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ABSTRACT:
Since 2007, First Christian Reformed Church of Vancouver has learned that a fuller
participation in the Missio Dei requires more than adopting new techniques and strategies, but
for a congregation deeply tied to its living tradition, deep shifts are necessary to unlock the
missionary nature of God’s people. The goal of this project is to articulate a Congregational
Kingdom Witness hermeneutic for First CRC of Vancouver which re-appropriates the
Transformational (Neo-Calvinist) kingdom impulse to help us faithfully respond to God’s inbreaking shalom with God, each other, our neighbours and creation. Specifically, I use the lenses
of identity, community, society and view of the future to identify the needs of our social and
cultural context, and explore how the doctrines of election, covenant, kingdom participation and
creation ordinances can be contextualized to First CRC of Vancouver’s postmodern and postChristendom context. I conclude with correlating postures and communal practices to reinforce
this learning.
Context
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Approach

Through theological reflection, congregational input, and attending to inherited gifts and
challenges from our highly bounded confessional faith tradition, here is a description of how
God has been leading us since and where he will continue to lead our church into the future.
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CHAPTER 1:
KINGDOM WITNESS, FIRST CRC’S CONTEXT, AND RESEARCH PLAN
In Vancouver, we are waiting for the Big One to hit, but if we are honest, we would much
rather keep living the way that we want. Few have emergency kits unless their children are
mandated by their local school to purchase one. Some likely don’t want to expect the worst that
could happen, many likely don’t want to be paralyzed by fear and therefore continue living, and
almost everyone would prefer the way things they have grown accustomed to, rather than
imagining a whole new way to inhabit a new reality.
The problem with the Big One will not be the initial shock but the sustained shaking
which will alter what currently is. Experts speculate that the elevated ridges of Point Grey could
collapse, the island of Richmond would act like quicksand and swallow up structures that are
there, and shorelines may change drastically. In the span of history, the Coast Salish people, the
Squamish, Tseil-Watuth and the Musqueum remind us that our city’s 150-year history is so
small, and though we cannot quite imagine how, the geology and geography of this terrain will
dictate our environment, not the other way around. Earthquakes mean the end to some things,
and also the beginnings of something new.
For the church, the Big One which hit the church decades ago was actually a series of
earthquakes and aftershocks. Its well-documented sustained shaking has altered the landscape
irreversibly.1 Postmodernity has deepened suspicion of society’s core of which the church was
once a part. A culture where Christianity once held the preferred position has now become postChristendom where followers of Jesus have found this is acceptable by others if one’s views are
privately held and not influencing other people’s decisions or behaviour. Whereas previously,

1

William H. Willimon, Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2014), 1.
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people believed that the spiritual forces caused the events around them, the link between the
physical and spiritual worlds have now been severed from each other, and we are within what
Charles Taylor calls the Immanent Frame.2 Furthermore, for many outside the church who might
have been called ‘pagans’ by followers of Jesus describing anyone who is not a Christian, many
are now literally embracing paganism which looks for meaning and spirituality in nature within
this Immanent Frame.
Following the Big One, the landmarks the church had known are gone, or they are no
longer where we would expect them to be. The change might be grieved. The change might push
some to triage and focus on what is most important to them first. It might also push others to
patch up and repair what has been. However, an earthquake as dislocating as this one calls us to
do something else--to imagine what else has been shaken loose and to "settle down, build houses,
get married and seek the peace of the city in which we have been sent."3
William Willimon points out that in the garden of the Tomb that first Easter morning,
there was an earthquake when Jesus ushered in the first taste of New Creation into the midst of
the old creation. The Risen Jesus brought about an earthquake.4 Perhaps, like the bewildered first
Easter witnesses, in order for us to witness to what God’s Spirit has shaken loose in our day and
in our time and have the courage to follow our Lord into a world we have not known before, we
can imagine that these events are not only losses, but glimpses of God’s resurrection power
drawing God’s people into witnessing his in-breaking kingdom.

2

Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, 1st edition (Cambridge, Mass: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
2007), 539. The Immanent Frame is a buffered identity contrasted with the more porous pre-modern self. The
understanding is that the world is disenchanted so that connecting with supernatural forces or beings seems virtually
impossible.
3
Jeremiah 29:7
4
William Willimon, Easter as an Earthquake sermon, April 4, 1999, Duke University Chapel,
https://repository.duke.edu/dc/dukechapel/dcrau001596 (Accessed September 23, 2017).
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For the last eleven years I have been called to sit with, pray with, discern with and
experiment with a congregation who have recognized the changing times and have expressed the
awareness of the need to adapt. Moreover, through times of growth and grief, the benedictions at
life’s end and the baptisms in their place, we have sought to discern together what Christ has
shaken loose in our midst.
The dislocating shaking crumbled more foundational pillars than we have the capacity to
articulate, but it is my conviction that many core foundations have remained. First and foremost,
with the wider Church, Jesus Christ remains the central foundation. In what follows, I argue that
some of the secondary foundations of our denomination’s Transformationalist tradition remain.
Being attentive to these, while also being cognizant of our current cultural context, will enable
our congregation to continue to bear witness to God’s mission as we learn to make right
relationships between humanity and God, within human communities, and between humans and
the physical world. We give thanks to God for the tangible expressions of his kingdom mission
in our midst where the Holy Spirit has given us glimpses and tastes of his kingdom mission.
Yet, because God’s sovereign work exceeds our imaginations and sin clouds our vision,
much of God’s mission around the globe and even in our particular context is not visible to us.
So, for all that we cannot see, we believe that God is providentially guiding and expanding his
mission until Christ returns to bring in his full shalom in the New Creation. And in that
confidence, we carry on witnessing to his kingdom as a gathered congregation on East 11th
Avenue and Victoria Drive in East Vancouver, and also to the specific work of God’s mission in
our own lives where we live, work and play.
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I. Introduction to the Research Project:
This project aims to help First CRC of Vancouver find our voice again as God’s people
who have been sent as witnesses to his kingdom presence together in the Grandview-Woodlands
neighbourhood, and personally in our homes, neighbourhoods, places of work and wherever else
we might have influence. To find our voice, in Chapter One, I will attend to Scripture’s call for
Kingdom Witness and situate our congregation within that call. Here I will also provide
preliminary considerations as well as outline the specifics of my methodology for my research
project.
In Chapter Two, I will attend to our societal and local cultural contexts to better
understand the social factors impacting how one understands oneself, how one relates to others,
society and one’s orientation towards the future. Specifically, on the individual level, I will
explore variously fragmented spiritualities. On the interpersonal level, I will identify the forces
of isolation and loneliness which undermine the experience of community. On the societal level,
I will name where there is gospel continuity with our neighbours in the pursuit of justice, and
also discontinuity particularly due to hedonism, narcissism, and consumerism. Regarding one’s
orientation towards the future, I will unpack the nihilism which results from living in the
Immanent Frame.
In Chapter Three, I will attend to our tradition by first telling the Story of life and faith
through a Reformed Transformationalist lens.5 I will then seek to retell the Neo-Calvinist story
by re-appropriating this holistically Reformed living tradition to better suit our cultural context. I
will offer innovations for our tradition in a way that will parallel the relational corollaries
presented in Chapter Two. For personal identity, I will re-locate the doctrine of election to suit

5

I am using the term Transformational rather than Neo-Calvinist and Kuyperian for a variety of reasons. Rationale
is included below.
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Scripture’s teleological call of being called to be a light to the nations. For our relationship with
others, I will seek to recover a covenantal expression of community which carries a more
generous posture towards the wider Church. Regarding our relationship with society, I will call
for a new posture which emphasizes faith formation rather than ideation, is marked by a
verbalized and an enacted faith rather than a private one. Regarding our orientation towards the
future, I will argue that we need to move from being creation-order to shalom-order
Transformationalists guided by an eschatological vision of a fully redeemed creation and marked
by right relationships with God, ourselves, each other and the physical world.
In Chapter 4, I will describe and interpret my research data collected in the Spring of
2017 where I sought to understand what our congregation’s teleological understanding was—that
is, how well they could articulate why we do what we do as a congregation. The open-ended
questions in the research provides a description of the participants’ shared understanding of their
own congregational identity, denominational Transformationalist identity, their perception of the
social context our congregation finds itself in, as well as some of the called-for changes deemed
necessary for our church to remain faithful to our call as kingdom witnesses. Alongside this, I
also sought to measure how much “kingdom and mission” tangibly guide the priorities of First
CRC.
In Chapter Five, I will conclude this project with giving attention to the ministry rhythms
of First CRC. I will evaluate what is going well and identify the areas which need attention. In
this, I will return to the corollaries of individual, community, society and future, giving special
attention to the role of shared postures and faith practices which will nurture a desire for
kingdom witness.
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Introduction to Chapter One:
In this chapter, after offering preliminary considerations, I will explore the foundational
framework Kingdom Witness and Mission followed by a section on the importance of a
Teleological understanding of church. I will then shift attention to Situating First CRC of
Vancouver, where I will note the local and denominational context of our congregation.
Following that, I then add Situating Ourselves in the Transformationalist Community noting
three distinct phases, distinction from the New Calvinist stream, and providing the reader with
definitions for distinct terminology. Following this, I will conclude the chapter with a description
of the methodology for the congregational praxis research which is foundational for this Doctor
of Ministry project.
II. What’s in a Name?
In the paragraphs above, I use the term Transformationalist to describe my particular
historical stream of Calvinism started by Dutch thinker Groen van Prinsterer, popularized by
Abraham Kuyper, and fleshed out further by Herman Bavinck. Although Transformational is a
less common descriptor of the Kuyperian and neo-Calvinist hermeneutic, it is the term I will use
in this project for a variety of reasons. First of all, considering there were other early Reformed
innovators besides Abraham Kuyper, Kuyperianism is not comprehensive enough; also, because
Kuyper was a polarizing figure and so using that term might create unnecessary barriers for
readers.6 Second, although the term neo-Calvinism is technically the most commonly accepted
term, particularly in academic circles, there is an unnecessary confusion of language with a

6

I will still address various polarizing aspects of Abraham Kuyper’s life throughout and in Chapter Three, I will
also address the ugly form this stream of thought had taken in Apartheid South Africa.
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parallel group called New Calvinism, neo-Puritanism, and even Neo-Calvinism to describe the
movement of North American Evangelicals seeking to adopt aspects of historic Calvinism.7
In addition, describing a branch within Calvinism reinforces division, and I would rather
model a more positive term. It is 500 years since the Reformation, and there is now, I believe, a
growing call to link arms with those in the broader church. Finally, and most significantly,
whereas Kuyperianism and neo-Calvinism describe our stream historically, the term
Transformational describes our stream more teleologically—emphasizing what we are called to
be and do rather than who we have been in the past.

III. Kingdom Witness Hermeneutic
A. God’s Mission through Kingdom Witness
The thrust of this project is to attend to the social and local context in which we find
ourselves through the unique lens of our denominational heritage, so that as a congregation we
can articulate a shared vision of our Kingdom Witness in a way that is compelling and
comprehensive, rooted in God’s mission which began with God’s calling of Abraham in Genesis
11.
Once again, terminology is important—I am using the term Kingdom Witness
Hermeneutic rather than Missional Hermeneutic. Although the terms Mission and Missional are
much more common than Kingdom Witness, I am not using the more popular term for various
reasons: first, there is confusion within the missional community about the meaning of the term
“missional” itself. Second, even if the motivation is similar to that of mission the language of
kingdom witness is more Scriptural than that of mission; and finally, the concept of kingdom
witness is more comprehensive in nature.
7

I will explore this distinction further in the chapter below under the section, situating ourselves in Calvinism.

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 7

To begin, as others have acknowledged, the term Missional has become so nebulous that
it has proven to be unhelpful. Hastings recognizes the array of uses of the word missional8 and
notes how many of the uses of the term are not descriptive of his approach:
It is to be freely admitted the renaissance of the notion that the church is ‘missional’
may have its accompanying imbalances and be prone to extremes, in response to
cultural pressures.9
I view this project as part of the larger conversation of seeing our congregational and
each of our own personal contexts as places of mission which necessarily calls us to be
responsive to where we have been placed. As such, I will still draw on common resources
promoting the participation in God’s mission, but I seek to avoid the confusion of unspoken
definitions when various voices are describing something as being ‘missional.’
One of the unfortunate, non-verbalized understandings of a missional church I am
particularly seeking to avoid is the idea that a missional community is an innovative community
focused on God’s mission who have written off the established church. As many pastors of
established congregations can attest, this is an all too common occurrence where parishioners
who are passionate about God’s mission walked away from their established churches due to
their congregation’s stubborn refusal to acknowledge the new post-Christendom reality they now
find themselves. This loss has been repeated many times, and while I acknowledge and celebrate
the leading edges of innovators in the wider church, it is regrettable that those who have been
appropriately responsive to God’s Good News call have impatiently left behind countless other
congregations who also need to see the urgency and adapt to the new reality.
I believe corrective to this loss is vital. The strategy presented in this project seeks to
draw an established congregation along into this call, that each congregant would see themselves
8

Ross Hastings, Missional God, Missional Church: Hope for Re-Evangelizing the West (Downers Grove: IVP
Academic, 2012), 35.
9
Hastings, 35.
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to be sent as God’s missionaries in all the places where they have influence. Van Gelder
observes that the concept of Missio Dei was given greater significance in 1952 where the whole
of God’s people were reminded how participating in God’s mission became foundational to the
church’s identity and self-understanding. This describes a shift “to understand the church as
being missionary by its very nature, and that this missionary nature is expressed as the church is
sent by the Spirit into the world to participate in God’s mission."10
The call Van Gelder describes is the conviction I have been operating with at First CRC
for more than a decade. I strongly feel that even if innovators in the wider church might have
written off 90-year old congregations like ours, I do not believe God has just yet. Rather, I
believe he will continue to lead us forward if we are attentive and responsive to God’s
missionary call to participate in what he is doing around us.11 That is, the call to participate in
God’s mission is not simply to be carried out by younger, more innovative expressions of the
church, but is core to the identity for the whole church.
Second, more important than differentiating ourselves from the imbalances of some
missional expressions, I argue that the language of Kingdom Witness draws on the Scriptural
basis for mission.12 Jesus did not talk about mission—rather he embodied and modeled God’s
mission as he talked about the Kingdom of God and the Kingdom of Heaven. He revealed the
ethics of the Kingdom by restoring lives, so they could experience life in the Kingdom marked
by God’s shalom. In other words, Jesus’ healing was as much a part of the kingdom as his verbal
10

Craig Van Gelder, The Missional Church in Context: Helping Congregations Develop Contextual Ministry, ed.
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 28.
11
It must be stated that God has not promised that our particular worshipping community will never close, and in a
context where so many established churches are closing their doors, I hesitate to sound presumptuous. Yet, each new
year we continue to see places of renewal and new opportunities for ministry and if we remain attentive to the Holy
Spirit’s leading, I believe God still has a plan for this congregation.
12
Some voices within Missional literature are attentive to the language of witnesses, namely Craig Van Gelder in
Confident Witness—Changing World, and Darrell Guder’s books Be My Witness: The Churches Mission, Message
and Messengers; Called to Witness: Doing Missional Theology; and The Incarnation and the Church’s Witness.
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proclamation. And all of Jesus’ teaching and healing ushered into the present the eschatological
reality of God’s future reign. It was the work of the Kingdom that Jesus set out to do, and it was
the work of the Kingdom that Jesus sent his followers to continue to witness to and participate in
through the empowering presence of the Holy Spirit.
Third, it follows then that Kingdom Witness re-emphasizes the holistic nature of
Scripture’s fullest sense of a missional response of Word and Deed. It is common that voices
within the missional stream tend to focus more on proclamation, whereas kingdom witness is
meant to denote God’s sending his church into the world to witness to his reign through
proclamation and social engagement. While our tradition has much to learn from the broader
church on the urgency, clarity and passion of verbal proclamation, it is a long-held value in our
tradition that kingdom witness ought not be limited to verbal proclamation but instead be
expressed in a myriad of ways.
Of course, the Transformational stream is not alone in affirming the both/and nature of
kingdom witness and God’s Spirit is leading his global church into this deeper awareness that to
have integrity, our words of faith must always be held alongside visible expressions of the
kingdom we proclaim. In 1974, the Lausanne I Conference led by indigenous theologians
Samuel Escobar and Rene Padilla, working alongside John Stott, resulted in the Lausanne
Covenant. This covenant affirmed that proclamation and social action are to be held together,
inseparable, as a witness to the world.13 The affirmation compliments our Transformational
approach to Gospel Kingdom witness which seeks to integrate the Good News into the whole of
life.

13

Ruth Padilla DeBorst, What the Global South Can Teach the Western Church, 2014 Evening Lecture Series,
Regent College Audio.
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B. What is Kingdom Witness Mission then?
How then do we properly understand kingdom witness, particularly as kingdom is
another nebulous term? In short, kingdom witness is to have our imaginations shaped by the
vision of the fullness of God’s eschatological work of redemption and to witness to the many
ways God’s future is breaking into the present reality—both within the church and outside of it.
It is to recognize God’s sovereign guiding of his creation’s history and participate in his kingdom
as we bear witness to his tangible expressions breaking into our midst. Each expression becomes
a glimpse into God’s shalom. This began with Jesus’ own ministry in his liberating teaching, his
healings and his reordering of the world around him. It was carried forth by his apostles and
remains a call for us today.
It might well be pointed out that the term ‘kingdom’ has associations with Christendom.
In Once and Future Church, Loren Mead writes that Christianity has lived through two framing
paradigms for understanding relationship between itself and the world. The first was the
Apostolic paradigm where, “the church was a small minority surrounded by a very hostile
world,”14 which was followed by Christendom, “where there was little perceivable barrier
between the church and the surrounding culture.”15 Our new reality is different than both of these
contexts and one of the most significant shifts is that the mission field is not an unreached people
group on the other side of the world. Rather, he argues, we need to “radically rethink our
understanding of mission”16 to recognize that our mission field is where each of us is located. We
are all called and sent as missionaries to the places where we live, work and play and as we seek

14

As cited in Jim Kitchens, The Postmodern Parish: New Ministry for a New Era (Bethesda: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, 2003), 72.
15
Kitchens, 73.
16
Kitchens, 73.
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to be kingdom witnesses we need to have a compelling vision of the future to shape what we say
and what we do.
To offer compelling kingdom witness we must first navigate the particularity of the
context we are situated in. We must also contend with the pre-existing barriers that have
historically inhibited our participation in kingdom witness. Finally, we must come to recognize
the ways where we are held culturally captive, which might be most helpfully articulated for us
by those outside our own cultural context; from the voices of Christians in the Global South.

C. Navigating the Particularity of Kingdom Witness
God’s people being sent into exile has become an analogy for followers living in a postChristendom reality, and many have sung the words of the Psalm in which we hear the lament:
“By the river of Babylon, we sat down and wept for you, Zion.”17 It is in the context of God’s
people weeping for what was lost that God’s word came to Jeremiah to “build houses, settle
down, have your children marry their children, and seek the peace of the city to which God has
sent you.” This has become a rallying cry for those seeking to establish holistic kingdom
ministry in a setting where the supports of faith have largely been replaced by increased
opposition and a myriad of other options were available to them. Though not a perfect parallel to
our context in which we still have religious freedom to worship God according to our
consciences, the comparison is helpful insofar as it names clearly what has been lost and it
focuses on the call to first come to terms with our new reality, and second to reimagine our faith
finding expression in this new cultural setting.
As we continue to come to terms with our new reality within which we are called and
sent as kingdom witnesses, many different models and movements have been proposed to help
17

See Walter Brueggemann. Cadences of Home: Preaching to the Exiles, (Louisville: Westminster John Knox
Press), 1997.
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guide the North American church through to hope. The array of innovators over the last two
decades has included Saddleback and Willow Creek models of large-scale, repeatable
congregations, the spiritual-but-not-religious approach seen in a number of church plants,
Emergent churches, Simple churches, parish churches, etc. A common theme undergirding each
of these has been a conviction of needing to reach those who are lost. Alongside this have been
the strategies of established churches and denominations, as well as the rise of new monastic
communities, who have sought to find new ways of being faithful to who God is calling his
church to be.
To varying degrees, each of these strategies have offered effective solutions and in the
spirit of North American innovation, steps have been taken to franchise a successful experiment.
The limitation of this strategy, of course, is the failure to recognize the uniqueness of each
ministry context. The more easily the convictions can be applied to multiple contexts, the more
successful the innovation. This has in turn given rise to a new movement of ecclesiastical
innovators focusing on context as the primary lens within which to formulate ministry strategies.
I do not intend on evaluating each of these approaches, but it is instructive to recognize
the appeal of wanting to replicate success from one context to another. While sharing best
practices is indeed an important step in establishing our kingdom witness call, it lacks integrity
and staying power when the focus on outcomes fails to account for the reason for the problems in
the first place. An effective approach needs to begin in another place. As Mark Friedman has
argued, “Thinking about causes should always precede thoughts about solutions.”18 This means
that rather than chasing someone else who we believe has ‘figured it out,’ we do the patient work
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of identifying problems before any attempt to paste someone else’s solution onto our context.
Van Gelder helpfully offers this insight:
It is my conviction that we need to move beyond trying to find the "next" church
that will help us be successful one more time. We need to rediscover something
more basic about what it means to be the church."19
As I seek to articulate what it means for us to be the church in our context, I intend to
draw on the insights and best practices of others who have been integrating kingdom witness in
their own contexts. More importantly, I will seek to identify the root causes of some of our
specific contextual challenges and explore how the Gospel’s light will shine truth on them,
which I will address more thoroughly in Chapter Two.
In his lesser known book, The Other Side of 1984, Lesslie Newbigin pointed to the
necessity of this deep work of wanting to understand the root causes to our society’s challenges.
He wrote that the first task of the church is to address the fundamental question of what it means
to be a human person. He contrasted the undergirding convictions between the Enlightenment
and the biblical vision. Whereas the Enlightenment believed that each person has "the right to
develop his or her own potential to the maximum, limited only by the parallel rights of other
persons,20 The biblical understanding of humanity lies in our relational capacity, where, "there is
no true humanity without relatedness, which means that mutual relatedness is intrinsic to true
humanity."21
Understanding our inherent relationality is, of course, not enough. Newbigin also calls for
an attentive reading of Scripture in order for us to know how we can respond to our situation
today and to define what message we will carry with us. He first calls the church to “recover the
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role of faith in knowing and understanding…We must recover the attitude of listening and
receiving—an action of faith—as a prerequisite of knowing.”22 That is, as part of our
relationality knowing is not simply a list of theological convictions. Rather, knowing is learned
in the relationality of listening to God’s guidance, as well as listening to those around us.
Newbigin adds that our beliefs must be holistic:
There is a need to recover an understanding of Christian dogma as that which can
provide a framework for coming to grips with the totality of life, public as well as
private. Such a faith framework should be acknowledged as having as much to do
with economics and the ordering of social life as with prayer and sacraments…We
should go back to the Bible. It is the scriptural testimony that provides perspectives
for the private and public life of the Christian.23
Incorporating one’s faith in both the private realm and the public sphere, I would argue
reflects the long-standing convictions of a Transformationalist Kingdom Witness impulse. Of
course, Newbigin is not the only one who calls to ‘go back to the Bible,’ but the context for his
statement is instructive for his meaning—when we go to the Bible through the lens of the public
and the private, this hermeneutic begins to illumine the Gospel’s call for Christ’s light to touch
every aspect of life. And although this conviction is rooted very much in the present, I will argue
that our vision of the future, guided by Scripture’s witness, is what will ultimately shape how we
live publicly and privately as kingdom citizens today.

D. Barriers Preventing Kingdom Witness
During my denominational ordination examination, I shared that though I was raised in
the Christian Reformed tradition it took some determination to remain in the CRC. The majority
of my immediate family chose to join the Christian and Missionary Alliance, Evangelical Free
and Mennonite churches, and my paternal grandparents had adult baptism in order to join a
22
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Baptist congregation before returning to the CRC later in their lives. The reasons were unique in
each situation but the thread that stitched its way throughout was a discontent with the way
things are done in the CRC. The emphasis on election and infant baptism seemed to minimize
the importance of pursuing a personal, vibrant faith, as well as minimized the missionary
urgency. The emphasis on covenant seemed to turn a congregation and tradition in on itself,
ignoring the gifts of the wider church. The emphasis on orthodoxy seemed to undermine
orthopraxy because issues were often put before people.
These descriptions are over-simplified, and somewhat caricatured, because it is also
within this Living Tradition that I was raised by family, thoughtful and wise pastors, and
congregations, to nurture a vibrant faith. While I share these concerns, I have sought instead to
address them from within the CRC. This project therefore, stems from a deep commitment to the
Reformed framework of faith, and particularly the Transformationalist kingdom vision, but with
the view that we do need to learn new postures and practices.
I intend in this project to draw on the strength of our Transformational tradition of
holistic witness, but also to address the significant liabilities that have inhibited this effort from
becoming more fully realized. I believe there are four aspects within our living tradition that
have worked against our participation in God’s kingdom mission, which I deal with in greater
depth in Chapter three, so I will simply identify them here: an emphasis on the doctrine of
election; valuing truth above unity; defaulting to an intellectual or institutional posture towards
society; and a limited scope of understanding the teleological intent of the redemption of all
creation.
The intent in naming and addressing each of these challenges is to help enable us to
witness God’s kingdom presence always in an increasing way in our midst. Along with these
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four concerns are other internal factors which also serve to limit our participation in God’s
kingdom mission. One sociological factor at work in many CRC congregations are that those
who pursued change often did so by leaving their more traditional congregations. This led to an
historical pattern of more innovators moving on from First CRC of Vancouver and many other
First CRCs across Canada and the US, which in turn further strengthened a culture of “stabilized
maintenance.” Not that First CRC has been without changes, but the changes seeking to address
these challenges have been more methodical and slower than some would want.
There are also external limitations, which every believing community is confronted
with—how can we live faithfully to the call of the transformative gospel while still ensuring that
the gospel is offered to our unbelieving neighbours in a compelling manner? Though each
context will vary in posture and approach, a significant but obvious reality to name is that the
pace of change continues to quickly transform not only the external context, but how each of us
in this cultural context are ourselves being changed in the process.
Finally, alongside this are the legitimate and perceived limitations of resources; fatigue of
holding things together in a 120-person congregation; un/healthy suspicion around new models
after nine decades during which other methods and practices were employed, memories where
trust was betrayed, as well as strained interpersonal relationships which kept people from
wanting to work towards a common vision. I will not directly address these factors in this
project, but I am cognizant of these influences playing a role.

E. Drawing on the Global South to Correct Our Kingdom Witness
Given that kingdom witness is rooted in specific contexts, we must be aware of how faith
and culture are at work in the lives of those who witness to God’s kingdom. What are we blind
to? Where are we captives to our own culture? Kettle rightly asks:
Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 17

Are [Western Christians] converted fully from Western culture, and is Western
culture properly converted within them? Or is it rather the case that, unawares,
their faith is domesticated to Western culture? Are they unable to see this
culture, and their domestication to it, for what they are in the light of Christ?”24
In order to resist cultural captivity Western Christians must first see where we need
conversion before we call our culture to conversion. Kettle adds we have authentic mission when
it “integrally embraces the conversion of culture, and this conversion begins within the church.”25
While “Lausanne I” did not offer Transformationalists a change in emphasis between
proclamation and social action, the conference, and the subsequent emergence of voices from the
Global South, are helping us recognize where we have been culturally bound, and also deepening
our awareness of the importance of contextualized theology. The positive contributions from the
Global South are illustrated here with two Christian Reformed missionaries: Anne Zaki from
Egypt and Latin American Ruth Padilla DeBorst who is based in Costa Rica.
Anne Zaki, on the anniversary of the ISIS beheadings of Egyptian Coptic Christians,
spoke boldly to a group of North American Christians who had compassion about the tragedy but
did not know what to do about it. She said, “Don’t simply ask how you can help us as if your
strength could strengthen us. Pray that we would have the strength to remain faithful to Jesus in
the face of terror, and pray too that in your context, you would also recognize the ways you are
being called to be faithful in your context.”26
Ruth Padilla DeBorst adds a further challenge in naming the unspoken prejudice that
“those with power are more right than those without.”27 In a Regent College lecture, she points
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out that the, “Can anything good come from Nazareth?” prejudice exists in the American and
Canadian context. In a particularly theologically prolific tradition like the CRC, the challenge is
apt because the posture of North American context, the spoken or unspoken assumption, is that
we have the answers to solve “Third World” problems. The postmodern impulse to give a voice
to those previously silenced helps us recognize that when we do listen to the previously silenced
individuals we begin to learn from the Global South how damaging our North American
consumeristic, narcissistic and hedonistic lifestyles cause significant inequities on a global scale.
As participants in this economy, we recognize also that we as Christians are complicit
and the call to social action from the Global South includes challenging the very systems of
which we are integrally a part. Even more, attending to these voices and assisting others in need
have helped us recognize the problems of global inequity, namely creating dependency through
charity, minimizing dignity, and upsetting local social dynamics with an individualistic
approach. This conviction is why, for example, our denomination chooses not to participate in
Operation Christmas Child shoeboxes but instead support World Renew’s Gift Catalogue which
ensures culturally-sensitive, community-based and dignity-preserving approach to international
justice, recognizing how much we need to learn from these other voices to recognize our places
of poverty.
The second significant treasure we have gained from our church family in the Global
South is the importance of contextualized theology—not simply in those places, but also the
need to produce a contextualized theology in our specific context. Ruth Padilla DeBorst points
out how this shift away from theology in the centre of power is bringing a greater diversity:
“Drawing from the same Scripture and led by the same Spirit, there is a multiform variety

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 19

emerging today.”28 In fact, she points out, this multiform variety was a mark of the early church.
Within Christendom, the leadership and theology of the church became more standardized and
the power more centralized, which lessened the diversity and variety of the church.29
Through the gift of these voices Western Christians are being called out of our cultural
captivity and into more authentic mission in presenting a holistic rather than simplistic Gospel
message, in a compelling—but not coercive—manner first rooting in our own conversions.
Kettle again:
To be converted to Christ is to be turned from the world as one has known it and
to see everything anew in the context of Christ…In Christ, God engages our
familiar contexts comprised of our habitual practices and assumptions, worldviews,
and personal commitments, and breaks them open, animating them as signs
pointing to the deeper context of his approaching kingdom and liberating us for
participation in it.”30
IV. Situating First CRC of Vancouver Historically: A Living Tradition and the CRC:
Alasdair MacIntyre points out that what is handed down to us is not static, but is in fact a
living tradition: “[it is] an historically extended, socially embodied argument, and an argument
precisely in part about the goods which constitute that tradition.”31 Tradition in this sense is not
static, but dynamic as it always takes what has historically been seen as important and
appropriates to a new context. Belgian Catholic theologian Boeve adds:
[A Christian narrative] is not an autonomous and static entity; it never contains the
truth itself but is an ever contextually anchored expression of the relationship of the
believer to God who is truth…A Christian narrative, and theology as its reflexive
moment, is the expression of the relationship between the word (our words) and the
Word (the Logos), between articulation in tradition (traditions) and the
inarticulateness of the original Traditio. To stand in this tension is to be prevented
28
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from slipping into a hegemonic truth-story, with absolute truth claims…Christian
narratives can never afford to fossilize.32
As we appropriate the living tradition handed down to us from Christian Reformed
people before us, we recognize that the ongoing dynamic of “reformed and always reforming”
rings true once again. What has been handed down to us is, as Boeve writes, “recognized as an
ongoing recontextualization process of this relationship."33 Therefore, part of stewarding what
has been passed down to us is also the necessary work of adapting those beliefs to a new context.
We will explore two aspects of how beliefs handed down to us are dealt with in our context,
namely what motivates our kingdom witness activity and what impact the historical Reformed
confessions have on us embodying this call more fully.
As immigrants from the Post-WWII Netherlands, Christian Reformed people in Canada
have received two aspects of a Living Tradition which, when held side by side, shed perspective
on how the living tradition can be lost or distorted. On the one hand, Christian Reformed
immigrants by and large had a strong emphasis on right beliefs, right behaviour and a clear sense
of kingdom activity. On the other hand, the stoic nature of Dutch at the time also meant that a
great number of CRC believers received a non-verbalized faith—they learned and memorized
doctrines, but their parents rarely spoke intimately about their personal faith in Christ. The truth,
it was believed, was sufficiently handed down through the modelling and catechesis, not the
verbalizing, of faith. Something notable has happened in this transmission of practice particularly
as it was brought to the new cultural context of Canada.
The first generation of Dutch Transformational immigrants were primarily “Kuyperians,”
who were excited and motivated to see all areas of life informed by the Lordship of Christ.
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Books by Abraham Kuyper and Herman Bavinck were placed alongside the Bible in many of the
immigrant’s homes, even those who were ‘uneducated’ farmers.34
The generation that followed were Canadians “with funny accents” who had heard from
their parents the importance of setting up parallel Transformational institutions to the ones well
established in the Netherlands. This loyalty drove them to establish Christian schools in nearly
every town where a church had formed, and also started other organizations like the Christian
Labour Association of Canada, Citizens for Public Justice, as well as Christian colleges. These
children of immigrants swam in the embodied truth of their parents, and for them, to a greater or
lesser degree, being Christian Reformed meant that one was to support (through verbal assent,
financial contribution, and even employment) these Transformational initiatives. Here the
Kuyperian motivation was largely institutionalized.
The living tradition was passed to the next generation who had witnessed what was
modelled and also learned the institutions that were valued by their grandparents and parents, but
the non-verbalized personal faith meant that for many in our denomination, the how-to of
kingdom activity was clear, but the why was missing. Over three generations, the urgency faded
because the new generation no longer knew why these activities were important. They were left
with obligations but lacking the teleological justifications for the work.
Subsequently, the value of this aspect of the living tradition was slowly lost and ignored
by many. Children growing up in this Reformed immigrant ethos have heard that kingdom
engagement is important and have a high value on incorporating one’s faith into every aspect of
life but are not quite sure why. This project in part, seeks to recapture the old reasons of why the
praxis and theology of kingdom engagement is valuable, while recognizing the importance of
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adapting and contextualizing the living tradition into a manner that is suitable to our cultural
context.
A second aspect of the living tradition for the CRC is how we understand ourselves as a
confessional denomination. The three confessions: Belgic Confession, Heidelberg Catechism and
The Canons of Dort have historically-situated theological arguments passed on through
Reformed denominations. Our tradition has often taken the static nature of the confessions and
have applied them statically, with little regard to the changing context. There is a fine balance to
strike here in this call to recontextualize the confessions. On the one hand, we believe that the
Forms of Unity ought to guide how we live and describe the lens through which we understand
Scripture. But on the other hand, the words ring hollow if we do not adequately consider the
context which we are now living in. Boeve’s warning rings true in our denomination:
If one does not succeed in recontextualizing, the tension disappears and only
dated meaningless language remains, which in the end alienates because it is
unable to refer to that which is revealed in that tension."35
Many within the CRC today, including those in leadership, engage little with the
Confessions, in large part, I would argue because they view them as documents with “dated,
meaningless language.” Interestingly, while the support for the Reformed Confessions is waning,
the ecumenical aspect of our Living Tradition, expressed in The Apostles, Athanasian and the
Nicene Creeds, continue to hold significant support.
One of the points of contention within the CRC Confessions are the “us and them”
themes, either between Reformed believers and other believers, or between believers and
unbelievers. It is into this struggle to recontextualize the confessions that two new documents
have been written. Our World Belongs to God is a contemporary testimony emerging out of the
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CRC which has great appeal because it names and applies the living tradition to various aspects
of our current context. The document offers compelling convictions but does so in a more
generous and respectful posture towards differing viewpoints. The Belhar Confession emerged
out of the Uniting Christian Reformed Church of South Africa which came to recognize that the
Three Forms of Unity were insufficient in restraining the racism and division which were the
building blocks of the South African Apartheid.36 Adopted by the CRC as an ecumenical
confession, this document continues to call the church to celebrate cultural diversity and to
continue the long, patient work of unity and reconciliation.
What are we to do with the Heidelberg Catechism, the Belgic Confession and the Canons
of Dort? While some might be tempted to ignore them or to remove them altogether, in order to
distance ourselves from a time in our history marked by division and discord, I would offer that
we still need these elements to be properly contextualized today. Positively, this means that we
continue to incorporate the gift of a faith that emphasizes God’s sovereignty and his ongoing
transformation of the cosmos he created. We have inherited the gift of a well-articulated faith
that has been affirmed throughout the centuries and that also unites us with hundreds of other
Reformed denominations globally. Recognizing the breadth of the Confessions’ use is a
reminder that even though each of the three documents emerged out of very specific historical
situations, there is a truth that resonates across the globe.
Contextualizing elements of the confessions also means that we recognize with humility
and lament how poorly our forebears spoke of (and also treated) others who are also part of the
larger body of Christ. As the Holy Spirit continues to sanctify us as a denomination (always
reforming), we have collectively finally come to recognize how wrong the previous behavior was
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towards our sisters and brothers in Christ—specifically the defamatory comments towards “the
Papists” as well as the “detestable Anabaptists.” In the same way that Israel needed to contend
with the sins of their fathers, these ruins in our tradition must continue to serve as a reminder to
never again follow the same divisive path against the unity of the church.
To ensure that our Reformed documents do not “fossilize,” the elements handed down to
us need to be re-storied so that we have clear teaching on prayer, the life of faith, on the Trinity,
and what motivates us in our daily living as grateful followers of Christ. If they are not restoried, we run the risk of missing critical elements of what it means to be church.
In 2013, I attended the Inhabit conference in Seattle which was hosted by The Parish
Collective, which emerged out of a group of CRC church planters. I had long admired their
creativity and innovative ways of leading churches to live out their faith in their specific
neighbourhoods across the Greater Seattle area, and looked forward to seeing what best practices
I could incorporate in our own congregational context. There were many inspiring practices of
bringing the Gospel into neighbourhoods, but I left the conference disappointed; there was little
mention of singing, praying and reading the Bible together, and almost no mention of confessing
together, celebrating communion together or marking out one’s faith with baptism.
It is certainly possible that some of these elements were part of some of the parish
congregations’ rhythms, but in my conversations and questions with the various leaders, I heard
very little in that regard. It made me wonder if these elements were set aside more for pragmatic
reasons because they did not help with what the church planters wanted to accomplish. While I
certainly do not insist that the practices mentioned above need to always be done in the same
format (a risk of fossilizing our faith), something significant is lost when these elements are not
part of the conversation about what we do and why we do it. I do celebrate variety and
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experimentation, such as the creative work emerging out of Seattle-based CRC’s parish
collective and inhabit conference, but for the long-term sustainability of our living tradition, we
need to continue to emphasize the core identity markers of the church, even in radically new
settings.

V. Situating the CRC in the Broader Faith Community
A. Is the CRC an Evangelical Church or a Mainline Church?
This question was posed recently at an ecumenical event that we hosted at First CRC.37
As often happens, the reactions from CRC attendees were varied. Some bristled at the caricatures
of mainline churches where personal faith seems to be undervalued for the sake of social action.
Others reacted to the ‘guilty by association’ nature of generalizations of many Evangelical
Christians, particularly South of the Border, where the emphasis of a “Jesus and me” theology
and a tendency to vote politically on one or two moral issues seem to be the primary marks of
what Christians are to look like. Citing the most extreme examples from both groups has led to
an uncomfortable polarity that is not easily resolved for a Christian Reformed believer.
CRC congregants typically would answer the question in a guarded way, suggesting that
we have a foot in both camps because we deeply value personal faith, as well as a public
kingdom expression of that faith. But no answer to this question seems to be adequate as it has
the potential to convey a collective smugness towards our sisters and brothers from other
Christian faith expressions. Additionally, Christian Reformed believers tend to compare
themselves to other faith traditions by describing who we are not, rather than who we actually
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are. To state it positively, Christian Reformed believers value both a transformative personal
faith and a transformative public faith.
John Yoder and Richard Mouw have very helpfully moved the conversation forward
between Anabaptists and Reformed ecclesial families. Yoder points out a great many incorrect
generalizations Reformed believers have carried about the Anabaptist tradition,38 stemming from
a confessional posture exemplified in the Belgic Confession: “We detest the error of the
Anabaptists and other seditious people.”39 Most notably, he challenges how Reformed believers
tend to emphasize the differences between traditions rather than what we share in common “by
dramatizing and making central the points at which they differ,”40 and second, how often the
Anabaptists are grouped into a composite amalgam which does not adequately recognize the
many variations between the various Anabaptist parties.41 In his helpful summary, Yoder notes
finally that though Reformed and Anabaptist camps certainly went in different directions
theologically, historically and sociologically, he notes that both theological innovations
essentially come down to the degree of radicalization which emerged within the Protestant
family.42
Mouw affirms Yoder’s observation of the vigour in which Reformed believers have often
dismissed the theological approaches of Anabaptists, naming that Christian Reformed Church
leaders have and continue to struggle with such harsh words directed towards our Anabaptists
sisters and brothers to the point where our Synod removed the words from the main body of the
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CRC translation of the Belgic Confession.43 The words of the confession and the persecution
which followed are time-bound and capture one side of an intense debate, often in response to
Anabaptist accusations that Reformed believers were, “thinly disguised papists”…or, given the
parlance of the day, “tools of Satan himself.”44 The salient point here is that these words directed
towards the Anabaptists were set into CRC confessions, words designed to be remembered,
which have continued to shape the preconceptions of subsequent generations of Reformed
believers.
By way of explanation, Mouw observes that the vitriol Reformed believers have
historically directed towards Anabaptists has also been expressed between Reformed believers
themselves. For Mouw, recognizing the theological range between Reformed believers and
noting how we have traditionally treated each other in this manner is a recognition of the familial
connection Reformed and Anabaptist camps in fact share with each other: “something like the
so-called ‘Reformed/Anabaptist tensions’ actually occur within the Reformed community.”45
Mouw adds, “The Anabaptist position is not one that Calvinists denounce because it is so alien to
their own views, but rather because it represents very real tendencies that they have within
themselves.”46 For instance, with the conviction of
God’s absolute sovereign control over the process of salvation…any teaching which
seems to modify that assessment, by attributing, say, some sort of positive noetic or
ethical or volitional ability to human beings, will need special explaining. And the
fact is that Calvinists have regularly gone out of their way to provide such explanations.47
In an effort to recognize the commonalities, Mouw notes the shared commitment between
Reformed and Anabaptist communities towards transformation, noting the point of departure
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rests on the mode of what that transformation entails.48 Yoder and Mouw model a much-needed
posture towards healing and deepening trust, rooted in the recognition of the two communities’
commonalities:
The main dispute between the two positions is not a conflict between radically
different types. It is a family argument between Christians who claim to take
human depravity and the riches of the Gospel seriously—not only in relation to
very personal belief and behavior, but to the full range of human, social, political
and economic activities.49
B. What’s in a Name? Revisited
Popularized a decade ago, a new group of Calvinists have emerged in North America.
They have been referred to as Neo-Calvinists, New Calvinists and Neo-Puritans. While there is
certainly overlap in a particular commitment to God-glorifying preaching, they are distinct from
the Kuyperian-Dutch-neo-Calvinist Transformationalism which I am engaging in this project.
The reasons for the overlapping of terms between the two groups are described below, but for
simplicity’s sake, I will use the term New Calvinist to describe the newly emergent group of
adherents and will continue to use the term Transformational to describe the stream with which I
identify most.
New Calvinists are those who come from broader evangelicalism and to bring clarity to
the disorientation brought about by postmodernity, have embraced the five points of Calvinism.
“Young, Restless, and Reformed” is a common descriptor of this new Calvinist group and in the
book by that name, Collin Hansen describes how a wide range of evangelicals across many
denominations are incorporating Calvinism into their grid of beliefs. He points out by example
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John Piper’s writing: “You will find no explanation and no index entry for Calvinism in Desiring
God. But it’s all there, if you know what to look for.”50
Noting the impact of New Calvinism, Time magazine ran an article to note the
widespread leadership of this movement, championed by Gospel Coalition founders John Piper,
Mark Driscoll, and Albert Mohler. 51 Hansen notes that part of the appeal of Calvinism to those
in the wider Protestant tradition is the theological clarity in a confusing world: "A lot of young
people grew up in a culture of brokenness, divorce, drugs or sexual temptation. They have plenty
of friends: what they need is a God."52 And Mohler, a Southern Baptist notes, "The moment
someone begins to define God’s [being or actions] biblically, that person is drawn to conclusions
that are traditionally classified as Calvinist."53 New Calvinism takes God’s sovereignty and
applies it to relationships, worship and evangelism.
What is confusing, however, is the overlap of terms described above. David Van Beima
of The Gospel Coalition, in the Time magazine article unhelpfully describes this group as NeoCalvinists. The problem is, Transformational neo-Calvinists are not the same as Evangelical
Neo-Calvinists because Evangelical Calvinism has adopted aspects of Calvinism, particularly
Puritanism, into their existing theological frameworks but have left out other foundational
elements such as being confessional. Coming to Calvinism from another theological stream has
meant they have not been aware of the century-old established system of neo-Calvinism.
There are a few distinct differences. First, New Calvinism is known for the ‘picking and
choosing when convenient’ approach which has ‘cut and pasted’ elements of Calvinist thought
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without the theological attention given to how incorporating the idea into another faith
expression might be theologically inconsistent. While I fully celebrate any movement towards
Catholicity (something I will argue for in Chapter Three), it is crucial that each expression within
the wider church maintains its own coherence rather than fragmentation. However, a deeper
concern lies in what is lost in borrowing the term Neo-Calvinism which extracts it from a
tradition committed also to societal engagement and transformation for the sake of the kingdom.
This is foundational to the thought of Groen van Prinsterer, Abraham Kuyper and Herman
Bavinck.
Responses from within the Transformational stream have included a suggestion from Ray
Pennings that the Calvinist/Evangelical group be called Neo-Puritan.54 James K.A. Smith has
written Letters to a Young Calvinist to reach those within New Calvinism. In it, Smith seeks to
draw attention to the Calvinism before Puritans like Jonathan Edwards. He draws in Calvin’s
Geneva,55 and points even further back into church history by pointing to Augustine.56 Smith
reminds the New Calvinist of how central being confessional is,57 notes how important
stewarding creation is,58 and also draws in what he describes as “Wide-Angle Calvinism”
seeking the redemption of the world “far as the curse is found.”59 It is this ‘wide-angle,
transformational Calvinism that I will attend to from this point forward.
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C. Noting Three Phases Within Transformational Calvinism
In this project, I did not prepare a separate Literature Review. This overview is instead
included throughout the project, particularly in Chapter 3, Attending to and Reappropriating our
History where I draw on significant voices within our tradition. I note phases of
Transformationalists: the first phase was marked by a reimaged expression of the Continental
Calvinism in order that it could engage a post-Enlightenment modernism where atheism was
permeating Dutch society. The second phase was a translation into the North American, most
notably Canadian, modern context, while the third phase is a reworking of this hermeneutical
kingdom approach into the postmodern context.

Phase 1:
In response to the impact of modernism on the churches in the Netherlands, Groen van
Prinsterer was the first innovator who fleshed out John Calvin’s theology of societal
responsibility and engagement and translated it to his context. It was Pastor and Statesmen
Abraham Kuyper who became the dominant force in spreading these innovations to every sphere
of Dutch society. Of this first wave of innovating Calvinists however, I draw mostly on
Kuyper's contemporary Herman Bavinck whose focus was to theologically systematize what
Kuyper made popular. He was not a mere mouthpiece for Kuyper however as he ushered in his
own unique ideas—most notable to me is Bavinck’s relational understanding of the image of
God. Bavinck’s theological arguments were balanced and his generous and gentle posture
translates into our current context much more easily than Kuyper’s aggressive, ‘bulldog’
approach evident in his writings and his life.60 Kuyper’s forceful approach was more effective in
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an age of territorialism between various branches of Christ’s church, but for the sake of unity, the
post-Christendom context calls for a kinder approach.

Phase 2:
The second wave of Transformationalists I engage with are the Dutch-North-American
immigrants—particularly Canadians—who carried a passionate vision to a new land seeking to
replicate what had been already well-established in the Netherlands. Each group of immigrants
spread from Coast to Coast, raced to start churches, and Christian Schools to disciple children,
with a large kingdom vision for life and faith. Dominant voices in this wave came out of a
voluntary Transformationalist undergraduate group at Calvin College in Grand Rapids, called the
Groen Club and led by Dr. Evan Runner.
Runner inspired activists, again, mostly Dutch-Canadians, who complimented grassroots
movements across Canada which soon established institutions mirrored after the Dutch
innovative Calvinist model. There were Canadianized equivalents of Christian Schools, Christian
higher education institutions (which resulted in The King’s University in Edmonton, Redeemer
University in Hamilton, and the Institute of Christian Studies to carry on the focus of the Free
University of Amsterdam), newspapers seeking to be the Canadian version of periodicals that had
formed the faith of the immigrants’ parents, and various organizations such as Christian Labour
Association of Canada seeking fair labour rights, and Citizens for Public Justice.
Of the significant philosophical and theological voices spurred on in this wave, I lean
most heavily on the writing of Al Wolters who published a cultural engagement framework
called Creation Regained. I also refer to John Bolt and James Bratt who seek to translate and
communicate the Transformational framework with little change, and Nicholas Wolterstorff who
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is nearly a lone voice in shifting the motive for cultural engagement from the doctrine of creation
to a teleologically eschatological one framed with a vision of Shalom. I will address this question
at the end of Chapter Three where I describe Wolterstorff’s positive vision of shalom which
gives greater attention to connecting our work to our eschatological future. Currently, the staying
power of the phase of the list of authors in this paragraph exists in predominantly in academia.

Phase 3:
There is a new wave of Transformationalists who have been leading the way into our
post-Christendom reality. As one of the primary authors of Our World Belongs to God: A
Contemporary Testimony held by the Christian Reformed Church, Richard Mouw has long been
held as an example of thoughtful engagement in a quickly changing culture by modeling a
positive posture to the wider Church in the North American context. His call for a Kuyperian
aggiornamanto is in part what has prompted this project.61 Mouw has mentored theological
practitioner Matthew Kaemingk who thoughtfully connects the Transformational vision to the
workplace and the arts and has also applied the framework to reframe the question of Muslim
Immigration in this American Context. James K.A. Smith has been the most vocal and
productive voice whose writing is operating like a compass in the disorienting cultural context
through his books How (Not) to be Secular, Who’s Afraid of Relativism, and his vital Cultural
Liturgies works Desiring the Kingdom, Imagining the Kingdom, and Awaiting the King.
Alongside these voices, I also draw on Pastor Tim Keller, a voice among New Calvinists who
has incorporated and innovated many Transformationalist convictions to work in this post-Truth
world.
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D. Distinctive Emphases Within Transformational Calvinism:
Throughout this project, I will draw on various Transformational emphases. I will
provide these themes here in order to help the reader recognize the lens from which I am writing.
Throughout this project, and particularly in Chapter Three, I will interact with some of these
themes specifically and offer a renewed re-appropriated vision which I hope will animate the
church’s task. Here are the ten most common interrelated themes:

1. Creation, Fall, Redemption: God has revealed himself in Scripture first as the Creator and
Sustainer of life. In speaking with anyone from our stream, one will likely notice them going to
great lengths to ensure that the whole story of Scripture is told because if, for example, one’s
starting point of the Gospel message is that we have fallen and are in need of rescue, the message
presented is incomplete as it does not communicate the scope of our human experience, it does
not recognize the fullness of God’s sustaining presence over creation, and it does not recognize
that Christ’s redemption will reach every aspect of life that was impacted by the Fall, including
God’s creation. The Word of God, therefore, has authority over every aspect of human life,
society and culture.
2. Worldview: Embedded in the affirmation of the “Creation, Fall, Redemption” arch is the
importance of having a clear and compelling worldview. Worldview frames how we interpret our
human experience, how we understand what is going on, and what we believe will happen in the
future. An effective worldview will give equal attention to embodying the story it affirms and is
rooted in an understanding of Scripture where God’s word is more than revealing truth. Van Til
wrote: “For Luther the Bible was indeed the source of saving truth, but for Calvin Scripture was
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the norm for the whole existence.”62 Richard Mouw offers a helpful corrective term
worldviewing as a way to acknowledge the multiple perspectives people can have.

3. Cultural Mandate: In the Garden of Eden, God gives a mandate for humans to avad and
shamar. Though these words have been interpreted as the right to overrule creation, the intended
meaning points to a very different posture—to serve and protect.63 In other words, the individual
and collective call of humanity is to tend and keep the world which has been entrusted to them.
This is the creation mandate which calls God’s followers not only for their own life and faith,
and not even to the people in their community, but to the whole of the world around them. This
responsibility rests on the shoulders of God’s people and Transformationalists would hold this
alongside the Great Commission as the twin tasks of the church under the Lordship of Christ—in
whatever areas we have influence, to steward the world as God’s representatives, and to witness
to his redemption through Gospel proclamation. Even when the church is in crisis, a pietistic
withdrawal such as the Benedict Option which argues that in order for us to be faithful as God’s
people, we need to isolate ourselves from the corrupt world in the surrounding culture.64
Transformational Christians would argue this approach to pursue moral faithfulness denies the
call to be faithful in the cultural calling as well. A better way forward is to understand that we’ve
been given the mandate from the “great Architect…[we become] co-workers with God in
bringing creation into its fulfillment.”65 As Mouw writes, “This cultural mandate is an expression
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of God’s own investment in cultural formation, and it had in no way been canceled by the
introduction of sin into the creation.”66
4. Sphere Sovereignty: God’s Law is revealed in his creation ordinance where each aspect of life
has an internal coherence to it, a specific responsibility to its jurisdiction, and limits to prevent it
from encroaching on other spheres of life. Mouw writes, “God has programmed the creation to
display a marvellously complex diversity, including a complex array of spheres of human
interaction.”67 Bavinck illustrates this concept with the sphere of the State:
Family, church, culture, all the various spheres of rich human living do not owe
their origin and existence to the state—they possess a “sphere sovereignty”—but
they do nonetheless owe to the state the possibility of their development. The state
secures the full unfolding of human personality. The state, however, is not the
highest good but finds its purpose and goal in the Kingdom of heaven. Anyone
who misunderstands this will eventually end up denying the church her noblest
calling and instead value the state itself, viewed as the creator of culture and
caretaker of freedom and equality, as the initial realization of the Kingdom of God. 68
5. Structure and Direction: Embedded within each God-ordained sphere of life is the God-given
freedom to be aligned to God’s ordained will or to resist it. Due to the effect of the Fall, there is
in each sphere now a tendency to resist and work against the God-ordained plan, despite the fact
that we were created to glorify God in and through each of these areas. The follower of Christ
recognizes that no sphere of life, such as politics for instance, can be dismissed as wholly evil
because of its God-given potential to glorify him. This concept of Structure and Direction
therefore, challenges the concept of dualism which has been prevalent in many expressions in
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North America and in North American Missions.69 Because God created everything as good, sin
has permeated every aspect of creation, and Christ’s redemption will reach every place “far as
the curse is found,” we do not find ourselves working in contexts that are wholly good or wholly
evil, and we need therefore Spirit-led discernment in order to be faithful.

6. Common Grace: Embedded in the call to engage in the social and cultural structures is the
concept of Common Grace. Here a distinction is made between God’s salvific grace and his
common grace. Salvific grace is where Christ’s redemption draws people into experience the
transformative life with the Triune God. Common grace recognizes that even individuals who are
outside of Christ’s redemptive work, and even those who directly oppose it, still receive a grace
from God through his sustaining of the world, through his endowing them with gifts of mind,
creativity and passion in order to enhance God’s purposes over his world. Because of Common
Grace, Transformationalists are not threatened by working alongside those who carry a different
faith. There are some voices from within Reformed circles including Lewis Smedes, who argue
that the distinction between common and salvific grace is unnecessary and unhelpful and
“designed to make the doctrine of reprobation a mite less horrible than it is. If we stop insulting
God by ascribing such a dark doctrine to him, we will have no need of any ‘common grace.’”70
This discussion is beyond the scope of this project and the majority of the authors I quote follow
the majority view held by Transformational Christians.

