension
al as life itself.

Christian priesthood issues forth in 
"spiritual sacrifices.” Garrett noted 
pertinent passages which indicate at 
least four basic meanings or types of 
sacrifices: worship (see Heb. 9:14,13:15; 
Rom. 12:1); witness (see Rom. 15:15,16; 
Phil. 2:17); stewardship (see Phil. 4:18); 
and service (see Heb. 13:16).7 The "spir
itual sacrifices” of 1 Peter 2:5 which are 
to be offered up by Christian priests ex
tend into every area of life. The New 
Testament exhorts Christians to offer 
their entire lives in service to God.

The distinction between Old and 
New Testament teaching on the priest
hood of believers lies between promise 

and realization. The verbs in Exodus 19 
are future tense ("You will be a king
dom of priests,” NIV). John used the ao
rist tense in Revelation ("made us to be 
. . . priests,” NIV) indicating that an 
event has taken place once and for all. 
In 1 Peter the present tense ("you are .. 
. a royal priesthood,” v. 9, NIV) pre
sents the current position and status of 
Christians.

The unifying factor in the Bible on 
this doctrine is God’s design for His peo
ple, finally made possible through the 
life and death of His Son. The biblical 
emphasis is on the corporate people of 
God who have a mission that binds 
them together. In none of these pas
sages does the word priest appear in the 
singular; the term is either priesthood 
or priests.

Before going on to the larger agenda 
of the article, let’s draw some conclu
sions on the current polemical sloganiz
ing of the doctrine in light of biblical 
revelation. To call this biblical doctrine 
"the priesthood of the believer,” focus
ing on an individual’s freedom of con
science before God, reflects an inade
quate interpretation of the biblical 
materials. Whereas individual privi
leges result to the believer based on 
who he or she is in Christ, the doctrine 
of universal priesthood mainly speaks 
to the responsibility for God’s people to 
live up to His commission for them.

Neither does the doctrine undermine 
spiritual authority in the church nor 
the role of the pastor in leading the 
church. Some pastors have shied away 
from a real study of this biblical model 
for renewal because of these fears.

Simply put, the priesthood of believ
ers is a biblical doctrine developed to 
point out the corporate responsibility of 
God’s people to be on mission for Him 
in the world. It’s time to rescue this 
powerful biblical emphasis from de
nominational controversy and set it 
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free to challenge us all to a renewal 
that God desperately wants to give to 
His church.

How does this doctrine present a 
theological paradigm for church renew
al? Specifically, what are some of the 
implications of universal Christian 
priesthood for church life and practice?

Worship
The Revelation to John reveals that 
those who are the priests of God are en
gaged in ceaseless worship around the 
throne in heaven. When we worship 
God on earth, we are in dress rehearsal 
for the primary activity we will be in
volved in throughout eternity. Seen in 
this light, worship becomes the central 
activity of the church. The Bible wit
nesses to the truth that a person who 
has an encounter with the living God is 
changed by the experience. Much of 
what we push, pull, and cajole our peo
ple to do would be a natural conse
quence of their having genuine worship 
experiences week in and week out. Peo
ple who have God’s perspective on their 
lives are more teachable and more apt 
to change for the better. Worship facili
tates this change by putting them in 
touch with the God who created them, 
redeemed them, and called them to 
missional living.

We ministers need to ask ourselves 
the troubling question about the quali
ty of worship experience we provide for 
our people. If the church is an organ
ism, then worship is its oxygen, breath
ing life into it to sustain all its func
tions and systems. Are we providing 
fresh air that revives and refreshes, 
that renews the body? Do people leave 
with more energy and greater confi
dence for their life’s mission? That’s 
the bottom line.

Let’s get practical. What are some 
emphases, and possible correctives, 
that the priesthood of believers sug

gests for our worship?
The author of Hebrews calls on 

Christian priests to ’’continually offer 
to God a sacrifice of praise—the fruit of 
lips that confess his name” (Heb. 13:15, 
NIV). Again the glimpse into the 
throne room afforded to the apostle 
John revealed praise as the primary ac
tivity constantly going on around God.

Praise allows people to transcend the 
mundaneness of their earthbound ex
periences, to remember that the pains 
of a fallen world are short-lived, and to 
realize how great God really is. Praise 
grants us God’s perspective and power 
to get on with today in light of eternity.

If any one overriding characteristic 
should predominate our worship, it 
should be praise—energetic praise. If 
we fill our services with praise, the joy 
of the Lord will infuse strength into our 
congregations. That would spell renew
al for many of our people who live de
feated lives.

Our services would benefit from the 
inclusion of many more of God’s priests 
taking an active role in them. Reserv
ing the platform for only a few commu
nicates that ministry is the exclusive 
province of professionals. Children can 
lead in some readings. Families can 
each take lines in responsive readings. 
Drama can involve some in unique 
ways. Who says the pastor is the only 
one who can pray a pastoral prayer?

Renewal would come to many con
gregations if the offering of our worship 
claimed more of our attention. Predict
able orders of service do little to height
en people’s anticipation that God has 
something to say to them. The priest
hood of believers, biblically understood, 
focuses on worship as the centerpiece of 
church life.

Spiritual Gifts
Much has been written about this sub
ject in the past two decades. My focus 
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here is to show that the doctrine of 
Christian priesthood provides the un
derlying theological basis for employ
ing gifts as a means for church renewal.

A recent Gallup poll indicated that 
only 10 percent of laypeople are in
volved in ministry. Fifty percent said 
they did not want to be involved in any 
type of lay ministry. However, 40 per
cent responded that they would like to 
be involved in ministry but did not 
know how or had never been asked. 
That tells us our personnel shortage in 
the church is not just the members’ 
problem with commitment. Our human 
resources shortage is caused by a wrong 
methodology for tapping people’s re
sources for the kingdom. That wrong 
approach begins with an inadequate 
view of the people as God’s chosen and 
equipped priests to do His work.

In traditional church life we operate 
with a philosophy of ministry that is 
too constrictive when it comes to using 
the giftedness of God’s people. This is 
seen both in what gifts we allow to find 
expression in the church and how we go 
about staffing our ministry programs.

Often we focus on only a few gifts. 
Out of the 20 or so gifts listed in the 
New Testament (see 1 Cor. 12; Eph. 4; 
Rom. 12; 1 Pet. 4), we usually structure 
into the church ministry the gifts we 
can involve either administratively or 
educationally. Others receive little at
tention or notice, either because we 
have some problem with their expres
sion (the so-called "manifestational” 
gifts are alien to most of our experi
ence) or have failed to think through 
how the other gifts might be used to ad
vance the kingdom.

We need to allow room to express a 
wide range of gifts. For instance, what 
ministry expression do we offer those 
with the gift of mercy? Identifying 
those with this gift might encourage 
meaningful benevolence in a spiritual 

context for needy people in the church 
or community. What about those with 
the gift of hospitality? Would they 
make good greeters at the church 
doors? Why not team them with some 
evangelistically gifted folk for outreach 
coffees or dinners? The possibilities 
with gift mixes are endless.

Our typical recruiting procedures do 
not always affirm the gifts of our peo
ple. We begin with an organizational 
chart of positions to be filled. Often we 
give little thought to the gift mixes that 
would best suit a person to do a job. The 
result is that we are organizationally 
minded rather than people minded. We 
put people in jobs for which they have 
little passion or in which they are des
tined to fail, sometimes burning them 
out and ruining them for other minis
try involvement.

Operating our churches on the basis 
of spiritual gifts would free us to devel
op more intentional congregational 
ministries. We should ask ourselves, 
"What gifts has God given to our con
gregation?” Developing a ministry 
strategy based on what the church 
down the street is doing, or even based 
on needs, ignores the design of the 
Spirit for our particular church body.

Moving to a gift-based ministry in
volves several steps. First, you as pas
tor and/or leader need to have your 
own theology of gifts worked out in 
terms of how they will be expressed in 
the church’s ministry. For instance, 
some styles of worship involving cer
tain gifts may or may not be acceptable 
to the church constituency. Or, for an
other example, some congregations 
may adopt more aggressive community 
ministries than others to allow the use 
of gifts of mercy or evangelism.

A second step in moving to a gifts
based ministry is the teaching/discov
ery stage. The congregation needs to be 
informed about their giftedness. A bal
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anced presentation of biblical, theologi
cal, and philosophical concerns on spir
itual gifts would serve to heighten the 
sense of personal and corporate poten
tial for missional living. A number of 
instruments are now available to help 
individuals inventory their gifts.

A third stage of congregational gifts 
development is the experimental phase 
where members are given the chance to 
exercise their gifts. This process is on
going, yielding additional insight into 
the believer’s best areas of service. Pe
riodic opportunity for reassignment or 
reallocation of gift resources within the 
congregation should be planned.

The biblical notion of the priesthood 
of believers presumes we will operate 
our ministries based on the spiritual 
giftedness of our people. A deliberate 
strategy aimed at accomplishing this 
objective would result in an explosion 
of energy, talent, and ministry among 
the laity—in short, real renewal.

Mutual Accountability for Growth
The doctrine of universal priesthood 
carries an implicit notion of our priest- 
ing one another in the body. "We are 
priests to each other. I do not priest me. 
I priest you and vice versa. On this the 
community of witness takes its rise. 
Without it no church exists at all.”8

We have made some assumptions 
about personal spiritual growth that 
need to be challenged. By and large we 
have adopted an educational model to 
do the job of growing believers in their 
walk with God. We have assumed that 
Christians, armed with enough infor
mation, will make positive changes to
ward becoming more like Jesus.

This approach has a major flaw. It ig
nores a basic human condition. We are 
all addicts to sin. We can no more over
come our addiction through more infor
mation than an alcoholic can change 
simply by being informed about the 

evils of alcohol.
We need to be held accountable for 

our growth. When the Son of God came 
to change the world, He established a 
small group where the members could 
hold one another accountable for their 
spiritual development.

The secular world beats us at our 
own game. The proliferation of addic
tion recovery and support groups veri
fies Jesus’ approach. Using principles 
of mutual confession and accountabil
ity, these groups are powerful forces for 
change in hundreds of thousands of 
peoples’ lives.

For renewal to come the church must 
intentionally provide a conducive envi
ronment for small-group development. 
These groups can include discipleship, 
mission action, support, Bible study, or 
prayer ministry. They must respond to 
various needs and commitment levels. 
Since time is a scarce commodity, some 
current church programming may 
need to be limited or eliminated so that 
people will have time to participate.

Does developing small groups rein
vent the wheel since Sunday School is 
already in place in most churches? Not 
really. Sunday School provides a vital 
function of teaching the biblical revela
tion and providing a general care net 
for the church. But its agenda and de
sign does not usually promote an atmo
sphere for vulnerability and account
ability. People drop in and out. Class 
members are not recruited to be com
mitted to one another. The trust level 
simply is not high enough in many in
stances to afford the kind of sharing 
that leads to breakthrough growth.

Long-term and genuine renewal can 
be sustained in our churches only if 
Christians are growing. This is best ac
complished if believers are positively 
accountable to one another. The doc
trine of the priesthood of believers of
fers a theological basis for challenging 
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church members to encourage one an
other in their spiritual pilgrimage.

A Restoration of Community
Jesus intended the church to be a com
munity. The term each other is found 
51 times in the New Testament. Any re
newal effort must emphasize the im
portance of a healthy corporate church 
life for maintaining vitality in the be
liever’s personal, Christian experience.

Militating against church communi
ty life and therefore, renewal in Ameri
can culture is the credo of individual
ism inherent in Western thought and 
nurtured in our own country’s develop
ment. Baptist thinkers have also em
phasized individual rights and demo
cratic principles. Commenting on the 
work of Isaac Backus and John Leland, 
early Baptist leaders in America, John 
McLoughlin noted that they "stressed 
the egalitarianism, the rampant indi
vidualism, and the perfectionist con
cept of majority rule which formed the 
basis of the American 'experiment in 
republican government’ after 1775.”9 
The same can be said of many major 
Baptist thinkers throughout American 
history.10

Coupled with philosophical and polit
ical thought, the pioneer spirit engen
dered by the settling of America fur
ther exalted the cult of the rugged 
individual. Baptist church life, growing 
indigenously in frontier soil, was 
shaped by this ethos, as were all 
institutions.11

In the new world and particularly on 
the frontier, Christianity became priva
tized. Revivalism—to which Baptists 
owe our amazing growth in New En
gland, the South, and the frontier—was 
an expression of this trend. "Revival
ism flourished because its appeal was to 
individuals; in a real sense it may be 
characterized as an Americanization of 
Christianity, for in it Christianity was 

shaped to meet America’s needs.”12
For the most part Baptists have re

flected our culture and placed a high 
degree of emphasis on an individualis
tic interpretation and understanding of 
Christian priesthood. "This means that 
the exaggerated individualism of Bap
tists, which ignores the Christian com
munity and the church, is a perversion 
of the doctrine which was so dear to the 
early church.”13

Christians are called to stand pro
phetically in relationship to culture. 
American individualism threatens the 
effectiveness of the church in being the 
church. The doctrine of the priesthood 
of believers can serve as a crucial cor
rective by restoring community and re
newal to Baptist church life.

Integration vs. Fragmentation
As the 90s progress, people in our 
churches will increasingly cope with 
fragmentation and diffusion. W. Bing
ham Hunter illustrated this modern 
phenomenon as the "T.V. Dinner” life, 
with compartments apportioned to var
ious concerns (job, family, spiritual life, 
recreation, etc.).14 Among the results of 
this life-style is a sacred/secular dichot
omy, where God is relegated to a part of 
life and most of life lacks any seeming 
spiritual significance.

The misconception that all religious 
activities go on inside the church build
ing or are related to maintaining the 
church organization reflects this distor
tion. Many laypeople (and pastors!) 
"tend to think of Christian service in 
terms of what they do in the church 
building rather than out in the world 
where they really live and work and 
find their meaning.”15

Here’s where the doctrine of Chris
tian priesthood can help. This biblical 
doctrine overcomes the artificial dis
tinction between sacred and secular by 
pointing out the primary arena where 
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the ministry of the laity will find ex
pression—in the world.

The ministry of the laity of God is di
rected outward to the world. God’s 
temple-people go forth into the world 
under orders, . . . invading the pre
cincts of the profane under the ban
ner of God’s claim upon all the earth. 
God’s "royal priesthood” serves in the 
world beneath the high priesthood of 
Christ, enjoying direct access to the 
divine presence, using that access to 
intercede for the world with which it 
has identified itself in obedience to 
the model of the earthly ministry of 
Jesus.16
The view of life afforded by the no

tion of Christian priesthood provides 
badly needed integration. Helping our 
people overcome the fragmentation of 
modern life will bring about renewal in 
their lives.

Renewal: Being Ready for the Future
Business as usual will not get the job 
done for the church in the days ahead. 
It never really has. Nothing less than 
renewal will equip our people for the 
challenges that lie ahead as we rush to
ward the end of this millennium.

Renewal is the antidote for a sterile 
and innocuous Christianity. George 
Barna argued that people making deci
sions about church in the future will 
quickly size up the genuineness of the 
congregation: "Are these people 'real,’ 
and can they be trusted, or is it simply a 
religious ritual, a social game they 
play?”18 A church in renewal will send 
out vital signs of authentic Christian
ity, registered in its:

• vibrant worship characterized by 
praise

• multi-faceted ministry based on 
spiritual giftedness

• atmosphere fostering mutual ac

countability for spiritual growth
• emphasis on the health of the com

munity of faith to battle personal 
fragmentation.

The biblical doctrine of the priest
hood of all believers, rightly under
stood and courageously implemented, 
can serve to ignite the fires of renewal 
and allow the church to be what God 
has always intended—His people on 
mission for Him in the world.
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The Significance 
of Christian Symbols 
in Spiritual Formation
ALAN MELTON

This article provides a historical survey 
of the primary symbols of Christian 
spiritual formation. It focuses on such 
symbolism in the following eras of 
church history: the biblical era, the pa
tristic period (early church), the medi
eval Christianity period, the Protestant 
Reformation, the Free Church tradi
tion, and the contemporary era. In 
evaluating the significance of symbols 
in these specific eras of Christian spiri
tual formation, three major questions 
are addressed. First, what were the 
most popular symbols for this era? Sec
ond, what did these symbols mean to 
the church in this era? Third, how did 
the church use these symbols in spiri
tual formation?

