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ABSTRACT 

AN ALTERNATIVE MODEL FOR "SUCCESSFUL" EVANGELISM 

IN NORTH AMERICA 

D oorlag, Jack L., Th.M., Western Theological Seminary, Holland, Michigan, 1 993 . 

This thesis has as its focus the examination of the question of what it means for the 

church in North America to be involved in "successful" evangelism. It seeks to maintain 

that how one defines evangelism, the goal(s) for evangelism, the gospel, conversion, the 

church, and the kingdom of God will have significant influence on the way one determines 

what constitutes "successful" evangelism. 

Part I presents and investigative, historical analysis of the National Evangelistic 

Association and the religious roots from which this organization has emerged. The 

purpose of this analysis is to demonstrate how the NEA and its periodical "Net Results" 

presents one possible answer to the question of " successful" evangelism, one that is 

accepted by a number of Christians and churches in North America. 

Part II seeks to assess the response provided by the NEA to the question of 

" successful" evangelism in the light of some Biblical and theological research. The specific 

focus of the research that will be presented will be on the themes of evangelism, the 

goal(s) for evangelism, the gospel, conversion, the church, and the kingdom of God. 

Part III builds on the Biblical and theological assessment provided in Part II and 

seeks to offer an alternative, constructive proposal regarding "successful" evangelism that 

is faithful to the "gospel in Jesus Christ" and the kingdom he introduced to this world. 
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INTRODUCTION 

How is  it possible to determine if a given local church in North America is 

successful in  evangelism? Before any answer can be given to such a question, several 

other questions must first be addressed. For example, how does one define evangelism and 

what i s  understood to be the purpose and/or goal(s) of evangelism? Does evangelism 

involve the faithful proclamation of the gospel in a given cultural context and demand the 

response of conversion? If so, how does one define the gospel and describe conversion in 

that particular cultural context? Does evangelism have anything to do with the kingdom 

of God and the church? If so, what? And how does one define the kingdom of God and 

the church? Would it even be possible to say that any question pertaining to " successful " 

evangelism is  a culturally shaped one in that "success" is more of an obsession  for many 

North Americans than it was for the first followers of Christ? This thesis will seek to 

demonstrate that how questions such as these are answered will have everything to do 

with how the first question that has been asked will ultimately be answered. 

In the past decade. the National Evangelistic Association (NEA) of the Christian 

Church (Disciples of Christ) has emerged as a growing influence in several mainline 

denominations, especially with respect to evangelism. Subscriptions to Net Results (a 

periodical produced and distributed by the NEA) has increased from a little over 4,000 

subscriptions in 1 98 1  to 9, 000 in 1 992. In the past three years, the Regional Synod of the 

Great Lakes (Reformed Church in America) through its Evangelism and Renewal Task 

Force has entered into a contractual agreement with the NEA as part of a proposed five 

year plan called Great Lakes Grow. 

With the potential influence this organization could have on many pastors, church 

members, and denominational leaders in the Reformed Church in America and in other 

mainline denominations, it becomes important to determine how representatives from the 

NEA would answer the above questions. The first part of this thesis, then, will be devoted 

to a historical analysis of the National Evangelical Association. How do representatives 

from the N.E .A. today define evangelism? conversion? the gospel? the kingdom of God? 

and the church? And what do they understand the goal(s) of evangelism to be? Are the 

answers given to questions like these in recent years consistent with answers that have 

been offered by representatives of this organization historically? Or, have the answers 

been modified over the past 88 years in response to changing cultural conditions and 

dynamics within the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ)? Do all contributors to Net 

Results in the past decade present a similar response to the above questions? If not, why? 

How do the answers given historically as well as in recent years impact how 
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representatives of the NEA understand "successful" evangelism today? 

In  the second part of this thesis, an attempt will be made to assess what has been 

discovered about the National Evangelistic Association as some biblical and theological 

foundations are given for an alternative understanding of successful evangelism. Not only 

will we seek to ascertain in what ways the scriptures affirm and critique representatives of 

the NEA but also we will explore how the writers of the gospels in particular provide us 

insights as to how the Lord of the church and the cosmos would respond to many of the 

above questions. 

While acknowledging that representatives for the NEA present one possible 

answer to the question of how one can determine if a given local church in North America 

is " successful" in evangelism, an effort will also be made in the last part of this thesis to 

construct an alternative answer built on the biblical and theological foundations given in 

the second part. An important issue that will be addressed as part of this alternative 

answer concerns whether or not the question pertaining to "successful" evangelism is in 

itself a culturally clothed one. Is there a better way to reword the fundamental question of 

this thesis so that the implied concern is still addressed but without being held bondage to 

North American values regarding success? If not, is it possible that the life, ministry, and 

gospel of Jesus contain the resources necessary to construct an alternative understanding 

of " successful" evangelism? 