7. Antithesis: The Fall ushered in sin which has impacted every aspect of life—from the personal
to the cosmic. The result is the battle between good and evil that is at work in each of our own
hearts, but permeates cultural and social structures and also is expressed in distortions within
69
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God’s creation. The task of follower of God is to discern how we are each being impacted by the
antithesis and also to read culture in the same light. Antithesis ensures that the Common Grace
we affirm is not lax and accommodating—in fact, there is as Jonathan Chaplin argues, “a
powerful aversion to accommodation.”71 The antithesis, in Kuyper’s view, is a reminder of the
on-going battle going on in the spiritual realm between the Spirit of God and the spirit of
darkness which cuts through every aspect of creation.72 Grace ensures that the force of evil does
not take over. This gives the believer confidence that the original God-endowed value of the
cosmos continues, and therefore the Christian does not simply divide life into that which is
‘sacred’ being in the church and that which is ‘secular’ outside of the church.

8. Rejection of Dualism:
Kuyper recognized that modernism began shrinking worshippers awareness of the sacred to be
limited to the church, and therefore his concern was that the sacred world would not be
constrained to the ecclesial realm, but would still be seen to reach every aspect of creation. That
which is holy, therefore, is not constrained to the ecclesial world, but continues to permeate the
whole of creation. All of life emerged out of God’s very good creative action and therefore the
Gospel’s light ought to shine in every part. A danger of dualism is that it leads Christians to be
escapist and neglect their God-given creation mandate because faith ought to reach and give
shape to every aspect of our lives. Bavinck writes,
Formerly, people placed earthly and heavenly goods alongside each other and
71
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failed adequately to plumb the depths of their interrelationship, which is one of
the most difficult problems that exists. People usually hesitated to include earthly
goods in the realm of the moral, thereby running the risk of viewing the moral
good only spiritualistically.73

9. Pluralism: The concept of pluralism is not unique to the Transformationalist approach,
however there is a longstanding legacy of having a unique and positive view of pluralism, or
multiformity,74 which translates well in our postmodern, post-Christendom context. Abraham
Kuyper argued that Christians in society ought not to look for privilege, but parity alongside
other options in society75 as each representative group:
could assert their claims in public affairs without apology, but also without aiming
to take over the whole and subordinate the rest…[where] religious pluralism
had to be respected, but the individualization and privatization of faith had to
be avoided…Let a dozen flowers bloom…let their relative beauty compete for
attention, and let the Lord at the last day take care of the tares sown among
the wheat.”76
10. Christ’s Lordship over all Creation: Drawing on passages such as Colossians 1 and
Ephesians 1, the scope of Christ’s redemption reaches every aspect of the cosmos. Christ
establishing the Kingdom of God was a reclaiming of God’s authority which was rejected in the
Fall. As Abraham Kuyper famously said, “There is not a square inch in the whole domain of
human existence over which Christ does not cry, ‘Mine!’”77
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VI. Situating First CRC of Vancouver Denominationally and Locally: A Living Tradition,
Locally Expressed

A. The Christian Reformed Church of North America (CRCNA) as a Denomination Today
For six of the past eleven years of pastoring at First CRC Vancouver, I served on the
Board of Trustees for the CRCNA.78 In this time, the thirty members of the board were inundated
with reports and metrics and they were consistently describing the same reality year over year:
the median age of our denomination is getting older too quickly because we do not have enough
young children and many of our young people are walking away from church. The cost of
ministry continues to increase, but the level of giving is beginning to diminish as many of the
foundational, generous tithers are dying. The format of discipleship which seemed to be effective
one generation previous, now seems to ring like an empty gong. Our denominational publishing
agency, Faith Alive, once on the front lines of children’s Sunday School materials, dissolved. If
this sounds depressing and alarming, it is. To navigate these changing realities, primary attention
was given to structures—“the agencies are doing ministry in silos and it’s time we get them
working together”, “we need better metrics to identify the precise areas of concern”, “we need to
adopt a more creative marketing campaign to increase the engagement and giving for our
ministry shares...what we need is a Board that is more representative of our denomination.”79
Many of the decisions focused on technical and structural changes and not on the radical
call for reordering from consultants Craig Van Gelder and Alan Roxburgh.80 But some positive
fruit came out of this structural approach. Ministries did begin to work together to the point
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where CRC World Missions and CRC Home Missions have now become Resonate Global
Mission to address inefficiencies and to capitalize on the synergy between those on the front
lines of the mission field, both here and abroad. We also started a Faith Formation agency
which, it was assumed, had previously fit under our publishing arm. We raised the profile of the
‘prophets’ of our denomination including binational ministries Office of Social Justice, Safe
Church, Office of Race Relations, and on the Canadian side, Centre for Public Dialogue in
Ottawa and Aboriginal Ministries.
Yet technical decisions addressing cultural challenges can only be so effective. Despite
all the hiring of new directors for each of these agencies, now led by leaders with a common
vision, the Board recognized that this was only tinkering unless the Holy Spirit brought about
transformation at the grassroots level. On one level, much of our function as a Board sought to
faithfully discern and maintain the continuity from the Boards before us. But on a deeper, more
fundamental level, the snapshot gave us the realization that we were in a significantly different
context than our denomination had previously known.
My purpose has been to describe the reality that our denomination faces today. On the
congregational level, structural decisions to hire a youth pastor to prevent the church from
“losing their youth.” On the classical level, we are refining our covenant commitments to shared
ministries as we evaluate the threshold for ministry shares before we ask too much. On the
synodical level, while affirming the vast majority of Board of Trustee decisions, Synod also has
made some significant theological decisions including now inviting children to the Lord’s
Supper—a privilege previously extended only to those who had first made profession of faith.
Sociologist Peter Berger’s observation of two parallel movements present in the wider
church shed some light on how the CRC is seeking to find its voice in today’s context. This age
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of pluralism, Berger writes, “has engendered not only the ‘age of ecumenicity’ but also,
apparently in contradiction to it, the ‘age of the rediscovery of confessional heritages.’”81
This rediscovery of confessional heritages is, he argues, a form of “the rationalization of
competition…brought about by the need for marginal differentiation in an overall situation of
standardization.82
Whether or not Berger is correct in his assessment of competition, he points out the
importance of making ‘just enough’ adjustments to try to keep one’s head above water.
Approaching challenges through technical improvements has often been the preferred approach,
even though some of the emerging challenges call for substantive and systemic change. This
strategy may be temporarily effective in resisting standardization, but it is likely beholden to
ecclesiastical consumerism. Berger writes:
It may also happen (probably more frequently) that the differentiation is one of
'packaging' only-inside the package there may still be the same old standard
product. In either case, it is likely that marginal differentiation will go only as far
as is necessitated by the dynamics of consumer demand in any particular market.
This will vary, then, not so much in accordance with specific confessional
traditions but rather with the variations of consumer ‘needs’ in terms of general
social stratification.83
B. Description of First CRC of Vancouver
These larger challenges situate the CRC community in the current social and theological
complexities of today. But on a smaller scale, they also have a direct impact on those in our own
specific congregation. To understand how we specifically will respond to these broader
challenges it is important to begin by being aware of who we are as a community.
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First CRC is a 90 year old, 120 member congregation. It is majority Caucasian, though it
celebrates the diversity it does have and is very intergenerational with near equal populations of
children (0-10), young adults (25-45), and more established members (55+). The structured
service is fairly traditional, although both women and men of various ages lead and preach. It is
evident from Sunday to Sunday that the most engaged and committed leaders are our young
adults and middle-aged members.
In his book The Missional Church in Context, Van Gelder describes various categories of
churches including Ethnic-Village Congregations where the church serves as an “organizational
link for numerous congregations transplanted from European countries that shared a common
church tradition and ethnic identity.”84 This is an accurate description of how First CRC of
Vancouver was established and what has been the defining characteristic of most of our
congregation’s history.
Our congregational roots have been primarily shaped by Dutch immigrants to Canada.
Similar to most other Christian Reformed Churches across Canada, the worshipping community
was formed by three Reformed denominations in the Netherlands: the Dutch Reformed Church
(which as the State church overlapped faith and public life): the more conservative Afscheiding
secession of 1834 led by Hendrik de Cock (which emphasized piety over cultural engagement):
and the Doleante church led by Abraham Kuyper in 1886 (who innovated a new way to
incorporate faith in kingdom work).85 First CRC of Vancouver is an amalgam of these three
traditions, but first among equals is the Transformational vision which propelled former
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congregants to be instrumental in establishing Vancouver Christian School,86 Federation of
Independent Schools across BC, a Canada-wide union alternative Christian Labour Association
of Canada, and indirectly a variety of other Kingdom-based institutions reflective of Abraham
Kuyper’s conviction that “there is not one square in the whole of creation which Christ does not
cry, ‘Mine!’”87
C. Description of First CRC’s Local Context
Our current congregational and cultural context has made this Kingdom impulse much more
muted. In some respects, entropy has replaced the initial fervour of motivated immigrants, which
coupled with the greater diversity of non-Dutch congregants, has meant that loyalty and duty to
these Reformational institutions wane. The shift, however, works on a more seismic level—
today’s Postmodern context is suspicious of institutions which have been the modus operandi for
Transformationalists, the tightly interconnected immigrant communities have shifted to more
broad-based Christian networks in the city, and a post-Christendom world no longer recognizes
faith as relevant to one’s daily living.
Yet in the midst of these massive challenges there still remains a compelling kingdom
vision among the congregants of First CRC, a vision which resists a sacred/secular
compartmentalized faith and which propels many to recognize their jobs as vocations, as calling
to participate in God’s kingdom work under the Lordship of Christ. This vision also continues to
shape our shared ministry as we continue to operate (i) Community Night Dinners to respond to
poverty and food security issues, to model sustainable food consumption, and to reach out to
those who experience loneliness in Vancouver, (ii) the Garden of Eatin’ Community Garden
which promotes stewardship of God’s creation as we tend the plants and deepen relationships
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with our neighbours, and most recently, (iii) championing a partnership ministry to governmentassisted and refugee claimants with a position Chaplain and Refugee Support Mobilizing, which
publicly aligns our congregation with Christ’s call to welcome the stranger within our gates
through welcome baskets, shared meals, English conversation groups and Arts Nights.

D. Goal—Not Reiteration, but Re-appropriation
Despite the significant difference between our present context and that in which van
Prinsterer, Kuyper and Bavinck first fleshed out the Transformational priorities, I continue to
hold fast to their fundamental assumption, “semper reformandi, semper reformanda,” or
reformed and always reforming. In our cultural context this means that there needs to be some
necessary adjustments and shifts in what we emphasis. Just as the first transformationalists
innovated Calvinism for their cultural context in order for the tradition to be heard and bear
witness in a compelling manner, so the adjustments are offered here with the same intentions and
goals.
Some of the adjustments I will recommend are theological—particularly in how the call
for kingdom witness and mission relates to the doctrine of election. Here I draw on the insight of
Michael Goheen, as well as voices from the wider church. Regarding the need for a shift of
emphasis on the doctrine of election, I will lean on Reformed, but not Transformational voices,
to draw this often-ignored doctrine into a kingdom and mission teleology. In recognition of the
wider church, I also acknowledge the significant contributions from the wider church on
philosophical, theological and practical matters. Undergirding all of these re-appropriations is
the conviction that the transformationalist framework is comprehensive enough to adequately
navigate these disorienting cultural shifts.
VII. Research Methodology
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In May and June 2017, I conducted my Congregational Engagement research. I wanted to
determine to what degree our congregation shared a common conviction for who we are both as
a unique part of the body of Christ and in our understanding of what that means for us as God’s
people being sent as witnesses to God’s kingdom work. My goal in doing this was to specifically
identify the degree to which the congregation of First CRC of Vancouver understands the
importance of shared faith formation, as well as a shared kingdom witness hermeneutic. While I
did not ask this directly, I wanted to see how clearly the Transformational kingdom impulse
continues, despite our significant membership turnover, and whether a call to participate in
kingdom mission is understood differently depending on the length of membership within our
congregation.
More specifically, this project aimed at exploring and answering the question of how
integrated our congregation’s ministries are in the telos of First CRC and whether people can
articulate the intention and purpose of why we do what we do. In order to do this, I sought to ask
questions in various ways: (1) To understand how our ministries are viewed I asked if people
saw them merely as busy activities for our church members, or if they flowed out of our shared
purpose as a congregation, (2) To understand how well our gathered congregational practices of
worship and discipleship connect to these activities I asked how integrated this same kingdom
impulse was in each congregant’s everyday life at home, in their places or work, in their
neighbourhoods and other activities.
I surveyed congregants primarily through our small groups, providing each group with a
questionnaire designed to evaluate the level of theological and teleological integration within the
context of a ten-week series articulating a congregational hermeneutic of an encompassing
kingdom witness. I sought the input from those who viewed themselves as a part of First CRC.
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Although I anticipated a range of adherence within the respondent groups, the majority of the
participants were members of our congregation.
Although each person in our congregation was invited to participate in this study, and the
primary mode of participation was through existing small groups, I also hosted a luncheon after a
regular Sunday morning service. During this time we divided people into three temporary
groups. I also adapted my questionnaire for our Sunday School-aged children aged 7-11.
As pastor within this congregation, my role as researcher could not be as a neutral
observer. Rather, I am an invested member who wants to see if these steps of research can reveal
how this shared journey over the past ten years of discerning God’s call to join in kingdom
witness. It is my hope that where we share theological and teleological clarity, we will be able to
affirm and deepen our commitment to forge ahead. Similarly, where there are places of
disconnect and incongruence, our leadership will be able to evaluate and make necessary
adjustments to our shared practices as necessary.
Even further, in this process I have come to learn the importance of my own experience
and long-standing questions to this research. Reflecting on my own family journey and the rich
discernment that has been part of countless conversations plays a role. Alongside this, I
recognize that I share our congregation’s existential question: as a congregation who deeply
cares about what has been stewarded to us, and in light of the overwhelming changes to our
world, does our congregation really matter in the expansive kingdom work in Vancouver? Does
the soil we have been grown in make a difference in the context of our lives and our shared
context as a congregation? If yes, then how? If we truly believe in reformed and always
reforming, where and how does our tradition speak in this place?
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A risk in this type of research is that my path of inquiry leads me to serve the tradition in
an unhealthy way, rather than recognizing the uniqueness of our tradition in God’s kingdom and
for the purpose of his glory. The goal undergirding this research is not the preservation of our
congregation, but to be a community of faith in service to Christ’s church and this world he
loves, and to do this work for his glory.

A. Methodology
My primary approach in this study was by means of a focused group study. I prepared a
five question Engagement Activity, where each question included two or three sub-questions.
The areas explored in the equations touch on the nature of the church as a gathered and sent
entity, how the church is seen to equip our members, our personal calling as part of God’s
mission, and our shared calling as part of God’s mission.88
Depending on the level of engagement from each group, the time commitment from each
group was intended to be completed in one meeting, ranging from 30-60 minutes. As previously
stated, I also formed one-time opt-in groups after a particular Sunday worship service for those,
primarily seniors, who are not currently in small groups. I also worked with our Children’s
Ministries Director to adapt the questions in order that an age-appropriate and age-specific
responses which were offered for our older Sunday Class of seven to eleven year olds. Each form
asked the number of respondents and the number of years each had been part of First CRC. I did
this to determine who the primary carriers of this kingdom vision are and how well we are
collectively adapting to our new cultural context.
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Various research approaches were considered in this study. I decided to not use a
quantitative evaluation of a survey because of recently conducted surveys in the past two years—
one sought to measure approaches during understanding towards leadership, and the other was a
congregational ministry volunteer audit. Additionally, we have also recently solicited qualitative
input from key leaders in each of our ministry areas which was informative for our church
Council to measure how well we are attending to our relationship with God, with each other,
with our neighbours and with our resources. The questionnaire for this project is an extension of
those previous modes of research. Because I am seeking qualitative input, I decided not to use
closed scalable Likert-style continuums but instead opted for a more open-ended format.
My motivation in this research project is to understand subjective responses of our
congregants. Because I am not a neutral observer, the ethnographic paradigm of describing the
behaviour of a group from a neutral vantage point will not be possible. Rather, I will approach
this study through a proactive research paradigm in that I will not simply describe what is
happening in the congregation, but will stand as one who is directly involved in this experience.89
Beyond the questionnaire, when presenting my research project in its final form, I also intend to
make use of Found Documents which may include, but not be limited to what art is hanging
around the church, the contents of our kitchen fridge and the weekly schedule which will
determine if our Sanctuary or our Annex Hall are used more frequently.

B. Background
I am aware that my research will have its limits. An inherent challenge for me was to
decide whether to provide a working definition of kingdom witness, or let each group use their
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own working definitions of mission and kingdom witness. Although the advantage to the former
might have produced for more consistent data, I opted for the latter because I felt it would better
help me as the researcher determine how consistent the understanding of kingdom witness is.
Given that the questionnaire took place during a sermon series entitled Called as Witnesses,90
some level of a working definition was provided.
Because I explored the telos of Sunday mornings as being a place where God is glorified
and where worshippers are sent to glorify God in their daily living, I anticipated that I would
encounter varying expectations people have for why they come to worship. Alongside these
externalized expectations for what worship ought to accomplish and what it should focus on,
there is also the range of internal motivations when it comes to worship: Some come on a
Sunday to get away from pressures of life, while others long to name each of those pressures
through the lens of faith. To the degree that these convictions are held closely for each person, I
anticipated that the answers would vary accordingly.
My research is also limited because the process itself is built upon voluntary
participation. Even more, small groups themselves are compiled through voluntary participation.
It may be, therefore, that some individuals who are not interested in joining a small group might
be equally uninterested in answering questions of living out one’s faith from Monday to
Saturday. Additionally, it may also be true that groups who already share a compelling kingdom
witness might speak to these questions, while others who are less interested might simply opt out
of the study.
Finally, I recognize that there are cultural and interpersonal dynamics at play which
influence and inform my research. Some respondents will carry with them the examples of
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parents and grandparents who laboured to make the Transformational Kuyperian vision a reality
in their own contexts. Some respondents may perceive these old ideas as tired and ineffective.
Others will be coming from other Christian traditions and non-Christian contexts where the
context of faith impacting every area of life will be seen as novel, compelling or curious. Finally,
some attentive visual minorities may bear the residue of how a Kuyperian triumphalism under
the Lordship of Christ, or another form of Christendom-based control, have caused them hurt and
mistrust.
Those who would benefit from this research will primarily be the congregation of First
CRC, specifically those who are joining our worshipping community, our leadership of elders,
deacons and staff, as well as each congregant as they will be invited to consider how their faith
and our shared congregational practices inform their daily living in every area of life. That said,
because this research is rooted within the context of specific teleological adjustments within the
Reformed Transformational stream, I believe this research also carries some potential benefit for
other congregations within our denomination. There are a great many “First CRCs” across North
America—particularly in Canada—who at some level wrestle with how the Transformational
kingdom impulse might influence their congregations and communities in this changing world.
This perhaps is most applicable to other urban contexts whose members carry an acute awareness
how a postmodern, post-Christendom reality is changing their experience and expectations of
daily living out their faith. By extension, the realities felt acutely in the urban context also radiate
out to suburban and rural contexts and some of the content in this project might also describe
their experience as well.
Beyond the other “First CRCs” across Canada who might share a similar question on
relevancy and seeking to bridge our common tradition to their contexts, there are also other
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pastors and congregations from highly-bounded confessional faith traditions within the Church
who also draw on the deep, theological history and also ask the question of transferability of
their traditions in their own contexts. I hope that this project might be a beneficial tool in
encouraging them in this process.
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CHAPTER 2:
ATTENDING TO OUR SOCIETAL AND LOCAL CULTURAL CONTEXTS
In former times there were many things that reminded people of the sanctities of life,
which of themselves provoked thought of higher interests and called eternity to mind.
All this is different now.
In common life there is almost nothing that helps to retain the memory in the soul of the high, the
holy and the eternal. In public life, every reflection of heaven is extinguished. No more days of
fasting and prayer are appointed. No one may speak any more of God. No ‘memento mori’ now
reminds you of your death. Cemeteries are turned into parks. Sacred things are held up to
ridicule. In conversation and in writing the dominant note is that heaven reaches no farther than
the stars that death ends all, and that life without God thrives as well, if not better, than life in
the fear of the Lord.
Abraham Kuyper91

I. Incarnation and Importance of Contextual Ministry
The Word became flesh and blood,
and moved into the neighborhood.
We saw the glory with our own eyes,
the one-of-a-kind glory,
like Father, like Son,
Generous inside and out,
true from start to finish.
John 1:14, The Message
As we attend to the specificity of context, we begin with the Incarnation. In God
becoming a human, not only are we drawn into the mystery of God loving his creation enough by
joining it to rescue it from within but we remember that he took on humanity fraught with all the
associated risks. We are also confronted with the profound truth of the particularity of the
Incarnation. In the scope of God’s plan with salvation, Philippians 2 describes the sacrifice of
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Jesus taking on the limits of our humanity, but he was born a male, into the Jewish people, of
Palestine, in 1st Century A.D., during the Roman occupation.
Each of these details have significance on their own, and as a composite they reveal to
those who follow in Jesus’ footsteps, that particularity is at the heart of the Gospel. That is, in the
mystery of the Incarnation we discover the fullest extent of God’s love for his cosmos alongside
his plan to express this plan by limiting himself to particularity within his creation: a particular
place in the cosmos, in a particular place in history, and to a particular people with all of their
joys, fears and expectations. The Gospel is revealed, not in general principles, but in the details
of who Jesus spoke with, those he taught and those he challenged, as well as the people with
whom he shared meals and lived his life. Jesus’ ministry was personal and embodied, and
because the wideness of God’s mercy was revealed within the unique setting Jesus lived, this
becomes a template for how we are to live into Jesus’ sending us out as his witnesses.
It is because of the Incarnation that I love East Vancouver—the people and the place—
and the reason why we have journeyed and begun raising our family here over these last eleven
years. In the chapter that follows, after offering some preliminary considerations (Section 1), I
describe the shift in the Western world (Section 2), and then I consider the wider societal
context. Then I will turn to the specifics of our context (Section 3), giving particular attention to
four areas. By paying attention to these, I will explore the unique particularities of our social and
cultural context.
First, I will begin with identity, where I will explore how personalized spirituality has
become fragmented. Second, I will explore the interaction between individual and community
particularly addressing the loneliness resulting from hyper-individualism and cultural forces
which form crowds instead of communities. Third, I will explore our context’s sense of social
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responsibility, particularly under the forces of consumerism and hedonism. Fourth and finally, I
will explore how the future is viewed, addressing specifically nihilism and despair by pointing to
a more hope-filled outlook.

II. Preliminary Considerations
The first consideration to name is the value and importance of committing to a specific
context. To be clear, loving a place does not mean blanket acceptance of what our particular
context stands for and how it is known. The life and ministry of Jesus reveals the opposite
reality—that loving a particular people in a particular place means to long on their behalf for
wholeness in every aspect of their lives. As a witness to Christ’s kingdom therefore, it means that
we search for, long for and pray for ways the gospel shines the light of God’s grace into the
particularities of life here.
The Triune God’s call to be faithful therefore, means one’s approach to ministry will
always be incarnational—a faith that moves into the neighbourhood in the way of Jesus. In
focusing on the Incarnation, I do not mean to undermine the truth that Jesus is now the
Resurrected and Ascended Lord who reigns with the Father. Rather, the focus on being
incarnational is to embody this ministry contextually. By contextual ministry, I mean that we
attend to the culture shaped by varied and significant historical, geographical and cultural
influences. As Darrell Guder has written,
A missional ecclesiology challenges the church to be intentional about its
unique social potential. Congregations should reflect the full social mix of
the communities they serve, if they are truly contextual.92
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In this chapter, I will focus on both the more general societal context, as well as the
specific context of the neighbours who live on the streets surrounding our church93 to “get at the
roots of culture.”94 The purpose of attending to this specific context is integral to understanding
how we as a church understand our shared mission as kingdom witnesses where God has called
us. As Van Gelder writes:
The missional church invites a different conception: it sees the church as being
missionary in its very nature. It is also a perception that views every context as a
missional context, and every congregation as a missional congregation that is
responsible to participate in God’s mission in that context.95
However, despite the significant shift in urbanization over the last century, our tradition
has focused much more on rural and suburban, historically connected to housing affordability
and land availability for farming. This rural and suburban reality has meant however that
churches located in cities have experienced a different challenge which has prompted “deep
questions about the core identity [alongside an] unwillingness or inability to engage in God’s
mission in this context.96 In the face of this crisis, a focused missiology is required to revitalize
the CRC’s urban congregations.
Vital for each congregation is attending to the specific context in which it has been
placed. Context means more than physical location, rather understanding, attending to and
speaking into the cultural location is necessary. Forty years ago, Newbigin asked what it means
for the church to anticipate Christ’s fullness in every place. He responded, the ‘place’ the church
is located, “is not just the latitude and longitude of the spot where the church happens to be…[it]
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is not thus its situation on the surface on the globe, but its place in the fabric of human society.”97
Therefore, I will attend to the specific context of the neighbourhood within which our
congregation’s worship space has been placed, not the geographical boundaries as much as
seeking to get to the roots of culture in this local context.
Second, it is critical to acknowledge that there is not only one, but multiple contexts
within our neighbourhood. As I move from the general to the specific context of Vancouver, I
will do so with an East Vancouver / Trout Lake North neighbourhood accent, within which First
CRC's worship space is located. In order to not be paralyzed by particularity, I will work with
generalizations within which I will still seek to be accurate. To attend to context well, we will
first understand the particularity of an individual’s and a community’s joys, concerns, and
questions. Through this, we will then allow the Gospel’s light to shine on these specific joys,
concerns and questions, which will then root the kingdom witness of God’s people by making it
possible to be rooted in a specific community when we seek to embody the life God calls us to.
This final aspect connects with the more broadly cultural value of authenticity of those who
believe they have something to offer the wider world:
In this new era of transparency, your target audience is putting greater value on
character. To increase your trustworthiness and credibility, take responsibility
for your actions, and make sure that the things you do and the things you espouse
and believe in are the same.98
Properly understanding context means that the congregation will be able to speak to the
specific questions, but will also be willing to be changed, provided the change aligns with
Scripture’s call. Newbigin again:
It is not enough in this situation for the Church to say ‘Come-all are welcome.’
A few may accept the invitation, but only to become assimilated to the language,
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culture, style of the already existing congregation. This is not to take seriously
the full reality of the ‘place.’ Those who are let outside have their treasures to
bring into the Holy City-their own treasures, not borrowings of others. The
existing congregation must be willing to go--to go outside the walls of the
Church in order to become part of that other reality-in language, culture, style
of life. Only so does there appear in the midst of that reality the sign and firstfruit of God all-embracing purpose.99
A third consideration is the premise of David Kettle’s book Western Culture in Gospel
Context. As we attend to society’s context or the specific context East Vancouver, we recognize
that these contexts are time-bound—they are substantively different from the church in this place
even fifty years previous. Because of the “scope and speed [of these changes]…congregations
need to rely on the leading of the Spirit in order to be prepared to address both kinds of
change.”100 As we lean on the Spirit’s guidance, we discover the constant context which defines
the other contexts is our teleological context of our loving and self-revealing God:
Our tacit knowledge is vitally part of our personal responsiveness or
otherwise to God; in it we live integrally in relation to God, to other people,
and to our culture. God is properly to be understood not as standing apart from
our cultural and other contexts, but as our deeper, ultimate context, relative to
which our other contexts are provisional.101
Fourth, as we attend to context we are also confronted with the reality and scope of sin.
By sin here, I mean anything that distorts and gets in the way of God’s work of shalom in his
world. Moreover, in the way of Scripture, by naming the sin, it is to be reminded of God’s
purposes, but also to correct those in this context “who have the ears to hear” in order to draw
them deeper into God’s story. Sin, as expressed around us is personal but it has woven, “itself
into systems and structures beyond individual choices and decisions.”102
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Fifth, because sin embeds the very structures of the society we inhabit, we are part of
sin’s expression in our context. The Reformed emphasis on Total Depravity illuminates this
reality—not that we are wholly evil to the point where no goodness can dwell, but rather, that
every aspect of our lives is impacted by sin. Therefore, if our society struggles with excesses of
narcissism, of consumerism, then we too, as those who live in the world, must confess that
although we are called to not be controlled by the world (Romans 12:1-2), these forces are at
work within us as well as we participate in these distortions of God’s good gifts. Al Wolters
describes this conflict for God’s followers. Transformationalists have called antithesis the:
spiritual opposition between obedience to God and disobedience to God, between
the Spirit of God and the spirits of This World. In practical terms this means a
great divide between those who acknowledge the kingship of Jesus and seek to
honor it in every sector of life and those who deny that kingship. The antithesis,
therefore, divides believers from unbelievers, although at a deeper level it also
divides the hearts of believers since sin is also still found in those who have
been born again by the Spirit."103
Acknowledging the division in our own hearts and confessing the ways we have been
complicit in these cultural impulses are the first steps toward wholeness. However, we also
cannot neglect that the ultimate call on our lives from God is to “live converted to community
under God…to witness to such community, and to seek the conversion of others to this through
their Christian practice and thinking.”104

III. Living in a Post-Everything world
Those in the Western world have witnessed significant change enfolding at a disorienting
pace. Forty years ago, Lesslie Newbigin noted the shift away from a time when modern science
seemed to “provide a corpus of universal truth that would be the possession of all human beings,
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whatever their cultural differences.”105 This shift away from science being the cohesive realitymaking social imaginary was preceded by the shift away from the church which once provided
another corpus of universal truth. Where modernity gave people security in status, credentials
and bureaucracy, post-modernity now finds meaning in “vision, values, trust, meaning and
innovation.”106 This shift has been thorough—it has transformed not only the way we interact
with each other, but how we think, make decisions, and how we connect to a transcendent
reality, if at all. As David Kettle points out, it “implies a change in our understanding of
knowledge itself and, second, it requires a deep ongoing conversation of ourselves and of our
culture in all its aspects.”107
We find ourselves in a new context as followers of Jesus and as the church as a whole.
Stanley Grenz acknowledged the significant challenge of disorientation.: “The shift from the
familiar territory of modernity to the uncharted terrain of postmodernity has grave implications
for those who seek to live as Christ’s disciples in the new context."108 These implications are
many, but they include how we believe and embody the reality of the kingdom in our daily
living, but also, in the same way that the Jews were disoriented in taking the good news of Jesus
Christ to Gentile nations, we too need re-learn the language of faith in order to understand and
communicate it to a new context. It is not enough, Kettle argues, to name the broken places of
our culture, but rather to identify the places of brokenness in our culture in light of the Gospel’s
truth, and then recognize that we as God’s people need to experience conversion as well. Before
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we can ask, “Can the West be converted?”, we need to first ask, “Can the church be
converted?”109
In the following section, I will explore notable shifts as they impact the church. I will
look at the result on the church of living in a post-Christendom, secular, pluralistic post-truth
world with externalized consciences. In this current Western context, those who continue to seek
out meaning through faith do so in either a fact-based approach or a value-based approach. It is
important to note that it could be argued that much of the current state of society is the result of
the Reformation’s unintended impact. Due to the fact that our Reformed tradition is
confessionally rooted and deeply embedded in the Reformation, it is important to keep this in
mind.

A. From Transcendence to Immanence:
In post-modernity, God or the Transcendent, no longer defines reality and absolute truth
claims are suspect. This shift viewing life ‘from-below’, rather than ‘from-above’ has
implications on how Jesus is understood and communicated. Lieven Boeve contrasts this mindset
with how the church in an earlier age understood who Jesus was. In articulating who Jesus was
The Council of Chalcedon acknowledged his two natures by first focusing on the transcendent.110
Boeve asks, “If this is where dogma and doctrine were worked out, how do we remain faithful in
the way that Jesus’ two natures are revealed and acknowledge a very different context in which
the old ways of relating are set aside?”111
Boeve also acknowledges we face an even greater stumbling block in presenting the life
of Jesus as the central narrative in a cultural context of a plurality, a plurality suspicious of
109
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religion altogether.112 The only way forward, he suggests, is to approach our witness with an
open narrative approach where truth is uncovered in relationality and where doctrine and beliefs
are not “fixed in stone, but living and active.”113 Boeve states, “As a particular life story, Jesus’
narrative, entangled by particularity, bears witness to the universality of grace, which as such can
never be articulated."114
Not only are the Christian claims problematic, Zygmunt Bauman points out that
modernity sought to live life without God, taking the meaning and urgency away from death
thereby making the church appear obsolete and preoccupied with matters irrelevant to most
people. As modernity’s impulse of life without God has matured, the attention has shifted so
significantly that a religious expert’s words about life beyond death fails to address our culture’s
existential questions. Instead counsellors and coaches are stepping in and are speaking to the
questions of the Western context, as people continue to seek the “reassurance that they can do
it—and a brief as to how to do it (counsellors and coaches); [it is] a ‘this-worldly
transcendence…”115

B. From Christendom to Post-Christendom:
The twentieth century marked a drastic change in the way the church is viewed,
particularly after two world wars and the horrors of the holocaust. After these large-scale
disorienting horrors, God was sidelined and along with him, the church. The church remains in
society but has been demoted to a corner of society where her power and influence have been
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eroded, so Western society now looks elsewhere for moral guidance.116 As James K.A. Smith
writes, “In the name of securing our freedom, we swap submission to the priest for submission to
the therapist.”117
Kettle describes that as society drifts further and further away from Christianity and its
values, there is an increased disinterest, ignorance and prejudice against it. The challenge for the
church then is not simply to adapt to a new context, it is to adapt to an increasingly hostile
climate. However, this distance also clarifies the Church’s task:
The gap so evident between church and culture today merely brings into the open
what has often been concealed and confused in our Christendom past: faith is a
distinct personal choice bringing distinctive commitments in belief, action, and
social allegiance.”118
Secularization will not be complete, however, until the vestiges of Christendom are done
away with. Boeve, who writes from an even more severe cultural expression of secularization in
Europe, describes this new reality as being identified by a general anti-traditional and pluralistic
attitude, absent of “Christian vocabulary, practices and concepts because of their [being
perceived as being] alienating and authoritarian, or dividing and conflicting, impulses.”119
Western culture seeks to sweep out anything that is perceived as a barrier to fulfilling identity,
as well as whatever might bring conflict and division instead of peace.120
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This process of secularization is somewhat tempered by non-secularized immigrants
moving into the West from the Majority World. This resurgence buoys the religious statistics in a
globalized city such as Vancouver. While it is important for us to acknowledge that this dynamic
is unfolding, there are four reasons this does not remove the urgency of our discussion: (i)
Immigrants will tend to find enclave communities which, by their very nature, are more isolated
from mainstream culture and therefore have little influence on getting to the root of the cultural
shift we are describing; (ii) Immigrants quickly learn the importance of acclimatizing and
adapting to a Western version of pluralism, which includes discovering that religion and faith are
topics neighbours and co-workers will rarely talk about. Once encountering this jarring
realization, the newcomer may adapt to the new context; and (iii) even if an immigrant
population increases or maintains the Church’s presence in the city,121 to be a compelling
kingdom witness will still require newcomers to learn the spiritual climate and language of their
new context in order to communicate effectively with their secularized neighbours.
Finally, (iv) this discussion seeks to address how we engage our neighbours missionally
in a drastically disorienting social context, where our former words and strategies are no longer
effective. That said, the Majority world is bringing with them perspectives where the
Transcendent permeates the Immanent which can assist the established church in North America.
This results in a double influence—the presence of believers from elsewhere in the world can
encourage believers in the established congregations, and established Canadian Christians can
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support immigrant believers who learn how to understand the disorienting cultural setting they
find themselves in.122

C. Moving towards Pluralism
With the central message of Judeo-Christianity set aside, new possibilities opened up for
people to embrace other perspectives. Greene and Robinson describe this pluralism as “being and
living in an increasingly global urban village that just happens to be the way we do things around
here and we are glad you do it differently!”123
Peter Berger suggests that the fractured Protestant church indirectly led to this pluralism
because as the multitude of denominations were present in North America, people began to see
that they had options for their beliefs. He writes, “Here lies the great historical irony in the
relation between religion and secularization, an irony that can be graphically put by saying that,
historically speaking, Christianity has been its own gravedigger.”124
He also notes that along with pluralism, secularism impacts us more than we realize:
Subjectively, the man [sic] in the street tends to be uncertain about religious matters.
Objectively, the man in the street is confronted with a wide variety of religious and other
reality-defining agencies that compete for his allegiance or at least attention, and none of
which is in a position to coerce him into allegiance. In other words, the phenomenon
called ‘pluralism’ is a social-structural correlate of the secularization of consciousness.125
Charles Taylor adds that there is an aspect of secularism that impacts everyone, including
those who believe in God and worship Jesus Christ as God’s Son. In what he describes as
Secular 3, the transcendent which had previously been the beginning point of our faith has
122
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become unhitched from our immediate reality where we all find ourselves stuck within an
Immanent Frame. James K.A. Smith invites the reader to imagine moving from a Christian
town in the American Heartland to be a missionary in one of the bigger, more secular cities. It
does not take long to realize that the answers you have been prepared to speak about are
deemed useless because they are asking a whole different set of questions.
Instead of nagging questions about God or the afterlife, your neighbours are oriented
by all sorts of longings and ‘projects’ and quests for significance…They don’t have
any sense that the ‘secular’ lives they’ve constructed are missing a second floor…
You thought you were moving to a world like yours, just minus God; but in fact,
you’ve moved to a different world.126
Charles Taylor describes this different world:
Life in the Immanent Frame emphasizing a this-worldly approach left us with a
disenchanted world, devoid of the Transcendent. The grandest plan is made by
humans for human benefit. Each person has the quest of finding their own meaning
and spiritual path, but anything pointing to a transcendent world is either inaccessible
or would not even cross one’s mind.127
D. Post-Truth and Emotivism
As we continue to explore the current reality the West now faces, we also note how we
find ourselves in a post-truth age. In his book, After Virtue, MacIntyre notes how the movement
away from the dominant moral framework has not been replaced by alternative moral framework
common between all people. He bemoans, “there seems to be no rational way of securing moral
agreement in our culture.”128 The problem is, even if a certain moral decision has coherent and
consistent premises, it is possible that someone else will come to different conclusion, also
supported by their own coherent and consistent rationale but rooted in a differing premise.
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Competing viewpoints weigh their claims against each other and there is no “established way of
deciding between these claims that moral argument appears to be necessarily interminable.” 129
This is because not only do we have rival conclusions, we also have rival premises which simply
creates a volley match between assertion and counter-assertion.130
Undergirding these rival conclusions is a deep chasm as it relates to telos. Many in our
permissive culture argue that telos itself is restrictive and that even if there is an idea of what it
means to be human, there is further disagreement whether telos ought to be the basis for
morality. Without a shared telos for morality, and no rational way to navigate conflicting
viewpoints, we are faced with a stalemate, which can often only be overcome with superior
rational powers and expressive assertion.131 MacIntyre calls this result Emotivism which “rests
upon a claim that every attempt, whether past or present, to provide a rational justification for an
objective morality has in fact failed.”132 Expressive assertion, without appealing to an objective
moral standard, is the way much moral discourse takes place today. The disorienting reality in
this is the loss of an objective moral standard, or truth, which erodes the basis of trust that we
have for each other in society. Rabbi Jonathan Sacks puts it starkly:
A free society depends on trust. Trust depends on honesty in public life. And
honesty in public life depends on truth as a norm... We’ve forgotten that without
a shared moral code to which we are all accountable, into which we are all
educated, and which we have all internalized, we will lose the trust in public
life on which our very freedom depends.133
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Without a common morality, members of society may feel ‘free’ to creatively self-define,
but at the cost of social cohesion, which in turn can result in an ominous future. Sacks quotes
Bertrand Russell’s alarm for our society’s trajectory:
What had happened in the great age of Greece happened again in Renaissance
Italy: traditional moral restraints disappeared, because they were seen to be
associated with superstition; the liberation from fetters made individuals
energetic and creative, producing a rare fluorescence of genius; but the anarchy
and treachery which inevitably resulted from the decay of morals made Italians
collectively impotent, and they fell, like the Greeks, under the domination of
nations less civilized than themselves but not so destitute of social cohesion.134
Rejecting a common basis for morality may have significant implications as Sacks and
Russell warn, but it also drastically transforms how one lives day to day in society where
personal consequences are minimized and responsibility is shifted on to the shoulders of society
in general. Jordan Peterson, known for his brash but truth-telling manner, argues that in our
social context, one’s problems are attributable more to irresponsibility than oppression:
The fervent hope of every undisciplined person (even an undisciplined genius) is
that his [sic] current worthlessness and stupidity is someone else’s fault. If in the
best of cases—it is society’s fault, then society can be made to pay. This slight-of
-hand maneuver transforms the undisciplined into the admirable rebel, at least in
his own eyes, and allows him to seek unjustified revenge in the disguise of the
revolutionary hero. A more absurd parody of heroic behaviour can hardly be
imagined.135
Undergirding this abdication of responsibility is deeply connected to our internal basis for
morality. Not only are there a myriad of opinions on every potential moral question, but without
an internalized objective moral standard, one’s sense of responsibility has become externalized.
In his address at his recent Templeton Prize award, Sacks describes the societal implications. I
quote him at length:
We have outsourced our memory and thereby confused history with identity,
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outsourced our morality to the State, but we cannot expect the State to hold
things in check. We have outsourced the inner conscience with the external and
therefore we are losing what made the West so strong. We have outsourced moral
responsibility to the State and now no-fault divorce, the fallout of poverty and
depression become the responsibility of the State. We have lost a vision for
virtues and confused liberty (the freedom to do what we ought) with license
(freedom to do what we want).
[The problem is] you can’t outsource conscience. You can’t delegate moral
responsibility away. When you do, you raise expectations that cannot be met.
And when, inevitably, they are not met, society becomes freighted with
disappointment, anger, fear, resentment and blame. People start to take refuge
in magical thinking, which today takes one of four forms: the far right, the far
left, religious extremism and aggressive secularism. The far right seeks a return
to a golden past that never was. The far left seeks a utopian future that will never
be. Religious extremists believe you can bring salvation by terror. Aggressive
secularists believe that if you get rid of religion there will be peace. These are all
fantasies, and pursuing them will endanger the very foundations of freedom. Yet
we have seen, even in mainstream British and American politics, forms of
ugliness and irrationality I never thought I would see in my lifetime. We have
seen on university campuses in Britain and America the abandonment of
academic freedom in the name of the right not to be offended by being confronted
by views with which I disagree. This is le trahison des clercs, the intellectual
betrayal, of our time, and it is very dangerous indeed. So is there another way? 136
E. Religion’s Two Forms:
i. Fact-Based Approach
Where does this all leave the church? We cannot return to a fictitious golden past, nor can
we go the religious extremist route of bringing ‘salvation by terror.’ In this final section on the
general postmodern and post-Christendom Western Context, I will seek to outline two
expressions of religion today—fact-based and the value-based approaches137—in order to better
understand the varied societal contexts the church finds itself in today.
Kettle describes how religion has been undermined by a rational focus on questioning
and a default posture of provability. The pursuit of truth here has been separated from the
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Christian faith and even more, there is suspicion whether one can validate their truth claims at
all. This has, by extension, impacted the morality once rooted in the Judeo-Christian ethic—
rationalism has undermined the provability of truth claims while still affirming values of
goodness, beauty and desire but leaving them orphaned from their source. “The first dislocation
has given rise to narrow forms of rationalism; the second has given rise to an understanding of
value as a merely subjective affair.”138
Kettle points out that rationalism, a mark of the Enlightenment, questioned the claims of
Christianity, and because Christian claims also encounter mystery, Christianity was seen unable
to validate its faith claims. Rationalism then dismisses Christianity altogether.139 As Peter Berger
notes, the decline of Christianity’s plausibility “has been accompanied by a steady devaluation of
the Christian theodicy.”140 Modern thought, one is taught to believe, “inhabits wider horizons
rather than deferring to the possibility that it is Christian faith that [does so].”141 Christianity and
other traditions are undermined and dismissed when the testing and veracity of ideas become
paramount.142 Interestingly, as Berger points out, this posture that equates proofs with veracity
actually finds its source in the Protestant Reformation, which unintentionally took the mystery
out of religion. Not weighing in on the justification for the Protestant Reformation, he contrasts
Protestantism from Catholicism where Protestants—particularly Calvinists—have disenchanted
the world by removing the sources of mystery of Faith: “Protestantism divested itself as much as
possible from the three most ancient and most powerful concomitants of the sacred-mystery,
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miracle, and magic.” 143 He argues, the Protestant world has isolated itself from being
consistently permeated by the spiritual realm of sacred beings and forces:
Reality is polarized between a radically transcendent divinity and a radically
‘fallen’ humanity that, ipso facto, is devoid of sacred qualities. Between them
lies an altogether 'natural' universe, God's creation to be sure, but in itself
bereft of numinosity. In other words, the radical transcendence of God
confronts a universe of radical immanence, of ‘closeness’ to the sacred.
Religiously speaking, the world becomes very lonely indeed.144
The Protestant reformers and those who have followed did not, of course, set out to “cut
the umbilical cord between heaven and earth”145 but by emphasizing God’s sovereignty and the
fallenness of humanity they “narrowed man’s [sic] relationship to the sacred to the one
exceedingly narrow channel that it called God’s word.”146 This approach was effective when it
was still seen as plausible that Scripture was sufficient to the task, but secularization rushed in en
force when Scripture itself was seen as implausible, resulting in the claim that ‘God is dead.’ In
Scripture’s place, the systematic, rational approach of science became the source of meaning in
our world. Berger writes, “A sky empty of angels becomes open to the intervention of the
astronomer and, eventually, of the astronaut.”147
Whatever the historic factors at work in Protestantism’s influence into our current social
reality, the premise of the rational, irreligious approach is more than simply “dismissing certain
religious ideas; it is about the subversion of that imaginative activity in which we give ourselves
practically, in a deep personal way, to the discovery of God.”148
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As a congregation seeking to hold on to the imaginative activity of recognizing God’s
presence at work in the world, this social setting is deeply disorienting. Each day we are
confronted with contrary perspectives regarding the relevance of our faith. Our congregation is
experiencing this in a significant way. Some of us choose to hold on to the faith as received,
choosing to filter out aspects of a changing world that do not fit within this rubric. While for
others the starting point means holding on to a faith which is relevant to the world around, but in
so doing, risking the loss of their moorings of faith.
The daily lived challenge for our community, along with every other gathering of
believers, is to find this balance of drawing on our inherited faith and re-appropriating it in our
context.

ii. Value-Based Approach
A second stream has emerged alongside the fact-based, rational approach which is more
focused on pursuing the human good. Goodness, beauty and desire have become increasingly
significant as an expression of the previously mentioned Emotivism. Goodness in a postChristendom society, it is argued, identifies with more universal, ‘self-evident’ moral
principles:149
Morality is unhinged from attending to God, beauty is disconnected from
attending to God, and desire is seen as independent from God. Goodness,
beauty, and pleasure as—each in their own terms—an end in themselves.150
Kettle argues that the premise of secular modern thought carries an assumption “that it
pursues greater moral freedom than do people with Christian ‘values,’ rather than deferring to
the possibility that these values, rooted in the worship of God, open upon greater freedom.”151
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At work here is a shift in how values themselves function. Removed from their source,
values have become abstracted because they are now based on one’s subjective feelings which
has resulted in various sets of values in conflict between individuals and even competing values
within each individual. Ted A. Smith summarizes Alasdair MacIntyre’s position:
We live among the ruins of once coherent moral traditions. We have little fragments
from multiple traditions—a block of New Testament agape here, a brick of Homer’s
arete there—but we no longer have any idea how to fit those pieces together. Moral
philosophy…is reduced to individual taste. Disagreements about the nature of the
good life can no longer be resolved by rational discourse. If we come to consensus at
all, it is through some kind of seduction or coercion.152
The challenges of a world of competing values find their root in removing these values
from their original moral sources. Traditional culture, which seeks to hold morality and values
together is ““patronized in a romantic way as colorful acts of self-expression by historical
communities.” 153 Historical cultures are viewed as ‘interesting’ or ‘quaint,’ and in so doing, are
subverted because they are not seen to have any bearing on how to live today. Kettle pushes back
against the values-based, religionless approach:
Valuing at its most lively, and above all in the worship of God, is an enquiry
into the real. It fails to understand that such lively valuing is intrinsic precisely
to that enquiry into the world in which the realm of ‘objective’ things come to
light for us.” 154
As people seek to discern right from wrong based on their non-teleological values has led
to deep confusion which has crept into each person’s daily living. James K.A. Smith points out
how abstracted values and removing them from their teleological source make “values” a
category as much an internal threat to faith as external. Not only do we have the wider society
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self-assured that their values are supposedly purer because they have been removed from the
confines of religion, but our own values of goodness, delight, and beauty have often been
separated from our worship. Even though these values do find their fullness and more beneficial
expression in worship directed to God, the Church has too quickly capitulated our value
framework to society.
Response from within the church has sought to curb the impact of values being treated in
this manner, and that is the growing attentiveness to practice. I will explore this more fully in
Chapter 5, but at this point, it is helpful to note how a response towards practice has arisen in
various circles. Ted A. Smith names three sources: “the hermeneutics of Hans-Georg Gadamer,
the moral philosophy of Alasdair MacIntyre, and the social theory of Pierre Bourdieu.”155 These
three sources, though differing in their approach and application, are in fact, complementary:
“They do not offer rival definitions of a single phenomenon. Each uses the language of ‘practice’
on the way to solving a different problem. Moreover, while some of the deep roots of their
sources overlap, their works engage different contemporary interlocutors.”156
In the vein of MacIntyre’s approach, James K.A. Smith has noted how practices are able
to re-orient our desires teleologically. As a starting point, he observes that particularly for the
Protestant rational approach, our desires have rarely found full expression in the context of
worship which has allowed the broader culture to hijack our desires as we begin thirsting after
that which does not fully satisfy. Smith writes that we are “affective, desiring, liturgical
animals”157 where our desires have a deeper hold on us than our rational beliefs. Civic liturgies of
the shopping mall, for example, do not seek to convince us through the mind, but the heart. It is
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in our heart, or kardia, where our desires get a hold of us and so the battle for our worship rests
in our affective living:
The description is meant to shift our attention and perspective in order for us to
recognize the charged, religious nature of cultural institutions that we all tend
to inhabit as if they were neutral sites. Looking at the mall through the eyes of
worship and liturgy, with attention to the concrete material practices that are
part of the experience, give us an angle on this cultural institution such that we
can see that the mall has its own pedagogy, an interested in the education of
desire…Our ultimate love/desire is shaped by practices, not ideas that are merely
communicated to us.158
As Christians in this social context, we need to discern well how values are understood
and how desire is harnessed in our day to day lives. We need not be tentative to share with our
neighbours how the values of goodness, delight, and beauty find a fuller expression when held in
their telos which finds their source in our Creator God. We also need to be discerning,
particularly the more cerebral amongst us, that if our desires become latent in a rational approach
to faith, our desires will be misdirected. There is much to be lost if we do not get it right because
our desires ultimately set our trajectory for living. As Smith warns in his follow-up book, You
Are What You Love, “Be careful what you worship; it will shape what you want, and therefore
what you make and how you work.”159

F. Conclusion:
Where does this leave the church in this new reality of a post-everything world? To quote
Sacks yet again, we need to do “the precise opposite of outsourcing: namely the internalization
of what had once been external. 160 As God’s people in a changing world, we need to find new
language and new postures, but we still steward a cohesive story in the face of fragmentation, as
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we seek to be faithful followers of Jesus living out our faith into every area of life. We also need
to recover our telos, deepen our memory, re-internalize morality and invite others to do the same.
Finally, within the Immanent Frame, we also need to shift our attention off of the present and
onto a more hope-filled future for the sake of future generations.
In the third section of this chapter, we will focus on how the gospel’s light shines on four
areas of our social and local context: (1) how we understand and relate to ourselves, particularly
in how a personalized spirituality has led to fractured identities, (2) how we relate to each other,
particularly in light of loneliness and social isolation resulting from hyper-individualism, (3) how
we relate to society and the world, particularly in how social responsibility is understood in an
age of consumerism and hedonism, and (4) how we relate to our future in a context where social
forecasts are weighed down by nihilism and despair.