This article constitutes only a brief 
examination of selected symbols, and 
no attempt at an exhaustive analysis is 
possible. Rather, the purpose of this ar
ticle is to show that certain symbols, 
significant in contemporary spiritual 
formation, are those rooted in the his
tory of the Christian church.

Many scholars readily admit that a 
sense of the symbolic is neglected in 
modern life. John Sanford wrote that 
"only in recent centuries have we lost 
our ability to come closer to unknown 
spiritual realities through symbolic ex
pression.”1 In the Bible and the early 
church, the use of symbols for spiritual 
enhancement was an accepted practice. 
Morton Kelsey said: "So many church
es have tried to become intellectual and 
eliminate the rich, meaningful symbol

ism from their Christianity. . . . The 
stained glass windows, statues and im
ages of the church can do more to feed 
the soul than all the concepts that 
could be put into a sermon.”2

Bill Leonard, a Baptist church histo
rian, suggested that "symbols and litur
gies are necessary to the exercise of 
Christian spirituality.”3 Leonard fur
ther affirmed that many in today’s 
church fail to recognize the signifi
cance of symbols within Christian tra
dition. He sees the use of symbol and 
liturgy as one of three major means of 
spiritual formation found in the history 
of the Christian church.4 This article 
seeks to trace that important history.

The Biblical Era
The Hebrews did not distinguish be
tween the physical and the spiritual. 
The spiritual expressed itself in the 
physical, and everything had the capac
ity for symbolic significance.5

The significant symbols of Hebrew 
faith centered around the worship life 
of the community. Early Jewish wor
ship focused on the tabernacle, a porta
ble sanctuary symbolizing the presence 
of God. Associated with the tabernacle 
were the symbols of the mercy seat and 
the veil. The different materials used in 
constructing the tabernacle were also 
given symbolic power, signifying vari
ous degrees of holiness held by the wor
shipers. William Willimon noted that 
"these spatial and cultic expressions of 
the nearness, distance and approach
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ability of the divine are typical of the 
worship of Israel.”6

Tabernacle worship later gave way to 
temple worship. In the Book of Isaiah, a 
typical temple worship experience is 
described in terms of such symbols as a 
throne, cherubim, smoke, and burning 
coal. These are representative symbols 
of temple life.7 Temple worship consist
ed of the great sacrifices of the various 
sacred seasons of the year including: 
Feast of Weeks, Tabernacles, Passover, 
and burnt offerings.8 Numerous objects 
relating to these feasts took on symbol
ic meaning: king, palace, temple, 
priesthood, sacrifices, laws, etc.9 The 
most powerful symbols were those re
lated to the sacrifice event: the blame
less lamb, the lamb’s blood, and the al
tar upon which the sacrifice was 
made.10 In these events of temple wor
ship, people reenacted what they be
lieved to be the action of God toward 
them. In the picturesque scene of the 
lamb’s sacrifice, they experienced 
God’s forgiveness of their sin.

With the destruction of the temple in 
586 B.C., Israel’s symbols changed. The 
symbols of the exiles were not of a place 
but of a book—the Torah—and a pres
ence—the ark of the covenant.11 Also 
during this time synagogue worship de
veloped. Prayer and Scripture reading 
became the predominant symbolic ex
pressions of faith. Readings from the 
Torah, a symbol of righteousness and 
law, took the place of the symbol of the 
sacrificial lamb of temple worship.12

Another aspect of Jewish worship 
pertained to the home. The most impor
tant religious meal eaten by the family 
was the Passover meal, which symbol
ized the Exodus from Egypt. Much of 
Jewish home worship centered around 
the table and the sacred meals eaten by 
the family. The power of these house
hold symbols extends through New 
Testament times to the present day.

Willimon noted, "Our ritual use of wa
ter, oil, bread, and wine have obvious 
antecedents in Jewish rites.”13

By the time of Jesus, the symbols of 
the Jewish temple had begun to lose 
much of their meaning. During His life
time, the parable as a means of commu
nicating religious truth became an im
portant symbol. Also, through His 
actions, Jesus gave tremendous mean
ing to baptism and the eucharist.14 His 
own baptism brought significance to 
the act for all later Christians, and His 
final meal with His disciples came to be 
understood as one of the most powerful 
symbols of the Christian faith. The 
symbolic value of meals continued in 
the New Testament era. Jesus shared 
many meals with His disciples. This 
fact, combined with the significance 
given to the meals in the history of Ju
daism, brought rich meaning to the 
early Christians. Breaking of bread 
came to symbolize the power of Pente
cost and the birth of the church. The 
Lord’s Supper symbolized the passover 
from death to life, fellowship in Christ, 
and the joyful taste of the messianic 
banquet; and it became a paradigm for 
the entire Christian life.15

The water of baptism also continued 
to be a significant symbol for the New 
Testament church. Water symbolized 
the washing of sin, purification, and 
initiation into the community. The act 
of baptism incorporated all the symbol
ic meaning of water including creation, 
birth, life, death, and cleansing.16

Important symbolism also centered 
around the person of Jesus. This was es
pecially true of the symbolic titles giv
en to Him. Two popular titles were the 
Good Shepherd and the Lamb of God. 
Jesus was understood to be the true 
Paschal Lamb (see 1 Cor. 5:7) who takes 
away the sin of the world (see John 
1:29). Further associated with Jesus 
was His death on the cross—the chief 
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salvation symbol in New Testament 
times. The cross was seen as the central 
event procuring salvation for believers 
and the model for Christian living. The 
power of the cross symbol began in the 
events recorded in the New Testament, 
and it continues today. "Since the New 
Testament era, the cross has become 
the one universal symbol of salvation 
through Christ, emphasizing both his 
death for the sins of the world and the 
new life he gives.”17

Paul continued the Jewish worship 
heritage in his emphasis on the symbol 
of the law as expressed in the Torah. 
But since the temple no longer existed, 
the early Christians could not turn to a 
building symbol. Instead they turned to 
the symbol of a body, the body of Christ. 
This symbol became central in Pauline 
writings. Tied to this symbol were bap
tism and the Lord’s Supper. Baptism 
was seen as initiation into the Body of 
Christ and the Lord’s Supper as the 
continuing presence of that Body in the 
world.18

The primary symbols of spiritual for
mation for both the Hebrews and the 
early Christians centered around the 
worship life of the community. The fo
cus changed from the tabernacle, to the 
temple, to the exile, and finally to the 
person of Jesus Christ. The continua
tion of the life of Christ found later ex
pression in the symbols of bread, wine, 
and water of the Lord’s Supper and 
baptism.

The Patristic Period
The early church continued to find sig
nificant symbols in their experience of 
worship life. The early church began as 
a house-church movement. Christian 
artwork discovered from homes of this 
period and in the dark catacombs of 
Rome reveals some of the more impor
tant symbols in the life of the Christian 
community.19

One of the most popular symbols was 
the flood and the different objects sur
rounding that event, i.e., the ark, the 
water, and the dove. Early Christians 
linked the presence of water and the 
dove at the flood to the baptism of Jesus 
and to their own baptisms. Pictures of 
boats and water were commonly found 
on catacomb walls. These symbols re
lated to the careers of the disciples, to 
baptism, and to the journey of faith. 
The boat soon became a symbol for the 
church. The shape of the boat as simi
lar to that of both a cradle and a coffin 
symbolized that the church was inclu
sive of all of life—birth through death. 
Also significant was the water symbol
ism of the anchor and the lighthouse 
which symbolized Christ as the strong
hold and guide for the Christian’s life.20

A second major symbol for the early 
Christians was the fish. The fish sym
bolized communion, God, and Jesus 
Himself. In communion the fish re
minded the church of the feeding of the 
five thousand. The fish which swam 
deep in the sea became a symbol for the 
God whose presence they experienced 
in the baptismal waters. Jesus, as the 
one who multiplied the fishes and the 
loaves, was also associated with the fish 
symbol. The fish was often depicted in 
the frescoes of the catacombs along 
with the barley loaves, as a eucharistic 
reminder to those who worshiped 
there.21

In the early house church at Dura 
(A.D. 232), water was revered as a pow
erful symbol related to Moses’ striking 
the rock, the wedding feast at Cana, 
and Jesus as the living water. Other 
symbols evident in the wall paintings 
in Dura were the raising of Lazarus, 
Daniel in the lions den, and the three 
men in the fiery furnace.22

Later New Testament images, such 
as the baptism of Jesus and scenes from 
the Lord’s Supper, were pictured in the 
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frescoes. Ernest Johnson stated, "All 
these works of power provided the 
guarantee of deliverance from sin and 
death and their simple graphic repre
sentation helped the non-literate to ap
preciate immediately what was offered 
to them in the Church.23

In addition to Christian symbols, 
early Christians also used pagan im
ages. They used any symbol possible to 
communicate the truth. Christ was of
ten represented by figures of Hermes. 
Other Christian symbols that repre
sented Christ were variations on the 
"chi-rho” letters (first two letters of 
Greek word for Christ), and the "IHS” 
letters (first three letters of Greek word 
for Jesus).24

The frescoes found on the walls of the 
ancient catacombs and in the house 
churches show that Christian symbols 
were used freely, in spite of biblical 
warnings against the use of images. 
This practice continued until A.D. 313 
when Constantine changed the focus of 
Christian symbolism from the use of 
symbols in the secrecy of Christian wor
ship to the displaying of Christian sym
bols on mighty churches for everyone 
to see.25

Two important documents from the 
period of the early church reveal a 
great deal about how symbols were 
used in spiritual formation. The Apos
tolic Tradition describes community 
worship life in the church of Hippoly- 
tus of Rome in A.D. 215. Much symbol
ism was employed in the service of bap
tism. The service began with ritual 
bathing by the catacumens, followed by 
fasting and symbolic acts of exorcism 
by the priest. Then a prayer over the 
water was offered noting the events of 
the Bible which water brings to mind: 
creation, deliverance, crossing the Red 
Sea, Moses’ striking the rock, Mary’s 
womb, the river Jordan, living water, 
water which flowed from Christ’s side, 

and the water of paradise. Every pos
sible symbolic use of water was includ
ed. Then came anointing with oil, re
moval of clothing, and baptism into the 
water three times, once for each mem
ber of the Trinity. After baptism came 
the oil of thanksgiving, a white robe for 
purity, the sign of the cross for salva
tion, and the holy kiss. Finally, the can
didate was given a cup of water symbol
izing inner baptism, a cup of milk, and 
a cup of honey symbolizing the fulfill
ment of the promised land.26 This elab
orate use of symbolism illustrates how 
powerful were the biblical symbols to 
the early church and how the church 
wove together symbols from the Old 
and the New Testaments to make their 
experience of faith meaningful.

What was true of baptism was also 
true of the Lord’s Supper. In the Di- 
dache (A.D. 100), the church was in
structed to observe the Lord’s Supper 
or eucharist on the first day of the 
week.27 For this service the worshipers 
brought actual loaves of bread from 
their tables along with jugs of wine.28 
After lengthy prayers and other sym
bolic gestures by the leader, these offer
ings of bread and wine were brought 
forward and laid on the altar.29 The use 
of visual symbols was equal to the use 
of spoken symbols or words. The life of 
the early church reveals that what 
started out as a moderate use of sym
bols in Judaism and New Testament 
times grew significantly over the next 
few centuries. In a time of persecution 
and difficult beginnings, the church 
found in their sacred symbols a way to 
communicate the message of the gospel 
on a deep level. These symbols further 
bound the worshiping community to
gether around the person of Jesus 
Christ.

The Medieval Period
In the medieval era, symbols gained 
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their highest position in the role of spir
itual formation.30 The medieval world
view sought to integrate all of life into 
the religious sphere.31 Constantine had 
Christian symbols placed in every visi
ble location, especially as ornamenta
tion for churches.32 Now Christian 
symbols were used in every sphere of 
life. The power of symbols developed as 
they were seen as pointers to the divine 
heavenly order. Objects and events in 
themselves were only deemed impor
tant as they pointed beyond themselves 
to divine realities.33

In no place was this more visible than 
in the religious architecture of the 
time. Medieval Christians built great 
cathedrals of stone and decorated them 
with appropriate biblical figures, 
stained-glass windows, and other 
artwork.34 One person observing the 
dedication of the new choir of Canter
bury cathedral said it was "more splen
did than any other of its kind since the 
dedication of the temple of Solomon.”35

The role of symbols in this period was 
further influenced by medieval monas
ticism. The shift was away from the 
public use of symbols to a more private 
use in the setting of the monastery. 
Time symbolism grew in importance. 
The monks wished to order life accord
ing to the divine rhythm of God; so they 
ordered prayer, work, and worship in a 
way that structured their lives around 
God.36 Liturgy ordered life as a symbol 
of the total life of God.

With monasticism also came the de
velopment of the Divine Office—a non- 
eucharistic prayer and Scripture ser
vice geared to the needs of the monastic 
community. As time passed, the Divine 
Office became the norm in parish 
churches. The Divine Office’s emphasis 
on private prayer and Scripture read
ing led to a decrease in laypersons’ ac
tive involvement in worship. As a re
sult, the "private mass” developed. In 

this service the celebrant could offer 
the mass with few or none of the wor
shiping community present. The sym
bols of the liturgy became increasingly 
significant for the celebrant and less 
necessary for the community. The sym
bols which had once held importance 
for the masses became "clericalized” 
and limited in influence.37

Although worship shifted to more 
private forms in this period, the an
cient symbols of the church continued 
to hold power in more individualized 
ways. Persons were encouraged to wor
ship privately and to do so by reflecting 
on the presence of Christ in the sacra
ment, the person of Christ, and the pas
sion of Christ. The rosary and individ
ual prayer books were created in order 
to engage laypersons in worship. Al
though private devotions outside the 
mass became the norm, the symbols of 
the Christian faith continued to be used 
in spiritual formation.38

The Protestant Reformation
By the 13th century most persons were 
enjoying the integrated religious influ
ence seen in architecture, art, and lit
urgy. Most elements of life were seen as 
symbolizing the eternal. Change came, 
however, between 1350 and 1750. The 
unity of the medieval world disinte
grated, and change resulted with the 
onset of modern life.39

The Reformers wanted to save the 
church from a variety of abuses, includ
ing excessive sacramentalism of the 
Catholics. They sought a return to the 
pattern set forth in the Word of God. 
This included returning to the symbol
ism found in the Word of God. Old sym
bols that again became important were 
those associated with the elect, cove
nant, sabbath-rest, and Word.40 This 
emphasis on biblical symbols to the ex
clusion of the other traditional symbols 
resulted in a devaluing of symbols and 
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the reduction of the power of the sym
bolic in many Christian traditions.