The alternative model for successful evangelism that will be proposed in the final 

part of this thesis presupposes a fundamental shift from an understanding of evangelism 

which is centered in one's understanding of the church to an understanding of evangelism 

centered in one's understanding of Jesus Christ and the gospel he proclaimed. When we 

discern from the writers of the gospels how Jesus Christ the Lord would define and 

describe evangelism, the goal( s) of evangelism, the gospel, conversion, the church, the 

kingdom of God, we are then in a better position to construct an alternative answer to the 

central question of this thesis. It is an answer that will enable pastors, church members, 

and denominational leaders both in the Reformed Church in America and other mainline 

denominations to be able to say to God, the Father Almighty (even as Jesus said on the 

night before his death) "We have brought you glory on earth by completing the work you 

have given us to do . "  
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CHAPTER 1 

THE NATIONAL EVANGELISTIC ASSOCIATION 

The roots of the National Evangelistic Association (NEA) extend deep into the 

birth and development of what is now called the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). 

The pioneers of this new church on the American scene (Burton Stone, Walter Scott, 

Thomas Campbell, and his son Alexander Campbell) were tired of the "party spirit" which 

they believed denorninationalism promoted in the cultural context of a free America. Each 

longed for the church of Christ in this land and throughout the world to be "essentially, 

intentionally, and constitutionally one" (McAllister and Tucker 1 975 :24). In his 

Declaration And Address, Thomas Campbell wrote in December of 1 809 that in order "to 

achieve unity, the church had no alternative but to restore the Christianity of the New 

Testament" (McAllister and Tucker 1 975 :25) .  

From the very beginning, the twin concepts that shaped the thinking of many 

pastors, church members, and other leaders in what is now called the Christian Church 

(Disciples of Christ) were Christian unity and the restoration of primitive Christianity 

grounded in the New Testament. These concepts became the motivating force for 

bringing together in 1 832 what prior to that time were two distinct movements of 

Christians, i .e . ,  the Christian Church and the Disciples. As if to point to themselves as an 

example  for other churches and denominations, Walter Scott made it a frequent emphasis 

of his preaching and writing that "if only more Christians would listen to and obey the 

simple commands of scripture, the purity of the church and ultimately the union of all 

Christians could be restored" (McAllister and Tucker 1 975 : 1 33). In time, the motto 

around which the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) developed an identity became "no 

creed but Christ, no book but the Bible. " 

From 1 890- 1 906, their numbers increased dramatically to 1 . 1  million and members 

of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) found themselves struggling with the very 

demon over against which they had come together. "Dissension arose out of long 

standing disagreements including the creation of the American Christian Missionary 

Society and the use of instrumental music in worship services (Stump 1 99 1: 45 1 ). This 

dissension soon led to the separation of nearly 1 60,000 members in 1 906 under the name 

of Churches of Christ. Those who remained as members of the Christian Church 

(Disciples of Christ) awakened to what had happened to them and through a renewed em-
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phasis on evangelism made it their goal once again "to restore New Testament Christianity 

in order to unite the church for the purpose of winning the world to Jesus Christ" 

(McAllister and Tucker 1 975:25 1 ) .  Instrumental to this renewed emphasis on evangelism 

was "a Board of Evangelism functioning within the framework of the American Christian 

Missionary Society and soon thereafter ( 1 920) a coterie of professional evangelists (J.V. 

Updike, S .M. Martin, J .H.O. Smith, J.V. Combs, and Charles R. Scoville) organized at the 

Old Bethany Assembly under the name of the National Evangelistic Association" 

(McAllister and Tucker 1 975 :326). The revised constitution that was put together by the 

founders of the NEA stated the immediate objectives for its existence as being: 

1 .  The enlistment of all evangelists of the brotherhood general, state, 
district, county evangelists, singing evangelists, and evangelistic 
ministers, for the furtherance of the evangelistic power and spirit. 

2 .  To provide a medium of  recognition and security for its members and 
churches. 

3 .  To cooperate with the evangelistic department of the United Christian 
Missionary Society, local churches of Christ, and all agencies that seek 
to promote New Testament evangelism. 