IV. Shining the Gospel Light on our Context
Shift 1: Understanding and Relating to Ourselves: Shining the Gospel light on Fragmented
spiritual identities
The first shift we will address pertains to one’s fragmented spiritual identity. I will
describe this post-Christendom fragmentation which has led to a de-institutionalized and
individualized approach to spirituality which had led to a loss of communal understanding as
well as a loss of coherence in the construct of one’s beliefs. In the fragmentation which has
brought about the spiritual but not religious phenomenon, I will attend to my local context where
the dominant spiritual expressions are Self-Mastery, Moral Therapeutic Deism and Paganism.
Throughout this section, I will explore how the Gospel’s light illuminates the topics of
fragmentation, spirituality and identity.
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A. Post-Christendom Fragmentation
The Post-Christendom world as described above has deeply impacted individual and
social constructs of identity. Boeve points out that because Christianity is no longer the accepted
framework for individual and social identity, the source of meaning and social perspectives no
longer follows “the pre-given ideological patterns…[therefore], because of the absence of such
unquestioned and quasi-automatic transmission of tradition, identity is no longer given but has to
be constructed.”161 The liberty afforded to a people free from the constraints of religion means
identity is shaped by individualist terms rather than an external convention. This has resulted in
a creating a fragmented society that lacks internal social coherence because it is comprised by
fragmented individuals lacking internal coherence in their stories.
In his book Living Faithfully in a Fragmented World, Wilson points out that the big shift
in our societal context is not merely pluralism, but fragmentation:
We have not moved from a monolithic world into a pluralistic world; rather, we
have moved from a time when our communities were relatively coherent and
clear, to a time when our communities and traditions have become fragmented—
incoherent and fuzzy. Certainly, some coherent communities still exist, but
these are communities that for various reasons have not been a part of our
cultural change.162
Wilson draws on MacIntyre’s After Virtue, whose central premise is our need to continue
to hold on to our telos—when our end flows out of our specific nature and is sustained by
practices and traditions.163 This telos has been lost and we are now left with fragments of
knowledge.164 This leaves our social context with a loss of meaning and an increased
fragmentation.
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Where MacIntyre describes this loss teleologically, Berger outlines it historically.
Beginning when the church and empire shared the same purpose, though each approaching it
uniquely. There was a worldview monopoly: “two institutions, namely church and empire,
struggled for the honor of being its principle embodiment. Both institutions represented the same
religious world."165 When the relationship between church and state severed, and between
Protestants and Catholics, Christendom’s unity was also fractured. Berger argues, much of this
had more to do for practicalities than ideology but it paved the way for increased fracturing to
follow.166

B. De-Institutionalized Spirituality
In the Western Church there has been a gradual but noticeable shift away from
institutionalized religion. Citing Peter Berger’s and Harvey Cox’s descriptions of North
America, Boeve notes that in Europe, and by extension North America, there has been a
significant drop in institutionalized religion. While the institutional church is not completely
absent, there is a growing Christian spirituality which is finding expression outside of it. He
writes, “modernization in Europe has caused a transformation of religion, not its
disappearance.167
Religion has mutated. Though faith affiliation has not dropped as drastically as church
attendance rates have, there is a lowered sense of confidence in organized religion. There is an
increasingly large segment of the population who are now growing up without ever having
belonged to a religion. There is, as Boeve describes, “a significant increase in believing without
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belonging.”168 This term, coined by Grace Davie is described by Yves Lambert as an autonomous
and diffused religiosity which expresses practices which are not typical to Christianity. These
practices, he writes, include:
The importance of meditation and contemplation; belief in a higher power,
spirit or force, rather than a personal God; belief in life after death (including
reincarnation); an interest in different religious traditions rather than in one
particular tradition. In general, this group claims to be in search of spirituality
(rather than 'religion').169
We draw on the example of Europe because of the secularization that has taken place there
helps us recognize how the same is taking place in our context.170 While the word transformation
might be read neutrally, a Christian “spiritual but not religious” phenomenon is turning our faith
back on itself. Walter Liefeld terms this spiritual eclecticism as:
A way of looking at religion and beliefs in which one is not committed to any one
religious organization or belief system, but instead chooses aspects of these at will.
Any teaching or ethical yardstick that is personally appealing is considered valid.171
In his article, You Have Died of Dysentery, Pastor A.J. Swoboda notes how this eclecticism
plays out in the Cascadian region spanning Northern Oregon to Southwest British Columbia:
Cascadians are quick to choose, eclectically, from the religious buffet the truths
that fit their worldview. This is the sloppiest form of religion imaginable. Why?
Because eclecticism—while gathering lots of good quotes and bumper sticker
fodder—doesn’t take seriously the actual intent of the religious teachers who
spoke those truths. Eclecticism seeks to draw ideas from people and disconnect
them from the intent of those people themselves.
If Jesus knew—as a good, temple-going, circumcised, Sabbath-keeping, Jew—
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that his teachings would be used to create a kind of eclectic religious soup that
undermined the love of Yahweh, he would be [very angry]. To disconnect the ideas
of Jesus from his religious identity as a faithful Jew is absurd.
A de-institutionalized or de-traditionalized approach to Christianity has also changed how
Christians understand and relate to tradition. In a post-Christendom reality no one needs to be a
Christian, they can now live their faith how they deem fit. This individualized approach to faith
is only amplified in our pluralistic context.172 In response to this new approach, two trajectories
have emerged. Boeve notes:
The pluralization of religion only reinforces this reflexive potential. On the one
hand, this structural change leads some to seriously relativize their bonds to the
Christian tradition (especially its claim to anteriority), leading them to
marginally Christian and even post-Christian positions. On the other hand,
some feel extremely uncomfortable with this reflexivity, and turn to more
traditionalist and fundamentalist positions, stringently reinforcing the bond
between social and individual identity and the tradition transmitted from
the past.173
The first is clearly problematic for the call on God’s people to remain faithful. The second,
however, is also problematic because the fundamentalist approach appeals “to a ‘pure’ tradition,
a construction from the past which never historically existed…[it, in fact] also jeopardizes the
very concept of tradition, both in its active and passive meaning.”174
Must we default to one extreme or the other? How do we navigate the question of how we
live as Christians today in a transformed religious climate? A third option will not be possible if
we allow society’s fragmentation to dictate our reality. Boeve suggests a way forward can be
found in our approach to truth. Rather than presenting it as a propositional, objective claim, he
offers an open narrative approach. Here, he is stepping away from the highly rationalistic
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approach of modernity, and re-focusing not on spiritual versus religious, but on the person of
Christ:
In our so-called postmodern condition, theology seems in need of new patterns of
thought, a new approach to address the challenges of Christianity’s self-perception
and the centrality of Jesus Christ…Truth can no longer be regarded in terms of
appropriation but as relational—no longer as something one can acquire.175

C. Individualized Spirituality within the Church
Closely related to a de-institutionalized spirituality is an individualized spirituality. Here
we note the shift not from structure to free form, but from a communal sense of faith to an
individual one. Michael Moynagh states that “individualism has undermined the communal basis
of religious life”176 because as more non-Christian beliefs have been accepted, they have
challenged the established norms. With an increasing number of alternative opinions, faith
becomes more subjective and one’s own choice dictates a solitary religious viewpoint. What had
once been a shared vision of faith has now become “one lifestyle option among many.”177
In our religious context, Berger argues, religion is voluntary, uncoerced and therefore is a
choice which fits within the private realm of our lives. The private preference remains with an
individual or family unit.178 As common as this description is, it is also problematic because
enclave religion is treated as an end in itself and is devoid of broader call to ensure the religion
seeks to stabilize and enhance the world around it. This expression of faith might seem ‘real’ to
the one holding this perspective, but it “cannot any longer fulfill the classical task of religion,
that of constructing a common world within which all of social life receives ultimate meaning
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binding on everybody.”179 Religion is meant to provide a coherent perspective of reality that can
give meaning to those who live in a particularly societal context, but this is truncated with an
individualized, privatized expression of faith, and what remains is fragmentation and “the
plausibility structure of which may in some cases be no larger than the nuclear family.”180
Not only is it problematic that this version of faith fails the social responsibility to wider
society that is inextricable from the gospel. If it is restricted to family, which is an incredibly
vulnerable institution in our society, then the beliefs are even further compromised. Even more,
when religion is treated as a religious preference, Berger points out, “it can be abandoned as
readily as it was first adopted.”181 This is where it is necessary for the wider faith community to
come alongside to support and reinforce the beliefs. The challenge to do this well is limited
because one’s connection to a broader religious group is based on affiliation like other voluntary
associations. Therefore, when an individual is not receptive to the moral influence, faith remains
anchored in the private realm, the influence is limited to the receptivity of the individual.182

D. Individualized Spirituality Beyond the Church
In the previous paragraphs we noted how individualized spirituality within the church is
impacting and undermining the purpose of religion, the role of community, and the integrity of a
coherent and consistent framework of faith. This has both been a causing influence of and a
response to individualized spirituality beyond the Church. I will explore the general themes
leading people to find new expressions outside of Christianity which has primarily been rooted in
suspicion of organized religion’s stifling institutionalism, in-fighting, hypocrisy, and abuse of
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power. Alongside this, these new expressions are possible in large part because of younger
generations who were left to figure spirituality out for themselves because they were raised
without any particular religious framework.
Callum Brown describes the ecclesiastical impact of individualized faith finding
expression in Eastern mysticism:
It is precisely because ‘the personal’ changed so much in the 1960's -and has
continued to change in the four decades since-that the churches are in seemingly
terminal decay and [Western] Christian culture is in its death throes…The
search for personal faith is now in ‘the New Age’ of minor cults, personal
development and consumer choice.183
In her book Belief Without Borders, Linda Mercadante describes growing up in a
‘nothing’ home in a context when the three options were Protestant, Catholic and Jewish. She
describes her own ‘spiritual, but not religious’ experiences in the 1970’s:
Like many seekers today, I tried one thing after another: yoga, meditation,
vegetarianism, jogging, alternative health practices, Unity, social action groups,
and spirituality retreats. I even joined an ashram. But I found nothing that could
answer my theological questions or satisfy my spiritual needs.184
She herself later became a Christian and affiliated with a denomination, and then later
allowed her experience to prompt research on the theme of being spiritual but not religious. She
focused her research on “the sacred, human nature, community and the afterlife” (which
incidentally, aligns quite closely to three of the four categories I am drawing on in Chapters 2, 3
and 5: spiritual identity, community, social responsibility and the eschatological future). She
asked four questions:
(i) Is there anything larger than myself, any sacred or transcendent dimension,
any Higher Power? (ii) What does it mean to be human? (iii) Is spiritual
growth primarily a solitary process or is it done with others? (iv) What will
happen to me, if anything, after death?185
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She describes a number of “organizing principles” which were common to each in her
research group: there was a focus on spiritual practice, openness to mind-body-energy
connections; a post-Christian spirituality marked by widespread opposition to Western religious
concepts; a rejection of exclusivism; ethical objections due to moral failures by religious people;
holding a personal choice rather than a received tradition; withdrawing from external source of
authority; an ‘it’s all good’ universalist perennialism; a willingness to hybrid their spirituality in
a syncretistic or ‘poaching’ manner; as well as a focus on nature and experience.186
Whereas the Western Religious framework is perceived as constricting, a self-defined
spirituality opens up new vistas for individuals to look for meaning. Psychologist Kenneth
Gergen describes this difference:
In contrast to the narrow range of options and the oppressive restraints favored
by totalizing systems of understanding, postmodernism opens the way to the
full expression of all discourses, to a free play of discourses.187
Due to the individualistic nature of holding a self-selecting expression of spirituality,
Mercadante notes the fragmentation inherent in this approach: “many live with syncretic and
frequently inconsistent beliefs, creative amalgams which were often unique and changing.”188
When pressed, some would shift their answers, and others would simply accept the lack of
coherence.189 Richard Mouw, in He Shines in All That’s Fair, tells a story of a young woman
named Heather who practices Witchcraft, but also affirms the historical resurrection of Jesus of
Nazareth. He writes:
I doubt that Heather subscribes to both views of reality, Wicca and Christianity,
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in their robust versions. She is placing fragments of worldviews side by side
without thinking about their relationships. And it is precisely the fact that these
disconnected cognitive bits coexist in her consciousness that causes my concern
… Heather is a micro-chaos of a larger fragmentation.190

E. Fragmented Spiritualities In Local Expression:
As we acknowledge the micro-chaos present in our social context, we also recognize how
the fragmentation finds unique expression in our local context. I will focus attention on three
ways our neighbours participate in meaning-making: Self-Mastery, Moral Therapeutic Deism
and Paganism. None of these are solely unique to our context, but their presence is pronounced
in East Vancouver, and each expresses this fragmentation uniquely: one cuts off the religious life
from a dynamic relationship with God, another seeks to appease a Higher Power or Force
through good behaviour, and still another acknowledges how spiritually charged the world is, but
fails to link this to our Creator and Source.

i. Self-Mastery:
The pursuit of health, beauty, fitness and wholeness point to a wave of people who are
looking for meaning in the Immanent Frame through self-mastery. This finds unique expression
in Vancouver particularly on health and wholeness, seeking inner harmony and balance by being
religious about which organic, probiotic, biodynamic, ethically-sourced foods bought at the
Trout Lake Farmers’ Market can be ingested in our bodies, and eliminating what is unclean in
the body by detoxing and yoga sessions.
Kettle articulates four themes present in the wellbeing and self-mastery approach: (1)
Self-valuing focuses on how each are reminded of our great worth and we need to participate in
self-affirming actions; (2) Self-care flows from self-valuing where the slogan is to ‘be good to
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yourself; (3) Mastery clarifies and heightens idealized self-care by depending on proper health
foods and supplements, beauty treatments, exercise activities, diet management, and alternative
therapies; and (4) Faith in ‘nature’ draws out one’s intimate connection with the natural world
including using herbs, natural essences in food and medicine.191 The experts are nutritionists,
herbalists, naturopaths, yogis and inspiring forerunners in the movement.
The pursuit of meaning in this way of living gives renewed attention to the rhythms of
eating and living in a way that what we do well gives us a sense that we are not merely doing
right by ourselves, but we are also connected to something bigger than ourselves. As we let the
Gospel shine its light on this unavoidable groundswell in our specific context, we must first note
that this is in part a reaction to our thoughtless living around what foods we purchase, what foods
we eat, and how we eat them. The reaction is against, in part, those functioning out of a
Christendom context which has devalued bodies because they believe, ‘they won’t matter in the
long run.’ Alongside this fair critique is also what self-mastery can remind the church about the
importance of disciplines, and habits which are reflections of what we ultimately believe. We
would do well to be attentive to the call for self-care, mastery, and a connection to creation—
both for the sake of our body stewardship, as well as for the way it deepens how we witness to
the presence of faith in our lives.
At the same time, holding the self-mastery approach in light of Scripture reminds us that
ultimately, we do not find meaning in ourselves but instead have meaning because we were
created as God’s image bearers, he loves us, our bodies find further value in Jesus’ affirming
God’s creation in his Incarnation, physical resurrection, and embodied ascension. Similarly, just
as our value finds a different source, so too does our self-care as “our care is for what honours
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and furthers the purposes of God.”192 Though outwardly, the way we care for our bodies might be
indistinguishable from those pursuing self-mastery, our motive rests in a different source and the
duty of care will also extend to others. The pursuit of mastery also finds a different source. Kettle
writes that for Christians, “mastery is always a vocation arising from the requirement of
obedience to God; we are called to be responsive to God’s will and to the cultivation of skills
that will enable us to further this.”193 God is the primary agent in our lives and therefore our call
is to be mastered by him.

ii. Moral Therapeutic Deism:
In their book, Soul Searching, Smith and Denton point out that for those who carry the
Christian label, be they in the church or not, a significant expression of their spirituality is Moral
Therapeutic Deism. They identify this common belief in American youth and argue that this not
be exclusive to those from a Christian background. Although Smith and Denton’s focus was on
youth, it has since been acknowledged that this expression of spirituality is intergenerational,194
and might be “the new mainstream American religious faith for our culturally post-Christian,
individualistic, mass-consumer capitalist society.”195 Further, the Canadian study Hemorrhaging
Faith, reveals that the same spirituality is being expressed North of the 49th Parallel as well.196
A pattern to this spirituality is marked by the following five traits:
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1. A god exists who created and ordered the world and watches over human life on
earth.
2. God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other, as taught in the Bible and
by most world religions.
3. The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about oneself.
4. God does not need to be particularly involved in one’s life except when God is
needed to resolve a problem.
5. Good people go to heaven when they die.197
Moral Therapeutic Deism is a significant concern for us, first because it is present in our
churches which is a “threat to discipleship knowing that some in our churches believe God is
aloof and distant and uninvolved in their lives."198 Part of the threat of Moral Therapeutic Deism
is that most ‘adherents’ do not actually realize they are. For those raised in the Christian faith,
this approach emerges when we are not clear about what Jesus has actually accomplished on our
behalf. In a recent confession liturgy in our congregation included the jarring words from The
Message translation of Ephesians 2: “the world, which does not know the first thing about
living…” There was understandable resistance to these words amongst congregants until I
explained how the world in this understanding is where people try to find life in places other than
Jesus, how we ourselves are part of the world in this sense, and how it was to this world that God
sent his Son because he loved it so deeply. Even more, as the church follows Jesus, we also are
to carry the same deep commitment to the world. Throughout multiple conversations, I have seen
a resistance to not discount the morality of unbelieving loved ones, and a reluctance to speak
clarity in the work of Jesus on our behalf.
More significantly, Moral Therapeutic Deism plays out in our congregation’s Community
Night dinner context. A much-loved neighbour who was initially hostile and dismissive of our
church later attended a Community Night meal, and he soon became one of our core volunteers.
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Initially, when I would thank him for his involvement and for sharing his gift of joy with
everyone, he would say to me, “Yep! I’m building up some good points for my day on the other
side.” It was not often that any of us heard something so clearly stated, and in the years of
continued relationship I was able to share with him that our motivation comes from a place of
gratitude for what God has done in our lives. This is the world of grace.
A few years ago, he died suddenly, which was a blow to our community. As his brother
came from out of town to go through his things, he found a note written shortly before his death
and in the letter he wrote,
I, x, am of sound mind and hereby is an addendum to my will on this day,
dated _____, 2015. My wish is that in the event of my passing, my celebration
of life will take place at First CRC of Vancouver.
His bewildered brother, who stated clearly that he was not a person of faith, came to me
and said, “I don’t know what you guys are doing, but it changed my brother’s life. He had every
reason to be turned off of the church—and from God—but of all his decades of life, these last
few years since retirement were the happiest years I have ever seen in him.
The example described above captures what we regularly encounter with those who are
taking some tentative new steps towards God and church. If there is a message that reaches the
public, it is often one that describes God as a cosmic Santa Claus, determining who has been
naughty or nice. As we journey alongside individuals who have been shaped with this
worldview, the challenge is not only that we need to name and work through the past failings of
the church and make space for them to find their place within the community, we also need to
address preconceptions of God and faith that they have somehow been cluttered with over the
years.
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Here we see that Moral Therapeutic Deism is a discipleship matter within the church as
well as a missional matter with our neighbours. In First CRC’s local context, the Moral
Therapeutic Deism is often more nuanced, drawing on spiritual but not ‘God’ language,
evidenced by the common way “karma” is popularly understood and applied. Buddhism is very
diverse and does not have a single definition of karma and therefore can be understood in
multiple ways, but it originally was connected to the concept of death and reincarnation, that
good deeds in this life lead to a good next life; and likewise, bad deeds lead to punishment in the
next life. Trying a little harder will lead to a better life in the future.
However, a sense of post-mortem justice is not how karma is used by our neighbours,
many of whom are not adherents to Buddhism even though they carry with them a notion of
karma. Most commonly, karma is seen as balancing good deeds with bad ones, seeking to
ensure that the list of the good deeds is longer than the evil actions. Here the judgment cycle of
karma is much shorter, often within the same day or week.
Under this notion of popularized karma, we can adapt these five traits:
1. Our lives on earth are being watched, and so our actions have repercussions.
2. Most people believe that we need to be good, nice and fair to each other, as taught in
most religions even if one is not religious themselves.
3. The central goal is to be happy and feel good about oneself, and this might be
expressed with good deeds and generosity.
4. Higher powers are not involved directly in people’s lives, but things have a way of
balancing out, and so a misstep will lead to consequences, and in the long-run, good
deeds will find a way to help those who help.
5. Temporary rewards in the here-and-now might be enough, but there is also a nebulous
picture of a more lasting reward in the afterlife. This is often latent until crisis
confronts someone.
It is of deep concern for followers of Jesus that Moral Therapeutic Deism, or the
modified karma-laden version in this context, is the end point of people’s framework of faith. It
is however, also a helpful beginning point if attended to appropriately—particularly with the
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Therapeutic approach. Embedded in this approach is a recognition of how we are
interconnected, and I can list many positive actions which we and our community have
benefitted from neighbours who were motivated by this outlook in life. Although a mark of our
church has been to help neighbours in crisis, there are certainly others drawing from a karmabased motivation who have come alongside those in need.
The Social Sciences have taught us a great deal about the impact of the human condition
on one’s psyche and their relation to the relationships and world around them. While we do not
put all our weight into the therapeutic role, Richard Mouw points out that therapy is “itself a
‘secularization’ of the older Christian pietism, which paid much more attention to inner states
and intimate relationships.”199 He calls us to engage this aspect of our social context:
We now need [a] ‘re-pietization’ of secular therapy, a grounding of psychological
motifs in a spiritually sensitive understanding of God’s will for human beings in
their wholeness. But that ‘re-pietization’ cannot be a simple return to the past. It
must absorb all that we are learning from our therapeutic culture.200
We have named a number of the contributing factors above, but it must also be noted that
some of this is the result of presenting a self-centred religion where God fits into our needs,
and where lower demands are presented to make the message of faith more palatable for those
who do not want to re-orient their lives too much. While various social factors have led to this
result, Smith and Denton suggest the social factors include therapeutic individualism, mass
consumerism, residual positivism, empiricism and the new digital age. Not insignificant on
their own, together these forces mold us “objectively, structurally, institutionally, and
culturally.”201
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I will not explore each of these markers in depth, but I will note the fragmentation present
in these five markers. First, affirming that a god exists who created, ordered and watches over
human life is true, but incomplete. In our faith story, it is the Creator & Sustainer of life who
makes himself known—as companion to the first parents in the Garden, as judge and preserver
Noah, as promise-maker and life-provider to Abraham, and as the I Am to Moses and the people
of Israel and then in the birth of Jesus, God makes himself known through the mystery of the
Incarnation, who later with the Father sent the Spirit. God is self-revealing and relational.
God wanting people to be good, nice and fair is also true and here the words of Jesus and
Buddha and Gandhi do align. But to what end? This is a teleological misstep: God’s people are
not called to be nice for the sake of being nice. As we worship God, his character is formed in us,
his love is formed in us; here, the goal is not kindness, but rather relationship with God, each
other, and our world. The challenge with the being ‘good and nice’ is that it is an incomplete
love because it assumes this takes place outside of relationship whereas in a relationship, love
will inevitably challenge and trigger our negative emotions which leads us to dependence on
Christ’s presence in us.
The teleological misstep continues in the third trait of needing to be happy and feel good
about ourselves. We were created to give God glory and to enjoy him forever.202 By following in
the footsteps of Jesus, we learn the Gospel’s call is a decided turn away from ourselves and onto
attending to God’s presence, how he is revealing himself around us, and who he is calling us to
be. Jesus’ incarnate life was marked by humility, selflessness, and forgiveness in order to bring
about God’s kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.
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Connected to the first trait of having a deistic God is the fourth trait of God not being
involved until they encounter a problem. This finds common expression in our local context
where most of my faith conversations with neighbours over the last ten years have occurred
when they were in crisis. While I welcome the opportunity to help them attend to how God is at
work in their lives, beneath this rhythm is a belief of self-sufficiency and once the crisis is past,
so does dependency on God as they carry on trying to find meaning in their own reality.
Finally, good people going to heaven when they die speaks to the hope that people have
in life beyond death. Life after death is certainly a core aspect to the Gospel, but the positivism at
work in this fragmented spiritual expression is an incomplete morality. People want to live
without consequence and find the notion of Divine justice unpalatable. Furthermore, even for
those who, by God’s grace have the assurance of living eternally with our God, going to heaven
is a truncated and fragmented eschatology because it fails to recognize God’s plan is much
grander in scope than simply bringing humans to be with him in heaven—his plan is the
complete redemption of creation.

iii. Paganism:
In our local context of East Vancouver, an unmistakable spiritual expression is paganism.
The week children were returning to school this fall, Vancouver Pagan Pride Day was held at
Trout Lake, just steps from our house and a few blocks from where First CRC worships. The
goal of the day and of the organization, is to “be the focal point for the various factions of [their]
community to communicate, celebrate with, and learn from one another…[and also as] an
educational resource for the non-pagan community.” In short, the goal is to “debunk myths and
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normalize [their] faith.” 203 No specific faith statements are mentioned on the website, but there
are fourteen different religious symbols surrounding a two-circle moon phase image.204 The
timing of the annual gathering is in late summer/early autumn “which symbolizes the
responsibilities Pagans hold to their town/city/province in honour of the various Thanksgiving
holidays.”205 Furthermore, the group gathers for celebrations tied to each solstice as well as other
key gathering times.
Many pagans might not affiliate directly with this group, but Vancouver Pagan Pride
illustrates for us what is at work in this form of paganism. Tying their gatherings to the rhythm
of the seasons and holding their gatherings outside when possible, point to the desire to attend to
the significance revealed in the rhythm of the seasons. Reaching out to form a community points
to the desire for mutual support to “communicate, celebrate and learn from one another.”206 Here
the fruit of an individualized spirituality reaching maturity suggests a longing for deeper social
connection, the need for communication and education in how one’s faith is formed, and the
need for celebration. As well, the name Pagan Pride points to the desire for vitality in what
would be an otherwise solitary endeavour.
Practitioners use magic as a way to seek control in a world that is chaotic and
unpredictable. Mouw notes as well, there has been a persistence of folk magic in North America
over the last three centuries where the magic “relies on ‘automatic techniques’—incantations,
conjurings, spells, sacral objects—that can be relied upon to bring about certain results.”207
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Returning to Paganism alongside this, the website communicates as much in what it does
not say. The ‘tenets’ of the faith are ambiguous, and the amalgam of symbols are undefined.
Essentially what is communicated is a positive posture towards Eastern Mysticism in a religious
buffet for those who are spiritual, but not religious. Any attempt to define parameters are futile,
because by nature a self-defined spirituality will resist definition, and as previously noted,
holding internal coherence is not a value. Linda A. Mercandate, author of Belief Without
Borders: Inside the Minds of the Spiritual But Not Religious, points out that even the term “New
Age” is not a preferred one for Wiccans and Pagans despite the significant overlap between the
spiritualities.208
In 1937, theologian and first General Secretary of the World Council of Churches
Visser’t Hooft observed that the ‘worship of life’ was beginning to take primacy which could be
identified by three markers: the protest against the subordination of life to reason and rational
civilization; the search for intensity of experience; and the desire for communion with the natural
forces.209 He further described neo-paganism traits of life as being “monism, pluralism, naturism,
vitalism, eros without agape, and absence of hope.210 In other words, with monism, humanity
finds itself under the forces of an impersonal universe. Pluralism finds revelation from a number
of sources, without discrimination. Naturism collapses God and nature together. Vitalism “seeks
the intensification of life, taking whatever shows itself with unbridled vitality to be selfvalidating as life.”211 An aspect of vitalism is eros which is self-seeking without the corrective
self-giving agape. And finally, he writes that this version of paganism:
Is a religion without a definite, well-grounded hope. Where there is only the
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concept of infinity, but no meeting with God, only an abstract omnipotence, but
not the omnipotence of the qualities of this one God, there is no centre of time,
there is no beginning and no end and we live in an unlimited freedom without
orientation and in immeasurable loneliness.212
The appeal of magic in our context points to a desire to manipulate the fates in one’s
favour. The formulaic approach points to an attempt at control in a framework where one’s
situation is uncertain. In contrast, the Christian claim is that the world is not subject to Fate but is
held together by our loving God who is both Creator and Sustainer of life. Mouw contrasts magic
with miracle. He writes: “the crucial difference is between a magical act—which depends upon
following prescribed procedures, and a miracle, which is a manifestation of God’s free and
sovereign decision to make his power known in a specific situation.”213 Mouw who follows C.S.
Lewis’ imaginative use of magical concepts to convey the gospel, takes a charitable posture
towards the role of magic for its significance in our context:
Popular fascination with the magical can—and regularly does—function as a
substitute for faith in the living God. But it can also serve as a pointer to the
Deeper Magic. In complex ways, the gospel both transforms and fulfills what
folk magic promises but cannot provide. If we ignore this promise-fulfillment
pattern, we run the real risk of failing to address abiding human needs.”214
Mouw adds this is no simple matter for those who overtly practice magic, but also those
within the church who are satisfied with the lack of clarity with how God is involved in our lives
when the person and work of the Holy Spirit is minimized:
we need a biblically grounded account of God’s day-to-day dealings with us in the
midst of our practical uncertainties about, for example, our health, our financial
resources, and our intimate relationships. When we fail to provide such an account,
people—ordinary Christians—will turn to those elements of folk religion, such as
New Age emphases, superstitious, a fascination with angels and demons, which are
designed to deal with these very kinds of human concerns.215
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The pagan attentiveness to nature, which is embodied and responsive to the rhythms and
wonder of the world’s order, ought to give us pause. The awareness of the world’s rich variety is
shared, but it is not enough for Christians to thoughtlessly adopt the notion of nature. Steven
Bouma-Prediger notes that “nature implies something autonomous and separate from God, [and]
it should be rejected in favour of the concept of creation”216 because these terms point to different
assumptions about the world, humans and, particularly, God.217 Noting that each describe
different construals of reality, natural resources, environment, and nature inadequately describe
the physical world for Christians for any adequate theology.218
Bouma-Prediger cites Loren Wilkinson as a corrective to an under-developed theology of
creation which can be also assist as a corrective to Gnosticism. That is, where a robust creation
theology is lacking, the church slips into greater commonality with paganism too quickly
capitulating to the pagan notions of nature and environment. First, the authors suggest that the
North American church has been presenting an oversimplified message of salvation of ‘accepting
Jesus in order to go to heaven’ which has not addressed the responsibility we have as God’s
image bearers to tend and keep his creation.
Secondly, the message of ‘going to heaven when we die’ has conveyed a disembodied
state that leaves behind a charred earth. This message has presented our neighbours with the idea
that Western Christianity does not care about our bodies, or about taking care of nature
(creation), or about the future of this world. What is needed, as I will argue in Chapter 3, is a
reiterated call to steward the world as God’s image bearers and a robust eschatological vision of
the complete restoration of creation which will remind the church of our responsibility today.
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Closely connected to a more robust vision of a redeemed creation is the need for a clearer
theology of the Holy Spirit which is embedded throughout this project. Visser’t Hooft
summarizes:
When the neo-pagans attack Christianity as a life-denying faith and preach their
gospel of the affirmation of life, we must admit that in many expressions of
Christianity the negation has been more audible than the affirmation. But we must
go on to make it clear that the new life in Christ is truly abundant and does not
destroy, but transforms and orients the original life force in us.219
Missionaries who are attentive to our social context note how paganism is a significant
expression in our culture which must be attended to by the Church. Speaking of his context,
Newbigin wrote: “England is a pagan society and the development of a truly missionary
encounter with this very tough form of paganism is the greatest intellectual and practical task
facing the Church.”220 Kitchens echoes Newbigin:
Not only is the surrounding culture not thoroughly Christian. It has, in the minds
of many theologians and missiologists, become "repaganized"…In part, this means
that the mission field is no longer at the edge of the empire but—as in the Apostolic
paradigm--immediately outside the front doors of our churches.221
To be clear, Christians define the term pagan as ‘that which is not Christian.’ This differs
from the way pagans define themselves. Yet there remain areas of overlap. Bavinck identified in
paganism a “fear of mysterious forces [yet the goal of] encountering nature without being afraid
of it.”222 It is perhaps preferable to weigh in on how the church has addressed pantheism and
materialism as Pagans are looking to find meaning within the immanence of the world.
In looking to the Gospel’s response to a pantheistic form of paganism where meaning and
worship is directed toward nature, Bavinck writes:

219

Kettle, Western Culture in Gospel Context, Loc. 5456.
Lesslie Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda: An Updated Autobiography (Eugene: Wipf & Stock Pub, 2009), 236.
221
Jim Kitchens, The Postmodern Parish, 74.
222
Herman Bavinck, Essays on Religion, Science, and Society, ed. John Bolt, trans. Harry Boonstra and Gerrit
Sheeres, Reprint edition (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013), 96.
220

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 99

In pantheism the world may be a living organism, of which God is the soul…
Scripture's worldview is radically different. From the beginning heaven and earth
have been distinct. Everything was created with a nature of its own and rests in
ordinances established by God. Sun, moon, and stars have their own unique task;
plants, animals, and humans are distinct in nature. There is the most profuse
diversity and yet, in that diversity, there is also a superlative kind of unity. The
foundation of both diversity and unity is in God…
In the virtue of this unity the world can, metaphorically, be called an organism,
in which all the parts are connected with each other and influence each other
reciprocally. Heaven and earth, man [sic] and animal, soul and body, truth and
life, art and science, religion and morality, state and church, family and society,
and so on, though they are all distinct, are not separated. There is a wide range
of connections between them; an organic, or if you will, an ethic bond holds
them all together.223
The critique of the Gospel on paganism rests most centrally on confusing creation with
the Creator. Kettle summarizes: “True sacredness lies not in particular things in the world, but in
God who discloses himself, in the context of creation, precisely as himself our deepest
context.”224 Augustine wrote a lengthy analogy of a bridegroom giving his bride a ring and the
bride was so preoccupied with the ring that she said, “this ring is enough for me; now I don’t
want to see his face again.” What kind of person would she be? Instead, says Augustine, “A
bridegroom gives a pledge for the very purpose that he himself may be loved in his pledge.”225
This is what God has done. He gave us all things so that we will love the One who made them
and entrusted them to us. But if, instead, we direct our love to what he made rather than to him,
we become guilty of adultery. He writes, “God doesn’t forbid you to love [what he made], but
you mustn’t love them in the expectation of blessedness…you must favour and praise them in
such a way that you love the Creator.226
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iv. Conclusion:
In this section, we have attended to the fragmentation which is expressed in our spiritual
identities. Among the many losses sustained by this fracturing is the loss of coherence producing
people who are in a constant search for meaning. Our neighbours might, to quote Mercadante
again, “live with syncretic and frequently inconsistent beliefs, creative amalgams which were
often unique and changing.”227 Inherent to an individualistically-formed faith, be it expressed
through Self-Mastery, Moral Therapeutic Deism, or Paganism, is fragmentation of beliefs or
practices—either fragmented in severing a life of godly living from relationship with God or in
recognizing a spiritually charged nature and world, but cutting it off from its Source.
Scripture holds the single great story. Of course, claims of a metanarrative will be
resisted, but the task of the preacher and congregation is to tell and live the stories of Jesus’
transformation and how these stories are connected to the single great story told in the Bible. But
the loss of a coherent outlook is not reserved for those who are “spiritual, but not religious”—it
also surfaces in the church, particularly in how we can misread the Bible. Goheen and
Bartholomew describe this happening when Christians treat the Bible like it is a collection of
fragments:
If [the Bible] were merely a mosaic of little bits—theological bits, moral bits,
historical-critical bits, sermon bits, devotional bits…we ignore its divine
author's intention to shape our lives through its story…If we allow the Bible to
become fragmented, it is in danger of being absorbed into whatever other story
is shaping our culture, and it will thus cease to shape our lives as it should…a
fragmented Bible may actually produce theologically orthodox, morally upright,
warmly pious idol worshippers!
If our lives are to be shaped by the story of Scripture, we need to understand two
things well: the biblical story is a compelling unity on which we may depend,
and each of us has a place within that story.228
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It is sobering to think that even in the church we can have well-intentioned, theologically
correct idol worshippers. If we fail to recognize how fragmented we too are, Goheen and
Bartholomew agree with James Smith that we are just as vulnerable as anyone else in our social
context to be carried off by any number of cultural liturgies. However, even though the church is
also prone to fragmenting the Gospel (and therefore our lives), it is also the Gospel which can
restore us and our society out of our fragmentation.
The way to combat fragmentation is to see how the Gospel takes the fragments and
weaves together a coherent story and draws humanity into it to participate in God’s teleological
and eschatological purposes, which we will explore further in Chapter 3. Alongside the concept
of fragmentation, the Gospel’s light on individualism and community is also instructive. Our
society’s version of individualism leads to fragmentation, and the solution calls us to root
ourselves in community. However, it is a version of community which still retains a biblical
individualism. In 1 Corinthians, the Apostle Paul challenges the Empire’s version of
individualism which was distorting the church in many different ways and in 12:12-31, the
antidote is Spirit-powered service for the sake of Christ’s body, the church. He does this first by
reminding the church that they are more than their composite parts—they are in fact part of the
body of Christ. In the span of these verses there are 25 references to “body” and “one” to
reinforce how we are designed for and called into, community.
The goal in all of this is that as we better understand our context and our neighbours, that
we can be better equipped to offer the transformative message of Christ’s promise of personal
and cosmological renewal. Our neighbours are thinking about and concerned with meaning and
are left trying to find coherence as they hold the pieces of Humpty Dumpty. As God’s people we
can affirm the longings of looking for life beyond oneself, the delight in the beauty of the world
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around us, to affirm the goodness of our bodies by stewarding them well, and the impulse to find
motivation for leaving the world because of our influence. Essentially, it is to help us find our
voice as Jesus’ followers who are seeking to be faithful in his kingdom witness call.

Shift 2. Relating to Each Other: Shining the Gospel light on Autonomy in a Crowd
A recent CBC Radio story highlighted the deep concern of loneliness present in our
social context. It described how social isolation is becoming a leading cause of early death,
worse in fact, than obesity and second only to smoking.229 One of the suggestions in the
interview is that doctors should in fact to start screening for those who do not have a supportive
community.
The story addresses a growing need for social connection which is difficult to identify.
Simon Weil writes about this need to be rooted:
To be rooted is perhaps the most important and least recognized need of the
human soul. It is one of the hardest to define. A human being has roots by
virtue of his [sic] real, active and natural participation in the life of a community
which preserves in living shape certain particular treasures of the past and certain
particular expectations for the future.230

A. Living in a Lonely World
Many factors contribute to loneliness. Though not comprehensive, they can include
hyper-individualism, increased physical isolation, desire of autonomy, economics, and an
idealized understanding of community.
At its root, loneliness has a close correlation to individualism. This finds expression in
our context with people moving to the city for work opportunity without being able to build up a
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social network of support. Others moved away from their smaller towns to pursue the freedom of
anonymity to pursue a lifestyle which they felt would not be accepted in their rural contexts.
Urban loneliness is compounded structurally with a significant percentage of bachelor suites and
one-bedroom apartments, and socially with jobs that demand long hours which further limit
opportunities to connect with others. Along with the structural inhibitors our living spaces have
on social connection, the prohibitive cost of real estate pushes people to find more affordable
contexts which limits the time young people remain living in the city. The nature of fluid
mobility is an additional factor as many move from one city to another to pursue new
opportunities but also the need for restarting social connections. Yet another contributor to
loneliness occurs when the mobility between cities leaves behind aging parents and other
vulnerable family members are left without their social network of support that they had once
known.
Newbigin notes that loneliness-inducing fluidity in the urban environment is further
complicated by the busyness of our lives in the city. In a rural context, the ‘worlds’ of residence,
work, kinship, political commitment, largely overlap. Today in contemporary urban society, he
writes, "most people live in several places at the same time which pulls the same person in
different directions and involves a variety of commitments.”231 The challenge for community is
further complicated by the way technology now mediates communication rather than in-person
connection.232
But in order to build community we must be willing to be vulnerable with strangers.
Bauman notes that for community to exist, there needs to be the sacrifices of our freedom and
security—not something we give up easily. Zygmund Bauman observes:
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Promoting security always calls for the sacrifice of freedom, while freedom can
only be expanded at the expense of security…[This circumstance] makes living
together conflict-ridden, as security sacrificed in the name of freedom tends to be
other people’s security; and freedom sacrificed in the name of security tends to be
other people’s freedom.233
As more individuals come to the city, there emerges a greater need for space which in
turn shrinks living spaces and moves people into greater proximity. Perhaps out of selfprotection, the irony of closer quarters often means lessened connection besides a few words
exchanged in the mailbox room or elevator.234 Even in more neighbourhood-type zoning
loneliness appears for the opposite reason—attached two-car garages mean that one does not
interact with neighbours by parking on the street, but essentially drive into their home and
remain on their own, or with the others who live in the house with them.
Even attempts of architectural design to facilitate and enhance community cannot
guarantee to ‘make it happen.’ Jacques Ellul describes an architectural project designed by
French-Swiss architect Le Corbusier which was envisioned to:
create great blocks of dwellings where people will meet one another as they did in
the village, with everything (the grocer, baker, butcher) included in the block so
that people will get to know each other and a community will come into being.
Though this sounds quite ideal, and remains a positive vision for some urban planners,
Ellul describes the project as a failed experiment and has little optimism on similar future
initiatives because one cannot manufacture community: “No change in the walls, no purification
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of the air or improvement in lighting, no mixture of greenery and cement could transform the
city’s spiritual being.”235

B. Idealism as a Barrier to Community
The broader social factors certainly contribute to loneliness, but perhaps the most
significant are the internal factors rooted in desiring security and holding onto idealism.
Addressing the former, Bauman writes:
We miss community because we miss security, a quality crucial to a happy life,
but one which the world we inhabit is ever less able to offer and ever more
reluctant to promise. But community remains stubbornly missing, eludes our
grasp or keeps falling apart, because the way in which this world prompts us to
go about fulfilling our dreams of a secure life does not bring us closer to their
fulfillment; instead of being mitigated, our insecurity grows as we go, and so
we go on dreaming, trying, and failing.236
Our desire for security, it turns out, is not possible when it rooted in the wrong place. The
same happens when our vision of community is misguided idealism. Idealism is the enemy to
community because it sets us up for unrealistic expectations for ourselves, and more often, for
others. As Vanier states, “Community is not an ideal; it is people. It is you and I. In community
we are called to love people just as they are with their wounds and their gifts, not as we would
want them to be.”237
When we believe we find our security in self-protection, we will not be able to be
vulnerable enough to discover a deeper, stronger security found in connection with others.
Moreover, when we believe in an unrealistic vision of community, we will run away the moment
we experience offense and will continue searching for the impossible—a perfect community.
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The problem is, when we approach community in this way, the results increasingly worsen.
Bauman writes:
The decline of community is…self-perpetuating; once it takes off, there are
fewer and fewer stimuli to stem the disintegration of human bonds and seek ways
to tie again what has been torn apart. The plight of individuals fighting it all alone
may be painful and unprepossessing, but firm and binding commitments to act
together seem to auger more harm than gain.238
We need to hold and model a more realistic picture of what community ought to look
like. As Tim Dickau has said, “Community does not end with conflict...instead, the other side of
conflict is where true community begins.”239

C. Community in the Local Context:
In 2012, the Vancouver Foundation issued a report that, following one year of interviews
and surveys, announced that the greatest problem in our city was not housing, or poverty, or
infrastructure, but loneliness.240 Kuyper describes the loneliness in a way that could have been
written today in Vancouver:
And so you see people in the world go out in two directions. On one side the
wretched and distressed pining away in inner solitariness; on the other side,
the laughing, always busy, hurried and self-externalizing crowd, which neither
even seeks solitude nor harbours a thought about its own solitary soul.
Against this giving way too much to solitude, and this not entering far enough
into the appreciation of the soul’s solitariness, one remedy alone is offered unto
us, and that is, the coming into the loneliness of our soul of the fellowship of
our God.241
Kuyper is correct that our ultimate loneliness will not be addressed until, as Augustine
said, our souls find rest God. However, the starting point is for God’s community to model
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fellowship with him to those who are lonely. I will explore how our congregation can address the
loneliness in our local context through two aspects: space making and community making.

Space making
While Ellul, who is quite skeptical of the city, is correct that space cannot create
community, proper use of space can enhance the opportunity for community. In the Old
Testament, we see specific attention given for the use of space as a way to belong. Clear and
specific calls to care for the widow, orphan and foreigner within your gates likely meant the
practical needs were met, but that first assumed that those experiencing these aspects of social
isolation actually were inside the gates! The city gate and later square became the spaces for
social connection—the socially isolated had a place, so too the elders of the town. And most
importantly, the outermost space surrounding the Temple was also a place of gathering where,
again, the socially isolated be it by poverty, circumstance or age all had a place.
The impact of social isolation is not merely an arm’s length issue for policy makers and
sociologists who are interested in cultural shifts. It is an issue felt immediately and acutely. We
will now explore how the generalized issue of loneliness impacts our cultural context of East
Vancouver to better discern the role of our congregation in addressing one of the greatest needs
around us and to recognize the longing for community with those we pass by on the streets,
coffee shops, and grocery stores.
As a congregation we feel intensely the loneliness in our context. We are surrounded by a
number of three and four-storey higher density housing buildings, only one of which has a very
active social committee. We also have some neighbours living within a wider radius who also
experience loneliness. Additionally, since May 2016, we now have a six-story building on
property our church once owned, where up to 120 refugee newcomers spend their first weeks.
Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 108

They have not only faced the socially isolating terrors and persecution in their home countries
but now face the disorientation of being linguistically and culturally isolated. For these reasons,
our church has decided to be involved in space making for those who are longing for deeper
connections.
These words are carved into our church building: “Rehoboth: The Lord has made room
for us.” The verse is a reminder that we understand our role as stewards of God’s hospitality
towards us, is not simply for us, it is to be shared. Jean Vanier offers a positive vision for the
need to welcome: “Welcome is one of the signs that a community is alive. To invite others to
live with us is a sign that we aren’t afraid, that we have a treasure of truth and of peace to
share.”242
Over the years we have sought to make our church property more enjoyable by
beautifying the outdoor space with a Community Garden that many neighbours continue to tell
us how much of an oasis it is in our neighbourhood. We have also installed planters and benches
at the front of our church building to make the place more inviting. And more recently, we have
placed basketball hoops in our parking lot to facilitate neighbour connections. We also expanded
our weekly Community Night meals from an average of 6-8 people in 2007 to 60-80 people who
represent a wide socio-economic range. At these meals, people are known and addressed by
name. More recently our Chaplain and Refugee Support Mobilizer has coordinated spacemaking with Refugee Newcomers through Tea and Conversations for all generations, as well as
an Art Night for the children. As these ministries continue to mature, we are discovering that
people are coming to be known. To be clear, it is not yet the full expression of a Christian
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community, but we are moving towards one another through shared experiences, memories and
enjoyment.243

D. Community Making
Where space-making is a more passive way of addressing social isolation, Community
Making more actively facilitates social connections. As pastors in the neighbourhood we were
able to use a crisis in the neighbourhood to establish a Block Watch group, begin semi-regular
Block Parties, which then started a neighbourhood google group. People who had been
neighbours for forty years and had never met did so for the first time and many of these
connections are continuing to deepen.
For our congregation, the process of making the Garden of Eatin’ and Community Night
have been formative in Community Making. The purpose of the Community Garden was not
only to have a more beautiful space for neighbours to sit in but was intentionally a space-making
initiative to get to know our neighbours by stewarding creation alongside them. Community
Night has also helped us make community, because over food, as we have been addressing the
concerns of social isolation, some neighbours who had previously been very isolated are now
stakeholders for this ministry as they are involved in the set-up, clean-up and cooking.
We have learned, and particularly in Community Night, have needed to model how to
navigate conflict. I believe that slowly, we and our neighbours-now-friends, are learning the truth
of Vanier’s words: “Growth will come as we come closer to people who are different from us
and as we learn to welcome and listen even to those who trigger off our pain.”244
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E. A Gospel Response Calling for a Willingness to be Changed:
God addresses our loneliness and isolation first by drawing us in communion with God’s
Triune self, and second, draws us in to relationship with each other by making reconciliation
happen. Gordon Carkner reminds us:
Because loneliness and isolation are an increasingly significant element of our
virtual society, it is important to remember that faith involves a deep personal
relationship with a very personal God, a triune God of communion...It is only a
personal, loving God who can be asked for an answer to tragedy, evil and
suffering, or who has enough depth and history with the human narrative to field
the deepest questions of calling, meaning and purpose. In an impersonal world,
we need the knowledge that a personal God has our back.245
However, because the heart of the Gospel is reconciliation—first between God and us,
and then between ourselves because of Christ—we are stewards of reconciliation amongst our
neighbours. Overcoming social isolation, moving from a crowd to community, is in fact a form
of reconciliation between strangers. Here we witness again, the Gospel at work:
At the heart of community…there is forgiveness. Reconciliation is at the heart of
community. To grow in love means that we become men and women of forgiveness,
of reconciliation.”246
As stewards of reconciliation part of the gift of living into a more authentic vision of
community is the way we ourselves are changed. Here is where, to use Vanier’s words again,
“God is not just present in [our] capacity to heal but rather in [our] need to be healed.”247
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Shift 3. Relating to Society and the world: Continuities and Discontinuities between Social
Conscience and the Gospel

A. Relating to Society in our General Cultural Context
To this point we have explored identity in relation to the interior spiritual life and in
relation to community. We now turn our attention to how one relates to society—that is, how
those in our context understand how they participate in society and, more broadly, the world.
Here I will explore how the postmodern identity differs from modernity, how meaning is found
positively through social altruism, primarily in the work for justice and creation care, but also
negatively through the misshaping forces of narcissism, consumerism and hedonism. I will
illustrate these constructive and destructive forces in our local context before concluding with
Scripture’s witness for a way forward.
One of the most common ways we relate to the wider world is through multimedia. In
today’s social media saturated world, Instagram, for example, gives glimpses of our lives to
onlookers scrolling through their feeds. The nature of these images, of course, varies
significantly, but some commonalities emerge. Most prominent is the theme of selectivity, as the
pictures tend to be most often enhanced with filters and photo editing. Alongside this, people are
constantly determining which aspects of their lives are ‘sharable’ and which parts are not.
Presented in succession, these images string together a pieced-together image of ourselves,
which means our lives are being presented as fragmented.
While reality TV programs like Big Brother series, The Amazing Race, and Survivor
point to our fascination with wanting to witness ‘real’ lives of people, it is much rarer that any of
us stop to notice how our own mistakes are part of the bigger story. In fact, in a postmodern
world, many have been trying to convince themselves that that there is no real thread or meaning
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to life. So social media is not simply something we do; it is an expression of who we are. Being
attentive to these fragments reveals the way humanity is trying to find meaning in life, all of
which is undergirded by the conviction that we need to live without Transcendent help.
Brian Ingraffia summarizes the shift in our cultural context between modernity and
postmodernity in that any symbolic link to the Transcendent is seen as a threat: “Whereas
modernism tried to elevate man into God’s place, postmodern theory seeks to destroy or
deconstruct the very place and attributes of God.”248 Living in the wake of Nietzsche, there is a
rejection of Modernism’s metanarratives: “Not only is God seen as a fiction or a projection of
man, as in modernism, but the Christian God is rejected as a bad fiction.”249 In his book Sources
of the Self, Charles Taylor notes that this shift has brought about more change than rejecting any
association of a theistic framework—one’s sense of selfhood has also changed within the
rationalistic Enlightenment framework. He writes:
My identity is defined by the commitments and identifications which provide the
frame or horizon within which I can try to determine from case to case what is
good, or valuable, or what ought to be done, or what I endorse or oppose. In other
words, it is the horizon within which I am capable of taking a ‘stand.’”250
An identity formed in the way of Enlightenment meant rationalism was still appealing to
an external standard. Now what is considered ‘right’ is self-referential and what is ‘good’
reflects the way oneself relates to the various dimensions of ourselves, our relation to each other,
and our world,251 as we seek to make “the best sense of our lives.”252 Grand narratives,
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particularly religious ones which had previously provided the framework for morality,253 now are
viewed with suspicion. Along with seeking meaning in reference to the external world,
Postmodern method depends on autobiographical reconstruction of the world
through the self’s experiences, whereas modernist method distances the self,
and thus knowledge, from the world. The upside of the postmodern turn is rich
immersion in self-experience; the downside of this turn is the neglect of
theoretical constructs that can illumine the deep and often invisible structures
enmeshing experience.254
We would do well to attend to these invisible structures because as the above authors
have argued, while rejecting the external moral standard seemed to bring our social context
freedom, we continue to search for meaning beyond ourselves without the moral framework that
defines our boundaries. At stake is the question how postmodern people, who are defined by
culture, media and occupation,255 come to understand what “good” is and what one appeals to in
naming something as a “good.”
Our lives have become a “quest”, a story which unfolds as we learn who we are in
relation to the various goods we deem important.256 Taylor suggests that we really cannot
evaluate our moral positions without the background, inherited values he calls ‘hypergoods’:
“Goods which not only are incomparably more important than others but provide the standpoint
from which these must be weighed, judged, decided about.”257 The rational and empirical method
we have inherited has caused a chasm between what we believe is important and why in fact we
believe it is important.258 Taylor writes:
We as inheritors of [an Enlightenment and Deist] development feel particularly
strongly the demand for universal justice and benevolence, are particularly
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sensitive to the claims of equality, feel the demands to freedom and self-rule as
axiomatically justified, and put a very high priority on the avoidance of death
and suffering.
But under this general agreement, there are profound rifts when it comes to the
constitutive goods, and hence moral sources, which underpin these standards…
The moral sources [are distributed] into three large domains: the original theistic
grounding for these standards; a second one that centres on a naturalism of
disengaged reason, which in our day takes scientistic forms; and a third family of
views which finds its sources in Romantic expressivism or in one of the modernist
successor visions.259
What results, Taylor points out, are conflicting views which “coexist with those which
have arisen later in relation to them…[and which] go on influencing and shaping each other.”260
Taylor describes why it is so vital for us to understand how our identities are formed and what is
at stake in this way of living”
What I hope emerges from this lengthy account of the growth of the modern
identity is how all-pervasive it is, how much it envelops us, and how deeply we
are implicated in it: in a sense of self defined by the powers of disengaged reason
as well as of the creative imagination, in the characteristically modern understandings
of freedom and dignity and rights, in the ideals of self-fulfillment and expression, and
in the demands of universal benevolence and justice.”261
Having explored how our identities are shaped in our current social context, we are now
able to engage our primary question, which is how we relate to society and the world. As we
have seen, there is both continuity and discontinuity in how followers of Christ will relate to the
world. With our general social context in view, I will focus on justice as a place of continuity
between our social conscience and the gospel call. I will then address the discontinuities between
our social conscience and the gospel, particularly that of consumerism and hedonism.
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B. Continuities of postmodernism and the Gospel in Relation to the World:
James K.A. Smith has pointed out that there are legacies of the gospel everywhere in the
world around us. These “crater marks of the gospel on society” include both morality and
compassionate impulse towards the vulnerable. His encouragement offers words of hope because
our society continues to be indebted to the gospel everywhere we look.262 One such place is in
the concept of justice.
Taylor affirms that despite conflicting moral foundations, the postmodern sense of justice
and public morality is remarkably like the Judeo-Christian expressed morality: “the continuity
between various frameworks remain remarkably similar, with the exception of abortion.”263 I
would add to Taylor’s exception the topic of sexual morality. However, the postmodern
sentiment does denounce mass killings, political tyranny, economic imbalance and the powerful
taking advantage of the vulnerable. Greene and Robinson point out that the postmodern
sensitivity towards the vulnerable is in fact, a desire to make amends for past actions: “The
legacy of colonialism is often seen as the direct consequence of the inequalities engendered by
modernity…hence, postmodernity seeks to right the wrongs.”264 This drive to right the wrongs
has emerged from a two-stage shift: first a move away from a common meta-narrative has
opened the possibility to view specific situations from multiple viewpoints, and this in turn has
tuned the postmodern person’s ear towards voices which had previously been overlooked or
ignored.
It should be noted that in some cases, our postmodern conscience identifies and speaks
out about injustice before the church does. In speaking of the problem of poverty more than a
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century ago, Kuyper noted how it was the public sentiment that had been a more consistent voice
than the church to address poverty in their context. He writes, "At the late date of this Congress,
we find ourselves fighting a rearguard action. The socialists themselves, and not only our
Christian leaders, expose our failure to act."265
The social conscience has also called the Church to account for the ways God’s people
have been complicit in injustice. Examples of society holding the church to account is evidenced
in three significant ways: abuse at the hands of clergy, church participation in residential schools,
and the church’s posture towards the physical world.
We must pay attention to how the Spirit of God is using the social conscience to draw his
church back into alignment with his purposes. Indeed, I argue that these three examples are in
part, the “craters” of God’s kingdom where society has unknowingly taken what they learned
from the gospel and is holding the church to that standard. It is also important to point out that
the church has been a source of this call for right living. Bavinck argued that to live faithfully
requires us to recognize how our actions relate to our own relational context. Bavinck writes:
According to Scripture, the important general principle for a solution to the social
question is that there be justice. This means that each person be assigned to the place
where, in accord with their nature, they are able to live according to God’s ordinances
with respect to God and other creatures.266
To live according to God’s ordinances with respect to our relationship with God and
other creatures, Kuyper suggested a four-part strategy: (1) to oppose all forms of colonization
whether military or economic; (2) to work on the salvation and restoration of the family unit; (3)
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to insist on the dignity of work above the dignity of fame and riches; and (4) support any
government which stands on the side of justice for all.267
This task requires immense wisdom because we live in a creation in which all
relationships are tainted by sin. We need to recognize where we are being called to resist that
which denigrates, and to work proactively towards that which enriches human life. Wolterstorff
points us towards shalom—an existence marked by right relationships with God, ourselves, each
other and creation. He says:
An implication of this, is that our world will always have the two dimensions
of a struggle for justice and the pursuit of increased mastery of the world so as to
enrich human life. Both together are necessary if shalom is to be brought nearer.
Development and liberation must go hand in hand. Ours is both a cultural
mandate and a liberation mandate-the mandate to master the world for the
benefit of mankind, but also a mandate ‘to loose the chains of injustice…’”268
Wolterstorff touches on a tension embedded within the Transformational tradition which
is being pulled between creation and fulfillment.269 Although creation began with perfect peace,
shalom here is not a reversion to the way things were prior to the Fall. Rather, shalom is a
redeemed peace through Christ which has overcome the effects of the Fall. Taking a cue from
Wolterstorff, in Chapter 3, I will argue for a shift from a creation-order to a shalom-order
eschatology which means that the picture of shalom is not the Garden of Eden. It is a redeemed
shalom described in the the garden-city of the New Creation which becomes our template for
living in the present. This aligns with Jonathan Wilson’s definition of peace (shalom) being the
telos of creation:
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The story of God’s creative work and the work of God’s consummation of that
work is one can only be understood as shalom. Peace is the telos of creation...this
peace is anticipated in the first stories of creation, in the visions of the prophets,
in the poetry of the psalmists, in the life of Jesus, in the teaching and practices of
Paul and John, and in the Apocalypse.270
The concept of shalom is a common one in our tradition but if not properly understood
and applied, it can be as vague as singing Kumbaya or the Beatles’ All you need is Love. Shalom,
as I will argue in Chapter 3, ought to be our eschatological template for witnessing how God is
redeeming the brokenness in us and our world.