As the Reformation developed, three 
patterns of symbolism emerged. The 
first related to the authority and power 
of the church. The church buildings re
tained much of the symbolism of the 
Middle Ages. The paintings, sculptures, 
Mass, and music found in St. Peter’s ba
silica of Rome are prime examples of 
the tradition of symbolism being car
ried forward.41

Contrary to this tradition was a sec
ond pattern of symbols exemplified in 
the Reformed tradition. This move
ment, begun by Zwingli and continued 
by Calvin, decried the use of externals 
in religion. For Zwingli, God was pure, 
transcendent spirit; and natural ele
ments such as bread and wine could 
never be instruments of grace. He 
stripped the sacraments of the Lord’s 
Supper and baptism of much of their 
symbolic power, and revered preaching 
and Scripture as the most important 
symbols.42

Calvin, likewise, reduced important 
symbolism to that of the Bible. He in
sisted that all which is less than God 
must be adjured when Christians turn 
to adoration. Calvin abolished much of 
the traditional apparatus of Catholi
cism—elaborate liturgy, vestments, im
ages, and other trappings of "popery.” 
No organs, choirs, or excessive orna
ments were permitted. Only the com
munion table, the baptismal font, and 
the Holy Bible remained visible re
minders of inner grace.43 He said: "To 
hear the Word, to read the Word, to be 
instructed in the Word, to be led by the 
Word, to grasp the doctrine of the 
Word, to be obedient to the Word—this 
is the chief and all sufficient end of 
man.”44

Luther, on the other hand, was not as 
radical a Reformer as Zwingli or Cal
vin. Luther did initiate worship reform 

and subsequently reduced some of the 
symbolism used in medieval worship; 
but he also added music to worship, giv
ing Protestantism the gift of German 
hymns. Luther wrote of music in wor
ship, "Next to the word of God only mu
sic deserves to be extolled as the mis
tress and governess of the feelings of 
the human heart.”45

A mediating viewpoint was that of 
Reformation Anglicanism—the third 
pattern of symbolism. The Anglicans 
sought to reaffirm the triumphal sym
bols of the ancient church within the 
context of Protestant theology. Angli
cans retained much of Catholic symbol
ism including vestments, elaborate lit
urgy, special days, and architectural 
designs in the church. Anglicanism 
sought to speak to the whole person— 
visually as well as through hearing. Its 
primary symbol of importance became 
the Book of Common Prayer. In spite of 
Puritan protests, Anglican liturgy 
placed great emphasis on the 
symbolic.46

The Protestant Reformation dramat
ically altered the symbolism of the 
Christian church. From it a group of 
Christian communities developed 
which believed they had successfully 
stripped the church of much symbolic 
baggage and returned it to the symbols 
of the Bible. In its most radical expres
sions the Reformation eliminated 
much of the rich heritage of Christian 
symbolism, especially that of the New 
Testament and early church period. 
Paul Tillich wrote that the Protestants 
"replaced the great wealth of symbols 
appearing in the Christian tradition. . .

This was the Protestant protest 
against the superstitious use of the tra
ditional symbols in Roman Catholicism 
and in all paganism. But here also the 
protest has endangered its own 
basis.”47
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The Free Church Tradition
In the upheaval caused by the Reforma
tion, small sects were born demanding 
even more freedom in their use of sym
bols than the Reformers. These Europe
an Free Churches, made up of Anabap
tists on the Continent and the 
Independents and Separatists in En
gland, continued the tradition of Calvin 
and Zwingli in eliminating many of the 
symbols of traditional liturgy. All out
ward symbols of worship such as elabo
rate vestments and practices associated 
with the church year were eliminated. 
The Free Church desired free worship 
with the emphasis placed on the lead
ing of the Spirit directly into the heart, 
not mediated by any outward obser
vances. The worship services of the 
Free Church developed into prayer and 
preaching services in plain buildings 
with little or no ornamentation.48

The Free Church, like the Reformers, 
retained only two sacraments, baptism 
and the supper. These sacraments, 
however, were conducted in the sim
plest form and were often referred to as 
ordinances, commands given to the 
church by its Lord. Although many at
tempted to reduce the symbolic impor
tance of these two ordinances, they con
tinued to hold significance in that they 
reminded the church of Christ’s life, 
death, and resurrection.49

Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, 
and Congregationalists brought this 
Free Church tradition to America. 
Within these communities lay a grow
ing suspicion of traditional symbols 
and a fear of their abuse. The result 
was a continued de-emphasis of visual 
symbols and a greater emphasis on spo
ken words.50

Through the first two spiritual awak
enings in America, the phenomenon 
known as revivalism developed. On the 
frontier the traditional worship sym
bols were not needed because the em

phasis was on conversion rather than 
worship. Traditional worship symbols 
were replaced with new symbols of 
evangelism. Revivalism became the 
norm for American worship, and a 
whole new set of symbols developed 
from it. The inspired preacher who 
spontaneously declared the Word un
der the Spirit’s guidance became a pow
erful symbol. Gospel hymns grew in im
portance, and the altar call at the end 
of the service symbolized the moment 
of salvation.51

As revivalism created new symbols 
for the church, it also restored older 
biblical symbols, sometimes without re
alizing it. For instance, baptism and 
the Lord’s Supper remained a part of 
worship in revivalism, as did the 
anointing of the sick and the symbolic 
laying on of hands. Additional biblical 
symbolic acts retained in revivalism 
were the washing of feet and the right 
hand of fellowship. Unfortunately, 
walking the aisle as a symbolic act of 
conversion replaced the time-honored, 
biblical symbol of baptism.52

The American Free Church tradition 
frequently altered traditional Chris
tian symbolism by replacing older sym
bols with those more suited to the 
American frontier. As was true of the 
Reformers, the intention of revivalism 
was to return the church to a purer 
symbolic life. The result was the elimi
nation of many traditional symbols and 
the creation of new ones.

The Contemporary Era
As with most extreme positions, reac
tion followed against the absence of 
symbols evident in revivalism. This re
volt was known as the liturgical move
ment. In this movement Christian sym
bols, eliminated in revivalism, were 
reinstated. This included chancel rails, 
altars, vestments, and pulpit scarves 
depicting the colors of the church year.
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The cross once again found a promi
nent place in many protestant church
es. The seasons of the church year were 
reintroduced as the spirit of ecume
nism grew. Excitement over new and 
creative symbols caused some abuse. As 
with the reformation, churches were 
unfamiliar with early church history 
and many nonbiblical symbols were 
introduced.53

Not all churches, of course, were af
fected by the liturgical movement. 
Many Free Churches, including Bap
tists, were minimally affected. Other 
more radical Free Churches, such as 
the Quakers, were not affected at all.54 
As ecumenism continues to grow today, 
more and more churches are affected 
by the renewed emphasis on Christian 
symbols. In certain parts of the coun
try, worshipers now commonly see in 
Southern Baptist churches crosses, 
candles, bread, wine, water, vestments, 
pulpit scarves coordinated with the sea
sons of the church year, stained-glass 
windows, pulpit Bibles, and flags. How
ever, in many Southern Baptist church
es these would be considered anathe
ma, indicating that a spirit of 
revivalism has prevailed.

William Willimon noted that al
though revivalism and the liturgical 
movement took opposite approaches in 
method, their goal was the same—to 
bring renewed vitality to Christian 
worship and spiritual formation.55 He 
said that revivalists opted for ’'raw 
emotion” without the aid of traditional 
symbols while the proponents of the li
turgical movement saw the power of 
traditional symbols for enriching spiri
tual formation. Bill Leonard made a 
similar observation, stating that mod
ern Catholics, Quakers, and Pentecos
tals all use different means of allowing 
symbols to speak to their spiritual 
lives.56 This is not unusual since 
church history repeatedly shows that 

each historical period has adapted the 
original biblical symbols to meet the 
spiritual needs of its day.

Conclusion
This brief historical survey reveals the 
variety of ways traditional symbols of 
the Christian faith have enhanced spir
itual formation throughout the history 
of the Christian church. The reduction 
of these symbols, especially in the Free 
Church tradition, is evident today. Paul 
Tillich wrote, "The decrease in sacra
mental thinking and feeling in the 
churches of the Reformation and in the 
American denomination is appall
ing.”57 What is needed in the Free 
Church tradition today is a revival of 
the appropriate use of Christian sym
bols in both private and corporate 
worship.

History shows that sufficient expres
sion of faith requires symbolic expres
sion. While the church can celebrate 
the creation of new symbols, recogniz
ing the historical symbols can help 
keep faith rooted in historic Christian 
tradition. William Willimon concluded 
that the Free Church is once again 
starting to trust the old biblical sym
bols.58 Such a trend is a step in the 
right direction.
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Visiting Critically
Ill Patients
JAMES D. GAINES and MARY STILL

Today a major portion of a pastor’s 
ministry to the sick is performed in a 
health-care institution. Modern hospi
tals, especially critical care units, are 
staffed by highly trained professional 
health-care providers who operate un
der stringent but necessary policies. 
Administrators, business managers, 
pharmacists, laboratory technicians, 
dieticians, doctors, and nurses strive to 
provide an atmosphere conducive to 
the patient’s healing. Ministers, as part 
of the healing team, participate with 
doctors, nurses, and other health-care 
providers to facilitate the patient’s 
movement toward wellness. The effec
tiveness of ministers’ visits to critically 
ill patients depends on their ability to 
coordinate their patient interactions 
with that of other health-care 
providers.

In progressive, healing institutions 
the medical and ministerial communi
ties recognize the need for a holistic ap
proach to the healing process. This con
cept is not new. Many years ago the 
philosopher Plato saw the value of this 
innovative approach, as he pointed out 
to Charmides: "As you might not to at
tempt to cure the eyes without the 
head, or the head without the body so 
neither might you to attempt to cure 
the body without the soul.”1

Jesus made this approach even more 
vivid in His trifold approach to minis
try of preaching, teaching, and healing. 
Without a doubt the paradigm of Jesus’ 
ministry was the essential unity of hu
man nature. He treated the individual 
primarily as a whole person, "placing 

emphasis on the totality of man’s body, 
mind, and spirit.”2

The health-care professional the 
minister encounters most frequently is 
the nurse. A minister cannot possibly 
work effectively without total coopera
tion from these professionals and, in 
turn, the minister’s cooperation with 
them. To aid in providing a holistic en
deavor of healing, the minister and 
nurse must come to terms with expec
tations each has of the other and find 
ways to enhance each other’s work. 
This is especially true in the critically 
ill patient. The purpose of this article is 
to examine and suggest a philosophy of 
the minister’s visitation with the criti
cally ill.

The minister’s interaction in the ICU 
has both a negative and positive history 
that continues to be played out in dif
ferent scenarios each day. Years ago in 
West Tennessee, the need for strict visi
tation policies and a revamping of the 
minister’s philosophy of visitation in 
critical care areas was clarified. An in
experienced minister, in his zeal to 
minister to a terminally ill patient, lit
erally kept nurses from administering 
medication and care, resulting in his 
removal from the unit by security 
guards.

However, in contrast, many minis
ters visit today with critically ill pa
tients. A recent example was most re
warding. A 28-year-old female who, 
after experiencing the amputation of 
all her limbs as a result of complica
tions from streptococcal pneumonia, 
was struggling with the aspect of facing 
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her future totally dependent and un
able to care for her four-year-old son. 
Repeated short and appropriate visits 
by her pastor provided support and en
couragement for her and her son. This 
minister communicated a sense of 
hope, just what this patient needed in 
her despair. This philosophy of hope 
binds nurses and ministers together.

These two examples illustrate the 
need for the minister to develop an in
formal philosophy about critical-care 
visitation. To help inform the minister, 
perhaps we need first to see the percep
tion the families of critically ill pa
tients have of pastoral visitation.

Family Members’ Perception 
of Ministers’ Visits

Recent research does not address the 
feelings and perceptions of family 
members regarding ministers’ visita
tion to the critically ill. But some stud
ies address the needs of the family 
members themselves. One study identi
fied 46 needs statements from family 
members. Each statement was ranked 
by 40 family members on a scale of 1 
(not important) to 4 (very important). 
Items dealing with the need to be with 
the critically ill family member or to 
stay nearby were given ratings of 3.5 or 
higher, with a mean of 3.8.3 Another 
study identified 45 need statements 
which were ranked by 40 family mem
bers from most to least important. The 
need to see the patient frequently 
ranked high as well as the desire to 
know the patient’s condition.4

Families generally welcome a minis
ter’s visit to a critically ill family mem
ber. However, the greater need is for 
the minister to visit with family mem
bers and friends who are waiting for 
news concerning their loved one. An in
formal survey in two Atlanta hospitals 
demonstrated that the minister can fa
cilitate the healing process by serving 

as a liaison between the critically ill, 
the medical profession, and family and 
friends. In this servant role a minister 
can help prepare those who wait for 
both good and bad news.

Nurses’ Perception 
of Ministerial Visits

Facilitating comfort in ministering to 
the whole person as well as allowing 
the health-care team to provide neces
sary care to the patient should be the 
goal of both clergy and health-care pro
fessionals. Providing guidance and sup
port in a time when the struggle to live 
is the central focus becomes a difficult 
and often trying task. "The death of a 
patient—even the least of us—is felt as 
a loss to the whole of us.”5

Often in the ICU, patients face termi
nal and critical illness in its most dev
astating light. The opportunity to 
choose quality life and dignity in death 
is our hope. As Christians, we have the 
capacity to hope beyond all hope, and in 
our hoping we find the will to live. How
ever, sometimes the will to live is not a 
valid choice. And all involved may have 
a continuing dialogue of quality of life 
versus quantity of life.

Coordinating the minister’s visits in 
the ICU at times when family and pa
tient need support and guidance fosters 
cooperation between clergy and health
care professionals. When the minister 
has a well-conceived philosophy of visi
tation, it facilitates a positive relation
ship and encourages the nurse to rely 
on the minister as part of the healing 
team. However, high-pressure evange
lism has little place in a critical care 
unit. Christ ministered to the thief on 
the cross at death but only at his re
quest, "Lord, remember me” (Luke 
23:42).

Ministers who have already dealt 
with their own feelings about death 
serve more effectively in these critical 
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times, keeping in focus the patient and 
the patient’s family. Ministers who car
ry honesty and empathy fostered by 
God’s love truly minister in the para
digm of Jesus.

Ministers* Perception 
of Critical Care Visits

Karl Barth has helped us to understand 
that the tremendous crises of life are 
not necessarily religiously meaningful 
to all individuals. He said, "It simply is 
not so that certain situations especially 
weighted in the negative, have, as such, 
a way of being the bearers of the mys
tery of transcendence and so of human 
existence.... The majority of men react 
to crises with notorious indifference.”6

Wayne Oates said, "Human crises 
are not necessarily but only potentially 
bearers of the mystery of the Eternal 
God.”7 Astute ministers see these occa
sions as valuable times for ministry, 
but they also realize that their ministry 
may not even be wanted and respond 
appropriately.

Ministers’ philosophies toward visi
tation in critical care areas are as var
ied and numerous as the ministers 
themselves. Often the ministers are on 
a tight visitation schedule and appear 
to the health-care team just to pop in 
and out without regard for the sensitive 
nature of the patient’s condition.

Inadvertently, this attitude may 
hinder the patient’s progress and may 
negate hours of work and improvement 
made with the patient by the health
care team. However, appropriate visits 
can foster health-care delivery and 
greatly improve the patient’s 
condition.

As contemporary ministers and 
health-care providers begin to embrace 
a holistic approach to healing, a team 
spirit seems to prevail; and the minis
ter is more welcome in the ICU. The 
minister should continue to refine ways 

of relating to critically ill persons.

Patients* Perception 
of Ministerial Visits

A 1985 study examined four factors re
lating to visiting those who are critical
ly ill—length of interactions, frequency 
of interactions, timing of interactions, 
and significant others present for inter
actions. Most subjects (55%) noted that 
they wanted to retain the right to de
cide who could visit. Needs related to 
timing of visitation identified as impor
tant to a majority of subjects were to 
have a visitor when good or bad news 
was given by a doctor or nurse and to 
have visiting hours stand on time. Thir
ty-four percent of the patients identi
fied the need to be able to decide the 
time of the visit and how many people 
should visit. What critically ill patients 
actually want is control over 
visitation.8

Without question, the minister is 
most welcome with the patient when ei
ther good or bad news is received. The 
minister can be a significant support 
figure at this time. However, patients 
express dissatisfaction with ministers 
who seem to visit at their discretion 
without any regard for the patient’s de
sires for a visit. Although many minis
ters would find it unthinkable, some
times a ministerial visit is 
inappropriate.

Developing a Philosophy 
of Visitation to the Critically III

The astute minister has a constantly 
evolving philosophy of visitation with 
critically ill persons. Ministers who 
want to participate actively in the heal
ing team must earn the respect of 
health-care professionals. Constant im
provement not only will open the door 
for more visits but will help to facilitate 
the healing process.