4 .  To  supplement the effectiveness of every member through conferences 
and mutual intercession, and to train young men and women who are 
anxious for the experience of those long in service, and 

5 .  To promote the development of and the use of modern literature, such 
as booklets and tracts which may courteously and firmly meet the needs 
and general conditions of the present hour .(Stauffer 1 985 : 1 0) 

From the very beginning, then, the NEA has intended to "be a fellowship of those who's 

chief interest would be that the church shall be faithful to its primary business--the winning 

of men and women to Christ" (NEA Unpublished : l ) .  

Both the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) and the NEA emerged in the 

historical context of an ever-expanding American frontier, a frontier that also extended to 

the remotest regions of the world. This context, combined with the strong impulse for 

Christian unity and the restoration of primitive Christianity, provided the necessary 

resources to sustain "a passionate vision of a united world won to Jesus as Lord with the 

Disciples as servants of that vision and with America as its vehicle" (Duke and Driskill 

1 99 1  : 276). The United States, for most members of the Christian Church (Disciples of 

Christ) at this time, was considered a "redeemer nation" who's God ordained purpose was 
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to " spread democracy and pure Christianity at home and abroad" (Duke and Driskill 

1 99 1 : 1 7 1 ). 

The passing of the American frontier together with inevitable social and cultural 

changes brought about a significant shift in thinking among some leaders and members as

sociated with the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). Although many Disciples at the 

tum of the 20th century continued to believe that the "true mission of the gospel" was the 

conversion of sinners and that the primary business of the church was that of winning 

individuals to Christ, there were others at this time who "came to believe that the purpose 

of the church was also to work for the redemption of society" (McAllister and Tucker 

1 975:286).  Seeds had been planted that over time would lead to further tension and even 

more division in a church whose very identity was formed in close association with Christ's 

prayer for his first followers, i .e . ,  "that they may all be one, even as thou, Father, art in me 

and I in thee, that they also may be in us, that the world may believe . . .  " (John 1 7 :2 1 ) .  

The years of  the Great Depression that followed gave even more impetus to  the 

stream of leaders and other members of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) that had 

an " increased concern for the relationship of the church to social reform" (McAllister and 

Tucker 1 97 5 : 390). It was over against this emerging trend, however, that the NEA 

continued to place a primary emphasis on "New Testament evangelism with a secondary 

emphasis on  raising funds for the support of the NEA" (Stauffer 1 985 :  1 5) .  In 1 929, at the 

Pre-Convention Conference on Evangelism held in the First Congregational Church of 

Seattle, WA. , the theme song for the delegates captured the spirit of the NEA at this time: 

Give us a watchword for the hour 
A thrilling word, a word of power, 
A battle cry, a flaming breath, 
That calls to conquest or to death: 
A word to rouse the church from rest, 
To heed her Master's highest behest. 
The call is given--ye hosts arise; 
Our watchword is--Evangelize! 

The glad evangel now proclaim 
Through all the earth; in Jesus' name. 
This word is ringing through the skies
Evangelize ! Evangelize ! 
To dying men, a fallen race, 
Make known the gift of Gospel Grace; 
The world that now in darkness lies, 
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Evangelize! Evangelize! (Stauffer 1985:14) 

In his annual report to the same conference as General Secretary of the NEA, Jesse M. 

Bader said that "to evangelize is not the church's only task, but its first task. To win men 

to Christ and build them up in Christ is the church's highest work. To this end houses of 

worship are built, sermons preached, hymns sung, organizations are perfected, and money 

is given" (Stauffer 1985: 14). 

During the years 1900-1945, the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) increased 

in membership from 1, 150,000 members to its all time high of 1,943,441. "A large part of 

this success, " notes Stauffer from a somewhat biased perspective, "was due to the work of 

the National Evangelistic Association" (1985:13). What he either overlooked or 

considered insignificant, yet which deserves recognition, was the rapid growth of the 

American society during these same years. Even further, this increase in membership was 

combined with the growing influence of the fundamentalist-modernist controversy 

affecting several denominations in North America at this time. This led to an increase of 

" ideological and practical differences between individuals and congregations concerning 

the purpose and program style of the church in the modern world. The. major question 

which continues to be asked even today is whether the major thrust of the church's mission 

ought to be a 'social action' type gospel and ministry or the individualized and personalized 

gospel and ministry of 'soul-saving, worship, devotionals, etc. "' (Stauffer 1985:17). A 

closer analysis of the theme song for delegates to the 1929 Pre-Convention Conference on 