C. Discontinuities of postmodernism and the Gospel in relation to the wider world:
i. Discontinuity of Source
As we acknowledge areas of continuity as well as places where our society has led the
church in moral reform, we also need to be discerning about which matters to attend to and
which ones ought to be resisted. This means we must also be clear where the social ethos has
departed significantly from the gospel. First I will address the more fundamental departure of
common moral framework, followed by the discontinuities of consumerism and hedonism. In
this, I will also discuss how the church in our social context is not immune from these
distortions.
After noting the continuity between the social conscience of the Judeo-Christian ethic,
Charles Taylor then points out that while the two moralities are recognizable to each other, they
differ in their source because today’s view of modern identity is “still entirely anthropocentric
and treats all goods which are not anchored in human powers or fulfillments …as from a bygone
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age.”271 In other words, they have dismissed the Judeo-Christian moral framework as obsolete.
He then asks,
so why worry that we disagree on the reasons, as long as we’re united around the
norms? It’s not the disagreement which is the problem. Rather the issue is what
sources can support our far-reaching moral commitments to benevolence and
justice.272
As Christians, we might share moral convictions with our neighbours, but they might not
know where this feeling originates and lack the moral justification for a particular ethical or
moral stance. Kettle notes this confusion is the result of abandoning the objective moral standard
held by the church:
Secular society, of course, sees itself as sponsoring free enquiry into the truth.
However, it tends to neglect the fact that both regard for the truth and enquiry into
the truth (which is part of such regard) have tacit cultural and traditional dimensions.
This leaves it narrow, explicit, ideological forms of rationality, and inclined to
dismiss, trivialize, distract from, or seduce away from the demands of religious
enquiry.273
The result of this approach leads to instrumentalism and subjectivism, leaving us relating
to each other through a series of partial roles.274 Not only do people relate to each other in a less
human manner, they also become much more subjective in their approach to various moral
decisions.
Self-expression, self-realization, self-fulfillment, pursuing authenticity and the ‘triumph
of the therapeutic” are viewed as positive values in our social context.275 However, the result of
this approach is an inconsistent and shallow engagement with our cultural context. The reason,
argues Taylor, is “because no non-anthropocentric good, indeed nothing outside subjective
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goods, can be allowed to trump self-realisation, the very language of morals and politics tends to
sink to the relatively colourless subjectivist talk of ‘values.’”276 And the problem with
subjectivity is that:
A total and fully consistent subjectivism would end towards emptiness: nothing
would count as a fulfillment in a world in which literally nothing was important
but self-fulfillment…There are consequences to this approach: [There is no
guarantee] against loss of meaning, fragmentation, the loss of substance in our
human environment and our affiliations.”277
Indeed, by abandoning the Source, those in our social context look for meaning within
their moral decisions, which can lead to terrible consequences. The recent increase in Westerners
becoming radicalized militants is an alarming example. Here, the individual finds meaning
within a system that is objectively immoral, but within the system they are presented with a
coherent meaning-making moral action. Taylor prophetically described this moral distortion:
In our day as in [Dostoyevsky’s], many young people are driven to political
extremism, sometimes by truly terrible conditions, but also by a need to give
meaning to their lives. And since meaninglessness is frequently accompanied
by a sense of guilt, they sometimes respond to a strong ideology of polarization,
in which one recovers a sense of direction as well as a sense of purity by lining
up in implacable opposition to the forces of darkness. The more implacable,
even violent the opposition, the more the polarity is represented as absolute,
and the greater the sense of separation from evil and hence purity.278

ii. Discontinuities of Hedonism, Narcissism and Consumerism:
Individualism leads to inconsistent rationale for morality. It also inevitably results in
hedonism, narcissism and consumerism. I list these three because they are so closely related: the
goal of hedonism is the primary pursuit of personal pleasure. The often-recurring question a

276

Taylor, Sources of the Self, 507.
Taylor, Sources of the Self, 510.
278
Taylor, Sources of the Self, 516–17.
277

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 121

hedonist asks is “how can I maximize the amount of pleasure in my life while minimizing the
amount of pain and inconvenience which I must endure?”279
A close cousin to hedonism is narcissism, where self is the centre of existence. Beyond
the deep cultural shifts noted above, in The Narcissism Epidemic, Twenge and Campbell identify
four specific contributing factors to this self-centred living. They write,
Imagine narcissism in society resting on a four-legged stool. One leg is
developmental, including permissive parenting and self-esteem-focused
education. The second leg is the media culture of shallow celebrity. The third
is the Internet: Despite its many benefits, the Web also serves as a conduit for
individual narcissism. Finally, easy credit makes narcissistic dreams into reality.280
Developmentally, our society raises people who are fundamentally oriented towards
themselves first, which means that anything else one relates to in society must be filtered through
a self-centred framework. Taylor notes that the individual reigns in our social context, and
“community affiliations, the solidarities of birth, of marriage, of the family, of the polis, all take
second place.”281 This expression of individualism has significant implications for how one
relates to society. To follow the logic of this developmental posture leaves no room for sacrificial
giving unless it fulfills a personal good and subjugates responsibility to desires and preferences.
But our pursuit of the ‘good life’ can easily be pursued at someone else’s expense. Cavanaugh
offers:
The key question in every transaction is whether or not the transaction
contributes to the flourishing of each person involved, and this question can
only be judged, from a theological point of view, according to the end of
human life, which is participation in the life of God.282
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An expression of this narcissism is unbridled consumerism. William Cavanaugh provides
the following description:
Consumerism is not so much about having more as it is about having
something else…Buying brings a temporary halt to the restlessness that
typifies consumerism. This restlessness—the moving on to shopping for
something else, no matter what one has just purchased—sets the spiritual
tone for consumerism.283
Drawing on Taylor’s description of the self looking for meaning, we notice here that
consumerism is a significant pursuit for meaning-making in our society. Cavanaugh points out
that in consumerism, materialism is given the equivalent of faith: “For many people,
consumerism is a type of spirituality, even if they do not recognize it as such. It is a way of
pursuing meaning and identity, a way of connecting with other people.”284 And, in our social
context, the only limits to what we can consume are the limits to finance our appetites. In this
economy of consumerism, one uses their power to fulfill their desire, but in so doing, that action
puts themselves under the influence of consumerism.285
The painful reality of hedonism, narcissism and consumerism is that these distortions are
not just present in our broader social context, but in ourselves as well. Much of what we do in the
church has unknowingly fallen into the trap of these influences. The manner in which churches
structure themselves as a place that caters to one’s desires illustrates this very reality. It takes two
non-Christian authors of The Narcissism Epidemic to point out to us how the church has been
influenced by our society’s misshaped values of narcissism and hedonism. One of the authors
describes his experience as an unchurched person who visited a megachurch and found that the
music, flexibility, casual social atmosphere, and even the high-end coffee all appealed to his
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wants and desires. At the same time, he also recognized how this church was using hedonism and
narcissism to tell people about Jesus. He reflects:
Filled with options, the church was a giant, customizable religious emporium…
by adapting to today's self-oriented culture, this megachurch was able to bring
people back to religion…This odd bit of alchemy—taking narcissism and trying to
turn it into altruism—is at the heart of much modern religion.286
We not only see hedonism and narcissism in the church, we also recognize how
consumerism has unwittingly misshaped Christian’s view of the church today. Cavanaugh points
out that a key characteristic of consumerism is “its ability to turn virtually anything into a
commodity.”287 Moreover, out of a desire for a congregation to survive financially, we have
adopted those tactics as they pertain to church. Peter Berger describes the sobering reality of this
post-Christendom, pluralistic context marked by competition for religious consumers both within
Christianity and outside of the Christian faith. I quote him at length:
In the American type of denominationalism…different religious groups, all with
the same legal status, compete with each other. Pluralism, however, is not limited
to this type of intra-religious competition. As a result of secularization religious
groups are also compelled to compete with various non-religious rivals in the
business of defining the world, some of them highly organized (such as various
ideological movements of revolution or nationalism), others much more diffused
institutionally (such as the modern value systems of 'individualism' or sexual
emancipation) …Religious ex-monopolies can no longer take for granted the
allegiance of their client populations. Allegiance is voluntary and this, by
definition, less than certain.
As a result, the religious tradition, which previously could be authoritatively
imposed, now has to be marketed. It has to be ‘sold’ to a clientele that is no
longer constrained to ‘buy.’ The pluralistic situation is, above all, a market
situation. In it, the religious institutions become marketing agencies and the
religious traditions become consumer commodities. And at any rate a good
deal of religious activity in this situation comes to be dominated by the logic
of market economies.288
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Berger adds, "It is impossible, almost a priori, to market a commodity to a population of
uncoerced consumers without taking their wishes concerning the commodity into
consideration."289 Although churches might not talk about their parishioners and those they are
trying to seek as “uncoerced consumers,” leaders acutely recognize the reality that people do not
attend out of duty. Rather, they attend when they feel internally motivated, and they attend where
they believe they will be most fulfilled. As Grace Davie states, “people go to church to fulfill a
particular need that arises for them, and not to fulfill an obligation.”290
Reflecting on Jesus’ prayer for the unity of the church in John 14-16 seems so far from
Berger’s description. Kettle points out the damage from this distorted representation of the
church. Not only is it problematic internally where the Bride of Christ is competing with itself,
but it also deeply damages our ability to model the gospel to our society:
As a model for Christian witness, consumer Christianity is a betrayal of the
gospel insofar as it leaves no room for Christian challenge to people’s beliefs,
appetites, and practices. It betrays the transcendence of the gospel. While
pursuing engagement, it actually fails to achieve this because, while adopting
the elements of a culture, it does not use them so as to address this culture itself;
it simply defers to it. By simply adopting a given people’s beliefs, appetites, and
practices, it betrays the power of the gospel to nurture a deeper, more coherent
personal identity than their agglomeration represents, and to foster a more coherent
worldview than that already inhabited.291
To faithfully embody our faith today we do need to understand our culture—not to defer
to its distortions, but rather to shine the gospel’s light on it in order to witness Christ’s
transforming presence within it.
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D. Relating to Society in Our Local Context:
As we consider the particular context of East Vancouver, we quickly recognize that the
forces that are broadly present in contemporary culture also find expression here. Positively,
many in East Vancouver share a conviction of looking to improve the world through the pursuit
of justice. This shared sense of the importance of justice is exemplified in both neighbours and
congregants taking a stance for indigenous justice, modeled in the recent March for
Reconciliation, as well as advocating for ecological rights embodied in small symbolic actions
such as reducing waste and avoiding plastic, and larger resistance initiatives such as protesting
the Kinder- Morgan Pipeline.
There are two notable postmodern expressions in our local context: a suspicion of
mainstream power and the stance for justice.

i. Local Suspicion of Mainstream Power:
Postmoderity’s suspicion of institution and institutionalized power finds clear expression
in East Vancouver. When Vancouver held a referendum on whether to bid for the 2010
Olympics, every polling station across the city was in favour of the bid except for two, and both
of them were located along the Commercial Drive corridor near our church building. Long
before Prime Minister Trudeau promised to legalize the sale of marijuana in Canada, the antiinstitutional posture of East Vancouver meant that the smell of marijuana was a regular
occurrence during walks in our neighbourhood. The anti-corporate commitment along
Commercial Drive has meant a strong resistance to corporations setting up shop. McDonald’s,
Starbucks, and Tim Hortons were all boycotted along The Drive so that support for locally
owned and operated businesses could be maintained. There is a recognition in this action
reflective of the awareness that one’s choices as a consumer can, and ought to, make a
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difference. There is a suspicion that society’s messages, which continually bombard us, cannot
deliver on what it promises. Newbigin’s words ring true:
There is a growing recognition among ‘modern’ peoples, especially among the
young, that the ‘happiness’ so insistently offered by the advertising media in a
consumer-oriented society is not happiness at all; that human dignity is not
secured but lost in the plethora of ‘good things’ which modern technology makes
available.292
However, because of fragmentation, these ideals are embodied inconsistently. Similar to
the inconsistencies articulated in the societal section, much of the ethical stance taken in our
local context is marked by symbolic idealism because, as other Canadians regularly remind us,
the symbolic behaviour in protesting the Pipeline coming through Vancouver does not take into
account how dependent we are on the current pipeline for the gas to heat our homes, run our cars
and support the industry and infrastructure of the city we live in. Furthermore, inconsistency
finds expression in that while there is consumer resistance to some multinationals, consumerism
still finds expression in a blind acceptance of others, particularly Apple and Samsung where little
thought is given to whether the components of our smart phones and laptops are ethically
sourced or environmentally sustainable.
Alongside this inconsistency, we can be right about ‘rights’ and still be wrong in expecting
them to be solved by someone else. To cite Rabbi Sacks again, “we have outsourced our morality
to the State”293 and therefore expect that protest and resistance will make those in power change
their behaviour. While this can be an important part of advocacy, it is incomplete because it
ignores the personal responsibility and influence required to affect change in our own choices.
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ii. The Pursuit of Justice:
The priority of pursuing justice, almost militantly, is a mark of large parts of Vancouver
culture. While this is expressed in a number of avenues, one in particular is in the work of ecojustice. In a conversation recently with a parachurch leader, the woman I was speaking with
described how excited she was that others are waking up to the work of eco-justice. She
regularly sends out group emails to those who are actively combining the work of faith and
environmentalism, and within this loosely affiliated community, the acceptance of orthodox,
faithful believers are those who are marked by personal initiatives around earth care and who
model public defiance of the decisions by “earth offenders.” The particular focus for this
network in the last few years has been on-site tours and protests at the Site C Dam location, as
well as protests in solidarity with a local First Nations band on Burnaby Mountain resisting the
proposed Kinder-Morgan pipeline. The commitment to eco-justice suggests that the locus of
meaning has significantly shifted; atonement is found through zealous environmental protection
and for those who carry a different opinion, grace is hard to come by.
E. A Gospel Response to One’s Relation to Society
As we reflect on how individuals in our society relate to the public world around them,
we affirm the continuity with our social context and the gospel. For the message of the gospel to
be compelling to our neighbours, the church will necessarily be involved in the work of righting
wrongs, which means that we need to be attentive to the places where our neighbours are
speaking out, come alongside that work, and then offer the teleological framework that will
ensure this work is sustainable and has integrity. It is becoming increasingly apparent that the
global church is responding to the particular injustices our neighbours are naming.
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Locally, Christian leaders Gordie LaGore, Jodi Spargur and others are calling their faith
communities of the Vineyard and Canadian Western Baptists to move forward from the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission, particularly as the church needs to attend to the ninety-four
specific recommendations outlined in the TRC Final Report.294 Regarding the work of ecojustice, there is certainly local engagement but it also has the global church getting involved.295
In listing the above two examples, we also remember how Jesus wept over the city that
he loved and we too are called to the same posture for this city that is subject to the distorted and
confused human expressions of hedonism, narcissism and consumerism. We in the church cannot
be naïve about the power of wealth used for personal advancement by taking advantage of those
who do not have access to the same resources or power. In citing Kuyper’s famous slogan, James
Bratt calls our attention to Kuyper’s attention in the same speech towards class struggle:
I propose we give the ‘square inch’ citation … a rest for twenty years; we get it
already. Evangelicals can/must engage this world in all its dimensions. … Let’s
concentrate instead on another line from the heart of that speech: ‘It cannot be
said often enough: money creates power for the one who gives over the one who
receives.’296
David Wells asks the core question for us as:
What does Christian faith have to say to a society that is losing its soul in
consumption? What does it have to say about the way the meaning of life has
been rewritten by the pervasive, ubiquitous, empty, trivializing, entertainment
industry? What does it have to say about hope which transcends the narrow
focus of privatized, personal experience? Indeed, does it have anything to say
that Boomers and Xers do not want to hear?297
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The model in Scripture, beginning with Noah and Abraham shows us that God’s work of
cultural renewal begins with us. We need to speak honestly about the places of sin in the church,
both personal and institutional. We need to carry a posture of humility and correctability in the
ways that we are worshipping our society’s idols. We also need to understand our social context
in order to identify how the distortions of hedonism, narcissism, and consumerism have been
woven into the fabric of the postmodern church, and then have the courage to resist these
impulses by not feeding into the practice of church shopping, as well to nurture a culture of
covenant instead of an individualistic self-serving approach to affiliating with community.
As Transformationalists, however, we also seek to ensure that we are not dualistic in our
approach to the economy and the role of the consumer. The sphere of business is a gift entrusted
to us, and we need to be able to name the specific ways unrestrained consumerism is wreaking
havoc humanly and environmentally in our society and more significantly globally; and also how
it is being treated as an idol for people who are seeking to find their meaning in the role of being
consumers. However, we also recognize the role and contributions of faithful small business
owners298 who are seeking shalom in the way they run their businesses and the consumers who
are seeking to recognize the positive impact their money can have on the health of the economy.
In step with addressing these internal matters, it is time to speak with clarity in the wider
context. This is no easy task. Scott Frederickson offers a way forward:
The very things tradition brought with it, of which community and communion
are not the least important, now must be asserted, defined, and discerned. This
includes everything else that goes along with choosing a product rather than
accepting a given heritage…The missional congregation undoubtedly works
harder to maintain where it is than any congregation did before the advent of
consumerism.299
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More positively, the task before the congregation is to focus on a compelling and
unfragmented re-articulation of God’s teleological vision of human life and the goal of the
redemption of creation,300 and a way to shape desires to that end. As Cavanaugh says, “The key
to true freedom is not just following whatever desires we happen to have, but cultivating the
right desires.”301
This means, therefore, that we need not reject what is good in our culture, but to come
alongside our neighbours as they long for right relationships and to root those impulses in a
coherent vision. We need to identify and name that moral conviction is not only inadequate to
bring about true transformation, because “morality on demand breeds self-condemnation for
those who fall short and a depreciation of the impulses to self-fulfillment.”302 Instead, we need to
recover the undergirding moral framework which paints a picture that the good citizen is one
who is guided by a vision of right relationships in every aspect of their lives. As Plantinga writes,
“to be a responsible person is to find one’s role in the building of shalom, the re-webbing of God,
humanity, and all creation in justice, harmony, fulfillment, and delight.”303

Shift 4. Shining Gospel light on despair about the future
In attending to our societal and local context in order to understand how our congregation
can faithfully engage our context, we have explored how we relate to ourselves in meaningmaking through diverse spiritualities, to community as one experiences it particularly through
loneliness, and to how one relates to society positively in the work of justice and negatively
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through self-centred desires. We now conclude this chapter with a brief exploration of our social
context and its view of the future expressed particularly in nihilism.

A. The Emergence of Nihilism
In order to adequately understand our society’s view of the future we need to explore the
historical philosophical developments that contributed to our current reality. Three factors play a
significant role in the cultural rejection of the Christian eschatological vision: first, the
Enlightenment’s focus on the present, which removed the importance of hope for the future;
second, a public disillusionment of the Church, State and other social institutions; and third, a
nihilism which is felt acutely at death as those left behind hold a celebration of life which tries to
hold onto something lasting from the life lived while minimizing the finality of death associated
by death.
The contemporary fascination of realizing one’s maximum potential and the shift of
optimism from the future onto the present was further deepened by what culture perceived the
church had been communicating. The church’s message told everyday people they could not
fully live the holy life and painted a vision so focused on future glory that it led people to
devalue the immanent world. Zygmunt Bauman cites the work of Jean Delumeau who describes
the paralyzing effect of sin and fear as it pertained to one’s vision of the eschaton because it was
seen as untenable by the ordinary citizen. Bauman summarizes:
Delumeau found the fascination and infatuation with posthumous life, and the
demands of the salvation-oriented piety, raised to heights no longer attainable
by people still engaged in normal life-pursuits…The care for salvation turned
rapidly into a luxury for the chosen few, and willing to opt out from a life
normal for the rest and practice out-worldly asceticism and by the same token
ceased to be a viable proposition for the ordinary people wishing or obliged to
carry on their business of life as usual.304
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This led to Modernity’s full rejection of Christianity’s preoccupation with the afterlife
and shifted the focus instead onto the here and now, giving new frameworks for life events,
which downplayed the importance of morality and “attempted to defuse the horror of death.”305
Modern society reimagined life without its previous religious significance.
In his book Postmodern Theory and Biblical Theology: Vanquishing God’s Shadow,
Brian Ingraffia describes how a despairing outlook on life is due, in large part, to Nietzsche who
vocalized the postmodern sentiment that “God is dead.”306 Nietzsche’s vehemence towards
Christianity and the God of Christianity grew out of his perspective that the Judeo-Christian
tradition rejected the goodness of the immanent world and minimized humanity’s own goodness
because of an other-worldly focus. Ingraffia summarizes his argument: “Man projects his values
onto a transcendent God and a transcendent realm, thereby denying his own value.”307
Peter Berger argues that no adequate meaningful vision of the future has been found in
our society. He describes how in postmodernity there was a public disillusionment of the State,
the Church and the economy as viable social institutions. The disillusionment has led to a
“problem of meaningfulness” which surfaces in the minds of those who are confronted with
crises in their lives.308 Along with our society rejecting Christianity as an institution, they also
rejected “the particular Christian theodicy of suffering…[and have instead embraced] a variety of
secularized soteriologies” which could not offer adequate hope.309 Unfortunately, in our social
context, each person’s sorrow remained unaddressed which has resulted in existential anxiety.310
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The irony here is that modern people made themselves the source of morality, and being one’s
own moral compass resulted in nihilism. James Davison Hunter writes:
The power of the will first becomes nihilistic at the point at which it becomes
absolute; when it submits to no authority higher than itself; that is, when impulse
and desire become their own moral gauge and when it is guided by no other ends
than its own exercise.”311
The most significant expression of this nihilism is the meaninglessness associated with
death. By removing all external moral authority and rejecting all religious significance around
death has reframed society’s approach to death. Death has essentially been sidelined by avoiding
talk of the “embarrassing topic of death,” insulating ourselves from the dying, and replacing
significant public funeral rites with private events or no formal acknowledgement of the person’s
death at all.312 Bauman points out that in Death’s place, death is:
now dissolved in the minute, yet innumerable, traps and ambushes of daily life.
One tends to hear it knocking now and again, daily, in fatty fast foods, in listeriainfected eggs, in cholesterol-rich temptations, in sex without condoms, in cigarette
smoke, in asthma-inducing carpet mites, in the ‘dirt you see and germs you do not’,
in lead-loaded petrol and the lead-free, fluoride-treated tapwater and fluoride
untreated water, in too much and too little exercise, in over-eating and over-dieting,
in too much ozone content and the hole in the ozone layer; but one knows now how
to barricade the door when death knocks. 313
Nihilists, writes Carkner, “pride themselves in their realism, dispelling fantasy and
cutting through false hope”314 but the result is despair, not only severing any hint of hope in our
hearts, but also cutting us off from the ability to care for others.315 C.S. Lewis points out that
hope requires a risk that the nihilist is unwilling (or unable) to embrace, which results in an even
deeper isolation and an experience of Hell:
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To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything, and your heart will certainly
be wrung and possibly be broken. If you want to make sure of keeping it intact,
you must give your heart to no one, not even to an animal. Wrap it carefully
round with bobbles and little luxuries; avoid all entanglements; lock it up safe
in the casket or coffin of our selfishness. But in that casket—safe, dark,
motionless, airless—it will change. It will not be broken; it will become
unbreakable, impenetrable, irredeemable. The alternative to tragedy, or at least
to the risk of tragedy, is damnation. The only place outside of Heaven where you
can be perfectly safe from all dangers and perturbations of love is Hell.316
And yet, despite a nihilistic immanent outlook of “realistic” despair, as James Smith
points out, within the Immanent Frame of the world there are hauntings that perhaps there is
more to life than making meaning in the here and now. One striking expression of this haunting
is our society’s fascination with the ‘undead’ evidenced in movies and TV shows about zombies
and immortal vampires. Locally, the annual Halloween costumes in our neighbourhood context
are becoming more overtly grotesque and follow the same theme of zombies and vampires.
These places are doorways to the sacred where those in our cultural context are, on some level,
looking for meaning and something that might endure beyond our physical, mortal lives.

B. A Gospel Response to a This-Worldly, Nihilistic View of the Future
Carkner points out that a nihilistic outlook is not a logical necessity, but is in fact, one
position for intelligent people. Key to calling nihilists out of the trap of the immanent frame
requires us to focus on the Incarnation where God himself understands the potential for human
despair. He writes:
The deep theism of Christianity reveals a God who is familiar with human
suffering, a being who has a stake in our wellbeing, a God who has identified
with the human community in the incarnation of Jesus. This is a God who has
gone to the gallows, a God who promises to be there, with us, in our time of
disappointment and broken dreams. It speaks of a God who has experienced
our suffering and rejection, our humiliating bullying.317
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As mentioned earlier, a nihilist will pride themselves on their realism and therefore will
strongly resist a transcendence which encourages an escape from this life. Yet, an honest
evaluation of an immanent-focused outlook will also fail to provide adequate hope of a way out.
The antidote to those stuck in a world closed in on itself is, according to Taylor, agape love
which is a unique expression of the transcendent entering into the immanent.318
Key to Taylor’s understanding of agape love is that through the Incarnation, the
immanent is infused with the transcendent. Agape love not only deepens one’s comfort and hope
that God understands the human condition, but it also heightens the importance of the immanent.
That is, agape love discourages an escape from the immanent—rather it transforms us as it helps
us understand ourselves, our place in community and a renewed vision for life.319 The strong
version of transcendence means that, while it comes from outside human culture, it offers
transforming dynamics within the economies of the full range of the culture spheres: in science,
the arts, ethics and religion. It also brings with it a dimension of depth that may be able to unite
these cultural spheres.”320
With this picture of transcendence, there is not only affirmation and comfort, but there is
also judgment on the areas of life which are out of alignment with God’s way of love. Which
means that agape love is not love only in a metaphysical sense, but rather is profoundly rooted in
the context of our lives and society. Kettle explains:
The gospel speaks at once to and within the context of our personal life-world:
paradoxically it is always at once transcendent and contextual. In this same
encounter it at once discloses God’s fulfillment of and God’s judgment upon the

317

Carkner, The Great Escape from Nihilism, 59–60.
Taylor, Sources of the Self, 110–48.
319
Carkner, The Great Escape from Nihilism, 142.
320
Carkner, The Great Escape from Nihilism, 143.
318

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 136

context that makes up our personal life-world with its beliefs, practices, and
commitments.321
Agape love helps gives weight and meaning to our lives and our imaginations because it
reorients the conversation. James K.A. Smith points out that Incarnation is distinct from
participation because it “is rooted in a more fundamental affirmation of embodiment as an
original and eternal good, rather than a remedial ‘instrument’ of salvation whose telos is
disembodiment.”322 Fundamental to the Incarnation is a giving of oneself and, as we have already
seen, this posture re-frames the oppositional concepts of immanence and transcendence into a
new reality.323 Here, the church cannot simply depend on Christ’s Incarnation, but as Christ’s
disciples, we are also called to live incarnationally in order to point our neighbours to the link
between the transcendent and the immanent.
If we trust God’s agape love then we can also trust his plan to move his creation forward
to renewal. What is needed, I would argue, is a vision of life that accounts for the despair and
angst in the immanent while acknowledging a strong transcendence guided by One who designed
this world to be marked by right relationships with God, each other and with the physical world;
and the One who has promised the complete renewal of his creation in the New Heavens and
New Earth. This is what can shine a beam of gospel hope onto the despair in our social context.
How this unfolds is something I will explore this teleological and eschatological vision more
fully in the final section of Chapter 3 where I explore what it means to live eschatologically.

321

Kettle, Western Culture in Gospel Context, Loc. 218.
James K.A. Smith, Speech and Theology: Language and the Logic of Incarnation (London: Routledge, 2002),
176.
323
Smith, Speech and Theology, 176.
322

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 137

CHAPTER 3: Telling the Story, ReTelling the Story, and Performing the Story
Attending to and Re-appropriating First CRC’s Tradition
In the previous chapter, we navigated the complex, fragmented social context which
contributes to the seemingly insurmountable challenge of finding meaning in relation to oneself,
to others, to society and also towards the future. We also saw some preliminary considerations
on how the Gospel shines its truth onto our context, ushering in hope and meaning. What is
needed is a robust account of the Gospel that can adequately address the various aspects of one’s
personhood, and I will argue that a Transformational hermeneutic offers such an articulation of
the Gospel. That said, for this specific faith expression to find meaning, I will offer some
proposed innovations within our tradition to better suit our local and societal context.
In this chapter, I seek to attend to and re-appropriate our theological history in three
sections. First, in The Story We Tell, where I describe the drama of Scripture with a
Transformational accent. Second, in ReTelling the Story, where I explore adjustments and
parameters to this stream as they pertain to issues of identity, which flows into one’s relationship
to community, and by extension to society as well as the future. I will conclude this chapter with
a call towards integrating faith and life with The Story to be Performed.

I. Introductory Remarks:
Two notes before I begin:
First, tradition can be a loaded word. By using it here, I do not intend to advocate for a
repristinization of ‘good old days’ for the Christian Reformed Church. Rather, I intend to use
Alasdair MacIntyre’s understanding of living tradition: “What I am, therefore, is in key part of
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what I inherit, a specific past to some degree is in my present.”324 For us to live faithfully today,
we must acknowledge our past and re-appropriate it by discerning what no longer belongs and
how our living tradition ought to be expressed into the rhythms of our daily living. That said, it is
much easier to talk about beliefs than to live them. Our denomination has long sought to
articulate clear, and not so concise, theological views and as a product of this tradition, I
recognize how this impulse continues in me.
Second, any living tradition risks becoming insular. To guard against this vulnerability,
we need to recognize that in this post-Christendom, postmodern, post-truth context, the strength
of Christ’s church relies on its Catholicity and diversity. Here, the strengths of each tradition
offer a unique expression of the Good News. The diversity of expressions in our context and
from around the world is a pluriform gift through which our Triune God sharpens, enlivens and
encourages his church. This posture is held with a much different tone than the doctrines forged
in the Christendom territorialism which expressed deep divisions between Roman Catholic and
Protestant systems, and within Protestant branches. This includes a more generous posture
towards our closest theological cousins with whom debate has often led to suspicion and schism.

II. The Story We Tell:
A. A Story is Needed:
In the previous chapter I pointed out how others in our context are working towards
meaning-making in many ways, and the area of social media, Instagram and Facebook posts are
one of the attempts to thread together our stories into a cohesive whole. As noted, these stories
remain fragmented expressions of our lives and convey a narrative that is unable to provide
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meaningful answers of personal identity and who we are in relation to community, society, and
how we frame our purpose towards the future.
However, it is not enough to say the Bible solves this problem. Misreading the Bible,
treating it as merely a collection of laws that God requires or a series of tasks humans need to
participate in or an amalgam of universal truths given to us by the Greatest Teacher, is not
sufficient to address our fragmentation. This posture causes people to slip into moralism and
moral therapeutic deism, being vulnerable to gross inconsistencies of interpretation and reducing
life to a system of principles to fulfill rather than orienting themselves around their relationships.
A further weakness with this attitude is the reductionistic way it conveys “the gospel” making it
focus almost exclusively on “confessing our sin and accepting Jesus into our hearts so we can go
to heaven when we die.” Although each Protestant group in North America would confess that
their beliefs encapsulate much more than the version of the gospel described above the all too
common message has inadvertently minimized the importance of ongoing maturity. The result is
a significant population of North American churchgoers waiting to go to heaven when they die
while remaining infants in their faith. Furthermore, this message perpetuates a dualism between
the sacred/secular and the body/soul, severing other aspects of their life from the work of
Christ’s transforming grace because those aspects of life seem unimportant and irrelevant.
Tragically, this version of the gospel has not brought meaningful hope and purpose to
those who are longing to find meaning. What is needed instead is to frame the whole Scriptures
as one sweeping narrative where the primary actor of the story is God. With this approach, every
part of life fits into this story.325 The grand story not only draws in all the Biblical characters and
details throughout the Bible, but this story also draws us in so that we also understand our place
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and purpose as we live in God’s world. Newbigin illustrates this well as he tells the story of a
Hindu Indian who summarized the importance of the Bible to the then missionary:
I can’t understand why you missionaries present the Bible to us in India as a
book of religion. It is not a book of religion-and anyway we have plenty of
books of religion in India. We don’t need any more! I find in your Bible a
unique interpretation of universal history, the history of the whole of creation
and the history of the human race. And therefore, a unique interpretation of
the human person as a responsible actor in history. That is unique. There is
nothing else in the world of religious literature to put alongside it.”326
The Transformational emphasis on the whole drama of Scripture, summarized simply as
Creation, Fall, Redemption, is instructive here for those witnessing to the Gospel and
transformative for those hearing and seeing it. The Story begins with God who defines our reality
because, without a word from him, there would be no life, let alone meaning and identity. This
all-encompassing, coherent narrative gives us meaning, first that we are image-bearers of the
central character in the drama; and second, that we find meaning and purpose within God’s
mission to restore his world. He has called his people to participate in his mission. I will argue a
that Transformationalist hermeneutical lens accomplishes that very aim.
What follows is a summary of God’s story with the structure drawn from Bartholomew
and Goheen’s book, The Drama of Scripture327 which captures the Transformational reading of
Scripture. Here we will see how the good, the bad and the ugly aspects of life find their place as
Jesus makes visible and fulfills God’s work of New Creation, and then calls us to be his people
to join him in his mission of reconciling all things to himself.

B. Worship and Giving Glory to God
Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!
How unsearchable his judgments,
326
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and his paths beyond tracing out!
“Who has known the mind of the Lord?
Or who has been his counselor?”
“Who has ever given to God,
that God should repay them?”
For from him and through him and for him are all things.
To him be the glory forever! Amen.
Romans 11:33-36328
“If a person had one hundred lives, this one aim,
to know God, would be sufficient for them all.”329
John Calvin
Marilynne Robinson, the author of Gilead and Home, said recently, “Calvinists are so
afraid of God that they aren’t afraid of anything else.”330 Robinson’s assertion rings true in many
historical examples, but the caricature is only helpful insofar as a particular group of present-day
Calvinists understand and embody it. Acknowledging who God is and acknowledging who we
are not is a historical mark of the Reformed faith. It is also the first step towards identifying our
primary telos of “glorifying God and enjoying him forever.”331 God is glorified when his people
personally and congregationally seek to live lives of worship in all they say and do. A significant
aspect of glorifying God is demonstrated in the work of mission as witnesses proclaiming
Christ’s transforming presence within his unfolding cosmic kingdom. Moreover, through this
witness and proclamation God is further glorified when Jesus Christ’s grace transforms others
and they too live lives directed towards this God-oriented telos.

Act 1: God and Creation
LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!
You have set your glory in the heavens...
328
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When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers,
the moon and the stars, which you have set in place,
what is humanity that you are mindful of them,
human beings that you care for them?
Psalm 8:1,3-4
“Scripture’s point of departure is creation,
because all relationships are connected with it,
and thus can only be known from it."332
On some level we all carry a story of origin. If we imagine the start of life as haphazard,
chaotic, and violent that narrative will shape how we approach our work, our neighbours, and our
world. Within the first pages of Scripture, Genesis describes a very different story of our origins,
and that of all creation finds its source in a good and loving God.333 In Genesis, we discover that
the world’s beginning was ordered, life-giving and good. God created a good world, infused with
his divine presence, and he placed humans—bearers of his very breath—and they experienced
shalom—perfect peace between themselves their creator God, and all of creation.334 Shalom is a
consistent and defining thread throughout the pages of Scripture. The first two chapters of
Genesis do not describe the precise process of how creation unfolded, focusing instead on the
question of who and why. Knowing that this world bears his fingerprints gives the world—and
us—meaning. At the centrepiece of God’s work of a creation we find man and woman, persons
made in his image. Understanding the origin of all of creation through this lens means that life is
not accidental, but intentionally created by God.
The why of creation flows from the who of creation. Our identity and telos are rooted in
the gift of life entrusted to us by God. Humanity was created to steward creation through shalom,
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by remaining in right relationship with our Creator, one another, and all of God’s good world.
Our first parents were entrusted with avad and shamar—to tend and to keep the world as
stewards on behalf of God.335 Moreover, along with the call to ‘rule’ over creation was the task
of tending and keeping, increasing and multiplying, providing humanity with dignity,
responsibility, and purpose.336 What emerges in humanity’s work is culture, which for the
Transformational Calvinist is, “an integral dimension of the original creation.”337 Al Wolters
summarizes this view which places eschatology through the lens of God’s purposes for creation:
From the beginning of human life on earth the human race is mandated to work
toward a great future goal: the development of creation in accordance with God’s
design. That development has been disrupted, but not annulled in the fall into sin,
and is reaffirmed in salvation. The goal toward which history is not a return toward
the garden of Eden, but an eschatological fulfillment of creation pictured as the
New Jerusalem, into which the glory and honour of the nations will be brought.338
It is important to note here that a Transformational approach, though thoroughly
cognizant of the impact of the Fall and sin in the reality of the antithesis, argues that the human
responsibility entrusted to humanity in the Garden is deeply embedded in our purpose as
creatures and therefore remains after the Fall. However sin has distorted how we live into this
human calling and in the Incarnation, Jesus restores for us a clarified picture of what our calling
ought to look like.339 Fundamental to the Transformationalist’s understanding of human
responsibility is to recognize how God’s image-bearers work in the cultural structures or spheres.
Every aspect of creation has embedded in it an ordinance that was established in God’s creation
and therefore falls under his will. God alone upholds creation and holds the whole human
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destiny, but God also entrusts his will to delegated authority to his image-bearers which covers
every aspect of life in such a way that no one area of life overpowers another.340 These
responsibilities towards ourselves, family, every aspect of our social expressions in relationship
and community, as well as societal expressions of governance and politics are God-given, and
therefore good and integral to how we are to live well in God’s creation. By God’s design, every
aspect of life was made to give glory341 and become a means to glorify God, for he entrusts us
with this task and for expressing gratitude for placing us in a world that provides us with our
needs. This gratitude continues to send God’s image bearers into the world as stewards of a
cosmos that bears his fingerprints.
Viewing life and the world through this lens means that to be faithful worshippers of our
Creator is much more than whether we are right with God. Here we see God’s gracious
upholding of life for all, not exclusively to his worshippers alone. Instead, God’s sovereignty
over all creation is on constant display. His consistent care and provision reveal his commitment
to nurturing that which he created as good, and as his image-bearers, when we tend and keep
creation we are fulfilling an essential task as our Creator’s image-bearers.
Therefore, the proper posture towards God requires more than ensuring we are ‘right
with God.’ Rather, we carry with us a sense of responsibility for what happens in every area of
life, wherever we have influence. We share a conviction that what God created is good and he
calls us, as his image-bearers, to be continually responsible for what happens to creation.

Act 2: Fall
The fool says in his heart, “There is no God.”
They are corrupt, their deeds are vile; there is no one who does good.
340

Kuyper, Sphere Sovereignty, 4-5.
Albert M. Wolters, Creation Regained: Biblical Basics for a Reformational Worldview, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans Publishing, 2005).
341

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 145

The LORD looks down from heaven on all mankind
to see if there are any who understand, any who seek God.
All have turned away, all have become corrupt;
there is no one who does good, not even one.
Psalm 14:1-3

The perfect peace does not last long. Genesis 3 describes the appearance of the crafty
serpent who undermines humanity’s conviction that God is a generous Giver leading them to
behave as though he is in fact a miserly withholding deity. This lie misshapes humanity’s hearts
and minds, causing them to rebel against God by grasping for what was not rightly theirs. This
first human rebellion sends shock waves through God’s entire creation. Shalom is broken. God’s
image-bearers hide in shame from their Maker. They hide from each other and point their fingers
at one another in blame. The serene garden setting is replaced with the hard reality of thorns and
pain, leading towards death. Although the rebellion was only between humans and God, not one
aspect of life was untouched by the shadow of the curse. Our entire way of looking,
understanding and living in the world has been impacted. As a result of no longer being in right
relationship with God, no longer being rightly aligned with the Source of our life, our identity,
and our purpose we then go in search of our need for these realities in places, persons, purposes,
and positions that cannot fulfill and sustain us. These attempts are all expressions of alienation
from God. Because we have become alienated from God, all other relationships have likewise
been affected.
Because we have become alienated from God, all other relationships have likewise been
affected. The desire to ‘be like gods’ emerges in the pursuit of success, the accumulation of
wealth without considering the vulnerable, the lure of pornography which attempts to separate
sexuality from human identity and objectify other image-bearers, the insatiable appetite for
overconsumption with little regard for the impact it has in the Majority World and the lasting
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impact on the physical creation, are just a few examples of how the ugly temptation of seeking
our versions of shalom continues to describe so much of our lives. Alexandr Solzhenitsyn
describes the difference between mutual pleasure (shalom) and self-serving pleasure:
One should never direct people towards happiness, because happiness too is
an idol…One should direct them towards mutual affection. A beast gnawing
at its prey can be happy too, but only human beings can feel affection for each
other, and this is the highest achievement they can aspire to.342
Shalom at someone else’s expense, as well as pursuing happiness without human
affection permeates our life. A further temptation is to shift the responsibility of our own choices
on to other people or other social forces, trying to convince ourselves that the real problem of life
lies somewhere else. Jordan Peterson argues that the correction to the problem begins with
looking in the mirror:
We are more than we seem—and more trouble than we imagine, when undisciplined and
unrealized…our petty weaknesses accumulate, and multiply, and become great evils of
state…It is increasingly necessary that we set ourselves—not others—right, and that we
learn explicitly what that means.343
Here the Calvinist affirmation of total depravity is informative.344 Sin has tainted every
aspect of our lives to the point where we are helpless to rescue ourselves. Our daily decisions
emerge from divided hearts, and so as followers of God in this world, we cannot merely
denounce all the bad that is happening in the world without confessing how we too are complicit
in the very same thing.
At the same time, we recognize that the presence of sin is not only personal and relational,
it is also comprehensive. Sin leads us to focus on ourselves to the exclusion of our
responsibilities, which becomes problematic when considering our responsibilities to each other
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and to our world. The human responsibility of tending and keeping gets neglected which Paul
Stevens bemoans as he notes the loss of the cultural mandate for God’s people living in the
world.345 It not only shifts our attention off of structural aspects of creation, but sin also works to
distort the very structures themselves. The Enemy, according to Jesus’ words in John 10:10,
comes to ‘steal, to kill, and to destroy.’ Satan continues to thwart God’s plan by not only getting
us off-track of our identities but also compounding the impact of sin on all of life by permeating
the God-given social structures of life. This antithesis—that which is set against God’s rule does
not allow for people to set aside their responsibility as if God has abandoned his creation.
Instead, God’s common grace remains which ensures there remains enough in common in the
broader world to continue to carry out our responsibility towards the cultural mandate.
Life’s God-ordained structures were created for good, but have been distorted by sin and
not only subject to human influence but now limit our vision and constrain our action which is
most apparent on the most vulnerable.346 These distortions unfold in primarily two ways. First,
when the grasping of the influence of one sphere exerts its influence over other spheres, the
dignity embedded in the created order can be lost.347
Another way one sphere encroaches on other spheres is expressed is with Institutional
Church Sovereignty. While Christ’s Gospel informs every aspect of life, it is distorted when the
institutional church exerts its control over the realm of science, government legislation, art and
other aspects of life. Too often, this has resulted in the church having a suspicious posture
towards God’s creative gifts found outside of the church where God-given dignity is
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undermined. The temptation of the church to hold institutional sway over other spheres can lead
to power corrupting the faithfulness of God’s leaders.348
Sin’s impact also distorts life from within. Although the original direction of these
structures of life was aimed to unfold within God’s will, sin reorients the work away from God’s
will.349 While the direction away from God’s will might find primary expression in the world, it
would be a mistake to reject a significant aspect of God’s good design because of the troubling
distortions. Instead, the task for God’s people here is to name the distortions for what they are,
both personally and societally.
What represents death and struggle and anguish in our daily living finds its root in this part
of the story. As a consequence of sin’s pervasive impact, God’s followers now require diligence
to identify sin where it is present, trust that God’s original purposes are still present (even if they
are muted), and an ongoing responsibility to resist sin personally, communally and societally.

Act 3: Covenant
Let the one who is wise heed these things
and ponder the loving deeds350 of the LORD.
Psalm 107:43
This is what no religion has ever understood;
all peoples either pantheistically pull God down into what is creaturely,
or deistically elevate him endlessly above it.
In neither case does one arrive at true fellowship, at covenant, at genuine religion.
But Scripture insists on both: God is infinitely great and condescendingly good;
he is Sovereign but also Father; he is Creator but also Prototype.
In a word, he is the God of the covenant."351
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A sin-stained creation did not deter our Creator, and the preservation of Noah and his
family, as well as Lot and his daughters, are expressions of God’s commitment to showing that
despite the reality of sin, there remained something good in the now-fallen Creation. Our Creator
God did not allow a shattered shalom to be the defining reality of life, and from Genesis 4 to
Malachi 4 we read that God promises to not abandon his people. This act is unique to the
Biblical story because it is rooted in a self-revealing God who makes himself known and who is
always the one who initiates.
In a sin-stained world where humanity seeks to appease an impersonal God through
mechanistic strategies, reducing God to a force, or believing that grotesque expressions of
sacrifice are required, Genesis depicts a very different revelation of God. Here we see God
remaining with Adam and Eve, revealing himself to Noah, to Abraham, to the patriarchs, to
Moses and the many other leaders through the generations. God’s self-revelation is that he is not
merely a life force, but a person. He is not only transcendent, he is also immanent and continues
to pour out his common grace over all creation, and is intimately involved in the lives of his
people. Watershed moments within this act are the Exodus where we see God’s first expression
of his salvific grace; the giving of his Law after the deliverance during which God reveals his
compassion; reveals God’s character, human inadequacy and our longing for one who could
fulfill this call; and the giving of the land. In this land, Israel is entrusted to model God’s original
intention of shalom as they are called to pursue right relationships with God, each other and with
creation. There are persistent calls to embody shalom, giving particular attention to the
vulnerable, and responsible living including how Israel even stewards the land entrusted to them.
The call for personal, communal and societal responsibility seeks to resist corruption and
self-interest, yet humanity never outgrows these distortions as they continue to find renewed
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expression in each generation. It could be said that the whole of the Old Testament is learning
that humans cannot rescue themselves. As Mouw writes, “We Kuyperians do pay considerable
attention to fallenness—at least we ought to—but our basic Kuyperian impulse is to look for
signs that God has not given up, even in the midst of a fallen world, on restoring the purposes
that were at work in God’s initial creating activity. This calls for Christians, then, actively to
work together as agents of this restorative program that encompasses the whole range of cultural
involvement.”352
With humanity unable to fulfill their God-given mandate, God reveals his never-stopping
faithful love. From the whole of humanity, God isolates his purposes to a specific people, reveals
himself to them and calls them to live as his people. The community on the receiving end of
these promises are the people of the Covenant. With a word, Adam and Eve knew that God
would not give up on them and their people. With a word, Noah and his family’s lives were
preserved. With a word, Abram was called out to follow God. With a word “Let my people go,”
Israel was rescued from slavery. God’s words and God’s promises define this act, and the
primary response of the community of faith is to remember these moments well and live
gratefully in response. The Ten Commandments, the moral and ethical foundation for God’s
people, also emerge from the place of gratitude. Rescue precedes obedience as seen in the
preamble to the Decalogue: “I am the Lord who brought you out of Egypt. [Therefore] You shall
have no other gods before me…”353
God’s intention does not stop there. Along with God’s promise to bless Abraham was the
embedded call to be a blessing “to all the nations” through him and his descendants; and along
with Yahweh’s rescue of the Hebrews from Egypt was a standing call to “protect the orphan,
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widow and alien within your gates, because you yourselves were foreigners.”354 Here we see
God’s mission: His intention to rescue his whole creation through his people whose different
way of life modelled for others the path towards shalom. He chose the people of Israel to
accomplish this purpose. Bavinck observes that there was nothing culturally notable about Israel
compared to the nations around; what was unique was that the Living God revealed himself to
them:
In art, science, statecraft, in everything belonging to the arena of culture, Israel
was far inferior to many a pagan nation. But to her the words of God were
entrusted. She knew the value and significance of personality, first of all of God’s
personality, but then also that of his image, human beings. For that reason Israel
kept in view first and foremost that dimension of a person whereby one would rest
in and depend on God. By contrast, the pagans developed especially that
dimension of human personality whereby one stood above and over against nature.
But since true freedom lay in serving God alone, the freedom idolized by pagans
had to result in bankruptcy. Israel’s destiny, by contrast, lay embedded in the
requirement to be holy as God is holy. Israel was called to be a Kingdom of God,
to constitute a theocracy wherein God’s will governed and directed everything.355
In and through Israel’s daily living, they were to introduce the Living God to the world.
The Covenant people were meant to be the living example of what life in God was
supposed to look like. However, just as the human call of the cultural mandate can easily get
neglected, so too the call of God’s people who steward a personal and direct relationship with the
Maker of Heaven and Earth. The temptation in each generation of God’s people is to rest in an
exclusive relationship with God rather than a light that will draw in the nations. This impact
finds expression in two primary ways in neglecting their role in the Missio Dei and in being
inward-oriented covenant-enclaves with nearly insurmountable barriers to keep outsiders out.
Alongside God’s call in the third act is learning the hard and painful lesson that they have an
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inability to rescue themselves and that they tend to shirk responsibilities as they steward life
with God.

Act 4: God with Us, God for Us
The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory,
the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth…
For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.
No one has ever seen God, but the one and only Son, who is himself God
and is in closest relationship with the Father, has made him known.
John 1:14, 17-18
The essence of the Christian religion consists in the reality that the creation of the Father,
ruined by sin, is restored in the death of the Son of God,
and re-created by the grace of the Holy Spirit into a kingdom of God.356

We then come to the fourth act when out of Love, God keeps his promise that he himself
would step into the world to restore what was lost. God did this by sending his Son, Jesus of
Nazareth whose incarnation reveals God’s love for his creation, a love for the particularity of
place, and most importantly, a love for his image-bearers. Here, Jesus embodies God’s wisdom
with his authoritative teaching focused on correcting distortions and revealing the life-giving
wisdom of our Creator. He models God’s concern for the vulnerable as he challenges individuals
and structures which continue to take advantage of the powerless. This is particularly true in
Jesus’ approach to those with power and influence, continuing to call the Covenant community
to keep the most vulnerable at the centre to provide for and to protect them. Here, Jesus reveals
himself as the perfect prophet who reminds the people of how to live lives consistent with what
their status of image-bearers signifies.
Along with this, Jesus brings profoundly personal and specific restoration for each person
who recognized that Jesus of Nazareth’s identity is that of the Son of God. As it says in
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Colossians 1:13, “God has brought us out of the kingdom of darkness and brought us into his
Son’s kingdom” marked by forgiveness, restoration, and renewal. We read a few verses later357 a
description of this renewing work: Jesus is the true priest who mediates for us and brings us back
into relationship with the Living God. Moreover, he brings restoration, to the blind, the deaf, the
mute, the paralyzed, and the dead. Each expression of this restoration is transformative, but the
group of healings together reveal the ways he was overpowering the all-reaching shadow of the
curse. Jesus shows he is king over creation, the One through whom all heaven and earth were
created.358 Jesus embodies the fullness of God’s love and does for us what we cannot do for
ourselves.
Jesus’ rule in the Kingdom is not only on an individual basis. Jesus also embodies God’s
lordship over all creation, revealed particularly in his healings and his demonstrations over the
created world. By setting aside his glory,359 Jesus revealed God’s character and lived a life which
continually opened up fresh expressions of shalom as his teaching drew people back into
relationship with God.
While Jesus’ three years of public ministry offer visible demonstrations of his renewing
work, the fourth act reaches the climax in the Good Friday and Easter event where Jesus
becomes the firstborn of God’s New Creation with all things and where he reconciles our
relationship with God, each other and the world. God’s work of restoration is most clearly
demonstrated in the Resurrection which ushered in a new moment in history where God’s New
Creation began overlapping with the Old Creation even while it was still under the effect of the
Curse.
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Although the reality of sin, death, and evil remain real and still bring tragedy, Jesus has
dealt a decisive blow against the Curse and as God-with-us, he “reconciles to himself all
things…making peace by the blood of his cross.”360 Reconciling all things means that Jesus died
for much more than to become our Personal Saviour. Jesus reveals that the scope of God’s
salvation plan encompasses the personal level, but reaches to all things even on the cosmic level.
Because Jesus’ resurrection reaffirms his original creation, witnessing the resurrection of the
Creator means that we recognize how Jesus reaffirmed the importance of our bodily existence
and acknowledged that he is the one who truly models the life of a steward who embodies the
creation and cultural mandate to avad and shamar. Here, the Transformational emphasis on the
grounding creational mandate is in avoidance of an over-realized eschatology. Christ’s
resurrection is bringing real change into our present, but his redemption will not be fully present
on this side of the Eschaton. Part of the challenge of this approach is to not let the pendulum
swing too far in the opposite direction.
Each time and place Jesus’ resurrection power is revealed is another glimpse of God’s
promise and mission to re-establish his shalom of perfect relationships within his creation. In
witnessing God’s redemption, Christ becomes our source of life, directs our hope, and frames
our purpose as we witness to the Word made flesh.
The Good News on display is, as previously described, is much deeper, wider, higher and
comprehensive than merely Jesus rescuing us from sin to be with him one day. As the Word who
also spoke God’s creation into existence, the resurrection has ripples of redemption and renewal
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far as the curse is found.361 Mouw summarizes: “To be redeemed from sin, then, is to be restored
to the patterns of obedient cultural formation for which we were created.”362
Act 5: Church and Kingdom363
Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.
Matthew 6:10
God has now revealed to us his mysterious will regarding Christ—
which is to fulfill his own good plan. And this is the plan:
At the right time he will bring everything together
under the authority of Christ—everything in heaven and on earth.
Ephesians 1:9-10

The Ascension and Pentecost enlivens the Resurrection witnesses, initiating an
outworking of God’s kingdom being realized within and through the community of the church.
Al Wolters notes that for any theological approach to culture, a robust theology of the
kingdom is necessary.364 The kingdom revealed in Jesus is not substantively different from God’s
original kingdom at creation which emphasized God’s covenant, but Jesus’ ministry restores
what was lost in the Fall and advances the kingdom of God.
The Old Testament word “Covenant,” revealed in Act 3 of Scripture’s drama, draws
hearts and minds back to see how consistent God’s character and call have always been. Now in
the fifth act there emerges a new and complementary concept where God’s people are drawn into
God’s community in Christ. While many people seek to establish a connection with the
Transcendent through paganism and new forms of self-defined ritual, those within the church
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enter into a relationship with the Living God who has most clearly revealed himself in Jesus, but
now who also dwells within them through the Holy Spirit. As Jesus’ resurrection life flows in us
through the indwelling Holy Spirit, God’s people are moved to express our worship through
orthodoxy and orthopraxy and embodying our shared vocation as missionaries who witness the
on-going in-breaking kingdom of God as we seek to maintain God’s character in the way we
live, and carrying the mysterious and profound task of working alongside Christ in his
restoration of all things.
In the mystery of God’s way, he still he chooses for himself a people through which to
accomplish his work. Our vocation, then, flows out of Christ’s vocation and we seek to emulate
the way of Jesus in our attitude, posture, and actions. This is core to our identity as God’s people,
and we need both hearts and minds shaped by doxology, as well as bodies and wills motivated to
embody this missionary call. Without an attitude of worship and an awareness of God’s
presence, our activities devolve into activism and we lose focus of God’s purpose to redeem this
entire cosmos. This calling propels us into the public where we interact with those whose
allegiance is elsewhere, but we carry with us the call to live into the creation and cultural
mandate which God gave to humanity at creation. Kaiser points out that mission here is not a
New Testament novelty, but the expected outflow of the covenant in the Old Testament:
There could be no mistaking where Paul got his instructions: they came from
the Old Testament. The case for evangelizing the Gentiles had not been a
recently devised switch in the plan of God but had always been the long-term
commitment of the Living God who is a missionary God.365
Bavinck notes how Jesus’ kingdom ensured that God’s people would be outward oriented
rather than an insular cultural-embedded community:
In line with the prophets, Jesus removed the national, tight-fitting garment
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with which Judaism had clothed, indeed, had concealed, but—and let us not
forget this—had also preserved such a glorious idea. For Jesus, the Kingdom of
God was the purpose of all of his activity, the main content and central idea of
his teaching, whose essence, expansion, development, and fulfillment were
presented by him in the most variegated way, with and without parables.
Moving outward from his own person, he established this Kingdom in the
hearts of his disciples.366
This conviction challenges postures of faith such as The Benedict Option367 which calls
God’s people into isolation so that they may remain faithful. While it is important that God’s
people be continuously re-narrated into God’s call of forming a faithful people who live as Jesus
did, it is also critical to remember that because God has not given up on his world, we cannot
wash our hands of it either. As Mouw writes, we “run spiritual risks if we fail to align ourselves
with God’s positive purposes in the world.”368 However, how that aligning happens is not always
clear. Most of the church’s history has been in a Christendom context where the temptation is to
hold the kingdom of God and political kingdoms side by side. Even when sensitivities seek to
ensure church and state remain separated, there is still a temptation to work from the side of
influence to the detriment of the vulnerable. The task, then, is to remain faithful as God’s holy
people and to discern how his kingdom is breaking in—at times on the side of influence and
other times stepping into places of powerlessness to see how Christ is present.
Christ’s redemption is not limited to human souls but extends to the reaches of the
created world. We participate in this work of Christ when we maintain that despite the fact that
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the world is marred by sin, it still bears the fingerprints of its Creator and patiently waits for
Christ’s transformation to restore life to God’s original purposes.
Living into the call for faithful cultural participation not only requires rigorous
discernment, but it also demands the eyes of faith to recognize the already and not yet of God’s
kingdom. The already of God’s kingdom gives God’s people confidence that God’s work of
redemption through Christ has already begun, while the not yet of God’s kingdom recognizes
how the defeated and desperate Enemy of God seeks to undermine the redemption made possible
in and through Christ. It is interesting to note that this redemption is not one of repristinization,
but one that will incorporate some human contributions which will have continuity with God’s
vision of shalom. It is to this picture of God’s promised future that we now turn.
Act 6: God’s New Creation
Then I saw “a new heaven and a new earth,” for the first heaven and the first earth had passed
away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down
out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a
loud voice from the throne saying, “Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the people, and
he will dwell with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their
God. ‘He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death’ or mourning or
crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.”
He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making everything new!” Then he said, “Write this
down, for these words are trustworthy and true.”
Revelation 21: 1-5369
We are still living in Acts 1-5, but we hold out before us the vision of what life will be
like when God’s plan of perfect shalom in the New Creation will be fully realized. It is
imperative that we hold this picture in mind because our view of what happens in the future
shapes the way we live today. Jonathan Wilson summarizes God’s commitment to the goodness
of his original creation: “In John’s vision, we also hear the declaration that God is ‘making all
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things new,' not making all new things.370 These words are entirely consistent with a
Transformational picture of the New Creation—our future reality will not be disembodied as
some gnostic pictures of heaven persistently imagine, nor will it be something completely
unrecognizable.
Out of love, God did not abandon what was created, but instead entered human history to
restore and renew the work of his hands. One day shalom will be restored to all of God’s good
creation. This is not just any kind of hope; it is an eschatological hope which describes the telos
of all creation. Once that picture is in our sights, this eschatological hope reaches into the present
and pulls us forward. We know what God will do and we begin to embody that future reality.
It is interesting to note that though Reformed theology has much to say about Creation,
the Fall, and Redemption, there is surprisingly little material regarding eschatology and the
Consummation, particularly in how it relates to how we live faithfully today. In our tradition,
the emphasis has been placed on the activity and responsibility we have in the present. However,
given our current context Transformationalists would do well to orient ourselves towards the
future that God has promised.
Most Transformationalists, such as Al Wolters, are creation-order in their approach. One
of the ways Dennison describes this divergence is their approach to eschatology. In contrast, the
shalom-order group, focuses on the future shalom (or peace and justice) as the telos of our
kingdom efforts,371 represented by people like Nicholas Wolterstorff, Anthony Hoekema, and
Richard Mouw.
Nicholas Wolterstorff recognizes that while many Transformationalists talk about
witnessing and participating in Christ’s redemption, the emphasis continues to fall back onto the
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creation and cultural mandate. Instead, in Until Justice and Peace Embrace, he argues for a
teleological, future-oriented posture of remembering the picture of shalom. At the outset he
names this eschatological aim372 and he later describes how our envisioned future drives us in our
efforts today:
In the eschatological image of the city we have the assurance that our efforts to
make these present cities of ours humane places in which to live—efforts which
so often are frustrated, efforts which so often yield despair—will, by way of the
mysterious patterns of history, eventually provide the tiles and timbers for a city
of delight.373
In his book, The Bible and the Future, Hoekema describes the ‘already’ of God’s
Kingdom is realized eschatology, while the ‘not yet’ aspects of God’s kingdom fit into future
eschatology. We live in this tension. In other words, we hold fast to our calling today because
we trust in God’s wisdom that despite the discontinuity between this Creation and the New
Creation, there will remain, by God’s grace, continuities between this world and the next.374
Furthermore, the vision of the fully realized kingdom in the New Creation, therefore, becomes
the template for how we ought to go about kingdom work today.
Mouw continues this trajectory in his exposition of Isaiah 60, When the Kings Come
Marching In. Whereas many voices within our tradition emphasize the present aspects of
culturally participating in Christ’s redemption, he unpacks how Isaiah 60 as well as Revelation
21 and 22, hint at the continuity between the present creation being redeemed and God’s future
creation which will come in its fullness when Christ returns. Here, even the cultural
advancements will find their place when they are repurposed for God’s glory. Mouw argues that
though God will incorporate these cultural advancements in the New Creation, the work of re372
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creating and redeeming remains firmly in God’s domain. Miroslav Volf agrees, stating that we
must not think that “results of human work should or could create and replace ‘heaven.’”375

III. ReTelling the Story
The Story We Tell captures the Transformational accent of communicating the sweeping
story of God and his creation in which we find ourselves. However, I believe that there are four
areas within this approach which require re-appropriation to provide a more compelling
teleological framework as kingdom witnesses. Through the lens of identity, I argue that the
historical emphasis of the doctrine of election within Dutch Calvinism ought to be re-rooted in a
missional teleology. Through the lens of how we relate to each other as a covenant community, I
call for a shift from an isolationist posture to a more generous and cooperative stance among the
broader church. Through the lens of how we relate to our broader society, I offer a shift to an
emphasis on embodied praxis. Finally, through the lens of our posture towards the future, I
argue that we need to shift our emphasis from being creation stewards to being eschatologicallyformed creation stewards. In this section I seek to flush out these shifts, continuing to work
towards a renewed appropriation of the gifts of our Transformational heritage in the services of
God’s purposes in East Vancouver.