We live in momentous times in which 
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the health-care staff seems ready to em
brace the minister as part of the health
care team. But they are ready to do this 
only as a minister demonstrates compe
tence and a willingness to be a team 
player. Both the minister and the 
health-care staff must keep abreast of 
new developments in holistic care. Re
alizing that each person is different, 
the minister has the exciting task of de
veloping a new and different ministry 
for each critical-care patient with 
whom he or she ministers.
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Developing Healthy 
Attitudes Toward Aging
J. KIRK GULLEDGE

[This article was originally presented 
as a speech at the Gerontology Confer
ence, Southwestern Baptist Theologi
cal Seminary, Fort Worth, Texas, on 
April 5, 1991.—Editor]

Introduction
When you think of an aging person, 
what image comes to your mind? Do 
you see a kindly, old gentleman in an 
overstaffed chair telling stories to a 
child sitting in his lap? Do you envision 
a loud, impatient old woman yelling, 
"Where’s the beef?” Do you think of a 
lonely, old man, detached from the 
world, languishing in a nursing bed and 
waiting to die?

These powerful images of aging influ
ence our attitudes toward older people 
in general and toward our own person
al aging. Are they right? Yes—but they 
are also wrong. To the extent that they 
correctly describe a particular individ
ual we have known, they are certainly 
valid. But they do not represent the 
larger world of older adults any more 
accurately than the March of Dimes 
poster child represents all children.

The images of aging which we re
ceived from our grandparents or other 
significant older people in our child
hood are often the ones by which we 
measure and conceptualize aging and 
the aged for much of our lives. If one of 
our grandparents was lonely and eccen
tric, we likely regarded this as normal 
aging and tended to accept this "lonely 
and eccentric” image as a predictable 
pattern for all older people. Every en
counter with older persons who were 

similar to our grandparent reinforces 
our childhood impression of aging and 
our notion that all older persons are 
normally lonely and eccentric. On the 
other hand, when we meet an older per
son who does not fit this concept of ag
ing, we tend to believe that he or she is 
simply an exception to the norm; but 
the vast majority of elderly are still 
lonely and eccentric like our 
grandparent.

If you feel uncomfortable at the 
thought of growing older or growing 
old, you are not alone. Most Americans 
share a negative image of aging. Stud
ies of attitudes toward aging confirm 
that we do not want to grow old.1 Most 
people believe that old age is one of the 
least enjoyable times of life, and many 
often avoid contact with older people to 
escape the reminder that they, them
selves (we, ourselves) are growing 
older.

Even persons of advanced years are 
not immune to negative beliefs and im
ages of aging. A humorous example of 
this was provided a few years ago by a 
member of my church who had just 
reached his 90th birthday. When I 
asked him how he spent his time, he 
told me he enjoyed visiting and run
ning errands for the old people in his 
neighborhood who could not get out of 
their homes. Most of these "old people” 
were a decade or more younger than he, 
but they were old in his mind because 
they were less active.

In our country the meaning of one’s 
"golden years” has changed. Rather 
than the years after retirement, the 
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true golden years are those when one is 
most successfully employed and makes 
the most "gold.” The prevailing image 
of retirement is that the gold is gone 
and life has little luster. Not only is this 
image inaccurate; it can also be subtly 
dangerous. Older adults who believe 
this image can deprive themselves of 
much of the joy of some of the most im
portant years of their lives. When 
younger persons accept this image, 
they may miss the joy of truly knowing 
and encouraging people who are al
ready beginning the adventure of old 
age.

This article explores some of the ori
gins of our attitudes toward aging, cur
rent influences on those attitudes, and 
some positive approaches that can re
new our outlook toward growing older.

Historical Attitudes Toward Aging
Negative stereotypes of aging and our 
society’s devaluation of the aged are 
modern concepts. For most of recorded 
history, older persons have held an im
portant and revered position in fam
ilies and in society. In Old Testament 
times, although the realities of aging 
were recognized as a time when the 
physical strength was spent (see Ps. 
71:9), the eyesight was fading (see Gen. 
48:10), and the senses were failing (see 
2 Sam. 19:35), younger people were ad
monished to "rise up before the gray
headed, and honor the aged” (Lev. 
19:32, NASB).2 Wisdom was associated 
with age; and old men played signifi
cant roles as elders in councils, advisors 
to kings, and in governing the affairs of 
the community.3

Elderly people were deeply integrat
ed into the lives of their families. While 
they had economic control of the land 
and possessions of the families, they 
maintained great influence over the ac
tivities and direction of the family. The 
point of retirement took place when the 

lands and possessions were turned over 
to the children with the accompanying 
responsibility of lifelong care for the 
parent.

This concept of the integrated and 
extended family had changed little by 
the middle of the 19th century. Older 
people were still regarded as contribut
ing members of the family and took 
whatever responsibility for its welfare 
they could within their physical limita
tions. Some elders became sages and 
counselors, while others became irri
tants or obstacles. Each was free to es
tablish his or her own status, whether 
good or bad, by personal characteristics 
or efforts and not by longevity or by vir
tue of simply belonging to the class of 
"elderly.”

Following the Civil War, our country 
became enchanted with the new trends 
of modernization, including industrial
ization, urbanization, secularization, 
specialization, and differentiation. We 
began to look for compartments and 
categories by which we could divide 
and better understand and better con
trol our environment and our world. 
The scientific community was born and 
blessed with the task of studying and 
describing every aspect of our environ
ment and our lives.

The increasingly industrial society 
soon began to differentiate between 
those who produced and those who did 
not. An arbitrary age was determined 
after which persons were no longer con
sidered productive, and these persons 
were labeled "retired.” Retirement 
soon was linked with old age which be
came regarded as the height of nonpro
ductivity or uselessness. And not much 
longer afterwards, in the interest of ef
ficiency, older people and younger peo
ple became separated. Their homes, 
their activities, and their lives were no 
longer linked together as they had been 
in the past. Old people became strang
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ers to young people. Instead of families 
and individuals, we became "us” and 
"them”; and many myths about old age 
developed. Myths about mental incom
petence, sexual impotence, and reli
gious fanaticism were born and fed by 
the same forces that had exploited rac
ism, sexism, and radical nationalism, 
as when persons from certain other 
countries are held up to ridicule.

By the early part of the 20th century, 
retired persons began to be regarded as 
a cohesive monolithic class with fairly 
uniform characteristics. Research in 
the 1970s and early 1980s found widely 
held stereotypical views of the elderly 
as tired, generally ill, mentally slow, 
forgetful, grouchy, withdrawn, isolat
ed, unproductive, unable to learn new 
things, defensive, dogmatic, useless, 
poor, and in the least happy time of 
life.4

Whatever happened to the wisdom of 
old age? At least three factors have con
verged to undermine the concept and 
value of wisdom as it had been known 
for thousands of years. Chief among 
them was a tendency of the new scien
tific community to recognize only 
knowledge and facts which could be 
demonstrated through empirical re
search. The logic of science has been to 
deny that wisdom could exist as a legiti
mate form of knowledge. A second fac
tor related to the first; modern psychol
ogy began to emphasize behaviorism, 
the relationship between stimulus and 
response, as the way to explain all hu
man activities. Notions of wisdom were 
cast off as a type of excess baggage, as 
forms of metaphysics or spirituality 
which had no place in modern thought. 
Finally, the technological era has 
placed its emphasis on machine-related 
skills which become obsolete as ma
chines change; and those who have op
erated those machines have become ob
solete as well. The concept of wisdom 

became narrowly limited to technical 
proficiency and specific problem solv
ing which could be outmoded by more 
recent education.5

Taking their cue from the rest of soci
ety, many older people have now come 
to believe that their wisdom is becom
ing irrelevant. An active older man 
passionately made this point to me. He 
told me that he had always looked for
ward to becoming older and wiser, but 
now that he is almost 80 and has gained 
a great deal of wisdom during those 
years no one asks his advice and/or 
wants to know anything that he could 
help them with. He was not bitter, but 
he was disappointed that the values 
that had been so important to him 
seemed to have become unimportant to 
anyone else.

Influences on Attitudes Toward Aging
How can we overcome these negative 
stereotypes and begin again to look for
ward to old age as a time of wisdom, a 
time of blessing, and a time of "bearing 
fruit” as it is described in Psalm 92:14? 
What can be good about becoming old 
in the modern world?

In spite of all the negative concepts 
previously discussed, we as a society 
are on the threshold of rediscovering a 
positive reality to aging. Millions of old
er adults now are finding the retire
ment years to be the best years of their 
lives. Far from being miserable, many 
are finding their years following active 
employment to present exciting oppor
tunities for personal and spiritual 
growth, for new depths of friendship, 
for opportunities of service, and for re
flection and deeper understanding of 
the meaning and purpose of life itself.

Which factors make a difference in 
our perception and attitudes toward ag
ing and the aged? Recently I conducted 
some research on this question with a 
group of three hundred pastors in 
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churches throughout the country in 
three major denominations—Southern 
Baptist, United Methodist, and Evan
gelical Lutheran. Because of the criti
cal importance and influence of the 
pastor in the lives of many older adults, 
the study was designed to assess the at
titudes toward aging held by a wide 
spectrum of ministers. The study also 
attempted to determine if any given 
factor or factors were significantly 
linked to those attitudes in a way that 
could help explain why a person held 
positive or negative attitudes toward 
the elderly.6

Based on research on attitudes to
ward aging, the following factors were 
explored for possible relationships to 
attitudes toward aging:

Age of the minister.—Some previous 
studies have found that older persons 
have more positive attitudes toward ag
ing than younger persons.7 My re
search found that their attitudes to
ward aging tended to become more 
positive during middle age, but atti
tudes of both younger and older pastors 
were less positive toward aging.

Length of time in the ministry.—The 
hypothesis suggested by Robert and 
Rosemary Wallace that clergy atti
tudes toward aging might become more 
positive with more years of ministry ex
perience was tested, but no relation
ship was found.8

Educational level.—Other research
ers have found that persons with more 
advanced educational degrees tend to 
have fewer stereotypes and more posi
tive attitudes toward aging.9 This was 
also found to be true for this group of 
ministers. The average attitude score 
was increasingly more positive with 
each higher degree level from associate 
through postdoctoral degrees.

Sex.—Because about 10 percent of 
the ministers from the Lutheran and 
Methodist churches were females, the 

study could examine the relationship 
between gender and attitude toward 
aging. In contrast to an earlier finding 
that females tend to relate more posi
tively to older persons than males, this 
research found virtually identical atti
tude scores for male and female 
ministers.10

Size of the church.—In a 1975 study, 
David Moberg found that pastors of 
small churches were more positive to
ward gerontological training than pas
tors of larger churches.11 Based on this 
finding, the assumption that pastors of 
small churches might have different at
titudes toward elderly than pastors of 
larger churches was tested; but no rela
tionship was found.

Percentage of elderly in church.— 
Earlier studies of the effects of contact 
with elderly on attitudes toward aging 
have produced conflicting results. 
Some have found that greater contact 
produces more positive attitudes,12 but 
other studies have found that increased 
contact with elderly results in more 
negative attitudes.13

This research tested the assumption 
that pastors who were in contact with a 
greater number of elderly might have a 
more positive attitude toward them. No 
direct relationship was found, but pas
tors who had the highest proportions of 
elderly members tended to have the 
lowest attitude scores.

Education in gerontology.—Based on 
previous findings that courses in geron
tology were often related to more posi
tive aging attitudes,14 this study tested 
the theory that clergy with more train
ing and education in gerontology have 
more positive attitudes. Surprisingly, 
the study found that those who had 
taken continuing education courses 
since seminary graduation had signifi
cantly more positive attitudes than ei
ther those without gerontology train
ing or those with a formal course in 
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gerontology during their college or 
seminary education.

Knowledge about aging.—The posi
tive relationship between knowledge of 
gerontology and attitudes toward aging 
is one of the most consistent findings in 
attitude research, including previous 
studies with ministers and students of 
religion.15

My research corroborated these ear
lier findings. It also found a strong rela
tionship between knowledge and atti
tudes but not in the expected direction. 
Nearly all persons with the most posi
tive attitudes toward aging had a 
strong knowledge of aging, but not all 
persons with high knowledge scores 
had commensurately positive attitude 
scores.

This is similar to the relationship be
tween Christians and Bible scholars. 
Most Christians know a good bit about 
the Bible, but that does not necessarily 
lead to the conclusion that because per
sons are Bible scholars they will be 
Christians. My research indicated that 
a person may know a great deal about 
the process of aging but still hold nega
tive attitudes toward old people. But 
those ministers who feel most warmly 
toward the elderly also tend to seek out 
the best information and learn the 
most about aging.

Friendship factor.—Although not a 
statistical measurement, an additional 
factor became obvious in examining 
the differences in the comments be
tween those who were most positive 
and those who were most negative to
ward aging. At first appearing to be an 
extraneous factor, this proved to be one 
of the most important relationships. 
Pastors with the most positive atti
tudes frequently referred to their older 
"friends,” meaning, personal and 
meaningful relationships with a num
ber of older people. On the other hand, 
those with the least positive outlooks 

referred more often to their "responsi
bilities” for older members. Their refer
ences were less personal.

In examining the differences more 
closely, we saw that the more positive 
ministers also tended to stay in their 
pastorates for longer periods of time. 
Over the years they had more time to 
develop close friendships with their 
members, and these friendships with 
older adults obviously helped them to 
shed many of their stereotypes and mis
conceptions about aging. Their friend
ships with seniors had the added result 
of stimulating the ministers to seek out 
workshops and seminars on aging and, 
thus, to increase their knowledge of 
gerontology. (This was consistent with 
the finding that those who had attend
ed workshops on gerontology had the 
most positive attitudes toward aging.)

On the other hand, church leaders 
who tended to move about more fre
quently put more emphasis on pro
grams and activities with their older 
members. Since their tenures were rel
atively brief, they did not cultivate per
sonal friendships with their senior 
members. For those ministers the older 
members remained more of a ministry 
"challenge,” and their beliefs and ste
reotypes about aging were less likely to 
be changed by their experiences in se
nior ministries.

From my research the key element in 
developing healthy attitudes toward 
aging is the opportunity to enjoy warm 
friendships and meaningful relation
ships with a number of older persons. 
Although helpful, having extensive 
knowledge about aging or being in con
tact with a lot of older people is not 
enough. Negative attitudes, held for a 
long time, often persist and can be 
changed only through positive, mean
ingful, personal experiences and rela
tionships which help one to understand 
and care for another.

42 Search



Essentials in Developing 
Healthy Attitudes toward Aging

Based on my research and my experi
ences in the retirement industry, I offer 
these suggestions for enriching one’s 
concepts and expectations of old age 
and older adults.

Cultivate active friendships with 
some older people from outside your 
family.—Broaden your notion of who 
older people are by getting involved in 
intergenerational study and discussion 
groups, work parties, outreach projects, 
and other activities where you can 
meet and associate with a wide spec
trum of older friends.

Seek out role models of those who are 
aging most successfully and seek to un
derstand how they handle the chal
lenges they face.—You will likely find 
in them a spiritual depth, a zest for life, 
and a resiliency to bounce back from 
problems that will be contagious.

Look for the benefits of aging.—Get
ting caught up in thinking about physi
cal and social losses that naturally oc
cur the longer one lives causes us to 
miss seeing the gains and advantages 
that come with age. For example, Ar
thur Becker, a retired Lutheran semi
nary professor, is enthusiastic about 
old age as a time to take life a bit easier, 
to concentrate on the most meaningful 
aspects of one’s life, to gain a new sense 
of equanimity rather than competitive
ness, and to reflect on the larger pic
ture of life rather than on its details.15

Older people find new freedom from 
time schedules and pressures to pro
duce, which leaves them time to con
centrate on what they like to do rather 
than on what they should do or have to 
do. Even as one becomes less self-suffi
cient, one can grow from learning 
wholesome new human dependencies, 
which can teach even more about being 
dependent on the steadfast love and 
grace of God.

Look at aging as a lifelong journey.— 
To the extent that the journey is 
planned and has forethought, it can be 
more fulfilling than if it is left to 
chance. The older persons who are part 
of your friendship network can serve as 
guides and interpreters for the part of 
the journey that lies ahead. They can 
help you to understand, anticipate, and 
prepare for experiences that otherwise 
might be fearful or difficult to handle.

Recasting of Attitudes
No group in our country is more diverse 
than the group usually referred to as 
"older adults.” The older adult years of
ten encompass three or more decades, 
and no other period of life allows and 
requires greater growth and change. 
Every new experience and adjustment 
during this latter third of life is an op
portunity for growth in maturity, in
sight, or skills in living. We can benefit 
by rethinking of aging rather than as a 
time of loss and decline as a time of ac
tive growth in new guises.