Evangelism leaves no question as to the position of the NEA with respect to what the 

major thrust of the church's mission should be. The emphases on "word" and "proclaiming 

the glad evangel, "  not to mention the "making known the gift of Gospel Grace"  to "dying 

man, a fallen race, " leaves no doubts. The church's primary task of evangelism involves 

"soul-saving . " 

Another important issue for both the NEA and the Christian Church (Disciples of 

Christ) during these years, was how to relate to the larger world-wide church in order to 

promote Christian unity without compromising her unique identity as churches seeking to 

restore primitive Christianity. A World Missionary Conference on Evangelism had been 

convened in Edinburgh in 1910 for a purpose that certainly would have struck a 

responsive chord among leaders and members of the Christian Church (Disciples of 

Christ), i . e . ,  "to survey the non-Christian world, including the missions and churches there, 

and to achieve a cooperative strategy for its effective evangelization" (Hogg 1980: 14 7). 

Yet, one of the primary governing principles for the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), 
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which was "no creed but Christ and no book but the Bible," made it difficult to cooperate 

in mission with other Christians and churches who accepted creeds and other canons. 

Although the United Christian Missionary Society (which had been formed to organize 

and supervise the evangelism ministries of the Disciples including the NEA) "did recognize 

the work of other Christian communions and cooperated with them as fully as possible 

without the sacrifice of their own convictions, they also emphasized that members of the 

Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) needed to present a witness for the reunion of a 

divided church by the restoration of the New Testament order in faith, practice, and fruits" 

(Toulouse 1991 :203). 

In 1927, a group oflndependents broke away from the Christian Church (Disciples 

of Christ) over the recognition of denominationalism which they believed was implicit in 

any cooperative evangelistic efforts. By the l 930's, most members associated with the 

Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) no longer saw denominations as an obstacle to 

God's mission. This made it possible for active involvement and participation in the World 

Council of Churches when it was formed nearly two decades later. 

In 1945, the NEA became an official agency of the International Convention for 

the Disciples. In the first annual report that was submitted to this convention, it was 

stated that 

the work of the NEA is ... primarily inspirational in nature and 
does not seek in any organizational way to be responsible for 
any evangelistic movement within the brotherhood . . . .  And since 
evangelism is the basic objective of the church as well as a divine 
command, it is imperative that the passion for evangelism be 
dominant in the spirit and life of a people dedicated to the 
restoration of the early church of Christ. To this end the NEA 
seeks to serve. (Stauffer 1985: 16-17) 

A couple of years later, a general letter was sent out by Virgil Wallace (President 

of the NEA at the time) and Arlene Rothenburger (Secretary) in which it was stated 

The NEA has only one purpose. This purpose is to keep alive 
the spirit of evangelism and create a deeper passion for souls 
throughout our brotherhood. We believe that this deepening 
passion for the spiritual health of men and women is the final 
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answer for the alleviation of the national, social, and economic 
ills of the world, and that the Gospel is and will continue to be 
the power of God unto salvation (Stauffer 1985: 17). 

Statements such as these concerning the work and the purpose of the NEA reveal 

that despite the social, economical, and political changes that had occurred in the world 

during these years, not to mention the growing influence of the ecumenical movement, the 

fundamentalist-modernist controversy in several North American mainline denominations, 

and the rise of technology as the major guiding principle for behavior in the North 

American culture, members of the NEA continued to remain true to the original aims of 

the organization. 

Little acknowledgment is given by any representatives of the NEA to the 

sociological and cultural changes that had taken place during the first half of the 20th 

century. With the Great Commission ever before them as their motivation, the NEA 

continued to affirm a definition of evangelism confined to any means by which disciples 

were made and baptized into union with Christ. From 1946-1950 the major emphasis of 

the NEA centered on what was called Crusades for a Christian World. The aims of these 

Crusades included "the organization of 200 new congregations, the securing of new 

members, and recruitment for the ministry and mission fields" (McAllister and Tucker 

1975:412). 

By the year 1950, leaders of the NEA had made the decision that their work could 

be structured under four headings. 

1. A Meeting In Every Church. 
Since we believe that a revival will do for a church what 

nothing else can, our program seeks to encourage every church 
to use this method among others in reaching the unreached and 
building a deeper spiritual faith among the membership. 

2. Every Member An Evangelist. 
Since the Great Commission was given to the disciples, 

we feel that the Disciples of Christ 2, 000 years later should 
continue to carry on the work of those first emissaries of our 
Lord. 

3. Instill the Spirit ofEvangelism in All State, National, and 
International Meetings. 
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Evangelism should be the normal state of the church. 
There- fore the note of evangelism should be sounded in all our 
gatherings, whether local, state, national, or international. 