Shift 1: Bringing Calling into Election
A. Identifying Problems:
The doctrine of election plays a significant role in shaping our Dutch Calvinist theology,
both positively and negatively.376 This emphasis has resulted in two problems in our church
375

Miroslav Volf, Work in the Spirit: Toward a Theology of Work, Reprint (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2001), 92.
The emphasis on the doctrine of election for Calvin began when he was seeking to offer comfort to disoriented
and disturbed believers who had been condemned by their Roman Catholic priest. Seeking to reassure the believers,
376

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 162

today: first, ironically, theological speculation has not given the hoped-for assurance of salvation
which election is supposed to have promised. Second, theological speculation has focused on
“who’s in and who’s out” to the detriment of evangelism.
Each new generation within the Reformed confessional tradition has been called back to
the 17th Century Confession the Canons of Dort, which has proven a challenge when
disagreements arise around interpretation. For instance, the CRC has a theologically closely
related denomination which split over differing interpretations on what is believed to happen in
the practice of paedobaptism. The fruit of this disagreement, and many others, led to unnecessary
schisms resulting in new Dutch Reformed denominations. This has contributed to the painful
irony of ushering people into a personal crisis of faith while they were looking for assurance of
faith. A crisis either because faithful members of the visible church feared they were not part of
God’s invisible and elect church, or because the emphasis on trying to understand God’s elective
work has led many to be distraught about their fate as well as others’ eternal salvation.
Not only has theological speculation been overly focused on the mystery of God’s will,
but a second significant problem resulting from this emphasis is that this attention has detracted
from our collaboration with the Holy Spirit in the area of evangelism which has taken a few
forms. To begin with, this results in a decreased capacity to imagine how the Gospel can and
ought to be shared with those who are not yet rooted in God’s redemptive story. However, a
broader, more problematic issue that is at stake with the way the doctrine of election has been
emphasized is the belief that if God has already chosen the elect and the reprobate, then there is
no real motivation for evangelism.

Calvin reintroduced Augustine’s view of predestination and election. However, the emphasis on election shifted
through the years to the peak in 17th Century High Calvinism where Reformed theologians spent much of their
energy speculating and articulating the precise boundaries of election.
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Additionally, as Rousseau challenges, election understood in this way leads to theological
intolerance: “It is impossible to live in peace with people whom one believes are
damned…Wherever theological intolerance exists, it is impossible for it not to have some civil
effect.”377 Few, if any within the CRC would consciously agree with Rousseau, but we would do
well to acknowledge how this might be possible even on a subconscious level. Whether in the
more generous sense of seeing how election leads to a lack of motivation for evangelism, or in
the more severe description of Rousseau’s concern, many congregations in the CRC have often
found the Great Commission one of the last areas they give attention.378
It helps to briefly outline the history of how the Reformed missionary impulse was
impacted by the Synod of Dort, from which we get one of our three forms of unity. Because our
tradition has been shaped by the High Calvinism of the late 16 and early 17th Centuries,
Rousseau’s concern is valid. Hogg observed that when the Canons of Dort were published, the
version of Calvinism which prevailed “worked effectively to throttle missionary endeavour.”379
He even notes that where the Canons of Dort do include generous language about proclaiming
the message “promiscuously,” this was an accommodation by the Dutch delegates for the
international Calvinist representatives present in the meetings.380
Hogg helpfully points out that though this document presents a restrictive picture of a
Calvinist God, as early as 1555 and much earlier than the Synod of Dort, the church in Geneva
was mobilizing and sending missionaries globally.381 It should be noted that the missionary
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methods used by Nicholas de Villegagnon and other missionaries to Brazil, took place in step
with France’s commerce ventures, so too a short while later in Indonesia with the Dutch East
India Company. Moreover, in 1590 alongside the Dutch Calvinists beginning their colony in
America, Dutch Reformed missionaries went to Southeast Asia and in 1668 had translated a New
Testament in Malay along with Catechetical materials. Despite the scrutiny around the missions
strategy before High Calvinism, there was a missionary spirit at work seeking to share a message
about a generous God, and there remains a lasting impact on a Protestant population in Indonesia
and present-day Sri Lanka.382
So what happened? The Canons of Dort serve as a reflection of a time when our
theological forbears were seeking to grapple with ways of preserving God’s transcendence and
the effectiveness of God’s will in the work of humanity. This history is not often told in our
tradition, and without the early Reformed missionary impulse as background, the words of the
High Calvinist document loom larger than necessary for present-day Reformed believers. To
resolve the dissonance of answering the Great Commission while remaining faithful as a
confessional believer, the most common strategy is to ignore the hundreds-year-old document as
much as possible. There are many examples of how this has played out where Richard Mouw
calls election a “shelf doctrine”383 and leading missional voices Van Gelder and Goheen make
almost no mention of election as described above in their work.384 Today, while all CRC clergy,
elders, and deacons submit to The Forms of Unity as historical expressions of our theological
stream, very few engage the Canons in their entirety. Many find the theological minutiae

382

Hogg, 72-73.
Richard J. Mouw, Calvinism in the Las Vegas Airport: Making Connections in Today’s World (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan Books, 2004), 39.
384
Following Newbigin’s cue on framing election missionally, Goheen does write of election, but in his published
writings he does not address the particular challenges resulting from the traditionally-framed understanding of
election which I argue below.
383

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 165

cumbersome, the statements offensive, and the method stifling to the fervor of faith. The
theological excesses of High Calvinism are decidedly unhelpful in communicating the message
of a transformative Gospel today, yet there remain distinct elements within The Canons which
prove helpful for Christian Reformed congregants’ participation in God’s mission including the
call for ‘promiscuous’ evangelism ‘without distinction’—something of a surprise for a document
so focused on ‘the reprobate’:
Moreover, the promise of the gospel is, that whoever believes in Christ crucified
shall not perish, but have everlasting life. This promise, together with the
command to repent and believe, ought to be declared and published to all nations,
and to all persons promiscuously and without distinction, to whom God out of his
good pleasure sends the gospel.385
Overall, the place of the doctrine of election in the Christian Reformed family today
leaves us in an awkward position—election is consistent within the Calvinist theological
framework, but practically, the traditional CRC emphasis at best is neutral as it relates to
evangelism, and at worst, election is a distraction or barrier to it. Avoidance is one strategy.
However, we remain a confessional church where the doctrine of election still plays a significant
role. I therefore propose a different approach of re-situating the doctrine of election into a
missional teleology. I will first describe my understanding of this contentious doctrine by
drawing on a voice from within CRC who challenges the traditional application of election with
giving careful thought to the concept of limited atonement; and second, by drawing on a voice
from the wider church with Paul Hiebert’s application of set theory.
Calvinists with missional leanings have struggled with how the limited scope of Christ’s
work of atonement stood in conflict with passages such as John 3:16-17 which affirm God’s
loving all humanity, as well as God’s people being sent out as witnesses in Matthew 28 and Acts
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1. It is believed that God’s divine love and limited atonement are at deep odds with each other,
and if that is our belief, our behaviour will reflect this conviction.
Succinctly, Harold Dekker notes the difference between the sufficiency, availability, and
desire of God’s offer of atonement from the efficacy of atonement.”386 Regarding the first, he
writes:
If universal sufficiency is not part of the divine design of the atonement, it is an
accident, an unintended byproduct. Any such conception is of course theologically
impossible and amply discredited by the Bible.387
On the availability of God’s offer of atonement, he argues that salvation is available to all
humanity:
…otherwise the well-meant offer of the gospel is a farce, for it then offers sincerely
to all men what cannot be sincerely said to be available to all….Titus 2:11 is very
precise at this point: ‘For the grace of God hath appeared, bringing salvation to all.’388
Dekker then asks if God desires that all would be saved:
Can God’s desire for the salvation of all men be disassociated from His design in the
atonement? Not according to logic or, more decisively, Biblical teaching. I Timothy 2:4-6
says about the design of God’s desire: ‘Who could have all men be saved, and come to
the knowledge of the truth. For there is one God, one mediator also between God and
men, himself man, Christ Jesus, who gave himself a ransom for all.’
…The only point at which Scripture and Reformed confessions point to a limited design
in the atonement is at the point of efficacy. Only there can a doctrine of limited atonement
be formulated which does not do clear violence to Biblical teaching concerning the
universal love of God.389
Dekker helpfully roots the efficacy of God’s atonement in the broader picture of God’s
generous love toward the humanity he made in his image—the same people he has sent his
people to share about his love. Dekker rightly concludes:
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The doctrine of limited atonement as commonly understood and observed in the
Christian Reformed Church impairs the principle of the universal love of God and
tends to inhibit missionary spirit and activity. God so loved all men that He gave
His only begotten Son!390
Alongside this voice from within the Living Tradition, I also draw on a voice from the
wider church. Nearly forty years ago, Fuller Seminary Missiologist Paul Hiebert applied set
theory to the way congregations function.391 Hiebert noted the distinction between bounded and
centered sets. Bounded sets are focused on the boundaries and tend to default to more either/or
categories. Beliefs, doctrines, and adherence to prescribed beliefs play a significantly stronger
role for bounded-set congregations. Centered-set congregations, on the other hand, shift their
emphasis away from who’s in and who’s out because on belief or behaviour, and shifts the
orientation from the boundaries to the centre where we find Jesus. Focus on doctrine falls second
in importance to the orientation of each person towards the middle. Centred set congregations are
less concerned with theological precision and recognize the result will mean greater theological
diversity for the sake of our orientation is more important than doctrine.
In what follows, I will propose a centered-set application of our doctrine of election
where I argue we shift away from doctrinal precision around the mystery of God’s will and we
re-root it in a missional teleology which is present in the Biblical story beginning with Abraham.
Before we explore this further, a qualifying statement is necessary: though the temptation here is
to shed the shackles of what has become a burden in our churches, in reappropriating election to
a centred set orientation we still benefit from maintaining doctrinal boundaries. I do not propose
ridding ourselves of these boundaries; instead, I propose shifting our emphasis from the doctrinal
application of election to the teleologically missional application of election.
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After outlining the identifiable markers of this doctrine in the Calvinist tradition, I will
explore the pastoral intent of communicating God’s election, and will then draw on an aspect of
Karl Barth’s interpretation of connecting election to vocation. Following these three areas, I will
propose that the doctrine of election ought to connect to a call into a participatory mission for all
of God’s people, which I believe will provide a more biblical and teleological understanding of
the rarely talked about doctrine.
In what follows, I will propose a centered-set application of our doctrine of election
where I argue that we ought to shift away from doctrinal precision around the mystery of God’s
will and we re-root it in a missional teleology—an emphasis that is present in the Biblical story
beginning with Abraham.392 After outlining the identifiable markers of this doctrine in the
Calvinist tradition, I will explore the pastoral intent of communicating God’s election. I will
then draw on an aspect of Karl Barth’s interpretation of the connection between election and
vocation.

B. (Dis)Function of the Doctrine of Election
In his book, Calvinism in the Las Vegas Airport, Richard Mouw compares the doctrines
of predestination and election to the way most modern Mormons would approach their historical
practices of polygamy.393 A shelf doctrine is a fair description of the way many Calvinists today
tend to downplay a belief that was quite central in John Calvin’s grid in his efforts to preserve
the transcendence of God.
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Calvin’s intention was to safeguard God’s mercy and to ensure that God’s grace would be
effectual and that any works righteousness would not be considered part of God’s salvific work.
In the Institutes, Calvin writes, “We shall never be clearly persuaded, as we ought to be, that our
salvation flows from the wellspring of God’s free mercy until we come to know his eternal
election.”394 In other words, for Calvin, the default fate of all of humanity is to be cut off from a
relationship with their Creator. However, God, out of his grace, mercifully chose a people
through whom to make himself known. In the interest of re-appropriating the doctrine of the
atonement, Hans Boersma argues that a more functional approach would be to maintain the
doctrine of election but to redefine it in historical, not eternal terms.395 This line of thinking is
complementary to how I believe election functions in Scripture, beginning with the call of
Abraham.
For Calvin, election unfolded in three stages: “First his election of the nation of Israel,
second his election of individual Israelites and third, his eternal election of individuals to
salvation.”396 Boersma observes that for much of the Calvinist writing on the doctrine of election,
there is a problematic and vast divide between the historically placed election of Israel and God’s
eternal election for salvation. The distinction is problematic because, he argues, Paul’s
understanding of election flowed out of Israel’s sense of their election in history, which is given
little attention, particularly by the time of High Calvinism.397 When the historical context is
removed, so too is God’s original purpose for election.
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Boersma also takes issue with the emphasis this problematic approach places on
individuals thereby weakening the character of election, particularly evidenced in the deeply
individualistic approach to faith characteristic of High Calvinism.398 Calvin emphasized the
individual nature of faith as a corrective to the errors identified in the Roman Catholic Church at
the time, without undermining the corporate nature of faith. Calvin could not have foreseen the
hyper-individualism and the profoundly fractured expressions of family, church and society 500
years later. Nevertheless, Boersma’s criticism is of particular interest to us because the roots of
this preoccupation with personal status are profoundly influenced by the The Canons of Dort,
one of our confessional forms of unity.

C. Intent of the Doctrine of Election
Because the central aim for Calvin was to preserve the glory of God, everything flowed
from that conviction, including God’s purposes with humanity. Moreover, although Calvin
comes across as cold-hearted in his clear articulation of the doctrine of election, his original
intention with this doctrine was to offer comfort to people who were struggling in their faith.399
As a pastor, Calvin leaned on the doctrine of election to reassure and comfort his small
congregation that God had indeed chosen them.400 Calvin’s intention did not always have the
desired effect,401 but we can, at the very least, recognize the pastoral longing behind Calvin’s
theological decree.
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Eugene Peterson points out that beyond comfort and reassurance, predestination and
election also “pushes our egos aside and lets God be God. God is the primary agent of history:
the Exodus was his Exodus, the Mission of the Kingdom is his Mission. When this is reinforced,
and our egos are held in check, we recognize the delight we still have in participating in God’s
mission.”402 Reading election this way helps us read rich passages such as Ephesians 1:3-14
where Paul and God’s people are drawn up into God’s redemptive purposes revealed in the
person of Christ. It also frees us from the pressure of thinking that the survival of the church or
the success (or feared failure) of the mission of God’s kingdom is up to us.403
Functionally, we do not always live in this posture of trust that God is indeed the primary
agent of history, of our lives and creation’s renewal. Instead, particularly for those in full-time
parish ministry, the temptation to feel the congregation’s success or lack thereof, has a direct
correlation to our effectiveness and effort. To blow the dust off this shelf doctrine would free us
as God’s people to be reminded that God is the originator and initiator of his mission, and
therefore everything we do rests in the confidence of his presence and his promise that “he will
make all things new.”404

D. Purpose and the Doctrine of Election
The discussion of election can lead us down multiple avenues, but I want to avoid the
academic approach of High Calvinism and instead, shift our attention from the scope of God’s
elective work, and onto the telos of God’s elective purposes. Two voices from the broader
Reformed community assist here: Karl Barth and Lesslie Newbigin. While Barth is theologically
thorough in his treatment of the doctrine of election, he is equally thorough on the lived response
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to God’s election. Newbigin is more explicit in his emphasis that election is best understood
when it is expressed in the participation of God’s mission. In his book The Open Secret,
Newbigin has little patience for theologizing: “the question of eternal salvation and judgment is
not a basis for speculation about the fate of other people.”405 The practicality Newbigin speaks of
is “how the action of God brings history to its true end.”406
Karl Barth wrote much on the doctrine of election, and while I will not engage with his
thinking on this issue its entirety, I am particularly interested in his teleological approach to
election, which he begins in Church Dogmatics.407 Barth argues that the purpose of election is
that we are united with Christ who is the only one fully elected and reprobate in God’s plan of
salvation. As Christ draws us into the life with God, we experience God’s purpose for election as
our primary vocation.408 As we live into this calling, we express our proper doxology409 to the
Triune God, and we bear witness to the life that comes through Christ alone: the “liberation,
restoration, renewal, and exaltation to fellowship with God.”410 To point to something other than
Christ, even the benefits of faith, is to have misdirected witness.411 Barth also cautions that in this
witnessing, as in every other aspect of God’s work, God in Christ is the first and the last. He
writes:
In Christ’s action for the world and the Christian as fully completed in His
passion, he can participate only passively, in pure faith in Him, love for Him
and hope in Him, without making the slightest or most incidental contribution.412
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In other words, Barth argues that the purpose of God’s election is that faith expressing
grateful worship and holistic witness, pointing others to the in-breaking presence of Christ and
his kingdom. Guder summarizes this as follows:
The outcome of [Karl Barth’s view of] election is not a preoccupation with the
question of who is saved and who is not, but rather a focus upon the missional
vocation of the particular community God calls forth, the church, to be the
instrument of God’s mission.413
In this vein, the missionary author Lesslie Newbigin approaches the doctrine of election
with an urgency to be lived out as God’s witnesses. When the purpose of witnessing fades, the
church today is vulnerable to slip into Israel’s failure to live into its call to be a light to the
nations (Isaiah 49) failing to remember that God is a sending God. Newbigin writes:
This doctrine of divine election has fallen into disrepute because those who were
so chosen and called (the ‘elect’) so often saw themselves as exclusive beneficiaries
of God’s choice, rather than trustees on behalf of the nations. But this disastrous
misunderstanding, so manifest in the story of Israel and in the life of the church in
all generations, cannot negate the fundamental truth of the doctrine of election. It is
God who chooses, calls and sends.414
Not only should election focus on God’s choosing, calling and sending his people into the
world as his witnesses, Newbigin goes even further to suggest that God’s kingdom mission is
God’s entire purpose for election:
To be chosen, to be elect, therefore does not mean that the elect are the saved and
the rest are the lost. To be elect in Christ Jesus, and there is no other election, means
to be incorporated into his mission to the world, to be the bearer of God’s saving
purpose for his whole world, to be the sign and the agent and the first fruit of his
blessed kingdom, which is for all.415
Both Barth and Newbigin, and Boersma previously, offer reworkings of the doctrine of
election significant enough that our confessional understanding of election would need to be
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thoroughly updated from the Canons of Dort. They are, however, prophetic voices in bridging
the gap between doctrine and practice. At the start of this section on election, I said the doctrine
has sat on the shelf in part because the High Calvinist interpretation particularly emphasized the
reprobation which made God seem capricious. However, the doctrine has often been ignored also
because it has been treated as static theology, not the missional emphasis we witness unfolding
throughout the pages of Scripture.
A further criticism aimed at the High Calvinism form of election is its individualistic
nature. Boersma, Barth, and Newbigin all offer a corrective to this individualistic impulse where
God calls to himself a people, not merely a series of individuals with whom he is entering into a
transaction. This corrective, however, is not intended to diminish the uniqueness of value of each
person, but rather to enlarge our vision of God’s grand purposes. It is of utmost importance that
one’s place in God’s larger plan is not lost, but it would be personal in a corporate setting rather
than being understood individualistically. Bavinck wrote:
The image of God is much too rich for it to be fully realized in a single human
being, however richly gifted that human being may be…One humanity in its
entirety—as one complete organism, summed up under a single head, spread out
over the whole earth, as prophet proclaiming the truth of God, as priest dedicating
itself to God, as ruler controlling the earth and the whole creation – only it is the
fully finished image, the most telling and striking likeness of God.416
Bavinck’s doctrine of the image of God could assist in moving us beyond the confines of
framing our faith through individualism as he believed the image of God cannot be fully
expressed by one person but only finds its fullest expression in the whole of humanity.
Therefore, if God’s people are elected to make him known, it would follow that God is most
fully expressed in the context of the many, not the one.
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To preserve the doctrine of election as presented in the Reformed tradition, we need to shift
our focus by recovering the telos of God’s election throughout history: that God calls and then he
sends us to bear witness to his work. In Genesis 11, it is God who calls Abraham and promises
that the other nations will be blessed through him and his lineage. In creating the nation of Israel,
many cultural laws were given to God’s people to establish and ensure that shalom would thrive.
Despite the presence of sin, Israel’s way of life was meant to bear witness to the life of God, to
all other nations. In Isaiah 49, Isaiah reframes the call for Israel to be a light to the nations,
despite their continual failure to adequately embody this call.
We see then in the Epistles, primarily in the book of Romans, where election has the full
weight of God’s missional purposes behind it, that the Gentiles are also part of God’s plan.
Drawing on this call, to live out our election for the benefit of those who have not yet heard, is
vital if our tradition is to understand God’s purposes for us as his people.

Shift 2: Moving Towards a Covenant Community
These commandments I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your
children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie
down and when you get up.417
“May your mutual love abound more and more in the knowledge and depth of insight,
so that you all may be able to discern together what is best
and may be pure and blameless for the day of Christ.”418
The second aspect of the teleological character of the church named in chapter two
addresses a person’s place in the community. The word community itself is somewhat
problematic because it is nebulous. For instance, in our context, we speak of community as the
neighbourhood in which our church gatherings take place, but it is also expressed in our regular
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small group meetings and the Sunday worship services. In this section, I will argue that we need
to recover the distinctiveness that marks us as God’s people, who are not only part of a
community in general, but a covenant community in particular. I have in mind here the distinct
benefits and responsibilities that come with being part of a particular worshipping community. I
will then argue that we need to re-situate ourselves within the context of the broader community
of our theological tradition.
To begin our discussion on what a covenant community is and how it ought to function, I
will briefly describe Abraham Kuyper’s experience of communal faith formation,419 as it is
instructive in explaining some of the problems facing our churches today. I will then describe the
ideals of communal faith formation called for by Kuyper and Bavinck, after which I will explore
what committed communal faith formation looks like today. Finally, I will explore the call for
covenant community to hold a more generous posture towards the wider Church.
A. Kuyper’s experiences of communal faith formation:
Finding a place in a trusted community of faith is a challenge for everyone. In the life of
Abraham Kuyper, we find someone who directly benefited from the faith of others, but who was
challenged to make room in his life for community. Born in a nominal and liberal faith, Kuyper
would not describe himself as a believing Christian until two significant turning points in his
20’s. The first, was during the first of his mental breakdowns420 when his wife Johanna gave him
the novel The Heir of Redclyffe in which the protagonist’s transformation led to his own renewal.
At that time, church for him “became the longing, the thirst of his life…in that brief moment, his
ideal of church life was revealed to him. That thought…proved the genesis of an ideal, the
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blueprint of a church according to the Scriptures.”421 This event was followed a few years later
when, as a young pastor he visited a belligerent peasant woman who stopped attending church
because she, along with others, did not want to be polluted by his still-liberal sermons. He
continued to visit this woman and soon found himself discipled by her. Kuyper’s daughter
recalled:
Miss Baltus witnessed to her pastor about the grace of God in her life, and she
explained how her beliefs differed from his. She presented him with the historic
Reformed Confessions and related their doctrines to her learned minister, who
allowed a peasant to teach him God’s Word. She urged him to read Calvin’s
Institutes. He did so, and his conversion followed. He testified that she and
others at Beesd were the agents who led him to embrace the Christ of the
Gospels.422
With the patient witness of Kuyper’s wife and the bold witness of a peasant woman in his
first congregation, Kuyper experienced the gift of communal faith formation. He sought to
establish a model of communal faith formation that would work in both in the institutional
church’s official functions, catechesis particularly, as well as the organic church where
Christians live out their faith in their everyday lives.423
One of the unique gifts in Continental Europe in the 19th and 20th centuries was the
stability of family and village life. This stability extended to the family where multiple
generations lived and worked together in the family business. For a child born at this time, even
if he or she lived in a dwelling with only their immediate family, daily home life included the
presence of grandparents as well as uncles and aunts. These relatives as well would necessarily
play a role in their faith formation through their modeling, and in the overheard conversations
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when the extended family was together for their weekly meal.424 For Kuyper, this family time
together around the table and Scripture was the primary means of faith formation for young
children. 425 The rhythm of home life would include reading Scriptures and discussion after hourlong meals, which for Kuyper, “carried the weight of eternity. 426
School-aged children were to have a faith that was celebrated on Sundays and also
nurtured in homes and supplemented in Christian Schools. The curriculum included educational
requirements of the state, but additionally, the teachers would teach the children the same faith
they heard at home and in the church and would ensure memorization of the Heidelberg
Catechism--the central confession of the Reformed tradition. While this practice of memorization
was intended to deepen one’s piety with the Living God, the communal dimension of this was
the modelling of faith by the teachers as they were also individuals with whom these children
worshipped and lived alongside in day to day life.427
However, this “tenderest and holiest communion”428 was something that was easier to
write about than personally live it out. As a theologian, he was able to see how authentic
relationships fit into the cosmic scope of the organic church and as a newspaper editor he was
able to write about true community, while he keeping himself at a distance. This stands in
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contrast to his personal interactions where he often fell short of his standard429 as he was more in
Bratt’s words, “a great man but not a nice one, plagued by compulsive overworking and a need
for control—a man’s man in a world beyond any man’s control, however valiant, determined, or
smart.”430
It is further sobering to note that for many of his final years, Kuyper stopped attending
church and instead, worked in his study writing his many devotionals to his readers of The
Herald.431 The impact on Kuyper’s view on communal faith formation is immense: although he
did not give up on the organic church, he had essentially given up on his personal participation in
the institutional church and the community that was available there. Bauman observes this
vulnerability for all Christians: the tension between the “community of our dreams” and the
“really existing community.”432
The result for Kuyper was that he produced volumes of spirit-filled devotionals, but they
primarily explored the dynamic of the individual and their relationship with God. While this is
not unimportant, it is a far cry from his first sermon at Beesd,433 which placed fellowship with
others a close second to the sweet fellowship with God. Knowing Kuyper’s faith trajectory, we
are left with an image, not unlike John Bunyan’s Pilgrim, who left his family behind en route to
the Celestial City.434 As Mouw points out, our faith journeys cannot simply depend on an
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individual: “As pilgrims on this perilous journey, we cannot travel alone”435—we need family,
both biological and spiritual to nurture our faith.436 Pastors, as well, need this community:
Clergy, like others, need to be known and loved in a circle of face-to-face
relationships… even though they stand as the facilitators and focal points of
Christian community...in the long run, no one—clergy or lay—can live a
healthy spiritual life without that kind of a life-context for his or her journey."437
B. Bridging Kuyper’s Experience to Our Own
It would be an overstatement to say that Kuyper’s personal experiences wholly
influenced generations of Dutch Reformed believer’s approach to communal faith formation. Not
everyone shared Kuyper’s dilemma between the idealism of community and the challenge to get
along with those nearest him. His resistance to being changed as iron sharpens iron from the
counsel of his peers in his later years illustrates the failure of the community to do the very thing
Kuyper envisioned many years previously. Furthermore, his critical posture to the institutional
church was repeated in the next generation under Evan Runner, who along with his Calvin
College students, was highly critical of the institutional church.438
In order that Kuyper’s helpful models of fostering a "deep and warm spirituality" 439 and
public engagement be sustainable today, his work must be supplemented with a robust vision of
the body of believers as the locus of faith formation. For a tradition concerned with every square
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inch of creation fitting under Christ’s Lordship, equipping God’s people for every square inch of
faith formation requires a significant amount of attention in today’s world.440
A few factors contribute to this need. First, there is the previously mentioned conflict
between the institutional church and the organic church where the kingdom participation is
expressed. Second, there is a significant cultural shift within the Dutch Reformed tradition in the
manner in which faith is communicated. The traditional Dutch approach of embodying one’s
faith has defaulted to freely talking about theology, church, and kingdom while a palpable
silence emerges when one is asked to share about their personal faith journey. This silence
continues in the lives of some of our older members who show a deep reluctance to participate in
an off-script prayer, as well as parishioners who have said to me, “that is too personal a
question” when I, as their, pastor have inquired about their prayer life.441 Their relationship with
the Lord—or the secret life, as Kuyper describes it—is too precious to speak about
presumptively.
In pointing this out, I do not want to discount how the stoic nature of faith played out in
the larger rhythm of one’s life of faith. However, I have also journeyed with parishioners (often
to their deathbed) who have been vulnerable enough with me to share that they gave much more
considerable attention to their public faith and active kingdom witness than their private
relationship with the Lord. Moreover, I recognize too, in Old Testament Israel, how central the
Exodus story as told in the Seder meal draws the next generation into the story of God’s
redeeming grace at work. Particularly in an oral tradition, verbalizing one’s faith to the next
generation was the only option for faith to continue. In our postmodern, biblically illiterate
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context today, faith stories are increasingly crucial for faith to be transmitted from one
generation to the next. Furthermore, in the pluralistic context in which we now find ourselves
younger generations need to know about, and witness how, the faith of their parents,
grandparents, and grandparents is alive and active, or it will lead them to question the veracity of
their faith. If, for instance, a young adult encounters doubts about Scripture or goes through an
extended season of not sensing God’s presence in their lives, without hearing how previous
generations have faced the same questions, the young adult may end up believing they do not
have genuine faith or that they ought not to practice this faith at all.
This shift has been unfolding over a few generations and now the Christian Reformed
Church is noticing how other traditions approach their faith in a more expressed and verbalized
way. When observing other Protestant traditions doing this I often hear comments from our
congregation like, “that is way too evangelical.” While there are emphases in evangelicalism that
do not necessarily aide the CRC in our kingdom witness, the aspect of verbalizing faith is
certainly something we would do well to attend to. We also need to acquire a more persuasive
communal transmission of faith, for this is not only an Evangelical concern. Karl Rahner, an
advisor to Vatican II, offers this corrective of a privatized faith as he points to the necessity of
learning and deepening our faith in community:
Man [sic] is both an individual personal subject with a unique history of
freedom for which no one else can deputize, and at the same time a social being
who can only have a history in the unity of humanity . . . he is never so much an
individual that he could be himself without intercommunication with his fellows,
without his "world." Both aspects bear upon each other. Intercommunication and
self- realization, self-possession, grow in principle in like and not inverse
proportion.442

442

Karl Rahner as cited in Pádraic Conway and Fainche Ryan, eds., Karl Rahner: Theologian for the Twenty-First
Century (New York: Oxford Press, 2010), 201.

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 183

The quote above captures something of Rahner’s emphasis on the Spirit of God present
as a theme throughout his writings.443 Both Kuyper and Rahner, though representing different
traditions, wrote on ‘spheres’ and here Rahner offers a helpful corrective to our tradition. Rahner
suggests the need for a “private religious sphere” of the individual, which we would most
certainly affirm. However, he goes on to state “that which is private on the part of the individual
can and should have an influence upon other human beings”444 which includes prayer,
encouraging one another, and offering comfort to each other in the power of the Holy Spirit.445
Where Kuyper slipped into an introspective and quiet “secret” faith,446 what Rahner offers here is
an unmistakable concern for the other and the necessity of “private religious community life”447
where we cannot lift the individual over and against the interpersonal.

C. Towards a Covenantal Communal Faith Formation
Our congregation entered into a period of decline during the 1990’s, during which time
there were very few babies born to participating families. One of the joys in our congregation
over the last number of years has been to celebrate the birth of children once again, and each
time an infant is presented by the parent or grandparents for baptism, I remind them that this is
not a private event. Though it is deeply personal for them as a family, it is, in fact, a public event
witnessed by our congregation. Even more, the congregants are not mere witnesses, but they are
in fact participants in this baptism as they too promise to pray for this child and promise also to
support them as they grow up. We recently sent a young family in their move from Vancouver
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and in his reflection on their last Sunday, he could have mentioned many different things, but he
mentioned the fact that the congregation made promises to his children as being one of the most
significant things he will take with him. That communal promise is an outflow of God’s
covenantal promise to the baby and her or his family. This same rhythm has sustained the church
throughout its existence. In his book, The First Urban Christians, Meeks observes: “To be
‘baptized into Christ’ nevertheless signaled…an extraordinary thoroughgoing socialization in
which the sect was intended to become virtually the primary group for its members.”448
However, promising to commit to living out a communal faith is not the same as doing it.
We are regularly confronted with a disconnect between our confessed beliefs and our lived
beliefs. Still, that ought not to deter us from continually pursuing the calling to nurture faith in
the context of community, which is becoming increasingly important as the sphere of the family
is much weaker than previous generations. Mouw maintains that although one sphere ought not
to overpower another, he wonders how can the church respond to the weakening of the family
sphere today.449
The church in North America has come under hard times. As individuals’ lives are
becoming increasingly fractured, we have, in large part, forgotten how to live in community.
Christians want to offer words of hope and to be a visible hope but in this post-Christian context,
our voice is muted and many individuals struggle with how to live in authentic community. Our
congregation experiences this acutely: seeking to follow Jesus as faithful Christians in
Vancouver is becoming increasingly complex.
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We cannot make this faith journey alone.450 We need to be known and supported by those
who are as committed to our faith formation as we are to theirs. Therefore, matters such as
regular devotional practices, prayers, and even participation in the life of the gathered church451
ought to be addressed as we invite each other into a more vital personal relationship with God
which can even benefit the church’s witness because as we nurture our communal relationships,
the incarnational model also offers a greater visible witness of this reality to our neighbours; in
committing to settle in, learn about and serve our neighbourhoods, we tangibly witness to God’s
shalom.452 As Doug Pagitt notes:
There is something compelling, powerful, and liberating about living life in
harmony with God, not in the isolation of an individual relationship but as part
of a community...At the centre of this holistic, communal approach to spiritual
formation is the creation of Christian communities that are a continuation of the
story of God, from Abraham to Jesus to today.453
Recognizing our need for the support of other believers can also extend much further as
we recognize the need for our tradition to benefit from mutual support from other Christian
expressions. One aspect of Kuyper’s framework, which has unintentionally become problematic
is his conviction that in isolation is our strength. Schilder summarizes the original intent of the
concept:
If our numbers do not shrink over the whole world, we should ask ourselves
whether we have ever really comprehended Christ’s eschatological discourses
and properly understood the Revelation of John.454
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What had been intended to give strength to small groups of believers isolated from society
because of their convictions, was also applied in the church, and one group, convinced of their
own theological interpretations, isolated themselves from the wider Church.
I have in view here the profoundly damaging internal debates where issues have taken
priority over people. Fellow congregation members, even family members, have been divided
over a host of issues. Whether in the Netherlands or North America, issues such as how we
understand the function of baptism, common grace, identifying the true church, women in
ordained leadership, and even lodge membership have all led to schisms within the Dutch
Reformed community. Calvin noted how the divisions are due to us being pulled down in the
way of the world:
The world is too replete with divine glory, and the church too replete with
earthly patterns, protocols and people, for that kind of contrast to be
theologically tenable…No, this side of the eschaton, even as the church’s
sanctification takes place, it remains, like the wider world, besieged and
entangled by vices and weakness.455
The practice in the Dutch Reformed churches since the two major schisms in the 1800’s
has been to divide over principle. I do not mean to minimize these issues, but what has been so
damaging was the nature of the fights, which depersonalized other members of the body of
Christ. This practice of division over difference has resulted in an alarmingly high number of
Dutch Reformed denominations existing side by side with very little interaction.456
Being a confessional church has not helped us in this regard. Reading Calvin’s sharp
retorts to his opponents and the vitriol that worked itself out into the Canons of Dort, continue to
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shape not only how we frame our beliefs, but also how we talk—and attempt to protect—our
beliefs. Furthermore, many of the schisms listed in the paragraph above primarily come down to
an issue of interpreting the Confessions in light of new cultural contexts. Some have been
motivated to protect as much of the 16th and 17th-century rhythms as possible, and when
threatened, fear often becomes the presenting emotion and separation becomes the go-to
behaviour. Others have wanted the confessions to continue to inform—but not dictate—how they
live, and so there is a greater openness to change as faith continues to adapt to new contexts, and
when they meet resistance, the default emotion is impatience as they dismiss those who “are
stuck in their ways.” The splits that have resulted did not only divide the factions in half. Others,
so fatigued with the fighting, left both sides of the fights and either went to a new church, or
gave up on church altogether. The CRC in the 90’s lost 1/3 of its membership when they allowed
individual congregations and classes to read Scripture and allowed for the ordination of women.
Recently, at our annual Synod meetings, the same pattern emerged, with growing angst around
how to care for LGBTQ+ members. This issue has the potential to divide the CRC once again,
and will, unfortunately, do so if the same pattern plays out. If that occurs, some leaders fear the
denomination could withstand yet another schism.
The tendency to slip into a depersonalized intellectual approach to challenges also
manifests in how Transformationalists relate to those outside of the CRC tradition. At times,
there is an eagerness to debate with other faith traditions in an academic manner. Other times,
those in our tradition have been so thoroughly self-convinced that any other viewpoint has been
quickly discounted. We have forgotten that Calvin, though he had harsh words in debate, still
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longed for unity. In a letter he wrote to Cranmer, Calvin wrote that he would “cross ten seas” to
promote greater agreement in the central doctrines of the faith with other believers.457
Richard Mouw has led the way in presenting a framework in a generous and winsome
manner. He writes:
We need to be clear about how much of our arguing with other Christian traditions…
has been motivated by a polemical spirit. Calvinist theologians have
been a rather testy lot. We have wanted to keep the boundaries clear between
our own perspectives and those of Anabaptists, Catholics, Lutherans, and others.
Much of this keeping of boundaries makes sense in the light of a variety of
historical factors. But we now live in a different age, one often enamored with
nihilism and relativism, such that it should be very clear to all of us in the
Christian community that we need to explore the rich dimensions of the gospel
together. In this context, we need to search collectively through a variety of
traditional theological resources for addressing contemporary ills.458
As we explore the rich dimensions of the gospel together, we recognize how we need a
new posture where we put the same (or higher) amount of energy into working towards the
church universal, where we learn from Roman Catholic, Orthodox, and other Protestant
traditions. As I stated earlier, I do not mean this ought to lead to bland uniformity between the
worldwide church. Instead, I believe, we ought to allow the strengths and insights of our sisters
and brothers from the wider circles of the Church to teach us, challenge us and encourage us.
At times, appreciative inquiry can help us notice places of synergy and agreement. John
Milbank’s call to be involved in every aspect of life is such an example:
We need a shift instead to a more authentic radicalism in which the Church gets
involved in all kinds of processes of welfare, medicine, banking, education, the
arts, business, technology, ecology, and more, and seeks to transform them in the
joint name of reciprocity and virtue.459
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Along with finding places of synergy, opening ourselves up to the wider conversation
means that the Holy Spirit will continue refining us. Our tradition has long affirmed that we seek
to be reformed and always reforming and this also means we are continually sanctified, not just
personally, but corporately as well. An interesting book, Five Views on the Church and Politics,
illustrates this well, where one representative from Transformational, Lutheran, Roman Catholic,
Anabaptist and also the Black church streams in the United States came together to share their
approaches to the public sphere shine the light of their understanding of the gospel on other
traditions. James K.A. Smith wrote these words in his presentation:
In an increasingly secularized, post-Christian culture, it is crucial that the
‘church’ be understood ‘catholically’-as a transnational body that finds its
commonness in the Scriptures, the sacraments, and the Nicene tradition…
Christians should be looking for allies in the public square, and our shared
catholic faith should unite us in our public witness.460
As Transformationalists will more readily find an aspect of culture to enter into, wanting
to witness to how Christ’s redemption redirects it back to his purposes, Anabaptist Thomas
Heilke offers an insightful critique:
Do neo-Calvinists choose between God and Mammon? If so, how? If working in
the world with the view of transformation, what does it look like when the claim,
‘Jesus is Lord’ is in conflict with the institution of which you are a part?461
Lutheran Robert Benne offers a similar response, with a more nuanced perspective:
Its overconfidence in its knowledge of God's will in education and politics,
paradoxically leading it to integrate too readily with the reigning secular claims
and ideologies of the day…it is tempted to smuggle (‘progressive’, even
revolutionary ideologies) into its vision less critically than it should.462
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Together, these voices point to the temptation of premature cultural integration unique to
the Reformed tradition. There are, indeed, too frequent examples where for the sake of cultural
engagement, God’s people have compromised their own character call to be formed in Christ,
and directly or indirectly endorsed behaviour contrary to the Gospel. James Bratt, interestingly,
notes how in Kuyper’s earlier years, he emphasized the Antithesis when it proved more strategic,
and spoke of it less once there were many cultural institutions to tend to:
Significantly, Kuyper’s appeal to the antithesis peaked in the first half of his
career, the period of institutional formation, and declined in his later years, when
Calvinists had to take their share of managing public life. The concept served a
crucial strategic purpose: besides showing Reformed skeptics that cultural activity
did not endanger purity of faith, it fortified group identity during a potentially
threatening transition.463
With a decrease of emphasis on the antithesis when there was well-established cultural
cooperation hints at the risk that comes with the working in step with the more extensive cultural
entities. Bratt notes that where Kuyper’s legacy is tainted, it most significantly lies in the way
antithesis is misapplied: “few doctrines could match the antithesis at fostering spiritual arrogance
or abusing principal analysis.”464
Though this potential for accommodation, even hypocrisy, occurs in many places, an
egregious expression of this occurred when Dutch Reformed believers carried this aim alongside
a blind spot to blatant racism and were complicit in establishing the structural sin embedded in
the system of Apartheid in South Africa. Conradie notes that:
Although Kuyper did not include ethnicity as one of the orders embedded in
creation…[the] notion of ‘separateness’ and ‘overagainstness’ is not merely
marginal but indeed at the core of Kuyper’s politics.”465
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He points out that Dutch immigrants in South Africa regrettably applied Kuyperian
theology and also his racism to South Africa, but shifted his “in isolation is our strength”
emphasis from one of survival for a vulnerable network of kingdom participants, to structuring
isolationism into a separatist system of Apartheid.466 Bosch is more direct in his assessment in
noting the shift from social isolation of a splinter church in the Netherlands to the racial isolation
in South Africa:
For the first time in South African history, one now encountered sustained
theological (or ideological) arguments according to which Africaaners should
neither fraternize with foreigners nor break down the walls of racial separation
instituted by God. Like Israel, Africaaner’s salvation lay in racial purity and
separate schools and churches.467
In the racially charged time of 1960, Harry Boer wrote to a North American CRC
audience, noting the shame of being so closely connected to the architects of Apartheid, and also
the shame much closer to home, of black segregation:
As it is the universal embarrassment of whites to be of the same skin color as the
proponents of Apartheid, so it is the universal embarrassment of Reformed people
and churches to be of the same ecclesiastical and religious family as the South
African Dutch. …Are we not in particular charged with laying upon the Reformed
churches in South Africa the prior claims of God’s love and justice? Can we not do
so in the realization that we ourselves are not without guilt in the scandal of
American segregational practices?468
Following the story further, we see Kuyper’s framework was both distorted as a
justification for Apartheid and was used as a liberating force which called the church to
acknowledge their racism, worked to undo the structural sin, and modeled a new way of gospelinformed living.469 As Russel Botman points out, “Kuyper has had an oppressive influence and
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also a liberative influence on South Africa…It was the task of Black Kuyperianism to select the
positive aspects and present their theological relevance to South Africa.”470
For the South African Reformed Churches, it took a minister raised in the segregated nonwhite denomination to apply the same Scriptural principles to the Apartheid situation and work
for the gospel to transform a distorted structure. In the days when Apartheid was still deeply
entrenched, Allan Boesak wrote:
Apartheid is the grave of the dignity and credibility of the Reformed tradition.
Many people today, especially black people, believe that racism is an inevitable
fruit of the Reformed tradition. In the experience of millions of black people, this
tradition is responsible for political oppression, economic exploitation, unbridled
capitalism, social discrimination, and a total disregard for human dignity. At the
same time, being Reformed is equated with uncritical acceptance of the status quo,
silence in the face of human suffering, and manipulation of the Word of God in
order to justify oppression…For black Reformed people who suffer so much under
the totalitarian rule of while Reformed people, the question is fundamental, decisive,
and inevitable. Black and Reformed: is it a burden that has to be cast off as soon
as possible, or is it a challenge toward renewal of the church and our society? 471
Boesak chose the latter, and he sought to re-imagine the Reformed tradition in his
context:
The Word that gives life cannot at the same time be the justification of that
death which comes through oppression and inhumanity…For us as black
Reformed Christians [reforming our social world] means that, in following Jesus
Christ, the spiritual experience is never separated from the liberation struggle. In
the heart of this process God is experienced as a Father to whom every effort and
every struggle is offered.
It is my conviction that the Reformed tradition has a future in South Africa only
if black Reformed Christians are willing to take it up, make it truly their own, and
let this tradition once again become what it once was: a champion of the cause of
the poor and the oppressed, clinging to the confession of the lordship of Jesus Christ
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and to the supremacy of the Word of God.…I believe that black Christians should
formulate a Reformed confession for our time and our situation in our own words.472
The Reformed faith which was a significant force in establishing Apartheid, once
reimagined, was also a source in naming that distortion and helped share a reimagined kingdom
ethic in the Reformed churches of South Africa.
The second area of critique takes this one step further: along with the premature
acceptance of cultural norms, matters can be too “cut and dry” as Transformationalists push for
an over-realized eschatology. Our tradition, says Benne, can be:
A bit too confident, either in claiming there is such a thing as ‘Christian economics,’
on the one hand or too uncritical in its absorption of secular norms and adoption of
them as Christian, on the other….I prefer a more dialectical approach that assumes
there will be lots of loose ends, convergences, and divergences in such a dialogue.
Integration is the hope for the eschaton.473
A third critique was given, regarding the matter of holy living, inquiring if
Transformationalists avoid the life of holiness for the sake of kingdom participation. Heilke cites
Walter Kaufman and applies it to our stream: "organized Christianity could be defined as the
ever-renewed effort to get around [the Sermon on the Mount] without repudiating Jesus."474
Though I did address the temptation to minimize one’s personal faith to the detriment of
kingdom participation in the second shift, it is interesting to note how other traditions view our
tradition’s approach.
One final aspect I will address pertains to which aspect of Christ’s person we emphasize. It
is common to speak of Christ as King, but we do not often talk about Christ as the Suffering
Servant. In Adding Cross to Crown,475 Mark Noll, James Bratt, and others explore what it would

472

Boesak, Black and Reformed: Burden or Challenge?, 263-4.
Benne, A Lutheran (Paradoxical) Response, 168.
474
Heilke, An Anabaptist (Separationist) Response, 166.
475
Mark A. Noll, et al. Adding Cross to Crown: The Political Significance of Christ’s Passion (Grand Rapids:
Baker Publishing, 1996).
473

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 194

look like for our tradition to focus our gaze more on the one who was pierced for our
transgressions rather than the one who is bringing about his kingdom. Of course, we affirm both
aspects of Christ’s character, but we tend to live under the Christ as King rubric. However,
particularly as matters of inequality and injustice become more pronounced in the city, across
Canada, and around the world, embracing Christ who weeps with those who suffer will soften
our hearts towards the suffering and harden our determination to pursue justice. Following Jesus
in the way of suffering will be an increasingly vital aspect of our kingdom witness:
If it is the nature of God’s life to undertake such sacrifice, it must also be the nature
of his Church. The Church is most true to itself when it gives itself up, in current
cultural form, to be re-formed among those who do not know God's Son. In each
new context the church must die to live.”476
Shift 3: Adopting New Postures for a new form of practice
In a conversation with Indigenous Christian leader Terry LeBlanc, he described for me a
previous interaction he had with CRC leaders who asked him how they can move towards
reconciled relationships with First Nations peoples.
“You need to start with a good doctrine of creation.” He answered.
One of them replied, “That’s great! That IS our starting point.”
“I’m not talking about your articulated theology…I’m talking about your embodied theology.”477
Terry LeBlanc’s words not only outline the long path we need to take as a church towards
reconciliation with the indigenous people of this land, but they also illustrate a profound
vulnerability within our tradition to prefer to be more intellectual than pietistic, and to be more
institutional than personal. The third shift I am calling for within the Transformational tradition
is towards a more fruitful expression of the church today, addressing these vulnerabilities by
carrying a different posture of faith.
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In his October 2017 editorial, of the denominational monthly The Banner, Shaio Chong
called for a new Reformation in the CRC—not a theological reformation, but a reformation in
spiritual posture. In the article, Chong cites William Bouwsma whose biography acknowledges
“two Calvins at odds within the same person. One…rationalist philosopher who craved
intelligibility, order, and certainty…[and the other] a 16th-century humanist, flexible and
revolutionary.”478 Our CRC tradition has often defaulted to the emphasis on intelligibility, order,
and certainty while being wary of uncertainty, paradox, and mystery. 479
The new spiritual posture I propose impacts us in two significant ways: First, towards
having a greater openness in our faith, marked with verbalized witness and emphasis on faithful
practices, moving from the pursuit of information and to formation. Second, a movement
towards an embodied theology that challenges us to step away from the comforts of working in
institutions and integrating the kingdom witness convictions personally.

A. Adopting a Posture for Formation, Rather than the Pursuit of Information
Where there are two persons, one of whom is strictly ‘orthodox’ in his faith but indifferent as to
his manner of life, and the other strict as to ‘his manner of life,’ but careless as to the faith, then
he who doeth the will of God, has a better chance of knowing God, than the confessor who
surprises you by his accuracy of detail in doctrinal knowledge.480
In Desiring the Kingdom, James K.A. Smith describes the vulnerability of another
tradition or community who give more significant attention to intellectualism. He states that it is
problematic when a community has
thought it sufficient to provide a Christian perspective, an intellectual framework
…[it] reduces Christianity to a denuded intellectual framework that has
diminished it because such an intellectualized rendition of the faith doesn’t touch
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our core passions. This is because such an intellectualization of Christianity allows
it to be unhooked from the thick practices of the church…[It] is reduced to the
intellectual elements of a Christian worldview or a Christian perspective…
[and] Christianity is turned ‘into a belief system available to the individual
without mediation by the church.’481
In our tradition, we are guilty of defaulting to this error, particularly when our emphasis
on memorizing correct catechetical information is the primary measure of faith before public
profession of faith. Transformationalists are particularly vulnerable here—although this living
tradition’s intent is to ensure that faith engages in every aspect of life, its most consistent
support, particularly in the United States, has remained among intellectuals. Former Missionary
to Nigeria Jan Boer writes, “In North America most adherents of Kuyperianism are found in
academic and ecclesiastical institutions, where the philosophical and theological aspects claim
the major attention.”482 What results in this emphasis, ironically, is a tradition that talks about
faith that applies all of life but proves a challenge to live it out in all of life.
To correct this imbalance present in many churches, followers of Jesus need to take on
the posture of apprentice, where the learning and doing are seamlessly integrated. Richard
Mouw and James K.A. Smith have both been significant forces in seeking to do this work of
integration.
Smith affirms the need for integrating both learning and doing into practices because we
are otherwise not engaging our core passions. When that happens, our embodied worship will be
formed by the “liturgies of the mall and the military/entertainment complex [which] are making
us the kind of people who desire their kingdoms, even though we might be thinking ‘from a
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Christian perspective.’”483 We will engage with practices in greater depth in the concluding
chapter of this project.
Currently, leaders in the tradition today have explicitly identified this shortcoming, and
both of them call those aligned with Kuyper’s theology to recover vital spiritual practices.
Richard Mouw states, “Kuyperians too need to be praying for a renewal of the classical spiritual
disciplines, [and] for a more vital experience of the power of the Holy Spirit…”484 Al Wolters
states it this way:
Generally speaking, neo-Calvinists are more noted for their intellectual ability
and culture-transforming zeal than for their personal godliness or their living
relationship with Jesus Christ…I believe that neo-Calvinism has neglected to its
detriment the whole range of traditional spiritual disciplines, as cultivated in
Protestant, Catholic and Eastern Orthodox circles… Speaking for myself, I have
found that exploring the tradition of Ignatian spirituality has been stimulating and
enriching, but has also left me with many unanswered questions.485
This approach opens us up to a more vibrant life of faith, which is not merely marked out
with answers, but where worshippers of the Risen Christ also encounter mystery and questions.
This posture of a greater openness to not having all the right answers is, ironically, going to be a
better-received expression of truth in our postmodern culture than the proofs previous
generations have worked so hard at establishing. What this looks like in a particular worshipping
community is something I will explore more fully in Chapter 5.