The social and vocational adjust
ments required of an older adult at the 
time of retirement are no less signifi
cant and life changing than the physi
cal changes required of a small child 
learning to walk. Each is an important 
period of growth, and successes in mas
tering the new challenges need to be 
celebrated as much in the later years as 
they do in the early years.

Other areas of growth in later adult
hood may include the restructuring 
and enhancement of relationships with 
spouse and children, development of 
new avenues of self-expression and cre
ativity, simplifying one’s life, separat
ing the lasting from the merely transi
tory, deepening friendships, growing in 
spiritual insights and understandings, 
and seeking wisdom. The later years 
provide many opportunities to explore 
roads not taken earlier, and each new 
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road can allow the explorer to develop 
in dimensions that were never before 
possible and often not even imagined.

Totila Albert was a Chilean sculptor 
who was renowned in both art and po
etry. When he reached his early 70s, he 
was heard saying: ’’What am I doing, 
hanging around in this old corpse? I 
have already done my job.” At age 72 
he had a disabling stroke, and his life 
took on a new dimension. When he was 
interviewed several years later, he 
said: ”1 would not have wanted to miss 
these years. It is only in these last years 
that I have become fully conscious of 
life.”17

As Christians, we have a special as
surance that our later years are just as 
important to God as our early years. 
His promise of an abundant life lived in 
relationship to Him is just as binding to 
the older person as it is to the younger 
person. In fact, a person in the later 
years may understand and experience 
the abundance of God’s love and provi
sion more deeply and personally than 
was ever possible in the more hectic 
years of family and employment de
mands. Old age is a time to savor life 
and to learn the real meanings for 
which we were created.

*Lou Harris, Aging in the Eighties (Washington, D.C.: National 
Council on Aging, 1981).

2From the New American Standard Bible. © The Lockman 
Foundation, 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977. 
Used by permission.

3John-Raphael Staude, Wisdom and Age (Berkeley: CA: Ross 
Books, 1981), 18.

“Robert Butler, Why Survive?Being Old in America (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1975).

5Michael J. Chandler and Stephen Holliday, "Wisdom in a Pos- 
tapocalyptic Age,” in Robert J. Sternberg, ed., Wisdom: Its Na
ture, Origins and Development (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1990), 126-27.

eJ. Kirk Gulledge, Influences on Attitudes Toward Old People 
and Gerontological Knowledge Among Clergy of Three Denomina
tions (Ph.D. diss., Arizona State University, 1989).

7Erdman Palmore, "Attitudes Toward the Aged: What One 
Knows and Needs to Know,” Research on Aging 4 (1982): 333-48.

8Robert W. Wallace and Rosemary K. Wallace, "Assessing Cler
gy’s Knowledge of Aging: Suggestions for Training,” Gerontology 
& Geriatrics Education 2.4 (1982): 285-93.

Mames A. Thorson and Mark L. Perkins, "An Examination of 
Personality and Demographic Attitudes Toward Old People,” In
ternational Journal of Aging and Human Development 12.2 
(1981): 139-48.

10Darlene H. Warren, "Attitudes of Adult Educators Toward 
the Aged,” Dissertation Abstracts International 41.7 (1981): 2886- 
87a.

“David O. Moberg, "Needs Felt by the Clergy for Ministries to 
the Aging,” The Gerontologist 15 (April 1975): 170-75.

12Michael W. Galbraith and Sandra M. Suttie, "Attitudes of 
Nursing Students Toward the Elderly,” Educational Gerontology 
13 (1987): 213-23.

13Doris N. Auerbach and Richard L. Levensen, "Second Impres
sions: Attitude Change in College Students Toward the Elderly,” 
The Gerontologist 17.4 (1977): 362-66.

14John F. Wilson and Frederick W. Hafferty, "Long-Term Ef
fects of a Seminar on Aging and Health for First-Year Medical 
Students,” The Gerontologist 23.3 (1983): 319-34.

15Abraham Monk and L. W. Kaye, "Gerontological Knowledge 
of Students of Religion,” Educational Gerontology 8 (1982): 435- 
45.

ieArthur H. Becker, Ministry with Older Persons (Minneapolis, 
MN: Augsburg Publishing House, 1986), 63-70.

17Claudio Naranjo, "Meditation and Maturity,” in J. R. Staude, 
Wisdom and Age (Berkeley, CA: Ross Books, 1981), 23-39.

44 Search



Reconnecting Families
Using a Genogram
GREGORY P. ROGERS

Family background and tradition, as 
many theorists and practitioners in the 
field of marital and family therapy 
have observed, affect how we live and 
behave in our own families and interre
late with the world around us. The fam
ily of origin, or the family in which one 
grows up during the childhood years, 
can directly or indirectly affect the 
family of adult participation called the 
family of procreation. Furthermore, at
titudinal and behavioral patterns can 
spill over from one generation to the 
next, impacting one’s relationship to 
God and the church.

Dysfunctional families come in all 
shapes and sizes. Unhealthy families 
and individuals have unresolved emo
tional, relational, and psychological is
sues in their own family history as well 
as spiritual and church relationship is
sues. If, in fact, many issues associated 
with dysfunctional families can be 
passed from generation to generation, 
then religious and spiritual issues 
which shape our attitudes and mold our 
present behaviors can be extended 
from one generation to the next.

The Genogram—A Tool 
for Church Evangelism

Recent surveys indicate that many in
dividuals, couples, and families are be
ginning either to connect for the first 
time in a relationship with Jesus Christ 
and a church family or are reconnect
ing to their spiritual heritages through 
meaningful faith involvement and 
church relationships.

As these individuals, couples, and 

families return either to connect ini
tially or reconnect with the church— 
singles, soldiers, baby boomers, college 
students—how can the church, and 
particularly the clergy, minister more 
effectively in raising issues of faith and 
support with individuals in their jour
ney toward a life-changing experience 
with God and the church family? What 
additional methodologies can ministers 
learn to use in their evangelistic work 
with persons who need Christ in the 
midst of various life crises? One tool 
ministers can use in this process either 
directly or indirectly with individuals, 
couples, or families is the genogram, 
which outlines an individual’s family 
tree. The genogram can become the key 
which opens the door for significant dis
cussion with persons about either a 
first-time, salvation experience with 
Jesus Christ or enables persons to re
connect and reestablish ties with God 
and a church family.

What Is a Genogram?
A genogram is an assessment tech
nique marital and family therapists 
use to scan an individual’s family his
tory for at least three generations. Con
nections and patterns can be seen flow
ing from one generation to the next. It 
is an insightful way to understand the 
emotional processes between individ
uals and their extended family mem
bers. The genogram process is a fun, yet 
productive and insightful approach in 
helping individuals, couples, or fam
ilies understand how family-of-origin 
influences impinge on their present at

Summer 1993 45



titudes, thinking, values, and behavior 
in all areas of life.

A genogram is a structured format 
for describing the biological and legal 
relationships within a family, usually 
covering at least three generations. A 
box is drawn on the left of the paper in
dicating the male gender, and the fe
male gender is drawn to the right of the 
page symbolized by a circle. A connect
ing bracket between these two symbols 
indicates a marriage relationship. The 
current age of an individual is placed 
inside the box or circle, along with 
dates indicating marriage, separation, 
or divorce located along the middle of 
the bracket. Death is indicated by 
drawing an X in the appropriate box. 
Children’s names are placed with the 
appropriate gender symbol in birth or
der on vertical lines coming down from 
the bracket. Other symbols can be used 
by the clinician skilled in using the gen
ogram to indicate the degree of family 
relationships between members, signi
fying whether these relationships are 
close and healthy, estranged and cut
off, fused or emotionally too close, or 
representing a distant relationship.

For instance, the genogram pictured 
would describe a 38-year-old male 
(shown on the left with the box), along 
with a 36-year-old female (shown on the 
right with a circle). They were married 
in 1976, separated in 1988, and di
vorced in 1990. The slashes in the mid
dle of the bracket indicate disruption in 
the marriage, one slash for separation, 
two for divorce. Their children, one son 
and two girls, are pictured in order of 
their births from left to right with their 
ages listed inside the appropriate sym
bol. The "X” inside the circle represent
ing the middle daughter indicates that 
she died in 1990 at the age of eight. The 
remainder of the couple’s extended 
family could be illustrated by drawing 
the appropriate symbols above the box 

and circle, respectively, on the 
genogram.

The genogram interview can often 
encompass up to a four-generational 
look at an individual’s family. When 
conducting a genogram interview, I ask 
for information about extended family 
members regarding marriages, births, 
and deaths. We also review vocational, 
health, educational, socioeconomic, 
emotional, and religious backgrounds. 
Using symbols unique to the genogram, 
each individual in the family helps 
chart various relationships in his or 
her family of origin and extended fam
ily members—whether the relation
ship is considered close and healthy, 
fused, distant, cut-off, or conflictual.

During a genogram interview I ask 
specifically about religious life in each 
individual’s family of origin. Many in
dividuals or couples immediately no
tice vivid similarities or differences be
tween their values, attitudes, and 
behaviors in church life and in their re
lationship with God in comparison to 
those values, attitudes, and behaviors 
of their family of origin.

Most people express enthusiasm and 
interest in the genogram process. Some 
even do a bit of research to prepare for 
the interview. Without any specific 
knowledge of systems theory, which 
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will be discussed later and which un
dergirds the concept of the genogram, 
they quickly demonstrate amazing in
sight and understanding regarding 
family process in a wide variety of ar
eas and issues including their relation
ship to God and the church.

Monica McGoldrick and Randy Ger
son suggest four clinical uses of the gen
ogram process:

The genogram engages the whole fam
ily and implies that a larger picture is 
needed to understand family process
es.—The genogram interview facili
tates rapport building with family 
members, provides almost instant ac
cess to complex emotional issues in the 
family, and illustrates family informa
tion in an organized and graphic pre
sentation. Genograms possess a certain 
mystique and may be an important 
hook for some families.1

The genogram process can unblock a 
family system.—Families commonly 
adopt their own view of family life. By 
organizing questions around key fam
ily life experiences, such as marriages, 
births, life transitions, illness, death, 
and spiritual formation, this informa
tion can open a rigid family and sensi
tize them to paralyzing emotional, in
terpersonal, and spiritual issues.2

The genogram clarifies family pat
terns.—Bringing clarity and insight to 
an issue can serve as an educational 
function, allowing family members to 
see their behavior in the total family 
context.3

Reframing and detoxifying family is
sues is a fourth use of the genogram.— 
Family perspectives can often be rigid 
and resistant to change or alternative 
approaches. Genograms can reframe 
behaviors, relationships, and time con
nections in the family. Likewise, they 
can detoxify, or normalize, the family’s 
perception of itself. By simply bringing 
up an issue, information gathered in 

the genogram process can assist a fam
ily in reframing the meaning of behav
ior in the family system, enabling them 
to see themselves in different ways.4

The Genogram and the Family of Origin
The family of origin—the family in 
which one grows up as a child—can be 
an appropriate place to understand, 
clarify, and evaluate our theological be
liefs and actions in the system of a 
church family. The genogram process 
builds its foundation from an under
standing of family systems theory and 
family of origin perspective.

Systems theory and marital and fam
ily therapy have a number of schools 
from which their craft is practiced. One 
school focuses on the influence of the 
family of origin, which often uses the 
genogram process. While transgenera- 
tional and intergenerational therapy 
connotes work with at least three gen
erations, family of origin therapy focus
es on two generations—parents and 
their adult children.5

Family of origin therapy not only 
views current family behavior as a 
function of the family of origin but also 
investigates how relationships are af
fected outside the home, such as one’s 
church experience. Kathleen Kerr sug
gested that the family cannot be under
stood apart from the "emotional bag
gage” husbands and wives bring from 
their original families.6 McGoldrick 
and Gerson seized on this crucial no
tion when they asserted that the family 
is the most powerful system to which a 
person ever belongs. They define fam
ily as the kinship network of at least 
three generations. In discussing the 
predictability of future family pat
terns, McGoldrick and Gerson stated: 
'Families repeat themselves. What 
happens in one generation will often re
peat itself in the next, i.e., the same is
sues tend to be played out from genera
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tion to generation.... The hypothesis is 
that relationship patterns in previous 
generations could provide implicit 
models for family functioning in the 
next generation.”7 Indeed, what often 
is the pattern for families in faith com
mitment and church commitment be
comes the norm of behavior in subse
quent generations.

David Bork provided a summary of 
Murray Bowen’s family systems the
ory, one on which the genogram process 
builds many of its presuppositions. It 
assumes:

1. A family is a system.
2. Systems transmit messages or 

rules of behavior.
3. We can and do learn patterns of 

behavior differently from those of our 
family of origin.

4. In the ’’clutch,” we revert to the 
patterns of our family of origin unless 
we learn to circumvent the phenomena 
that trigger the behavior.8

Edwin Friedman argued that ’’the 
one nonfamily emotional system that 
comes closest to a personal family’s in
tensity is a church” because it is com
posed of families and the force of reli
gion is realized in the family.9 
Friedman stated that we never give up 
our role in the family of origin, suggest
ing that ’’the problem with parents, af
ter all, is that they had parents.”10 He 
further asserted that change can occur 
in the congregational family and in the 
lives of individual Christians by focus
ing on unresolved issues in the personal 
lives of leaders and participants rather 
than on organizational issues.11 ’’When 
family members are $ble to see beyond 
the horizons of their own nuclear fam
ily area of trouble and observe the 
transmission of such issues from gener
ation to generation, they often can ob
tain more distance from their immedi
ate problems and, as a result, become 
freer to make changes.”12

Richard Hester understands the fam
ily system as the primary shaper of 
one’s initial understanding of God. He 
stated that ’’the family is the cradle of 
theology and establishes the largely un
conscious convictions that underlie all 
other theological formulations. These 
primal assumptions constitute our op
erative or functional theology and may 
well conflict with our conscious and 
more rational formal theological be
liefs.”13 He views parents as ”our first 
’gods’ ” whose profound influence can 
distort our image of God’s revelation to 
us, creating the need for family of ori
gin exploration.14

Thus, a knowledge of the presupposi
tions and assumptions of family sys
tems theory can provide insight into an 
individual’s, couple’s, or family’s back
ground. Systems theory can present a 
portrait of a person’s past and present 
tendencies; and past patterns can, in 
turn, become predictors of future atti
tudes, behaviors, and inclinations. 
These insights of family patterns can 
help individuals assess their relation
ship with Christ and the church.

The genogram process can enable 
families or individuals to ’’flesh out” 
descriptively and graphically past and 
present family patterns in the spiritual 
dimensions of their lives and encourage 
changes that will reconnect them to the 
life of the church. It is a tool that can 
aid pastors and other staff members in 
addressing evangelistic issues in the 
context of one’s past family history.

Are Americans Rediscovering Faith?
Religion in American is struggling to 
maintain its influence in our society. 
Only 39 percent of those responding to 
an Associated Press poll conducted in 
November 1990 by the ICR Survey Re
search Group said religious life in this 
country had an increasing influence. 
These results compare to a 1985 Gallup 
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Poll, in which 49 percent said religious 
influence was increasing, and a 1957 
Gallup Poll, in which two thirds of the 
respondents stated that religion was 
gaining in influence and power. A 1986 
Gallup Poll also showed that after 12 
years of standing alone religion was re
placed by the military as the establish
ment that engendered the most confi
dence among Americans. Even 
sociologists are suggesting that reli
gious faith, the church, and God are a 
decreasing influence in our society 
compared to the television!15

Yet almost in contradiction to the 
above assertions, Americans are among 
the most religious in the world; and 
they are returning to the churches in 
droves. The ICR Research Group also 
conducted a poll in which 86 percent of 
those surveyed stated that religion was 
very important or fairly important in 
their lives. Sixty-two percent indicated 
they had attended a religious service in 
the previous month. And religion has 
power to answer all or most of life’s 
questions, according to 64 percent of 
the respondents.16

Who are these individuals who are 
embracing religious faith and, in turn, 
expressing their commitment to Jesus 
Christ through their church member
ship? They range from military person
nel in Operation Desert Storm to baby 
boomers who have had children for the 
first time in their mid to late thirties. 
After nearly one thousand "conver
sions” in the first several months of 
troop deployment in the Persian Gulf 
in late 1990, Colonel Dave Peterson, 
chief of the nearly one thousand chap
lains for the U.S. forces in the Persian 
Gulf, said in an interview: "In twenty- 
nine years in the Army I have never 
seen so much spirituality.”17 Young 
children are leading the way for these 
baby-boomer families who are begin
ning to ask their parents perplexing 

questions about God. These parents, 
however, do not have the answers and 
are looking at their own faith experi
ence as a consequence. They are turn
ing to the church for help.

Southern Baptists are attuned to the 
returning numbers of baby-boomer 
families. A nationally produced com
mercial has run on cable television 
showing a child eating frosting from his 
first birthday cake: "Here’s one big rea
son you should be in church next 
week—your children. Whatever their 
ages, there’s so much they can learn in 
church about life and love and positive 
values about families and faith and 
hope that only God can give. So bring 
your children to church. You might 
learn something, too.”18

Two groups of adults seem particu
larly open to the systems theory-family 
of origin approach that the genogram 
process offers to the pastor who seeks to 
reconnect persons to the church. Both 
premarital couples and baby-boomer 
church members can often be reached 
when their spiritual dimensions are ex
plored with the genogram interview.

The Genogram with Premarital Couples
As two people prepare for marriage, 
they experience many life changes. Of 
the 30 couples for whom I have per
formed their wedding ceremony in the 
last five years, over 90 percent have 
been couples under the age of 25 at the 
time of their marriage. Many of these 
engaged persons were in the midst of a 
variety of life transitions. Developmen
tally they are moving from the realm of 
college life and educational experi
ences and embarking on their first ca
reer move. Changes in financial obliga
tions and forming new relationships 
and bonds with parents and other ex
tended family members are shaping 
their lives. Many, but certainly not all 
college-age adults, have been discon
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nected from the church. Many adults 
who are in the engagement process 
have never made a public profession of 
faith in Christ as Lord. The premarital 
counseling process can provide a sig
nificant time when, enabled by the gen- 
ogram interview, engaged couples can 
look seriously at the spiritual dimen
sions of their life.

Whenever I am invited by a couple to 
perform their wedding ceremony, I cov
enant with the couple to spend four, 
two-hour sessions in premarital coun
seling. The genogram interview, in this 
setting, is a direct, organized, and fo
cused way of engaging the couple and 
examining their family history in that 
opening session. Initially, as McGol
drick and Gerson suggest, it engages 
the couple and allows rapport building 
between the pastor and the couple. The 
genogram presents in written format a 
graphic orientation to both persons’ 
families. Usually a couple initially 
states that they are familiar with the 
histories and happenings of each oth
er’s fiancee’s family. By the time the 
genogram interview is complete, how
ever, they remark how much they have 
learned not only about their future 
mate’s past and family life but also 
about their own family tendencies and 
patterns.

Engaged couples need to be aware of 
both similarities and differences in 
their families’ educational levels, socio
economic backgrounds, number of chil
dren in their respective family and 
their sex and medical histories. The 
couples’ self-awareness often increases 
when relationships in the family of ori
gin and between the extended family 
members are discussed and evaluated. 
Close or distant relationships, often 
laced with conflictual or alienated ten
dencies, can be charted on the 
genogram.

The genogram interview, tracing the 

family tree of one person at a time of 
the engaged couple, can sometimes 
take several hours. Occasionally, de
pending on the issues that arise, I use 
one two-hour session for each individ
ual and then examine similar and dif
ferent family patterns that we have 
graphically depicted from the informa
tion. The conclusion of the interview of
fers a unique opportunity for the pastor 
to examine family patterns regarding 
church participation, attendance, and 
commitment levels. For instance, many 
couples will explain that a parent or 
parents attended church but never 
joined. Often the family pattern will 
flow from one generation to the next as 
children have grown up without the 
benefit of Christian nurture and have 
never been offered the opportunity to 
make a public profession of faith in 
Christ.

If either person is not a member of a 
church, I explore the reason for that. I 
have discovered that frequently the 
person already has some measure and 
level of faith commitment. It simply 
has not been expressed through an in
tentional process of uniting with a local 
church and participating in baptism as 
a result of a personal experience with 
Christ. Those reasons vary greatly. Of
ten the individual never made that de
cision during the elementary or teen
age years due to parental pressure or 
lack of parental support and encour
agement. Perhaps the college years 
were not marked by frequent church 
attendance which might have placed 
that person in a position to be confront
ed with the gospel. And many engaged 
couples in their mid-twenties, raised in 
Christian homes, and active in church 
participation in their childhood have 
nevertheless failed to receive the essen
tials on how to become a Christian. 
Somewhere along the way, either their 
ministers, Sunday School teachers, par

50 Search



ents, or other significant adults failed 
to communicate the "how” of the Chris
tian faith.

If an engaged person acknowledges 
that he or she has yet to make a public 
profession of faith, I usually ask for per
mission, in a gentle, nonthreatening 
way, to explain how to become a Chris
tian. I seek to help the couple under
stand that marriage involves a spiri
tual dimension. The Hebrew concept of 
personhood suggests that God created 
humanity as whole beings. Certainly to 
ignore the spiritual realities of our indi
vidual lives in the context of the mar
riage relationship may represent a fu
ture point of trouble and conflict years 
down the road.

So far no one I’ve encountered in this 
process has failed to receive Christ and 
make a public profession of faith as a 
result of the premarital counseling pro
cess. And nearly every couple for whom 
I have performed their wedding cere
mony and who live in our city continues 
regularly to attend our church. I be
lieve I have joined Apollos, as Paul 
wrote in 1 Corinthians, in the planting 
of seeds that may well show a harvest 
months or years down the road (see 3:6- 
8).

I have discovered that the genogram 
playfully hooks a couple and catches 
their attention regarding the totality of 
issues they will face in their marriage. 
The genogram interview offers a direct, 
yet nonthreatening approach to help 
engaged couples consider the spiritual 
dimensions of their lives in relation
ship to their impending marriage. It is 
a mechanism which naturally and flex
ibly allows ministers to share their per
sonal pilgrimage with Christ during 
the premarital counseling process.

In summary, then, the genogram 
with premarital couples:

1. Can be administered and dis
cussed with the couple in two to four 

hours.
2. Allows couples to address a vari

ety of issues and relationships in the 
context of their own family histories 
and present relationship as a couple.

3. Enables couples to visualize reli
gious and faith perspectives and pat
terns of the family tree.

4. Allows couples to visualize their 
own present religious and faith per
spectives and patterns individually and 
encourages their consideration of fu
ture attitudes.

5. If one or both persons are not 
Christians, the genogram allows for a 
natural, flexible, and nonthreatening 
point of evangelism for the pastor to 
share the Christian faith.

The Genogram with Baby-Boomer Members
During the last 18 months in our 
church, 107 people have united with 
our congregation either by baptism, 
transfer of letter, or their Christian 
statement. Of these 107, 101 persons 
are age 35 or younger. Many are chil
dren or teenagers coming on first-time 
profession of faith in Christ. But the 
vast majority are young couples, many 
with preschool and elementary chil
dren, who realize the value of Christian 
education and nurture for themselves 
and their children. These individuals 
are the baby boomers—born between 
1946 and 1964—whose concern to care 
for themselves and their children spiri
tually is drawing them back into the 
stream of church life.

Our church recently completed a Lay 
Evangelism School. One of the method
ologies we used in talking with persons 
about their relationship with Christ 
was the FORM method. The conversa
tion is directed by discussing:

Family
Occupation
Religious background
Message
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One way to supplement the FORM 
method in ascertaining an individual’s 
spiritual perspective and condition is to 
use the genogram process indirectly. 
While I do not visually draw a geno
gram for a family, I do use some of the 
information I derive from a conversa
tion with a family or individual and be
gin to assess their relationship to 
Christ and the church.

One family I visited recently was a 
young couple with small children. 
While one of the spouses had been ac
tively involved in church during the 
childhood and teenage years, church 
participation patterns in the last 10 
years had diminished significantly. 
The other spouse had little family his
tory of church attendance and partici
pation. Because this spouse’s parents 
seldom attended church, this person 
had never clearly understood the mes
sage of the Christian faith. Mentally 
sketching a genogram for this family 
allowed me to determine this person’s 
openness to Christ and the church. 
During the evening I spent with this 
couple, I was able to give my testimony 
and explain how to become a Christian. 
The following Sunday that couple unit
ed with our church as one spouse made 
a public profession of faith in Christ.

Thus the genogram process, complet
ed indirectly, can give the pastor some 
fairly reliable information about a fam
ily’s background in matters of faith. It 
also is an acceptable method to use in 
leading an individual to examine and 
clarify family tendencies and patterns. 
When spiritual concerns arise, this in
formation can help ministers deter
mine a person’s openness to receive the 
gospel and help them select a loving, 
nonthreatening approach to share that 
message.

Conclusion
Family systems theory can lend amaz
ing insights into how individuals, cou
ples, and families relate to spiritual 
concerns and church participation pat
terns as a function of their own family 
of origin and other extended family 
members. With people of all ages and 
walks of life returning to the church or 
connecting with the Christian faith for 
the first time, the church in general 
and ministers in particular have a tre
mendous opportunity and obligation to 
offer guidance as individuals make im
portant faith decisions. The genogram 
does not offer the only option but cer
tainly represents a legitimate evange
listic method of challenging people to 
expand their awareness of the One we 
acknowledge as Lord of our lives.
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The Pastor’s 
Role as Healer
JOE BAROODY

Perhaps the word that best described 
the 1980s and remains descriptive as 
we move into the 1990s is fast. Ameri
can society preaches that the virtues of 
success happen only to those who move 
fast. For example, TV commercials go 
to great lengths to persuade us that we 
should buy a certain product because it 
acts fast. Those of us who are over
weight can shed pounds in a matter of 
days if we purchase easy-to-use exercise 
equipment, diet pills, or a delicious 
milk shake.

Likewise other institutions promote 
the advantages of speed. Are you 
hungry? Get some fast food at a fast
food restaurant. Broke? Get fast money 
from an automatic teller. Need to 
know? Get some fast religion from a 
fast-talking televangelist.

Another institution that promotes 
the advantages of moving fast is the 
hospital. With high technology hospi
tals offer fast healing. Their high-tech 
machinery symbolizes the enormous 
strides made by medical science. These 
strides give many people a new chance 
at life. Bypass surgery gives new hope 
to heart patients. Lithotripters explode 
kidney stones without the risk of sur
gery. Mammograms detect breast can
cer at early stages, making a cure pos
sible. And organ transplants return life 
to someone who otherwise would have 
died.1 Fast medicine offered by high 
technology often brings these wonder
ful results quickly and with less ex
pense. However, fast medicine also 
brings a problem to which I believe the 
local pastor can provide a solution.

Fast medicine runs the risk of reduc
ing healing to the mere mechanical 
treatment of symptoms. Rather than 
healing people, fast medicine treats 
only their symptoms. A statement by 
William Osler, who at the turn of the 
century was chairman of the Depart
ment of Medicine at Johns Hopkins 
Hospital, helps us understand the dif
ference between healing people and 
merely treating their symptoms. A 
noted physician of his time, he claimed 
that "much of his success as a healer 
was due to aspects of his personality 
and behavior that were independent of 
his scientific knowledge of medicine.”2

Likewise, William Henry Welch, con
sidered to be the main architect of sci
entific medicine in the United States, 
described the healing ability of his fa
ther, also a highly respected physician. 
"The instant he entered the sick room, 
the patient felt better. The art of heal
ing seemed to surround his physical 
body like an aura; it was often not his 
treatment but his presence that 
cured.”3

Simply put, the presence of the heal
er, the healer’s personality and behav
ior, transforms the scientific, mechani
cal treatment of symptoms into an act 
of healing. But what is the act of heal
ing? Osler defined healing as "faith 
healing” or "the psychological influ
ences that set in motion the restorative 
mechanisms of. .. the healing power of 
nature.”4 And "faith healing” has more 
to do with the presence and personality 
of the healer than it does with the medi
cine offered by the healer. In other 
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words, the character of the person pro
viding the treatment more so than the 
treatment itself enables the sick person 
psychologically to set into motion his or 
her body’s own restorative 
mechanisms.

Osler’s approach to healing finds its 
foundation in the healing ministry of 
Jesus. Persons healed by Jesus had 
more treated than their symptoms. The 
power of His presence and the quality 
of His character helped the sick to see 
themselves, others, and God in a brand 
new way (see John 9). R. K. Harrison, in 
his discussion of Jesus as healer, stated 
that Jesus viewed the individual as an 
essential unity of body and mind. Jesus 
paid close attention to the influence of 
body and mind on each other when ad
dressing the needs of the sick person. 
He often uncovered deficiencies in the 
relationship of the sufferer with the en
vironment, as evidenced by his encoun
ter with the Samaritan women in John 
4.5

What this means today is that fast 
medicine risks reducing healing to the 
mechanical treatment of symptoms be
cause the person in the role of healer 
(i.e., doctor, nurse, or other members of 
the medical team) is often absent from 
the person in the sick room. Today the 
physician and patient often spend more 
time interacting with a machine than 
they do with each other. The same 
holds true for the nurse. The physi
cian’s and/or nurse’s absence from the 
patient’s bedside, however, does not 
mean they are neglecting their roles; 
but it does mean their roles have 
changed. Attending to the machinery 
and the patient adequately often be
comes an impossible juggling act.

Finding a solution to this difficult 
problem is no simple matter. As a hos
pital chaplain, I think one possible so
lution lies in the local pastor’s role as 
healer. A traditional role of the local 

church pastor has been to carry forth 
the healing ministry of Jesus. Unlike 
the physician or nurse, the minister’s 
role as healer has remained essentially 
unchanged. The minister never has 
been and is not now required to per
form surgery, do diagnostic testing, 
give pills or shots. Neither does this 
role require interpreting lab results or 
reading x-rays.

The minister’s role as healer requires 
only one responsibility—that of provid
ing a sustaining presence with the sick 
person and helping that person to see 
God, others, and self in a new way. The 
minister’s tools are conversation, 
prayer, and Scripture, not high-tech 
machinery. The minister’s own person
ality and behavior may often be the 
needed catalyst that transforms the 
mechanical treatment of symptoms 
into an act of healing. This, by no 
means, takes away from the impor
tance of the physician and nurse! Cer
tainly their character and behavior are 
equally important. But the reality is 
that the machinery and patient com
pete with each other for the time and 
attention of the nurse and physician. 
More often than not the machinery 
wins. The minister, not faced with 
these conflicting responsibilities, can, 
in conjunction with the physician, 
nurse, and other medical personnel, of
fer a sustaining presence that can com
fort and spiritually strengthen a suffer
ing patient.

But while ministers may agree that 
their role as healer has remained un
changed, they may quickly respond 
that the role of minister is by no means 
what it used to be. Ministers, in addi
tion to their primary responsibilities, 
may also serve as administrator, per
sonnel director, committee chairper
son, counselor, and often janitor, to 
mention a few. And like everything else 
these roles must be performed at a fast
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er pace. This kind of pressure results in 
a juggling act much like that of the phy
sician and nurse. Putting into action 
the role of healer along with all the oth
er roles requires ministers to make ef
fective use of valuable but limited time. 
To help them deal with this problem, 
let me suggest the following ABCs of 
hospital visitation. They offer a practi
cal way for ministers to fulfill their role 
of healer without compromising other 
important roles.

Always ask God’s guidance before 
visiting.

Become obsessed with listening to 
God, self, and the patient.

Compassion heals.
Don’t walk into a room without 

knocking. Use common courtesy.
Encouragement conveys trust; judg

ment creates fear.
Focus your eyes on the patient’s eyes 

and your heart on the patient’s heart.
Get the patient to talk about God’s 

redeeming love and caring presence.
Hold your tongue and the patient’s 

hand.
Invest in the relationship rather 

than debate confusing religious 
questions.

Just pray quietly. Prayers don’t have 
to be loud to be heard by God.