B. Integrating Kingdom Witness Convictions Throughout Our Whole Lives
Following WWII immigration to Canada, Transformationalists were greatly mobilized to
establish institutions which mirrored what Kuyper had called for in The Netherlands including
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the nurture of their children Christian Schools, which closely followed the start of congregations
in nearly every community, as well as establishing Christian colleges Redeemer University
College, The King’s University and The Institute for Christian Studies. Alongside the
engagement in education, Christian Labour Association of Canada was established as an
alternative to labour unions. Periodicals such as The Calvinist Contact and The Christian Courier
were distributed from coast to coast to continue championing this vision. Additionally, Citizens
for Public Justice was started in order to engage in the broad-reaching justice matters impacting
life in Canada and to help guide voters to go into elections with a kingdom vision. Along the
way, various political parties were organized.
The fervour to witness to the Lord’s kingdom in every aspect of life was exciting and
incredibly demanding, particularly for those individuals who could already speak English. For
many, these institutions were close to their hearts, which was often demonstrated in their time
commitment spent in evening meetings, as well as financial contributions. To be a fully engaged
citizen of the kingdom was to be a card-carrying member of each of these institutions.
Now over seventy years later, some of these organizations have disappeared or are
struggling, while those still thriving today have done so because they have each re-appropriated
their initial mandate. Closer to home, Vancouver Christian School was, for many years, an
exclusively a Christian Reformed School. Today only a small percentage of the 600 students and
90 staff identify themselves as Christian Reformed. Some organizations have drawn leadership
from other Christian traditions, including The Kings University and Citizens for Public Justice.
Finally, to reach beyond specifically Christian circles, Christian Labour Association of Canada
has rebranded themselves as CLAC—where decisions aligned with their original purposes, but
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many thousands of their mainstream workers are likely unaware that the “C” in the acronym
stands for ‘Christian.’
Some of these organizations carry on, but as the leadership is now a generation or two
removed from the founders the connection to the grassroots, card-carrying members has waned,
if not disappeared. We can give thanks for the organizations who can carry on, but now many
CRC congregations are ecclesiological ‘empty-nesters,’ as these organizations are much more
self-sufficient. Moreover, just as parents of adult children need to make necessary adjustments,
so do our congregations. These organizations as a composite no longer capture the imagination
of all our congregants, but the reality of the Kingdom call ought to continue.
I have acknowledged throughout this project that postmodernity has changed the church
internally as well as externally. One of the ways this is manifested is through a “deep suspicion
of institutions, institutional power, and the control they exert over us,”486 stemming from what
Foucault describes as power exerting itself over the individual.487 Smith describes this further:
Any institution that tries to exert its power over beliefs or behaviour is
inherently dominating and repressive. Moreover, because institutions tend to be
erected for just these reasons, there is a deep sense that institutions per se are
structures of domination.488
With the double effect of weakening connection the vitality that established these
organizations, as well as the hermeneutic of mistrust directed to institutions, we must find a new
way to embody our kingdom witness. Our primary focus ought to be on making our personal and
communal kingdom witness more visible. Some of this might be tempered by verbalizing our
deeply held faith, but even that will not be sufficient.
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In shifting our attention from an institutional approach to a more personal embodiment
means the whole of our lives must give witness to the Lordship of Christ. This is not a new idea.
However, I am arguing that for the integrity of our witness, we need to recover the importance
how each of us is pointing to Christ’s reign in our work and our way of life as well as our shared
witness through the support of community. Institutions might be suspect, but the gift of
postmodernity is the opportunity to offer to our co-workers and neighbours our own stories of
what Christ means to us and how he is drawing us into his grand purposes even through the
ordinary rhythms of our day, including our questions and struggles.

Shift 4: Moving Towards a Shalom-Order Eschatology
In this final section of ReTelling the Story, I will pick up the eschatological discussion
started in Act 6. I have already described the Transformational framework that all things in
creation will be renewed, but in question is both the continuity and discontinuity of God’s inbreaking kingdom and completed kingdom, as well as how we understand our present
participation in Christ’s activities. As noted, there has been a tendency within the
Transformational approach to develop an over-realized eschatology rooted in the earthy call to
tend and to keep. Although Transformational Neo-Calvinists are rarely at a loss for words, there
has been minimal direct engagement on the concept of a shalom-order eschatology but in which
follows, I will outline where there is not uniform agreement and offer a way forward.
Bavinck describes our hope for the day when Christ will return:
It is true that the present heaven and earth will in their form pass away
(1 Cor 7:31) and that these, like the ancient earth which was destroyed by the
flood, will be burned and purged by fire (2 Peter 3:6,7 and 10). But just as man
himself is recreated by Christ indeed, but is not annihilated and thereupon
created again (2 Cor 5:17), so too the world in its essence will be preserved,
even though in its form it undergoes so great a change that it can be called a
new heaven and earth. The world in its entirety, too, moves on to the day of
Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 201

its great regeneration (Matt 19:28).489
According to Bavinck, “grace restores nature”490 where Christ’s salvation is extended to
the whole creation, which is restored perfectly. The essence of God’s present creation will be
preserved, but there will be a great change in the last day. The emphasis here is on the continuity
between what is present now and what will be. As Bavinck also says, “Re-creation is not a
second, new creation. It does not add any new creatures to the existing order or introduce a new
substance, but it is essentially reformation.”491
This message that the world will not be annihilated is a message that would have a
significant impact on the physical earth if all Christians believed it and lived accordingly.
Interestingly, VanDrunnen observes that for most of the voices within this stream, the emphasis
is on the present continuity:
Although they clearly acknowledge that Christ is coming again and that only
then will all things be perfectly restored, it is curious that their common
threefold division of history into creation, fall, and redemption does not include
the fourth category of consummation. Reading between the lines, I suggest that
the rather fluid relationship between transformation of culture now and the final
transformation to be accomplished at Christ’s return contributes substantially to
the absence of this fourth category.”492
Mouw confirms this emphasis on continuity, but points to an area necessitating growth
and greater articulation. He roots this shift on the substantive change brought about in Jesus’
Incarnation:
We Reformed Christians are much fonder of continuities and fulfillments than
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we are of disruptions and novelties. But for all that, I am also convinced that the
newness of Jesus’ witness needs to be stressed more energetically in Calvinist
ethics…Given the arrival of Jesus in our midst, we can never again be content
simply to guide our lives with reference to creational ordinances or revealed
laws.”493
As mentioned previously, an alternative to the creation order Transformationalist
framework is Wolterstorff’s shalom order approach which shifts the attention off of creation
norms and instead focuses on pursuing the New Creation’s template of shalom in the present:
Shalom neo-Calvinists have held that history and nature are moving
horizontally towards restoration. There is, however, a notable difference.
Shalom neo-Calvinists do not stress a person’s responsibility to act in union
with the creation norms; rather they stress humans acting for shalom and
justice in the present social order.494
In his article Points of Unease, Wolterstorff justifies his divergence from other
Transformationalists on this point. To begin, he recognizes that the creation order approach
draws on a Kantian framework rather than, in his mind, a more biblical one which emphasizes
shalom.495 Second, Wolterstorff astutely observes how the focus on creation order carries a more
legalistic tone, emphasizing moral obligations resulting in a mindset tantamount in which “God
the Lawgiver nearly completely occupies the space of God the Creator.”496 Third, the creation
order approach focuses attention of the Fall on simply the failures and disobedience of humanity,
but neglects the systemic and pervasive sin which ought also include the “should-not-bes” of a
broken creation.497 Fourth, says Wolterstorff, Christ is not adequately acknowledged in the order
of creation.498 Finally, the creation order approach has a problem in referencing what they have
in mind because the focus is on the nature and the norms of the state which will change
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throughout time.499 Not only is this a modern self-referencing logical fallacy, more critical to our
discussion is that shalom becomes the constant measure to guide our witnessing towards
redemption, no matter the setting in which we find ourselves.
A shift to a shalom-order approach is preferable for a few reasons: first, because Christ’s
redemption is not merely a repristinization of the Pre-Fall Garden, shifting our attention onto a
clearer kingdom vision deepens the hope. Somehow, in the mystery of God’s grace, he will
transform what we do now and will bring under his rule every part of our world not originally
designed to give him glory.500
Secondly, a shift to shalom will also temper an overconfidence in our kingdom witness
activities. Smith cautions that the Transformational “impulse to reorder and reform could easily
give license to a draconian, almost fascist agenda: We are the reordered, regenerate elect; we
know what God wants for society; therefore, we impose it."501 Of course, no one from this
tradition would overly state this as their aim, but it is a risk when before us such a grand vision
of what we believe Christ is up to in his work of redemption.
At the same time, a proper eschatology offers a helpful corrective. The shalom-order
approach “tempers the optimism and therefore offers a ‘check-and-balance’ on any pretension
that this is going to institute ‘the kingdom.’”502

IV. The Story to Be Performed
We turn now to Section 3: The Story to be Performed. By performance here, I do not
mean only acted out as a character in a movie who then when the role is done we carry on
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whatever else we might have been doing. Rather, performance here places emphasis on
embodying the story. This section, therefore, begins to explore how First CRC is a type of
“laboratory” for exploring the visible expressions of kingdom witness.
As we continually live into the Story of God’s redemption of all things, we realize very
quickly that we cannot adequately accomplish this aim in our Sunday morning weekly
gatherings. Instead, we need to ensure that the whole people of God carry in this kingdom
witness vision into everything they do each day, week and year. Speaking of the missional
approach for the local congregation, Darrell Guder says the role for Sunday mornings is one
where congregants are equipped to live into this shared vocation that we are all missionaries
witnessing to Christ’s Kingdom present, and in-breaking, as well as not yet complete:503
The challenge of shifting our attention onto equipping the congregation is significant and
I would argue that Word and Sacrament remain central to this task, provided the emphasis on
kingdom witness permeates the message. In preaching, for instance, one can frame the focus of
the sermons on the big story of God and our place within it, as well as address the challenges it
takes to live into the call in our homes, neighbourhoods and workplaces. Indeed, that has been a
significant aim throughout my eleven years of preaching at First CRC. Likewise, with the Lord’s
Supper, we have this many-sided experience of grace where we are invited to the Table and are
invited to remember the past, to take and eat and drink. These embodied practices remind us of
Christ’s presence with us in the here and now, and believing all of this draws us into the future as
we anticipate the fullness of God’s kingdom. The rhythms of sermon and sacrament root us and
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remind us of who we are and whom we were created to be. James K.A. Smith would argue that
in fact, every aspect of the service carries this teleological weight when we are properly attentive
to it.504
This has implications for how we understand our identity. When I introduced the lens of
identity, I suggested that our doctrine of election needs to be taken off of the shelf and reappropriated by focusing on the purpose of election. I propose addressing this in the context of
preaching and also in the parting blessing where the congregation will be continually reminded
of this identity as God people who are called to be lights in their homes, neighbourhoods, places
of work and other areas where they have influence.
Addressing the movement towards a covenant community needs to begin with our church
council and staff who recognize our shared responsibility to care for our congregations. This
means more than being present with them in crisis. It also means that we recognize and lovingly
acknowledge times when parishioners’ attendance in our weekly gatherings is more infrequent. It
also means that in future baptisms, I will continue to emphasize the role the congregants have in
the on-going covenantal call to be part of this community. As I said in chapter 2, autonomy runs
rampant, and people will likely resist accountability, but Christ’s way of bringing each of us to
maturity is primarily accomplished in the context of community.
In the third shift, I am calling for more personal faith, finding some practical ways we can
move beyond ideation and into a more verbalized faith expression, moving from an institutional
approach to a more embodied expression, and from an isolated approach towards greater
openness and mutual participation with other Christian traditions. Regarding our work, Matthew
Kaemingk who established Christ and Cascadia has made the workplace one of his primary
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areas of attention. “To understand our work through the lens of God’s nature, desires, and
activity.”505 I find somewhat surprising the frequency of congregation members who are excited
about the ways our church is involved in various kingdom witness activities, who might be quick
to support broader CRC initiatives, but find a disconnect as they engage in their own places of
employment. It could be that there is growing sacred/secular split emerging in a place that
previously would not have existed for Transformationalists. If so, this would be one significant
discontinuity to which I alluded earlier. However, I suspect there is something more profound
going on. Our work, particularly the mundane and menial, can be a challenging environment to
imagine God’s nature, his desires, and activity. In my role as pastor, I have initiated visits with
members in their workplaces to explore the connections between their work and their kingdom
witness as I inquire about the ethical dilemmas they face, and how they see how their work
connects to the bigger picture. At times, they will resist the idea, but when the pastoral
conversation actually takes place, it is a gift to behold moments of clarity, purpose and on-going
hope.
Fourthly and finally, regarding our vision of the future and our role leading up to it,
a shift to a shalom-order will push us to emphasize the work of justice today, which relates to the
emphasis of justice present in our congregation and in our neighbourhood context which I
addressed in chapter 1. Although all Transformationalists will recognize the need to work for
justice today, an emphasis of shalom will, I suspect, nurture a different posture—from a
triumphalist focus on Christ’s redemption to the patient, weeping-with-one-another advocacy.
Moving towards advocacy will deepen our understanding of how the “no more tears” promise of
Revelation 21 will speak to those today in need of rescue. The scope of God’s in-breaking
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shalom goes much further than advocacy and work for justice, but it orients us and directs our
effort in this regard. Additionally, this vision of shalom is comprehensive enough to also
continually measure all of our relationships against the standard of Christ’s fully redeemed
shalom.
Exploring The Story to be Performed is not theoretical but is grounded in the experiences,
concerns, and questions of First CRC’s congregants. As we seek to make meaningful
connections between our social, cultural context and our tradition, we now need to draw in their
voices of the members of First CRC to put together a congregational hermeneutic. In the next
chapter, I will seek to determine the congregants’ understanding of the purpose of being a
church, how closely this aligns with our social, cultural context as well as our theological
heritage. Through this, we will determine areas of strength and places which will need continual
support in order for First CRC to be faithful in living out our call.
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CHAPTER 4:
Congregational Engagement with our Social, Cultural Context and Living Tradition
This project sought to answer the question: what does a congregational kingdom witness
hermeneutic look like if it is faithful both to its social and cultural context, as well as to its
theological heritage? I have sought to attend to our social and cultural context in Chapter 2 and
theological heritage in Chapter 3 through the lenses of our approach towards identity,
community, society and view of the future. We now begin to work out how these reflections get
particularly worked out in our specific context as we attend to the insights and questions of our
congregants. The goal in exploring these responses is first to ensure this project reflects a
congregational engagement with our social context and living tradition, and second, how the
concerns identified below point to the need for shared postures and practices which will be the
focus of Chapter 5.
Transformational
Approach

Postures

Identity

Fragmentation

Vocation-infused
Election

Humility

Community

Loneliness and
Alienation

Centred-Set Covenant
Community

Hospitality

Society

Outsourced moral
responsibility

Cross and Crown
Kingdom work

Generosity

Future

Nihilism & Despair

Living Shalom-order
eschatology

Imaginative Hope

Practices

Sustained in the rhythms of
the gathered church and
the sent church

Context

A key component in this research is to determine how well congregants understand and
articulate the ways in which First CRC’s current practices align with living as God’s witnesses in
his work of redeeming humanity and creation for his glory. With this in mind, I implemented a
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small group-based questionnaire. It was designed to solicit congregational appreciative inquiry to
evaluate how well our present congregational practices506 correspond with the articulated
Kingdom Witness hermeneutic. In this chapter, I will begin by describing the rationale for my
choice of this particular research approach and then proceed with an analysis of the data it
provided.

I. Rationale for Research Methodology:
Avenue of Inquiry
My primary approach in this study is by means of gathering information via a focused
group study. I prepared a nine-question Engagement Activity designed to be completed in the
context of a Small Group meeting.507 Depending on the level of engagement from each group,
the time commitment from each group ranged from 30-60 minutes. As stated in Chapter 1, I also
set up opt-in groups after our Sunday worship services to accommodate those, primarily seniors,
who are not currently in small groups. Additionally, I worked with our Children’s Ministries
Director to adapt the questions to solicit age-appropriate and age-specific responses regarding
reasons why we as a church do what we do. I left the participant group open to those who felt
they had a vested interest in First CRC, recognizing that leaving it open to interpretation meant
that we would have members and non-member regular attendees. Each form required the
recording of the number of respondents and the number of years each has been part of First CRC,
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which will aid me in determining who the primary carriers of this Kingdom Vision are and how
well we are collectively adapting to the challenges in our cultural context.
Various research approaches were considered in this study. I decided to not use a
quantitative evaluation because our leadership worked with me to conduct various surveys in the
past three years seeking to measure approaches of visioning, leadership, as well a congregational
ministry volunteer audit. Because qualitative research is interested in how people make sense of
their experiences, the reasons for their behaviour and how they order their lives, I determined
this was a preferable avenue, given the scope of my research.
The questionnaire also flows out of previously solicited congregational feedback from
key leaders in each of our ministry areas, which was informative for our church Council to
measure how well we are attending to our relationship with God, with each other, with our
neighbours and with our resources. The research in this project is an extension of those previous
modes of research. Because I was seeking qualitative input, I decided not to use closed scalable
Likert-style continuums, but opted for more open-ended format.
As I alluded to earlier, I chose not to use a personal survey as I did not desire another
tabulated summary of various people’s opinions and responses. Instead, I sought to discover just
how congregationally-based this vision of Kingdom Witness actually is. For this reason, I
decided not to conduct personal interviews of those whom I might consider to be the clearest
demonstrators of Kingdom Witness. I did not want to miss out on the shared responses which
measure the degree to which this Kingdom Witness permeates the broader congregation. The
purpose behind asking groups is twofold: not only are the answers each group provides helpful to
me in my research, but I also hope that the group process itself has been a way for the various
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groups to discern together God’s call for our congregation and each person’s place within that
Kingdom call.
A series of five sets of questions (see Appendix 1) were ordered to assist the flow of
information in a logical manner, grouped into four categories. The first question (1a & 1 b)
sought to determine the number of participants in each respondent group, as well as the range of
duration each respondent has been a part of First CRC. The second question (2a & 2b) was
designed to bring into focus the twin ecclesiological reality of being a gathered church and a sent
church, or to use the Reformed Transformational (Kuyperian) terms, an institutional church and
an organic church. Pairing the questions together was aimed at reminding participants of the
symbiosis which emerges out of this mutuality. Question three aimed at establishing the role of
the gathered church in equipping our congregants, giving specific attention to the role of
gathered weekly worship services, our congregation’s primary modes of communal faith
formation, and equipping our congregation for missional living, giving space for an open-ended
evaluative response of identifying the challenges and barriers which prevent us from doing this
well.
My research focus changed for the last questions, from the gathered church to the sent
church, which was broken into two parts: one’s personal understanding of being part of the sent
church (question 4) and our congregation’s understanding of our shared calling as being part of
the sent church (question 5). Regarding question four, the open-ended responses gave room for
each participant to name their own specific question, though most groups chose to focus on one
challenge shared by a majority of the participants. Question five was aimed at focussing on the
organic nature of the sent church with a recognition of how the institutional church can support
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this mission—most specifically in how First CRC as a sent church understands the practical and
missiological purposes of our church building and property.

Group Selection
I designed the research to have respondent groups engaging the questions rather than as
individuals, primarily because I wanted the research to reach as many congregants as possible,
and because I wanted the groups to use this as an opportunity to learn and imagine together what
a faithful, missionally-engaged congregation would look like. I had responses from eleven
participant groups, which included six small groups, two temporary research groups, our oldest
Sunday School class, and our Community Choir, who decided they functioned enough like a
small group that they too should participate. By primarily targeting small groups I anticipated an
adequate gender balance, and because of my familiarity with the various groups I did not ask
each participant to identify whether they were male or female. In the responses submitted by the
groups, four of the groups provided their names, which further confirmed my assumption that
there was strong gender balance, with women representing a slight majority.
I sought to find a range of respondents’ duration of being part of our congregation.
Because small groups are voluntary, as a general rule, the majority of small groups are formed
through affinity and familiarity, which means that one small group has been together for more
than thirty years, while other groups are formed by various people who joined the congregation
around the same time. Of the respondent groups, there were three groups of respondents of
whom a majority were present at First CRC prior to my pastoral tenure.
Generally speaking, the majority of respondent groups who joined First CRC after 2007
were younger people who were more transient due to education and employment opportunities.
These individuals have been quick to join small groups because of the potential for forming
Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 213

friendships and deepening their faith formation and therefore made up the base of my research
group. On the other hand, I anticipated that elderly members, who by and large have not
participated in small groups, would have limited engagement in this project which I sought to
mitigate by organizing a Sunday afternoon time when non-small group members could
participate. This produced a moderate response, with only five seniors participating alongside
others in temporary discussion groups. The make up of these three groups was more
intergenerational and diverse than the majority of our small groups, who more often than not,
tend to share similar life experience and age span.
Those who had been present on a long-term basis included some lifelong members,
others more than two decades and still others who were part of First CRC before 2007 when
Julia and I began serving here as pastors. I anticipated that the responses from these groupings
would vary, particularly due to the emphasises of former pastors, but that there would also be
common echoes from our broader living tradition, which might influence their answers,
particularly regarding references to kingdom participation. I anticipated that those who have
joined First CRC since 2007 would vary in their responses, due to influence from other
congregations or whether or not they had no previous church experience. The responses from the
newly churched group would be more likely to closely reflect the phrases and emphases which I
have been communicating over the last decade. This may become apparent in the analysis below.

Limitations of Research
My motivation in this research project is to understand subjective responses of our
congregants. I am not a neutral observer, therefore the ethnographic paradigm of describing the
behaviour of a group from a neutral vantage point is not possible. Rather, my approach in this
study is through a proactive research paradigm that not only describes what is happening in the
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congregation and identifies where they are being called to change, but I stand as one who is
directly involved in this experience.508 Regardless of approach, I recognize that because my
research focused on one primary set of questions and necessarily omits other potentially relevant
material, a significant temptation for me is to have a “singular use of reason”509 where I simply
apply a utilitarian approach to the congregational input provided. As a corrective to this
vulnerability, I also draw on my various experiences with these participants where I see it being
helpful to the aim of my research.
A second limitation for this work pertains to the consistency of responses. Because this
questionnaire was available to those who considered themselves part of First CRC, I did not
differentiate between a member and a regular attendee, but there were also some neighbours in
our Community Choir who identified themselves as those who “belong.” While this is a positive
in our overall goal of reaching out to neighbours and drawing them into how God’s Story is
unfolding in this particular place, their responses focused on their perceived telos that the church
is a place to belong, where worship is of secondary importance. Their responses proved
instructive for providing a baseline understanding of the purpose and goal for being a church.
A third limiting factor pertained to the time frame in which responses were required.
Although each participant had access to the questionnaire before needing to answer the
questions, it was clear that the feedback I was soliciting depended on their current understanding
rather than requiring each person to read, learn or research the concepts before answering. The
answers gave me a truer picture of the congregational self-understanding, but perhaps given
more time to prepare, participants might have offered more theologically nuanced answers.
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A final limitation to the project is embedded in the questionnaire itself where open-ended
questions allowed for a wide range of responses. I sought to structure the questions so as to guide
the participants toward imaginative responses and toward a solution to the challenges currently
facing our congregation. Still, the range of responses was instructive, as it helped me understand
the most significant challenges each group identified, as well as responses to these identified
challenges. The questions, with responses, are as follows.

II. Summary of Questions and Responses:
Question One: Number of Respondents and Duration at First CRC
Based on the number of respondents in each group, I had sixty participants which makes
up 50% of our congregational members. Of the sixty participants, the average duration for the
entire group was thirteen years, with 28% being present prior to 2007, and 72% joining First
CRC since we began as pastors. Though I did not ask additional demographic information for
participants in the questionnaire, the structure of drawing in our older Sunday School class and
setting up temporary respondent groups on a Sunday after the worship service, I was able to
ensure a hoped-for diversity of age, which included children as young as six and two seniors in
their late 70’s. Based on my familiarity with the respondent group and my oversight of the
temporary groups, as well as the Sunday School questionnaire, I was also able to identify the
gender blend of 25 males to 35 females, or 42% to 58%, and 10 (or 17%) of the participants were
visible minorities, which is consistent with the ethnic diversity present in our congregation.

Question 2a: Summarize the primary goal(s) for First CRC as a Gathered Church
The first part of question two sought to establish the participants’ understanding and
expectations for the role of the gathered church. Leaving the question open ended, and not
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providing prescribed answers, made it possible for me to determine where the purpose of the
church is clearest, and which areas need additional attention.
Ten of the eleven groups identified communal worship as the primary function of the
gathered church, the exception being members of our Community Choir who attend various
services but see the primary purpose of the church as meeting a social need, which is something
identified in Chapter Two. The leaders of the community choir are deeply committed to the
centrality of worship themselves but sought to draw out the answers of our unchurched
neighbours who are part of the choir.
Vital worship was identified differently between the various groups, but as I note in a
following section, the key component of vital worship was prayer, as experienced both within the
context of gathered worship and through prayerful listening. This was identified by five of the
eleven groups (45%), while the sacraments and preaching were mentioned by three of the eleven
groups (27%) as being vital to worship. One of the three groups who mentioned sacraments and
preaching also included the Reformed worship service structure as being an important part of the
formative rhythm of the worship service, which includes confession and assurance, thanksgiving
and lament, and praise. I expect that if my questions sought to solicit the ‘right answer,’ each of
the groups would have named prayer, sacraments, preaching, confession and thanksgiving as
vital aspects of the gathered worship. It is interesting to note only that a minority named these
elements specifically whereas most simply listed the word “worship.”
The second most important element identified for the gathered church is the category of
Fellowship and Community. Ten of the eleven groups, or 91% mentioned this as a vital aspect of
being the gathered church, and aside from the words “community” and “fellowship,” the third
most common description of this element was “encouraging each other.” The responses confirm
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general statistics, that even within the church the longing for community and connection are
central concerns for people. The responses are consistent with our congregation’s weekly
practice where there is nearly equal time spent in our worship services to our fellowship times
before and after the services. That said, the word “community” and the term “fellowship”—
more common in Christian parlance—are nebulous terms which point to the ambiguity we
encounter when we seek to identify how community and mutual encouragement are taking place.
Observing a recent hour-long Sunday coffee time, for example, proved instructive for me. I
noticed three clusters of conversations where visitors were being welcomed, a number of clusters
of people reconnecting after the holidays, three individuals celebrating birthdays who were
continually being congratulated, coffee servers interacting with those cleaning up from
Communion, a family returning home after an extended residence at Ronald McDonald House
sharing their farewells, and one woman currently overwhelmed by life circumstances sharing
tears in several conversations (including one with me). As nebulous as the concept of community
might be, there were numerous illustrations that many in our congregation long for, and
experience, this longed-for fellowship.
The ambiguity of the answers was notable in the fact that only two groups of the 11
groups identified the commitment required to make community like this happen. One group
specifically identified the word “accountability” alongside the word community. The other group
identified the commitment by a more teleological approach of being there to “remind each other
of the purpose” for us being the church, and a behavioural approach of “learning to Sabbath
together, and live differently as a church.” In my role as a researcher, I found it interesting that
while I have often heard our older members reflect on accountability and Sabbath-keeping, the
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groups who identified this were made up of people in their 20’s-30’s. It is encouraging to see
how this is also seen as important in the next generation.
The third central purpose for the gathered church identified was only slightly lower at
82% or nine of eleven groups who saw another central aspect for the gathered church was to
nurture faith formation. While the terms for this vary, the responses pointing to faith formation
came from our youngest participants to our oldest participants. A more traditional, didactic
outlook used the term “education,” and the majority of those younger than forty approached faith
formation with apprenticeship language of “equipping, strengthening, rooting faith” and two of
groups also identified how investing in “leadership” is an important aspect to faith formation.

Question 2b: Summarize the primary goal(s) for First CRC as a Sent Church
The second part of question two sought to identify what the purpose of the sent church
was, which is where as a researcher I anticipated the more distinct Reformed Transformational
impulses to emerge, determining the nature of our witness and—whether these responses would
emphasize a verbalized witness, a modelled witness, or a more indirect, structural witness.
The first notable aspect to the responses of eleven groups is that only two groups
emphasized God’s action as a precursor to our participation. One group identified the continual
role of worship as the sent church in the call to “live grateful lives.” A second group was the only
one to describe this worshipful response in specifically Kuyperian Transformational terms:
“Knowing that every square inch of the world belongs to God, we go into the world to bring
restoration and reconciliation with the world and those we come into contact with.”
A God-focused perspective, where the church is sent to participate in what God is already
doing, was evident in two other responses, one specifically naming working in “God’s
restoration of all things,” and another group used the familiar words, “bringing restoration and
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reconciliation” to where God is at work. One final group, the community choir, noted that there
was a “carry-over” from the church gathering times into everyday life which included “a better
attitude to engage in life,” “fill our minds and hearts that will filter into the week,” and “make a
positive difference whether we know it or not.”
The majority of group responses emphasized our activity. Two polarities were evident:
(1) the scope of working “in the world” in general to the more personal relational connections we
have, and (2) the verbalized witness and modelled witness. In regards to the first polarity, four of
the eleven groups described our calling as a sent church in general terms: “going into the world”
and participating in “the restoration of all things” being the clearest descriptors of this approach.
On the other side of the polarity, four groups were more specific about which relationships this
work included—specifically friends and family, those we come into contact with, our neighbours
at Community Night, and the seniors at a nearby retirement care centre. Once again, the
community choir noted, from their unique perspective, a call for the church to come out of being
insular by having a concern of “being connectors” with a focus that was “wider than just the
people in the church.”
The second polarity pertains to the posture of witness—does it require that we verbally
share God’s Good News or it is demonstrating God’s Good News of the kingdom through our
actions? While this is a false polarity as both are crucial for holistic mission, this has traditionally
been a point of significant contention within the Christian Reformed tradition between Resonate
Global Mission and World Renew. That is, as an amalgam of CRC Home and World Missions,
Resonate emphasizes verbalized witness while World Renew emphasizes demonstrative work
through its holistic developmental work and disaster response.
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Three groups specifically named the role and necessity of verbalized witness. One group
cited the call to “share Christ’s teaching,” while another acknowledged the role of witnessing to
the truth, and the final group assumed the role of verbalized witness where our task as a sent to
church was to “dispel falsehoods” in a non-judgmental way assuming that there would be
conversations between church members and those who are followers of Jesus. The other eight
groups emphasized an action-oriented type of witness, using familiar descriptors such as “living
as salt and light of Christ,” “living out the fruit of the Spirit,” reflecting God’s image,” being
“Christ-like” in our living, modelling our “faith in action,” and “offering life in the kingdom.”
Only two groups mentioned both Word and deed witness—one group called the church “into the
world to live in the way of Jesus,” and the other used the description of “Ambassadors who are
called to show the love of God through Word and deed.”
I find the responses emphasizing action quite instructive, as they provide an accurate
reflection of our living tradition’s reticence to verbally proclaim the Good News, particularly if it
has been a barrier historically to even verbalize one’s personal faith to one’s own children.
However, there is a comfort level with emphasizing Christian behaviour and the quiet witness of
being “salt and light” in the world around. Despite Christ’s emphasis on sharing the Good News
this was seen of lesser importance than demonstrating God’s love through action. So, it is
evident that giving verbalized witness is an area of our church life where the majority of our
members feel less confident. Our giving patterns also reflect a preference towards the practical
action-oriented kingdom witness where year-over-year, the ministry of World Renew
consistently receives an average of four times the offering amounts compared to our missionary
agency offerings.
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However, we can also recognize the way God is using our congregation’s preference for
a demonstrable witness. The responses of our Community Choir members prove helpful here
because they illustrate the challenge for God’s people to faithfully witness to God’s
transformative work in this secularized culture where there is a heightened sensitivity to
judgmental attitudes from church members. In our post-Christendom society, our neighbours
resist aggressive evangelism but affirm the practical ways the church is involved in attending to
the needs of our community, including helping refugees, the under-resourced, those impacted by
food insecurity, and those who experience loneliness. While this practical approach is subtle, it is
clear from our community respondents that the emphasis on action is valued and can also serve
as an avenue of trust-building, from which our members would have the cultural credibility to
verbally witness into people’s lives. Indeed, our Community Night meals and Refugee events
have been the primary ways our congregants have ‘found their voice’—that is, learning the
necessity of communicating convictions of faith in a compelling and culturally-appropriate
manner.

Question 3: When we are being well equipped to live as God’s witnesses, describe what
happens in our worship services, our small group meetings and/or other faith formation
activities, and our shared outreach activities. What are the barriers that might prevent this
from happening consistently?
This question is designed to identify what equipping looks likes in our worship services,
our small groups, and our shared outreach activities. Under each category of worship,
discipleship and outreach, respondents identified what they felt were barriers to this equipping. I
will explore the barriers within each section.
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Question 3a. Equipping in worship services with identified barriers to this equipping
This third question was designed to solicit the input of the respondents’ perspective on
how they are being formed and equipped. I anticipated that the responses would made evident
the priorities and might also help me identify the places where First CRC’s equipping ministry is
lacking. I separated the question into three parts for a few reasons. First, because worship
services can be viewed as consumeristic activities, I wanted the respondent groups to recognize a
deeper purpose than getting the teaching they enjoyed and singing songs worshippers would
enjoy.
In regards to Small Groups, because the congregational model of small groups is organic
and has little institutional oversight, there is little to prevent a specific group to inadvertently
pursue community and fellowship to the exclusion of Bible study, prayer, formation and
equipping as vital elements in these gatherings. Finally, I also wanted the respondent groups to
recognize how our shared outreach activities did not automatically happen, but also required
intentional equipping.
Regarding the role of the worship services in equipping God’s people, it was clarifying to
see how our gathered times of worship were seen as a primary way of building up through
deepened relationship with God and each other, gaining a clarified vision for living as God’s
people, and being the place where people learn about the opportunity for service and leadership.
The answers provided in this question are complementary to those of Question 2a, which means
that whether our relationship with God is specifically mentioned here or not, most respondents
have already identified that as the central goal of worship. The answers below, therefore, are
seen to be either descriptive or prescriptive outcomes which are the fruit of gathered worship
services.
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Two groups identified the central goal of worship to be deepening our relationship with
God. One group described worship as “communication with God in shared community” and the
other group identified how in worship there are “deepened connections with God, with Scripture
and with each other.” Although other groups did not specifically describe deepened relationships,
seven of the eleven groups described some sort of shift in perspective as God’s worshipping
people which happens when we engage God’s Word and sing together. The clearest response
described the worship service as a place where there is “teaching that brings together the text,
tradition, our current cultural moment, and our Christian hope.” In a delightful surprise, this
group described the broad categories of my project’s design—engaging with God’s call to be
faithful people by attending to our cultural context, our living tradition, in a way that deepens our
eschatological hope. Other groups described this shift in perspective where “God, Jesus and the
Holy Spirit are revealed,” where listeners are “receiving solid, applicable biblical teaching,”
where “we are spiritually nourished, educated, and uplifted,” and where there is also clarity of
call so that “we would know deeply who/what we are witnesses to.” This is what another group
called “convergence.”
The deepening of perspective for one group meant that the preaching and teaching would
“equip practically for the reality of the other 6 days of the week,” and another group described
the goal to “hear and learn from each other how people are experiencing God’s presence in their
lives.” While many of the answers above could be seen as descriptive of what currently happens
in our worship services, the last response is more prescriptive of a hoped-for outcome of the
group, which is not currently seen as being true for the majority of worship services.
The hoped-for empowerment taking place in our services also points to an engagement
that is not merely rational, but also draws in the emotional parts of our lives, both in vulnerability
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and in encouragement. As we open our lives up to each other to share how people are
experiencing God’s presence in their lives, another group hoped for more of a space where
people could be “open about the fact that they are broken.” Communion with God and with each
other was noted by two other groups: one group described the gift that already exists in our
services for people to give “intentional praise [that is] sincerely hopeful and joyful” and another
group, whose participants described experiencing “internal emotional connection and feeling the
emotions related to faith, particularly when space for lament is given while singing “By the River
of Babylon, we sat down and wept” and when space for joy is given as we sing “There is a
Redeemer.” This last response is revealing, as it demonstrates the transformative impact that
sung worship has for God’s people. The Sunday School children also identified the importance
of sung worship, particularly in the more repetitious songs which are also reinforced by singing
them in the Sunday School worship time.
Along with the rational and emotional ways people feel equipped, two groups noted how
important relational ways impact how we are equipped. One group cited their experience of
services that are “harmonious” while another group called for services that were more open to
being a space “where people of all walks of life feel welcome and accepted.” The range of
experiences here is telling, as it captures a range of experiences and expectations—while some
saw the services as structured ways to draw people into the life of the community, others
described a goal of having services that were more open to personalized participation “where
people can find their place,” which underscored the reality of the variety of perspectives and
expectations people bring with them as we gather together to worship.
Finally, the equipping nature of worship services were seen to draw people into deeper
commitment into the life of the community. Two groups specifically mentioned the services as
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being the place where people are encouraged to enter into deeper, more intentional ways of
leadership. Four groups identified that regular attendance and increased involvement were a
reflection of one’s commitment and willingness to be shaped through the life of the church. One
group named how the services ought to also be places where people are equipped to express their
gratitude to God through the giving of their tithes and offerings.
As a pastor, over the past two years specifically, I have also emphasized the importance
of the benediction. Of course, we have always practiced the benediction, but I have sought to
make this element more meaningful by making it a time of bridging the gathered and the sent
church. Here, I have invited the worshippers to imagine the places they will find themselves in
the following week, both life-giving and deeply challenging situations, and to remember that as
we go into those places, we remember that God goes ahead of us, and we go to those places with
the opportunity to express our gratitude and worship. I anticipated there would be at least one
group who would have identified this as formative in our weekly worship rhythm, and noting its
absence gives me pause to reflect on whether I am communicating this adequately, or whether
respondents do find this helpful but unintentionally left this element out of their responses.
Interestingly, I was recently a guest preacher at another CRC congregation and closed the service
with a similar benediction. After the service, one of the members asked me if this was a common
occurrence at First CRC because she said she had never felt so blessed by a pastoral benediction.
Perhaps our congregation is now used to it, perhaps they would benefit from new ways of
conveying this same message, or perhaps they do receive it as formative but decided not to
include it.
The barriers which prevent God’s people from being equipped to live out who we are as a
congregation, include internal, individual barriers which prevent our congregants from living
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more fully into their identities, external barriers which impact everyone who is part of our
society, as well as structural barriers in which First CRC’s culture.
Regarding internal or individual barriers, four groups identified their lack of time and
focus as well as a lack of confidence to speak the language of faith in their contexts which has
had a negative impact on how well we are being equipped in our faith. The lack of commitment
was seen as the highest internal barrier, which was most often identified by the older
respondents. One comment from this group included “lack of awareness of First CRC’s cultural
norms and expectations,” but two groups of those younger than forty also described the
discouraged feelings when there are more empty spaces in the pews around them. One group
identified the individualism at work, where “there is now more ‘I’ than ‘we,’” which prevents
people from demonstrating their commitment to each other. Our attendance records confirm this:
whereas two years ago, our average attendance was between 120-130, with the occasional spike
to 150 worshippers on a Sunday morning, 2017 attendance averaged between 90-110, with the
occasional spike of 140 worshippers.
The attendance ‘spikes’ are instructive here because the overall number of participants in
the First CRC community have not dropped as dramatically as the attendance has declined.
While we have had people move away from Vancouver in this time (particularly due to the
prohibitive housing market), and we have had some attrition to neighbouring congregations,
there have also been newcomers who have started attending First CRC. The greatest factor in the
drop of average attendance is the drop in the average frequency of each congregant’s attendance.
Twenty-five years ago, First CRC had two different worship services with declining attendance
of the evening service. However, it has become more common for worshippers who used to
come twice a Sunday now attend twice per month. The negative impact is not only having fewer
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people in the pews, but also means that there are fewer people to maintain the various functions
of the church, including Sunday School, worship leading, and Council.
While a majority of the groups identify lower attendance as an issue, more groups
suggest that the reason behind the decline is due to external factors, particularly increased
busyness. Whether worshippers are in fact busier than previous generations or it is rather a
matter of personal choice of allowing other commitments to become conflicting priorities to
gathered worship is a matter of debate, which often leads to awkward and defensive responses.
Regardless of the perspective, gathering for public worship is seen now as lower priority which
has had a direct impact on the ethos of our Sunday morning services. This leads me to wonder
whether our leadership will use this identified reality as a reason to capitulate to excuses for
infrequent attendance or to use this as a wake-up call for deepened commitment.
The groups also identified barriers which are due to First CRC’s culture and way the
services are led, including a lack of resources and “lack of time to coordinate a service,” “a lack
of flow and confidence in service progression,” “formal structures of the service outline are too
rigid,” “lack of structure.” Other factors include “logistical organizational church issues,” which
was somewhat ambiguous, as it is difficult to determine whether this is due to an interpersonal
conflict or a problem in the manner in which elements of the service are communicated.
A lack of invitation is perceived as one indirect barrier coming from the church, as well
as an uninviting building, which was most clearly identified by three groups with the front door
not being physically open before the service and locked just a few minutes into the service: “a
closed building doesn’t feel open.”
Along with the challenges to our services named above, two groups also identified “the
style of teaching” and “heady theology” being further barriers to the role of worship services
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equipping God’s people. A neighbour who is not yet a Christian, but part of our choir suggested
otherwise, as she expressed that the sermons invite thought and engagement. Neither she, along
with another unbelieving neighbour, feel “preached at” or “pounced on” (their words).
The range of this feedback gives me pause. As a researcher, I did solicit the feedback
because as a pastor, I wanted to ensure that we as a church we are remaining faithful and that we
are also effective in the way we go about planning and leading our services. Though not
surprising, this feedback confirmed the difficulty we experience in trying to achieve balance
between working within a structure, which many see as formative, while others find it stifling.
Alongside this, I recognize that some of the negative comments are descriptions of my
preaching and teaching style. Over the last eleven years, when I have encountered negative
feedback, I have sought to embrace this as an opportunity to discover ways of preaching more
compellingly and have also recognized that right alongside the negative feedback there are others
who have been encouraging about my teaching style. The range of opinion expressed here means
that there is still further growth to come to ensure that the sermons are transformative for more
people in our congregation.

3b. Equipping in small group meetings and/or other faith formation activities with
identified barriers to this equipping:
Small Groups at First CRC are not directly organized and managed, and membership for
most of them has occurred spontaneously with individuals forming groups themselves according
to their preferred frequency and emphasis. Most groups maintain the core functions of fellowship
and support, prayer, and Bible Study, with one group also seeking out service opportunities.
Some of the groups have very much become like family because of the duration they have been
together, or because of the crises which they have navigated together.
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Each of the groups shared the same goal of deepening their relationships with each other
more intimately. This was described in various ways including supporting and encouraging each
other (70%), being vulnerable with each other through “honesty,” “accountability,” and
“authenticity” (70%), and enjoying time together (40%). Sharing life together is the most
common goal for small groups, but within this emphasis of life together is the shared
commitment to deepen each person’s relationship with God by “deepening faith,” “clarifying
truth,” and “calling each other to maturity” (40%). Alongside deepening our relationship with
God is the shared commitment to prayer and Bible study (both of which were mentioned in 20%
of respondent groups). Three of the groups identified the commitment to meet regularly as core
to their functioning as a small group, with one group meeting weekly. Finally, one group
celebrated the gift of having a small group that is diverse and intergenerational.
Barriers to the gifts of small groups as contexts where God’s people are equipped at
Kingdom Witnesses are similar factors to the external and internal barriers in our public worship
services. The external barriers, which prevent small groups from being effective places of
transformation, were most frequently identified as busyness, and life circumstances, which kept
people from meeting together regularly. One group placed a value on flexibility, which had a
negative consequence of going for long stretches of not meeting together. Other external barriers
identified the challenges of physical distance, limitations due to age and health concerns,
generational gaps, societal changes and relocation.
Alongside the external barriers however the groups also identified internal barriers, which
again reflected the answers given to the barriers for the worship services—these include a lack of
commitment, failure to maintain personal faith formation practices, and being more
individualistic than community oriented. The preference of wanting to be comfortable, according
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to one group, keeps others from joining small groups, and other barriers identified were the
barriers of fear, pride, and misplaced priorities. One group shared the insightful observation that
the individualistic impulse in the CRC living tradition meant that the desire to be independent
and not wanting to be vulnerable and share with others was rooted in the “CRC norm of
expectations in wanting to be private.” This last barrier was one of the four challenges I
identified from within our living tradition, which works against being a covenantal community of
Christ’s followers.

3c: Equipping in outreach activities with identified barriers to this equipping:
When our Outreach Activities are equipping God’s people for Kingdom Witness, 60% of
the groups identified that hospitality would make our witness tangible so that people would feel
accepted and welcomed, and that those in the church would be accepting of all visitors by
consistently showing kindness and love. Moreover, outflow of this hospitality would be that
neighbours would feel open and trusting enough to have relationship with people in the church,
that they would feel connected to others in the neighbourhood and motivated to participate in the
community activities. Undergirding this was an identified goal from 40% of our groups that our
neighbours feel valued. Carrying the goal of having neighbours who feel connected and valued
was the broader vision that we as a church “would be actively seeking the prosperity of the
community” through connection, commonality and activities that are relevant to our community
and its needs as well as our strengths and opportunities.
Two of the groups described that if they were better equipped, they would feel more
confident to offer verbal witness in being “ready to share sincerely by having an answer for our
hope” in a way that is relevant to our neighbours. Feeling more confident in how we speak about
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our faith was matched by a desire for more prayer—that our members would feel more confident
to pray and that our neighbours would be trusting enough for us to pray with them.
One group observed a positive shift in our approach to outreach activities. They wrote:
Our shared outreach activities...don’t look like “outreach” anymore. They dissolve
the line between the church and others and make room for collaboration and mutual
transformation. Not doing activities to or for people, but serving with people.
This is an accurate description of the way we have tried to shift our posture in our
outreach activities where there have been a few areas for a variety of neighbours to feel
comfortable enough to participate in First CRC’s activities. Of the groups, 40% identified
Community Night as the primary avenue for this, and two groups noted how neighbours at
Community Night are active participants in Community Night with set-up, cooking and clean-up.
Others identified other outreach ministries, including The Garden of Eatin’ Community Garden,
our more recent work with Refugee Chaplaincy and Support, and the ongoing commitment of
our Community Choir at Chelsea Gardens Seniors Care Home. One group noted how positively
these activities help us “witness how broad God’s kingdom is in the diversity of people.”
Groups identified various barriers to seeing our outreach practices as places of equipping.
Two groups noted that the church can believe they are doing the right and helpful thing, but it
can result in irrelevant activities, which could end up hurting more than it helped. Neither group
provided an example of which activity they deemed was irrelevant and which group of people
they felt were not being helped properly. However, one other group also noted how conflicting
priorities within our congregation can be an additional barrier. Based on the same group’s
response to the barriers of worship, they seem to hint that our church might act one way in our
outreach, such as everyone feeling welcome at Community Night, but be less welcoming to
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visitors on Sunday mornings because of the highly structured and more reserved posture present
in our worship services.
Other barriers include busyness for those who feel overly committed, and emotional or
spiritual fatigue for those who have been too busy for too long. These responses point out how
important it is for our leadership to understand the capacity of our congregants and to help each
person honour the importance of their physical health, while seeking to find the balance between
maintaining their personal rhythms and shared life together.
Two other barriers noted had to do with a lack of trust of oneself and of our neighbours.
The lack of trusting oneself was identified through fear of not knowing what to say, feeling
awkward about how Christians are being perceived, and feeling marginalized in such a way that
sharing the gospel feels like an insurmountable barricade. One group identified that the lack of
confidence on the one hand, is matched with a mistrust of our neighbours when we fail to trust
the people who are being helped to share in the mission or activity. While this may continue to
be a challenge, the leadership for Community and the Community Garden have specifically
extended this trust as they sought out the energy and availability of neighbours to help run our
church’s outreach activities because of a common commitment to seek the health of the
neighbourhood that they live in.

Question 4: What is a challenge that gets in the way of your personal calling as part of
God’s mission? What do you want instead of the challenge, and what would it be like if the
problem were solved?
One of the nine groups who answered this question identified external life challenges
including health uncertainty and forced employment transitions, while the other eight groups
named the challenges of being a witness of Christ in public. One group shared how they do not
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feel equipped in their faith to be faithful witnesses. Four groups recognized the societal response
of hostility and resistance to overt expressions of faith, particularly for those who are trying to
model their faith in public. Finally, two groups mentioned the negative impact of other
Christians’ aggressive evangelistic activity and “damage done to vulnerable and gendered
people.”
The core of these eight answers identify the complexity and challenge we have in living
faithfully in a post-Christendom world. Respondents point to feeling disoriented in a broader
culture. Two groups citied our society’s general hostility and impatience toward followers of
Jesus who do not keep their faith private. One group wrote:
Vancouver is a pagan city. People are not interested in talking about God and
people can be angry when asked. We want to speak openly about God and faith
and overcome resistance to speaking about God. [We wish that] there would be
an expectation to talk openly about faith and that there would be an openness
has been gained so that we could enter into deeper conversations. This would
help address people’s loneliness and isolation.
This assessment suggests the heightened sensitivity to echoes of presumptuous and
assertive evangelistic strategies, which imposed the Christian narrative on those who were not
interested and even those who were resistant. Now that society in general has been freed from
the shackles of this manner of proselytization, there will be resistance towards any approach
asserting there is only one way of being human.
Two respondent groups’ sensitivity to the damage done by Christians points to the
overlapping reality of some Christians in our society who are still functioning as if Christendom
was still alive and well, and as a result, unbelievers have found this approach disrespectful as
best, and deeply hurtful, at worst. One group, who have former members who now attend
another congregation but still participate in their group, felt strongly that our own congregation
has a long way to go in faithful witness that does not offend:
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What is going to happen when strangers to church enter the church building or
attend a service? We have a fear of having to backpedal and say “Not all
Christians are like that!” We’re embarrassed by our faith community and its social
history. We hope for an environment that feels safe, the service is shorter, the
language is inclusive, the people are welcoming, and no one carries assumptions
about anyone’s common background.
The sensitivity from these two groups reveals a preference not to impose one’s
assumptions and convictions on someone else but rather embracing a posture of respectful
pluralism. Within the extremes of aggressive evangelistic techniques and a more passive posture
concerned with the unique personhood of individuals, the majority of respondents recognize
Jesus’ call to make disciples, despite the reality of living in a context that is overtly resistant. It is
fine, it would seem, to follow Jesus privately. However, most respondents identify a sense of
inadequacy in not feeling equipped in their faith and not having found a means of verbalizing
their witness in a manner that is both respectful to friends and neighbours in a pluralistic context,
while remaining faithful to the truth revealed in the gospel. One group described the internal
wrestling as follows:
Self identifying as a Christian in public, when many people can hold negative
connotations or preconceived notions of Christianity. Sometimes it seems easier
to build the relationship first, to prevent adversity to Christianity being a barrier to
build that relationship in the first place…Also, though prone to stumbling,
identifying as a Christian raises the expectation of how righteous we should be;
one might feign goodness in order to not seem hypocritical to someone who does
not know us.
The responses for some Christians in the wider church have varied significantly. Some
have sought to carry on with overt evangelism, frequently seen on the corner of East Broadway
and Commercial Drive, where they will cite Jesus’ words of warning “in this world you will
have trouble” and they anticipate the resistance as part of the cost of being a disciple of Jesus.
Others believe a more patient approach is needed, where the “trouble” people experience is due

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 235

to the message of the Gospel itself, and not because of the offensive techniques of God’s people.
In light of the responses to question four, as well as earlier questions, it is apparent that the
majority of respondents defer to being visible witnesses and seeking to build trust with
unbelievers through the patient work of trust-building. Still, there is a longing articulated in
answers to this question for congregants of First CRC to feel better equipped and to live out their
faith in a more confident manner, while maintaining a healthy suspicion of not doing damage to
others in the process. One group summarized: “We want to be more daring to pray, stay strong in
trouble, and feel Jesus’ encouragement. We wish that people would be more open to learning
about Christianity.” Another group described a hoped-for future where there is a “feeling like our
relationships have bridged that chasm, where there is sharing and expansion of God’s kingdom,
and where there is confidence and deepened faith.”
5. What is our congregation’s shared calling as part of God’s mission? Identify the places
of hurt, pain, disparity and injustice in our church neighbourhood. What difference do you
believe God is calling First CRC to within the next few years? Describe what you imagine
be it a change in attitude, a cultural or structural change.
In response to this final question, I had sought to have the small groups discern what our
congregation’s shared calling was to our neighbourhood. The question itself has taken quite
some time to establish because since 2007 our congregation has tried to figure out our culture:
are we a predominately a denominationally-affiliated congregation, whose members live across a
wide catchment or are we a parish church who has a significant number of members committed
to living near the intersection of East 11th and Victoria Drive? In the first half of our tenure in
particular, we make a concerted effort to focus our attention on the neighbourhood where our
church is located. Through this, our church has become integral to the well-being in the lives of
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some of our neighbours and some congregants moved nearby to reinforce this work. However,
those who did not live nearby felt alienated from this ministry work—some expressed a feeling
that they no longer belonged and others joined churches closer to their homes. Despite a
concerted effort to invite congregants to live in the neighbourhood where they worship, First
CRC better fits the description of a catchment approach where we have a majority of people who
cross multiple neighbourhood boundaries to worship together. Within this context, when we have
talked about our commitment to “the neighbourhood” and “our neighbours,” the majority of
members who live further away have felt inadequate and somewhat criticized. In response, we
have tried to nuance our language to encourage our members to imagine God’s mission “in your
own neighbourhoods and in our congregation’s neighbourhood.” This shift has allowed us to
unapologetically recognize the importance of our specific parish-oriented ministries such as
Community Night Dinners, the Garden of Eatin’ Community Garden, and the Refugee-related
ministries, while still encouraging our members to engage in their own neighbourhoods as well.
Therefore, our congregation’s shared calling does have a specific geographical location in mind.
Being attentive to the challenges visible in First CRC’s neighbourhood, various
vulnerabilities were identified: two groups mentioned the poverty and homelessness present
particularly near Commercial Drive, while three groups mentioned loneliness and social isolation
as being significant problems for our neighbours. Seven of the nine groups identified a lack of
affordable housing. These three problems are the greatest city-wide challenges continually
identified by the Vancouver Foundation each year.510 In response to these needs, there is a
longing for our church to be involved in making our neighbourhood a place of “dignity, security,
safety, community and stability.”