Know why you are visiting. What is 
your purpose?

Listen! Listen! Listen!

Ministry most of all means caring.
Never give medical advice.
Observe the condition of the room 

(cards, flowers, lights on or off). It will 
tell you a lot about the patient’s 
condition.

Presence of being is of greater value 
than being a preacher.

Quality of time is more important 
than quantity.

Respect the patient’s right to priva
cy. ’'No Visitor” signs mean you.

Sensitivity communicates caring.
The tools of ministry (Scripture, 

prayer, and conversation) should be 
sharpened daily and used wisely.

Understanding not pity is what the 
patient needs most.

Visit at appropriate times.
Weigh your responses. Quick an

swers to complex questions produce 
poor solutions.

X-ray your visit. Learn to evaluate 
your ministry.

You are your best resource. Use your 
gifts (see 2 Tim. 1:6).

Zero in on practicing the ABCs of 
hospital visitation.
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Christian Self-Esteem 
Parenting by Grace: 
JERRY POUNDS

Jesus displayed a caring attitude for 
the self-esteem and welfare of children 
(see Matt. 19:13-15). The Bible is clear 
and direct in affirming our worth:

• We are created by God (see Gen. 
1:26-31).

• We are His children (see John 
1:12).

• God loves us (see John 3:16).
• God chose us (see John 15:15-16; 

Eph. 1:4-14).
• God is at work in us (see Phil. 2:13).
• We have everything in Christ (see 

Col. 2:9-10).

How Does Your Church Address the Issue of 
Self-Esteem?

Just a few generations ago self-esteem 
was rarely addressed in or outside the 
church. The idea that someone affirms 
or praises a child created fears that do
ing so would only foster a conceited 
child, and nobody wanted that!

Today we are bombarded with em
pirical studies, books, conferences, and 
perhaps even sermons designed to help 
parents help their child develop feel
ings of self-worth. We have made dras
tic changes and necessary ones. The 
church has not traditionally seen itself 
as assigned the job of training parents 
in the area of self-esteem. Perhaps we 
have been resolved to think that this 
task is ascribed to the school, counsel
ors, or some type of private arm of the 
community. Maybe we have not been 
convinced that the church should some
how be involved in this sensitive and 
delicate area of training. Or maybe we 
are unaware of the impact we can have 

on parents and other adults and thus 
upon the lives of our children. Perhaps 
we would just rather not bother.

Some Findings on Self-Esteem
Outside the church researchers and 
writers have been critically addressing 
the topic of self-esteem. We need to deal 
with some of these issues and then to 
find application for what we should and 
can do in our churches.

Basically self-esteem is defined as 
"the way one feels about himself or her
self.” Some have defined self-esteem as 
"the survival of the soul”1 and as "a 
subcomponent of self-concept based on 
performance” and "based on an atti
tude of approval or disapproval” which 
indicates the extent to which one be
lieves oneself to be capable, significant, 
successful, and worthy.”2 David Elkind, 
one of America’s leading child psychol
ogists, defined self-esteem as "liking 
and respecting oneself and being liked 
and respected by others.”3 In other 
words, self-esteem is the personal as
sessment of worthiness a person holds 
about himself or herself and is the re
sult of evaluations by others as well.

Our children can express through 
their words and actions a feeling of low 
self-esteem. It reflects the feeling that 
"I’m no good” or "I can’t do anything.” 
It implies self-contempt, self-dissatis
faction, and self-rejection.4 High self- 
esteem says "I’m better than you” or 
"I’m more important than you. Exces
sive self-esteem is undesirable. Healthy 
self-esteem best describes the Christian 
feeling about self. It says, "I am a per
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son of worth” or ’’With God’s help I’m 
striving to be the person He wants me 
to be.”

What does current research say 
about self-esteem? Admittedly, re
searchers acknowledge the difficulty in 
measuring self-esteem. More newer 
methods are now being used to accu
rately access this area. Consider the fol
lowing findings:

Self-image.—Several studies have 
shown that physically attractive people 
are in fact treated better by teachers, 
friends, peers, and others.5 Body image, 
or how people feel about the way they 
look as well as what they wear, affects 
self-esteem.6 Therefore, children’s per
ception about themselves helps deter
mine their self-esteem.

Family.—Children stand a great 
chance to have healthy self-esteem if 
they have close relationships with their 
parents. One study showed that par
ents’ self-esteem is healthy when they 
can communicate with their children 
as well as receive support from them.7

Parents’ affirmation, acceptance, 
and approval positively correlate with 
a child’s self-esteem. In addition, an au
thoritative style of parenting (parents 
determining rules with input from 
child; open communication) is positive
ly associated with a child’s feeling of 
self-worth.8

Religion.—One group of researchers 
reported a positive finding in relation
ship to self-esteem and religion. Their 
results showed that constructive, 
growth-producing communication with 
their parents resulted in healthy self- 
esteem, which, in turn, produced an 
ability to see God as accepting and 
loving.9

Delinquency.—Peer relationships 
are influential in shaping a child’s self- 
esteem. Being accepted in a group indi
cates good social adjustment which re
lates to a healthy self-esteem. One 

researcher found that early adolescent 
alcohol use harms peer development 
over time.10

Mental state.—Many researchers 
have found that low self-esteem can re
sult in a child’s being anxious, lonely, 
conforming, self-punishing, nervous, 
angry, frightened, and depressed. They 
have also found that children who have 
learned coping skills in dealing with 
life’s stressors will display healthier 
self-esteem than those who do not cope 
adequately.

Introducing Parenting by Grace
Self-esteem.—Admittedly, until recent 
years, few thorough resources have 
been available to help a church accom
plish a balanced, Christian approach to 
guiding children’s self-esteem. In 1986, 
the Family Ministry Department of the 
Baptist Sunday School Board released 
Parenting by Grace: Discipline and 
Spiritual Growth. This resource has en
riched and strengthened thousands of 
families.

Now the second course, Christian 
Self-Esteem: Parenting by Grace, is also 
available. This 13-week course helps 
parents improve skills that will enable 
them to nourish healthy self-esteem in 
their children.

Designed outcomes.—Parenting by 
Grace helps adults become better par
ents. The course is designed to help par
ents learn ways they can lead their 
children in developing a positive self- 
esteem. By studying this course parents 
will be able to:

• Define the concept of ’’parenting 
by grace.”

• Define self-esteem.
• Describe the critical developmen

tal issues for each of their children.
• Stay in touch with their own feel

ings of self-esteem and how those feel
ings affect their child’s self-esteem.

• Describe ways adults communicate 
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with children besides words.
• Identify how everyday conversa

tions with their children influence 
their self-esteem.

• Define discipline and its role in 
parenting.

• Name ways to discipline which 
nurture a child’s self-esteem.

• Identify ways their children influ
ence their own self-esteem.

•Know some of the effects which par
ents’ divorce, serious illness and hospi
talization, a traumatic experience with 
a stranger or family member, being 
lost, and moving have in the life of a 
child.

• Describe the consequences of 
healthy self-esteem.

• Name resources available to help 
them in their responsibilities as a 
parent.

In addition to these outcomes, consid
er the following benefits from studying 
Parenting by Grace'.

• Our children will develop healthy 
self-esteem and will be better prepared 
to be parents themselves.

• Our churches will fulfill one of 
their purposes by providing adults ef
fective training in parenting skills.

• Our communities will be chal
lenged by the concepts learned by par
ticipants in the study.

• Our world will be influenced by 
families who are actively practicing 
parenting by grace.

Who Should Study Parenting by Grace?
Parenting by Grace is for adults who 
have children ranging in age from in
fants through adolescents. Participants 
should include both husband and wife 
together, just one spouse, a single par
ent, or parents of blended families. Al
though both parents would benefit by 
participating, the study does not re
quire both to be present.

The Course Model
Parenting by Grace is divided into three 
parts:

1. Individual study.—The Parents' 
Guide is designed for a parent to work 
through individually.

2. On-the-job experience.—Assign
ments are made in the Parents’Guide 
for the parent to put the guidelines and 
principles into practice.

3. Group sessions.—The small-group 
sessions bring together the individual 
study and on-the-job experience as par
ents discuss and reflect on their 
learning.

Features of the Parent's Guide
• Self-instructional.—The Guide

serves as the teacher.
• Interactive.—Activities are 

included.
• Goal oriented.—General and spe

cific goals for each lesson will help keep 
the course focused.

• Self-paced.—Participants can
work at their own pace.

• Interdependent.—The Guide is 
linked with on-the-job experience and 
the small-group sessions as well as be
ing built on previous lessons.

Features of The Leader's Notebook
The Leader's Notebook is designed to 
provide the facilitator a step-by-step 
plan in leading the group. All sessions 
are experiential in nature with a high 
degree of discussion and involvement. 
The facilitator need not be a highly 
trained person in areas of teaching and 
parenting. Several training opportuni
ties are available from your state Fam
ily Ministry program leader or from 
the Discipleship: Family Adult Depart
ment, Baptist Sunday School Board.

Planning for Parenting by Grace
Parenting by Grace is a LIFE (Lay In
stitute For Equipping) course and is of
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fered through the Discipleship Train
ing program of a church. Many 
churches have a Discipleship Training 
Council that plans for the various 
training courses in the church. Your 
church may have a leader training di
rector or a Discipleship Training direc
tor who will have this responsibility. If 
your church has a Family Enrichment 
Committee or Family Ministry Com
mittee, it is the ideal group to plan for 
Parenting by Grace.

The Leader's Notebook provides addi
tional helps in determining the sched
ule, enlisting and training a facilitator, 
promoting and enlisting participants 
as well as many other "how to’s” in of
fering Parenting by Grace in your 
church. In addition, guidelines are giv
en to help your church build an effec
tive family life program.

You will appreciate the efforts that 
have made Christian Self-Esteem: Par
enting by Grace a thorough, biblical, 
and practical resource to help churches 
better equip their parents. Now is the 
time to help our children know God’s 
good word about them and to be guided 
by informed, caring parents. Christian 
Self-Esteem: Parenting by Grace can 
help parents know and do their part in 
guiding their child’s self-esteem.

Parenting by Grace: Self-Esteem is a 
part of the Lay Institute For Equip
ping. LIFE is an advanced approach for 
equipping laity for discipleship, leader
ship, and ministry. LIFE is an educa
tional system that enables persons to 
grow at their own pace and to develop 
skills for ministry according to their 

own spiritual gifts and life goals. LIFE 
is designed so the local church can have 
its own Lay Institute For Equipping 
and provide a high quality of training 
for its laity.

Elements in LIFE include:
• Daily time with an interactive 

workbook.
• Weekly meeting with a small 

group.
• Application to life experiences.
For information on other LIFE 

courses, contact the Discipleship: Fam
ily Adult Department, Discipleship and 
Family Ministry Division, Baptist Sun
day School Board, 127 Ninth Avenue, 
North, Nashville, Tennessee 37234.
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Book Reviews_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
The Presence and the Power: The 
Significance of the Holy Spirit in 
the Life and Ministry of Jesus. Ger
ald F. Hawthorne. Dallas: Word Pub
lishing, 1991. 264 pages. $14.99, 
paperback.

Hawthorne seeks to show that the Holy 
Spirit empowered the extraordinary 
life of Jesus. He asserts that without 
the power of the Holy Spirit Jesus 
would have lived as any other human 
being. He also challenges the believer 
with the kind of life one can live.

The preface and introduction provide 
the reader with a foundation from 
which to read. The preface helps the 
reader understand the author’s atti
tude. The author realizes that no per
son can fully grasp all of the truth. 
Hawthorne humbly shares what he has 
learned thus far. The introduction 
makes its largest contribution by stat
ing the author’s presuppositions.

Chapter 1 introduces the reader to 
the two main characters. First, Haw
thorne introduces the Holy Spirit as 
God, active and working among people. 
Next, he introduces Jesus as "the eter
nal Son of God become human without 
the reality of his humanness being de
stroyed or his divinity being dimin
ished” (p. 41).

Chapter 2 uses the birth narratives 
in Matthew and Luke to show that the 
Holy Spirit made possible the unique 
birth of Jesus. The Holy Spirit made it 
possible for a virgin to conceive the Son 
of God. The Holy Spirit filled Jesus 
from His birth. With little biblical ma
terial to go on, Chapter 3 simply states 

the Holy Spirit’s work in the growing 
up years of Jesus.

In chapter 4, Hawthorne shows the 
work of the Spirit at the baptism of 
Jesus and continuing into His tempta
tion. The author says that at baptism 
Jesus received power for His ministry 
when the Holy Spirit descended upon 
Him. Having empowered Jesus for min
istry, the Holy Spirit then led Jesus to 
be tempted. The Holy Spirit, says Haw
thorne, provided the ability to resist 
Satan.

Next, the author demonstrates the 
role of the Holy Spirit in Jesus’ minis
try. The demonstration includes explic
it and implicit proof. Hawthorne notes 
the explicit Gospel references to the 
work of the Holy Spirit in Jesus’ minis
try. The implicit references mention 
the Holy Spirit’s work but do not give 
His name explicitly. Jesus’ ministry did 
not flow from His own power or author
ity as the unique Son of God. Instead, 
the Holy Spirit controlling and leading 
Jesus made His ministry possible.

In Chapter 6, the author discusses 
the work of the Spirit in the death and 
resurrection of Jesus. Thus far, most of 
the evidence for the work of the Spirit 
came from the Gospels. The author 
takes most of his material for this chap
ter from the epistles. Hawthorne says 
that the Holy Spirit gave Jesus the 
power to give His life and to take it 
again.

Chapter 7 seeks to pull back the cur
tain on the mystery of the incarnation. 
In the introduction Hawthorne admits 
that he should have followed the advice 
of Earle Ellis. Ellis advised the author 
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to simply allow the incarnation to 
stand in fact without attempt at expla
nation. Chapter 7 begins with a brief 
historical survey of incarnational 
theories.

The author claims a special kind of 
kenotic Christology. According to Haw
thorne, the Son did not give up His di
vine attributes. Instead, the attributes 
became temporarily latent. In opposi
tion to other kenotic theories, Haw
thorne emphasizes the temporary na
ture of the Son’s limits.

Hawthorne’s attempt to answer 
questions raised many more. The incar
nation remains a mystery. A theory 
that protects the mystery without try
ing to explain it may better serve our 
theology.

The entire book foreshadows the cli
max of chapter 8. This chapter chal
lenges the believer to allow the Holy 
Spirit to control his/her life in the 
same way He controlled Jesus’ life. 
Hawthorne asserts that the results will 
be the same kind of miraculous life. 
The Spirit will enhance all natural 
abilities. He also will give supernatural 
gifts. Clearly the Spirit is never used as 
a means to an end. The believer is to be 
used as the Spirit wills.

This book makes a large contribution 
because of its thoroughly biblical na
ture. Hawthorne’s theology flows from 
his exegesis.

He only departs from this approach 
in chapter 7 in which he admits his 
speculative approach. The book also 
shows the practical nature of theology. 
Theology should never be pursued as a 
purely academic subject. Theology 
should always end as this book ends— 
in practical application.

The Presence and the Power will 
make a great contribution for any 
teacher, pastor, student, or anyone in
terested in understanding more about 
the Holy Spirit’s work in the life of 

Jesus and the life of the believer.
Eddie Hilburn

Minister of Education and Youth 
Mangum Oaks Baptist Church 

Houston, Texas

Reviving the Plateaued Church. R. 
D. Baker, J. Truman Brown, Jr., & 
Robert D. Dale. Nashville: Convention 
Press, 1991. 59 pages. $8.75, paperback.

In today’s plethora of literature ad
dressing the problems of the plateaued 
church, the local church minister will 
find this volume concise, helpful, and 
practical. The writers, all acknowl
edged experts in this field, furnish sev
en chapters of material. The first six 
chapters are devoted to illustrating and 
describing typical plateaued churches 
while the seventh is filled with a step- 
by-step process for moving the church 
off center.