510

Vancouverfoundation.ca
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It is striking to see how, although various strategies were mentioned for the church to
improve community, including breaking out concrete in front of the church building and setting
up basketball hoops in the parking lot (which we did shortly after), each of the nine groups who
responded to the question suggested that the use of our church property was central to our shared
calling as part of God’s mission. This was most notable with the dominant theme of our
community needing affordable housing. Five of the seven groups, or 71% of respondents who
felt strongly about housing believed our church property ought to be used to address this issue.
The matter of redeveloping our church property has gone through cycles of attention and
inattention throughout the decades, which has made longer standing members cautious to begin
the discussions again. However, this result reveals that 2/3 of these respondents have joined First
CRC since 2007 and amongst them there is significant support for our congregation to begin
exploring redevelopment. Even more, as we explore redevelopment, most shared that affordable
housing ought to be considered. Two groups noted how the need for affordable housing is not
only for our neighbours, but also for our congregation, and suggested that future housing would
be for both congregants and neighbours. Here, Grandview Calvary Baptist’s Co:Here building
was suggested as a model of what this could look like. The desire to use our church’s land
effectively means we need to have conversations around what stewarding our resources can and
should look like. One group wrote:
We have property and resources in the middle of a city in an area that has so much
need – we have an incredible potential and we believe that we are called to research
and review our resources and the needs to see where we can help most. Starting a
conversation - what are we doing well and what can we do to help. From affordable
housing, social programs, the property development for social housing, addiction
assistance.... So, so, so many ways we could be there for our community but we
need to learn and decide how do we effectively use what we have on a consistent
long-term basis to do greatest good?…We would seek a visioning process for
especially with our property to discover our options, research, develop partnerships
(especially with our limited numbers) to see if options are viable.
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Alongside the significant attention given to long-range planning, it was also instructive to
read the respondents’ approach to shorter-term strategies. Five of the nine groups suggested that
First CRC’s response was to carry on in the direction that we have already been taking—though,
with increased urgency or effectiveness. This list includes supporting the AA group who meet in
our basement, perhaps by inviting them to meet in the Annex, as it’s a nicer space; open the
church doors on Sundays before the services (a suggestion by two groups); continue to address
loneliness through Community Night Dinners and visiting Chelsea Manor Care Centre; and
making the grounds of our church property more hospitable. One group, (those most concerned
that our Sunday services are restrictive and potentially hurtful for unbelievers in Question Four),
provided a long list of suggestions addressing how our church could respond to the needs of our
neighbourhood. These include that we begin using the church as a community centre during the
week, being creative about how we use our spaces to host events and ease the barriers and
process to renting. Other physical changes called for included building improvements, such as
full spectrum lighting in the basement, and even hosting a tent city in our parking lot.
Along with this, are changes the group called for to make our church a safer place by
having discussions about injustices in the world and in the neighbourhood and allowing inviting
outside voices to facilitate these discussions.

III. DATA REDUCTION AND CONTENT ANALYSIS:
In the section above, I have summarized the responses to my five questions. What
follows is an evaluation of the process as well as a summary of notable themes.
As I described in Chapter 1, my intended purpose in conducting the research was to
engage a large enough participant group that it would provide a dependable sample size from
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which to expound my conclusions. I had 60 participants, which makes up half of our
congregation’s membership, although two participants were non-member attendees and two
members had recently become inactive members when they stopped attending one year before
the research engagement. These participants formed eleven groups which included all of our
current small groups, our older Sunday School children, community choir, and three temporary
small groups formed for the purposes of my inquiry.
Although the responses are instructive in and of themselves, a closer analysis reveals
some additional insights, which correlate to the previously identified lenses of identity,
community, society and view of the future. Each of the four lenses below include at least one
aspect of evaluation from the participants’ responses.

Lens of Identity: Duration at First CRC and where the church gets its energy
In Question Two, I invited responses about the nature of the gathered church, and in
Question Five, two groups provided bookends of how the church’s culture was perceived. Group
one, with the longest standing members, noted the importance of attending to the health of the
ministry of the gathered church from which the congregation can take on the more peripheral
ministries of outreach. Group nine perceived the outreach activities were the source of energy
and the stabilizing force for the community from which the perceived thick culture and structures
of the gathered church should be challenged in order to make more room for the marginalized to
gain more acceptance and support from our congregation. There were a variety of answers
between these two outliers, but this comparison reveals which aspect of the church is most
important to various congregants—is outreach simply an activity that some people in our
congregation do, or is being with those outside the church walls core to who we are?
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In these responses, it became apparent that both nurturing the gathered community and
making more space for those who are not yet part of the community are crucial for a healthy
church, but we also see that there are different ways to evaluate who we are and how vital our
congregational health is. Here we see a connection to the previous chapter of attending to our
identities and the connection between the doctrine of election and our identity, as both groups
captured the tension and challenge around bridging from one to the other.

Lens of Community 1: The Intergenerational Nature of First CRC
As we consider the nature of being a covenant community, what is particularly notable is
our intergenerational make-up. The commitment to community, given our age diversity, is
particularly notable: being intergenerational is a distinctive feature of our 120-member
congregation. Positively, this is expressed in a commitment towards each other in a situation
where most everyone knows each other and cares for each other. Within the small group context,
this has meant small groups giving each other spiritual, relational and practical support through
life events, as small groups spearhead baby showers, organize moving days and meal support,
hospital visits in crisis, and have become the primary place for personal and supportive prayer.
Small groups, therefore, are the most significant faith formation supplement to our times for
common worship on Sunday mornings.
There is, however, a notable absence of seniors in our congregation’s small groups, in
part due to the previously identified hesitation to be open and vulnerable about one’s life and
faith. These individuals still see the most significant support to Sundays being the regular
pastoral care through the visits of pastor and elder. The results of this study suggest that our
leadership ought to be attentive to this shift, and perhaps being open to adjusting the daunting
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responsibility for elders to do personalized visits for all members, and toward elder care and
those in crisis.
Further, regarding our intergenerationality, although the respondent groups are comprised
of the adults, a growing edge of small groups at First CRC are beginning to explore how to better
integrate their children into their rhythms as a small group. Still, most small groups are organized
around age and affinity, which shape the topics and concerns identified in the responses and are
reflective in the range of opinions on our worship services, preaching, and culture of the
congregation.

Lens of Community II: Welcome and Hospitality at First CRC
The most notable range of opinions between the groups were reflected in how we
welcome and demonstrate hospitality towards our neighbours. One group, the longest established
small group, were more thorough on their responses to the questions and focused on the gathered
community’s concerns of worship and discipleship. Other groups put a greater amount of energy
on what First CRC needs to improve on as a gathered community in order to be better at
welcoming our neighbours. Some of the suggestions, such as the use of hymnals and the order of
service, focus on a called-for shift in culture from being highly structured to being more
accommodating to visitors. Some responses suggested there is a palpable culture of cautious, if
not reluctant, welcoming of neighbours, particularly seen in having closed and locked doors on
Sunday mornings. Others named a frustration and fear that some church members in
conversations and in the worship service would knowingly or unknowingly say hurtful, offensive
and ignorant words further perpetuating the irrelevance of the church in our social context.
The wider LGBT conversation in our cultural context is a significant example of this—
some believe that not having conversations and making congregational adjustments around this
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new reality will further perpetuate irrelevance and offense from the church, while others with a
longer memory of our denominational story, recall how divisive women’s ordination was across
the CRC in the 1990’s and are reluctant to engage in further controversy. How First CRC will
navigate the LGBT conversation, as part of a wider denomination doing the same, remains
unseen. Locally, we have navigated pastoral conversations with gay people who have grown up
in the congregation and who have attended, and we have also hosted some Generous Space
conversations. These have been meaningful beginning steps which demonstrate we have not
suppressed the conversation, but we do recognize that being part of a confessional denomination
also requires a discerning approach. This serves as an example of the expressed need for the
church to provide a foundation for, and integration of, our faith formation.

Lens of Society: Kingdom Participation in our Own Backyard (Commitment to Place)
In evaluating the response in Question Five, it was noted how each of the respondent
groups revealed an attentiveness and commitment to our shared context. Most notable were the
responses on our housing affordability and church property. When we arrived as pastors in 2007,
there were a handful of core members who expressed genuine interest in selling our church
property and relocating our congregation outside of Vancouver proper. However, eleven years
later, it is notable that while each group surveyed was aware of the housing increase due to
increased property values, not one group suggested selling our church property to developers and
relocating. Rather, the groups who imaged how our congregation might address the housing
crisis suggested that we leverage the asset of our property to provide housing to address the crisis
in a meaningful way.
This shift is notable, particularly in considering how affordable housing is seen as an
extension of our congregation’s ministry. If a project like this was undertaken, either by First
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CRC directly or by a partner agency, the legacy of our church on the corner of East 11th and
Victoria would be appreciably expanded. Secondly, it is significant because of the outwardoriented posture more evident now.
As we consider the concept of housing redevelopment, it is instructive to view it through
the lens of the cross and crown kingdom work identified in the previous chapter. As noted there,
the cross and crown refers to the manner in which we engage in kingdom service. It might be
easier to view Christ as King when working in places where we have influence. Likewise, where
we are called to come alongside those without influence, we hold before us the cross and Christ
as the Suffering Servant. A redevelopment project, reflecting both crown and cross, could lead us
to explore ways our Crucified and Risen King is calling us to work on earth as it is in heaven in
this specific geographical location.

Lens of the Future: What will sustain our journey of faith?
The final lens we have considered pertains to our view of the future, in the fully
redeemed and restored New Creation. In reviewing the responses, each of the groups focused on
the present challenges, but they did so with an awareness of how God is at work. Though not
overtly eschatological, there was a consistent thread in each of the respondent groups of
recognizing how we attend to what God is doing. As noted above, some recognized how this
takes place in worship, while others noted it in the neighbourhood and at work. In the next
chapter, I will introduce the necessity of practices to sustain us as a congregation. Most centrally
is nurturing an awareness of how God is present and active in the world, through sustaining
communal practices of the gathered and the sent church. This dynamic was identified in the
responses as they pertain to sharing faith together and bringing faith to work.
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The question of faith formation was not directly asked, but it was identified as one of the
foci within the gathered church. There was an expressed desire for adequate faith formation
throughout the respondent groups, which surfaced in various ways. Some groups focused their
attention on the importance of the rhythms of the worship service, others identified the
importance that faith formation would engage the various issues at work within our context, and
still others expressed the desire that faith formation would equip them to navigate the challenge
of faithful witness in their unique contexts. Undergirding each of these responses is the less overt
felt need that we are dependent on each other for our faith formation. That is, for us to live
faithfully, we need to have common commitment to God and to sharing community together
through the formative external rhythms of worship and sacraments which continually reshape our
imaginations, as well as the internal support and accountability which emerges in the context of
intentionally sharing life together. There was widespread recognition of how vital small groups
are in central call of discipleship, but there were no overt calls to models of sharing life within a
new monastic approach to sharing life and faith together. Perhaps the positive recognition of
small group roles will prove to become the leading edge of our congregation, growing more fully
into more intentional community rhythms.
What is encouraging to see in the range of opinions is how consistently each group
recognized the importance of both natures of what it means to be a church. Although some
respondents emphasized either how vital it was to be a gathered church and others focused more
on our nature as a sent church, there is a shared conviction towards having a healthy church with
intentional faith formation that prepares us as kingdom witnesses to embody the good news of
Jesus Christ in our everyday lives.

Implications for First CRC as a Gathered and Sent People
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As I conclude the summary of the research, I recognize the various internal and external
challenges. Internal challenges identified above include the diversity of expectations; one’s view
of the congregation’s dominant way of doing things; varying views on whether culture is deemed
as static and “stuck in the past”; or the disorientation caused by changes resulting from our
rapidly changing cultural context.
In truth, as a congregation, we are disoriented in this changing cultural context. Some are
more open and willingly for fluidity in adapting to these changes, while others are cautious about
changing too much and losing our core identity as God’s faithful people. We need both voices to
discern how to navigate living faithfully as God’s kingdom witnesses in a post-Christendom,
postmodern and post-truth context.
In Chapter 5, I will introduce postures to refocus our attention on who God is calling us
to be and how we are being called to live. As we attend to our identities as God’s people, we
recognize the challenge of how other people different than us might fit into God’s story and a
posture of humility ensures that our message will be shared in a positive way. As we attend to
who we are as a community, we recognize that the way forward to overcome various barriers
which separate us can be fostered through the posture of hospitality. As we attend to our
response to society, a posture of generosity will help us be attentive to the ways God is sending
us out where we have influence as well as alongside the vulnerable. As we attend to our view
towards the future, our awareness of God’s in-breaking kingdom can be fostered with a posture
of imaginative hope. And finally, what will give us our bearings throughout all of us is
recognizing how our activities as a gathered and sent church are in fact practices which shape
who we are. It is these postures and practices to which we now turn.
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CHAPTER 5: Postures and Practices of Embodying Kingdom Witness
Driving with a GPS has transformed the way many people travel today, particularly when
they need to go to a new, unfamiliar place. However, for a GPS system to work, one needs three
vital pieces of information: the current location, their desired destination, and possible routes to
get there. In this project, attending to matters of identity, community and posture towards
society, in both Chapters Two and Three, I have sought to describe our current location and
starting place. Our final destination is God’s eschatological future of a redeemed and renewed
creation, which we saw echoes of in the final section of Chapter 2 and a fuller picture in Chapter
Three. This chapter seeks to align our coordinates to God’s promised destination, and like
driving with a GPS-system when the traveller takes a wrong turn, the coordinates of the
destination—God’s promised future—remain the most important, despite the many times we find
ourselves disoriented and needing to “recalculate” our next steps.
However, unlike typical GPS-systems, which provide step-by-step instructions for the
traveller, in this chapter, I will instead introduce four postures, shaped by God’s eschatological
future with hopes that they might help us develop a pattern of living until God’s kingdom comes
in its fullness. These postures are (1) imaginative hope, (2) generosity, (3) humility, and (4)
hospitality. Each of these postures will have accompanying practices, to assist us in embodying
each posture in our daily lives.
The call to love God and love our neighbour with all we are is the basis for kingdom
witness mission. In the previous chapters, I outlined an argument for participating in God’s
kingdom witness. I sought to respond to four unique challenges in our societal context, to which
I believe our tradition can speak. Alongside this, I also addressed four unique, yet still related
challenges from within our tradition that I believe are barriers preventing us from participating
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more fully to God’s call. As stated previously, these challenges pertain to identity, community,
society and the orientation towards the future. Following this trajectory, I will now turn and
focus on the postures and practices needed to continually find our bearings as a community of
faith whose vision of God’s redeemed and renewed creation sets the pattern for how we embody
our faith as God’s kingdom witnesses.
I have organized the content of this chapter into three primary sections. First, with Telling
the Story, I will begin with the end—our literal and teleological end—as it pertains to how we
envision God’s shalom in the redeemed New Creation. This vision will then serve as a pattern
for the Gathered church in the second section,511 Nurtured in the Story where the rhythms of the
institutional church shape and realign us to God’s purposes for his people. And finally, in the
third section, Sent to Live the Story, God’s pattern of New Creation shalom will also provide the
telos for the Sent church in all the places where we live, work and play. To ground this
theological reflection, I propose specific postures and practices of Imaginative Hope, of
Generosity, of Honesty and of Hospitality in order to facilitate the practical embodiment of our
telos. But before we turn to our discussion on these proposed postures and practices I believe it is
necessary to take a step back and discuss why these two aspects of faith must be wedded.

1. Theory and Practice, or Praxis?
The practices proposed here are integral to the theory and theology presented in the
previous chapters. Ray Anderson observes that theory and practice are often seen as an either/or
manner, rather than a both/and reality:
If theory precedes and determines practice, then practice tends to be concerned
primarily with methods, techniques and strategies for ministry, lacking
theological substance. If practice takes priority over theory, ministry tends to be
511
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based on pragmatic results rather than prophetic revelation. All good practice
includes theory…theory without good practice is invalid theory.512
An illustration of practice over theory can be seen in the CRC Home Missions513 strategy
throughout much of the church growth movement. As I noted in Chapter Three, theory has often
preceded practice within the CRC Living Tradition, which has led some to the conclusion that
those within our denomination are more concerned with talk about right ideas, than with the walk
of right living. In order to correct this perceived default behavior, CRC Home Missions
motivated many congregations to be more engaged in their neighbourhoods by adopting new
strategies and missional techniques from the broader church. This decision emerged because our
church planters wanted to distance themselves from the distasteful aspects of our history and
behaviour, (which I discussed in Chapter Three). This has offered a more immediate, measurable
response. The strength of these congregations is the vitality they have in worship, being
missionally engaged, and their connection with the wider Church, all of which can teach
established Christian Reformed congregations a great deal.
However, as we have seen, strategies and techniques can have limited effect. The
limitation of this strategy is that a number of these church plants have adopted the templates and
behaviours from other living traditions514 without the patient work of attending to the nuances of
our tradition. This has resulted in a disconnect within our denomination; more traditional CRC
congregations tend to place them on the periphery. As church plants distance themselves from
their CRC roots, there has been something lost beyond merely having the words “Christian
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Reformed” removed from the church plants’ signage and logos. I would argue that the church
plant strategy has thrown the baby out with the bathwater: a significant missional strategy of our
denomination has been to distance itself from our ‘Christian Reformed-ness’ without attending to
the unarticulated theological convictions preventing us from participating in this renewal. In our
denominational church plants, we seem to have modeled church shopping on the grandest scale,
rather than facing the slow, awkward and even painful conversations required if we are to deal
with the challenges we face as a denomination. Moreover, for the many who have remained in
established congregations this approach has minimized the effectiveness of becoming more
missionally engaged.
The CRC Home Missions example illustrates what happens when practice takes priority
over theory. This serves as a corrective to the CRC default behaviour of pitting theory over
practice. What is needed is to hold both theory and practice as side-by-side priorities. The
concept of praxis allows for a both/and approach to theory and practice—seeking to ensure that
the two poles are not mutually exclusive. Karl Barth labeled this dichotomy as a “primal lie,
which has to be resisted in principle.”515 Barth writes, “Praxis and theory, Church and theology,
love and knowledge, simply cannot be set over against one another in this kind of abstract
way.”516 In the context of this project, where kingdom witness mission is the primary praxis, and
the primary lens of theology explores the nature of the church, we can see a generous picture
emerging between praxis and theory. In his reflection on how the theology and mission both
emerge out of the nature of the Trinity, Ross Hastings writes:
If the contemporary church truly grasped and lived by the truth that mission is
the mother of theology and theology is the mother of mission, that is, if the
church were intoxicated with the triune God, it would be transformed and a
515
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powerful transformer of culture.517
In our postmodern context, we must now attend to the way truth is understood and
applied more generally before we identify a practical theology which is faithful both to our faith
and our societal context. Ray Anderson notes three postmodern shifts in how truth is understood
and applied as a servant of practical living: (1) a celebration of diversity which is “reflected in a
moral relativism [where] what is right is defined as ‘what I feel comfortable with’ or ‘what is
right for me’;518 (2) a demand for tolerance in resistance to universal claims;519 and (3) “an
expanding secularism,” that is, in order to give room for reason to be expressed in its diversity, it
needed to break from the confines of “ecclesiastical authority.”520 The implications for the
church are significant. First, because postmodernism rejects truth as solely objective, followers
of Jesus are called to become “communities in perceiving reality.”521 Anderson writes:
None of us is an autonomous individual, cut off from the influences of social
traditions. We belong to communities that help shape our perception of reality.
We offer a living community—the church. The distrust of reason means that
truth must be experienced to be believed, and it is in the church that the truth
of the gospel is to be lived out.522
Our practices, therefore, must model a humility which recognizes that for our neighbours,
and for those in the church, objective truth will only be received as true insofar as these claims
are embodied and are wrestled within the community.
Second, because postmodernism embraces the significance of narrative and story,
practical theology calls the church to:
reflective, critical inquiry into the praxis of the church in the world and God’s
purposes for humanity, carried out in the light of Christian Scripture and tradition,
517
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and in critical dialogue with other sources of knowledge…[practical theology’s]
primary purpose is to ensure that the church’s public proclamations and praxis in
the world faithfully reflect the nature and purpose of God’s continuing mission to
the world and in so doing authentically addresses the contemporary context into
which the church seeks to minister.523
Anderson draws on Gerben Heitink’s argument for two forms of praxis: Praxis 1 focuses
on how the Christian gospel is communicated where the church is the “foremost channel of
mediation through the ministry of Word and Spirit.”524 Alongside this is Praxis 2 which unfolds
in people’s everyday lives of home, relationships, and workplace, where “individuals and groups,
motivated by their individual ideals and driven by varying interests, make specific choices and
pursue specific goals.”525 We see here that faith gets worked out in the gathered community as
well as in congregants’ daily living which aligns well with the Transformational approach to the
two natures of the church as institutional and organic. That is, the institutional church gathers to
be formed by the gospel, and the organic church is sent to reveal the gospel. Postures and
practices in the gathered and the sent church are illuminated by the Gospel and reveal the
Gospel’s light to the broader world. Part of the challenge here is to discern which postures and
practices ought to be emphasized in the two expressions of the church.

Discernment:
As we seek to articulate the postures and practices which will reinforce God’s work in the
world around us, it is critical we have an ongoing commitment to discernment, which must
permeate all of our activities. Once again, Anderson argues:
The practical theologian is the theologian of the Holy Spirit, who points to and
participates in the creative indivisibly of God who holds all things together. The
Holy Spirit is the revelation to us of the inner being of God as constituted by the
523
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relations between Father and Son. For this reason, practical theology is grounded
in the intra-trinitarian ministry of the Father toward the world, the Son’s ministry
to the Father on behalf of the world and the Spirit’s empowering of the disciples
for ministry.526
As we are attentive to the way in which Father, Son and Spirit lead our church, it is
important to recognize that in a congregation with a highly-bounded tradition and deep
theological identifiers, we can easily become beholden to the received tradition, at the expense of
meaningful engagement in our context. Therefore, alongside an attentiveness to what we have
received, we recognize that a kingdom witness lens must remain in the forefront of our minds
and activity. This is not simply a matter of shifting our energy, but a re-orientation of our selfunderstanding. Van Gelder notes that some believe being missional means:
giving the priority of missions in regard to the church’s various activities…
[However, the] concept of a church being missional moves in a fundamentally
different direction. It seeks to focus the conversation about what the church is—
that it is a community created by the Spirit and that it has a unique nature, or
essence, which gives it a unique identity. In light of the church’s nature, the
missional conversation then explores what the church does.527
As we seek to attend to our identity as God’s people, we recognize how important it is to
be aware of our telos as it sets the template for how we live in the rhythm of our lives. It is in
attending to our telos that we find meaning in our practices and that we are continually being
formed into the people God has created and called us to be. As we saw in Chapter 3, attending to
our telos points us forward to see God’s promised reality in the New Creation.

2. Pattern for Daily Living Teleologically: The End is Our Beginning
The Bible paints a vivid picture of the fully redeemed and renewed Creation528 but God’s
promised future of the New Creation is not only our eschatological destination, it also sets the
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pattern of our living today. Our future is relationship with God the Father, Son and Spirit without
barrier, and we seek to live into that reality today. Being fully reconciled with all of creation sets
our template for living today. Our future is a redeemed and renewed creation, which means that
we must seek to tend and steward—avad and shamar—right now, because the physical world
matters to God. It is towards this future reality, made possible through Christ, that we set our
GPS-coordinates. Lesslie Newbigin writes:
We are not engaged in an enterprise of our own choosing or devising. We are invited
to participate in an activity of God which is the central meaning of creation itself. We
are invited to become, through the presence of the Holy Spirit, participants in the
Son’s loving obedience to the Father. All things have been created that they may be
summed up in Christ the Son. All history is directed towards that end. All creation has
this as its goal. The Spirit of God, who is also the Spirit of the Son, is given as the
foretaste of that consummation, as the witness to it, and as the guide of the Church
on the road toward it.”529
Gary Simpson stated “The church in North America has an obstacle to overcome if it is to
get past its impoverished missional imagination…that obstacle is its inadequate view of God.”530
Our view of God matters a great deal because it influences not only how we believe God is
working, but how we view ourselves in our relationship with God, with each other and the world.
Moreover, our view of God, with an expansive picture of God’s mission, sets the stage for our
own congregation’s mission.531 This future reality is what God has always planned. Michael
Goheen summarizes how God’s mission, beginning with Israel, is to be understood: universal,
centripetal and eschatological:532
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God works through a chosen people, but his intention for redemption is universal;
God’s people’s way of life was unique, but was designed to attract others to the way
of shalom by being a light to the nations; and because so little of Israel’s calling is
actually realized in their history, actually accomplishing this goal points God’s
people towards the future.533
Like Israel, little of our calling is fully realized in our history, and so we need an
eschatological kingdom imagination to continue be the ‘truth north’ for our compass. As we do,
our hope and imagination holds a vision of God’s mission before us and we then have the proper
the lenses through which to perceive the world.
With the teleological pattern for daily living established, we are now able to engage
postures which will make that living inspiring and winsome for our community of faith. Here,
once again, we return to our four categories of one’s understanding of identity, community
society, and future. Earlier I argued that a Transformational kingdom witness can speak to the
needs of our present context in each of these areas, but that adjustments within the
Transformational approach are necessary in order to be effective in this new cultural climate. To
mitigate the risk of this project remaining words on a page, I now add postures to each of these
categories.

3. Necessity of Postures for Daily Living
As we follow the category of identity we have already seen how the fragmentation
present in our social and cultural context can be addressed by the doctrine of election, provided
there is a teleological emphasis of vocation and that through election, God gives the gift of
identity to serve his mission. Here the posture of humility emphasizes how we see ourselves,
particularly who we are and who we are not, in order that we can find our voice for kingdom
witness.
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In the category of community, I identified alienation as a predominant experience for
those in our social and cultural context. Here the doctrine of covenant can add hope and purpose
for those who are looking for a place to belong. That said, the Reformed expression of covenant
has turned inwards and an attitude shift of greater openness to the broader church (and to those
who are not yet considered part of the believing community) is necessary. Here the posture of
hospitality can open our lives up to others, through vulnerability and discovering the gift of
mutuality.
As we listened to our congregational understand of the broader culture there is a sense of
powerlessness and resignation as we recognized how morality and responsibility are outsourced that is, unhitched from biblical foundations. While there is still a desire for things to be better,
life is still fragmented. To this the kingdom witness approach offers hope, as it connects all of
life to a bigger picture. However, the Transformational approach has more often identified with
the reign of Christ the King and tends toward triumphalism. So, I propose a corrective. I believe
kingdom witness should be viewed through the lens of Christ, the Suffering Servant, opening our
eyes and energies increasingly to advocacy and the work of justice. To this approach, we draw
on the posture of generosity—that is, taking our cue from our generous God, we follow the
Spirit’s leading as we witness to the ways God provides “more than we can ask or imagine” to
the many places of brokenness we regularly witness.
Finally, as we identify the default presence of nihilism and hopelessness within our
context, I propose we need the emphasis of the grand story to give us reason and purpose for this
time, in light of God’s purpose from eternity past to eternity future. It was observed that while
the Transformational approach of emphasizing creation ordinances validates the creation and
cultural mandates, an eschatologically informed shalom-base deepens the weight of our living
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because it shifts our focus towards a fully redeemed creation. Here the posture of hopeful
imagination helps us to live eschatologically—that is, that our future reality becomes a template
for our daily living.
These four postures tie in with some of the “CRC tripping points” which I identified at
the start of this project—aspects of our tradition which have kept us from living into the call as
kingdom witnesses in our social and cultural context. Holding an expansive kingdom vision in
our context which invites meaningful engagement with our neighbours calls for new approaches
to long-held beliefs. And in order to make a connection to these postures meaningful, in the
paragraphs that follow, I will illustrate themes significant to our congregation which show how
necessary having postures are for our congregation. Briefly, to begin, the congregational
feedback of being unsure of what to say leads to the necessity of confident humility ensuring the
message is more accessible and inviting while still faithful. Second, we also saw that First CRC’s
core ministries of Community Night and Refugee Ministries are tangible expressions of drawing
people in, but this is leading us to recognize how a vulnerable mutuality will lead to a deeper
transformation. Third, the feedback highlighted a desire to be generous, but actions of generosity
can become obligation and duty unless they are rooted in the confidence of God’s generosity first
poured out to us. Fourth, noticeably absent from the statements were references to our
eschatological vision of the New Creation, which points out how beneficial a posture of hopeful
imagination is. We will now explore these four postures more fully.

A. Posture 1: Humility in Theology, Catholicity and our Daily Living
Humility in our Conversations for the Sake of the World
Talking with someone about faith is a key part of kingdom witness, but in the previous
chapter we have seen how our congregants can fall into two equal but opposing errors. On the
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one hand, we do not know what to say. So, the rare times when conversations of faith or church
come up we find ourselves either silent or fumbling around for the right words. After a few
conversations like this we easily find ourselves embarrassed into silence. On the other hand, one
respondent group in particular noted the other extreme occurring, when significant assumptions
are made, and we end up coming across in a strident tone, doing more harm than good. Can we
find a middle ground to avoid the pitfalls of awkwardness and embarrassment, as well as the
problems that result from being self-assured and ‘out-of-touch’? I offer that a posture of
humility, properly understood, can give us the confidence to have a message to share, and one
communicated in a respectful manner that we might live into the Great Commission with
courage and boldness.
When we consider interactions with those outside of the church, courage and boldness are
hardly words we associate with being a Christian in Vancouver today, let alone from a Reformed
believer. For Calvinists, the vision of a generous God sending his people with a message of hope
for the world has almost come to a screeching halt, particularly when the topic of evangelism and
missions comes up. In extreme cases, the excuses from within the Calvinist camp are not unlike
the accusations from outside of Reformed circles—with predestination and election so central to
the framework of preserving the effectiveness of God’s will, why bother with telling other
people about Jesus?
We addressed this matter more thoroughly in Chapter 3, but it is relevant once again
because, I believe, an unintended consequence of the High Calvinist theological discussions is
that subsequent generations of Reformed believers have become much more cautious, even
reluctant, to share their faith. Indeed, I would add that to not read the Canons within their
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historical context is to fail to recognize the early missionary zeal within Calvinism and God’s
missionary call for his people throughout Scripture.
As we seek to embody humility in our identity as God’s elect, we are reminded of his
loving actions for the sake of the world, through the Incarnation, the clearest source of our
vocation.534 Craig Van Gelder notes that with this picture of a loving God, reformed and always
reforming calls for reformanda in the confessional sense and formanda in the missional sense.535
He writes:
This polarity creates a dynamic and healthy tension between change and continuity,
and between mission and confession. In this polarity the leading of the Spirit
maintains the tension line between the challenge of recontextualizing a congregation's
ministry in the midst of a changing context and the challenge of continuing to
maintain the truths of the historic Christian faith as understood by the congregation.536
Holding this polarity together while stewarding a vision of a generous God requires
discernment and robust discipleship. Van Gelder reinforces our missional vocation:
The Spirit of God not only creates the church by calling it into existence, but
also leads the church by sending it into the world to participate fully in God's
mission in all of creation. This means that congregations are missionary by
nature.537
We must also remember that the church is not the end of God’s generosity, but that our
cup overflows for the sake of the world around us. Ingraffia describes what this picture of
discipleship could look like:
What we should strive for, surely, is a church that is full of teaching (doctrinal,
ethical, historical, spiritual), rigorous in its discipleship, and patently faithful
in its exercise of godly discipline—and at the same time a church in which
believers know how to communicate with non-believers, whose public
meetings, however full of teaching and discipline they may be, are authentic in
all they do, welcoming and warm to strangers, and careful to apply the Scriptures
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to all of life, with contemporary probings that are simultaneously faithful to
Scripture and culturally penetrating.538
Humility with our Beliefs
Early 20th Century Scottish Presbyterian James Sutton MacKay described the Dutch in
his interactions:
They like to see things clearly, and to see them as they are—at least, as they
seem to be men of sound understanding. ‘We are a people of dykes and dams,’
a Dutch writer said recently, ‘both as to our land and our mental life.’ And Dr.
Kuyper’s often-quoted saying about the danger of ‘blurring the boundary lines’
is characteristically Dutch. It might seem that such a mind is perhaps not the
best fitted to deal with such subjects as religion, but if we are to treat theology
as science, and accept the old saying that qui bene distinguit bene docet—a
favorite maxim of theirs—much, I believe can be learned from a people who
have a remarkable gift of making distinctions, wrought into their nature,
possibly, by many centuries of unrelaxing toil in making and holding that
distinction of land and sea, which to them is a matter of life and death.539
Seeing things ‘clearly’ while avoiding the danger of “blurring the boundary lines” capture
a tradition which has continued through the significant transition of bringing that faith to a new
world. MacKay’s words help explain where the impulse for precision and clarity originates, but
it also shines a light on how that posture has been seen by those from other traditions. I have
found the strident manner of describing faith unpalatable and therefore this call to a posture of
humility comes from a long-standing desire to approach talking about our faith differently. There
are a number of reasons for this, most notable the recognition that no theology can be in itself the
fullest expression of God’s revelation.
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Humility without Humiliation
Just because we need to avoid arrogance, does not mean we neglect the message we
carry. As we discern our particular way of living as God’s kingdom witnesses in Vancouver, we
also need to appreciate and live into the gifts of our tradition. In a rapidly changing world, it is
easy for a traditional church to experience an identity crisis. In light of so many other churches in
Vancouver, an existential question underlies this project. It is the basic question of whether or
not our congregation, or our tradition for that matter, has anything unique to offer. If we do, then
what is it and how can we make use of it for the glory of God? This project is my attempt to help
us both acknowledge our strengths and our places of brokenness. In so doing, I hope for us to
find our unique voice that we may be able to say:
This is who we are: Congregational life is to be both centrifugal and centripetalboth incarnational and attractional. The church as a hermeneutic of the gospel is
salt, light, and a city on the hill: the church loves, does good, seeks justice, brings
healing, celebrates, proclaims the gospel, and invites.540
And this is who we at First CRC Vancouver are: our shared life together is to model our
lives after Jesus way of humility, hospitality, generosity and imaginative hope. And as his
character forms us, personally and as a worshipping community gathered and sent, we witness
kingdom transformation with vibrant, hopeful imagination, a respectful humility while
stewarding the Gospel story, experiencing the gift of mutual hospitality and the kingdom
economy of generosity. And as we journey into this call, we nurture discernment and celebrate
ups and downs together, listening for God’s voice in the midst of the noise of the city and
pointing out all the places where we see God’s kingdom flourishing.
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B. Posture 2: Hospitality through opening our lives to others
The posture of hospitality impacts our everyday relationships, but it begins with how we
see ourselves in relation to others. Therefore, before we explore what hospitality looks like on
the ground, we must first explore how those in our tradition have viewed themselves and viewed
others in relation to themselves.

Hospitality and the Wider Church:
As we have seen thus far, the historical dominant posture towards the wider church might
be better described as hostility, not hospitality. In Chapter 1, I engaged with a pair of articles by
Yoder and Mouw who, emphasized a common Reformed and Anabaptist concern for right
church governance, the importance of integrity with the regeneration of faith, and that the church
engages the culture as an expression of faith. About that public exchange, Mouw writes:
We joined forces from both sides of the Reformed-Anabaptist divide to argue
that the arguments between Calvinists and Anabaptists are not disputes between
radically theological types. They are elements in intrafamily argument. These
disputes reach a high intensity because the differences between the two groups are
of a more intimate character than either their arguments with, say, the Lutherans
or the Catholics. 541
This is a more generous and humble approach to theological exchange. The
Transformational tradition offers unique theological gifts, particularly in philosophy through the
work of Alvin Plantinga; catholicity with Richard Mouw; missiology through Craig Van Gelder;
and faith formation in a postmodern world through James K.A. Smith. But a strong desire for
precise statements has limited our attention to the mystery of God’s kingdom, and the surprising
ways of the Holy Spirit.542
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Although the previous paragraphs have focused on intra-denominational interactions, it is
by no means the only aspect of hospitality towards catholicity I have in view. It is also vital that
we learn from our sisters and brothers in the global church. As Kenyan-born philosopher John
Mbiti has said:
It is utterly scandalous for so many Christian scholars in older Christendom to
know so much about heretic movements in the second and third centuries, when
so few of them know anything about Christian movements in areas of the
younger churches.543
In The Next Christendom, Jenkins notes that the global shift to Africa, Asia, and Latin
America means that by 2025 “the vast majority of believers will be neither white nor European,
nor Euro-American.”544 In the midst of this dramatic shift, we must be attentive to the African
Indigenous churches, not merely to celebrate the diversity in the church, but because their
contextualizing more closely resembles Christianity in the first few centuries than does our
Western interpretation of the faith.
Goheen notes that the Global churches can teach us to “embrace holistic spirituality,
while avoiding paganism and syncretism.”545 Along with an openness to learn from churches on
the African continent, we also have much to learn about the urgency of evangelism from the
churches in Asia,546 particularly important given the demographic shift in Vancouver over the
last four decades. The work of justice is integral to the gospel expression from the Latin
American churches, which also ought to open our eyes to bearing kingdom witness that takes
seriously both our message and our deeds.547 Churches in the Middle East and North Africa
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model for us what it means to be faithful in that witness, particularly as they follow Jesus
alongside their Muslim neighbours..548
Herman Bavinck said that the image of God is most completely expressed, not in an
individual, but in community. As Paul outlines in I Corinthians 12, the same can be said of the
body of Christ, in which each member serves uniquely, but does so, by design, in conjunction
with the whole Body. So our tradition has often functioned as if it has been a complete body in
and of itself, as evidenced in the history of many schisms in Dutch Calvinism. It follows then,
that we need to gain a deeper appreciation of the wider, global and universal church of which we
are a part. Newbigin’s words remind us of how much we need each other: “This mutual
relatedness, this dependence of one on another, is not merely part of the journey toward the goal
of salvation, but is intrinsic to the goal itself."549
Hospitality as Living Witness:
Craig Van Gelder describes missional congregations as communities of faith that learn to
read their context theologically and they respond in particularity.550 Another way to put this is
that there is no model congregation.551 It also means each congregation is freed to respond to the
most significant needs in the location where they have been placed. An unmistakable aspect of
life in East Vancouver is attentiveness to food and making an event out of enjoying that food
together. Since 2005, First CRC’s Community Night has been our most consistent outreach
practice and through the years we have recognized the gift of this time together.
Community Night has benefited our neighbourhood in a variety of ways. It has been a
venue for us to come together with our neighbours and share a mutual appreciation of food. The
548
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preparation for each vegetarian meal requires a great deal of chopping and cooking. In the
process of cooking and eating together, we have learned to overcome our fears—of neighbours
worried that we will be pushy proselytizers, and our own fears of not knowing what to talk about
with our neighbours. The posture of hospitality has been a way to address the deep loneliness
present in the lives of our neighbours. Many of the regulars say the meal is the only time they
share food with someone else each week.
Our building’s cornerstone says “Rehoboth: The Lord has made room for us.” Those
words were engraved by members of our then 20-year old congregation in 1948, as they were
moving into their new church building. Those words continue to stand as a reminder for us that
the hospitality we extend to our neighbours is an outflow of the hospitality we have received
from God.
Though Community Night is the clearest example, our community garden, The Garden of
Eatin’ is another way we have learned to extend hospitality. More recently congregants have
begun to ask how we might redevelop our property to benefit our neighbours. There is still a selfprotective impulse which limits the degree of hospitality we extend collectively, but it fair to say
that a majority of our congregation value the role a posture of hospitality plays.

Hospitality through Mutuality:
Van Gelder also identifies that missionally engaged congregations ought to anticipate
reciprocity, that is, that we recognize our need for others and allow ourselves to be changed by
them.552 Newbigin wrote:
God chose [his people] to be the bearers of his purpose, because God does not
wish to make himself known to us in the isolation of our own individual souls.
He doesn’t communicate with us on a one-to-one basis as if by telephone. God
552
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makes himself known to us in the context of our shared life as human beings
because that is what our human life is.553
We need each other in the church, and in our neighbourhoods. As a community who
seeks to use our resources to benefit our neighbourhood, it is tempting to establish a dependency
model where meals are served “soup-kitchen style.” While this model might scratch the itch of
wanting to help, it does not preserve their dignity of the recipient who is also an image bearer of
God with unique gifts to share. The adjustment to working alongside one another in food
preparation and serving might seem insignificant, but it has been deeply formative for those of us
involved in Community Night over the years. It has modeled to our neighbours that we believe
they have something to offer us too, and we have consequently learned some wonderful things
from our neighbours. In fact, as our core volunteers for Community Night have lessened as
people move away, the roles of prep cook, set-up and clean-up are now being shouldered by our
neighbours.
Dena Nicolai, the Christian Reformed Chaplain and Refugee Response Mobilizer who
works out of our building, regularly talks about the gifts of mutual hospitality and the corrective
it provides. It is tempting for a community who also want to help refugees to make help onesided. There are certain things we can and do to help under-resourced newcomers to Canada,
including giving welcome baskets with groceries, hosting weekly English conversation times,
and allowing a Refugee Claimant food and clothing bank to operate out of our building. But if
that is the extent of our interactions, then we are really missing out on the gifts that these new
Canadians have to offer us. Over the last two years, I have gained many new friends and have
enjoyed so many abundant and delicious meals, representing cultures from all around the world!
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This mutual hospitality reaches to a deeper level as well. Along the way, in this posture
of mutual hospitality, we have recognized an uneasy tension at work, most evident in our
neighbours wanting community but not wanting the commitment required to experience it. This
tension has also helped us recognize the same tension in our own members too, which has helped
us understand how the ideals of community are easier to articulate than the vulnerability it takes
to live them out by making room in our lives for other people.
Our journey with Community Night has also taught us an important lesson in faith
interactions. Earlier I suggested a posture of humility must be present when verbal witness takes
place, though these interactions are rare. We have learned in our weekly meals that unless there
is an acute crisis in a person’s life, it often takes years of building trust with neighbours before
they are prepared to ask questions about faith. Much more effective than verbal witness has been
the deepening of relationships between us as neighbours, and from the place of mutuality and
friendship come opportunities to discuss spiritual matters. Though this may seem to undermine
the importance of verbal witness which I just argued, in our context it is clear that kingdom
witness must be embodied. At times, these comments have been accompanied by pent up
hostility. Other times I have been invited to listen to a description of a rather amorphous and
aimless spirituality—but it is likely that without hospitality, these conversations would not have
taken place. It is in living together that our witness is shared.
In his book, The Patient Ferment of the Church, Alan Kreider argues that the marvel of
the early church’s growth did not happen primarily through bold verbal testimony, but rather
through the example of God’s people who endured brutal treatment including ostracism, and
even execution. Of course, when words were required Jesus’ early followers expressed their faith
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boldly, but they held weight because they had first been embodied. In 256 AD Cyprian, bishop
of Carthage, wrote an encouragement to continue embodying the good news:
Beloved brethren, [we] are philosophers not in words but in deeds; we exhibit our
wisdom not by our dress, but by truth; we know virtues by their practice rather than
through boasting of them; we do not speak great things but we live them.554
Kreider explains that like yeast slowly working its way into the dough, the early
Christians recognized the disincentives but:
Had a perspective that they called ‘patience.’ They believed that God was in
charge of events; they knew they were not…they were not concerned to cover
the world with their evangelistic efforts. Instead the Christians concentrated on
developing practices that contributed to a habitus that characterized both
individual Christians and Christian communities.555
A posture of hospitality was part of the early Christian communities’ practices throughout
the Roman Empire,556 but that hospitality was integral to a faithful witness where these followers
of Jesus opened their lives up for all to see. A world of martyrdoms is foreign and unimaginable
to our context, but as part of our cloud of witnesses, the early church modeled an emboldened,
visible witness for us, as they sought to give God glory in their daily lives.
C. Posture 3: Stewarding God’s generosity for the sake of the world
Building on the postures of humility and hospitality that we would embody his call for us
to be kingdom witnesses, we must also adopt a posture of stewarding his generosity. At stake
here is our view of God, the marvelous diverse unity in his church, and the outpouring of his love
which flows through us to those the Lord has put in our paths.

Encountering Our Generous God:
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I recently spoke with an older member of our congregation who was raised with an
expansive and awe-filled picture of the King of Kings. In her narrative, common to many
members raised in the Reformed Tradition of her day, the Lord’s holiness and otherness
reinforces our unworthiness. This sense of unworthiness is so significant that after 90 years of
immersing herself in God’s story, and nurturing her faith through prayer and spiritual practices,
she does not have assurance of her faith and believes that she is not part of the elect. Though the
deepest question is rarely acknowledged, her picture of God fuels her desire for the minister only
to welcome the congregation at the start of the service (as opposed to a worship leader) and raise
hands in the blessing (as opposed to seminarians), as well as for Communion times to be quiet.
This has helped me understand what has been behind her negative feedback and reactions.
Through our many conversations this elderly sister’s understanding of God has deepened
in me a greater appreciation of God’s transcendence. It has also helped me recognize that the
image of God we hold becomes the lens by which we filter everything and everyone else. James
Bryan Smith notes that attending to the landscapes of our imaginations is the work of
discipleship. He writes:
Discipleship must ensure that we examine the narrative we believe, engage
in the spiritual disciplines, and grow in the context of community. When we
attend to these things which we have influence over, then the work of the Spirit
does what we cannot do for ourselves.557
As an example, Smith describes a common, but false narrative about God in a swivel
chair (conditional love), that when we are good he is facing us, and gives us his attention and
blessings, but when we are bad he turns away and distances himself from us.558
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False pictures of God are held by all of us. I too see shadows of God as a severe judge,
one whose love is conditional. But the clearest picture I want to hold is that described in Psalm
23—a good shepherd who does the leading, guiding, and protecting, and whose provision makes
our cups overflow. That is a generous God who has poured out on us more than we can ask or
imagine, so much so that goodness spills out beyond the confines of the church.
Eugene Peterson has noted that one of his motivations for writing The Message was to
amend the fragmentation of God’s story, caused by the chapter and verse divisions found in most
of the versions of the Bible we have all grown up reading559 As we have seen in Chapter 3, when
we hold God’s Word in our hands, we are drawn into God’s grand story. To be sure, we are part
of this story, but God’s vast purposes are much broader than that. Stewarding a posture of
generosity is rooted in holding out the myriad examples of how God’s abundance and generosity
are on display from the first words of Genesis 1 to the last words of Revelation 22. As we
recognize the fragmented pieces of our own stories and the shards we hold of God’s grand story,
we experience a lack of coherence. We need to know how everything is held together by our
generous God, who is involved in redeeming and recreating every aspect of life. Considering the
view of double predestination espoused by Calvin, this vision of God being generous might be
unexpected. However, his generosity is evident in that creation is itself is an overflow of God’s
creative activity, God’s restraining of sin in a fallen world, fellowship with the Living God
“apart from the mediation of priest or church,”560 and the many displays of human goodness
made possible through common grace.561
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Embracing our Generous God’s Diverse Unity
One of the positive features of God’s eschatological future is a vision of the many nations
surrounding the throne of Heaven and in unity giving praise to God—this too is an outpouring of
God’s generosity for his people. Our posture of generosity pours into the ways we live into our
future described in Revelation 7. In contrast to the Tower of Babel story in Genesis 9, where
diversity was the result of self-serving ends, Revelation 7 illustrates that God’s design is for
people of every tribe and tongue and nation to be unified in their diversity, and the spirit of this
unity is oriented towards praising God. In contrast to the Babel story, we see the Spirit working
towards a diverse unity. Barnard Anderson writes: “The longing to connect to the whole is to
coexist with identity in a language group. Unity is not to be at the expense of cultural diversity,
nor is diversity to prevent unity.”562
Because our eschatological future is a diverse multi-ethnic gathering of people
worshipping the Living God, then it sets the template for how we view our current context.
Jenkins notes how this diversity is already being reflected in the global church:
Already today, the largest Christian communities on the planet are to be
found in Africa and Latin America. If we want to visualize a ‘typical’
contemporary Christian, we should think of a woman living in a village in
Nigeria or in a Brazilian favela’…Soon, the phrase ‘a white Christian’ may
sound like a curious oxymoron, as mildly surprising as a ‘Swedish Buddhist.’
Such people can exist, but a slight eccentricity is implied.563
This diversity is not forced or manufactured but expresses God’s Spirit at work
continually calling his people to cross barriers, which would have previously separated us from
each other. First CRC is historically a mono-ethnic congregation. Often, those who have not had
Dutch background have had a more difficult time fitting in. Of course, the CRC story cannot be
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understood without the influx of Dutch immigration, but it can no longer depend on it either. It
follows then, like the early church in Acts 15, we don’t need to begrudge our history, but it is
necessary to identify the culturally specific markers for a Dutch Reformed believer. As we are
better aware of these markers, we can better identify what it means to be a faithful follower of
Jesus in the multiethnic, pluralistic, postmodern context we find ourselves in.
There are, however, signs of slow movement towards greater diversity as we seek to be
more attentive to our geographical context in East Vancouver.564 It is slow because to this point
those coming from other backgrounds have felt welcomed, but the expectation is that they
conform to the Dutch CRC way, rather than allowing their perspectives and insights to impact
our collective behaviour.
One example of this slow movement and a willingness to allow the dominant culture to
be adapted, can be seen in our leadership. Although ethnic representation on our church Council
has been limited through the past ten years, we have adapted our structured Robert’s Rules
practice to include a circle discussion in various parts of our meetings. This is in part, because
Mark Charles, a Navajo friend, taught me another model for discernment which sought to ensure
everyone had adequate opportunity to speak. In the context of those meetings, Mark’s frustration
was evident because the pace of discussion and highly structured agenda of the denominational
board meant this particular indigenous approach was largely ignored. Upon returning to
Vancouver, I sought to incorporate what I learned from him and to continue learning ways to be
more attentive to leaders on our own council who find the Robert’s Rules format foreign and
restrictive. Though our meetings are still guided by Robert’s Rules, and do not entirely reflect
the Navajo way, each meeting now begins with a circle discussion and concludes with key points
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of discernment which sets the tone for communal discernment. This adapted model has begun
teaching us a more patient and diverse approach to deliberation which seeks to ensure that those
who have a different approach to discernment have the opportunity to be heard. Newbigin
pointed out how vital it is to have mutual growth and correction through diversity because it
helps us recognize our own blind spots:
All our reading of the Bible and all our Christian discipleship are necessarily shaped
by the cultures which have formed us…The only way in which the gospel can
challenge our culturally conditioned interpretation of it is through the witness of those
who read the Bible with minds shaped by other cultures. We have to listen to others.
This mutual correction is sometimes unwelcome, but it is necessary, and it is fruitful.565
Generosity towards Shalom:
With a picture of the generosity of God before us, alongside the marvelous diversity of
his body, we see God’s plan for his people. His desire is that we might steward his generosity
through the diverse gifts of his body, for the sake of making him known to all nations. God’s
promise to Abraham makes this clear—the Lord promised to bless Abraham and through him, all
the nations. As Israel lived into the Mosaic law, the blessing to the nations was not a monetary
one, but one that communicated what it meant to be truly human by experiencing right
relationship with God, with each other and with their physical world. This is what Jesus alluded
to when he said we were to be a light to the nations. As we embrace our telos we behold life as
God intends for it to be, and promises us that it will be in the fully redeemed New Creation. We
do not always apprehend God’s generosity towards us, but it is this picture of wholeness and
abundance and the flourishing of all creation that grounds us in our kingdom witness.
As a community of faith, we hold a vision of shalom and the generosity of God, and this
permeates every aspect of life. Kreider notes various ways this vision was lived out in the early
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New Testament church, where distinctive community rhythms modeled a particular way of doing
business; pursuing sexual discipline; encouraging intergenerational/diverse relationships,
manifesting the Spirit of God’s life-giving power to heal and caring for the vulnerable; resisting
infanticide by adopting babies; advocating for life; and living out their faith in Christ, which did
not compel or force conversions.566 Through such examples Christians modeled a way of life
and witness that transformed the lives of those around them, which eventually permeated every
aspect of culture.
How do we take what was modeled for us in the New Testament expression of the church
and embody the same impulse in our context? Here the Transformational framework of structure
and direction, or design and spirit is valuable.567 Because all of life has the potential to give God
glory or to detract from his glory, we can envision what shalom and a generous picture of life
can look like in each situation we find ourselves in.
We saw in Acts 1 and 2 (Chapter 3) that all of creation was designed by God and
therefore oriented towards shalom. Though sin marred all of creation God’s good design has not
been completely lost—there remain what N. T. Wright calls echoes of a Voice of “the longing for
justice, the quest for spirituality, the hunger for relationships, and the delight in beauty.568
Because God did not abandon His creation, but came to creation in Christ that it would be
redeemed and made new, this enables us to approach each aspect of life with the question of how
has this been created towards shalom and to give God glory. From there, we are better able to
evaluate the spirit in which a particular activity is done.

566

Kreider, The Patient Ferment of the Early Church, 96–120.
Wolters, “What Else Must Be Done Towards a Neocalvinist Agenda?,” in Comment Magazine, Dec. 1, 2005,
https://www.cardus.ca/comment/article/282/what-is-to-be-done-toward-a-neocalvinist-agenda/ (Accessed April 15,
2017). In this article, Wolters recognizes that “structure and direction” are less helpful terms in today’s context and
with some hesitation offers “design and spirit” as an alternative.
568
N.T. Wright, Simply Christian: Why Christianity Makes Sense (New York: HarperOne, 2010), 3.
567

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 274

Just as the early church wrestled with issues of sexuality, so we too are confronted with
similar issues in our context. In late 2017, Hugh Hefner died, leaving behind a legacy where his
empire had contributed to “liberating” sexuality from the confines of old, stuffy morality. Just
weeks after his death, however, North America was swept into the #metoo movement after
allegations were made against Harvey Weinstein, which called for a public accounting of those
who had been accused of sexual harassment, perpetrating unwanted sexual advances or engaging
in outright sexual abuse. Weinstein took Hefner’s sexual liberation, made it much more selfserving and manipulated women into silence. In the former movie producer’s wake were many
others who were accused and held to account. In this time of accounting where courageous
victims have named injustices, few have drawn the connection between the Playboy founder and
the destructive pain-filled stories of those who had been (and continued to be) objectified for
self-serving ends. It turns out that what seemed to be life-giving and “generous” picture of sexual
freedom actually stifled life and led to greater pain.
As people who are oriented around God’s purposes of shalom, we recognize that God’s
design for sexual intimacy was to occur in the context of committed trust and mutual
vulnerability. However, the #metoo movements point out the tragic consequences for us when
the spirit of sexuality is twisted for the self-serving purposes of the powerful. We also need to
face the fact that the same destructive behaviour is present in the church. Tragically, a
subsequent movement #churchtoo has confirmed how widespread abuse also took place at the
hands of Christian leaders and other followers of Jesus. How can we be kingdom witnesses in
light of this? Alongside pointing to shalom verbally, we also need to attend to the crisis within
our own community to re-experience a renewed, shalom-saturated vision of sexuality. In the
midst of the fallout of #metoo and before #churchtoo emerged as a movement, some women in
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our congregation hosted a conversation circle for other women in our neighbourhood. In that
context, the women in our congregation were able to acknowledge the reality of sexual abuse and
its impact, but offer a more positive picture of sexuality as God intended us to experience it,
rooted in right relationship with each other.
The reach of the design and spirit construct is not limited to this crisis but is immensely
helpful to discern injustices in every aspect of life and can give God’s people the picture of
shalom which we can experience and embody in our witness to our neighbours.