Chapter 1, "Plateauing Churches: 
Today’s Challenge”describes in detail 
what a plateaued church is and how it 
gets there. Dale’s understanding and 
description of the organizational life cy
cle is very interesting. He directs the 
reader regarding when to start the re
dreaming aspect of the church pro
gram. The writer also presents six im
portant questions the church needs to 
ask. (1) The active question: What must 
we do to get off this plateau? (2) The 
causation question: Why are we on the 
plateau? (3) The direct question: If we 
continue without intervention, where 
are we headed? (4) The participation 
question: How do we get pastor and peo
ple involved in reviving our church? (5) 
The invitation question: Where do we 
start? (6) The momentum question: 
How do we keep the ball rolling? These 
strategic questions are important to an
swer as the church takes action in mov
ing off the plateau.

Chapter 2, "Escaping the Sardis Syn
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drome,” is one that describes many pla- 
teaued churches today. Using the illus
tration of the Sardis church in 
Revelation 3:1-6, the writer gleans the 
five characteristics of such a church. (1) 
This church had enjoyed a productive 
and lively past. (2) Its ministry had 
waned. (3) It stood at the brink of death. 
(4) It had some internal resources to 
stem the tide and bring new life to 
them. (5) Time was short. Either Sardis 
would awaken, repent, and claim its 
God-given opportunity for service or 
face the possibility of death. It is at this 
point that the writer shows the reader 
how healthy churches plan and what 
mission-based and morale-based strate
gies are and how they are necessary in 
church growth.

Chapter 3, "Resting at Ease in Zion,” 
starts with an excellent illustration of 
Comfortable Baptist Church. The 
writer shows how to recognize passivity 
and depression in a local congregation. 
"When is a good time to trouble the wa
ters at Comfortable Baptist Church?” 
the writer asks. He answers his own 
question with six strategic times a con
gregation needs confrontation: (1) 
When the denomination becomes con
cerned about who questions. (2) When 
leaders feel comfortable. (3) When the 
pulpit is vacant. (4) When external cir
cumstances force a congregation to re
think its identity. (5) When church 
leaders have been impressed by their 
visits to similar congregations. (6) 
When resources for a generalist minis
try are pinched and considerations of 
ministry specialties seem timely.

Chapter 4, "Minding the Store,” 
types four immobile congregations: (1) 
The fortress church, (2) the arrogant 
church, (3) the no hope church, (4) the 
cold shoulder church. The author in
sists that successful leaders will recog
nize that not all immobile organiza
tions can be energized by the same 

tactics. The reader will find the plateau 
breakthrough checklist at the end of 
this chapter very helpful.

Chapter 5, "Operating Decently and 
in Order,” challenges the status quo 
church. This church is stimulated by 
maintaining what has been. There are 
five characteristics of this church dis
cussed by the writers. (1) There emerge 
"keepers of the flame.” (2) They become 
a self-absorbed congregation. (3) They 
have adopted a franchised faith—going 
by the book. (4) Inheritance leaders are 
placed in roles of responsibility. (5) The 
church spends an abnormal amount of 
time and energy in protecting itself.

Chapter 6, "Growing No More,” looks 
at a specific church which has had sub
stantial growth in the past but has 
peaked and is growing no longer. The 
writer gives 13 key growth barriers and 
explains them in detail.

Chapter 7, "Reviving the Plateaued 
Congregation,” is the most important 
chapter, although it hinges on the rest 
of the book. It is a clear, concise, step- 
by-step guide on how to move the con
gregation off a plateau and toward 
growth. It is a plan that can be used by 
any church of any size or location. This 
is a distillation in organized form of the 
experience of these successful church 
growth experts. It cuts through all the 
reasons why one should do something 
and just shows you how to do it.

The reader will also find in this vol
ume an up-to-date listing of resources 
for helping the local church develop 
strategies for growth. And the reader 
will want to know that this book is a 
church study course edition and he or 
she may receive study course credit for 
its study.

Without a doubt, this volume is a 
must buy for the serious pastor or 
church staff who is dedicated to church 
growth. Its practical, concise, and bare
bones style make it useful for all people 
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no matter what one’s background in 
education or church life may be.

James D. Gaines
Pastor

Northeast Baptist Church 
Doraville, Georgia

In the Fullness of Time: A Historian 
Looks at Christmas, Easter, and the 
Early Church. Paul L. Maier. San 
Francisco: Harper, 1991. 365 pages. 
$19.95.

In the Fullness of Time combines three 
of Paul Maier’s previous works—First 
Christmas, First Easter, and First 
Christians—into one volume. In this 
new edition, Maier has thoroughly re
vised, updated, and expanded the mate
rial found in the three previous vol
umes; and the result is commendable. 
Here is a book that is informative and a 
delight to read.

In the introduction, Maier writes: 
"Of all the religious beliefs in the 
world, past or present, none have more 
thoroughly based themselves on his
tory than Judaism and Christianity. 
The divine-human encounter in the 
biblical faith always involved claims 
about real people, living in real places, 
who acted in real events of the past, 
many of which are also cited in secular 
ancient history” (p. xv). Believing that 
the central events of the Christian faith 
are grounded in history, Maier explores 
the ways in which the study of history, 
archaeology, linguistics and literature, 
geography, meteorology and climatolo
gy, politics and law, economics, sociolo
gy, botany, zoology, and medicine illu
minate these bedrock events in 
Christianity. By appeal to these diverse 
disciplines, Maier seeks to reinforce the 
accuracy of the biblical accounts and to 
give the reader a look at familiar 
events from a different perspective. He 
also seeks to resolve some of the riddles 

in the biblical text and fill in some of its 
gaps.

On the whole, Maier fulfills this am
bitious agenda quite well. He brings to 
the events of Christmas, Easter, and 
Pentecost a wealth of historical and 
other data that provides a great deal of 
insight. A cursory review of the notes 
and the index reveals that the author 
has done his homework. Throughout 
this work, he demonstrates an aware
ness of critical scholarship and ably 
serves as a theological "middleman,” 
conveying the substance of debate 
clearly and concisely without drowning 
the reader in technical minutiae. He 
treats the material with an even hand. 
I can only fault him for an occasional 
lapse such as that found on page 275, 
where he refers to the seven in Acts 6 as 
"a board of deacons.”

Amply illustrated with photographs 
and clearly written, this volume will 
benefit several audiences. For those an
ticipating a tour of the Holy Land, this 
work provides a good introduction to 
many of the traditional sites and much 
background material. The pastor look
ing for ways to present the familiar 
story of Christmas, Easter, and Pente
cost in a fresh manner will find a 
wealth of enlightening material here. 
Maier’s work will also well serve those 
attempting to share their faith with the 
skeptical.

In short, Paul Maier succeeds admi
rably in telling us "the unfamiliar 
story of Jesus and Christianity.” He 
has indeed given us a good look at 
Christmas, Easter, and the early 
church; and we would do well to take a 
good look ourselves at this splendid 
volume.

William J. Ireland, Jr.
Pastor

Briarcliff Baptist Church 
Atlanta, Georgia

Summer 1993 63



Cumulative Index
Key to Index 
F-Fall 1992 
W-Winter 1993 
Sp-Spring 1993 
Su-Summer 1993

AGING
Developing healthy attutudes to

ward aging: results of a national 
survey. J. Kirk Gulledge. Su p 38

BAROODY, Joe
The pastor’s role as healer. Su p 53

BENSON, Peter L.
Saving our children. Sp p 35

BLACK, Wesley
Youth ministry comes of age. Sp p 7

BOOK reviews
Christian sex education. Parents and 

church leaders guide compiled by 
Jimmy Hester. Jimmy Hester. Sp p 
67

In the fullness of time: a historian 
looks at Christmas, Easter, and the 
early church by Paul L. Maier. Wil
liam J. Ireland, Jr. Su p 63

Morality and the adolescent by 
Charles M. Shelton. Jimmy Hes
ter. Sp p 67

The presence and the power: the sig
nificance of the Holy Spirit in the 
life and ministry of Jesus by Ger
ald F. Hawthorne. Eddie Hilburn. 
Su p 60

Reviving the plateaued church by R. 
D. Baker, J. Truman Brown, Jr. 
and Robert D. Dale. James D. 
Gaines Su p 61

Sex! What's that? by Susan Lanford. 
Jimmy Hester. Sp p 69

Sexuality: God's gift by Ann Cannon.
Jimmy Hester. Sp p 69

BRYSON, Harold
Reality in worship. W p 50

CHURCH renewal

The priesthood of all believers: a par
adigm for church renewal. Reggie 
McNeal. Su p 17

CHURCHES—identity
The church and its search for identi

ty. James R. Thomason. W p 38
A Baptist ecclesiology for the con

temporary world. Stanley J. Grenz. 
Su p 7

COYLE, Philip A.
Teenage oppositional behavior. Sp p 

39
CROMER, William R., Jr.

The graying minister of youth. Sp p 
16

DAVIS, William Penn
Smoke over Mississippi. Oren Ren

ick. W p 6
DICKENS, Doug

The minister’s caring task. F p 6
FAUCETTE, L. Joey

A theology of pastoral wholeness. W 
p 58

GAINES, James D.
Book review—Reviving the pla

teaued church by R. D. Baker, J. 
Truman Brown, Jr. and Robert D. 
Dale. Su p 61

Visiting critically ill patients. Su p 34
GENOGRAM—an evangelistic tool

Reconnecting families using a geno- 
gram. Gregory P. Rogers. Su p 45

GRENZ, Stanley J.
A Baptist ecclesiology for the con

temporary world. Su p 7
GULLEDGE, J. Kirk

Developing healthy attitudes toward 
aging. Su p 38

64 Search



HESTER, Jimmy
Book review—Christian sex educa

tion. Parents and church leaders 
guide compiled by Jimmy Hester. 
Sp p 67

Book review—Morality and the ado
lescent by Charles M. Shelton. Sp p 
67

Book review—Sex! What's that? by 
Susan Lanford. Sp p 69

Book review—Sexuality: God's gift 
by Ann Cannon. Sp p 69

HILBURN, Eddie
Book review—The presence and the 

power: the significance of the Holy 
Spirit in the life and ministry of 
Jesus by Gerald F. Hawthorne. Su 
p 60

HUBBELL, Macklyn
A systems perspective. F p 16

IRELAND, William J., Jr.
Book review—In the fullness of time: 

a historian looks at Christmas, 
Easter, and the early church by 
Paul L. Maier. Su p 63

LANDES, W. Daniel
Communicating theology through 

hymns. W p 19
LEONARD, Bill J.

National decline or global village: 
21st-century ministry. Sp p 29

McNEAL, Reggie
The priesthood of all believers: a par

adigm for church renewal. Su p 17
MEIGS, Thomas

Structured caring. F p 38
MELTON, Alan

The significance of Christian sym
bols in spiritual formation. Su p 25

MISSISSIPPI—Black churches
Smoke over Mississippi. Oren Ren

ick. W p 6
NEWPORT, John P.

Why our culture is ripe for alterna
tive religions. Sp p 55

PASTORAL care
Caring through the life of the church.

Bill Whittaker. F p 52

Communicating concern day by day. 
Dean Register. F p 27

The minister’s caring task. Doug 
Dickens. F p 6

The pastor’s role as healer. Joe Bar- 
oody. Su p 53

Structured caring. Thomas Meigs. F 
p 38

A systems perspective. Macklyn 
Hubbell. F p 16

Visiting critically ill patients. James
D. Gaines and Mary Still. Su p 34

PASTORAL wholeness
A theology of pastoral wholeness. L.

Joey Faucette. W p 58
POUNDS, Jerry W., Sr.

The church and adolescent suicide 
prevention. Sp p 49

PREACHING
Pulpit ethics. Brett Selby. W p 13

REGISTER, Dean
Communicating concern day by day.

F p 27
RELIGIONS

Why our culture is ripe for alterna
tive religions. John P. Newport. Sp 
p 58

RENICK, Oren
Smoke over Mississippi. W p 6

ROGERS, Gregory F.
Reconnecting families using a geno- 

gram. Su p 45
SALVATION

U nderfire—conversion: repentance 
and faith. Dan Stallard. W p 31

SELBY, Brett
Pulpit ethics. W p 13

STALLARD, Dan
U nderfire—conversion: repentance 

and faith. W p 31
STILL, Mary

Visiting critically ill patients. Su p 34
STROMMEN, Merton P.

Strengths and weaknesses in South
ern Baptist youth ministry. Sp p 22

SYMBOLS of Christian faith
The significance of Christian sym

bols in spiritual formation. Alan

Summer 1993 65



Melton. Su p 25
THEOLOGY

Communicating theology through 
hymns. W. Daniel Landes. W p 19

THOMASON, James R.
The church and its search for identi

ty. W p 38
WHITTAKER, Bill

Caring through the life of the church.
F p 52

WORSHIP
Reality in worship. Harold Bryson.

W p 50
YOUTH—social issues

Saving our children. Peter L. Benson.
Sp p 36

Teenage oppositional behavior.
Philip A. Coyle. Sp p 40

The church and adolescent suicide 
prevention. Jerry W. Pounds, Sr. 
Sp p 50

YOUTH ministry
The graying minister of youth. Wil

liam R. Cromer, Jr. Sp p 16
National decline or global village: 

21st-century ministry. Bill J. Leon
ard. Sp p 29

Strengths and weaknesses in South
ern Baptist youth ministry. Sp p 22

Youth ministry comes of age. Wesley 
Black. Sp p 7

66 Search



MPD/PS09/1-93

Order Secretary: FYI for your secretary, 
or she’ll probably remind you!

Secretary: FYI... The new quarterly newsletter 
for church and denominational secretaries.

Secretary: FYI is a new quarterly newsletter with 
timely information on subjects of interest and 
importance to your secretary — and your ministry. It 
will better equip your secretary to handle her day-to- 
day responsibilities. And your ministry will be 
enhanced as your secretary uses Secretary: FYI to 
sharpen her skills in these areas:

• Keeping up with new office technology and 
information systems

• Establishing office filing systems
• Improving telephone and other communications
• Choosing and purchasing office equipment
• Establishing personal and ministry growth goals
• Promoting office teamwork and staff relations
• Managing office activities
• Updating church financial operations
• Handling benevolence requests

Each issue of Secretary: FYI includes two articles 
dealing with one of the seven areas in the 
Secretary’s Personal Enrichment Program. These 
two articles are designed to be pulled from the 
newsletter and filed in the Church Secretary’s Desk 
Reference (Binder). Other articles include “Q & 
A”, “View from Behind the Desk”, and 
“Inspirational Thoughts”.

So don’t wait until your secretary asks you why 
you didn’t get her Secretary: FYI. Order it today 
and soon she’ll have valuable information for better 
serving your ministry.
Secretary: FYI 1510 $2.90 per issue
(Also available by subscription)
To order, use your Church Literature Dated Form 

д OR... Write our Customer Service Center, 127 Ninth 
A A Avenue, North, Nashville, TN 37234

^ГД OR... Call: 1-800-458-2772,8:00 a.m.-5:30 p.m., 
Central Time, Monday through Friday.

Your satisfaction is guaranteed.



Children are curious about every
thing, including their own sexuality. 
And even at an early age, they are 
going to hear about sex from TV, 
school, or friends.

When your child asks questions 
about sex, how will you respond? 
Caught off-guard, you may send the 
wrong message that affects how your 
child views sexual issues as he or she 
grows up.

My Body and Me is written from 
a strong biblical perspective that 
makes sure your children get the right 
message— from their Christian 
parents. You'll find this book easy to 

use, written in simple, 
age-appropriate lan
guage that helps put 
you and your child 
at ease when talking 

about sensitive issues. My Body and Me 

is designed for parents to use in the 
home during teachable moments.

Parents will also want Christian Sex 

Education—Parents and Church Leaders 

Guide to help your church equip 
parents to teach sex education in the 
home environment. Now is the time 
to lay a foundation for healthy 
Christian values about sex.

Sex Education
A Biblically-based Approach

My Body and Me
7806-43 (Middle Children) $8.99 

Christian Sex Education—Parents 
and Church Leaders Guide

7810-43 $7.99

Available through Baptist Book Stores or 
by writing or calling Customer Service 
Center, 127 Ninth Ave., North, Nashville, 
TN 37234,1-800-458- 2772. Western states 
may call 1-800-677-7797.

BAPTIST BOOK STORES
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