Generosity and Vulnerability:
In the co-authored book The Suffering and Victorious Christ, Mouw and Sweeney
identify a polarity between Christ as Victor and as the Suffering Servant. Mouw observes that
our ontology is the starting point of whom we believe God is, which sets us on a trajectory for
how we seek to be faithful in our way of life. The Calvinist emphasis on God’s otherness, the
uniqueness of Christ’s sufferings and the grandeur of his post-resurrection and ascension
transcendence, impairs the Transformationalist from also acknowledging Christ’s vulnerability
and suffering. This then disables us from acknowledging these same realities in our current
condition.569 This ‘blind spot’ is reflected in our kingdom witness, as we tend to direct our
energies to places of influence, rather than going to the places of overt vulnerability. As a
corrective, Mouw calls Reformed believers to recognize how vital it is to allow a picture of Jesus
as the Suffering Servant to animate our way of life and witness.
As we look at the life and ministry of Jesus, we see his generosity as an overflow of the
abundant life he shared in fellowship with the Father, his words and actions are invitations for us
to experience that same Spirit-saturated, abundant life. Moreover, when we look at the people
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Jesus directed these invitations toward most often, we see that they were the vulnerable and the
outcasts. What Jesus modeled so clearly has been a consistent call from God to his people—from
the Mosaic law and the voices of the prophets, to the tangible deeds in the book of Acts, we
recognize that as we attend to the vastness of God’s generosity towards us, his generous love will
flow through us to those the Lord has put in our paths. This means God’s people will always be
involved with the marginalized and vulnerable. The Transformationalists’ triumphal approach, of
working for the King, has made it too easy for us to forget our King is also the Suffering Servant.
There are, of course, many other ways God has revealed himself, but it is important to recognize
that Christ as the Suffering Servant calls us as kingdom witnesses to orient our care around the
vulnerable individuals in our midst.
There are consistent voices to come alongside the marginalized for God’s kingdom and
witnessing to his shalom. In addition to establishing a strong diaconate in Geneva, Calvin
challenged the decadence of the Roman Catholic bishop’s practice of holding so much wealth by
expressing his concern with how God’s people manage their money: “The church has not gold to
keep, but to distribute, to give support in necessity. What need is there of keeping what is of no
benefit?”570 As well, Kuyper’s public theology was forged in a tumultuous time in the
Netherlands where poverty in Amsterdam was overwhelming and the health and safety of
workers were being jeopardized daily.571 Our denominational roots for Citizens for Public Justice
and Christian Labour Association of Canada find their roots here and it is easy for families of
successful immigrant families to distance ourselves from the on-going work of frontline
advocacy and journeying alongside the marginalized and the vulnerable.
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Generosity for the needy and the least of these is certainly a mark of our congregation.
The vision of shalom continues to call us further and deeper. Our offerings for benevolence draw
on the long-standing rhythm of the church that the offering be used for the good of those in need
within our congregation and beyond. Justin Martyr described this well:
To those who are absent a portion is sent by the deacons. And they who are well
to do, and willing, give what each thinks fit; and what is collected is deposited
with the president, who succours the orphans and widows and those who, through
sickness or any other cause, are in want, and those who are in bonds and the
strangers sojourning among us, and in a word takes care of all who are in need.572
Our congregation has people in need, as well those who are well to do, simply because
they have stable housing and employment. Beyond the gathering of offerings, other expressions
of sharing God’s generosity include the weekly meal we enjoy with many who suffer from food
insecurity, as well as the distribution of $100+ Welcome Baskets to newly arrived refugee
families. However, beyond the monetary actions, we also recognize the ongoing importance of
mercy, justice and advocacy. James K.A. Smith notes how the offering (and, I would add, other
tangible related expressions) are an outflow of kingdom economics rooted in God’s generosity.
The liturgical practice of the offering indicates that Christian worship—which is
a foretaste of the new creation—embodies a new economy, an alternative economy
…The Sunday offering in gathered worship is not disconnected from other systems
of commerce, distribution, and exchange.573
In our post-Christendom world, it will be increasingly important to attend to the way our
posture of generosity benefits those most vulnerable. This posture of generosity, alongside the
postures of humility and hospitality, continue to call us forward to the future God has planned
and is calling us to live into. This leads us to our fourth posture—the posture of imaginative
hope.
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D. Posture 4: Hope and Imagination—Seeing the world through the lens of God’s shalom
As we move forward in our understanding of a congregational kingdom witness
hermeneutic, taking seriously our social and cultural context, our starting point is the
eschatological reality that is breaking into this world. A theology of the new creation properly
orients us to be more attentive to the already of the kingdom, which began when Jesus rose from
the dead and will be completed when God makes the new heaven earth in which his children will
live.
N.T. Wright argues that with this reality as our starting point we avoid three common
pitfalls of evangelism: Gnosticism, individualism, and moralism.574 First, because God
reaffirmed the importance of creation through the incarnation and then in the resurrection, it
rejects the Gnostic contempt for creation and encourages engagement with creation. Second,
evangelism is rightly understood as the announcement of the good news of the kingdom, which
avoids any overly-individualized faith of “me and my salvation” and rather draws us into God’s
purposes for the cosmos. Although a vital aspect of salvation is being restored to a right
relationship with God, it is not exclusive. As Goheen writes, “Salvation goes much further: it
restores the whole life of humankind and ultimately of the non-human creation. Biblical
salvation embraces this grand scope.”575 Finally, because evangelism with new creation as the
starting point draws believers into the lordship of Christ over every dimension of life, faithful
living in the kingdom will better integrate belief and behaviour, both in word and in deed.576
Participating in God’s Mission with Imaginative Hope
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We are being drawn into God’s mission, a mission whose source, sustenance and
conclusion is in him:
It is thus by an action of the sovereign Spirit of God that the church is launched
on its mission. And it remains the mission of the Spirit. He is central. It is the
Spirit who initiates the first mission to the Gentiles and guides the missionaries
in their journeys.577
David Bosch helpfully noted the difference between God’s mission and our participation:
We have to distinguish between mission (singular) and missions (plural). The first
refers primarily to the missio Dei (God’s mission), that is, God’s self-revelation as
the One who loves the world, God’s involvement in and with the world, the nature
and activity of God, which embraces both the church and the world, and in which
the church is privileged to participate. Missio Dei enunciates the good news that
God is a God-for-people. Missions (the missions ecclesiae; the missionary ventures
of the church) refer to particular forms, related to specific times, places, or needs, or
participation in the missio Dei.578
Goheen has articulated the various approaches of churches to God’s mission, outlining
the distinctive approaches of the Protestant Ecumenical, Protestant Evangelical, Roman Catholic
tradition, Eastern Orthodox, and Pentecostal traditions each with its unique approach.579 The
CRC’s approach to mission aligns mostly closely with the Protestant Ecumenical tradition,
though as noted in Chapter One, it also has echoes of the Protestant Evangelical approach to
mission as well.
Synergy with the Protestant Ecumenical tradition is exemplified with the CRC
participation, with the World Council of Churches’ approach to missions, particularly the CRC
in Canada. The Protestant ecumenical approach shows an ongoing commitment to a holistic
witness by addressing social, economic and political issues, which, although a commitment to
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evangelism is expressed, social action has often “eclipsed a commitment to evangelism”580
because of concerns of “justice, peace, and the threat of environmental and ecological
disaster.”581 Goheen notes the vulnerabilities of this approach include: (1) giving priority of
missio ecclesiae over the Missio Dei, where the world’s needs dictate the church’s agenda, and
thus “marginalizes the church and downplays its distinctiveness”;582 (2) given the widespread
cooperation between faith-based and non faith-based groups, this approach risks “the problem of
syncretism”583 as those who work towards contextualization, and (3) giving minimal attention to
worldwide evangelism.584 Christian Reformed participation in this missional approach is marked
by participation with social action organizations such as Kairos, Citizens for Public Justice,
Cardus and Christian Reformed Centre for Public Dialogue; participation in ecumenical circles
within the Canadian Council of Churches, and international ecumenical efforts; as well as
through the denominational international relief organization World Renew.
As our Transformational tradition needs to attend to these strengths and vulnerabilities,
we also need to pay attention to the fact that we are also distinct from those in the Protestant
Evangelical Tradition. The focus of this second Protestant approach to mission, reveals a greater
emphasis on evangelism. The Lausanne meetings in 1974, 1989 and 2010 emphasized: “the
whole church taking the whole gospel to the whole world.”585 The emphasis of the evangelistic
task is prominently on world evangelization through verbal proclamation.586
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Priority for evangelism took priority over social concern, which Lausanne I sought to
address. However, the vulnerabilities of this approach include an overly individualistic treatment
of the gospel and viewing salvation as individualistic and solely based in the future, to the
neglect of the “cosmic and corporate dimensions of the gospel.”587 While the CRC has not
actively participated in the Lausanne Congress, the CRC was represented through the
participation of its missionaries, Ruth Padilla-deBorst, Anne Zaki, and missiologist Michael
Goheen.
As I seek to articulate a teleological vision towards God’s kingdom purpose in the world,
the Ecumenical and Evangelical approaches both point out the vulnerabilities of the
Transformational tradition, but also its strengths. In a sense, the Christian Reformed Church has
been situated uniquely to glean the best of both worlds. Certainly, this tension has meant that
leaders are pulled in a tug-of-war between two distinct approaches to global mission. This
tension has also sought to ensure that in ecumenical circles, Christian Reformed believers seek to
maintain the centrality of Christ and recognition of verbal proclamation are maintained. While
evangelicals constantly argue for a commitment to a gospel that is also cosmic, the ecumenical
approach often attends to how God’s kingdom is already being expressed in its current not yet
contexts. The ultimate goal is to draw on the strengths of each while avoiding the pitfalls
associated with each approach. Goheen summarizes: “If an evangelical stress on the individual
proclaims a personal relationship with Jesus without a kingdom, an ecumenical emphasis on
society offers a kingdom without the person of Jesus.”588
Imaginative Hope with the “Already” of the Kingdom
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A significant aspect of Imaginative Hope involves recognizing how we view the world
and what we believe is happening within it. In Luke 4:18-19, we see Jesus’ self-understanding,
as he recognized the centrality of his involvement in the in-breaking of the kingdom of God:
“The Spirit of the Lord is on me.” The Spirit-led work of Jesus paints a holistic picture of God’s
kingdom. He was not merely announcing the Good News; he was making visible the Good News
of the Kingdom. In his ministry Jesus claimed that God’s kingdom was already in their midst,
and yet he also was pointing his followers forward to the fullness of the kingdom not yet
complete. It is important to note here, that the incompleteness of the kingdom is not that Christ is
incomplete, but rather his presence and God’s reign are veiled.589
Regarding the already of God’s kingdom, if heaven is where God’s reign is complete and
earth is the place which awaits its complete restoration, then already we witness in the life of
Jesus pockets of heaven breaking into our experience on earth. Already heaven is emerging in
our midst, as the two worlds are overlapping in Jesus and in the Holy Spirit.590 This conviction
gives us, as kingdom witnesses, the motivation and urgency to participate in kingdom work now,
not only because it is the right thing to do, but because we have been sent to carry on Christ’s
ministry. Jesus said, “you will do greater things than this” and while the ‘things’ Jesus was
referring to are still a matter for debate, we can see that because God’s people in each generation
and in all places, the ‘things’ are greater quantitatively because the incarnational limits Christ
took on in his person are no longer relevant, as his Spirit is poured out on all of God’s people in
all places.
Because the Kingdom of God is already partially revealed, our imaginative eschatological
hope “must remain relevant to this world—and that means relevant to this world’s cities and
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their concrete social, racial, economic, and ecological problems.”591 That is, we ought to
emphasize the continuities between what is proclaimed in our hope and what we seek to do today
because kingdom mission must be relevant to the times and places where God’s kingdom
witnesses live.592
However, God’s kingdom is not yet in its fullness here. Goheen argues that the reason for
the delay of Christ’s return is because God’s mission is not yet complete:
The meaning of this ‘overlap of the ages’ in which we live, the time between
the coming of Christ and His coming again, is that it is the time given for the
witness of the apostolic Church to the ends of the earth. The end of all things,
which has been revealed in Christ, is—so to say—held back until witness has
been borne to the whole world concerning the judgment and salvation revealed
in Christ. The implication of a true eschatological perspective will be missionary
obedience, and the eschatology which does not issue in such obedience is a false
eschatology.593
Imaginative Hope in the “Not Yet”
I noted in Chapter Three how the Transformational approach tends to emphasize the
Triumphant aspect of Christ the King to the exclusion of Christ’s passion and his suffering on the
cross. To faithfully acknowledge the ‘not yet’ of the dialectic, we need train our eyes to
recognize suffering as much as we train our eyes to see the goodness of God’s kingdom in our
midst.
Ann Thakkar has argued convincingly that the Western Church tends to minimize, and in
some cases, outright deny the reality and consequences of suffering.594 Suffering is not limited to
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personal and familial problems but occurs on so many levels. Suffering also persists as a result of
natural disasters, and increasingly through complex societal and political realities, often
exacerbated by the North American lifestyle.
How do we rightly respond to the ‘not yet’ realities of our world and in our own lives?
An imaginative hope which acknowledges the incomplete nature of God’s kingdom in our midst
must begin with Christ. In Christ, God entered into the multifaceted suffering of creation. Jesus
spent the majority of his ministry coming alongside people who were weighed down from the
effects of suffering. In his ministry he advocated and challenged systems of injustice, protected
the vulnerable and gave renewed dignity to those whose lives were spent in bondage to suffering.
Indeed, he was much more—he was a friend, a teacher with a new authority, and a healer.
An imaginative hope will live in the midst of the tension between what is and what is yet
to come, seeing things like physical healings, for example, as small inklings or a foretaste of the
fullness of the healing to come in new creation.
In the previous section we applied design and spirit to a generous picture of life in light
of injustices. This Transformational construct is helpful in not only resisting injustices, but also
in pointing towards a new future. Although God has always been the same, the wonder of the
Incarnation demonstrates the way God is moving all of creation toward wholeness, through what
William Webb calls a redemptive hermeneutic, illustrated most clearly in the status and role of
slaves and women included amongst God’s people.595 Webb points out that compared to the
nations surrounding Israel, God’s law ensured (comparatively) some rights and protections to
slaves and women. Following the thread further, God’s people practiced less severe punishment

594

E. Ann Thakkar, Practices to Facilitate Faith Amidst Suffering (D.Min. thesis, Vancouver, BC: Carey
Theological College, 2015).
595
See William J. Webb, Slaves, Women and Homosexuals: Exploring the Hermeneutics Of Cultural Analysis
(Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2006).

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 285

for slaves and abandoned the practice of polygamy. Under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the
Apostle Paul writes that in Christ the former distinctions of Jew and Gentile, men and women,
slave and free no longer hold any weight. This redemptive hermeneutic, argues Webb, carries
beyond the pages of Scripture towards a complete picture of shalom, illustrated through
examples such as Wilberforce and his advocacy for the abolition of slavery or through many
denominations affirming women into the full expression of leadership within the church.596

Imaginative Hope with Our Neighbours:
The posture of imaginative hope not only helps us recognize how God’s Spirit is
propelling us towards a future marked by a yet-to-be-realized shalom, as well as the ways God’s
design has become misdirected, it also helps us appreciate how to dialogue with our neighbours
who might not have a positive view of the future. Ben Agger notes,
Postmodern consciousness is, if not pessimistic about the future, skeptical about
millennial claims, such as about the inevitability of ‘Progress.’ This questioning,
if not nihilist, as it too frequently is, can become a vehicle of sociological selfconsciousness, as people ask whether their lives are meaningful—and indeed
why their lives are the way they are, given over to many hours spent working and
the rest devoted to inauthentic leisure activities such as spending and shopping.597
Holding out imaginative hope to our neighbours, prone to nihilism and distraction, is not
easy. As a pastor in this context, I have learned, particularly in times of personal or collective
crisis, nihilism can be suspended, and an openness emerges, enabling people to listen to a more
hope-filled message. I am referring here to celebrations of life/funerals where the practice of
imaginative hope can challenge the hopelessness of nihilism. Our first response when situations
596
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such as these arise is to come alongside those in grief and offer comfort; that is, to be with our
neighbours in the midst of their adversity. This is part of the world of grace which joins us to a
common human story.598
The challenge for us as God’s people is to recognize the times to listen and the times to
speak. Anyone who has experienced crisis will know that what is most needed is the gift of
presence. However, in the context of crises there can be occasions where a more hope-filled
picture can be a balm. That said, we must still be faithful and not offer false hope. On the
occasions of leading services for a neighbour whose faith background was uncertain, I could not
with integrity promise their loved one had “gone to heaven.” Instead, I focused my message on
how each of us responds to this loss and to take this experience as a sober reminder of how we
see the trajectory of our lives unfolding. Congregations may only be called on occasionally to
lead services like this, but holding out imaginative hope to our neighbours is something each one
can do when moments of openness present themselves in the lives of our friends, co-workers, or
neighbours.599

4. Practices for the Two Natures of the Church:
The Transformational tradition has continually reinforced the Calvinist emphasis of the
church’s dual nature—who we are as the institutional church and the organic church.600 Bavinck
described that this twin construct of the church is able to capture the who of God’s intent for his
people. The Institutional church, particularly in the rhythms of gathering for worship are where
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God’s people encounter God’s transcendence and our response is to treasure the pearl of great
price. The organic church, in which the worshipping community continues being the church, is
where God’s people bear witness to God’s kingdom transformation. Here our response is to see
our role as leaven for the glory of God.601
Two particularly helpful insights are instructive as we explore the church’s role as
kingdom witnesses: (1) First, Bavinck says that the church must hold both the pearl and leaven,
but “the pearl must be first”602 which addresses a vulnerability for missionally-engaged
congregations of being so absorbed in mission and witness that the role of worship is neglected,
and (2) he says, “as an organism, [the church is] the leaven that uses special grace to enrich the
nation’s pre-existing common grace.”603 So whether the congregation is gathered together as the
institutional church or dispersed as witnesses of transformation our lives are lived before God.
However, it would be a mistake to simply view mission as an add-on activity of the church. Like
Israel, through election, we are by nature a people who steward a vocation of mission.
In Chapter Three, I cited Paul Hiebert’s argument for being a centred-set community and
suggested that the church’s public presence ought to be more porous. Our Sunday morning
worship services should seek, as an articulated goal, to be a centred-set expression where we
recognize that the people present in our services are at varying stages in their beliefs and so in
their capacity to be kingdom witnesses in their daily living. That said, I also suggested that there
remains a role for a bounded-set function for the institutional church, which connects with
Newbigin’s distinction of dimension and intention. Michael Goheen summarizes that while
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everything the church does has a missional dimension, some aspects of ministry give a more
overt expression to mission. The difference is:
between mission as a dimension of the Church’s whole life, and mission as the
primary intention of certain activities. Because the Church is the mission there
is a missionary dimension to everything the Church does. But not everything
the Church does has a missionary intention’; certain activities can be considered
to have a missional intention when they are ‘an action of the Church in going out
beyond the frontiers of its own life to bear witness to Christ as Lord among those
who do not know Him, and when the overall intention of that action is that they
should be brought from unbelief to faith.”604
There are indeed certain practices which more are specific to sharing good news with
others and inviting them into the life of God. And there are also specific practices which seem
focused only on the institutional church, but still flow into our church’s missionary nature. For
example, our elders have inherited a practice of visiting each congregant annually, which has
been a way of providing pastoral care and encouraging spiritual maturity. However, when done
well, even these visits feed into a dimension of being kingdom witnesses. Although Klaas
Schilder rejected Bavinck’s interpretation of common grace, he did understand how even elder’s
visits feed into the church’s role of public witness.
Blessed is my wise ward-elder who does his home visiting in the right way. He [sic]
is a cultural force, although he may not be aware of it. Let them mock him: they do
not know what they are doing, those cultural gadabouts of the otherside!605
We do not often think about the church’s two natures, but Kuyper recognized that there
were kairos moments when we do well to think about them. I quote him at length:
Anyone entering a house in ordinary times is not thinking about the foundation
on which it rests; and so also in Jesus’ church there can be times when people
dwell together and labour together, hardly bothering themselves about any
principles. But in times like those we are now experiencing, now when in every
area the foundations are being undermined, now when everything is pressing
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down to the depths and people are proceeding restlessly to pry the deepest
principles loose, now in these times it would be all too naïve, all too negligent,
for people to sidestep the issue of principles any longer.606
I began Chapter 1 with an analogy of an earthquake shaking up what is familiar to us in
the church and in the world. As we pay attention to the foundations which are being undermined
in every area of life, it is vital to recognize that it is not enough to be reminded of our purpose
and encouraged to embrace the postures of humility, hospitality, generosity and hopeful
imagination. As we live out of who we are as God’s kingdom witnesses, it is also necessary that
we recognize the importance of reinforcing sustaining practices for who we are as the gathered
church, as well as the sent church.

A. Communal Practices for the Gathered Church
Mark Lau Branson notes the importance of covenant communities sharing life together so
that God’s story continues to shape their individual and shared identities. Branson underscores
the practices of worship and faith formation:
As communities initiated and continually shaped by the Holy Spirit, congregations
are people on the way. They share a common memory (borrowed from texts and
generated in their own common life), a common hope (both eschatological and as
chronos imagery), and a present life of committed practices. They share relative
intimacy, proximity, and permanence; and as those traits are reduced, there is often a
sense that New Testament texts are somehow distant or irrelevant. A congregation’s
shaping takes place in the midst of societal and cultural and individual forces.607
Practicing Worship
At the time of baptism, each family with a new baby is given a Bible. If the child is the
firstborn, they are given The Jesus Storybook Bible, which has a subheading Every Story
Whispers His Name. We have sought to encourage that from infancy the children of our
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congregation are drawn into our generous God’s story. It is our prayer that as the children are
regularly immersed in the Story, participate in Communion and discover ways to serve, even at
an early age, that they will become aware of how their stories are a part of God’s Story. When
the children reach an age where they seek to make a profession of faith themselves, we will also
stand alongside and support them.
When we began serving at First CRC Vancouver in 2007, I did not have the same
appreciation for rhythms of worship that I do now. I have grown to appreciate that liturgy need
not be a stiff and rigid constraint on true worship (however, it does become that when removed
from its teleological intent!). So now when I ask the congregation for their promise to help raise
their child in faith, I remind us all that no one is just watching a baptism, everyone there is
participating in the sacrament. And in a unified voice, we all join together saying, “we do, God
helping us,” from older kids sitting on the stage, other young parents, singles, middle-aged adults
and even seniors declaring their desire to help raise the child in the ways of faith.
The purpose of our coming together as a congregation is to once again become re-storied
into our God’s world of immeasurable grace. Throughout the week we are confronted with other
ways to find our value and worth, but for a little more than an hour on a Sunday morning we
allow God’s Word to recalibrate our internal GPS, as we encounter the Source of humility who
“became nothing, taking the very nature of a servant.” His hospitality draws us into communion
with Father, Son and Spirit, whose generosity is “immeasurably more than all we could ask of
imagine,” and whose hope-filled knowledge of God’s purpose for creation made him decide, “for
the joy set before him, to endure the cross.” In his second Cultural Liturgies book, Imagining the
Kingdom, James K.A. Smith writes:
Worship needs to be an incubator for the imagination, inviting us into ‘the real
world’ by bringing us aesthetic olive leaves from the kingdom that is coming,
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helping us envision what it would look like for God’s will to be done on earth as
it is in heaven. We will absorb this eschatological vision of shalom in ways that
elude our awareness, and the Story will be incorporated into our bodies on an
aesthetic register. Thus the whole of Christian worship must embody this guiding
Story in multivalent ways so that it becomes part of our background and thus
sanctifies our perception. Christian worship should send us out with new knowledge
and information, as well as a renewed feel for the world, a transformed
‘practical sense.’608
What an image! Afloat in the chaos of a post-everything world, as we gather together in
worship, the Spirit gives us an eschatological olive leaf of God’s in-breaking kingdom. This
happens even when we are not aware, imparting courage and joy and a renewed vision to us.
We can see how worship accomplishes this. Like the olive leaf, worship forms “goods”
as described by MacIntyre, which are core to our identity as a community. Through our
cooperative practices a communal spirituality is formed in us, which reminds us of who we are
and, more importantly, who God is.609 In this, we also rediscover the importance of communal
worship, as the cooperative act of coming together is the heart of where the transformation takes
place.
This is not, of course, how we always experience shared worship. When we get bored or
the liturgy feels stale we often think that the problem is with the structure or the way it is being
communicated. Church Planting consultant Stuart Murray describes frequent conversations with
church planters who are quick to “dismantle inherited patterns of worship, then (usually two
years later) re-appropriate many abandoned practices…[they] begin to appreciate why these have
stood the test of time.”610
On the other hand, just because these practices have been handed down does not make
them automatically right. Sin impacts tradition:
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If given too much weight, it can stifle the local gathering …Tradition [emerged] often
by critiquing what went before. It must be open therefore to further interrogation,
arising from the Spirit’s presence in new settings.611
If we have a negative association with a worship tradition we need discernment to avoid
prematurely abandoning it. Similarly, we must avoid giving an unhealthy weight to a tradition of
worship simply for the sake of nostalgia. Our expectations for how worship should feel and what
should be communicated gets more complex when we add missional expectations to the
dimension of the worship service. John Witvliet describes countless times when he has navigated
conversations with churches who seem stuck because worship is seen to be in opposition to
mission, and innovation is pitted against tradition. A way to move the conversation forward is to
reframe our expectations: “What is needed is to envision worship services infused with mission,
informed by traditioned innovation, and hold the theoretical along with the practical.”612
In our cultural context, where membership and affiliation are a fluid reality, mission has
become an integral consideration for worship to serve as “public witness.” Lois Barrett observed
that in worship, “the public horizon declares God’s reign in the world, sustains the worshipping
community, and is the source of identity and purpose for the public life of the congregation.”613
Here the practice of worship is made visible to others and often accommodations are introduced
to make what goes on in worship accessible and comprehensible to all.
It is a challenge to lead a congregation in our context. Some observations by Scott
Frederickson aptly capture the difficulty. He says that there is pressure from within that the
received tradition of worship is no longer adequate, and now there is an evaluative function built
into each worshipper’s “experience” and we hope to pass their internal evaluation so they will
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remain loyal. More than that, in addition to offering spiritual care and personal concern for our
members, there is the added responsibility of doing the same for all visitors and neighbours.
There is also the increasing challenge that denominational ministries lack connection to people
and their needs. He concludes, “This has led to a great change in the ecclesiastical landscape
across all contexts and communities in North America."614
Fatigue quickly sets in if we give into the frenetic activity these expectations can create.
Although we cannot fully escape this pressure, it can be freeing when we discover what the
missional dimension can add, and what it cannot. Worship can give spiritual seekers a window
into our God-defined world. Jim Kitchens argues:
Worship is our primary opportunity to offer people another perspective on the
world, another way to imagine life: a way of life shaped by the life, ministry,
death, and resurrection of the One we call the Christ. One hour a week may
not be much to work with, but we have to make the best use of what people
will, at least in the beginning, give us.615
However, worship is also much more than a window for the spiritually curious to peek
into. First and foremost, “worship is for God’s people an encounter with the Living God who
loves us, and who offers those in Christ a destiny of unsurpassable riches and unspeakable
gifts.”616 Eugene Peterson continues,
But these are not things we can know from the outside. That’s where the false
advertising comes in—when we try to talk about these things to the outside as if
they are publicity to get people interested in God. They aren’t items of publicity;
they are invitations to explore that which can be looked at from the outside, but
can only be entered by the inside.617
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It is in worship where first and foremost, we are transformed, where we are re-storied and
reminded of the character of the Triune God. As we encounter the One who made us and
entrusted us to be light to a dark world, we discover again that our mission originates in him:
God enters the world and in love and grace God sends Jesus, the Holy Spirit,
churches, even kings and asses into the world so that the world will know and
be drawn to life and allegiance.618
Practicing Faith Formation
Alongside worship, the second vital communal practice I will explore is Spiritual
Formation. The importance of discipleship and faith formation as a communal practice cannot be
underestimated. However, its role is less defined and has more variance than our times of
gathering for worship. I will use Mark Lau Branson’s definition: “nurtured by worship, word and
mission; it is shaped in festivals, small groups, spiritual friendships, and families; it benefits from
pastoral care and private disciplines.”619 Shared spiritual formation at First CRC encompasses
our worship services, our children’s Sunday School and Catechism, Small Group meetings, as
well as the spiritual retreats we have offered. Spiritual formation is nurtured personally by our
members and lies behind our fellowship and pastoral care ministries.
It is in the role of faith formation where the Holy Spirit personalizes identities even more,
as he attends to our blessed stories and also our broken stories, and sets within us the uniqueness
of how we are being called as witnesses to his kingdom through our vocations, interests and the
unique contexts we find ourselves.
Faith formation practices are shared practices, designed to supplement our personal
nurturing of faith, although as central as those rhythms ought to be, it is alarming to learn of a
significant drop-off in the personal practice of devotions and prayer. It is alarming because the
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force of other influences numb our attentiveness to what is happening and to what we need to
grow in our faith. Our appetites and desires, insecurities and aches, our drive towards
productivity, even how we approach time and greet the day are malleable and when we are not
intentionally being continually formed in faith we become misshapen and drawn away from the
Story for which we were created.
In our small congregation we seek to support each person at each milestone of faith and
seek to reinforce the communal nature of our life with Jesus. However, I also recognize that we
could be better at clarifying the pathway towards faithful discipleship and reinforcing the
linkages between our Children’s Ministries and our Small Groups, particularly as they relate to
our worship and the connection each of these have to the overall spiritual maturity congregants
need to be equipped and willing to step into congregational leadership.620
An aspect of spiritual maturity uniquely pertinent for Reformed believers is the “common
Anabaptist assertion that Reformed Christians were not as disciplined as they were, and that
Reformed Christians too quickly entered into cultural involvement.”621 Mouw draws on Klaas
Schilder to serve as a corrective—a man who is often dismissed as too conservative for Christian
Reformed believers. Schilder criticized other Reformed Christians for being too quick in their
cultural involvement and inconsistent in discipline within the church. He calls for rigour in
discipleship and rigour in cultural discernment for the people of God to “live out their obedient
patterns of cultural life.”622 While congregants might protest such an assessment, there is an
element of truth in his words. As mentioned in Chapter 3, we recognize the challenge of walking
such a fine line, but believe that God calls us to be to faithful in both worlds.
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Our moral identity as a church must consciously be given shape by who we
are as disciples of Jesus Christ, not by who we are as members of society. The
agenda of the church is set by the Christian story and not by any other story.
Therefore the church’s identity cannot be determined solely by the urgency of
matters forced on us by the world…the church’s identity is determined by
what in essence it is. The church’s character is seen in everything it is and does
…The church is moral by how it exists, by how it trains its members to exist
and even by what it refuses to do. 623
The spiritual formation I have in view here is holistic discipleship where each one,
regardless of age, is continually learning to be formed into the image of Christ, in every
dimension of their lives in order that they can pursue right relationships with God, each other,
neighbours, and creation.624 To this end, the church must take the lead, which calls for a
substantive shift in how the Transformational concept of sphere sovereignty is to be applied.
The concept of sphere sovereignty was introduced to ensure each aspect of life
maintained its God-given autonomy and to protect one sphere from lording influence over
another, such as happens when the state directs the church in how it ought to act. However, today
the sphere of family seems a shadow of its former self and Mouw argues that:
the church must compensate for that weakness, at least as a temporary remedial
strategy…[Because it and other spheres] cannot draw on the more robust
worldviews and confessional identities that once pervaded the culture, the church
needs to make a special effort to focus on areas of concern that are not, strictly
speaking, items in its original sphere-portfolio.625
Mouw draws on the insights of Ronald Thiemann to argue for churches to have
congregations operate as “schools of public virtue” to ensure that the community forms “the kind
of character necessary for public life.”626 This learning must be personal, accessible training
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grounds for kingdom witnesses in the way Matthew Boulton described Calvin’s goal for the
church: “The church [ought to be] a gymnasium, a training ground, a school, and community of
preparation and practice enrolled (we hope and pray) in God’s sanctifying, transformative
paideia.”627
Here we see potential connection to the church’s vision being supported and reinforced
by covenanting practices similar to New Monasticism. Interestingly, the reason Reformed
believers were historically resistant to monasticism was because of its exclusivity, yet as Calvin
desired that all believers in Geneva lead lives marked with the same discipline modelled in the
monasteries of his day.628
What this type of school of virtue ought to look like in First CRC’s context will demand
careful thought and great effort. One such model is the Leadership Development Network, a BCwide, three year training ground for lay leaders where there is intentional Scripture study,
support and accountability, as well as connecting this learning to each person’s context. This
model is deeply compelling, but at this point is limited in its effectiveness because of limited
participation. But we are called to be formed by Worship and then embodying his Word at work
in the culture with postures of humility, hospitality, generosity and hopeful imagination. This
begins in worship, because as Smith argues, “Worship isn’t just something we do; it is where
God does something to us. Worship is the heart of discipleship because it is the gymnasium in
which God retrains our hearts.” And just as gyms are places of training, we carry this muscle
memory into our kingdom living. May we be faithful in this call.
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Spiritual Formation deepens the life together of the congregation. Krieder’s book, The
Patient Ferment of the Early Church serves as a reminder that throughout the history of the
church, the rhythms of a worshipping community involve being with each other and taking care
of each other. They were not called the family of God without reason.
The gift of being intergenerational means that there are a variety of experiences our
various members are going through at anyone time. Some are welcoming infants into their
families, others are going through crises, suffering and grief, some are feeling vitalized while
others are preparing for their last moments in the old creation. As a people who are centred
together on the practices of worship and faith formation, we discover how everything in our
experience becomes the stuff of our faith. We hold a common confession and belief, and in our
journeying together, we discover how grace permeates each of our stories. I have witnessed
countless times when some in our community have been strong when others have been weak,
some giving encouragement when others have faced times of despair. And I have marveled at the
deep faith and courage still others have shown when confronted by the grave, acknowledging our
true and final healing can and will only be when Christ returns to redeem what he made, loves
and sustains. By God’s grace, we are not alone in this life. These various experiences are what
Mouw describes as the churches under the cross: “laughing and weeping as we wait for the New
Creation.”629
Through the practice of mutual hospitality our common identity is reinforced. With the
practice of generosity, the practical needs of the vulnerable are attended to by others who
recognized the blessings God had entrusted to them. But beyond hospitality and generosity, with
shared lives there is also care. As we saw earlier in this chapter, each posture we explored first
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shapes and forms us as a community of faith. Then we are enabled to express this posture
outwardly, a missional community. The two practices of worship and spiritual formation are
central to the shared rhythms of the gathered church. And as we have noted, the shared practices
feed directly into the communal practices of the sent church. In the words of Barrett in Treasure
in Clay Jars, we are a congregation, given identity and purpose from our loving God. And when
we discover what is happening in our practices of worship and spiritual formation, we discover
how central they are to the Missio Dei—letting “God’s mission permeate everything…from
worship to witness to training members for discipleship.”630

B. Communal Practices for the Sent Church
i. Practicing “Breathing”
The rhythms of gathered worship and scattering to our various places each week is like
breathing. With worship we inhale—we are literally inspired by encountering God’s presence
and being re-storied into his purposes. And then as we leave, going about our various activities
throughout the week, we exhale this God-inspired life wherever we go.631 This makes the last
minutes in our worship service so important because they represent a moment of the church’s
two natures overlapping, moving from institutional to organic. James K.A. Smith writes:
The ending of Christian worship, then, is a sending. Having encountered God
in Word and sacrament, we are transformed and renewed and empowered by
the Spirit to take up once again the original vocation of humanity: to be God’s
image-bearers by cultivating all the possibilities latent in God’s creation, now
renewing and restoring a broken, fallen world. Drawn into union with Christ,
the ‘end’ of Christian worship is bound up with our sending for Christian action,
rightly ordered cultural labor, the creational task of making and remaking God’s
world.”632
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This is a sending—not a moment where we take a deep breath ourselves to muster our
own strength for the tasks ahead. Of course, much effort on parts will be required, but it is not
only mustering our own strength. We do not manufacture God’s mission anymore than we make
God come into our presence. The work is the Lord’s and our vocation is to midwife his mission
by being attentive to the signs of his kingdom and describing the reality to those who are
witnessing these life-altering events.633
As a way to deepen the attentiveness of what is happening at the sending, before I speak
the words of benediction, I often invite the congregation to think about the week ahead—the
things they anticipate as life-giving and life-depleting, as well as the people and places they will
encounter. This brief exercise reinforces the confidence that God is going before us, that the stuff
of life, work and home has value, and that we are once again entering into God’s mission as his
kingdom witnesses.634 Following this, I have the privilege to proclaim God’s blessing, often the
Aaronic blessing which invites those with the eyes to see God’s face shining upon us as his
people who steward his message of life.

ii. Practicing Incarnational Living
Along with the practice of breathing –inhaling and exhaling, we also practice incarnation.
David Bosch wrote that mission is “the good news of God’s life, incarnated in the witness of a
community for the sake of the world.” 635 Or in the words of Terri Martinson Elton,
The mission is that a communal, sending God calls and sends the church to be a
witness to the reign of God, proclaiming and living this good news incarnationally.
This is the church’s reason for being; this is the center to which the church clings,
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for God has called the church to join in this mission of redeeming and transforming
the world.636
Bolt cautions that incarnational language confuses Jesus’ ministry as if the church is
seeking to duplicate Jesus’ healings, atonement, death, resurrection and ascension.637 This is not
what I have in view here. With Jesus’ physical presence now in heaven,638 the church is the
Spirit-filled presence of Christ on earth—his body who are called to:
mirror not only [Jesus’] identification with culture, but also his mission in
community within ordinary life, his community’s Good Friday fragmentation
and Easter resurrection, his letting go and sending out, and his completion of
all 'places' when he returns…they bear the fingerprints of Jesus when they
enact these themes.639
To understand the Incarnation in its fullest sense is to seek to understand the whole of
Jesus’ life where he limited himself to being in a particular place and a particular moment in
time. For us, this means that practicing incarnational living means that we are called to be
attentive to the particular context we have been placed, as we discover the importance of being
kingdom witnesses for our neighbours, coworkers, family and friends.
Lamin Sanneh has noted how translation is a deeply contextual process, where the
translator is looking for meaningful ways of explaining ideas and truths. Here the translator
searches cultural concepts and communicates them on their own terms.640 Incarnational living
seeks to do that work of translating the Good News to each unique context and the challenge is to
be faithful to the Gospel while still being relevant to the culture, and without being
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syncretistic.641 Sanneh is instructive here in noting the difference between diffusion and
translation: Much of the global mission strategy is marked by diffusion as the missionary culture
becomes the carrier of the message which perpetuates a colonial and proselytization approach,
whereas a deeper conversion emerges through translation of the language but also the cultural
concepts.642 Though Sanneh draws on global missionary methods, these concepts impact what it
means for God’s people to bear witness to his message in this context as well. Given the
resistance to overt evangelistic efforts in Vancouver today, it is crucial that evangelism is
reimagined to “being present in people’s situations and sharing our lives with them. Only then do
we earn the privilege to speak to them about Jesus.”643
There is an internal barrier each congregation must overcome to live incarnationally. It is
the temptation to withdraw to a place where:
care is directed towards the ‘faithful’, largely by the provision of regular
opportunities for worship. The justification for the life of the Christ is then
found in itself, instead of in its mission in the world.…[in this,] the local
congregation is carrying the burden of a divine commission which it is not,
in the present state of society, able to bear. 644
Tim Dickau has advocated for how congregational leaders ought to lead by example
which means that incoming clergy should choose “to live in the neighbourhood of the church
building [as a way to declare] that they are willing to embrace this particular place, as an
expression of the incarnation reverberating from Christ.”645 My wife, Julia and I, have lived 600
metres from First CRC for eleven years. Many of our neighbours know us as the pastors of the
church, even though they have never set foot in it. One such neighbour who passed away last
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year used to stop whatever haphazard bit of raking or sweeping he was doing to call out to me as
I was heading his way. His distinctive, “Helllooo Reverend!” often reached me half a block
away. When he died, his wife, who had also not previously set foot in our church, asked me to
speak at his funeral service—a gathering of a few friends and family at the Legion Hall as people
played billiards and other games. Into that tender situation, I was able to speak a word of grace.
He loved our neighbourhood and took care of it the best way he knew how, and God loved him.
Practicing Shalom:
As we take seriously the practice of inhaling and exhaling our life in God and the practice
of incarnational living, we are led into practicing shalom. The church holds Jesus’ ministry as
our template and we see that his multi-faceted approach brings shalom, as he bore witness to the
Father, modelling selfless love and service, standing up for justice, bringing healing and
restoration, as well as reconciliation, freedom and peace. As the church, empowered by his
Spirit, we envision this same wholeness in our community. Verkuyl has said,
a Kingdom-centered theology worthy of the name is concerned with every
aspect of life and society. Often in the history of the Church and theology Jesus
has been—and in some cases continues to be—proclaimed without His kingdom.
In the face of proclamation, it should not come as a surprise to discover people
attempting to find the Kingdom and salvation without Christ.”646
Pursuing shalom means setting an eschatological -shaped hope as the template for our
lives, confident that Jesus’ work of redemption encompasses the whole of life. J. H. Bavinck
said:
The gospel of grace presents norms for the reordering of all human relationships it contains the seed of a new society. It gives us a new conception of state and it
grants light upon social problems and upon the principles of science. The work of
Jesus Christ cannot be split; we cannot share his redeeming grace without giving
obedience to His royal word. It is not possible to be a Christian at home and to
646

Johannes Verkuyl, as cited in Goheen, Introducing Christian Mission Today, 95.

Vanderveen, Reforming a Reformed Kingdom Witness, 304

surrender the world about us to the destructive influence of sin. Whoever belongs
to Him belongs to Him in the complete greatness of His work.647
Calvin provides us with an example of working towards shalom. In Geneva Calvin was
concerned with town planning and sewage systems “out of his concern for the well-being of the
social life”648 of the citizens and criticized the rich who were the source of oppression in the city
saying:
If they were able, they would have a sun all to themselves in order to say that
all the others have nothing in common with them…[The rich] would change
the whole order and nature so they could swallow everything.649
The challenge for those who practice shalom is to first notice the consequences of
individualism, consumerism, globalization, secularism and social disparity and inequity. It means
being attentive to voices such as William Cavanagh who observes that a mark of a consumer
culture is the “ability to turn virtually anything into a commodity.”650 Even more, it also means
listening to the Holy Spirit’s convictions pointing out the places where we are complicit in
destroying shalom. The problem is not simply ‘out there’, as if we can blame others who have
more power or more money for society’s ills. Rather, it means humbly identifying our own antishalom impulses and behaviour.
Despite our complicity, God still entrusts to each of us the mandate to cultivate and
sustain creation. Holding before us a picture of shalom, which will be fully realized in the New
Creation, we discover our task and calling. Klaus Bockmuehl wrote: “the cultural mandate
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means house-holding or stewardship in creation, husbandry in nature; this is participation in
God’s own work of sustaining his world.”651
For us in Vancouver, it means incorporating the pursuit of avad and shamar in the midst
of the city’s concrete maze down the many avenues of God’s call on his people. Like Jeremiah’s
letter to the exiles in Jeremiah 29, in order for us to bloom where we are planted, we need to seek
the peace of the city to which we have been sent. And if we are to pursue shalom incarnationally,
then we need to attend to the realities of the city in our midst. As the global phenomenon of rapid
urbanization increases, it is vital that God’s people are present and embedded in those places.
Roger Greenway noted that the missional presence of Christians in urban centres is:
an urgent and serious need [because] cities determine the destiny of nations, and
their influence on the everyday affairs of individuals is incalculable. As cities
grow in number, size, and influence, it is incumbent on those responsible for
world evangelization [to make this a priority.]652
And Ray Bakke has said:
Mission is no longer about crossing oceans, jungles and deserts, but about
crossing the streets of the world’s cities. From now on, nearly all ministry will
be cross-cultural amid the urban pluralism caused by the greatest migration in
human history from Southern hemispheres to the North, from East to West and,
above all from rural to urban.”653
So, for us who live in this city, living well here means that we are attentive to all that is
happening around us. We need to pay attention to Augustine’s observation that each city
“organizes its political affairs around its deepest love”654 while Kuyper observed that housing can
be used to keep the marginalized on the periphery.”655 This means that some will be called to the
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role of advocacy or working with the political spheres in a socially responsible way. Others
might support the work of justice more indirectly, having a passion for beauty, as that too reflects
shalom. As Wolterstorff said,
The tragedy of modern urban life is not only that so many in our cities are
oppressed and powerless, but also that so many have nothing surrounding them
in which any human being could possibly take delight. For this state of affairs
we who are Christians are as guilty as any. We have adopted a pietisticmaterialistic understanding of man, viewing human needs as the need for a
saved soul plus the need for food, clothes, and shelter. True shalom is vastly
richer than that.656
We hold before us the conviction that we “have been called to provide our world with a
preview of God’s coming kingdom…[which pulls us] forward by hopeful expectation of the
kingdom to be revealed when Jesus returns.”657 This is where our inhaling in shared worship
propels us into this work of witnesses.
Faith that burns within the walls of the church “shines out through its
windows to areas far beyond, illuminating all the sectors and associations that
appear across the wide range of human life and activity…Justice, law, the home
and family, business, vocation, public opinion and literature, art and science, and
so much more are illuminated by that light, and that illumination will be stronger
and more penetrating as the lamp of the gospel is allowed to shine more brightly
and clearly in the church institute.658
One final note on practicing shalom. The manner we go about this practice is as
important as the content of our efforts. Ephesians 6 reminds us that we are at war with the forces
continually working against God’s vision for shalom, but in this war, we follow in the footsteps
of the One who overcame power with love. Bavinck’s caution is fitting:
In this ongoing struggle which the gospel of Jesus Christ is called to continue
to wage against sin, the church is permitted to use only those spiritual weapons
consonant with its own nature. The weapons of coercion, power, riches, might,
flattery, and hypocrisy are forbidden to her. The only legitimate weapons are
656
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the Word and faith, truth and righteousness. These weapons alone are powerful
for God.659

V. The Last Word: Where to next?
Our house is located at Trout Lake, near a very short section of Templeton Drive. The
Grandview Cut prevents the road from going to the North. In Vancouver’s earlier years, the road
used to travel directly South, but when the park surrounding Trout Lake was expanded, the road
was replaced with a walking path. An elderly man in our church who was born in a little house
on the road that used to run past the lake has described how different the park looks compared to
the one he knew as a boy. He used to play in the reeds in knee deep mud, to his mother’s dismay.
There were hardly any trees. Today, for us to travel through the park toward the old Copley
Orchard on East 19th, we now follow the picturesque path that was created by city planners.
There is no evidence that a street ever existed there and the park is filled with beautiful large oak,
maple and willow trees that had not been there previously.
In this project, I have sought to follow a well-trod path by attending to our
Transformational history, while recognizing the new social and cultural context that our
congregation now finds ourselves in. Following the path has allowed us to draw on the wisdom
of those who have gone before us with a recognition that the way we will journey now must look
different because the landscape is different and the roads that travel there have also changed. It is
my prayer that though different, the path remains faithful to the ways God is leading us to live as
kingdom witnesses.

I conclude this project with a letter for First CRC of Vancouver:
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Dear brothers and sisters of First CRC,
I am so thankful for you. For the journey we have been on together and for the glimpses
of the kingdom in our midst! Your love and care for each other has been clearly on display and
there are so many who have encountered Jesus’ way in this place where we have been called.
When we initially accepted the call to be co-pastors at First CRC of Vancouver, I had no
idea what a transformative journey our Triune God would have for us as a couple, and for me in
particular. Just two years before we accepted the call, we had attended the CRC church-planter’s
assessment to discern what I felt was a deep call to engage in God’s mission through church
planting. At the assessment, we had to choose a specific neighbourhood and so we presented
what a church plant would look like in the Trout Lake neighbourhood of East Vancouver. In the
context of that presentation, drawing from all the fervour and idealism of a newly minted Regent
College MDiv, I shared with fellow hopeful church-planters, “There actually is a CRC in this
neighbourhood, but I could never work there…maybe work out of the building, but there would
be way too much to do for it to become more missionally-engaged.”
I’m humbled as a recall those words. On the church-planting front, I am not sure I had the
temperament or the entrepreneurial drive to start a community from the ground up. Yet the
church planter assessment was a gift to help me and us imagine what an outward-focused,
kingdom-engaged congregation could look like. A greater gift is what I have, and continue to
experience, at First CRC over these last eleven years. I was wrong in having prematurely written
off the congregation as I soon discovered in the congregation’s DNA deep care for each other
which equalled a deep care for God’s kingdom. You as a congregation have changed me and
taught me a great deal. And, it seems that this pastor with a patient demeanour was better suited
to work in an established congregational context.
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In our journey together, the passion for participating in God’s mission and kingdom did
not lessen however. And while I have been corrected a great deal about my then-outsider
conclusions about First CRC, one conviction has remained throughout—a posture towards
outward kingdom mission is challenging to live into for an established Christian Reformed
congregation. At the time, I believed the ‘stuckness’ was a wholesale resistance to innovation.
We have learned together that change does not come easily in a context such as ours, because I
believe that beneath that caution are deeper theological barriers that I have addressed in these
pages which sometimes prevent faithful CRC congregants from fully embracing God’s broader
mission in the world. Some of this is due to how drastically the world outside the church has
changed, but there are also parts of our tradition which I believe can create a logjam effect. In
this project, I have sought to articulate those external social forces and internal theological
factors as keys to unlock what is getting in our way from continually moving forward in a
meaningful, God-glorifying way.
This project then is descriptive of what has been as it reflects the mutual learning we have
shared since 2007 as we have witnessed Christ’s renewing presence in our midst, and it is also
my attempt at discovering our congregational voice and vision to continually become more unstuck as we discern where the Triune God will be leading us in the future. As I look back, I am
also reminded of the great many times where my impatience, lack of attentiveness or
insensitivity have put up unnecessary barriers for others to experience the fullness of God’s
grace. Yet by God’s grace, these years have been rich and mutually transformative, and devoid
of significant controversy as we have patiently moved forward to better connect in our context.
Through the rhythm of life together, we have learned, and continue to learn, the importance of
humility, hospitality, generosity and imaginative hope. Some of our experiments did not
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germinate, but we have also seen how some seeds have sprouted and matured and now give
nourishment and beauty to our neighbourhood. In 2007, Home Missions asked CRC
congregations, “If your church would close in your neighbourhood, would you be missed?”
Today, we can describe many examples of how we would be missed because of the way our
ministries have been addressing the needs of our neighbours.
But this project is also prescriptive—calling us further and deeper into what God has
planned for First CRC. We have experienced the challenge of drawing our faith into
conversations with our neighbours, and there are Spirit-led avenues for us to love our
neighbours. May this prayer continue to invite us further and deeper to what God has in store:
For those of us and our neighbours who look for meaning in self-mastery, may we model
what it looks like to learn to be mastered by Christ as an expression of our
discipleship.
For those of us and our neighbours who are suspicious of institutions, may we recognize
and name how this specific institution has been a stabilizing force in our
neighbourhood because of the vitality of those within.
For those of us and our neighbours who are open to seeing a deeper goodness in the
physical world around, may we model and describe our motivations to care for
creation as we wait for the New Creation.
For those of us and our neighbours who work for justice, may we discern well and come
alongside each other in times when the Spirit leads us to do so.
For those of us and our neighbours who are overwhelmed with suffering, may we open
our eyes to see and have the courage to help carry each other’s burdens.
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And in our decisions and our rhythms of living as the gathered and sent church, may we
together witness to the cross and the crown of Christ’s kingdom.
We have begun new ways of talking about our faith and church and our world. This is the
work of re-appropriating: taking what has been handed down to us in faith and seeking to make
sense of it in our social and cultural context. This process has helped us recognize the unique and
good gifts we have been entrusted with and has also pushed us to wrestle with some of the
challenging parts of our tradition’s history. As we seek to adapt to a new reality, I will lean on
Kuyper one last time.
In a tumultuous time for the church he encouraged his congregation to be faithful to the
faith they had received. He said that appreciating the gift of faith handed down to them does not
mean that church holds a faith frozen in time. Rather, development must take place in our
confession, in our worship, in our governance, and in every activity of the church.660 I echo his
conviction and trust our faithful God to continue drawing us deeper into his transforming life.
Imagine now, the places God has called you to be his kingdom witnesses. May this
project be an inhale that inspires you to exhale the transformative presence of Christ:
As we each go to the places of our unique callings, may you remember that you do not go
alone.
As you anticipate conversations with coworkers, neighbours and friends who are looking
for meaning in other places, may you remember who you are as you point to Jesus in a winsome
and humble way.
As you face the overwhelming fragmentation and loneliness, may you model a Spirit-led
community and embrace the rich gift of mutual hospitality.
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As you go into a world of need, may your work be rooted in the conviction that Jesus—
the suffering servant and king—defines our reality as we witness his redemptive work breaking
in around us.
As you go into a disorienting world, remember that God is our True North who will
continue to direct our paths by instilling in us imaginative hope.
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APPENDIX: Small-group based Congregational Engagement Questionnaire:
Thanks to your small group for taking the time to consider this questionnaire!
As many congregants know, I am working on my Doctorate of Ministry (DMin) through Carey
Theological College and I will be writing my thesis this year. The DMin program requires me to bring
together scholarly research with the practical ways the ideas get worked out in the context of a
worshipping community, and having Congregational input is a vital part of my research work.
Although this plays an important piece in my overall thesis, the primary reason you are being asked as a
group to answer these questions is because I, along with First CRC’s leadership, want to evaluate how
well we all together understand the primary goals of who we are as a congregation in our times of being
gathered, as well as who we are as we scatter each week to our homes, neighbourhoods, places or work,
and other places where we spend our time.
Background to the DMin Project:
As Jesus' followers, we are all called to share the good news with those around us, but what does that look
like? Our tradition has emphasized that our mission and outreach is not limited to spoken evangelism in
helping people accept Jesus as their personal Lord and Saviour. While that is part of what we do,
following the trajectory of Abraham Kuyper who believed Christ was setting to redeem every square inch
of this universe, we also hold a holistic public theology that Christ is at work not just on rescuing our
souls, but also restoring this world God made and loves, which includes all our relationships, societal
structures, and the physical creation.
Abraham Kuyper and other neo-Calvinists worked in a largely-monoethnic, Christian-majority culture at
the height of modernism where faithful followers of Jesus were to set up institutions to God’s renewing
work. We now find ourselves in a post-Christendom world that is culturally diverse, and a postmodern
culture which is deeply suspicious of institutions. Which means that with all the changes, we cannot
simply “copy and paste” everything Kuyper did into our current context. I am curious to see if and how
that century old conviction of broad minded mission translates into our current cultural context, and how
that might connect to our activity as the gathered church.
Instructions for your Small Group Input:
●

●
●

●

In order to use your small group time most effectively, feel free to send these questions out to
your small group ahead of time to invite personal reflection before coming together to answer
these questions together.
Begin by assigning a facilitator and a recorder. Recording this digitally would be helpful, but I
will gladly receive handwritten input as well.
Please answer after discussing each question. Some groups might take 30 minutes, others might
choose to spend an hour or more on this. Your small group might want to discuss some of these
questions more in subsequent meetings, but I ask that you answer these questions in one setting
and have them returned to me by the end of June.
In order to ensure each person has input on each question, spend a minimum of 10 minutes on
Questions 2-5 (use a timer if necessary), going around the circle and inviting each person’s input.
Various views should be recorded, and please note when a common theme emerges within your
group.
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The findings of this questionnaire will be very helpful for others in our congregation who are seeking to
better understand the purpose behind our Christian living, and the role of First CRC’s leadership to
encourage, educate and equip congregants to this end. I very much look forward to reading your
responses.
With gratitude, Pastor Trevor

Discussion Questions:
1. List how many respondents there are in your group, as well as the number of years each person in your
group has been part of First CRC: (names are optional)
2. As a group, in one sentence summarize the following:
a. The primary goal(s) for First CRC as the gathered church is:
b. The primary goal(s) for First CRC as the sent/scattered church is:
3. Complete the Sentences.
a. When we are being well equipped to live as God’s witnesses, describe what happens in…
Our worship services, our small group meetings and/or other faith formation activities, Our
shared outreach activities:
b. What are the barriers that might keep this from happening consistently?
4. Identify a challenge you experience in being a faithful witness in your home, neighbourhood, or
workplace.
●
●
●

What do you want instead of the challenge/problem? (not just eliminating the problem, but
thinking beyond the problem)
What would it be like if the problem were solved? What would you see, hear, and feel?
Imagine the problem is solved. What has been gained?
* If your group identifies multiple challenges, please be specific about the challenge and, if you
have time, answer the questions for each challenge.

5. Think about the places or hurt, pain, disparity and injustice in your own neighbourhoods and in First
CRC’s neighbourhood. Now, imagine the places where we live and worship would be transformed by
God’s shalom (right relationships between us and God, each other, us and our neighbours, as well as us
and our world).

Transformation is the hard, specific work of seeing that something that is wrong becomes right,
something that is dark is brought to the light, something that is not yet is brought into being."
- Gil Rendle, The Math of Mission
What is a difference you believe God is calling us as a congregation to make within the next few years in
your own neighbourhood?...In our church neighbourhood?
Describe what you imagine. Is it a personal change in attitude between people? A cultural change in how
life is lived? A structural change around how property is used? (Answers will vary significantly here, but
with each idea, please be as clear and specific as possible, regarding timeline and actual decisions.)
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