4. Promote the Spirit of Unity in the Bond of Peace. 
The Disciples of Christ have preached unity much but 

practiced it little. It is a known fact that when a church is busy 
at its task, there is neither time nor desire for dispute or disunity. 
Let us set ourselves to the task of evangelism and the singleness 
of our task will give us unity of mind and spirit (McAllister and 
Tucker 1985:18). 

A comparison of these four tasks with the constitution of the NEA put together by 

its founders shows a similar emphasis on New Testament evangelism understood in terms 

of making disciples and promoting Christian unity. There were still leaders and other 

members of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), however, who had strong 

convictions regarding a social action type of gospel and ministry as the major emphasis for 

evangelism. The increasing tension between these two views of evangelism highlighted a 

need in the 1950's for the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) to develop a theology of 

mission and evangelism. 

For most of its history, members and leaders of the Christian Church (Disciples of 

Christ) simply left unexplained important theological questions related to evangelism. 

There was no explanation of the nature of the Word . . . .  Among 
the Disciples, no one recognized that the incarnation itself 
expressed the theological truth that God's activities in history are 
always attached to cultural and historical forms. These, and 
other theological issues--the meaning of the gospel; the 
foundation, purpose, and hope of the church; the character of 
discipleship and evangelism--all remained unaddressed until well 
into the l 950's (Toulouse 1991: 196). 

In the late l 950's, the United Christian Missionary Society and the Council on 

Christian Unity made the decision to cosponsor a Commission on the Theology of 

Mission. This Commission was asked to "participate in the ecumenical quest for a clearer 

understanding of the theological meaning of Christian Mission" (Smith 1964:79). 

Specifically, this Commission was charged with 
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1. exploring critically the theological roots underlying the issues 
confronting the Disciples World Mission. 

2. participating on behalf of the brotherhood in ecumenical studies 
having to do with the meaning and practice of world mission, 
and 

3. helping to stimulate the brotherhood to deeper levels of thinking 
regarding our mission to the whole world (Smith 1964 :79). 

In 1964, when this Commission presented its report, it was acknowledged that "in the 

church as a whole there is a mounting sense of uncertainty about the missionary task" 

(Smith 1964:82). 

The report itself was organized under the five themes of the source or compelling 

basis of mission, the object to which mission is directed, the agent of mission, the actual 

practice of mission, and the goal of mission. The source or compelling basis of mission, 

this Commission concluded, was the total gospel message and not just an isolated and 

authoritative divine order, i.e., the Great Commission. The object of God's mission 

becomes the whole world. "It is for the sake of this world of heaven and earth, of man 

and nature, of order and process, of harmony and struggle that God sends forth his crea

tive and redemptive word" (Smith 1964: 113). If the total gospel message is concerned 

with the whole world, it must therefore "be addressed to man in the whole of his existence 

which in turn means we have to try to understand the bearing of the divine mission upon 

man's many different cultures" (Smith 1964:121). The gospel and the Christian message, 

this Commission went on to conclude, is not only "an inheritor of culture" but also 

"exercises a transforming influence upon its cultural setting" (Smith 1964:122). 

The agent of God's mission is none other than the church as the community of the 

Holy Spirit. 

The church is at once the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic body 
of Jesus Christ, and the fragmented, conflicting, and sinful 
phenomenon of hundreds of different denominations cherishing 
all kinds of motives and expectations over against one another. 
In the deepest sense, it must be said that the missionary frontier 
is not only at the periphery of the church, but as well at the 
center of her own life (Smith 1964:134). 
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As the agent of God's mission, the church must no longer maintain present divisions. The 

call to mission, in other words, is at one and the same time a call for unity. 

As for the practice of mission, members of this Commission emphasized that for 

members of the church to participate in God's mission meant to proclaim the gospel to the 

world. But proclamation involved much more than just talking to others about Jesus. 

It is a comprehensive life witness. We can conveniently sum up 
the key elements of this total witness in terms of three basic 
words derived from the New Testament: kerygma which refers 
to the gospel as it is preached, koinonia which is the living 
fellowship of the Christian community, and diakonia which refers 
to works of service to our fellow man (Smith 1964:149-150). 

The church, in the understanding of this Commission, is called to present this total 

witness not only in those areas of the world where an affirmative response is likely but 

also in those settings where the response will not likely be as great. 

The goal(s) of mission that have historically been presented by the Christian 

Church (Disciples of Christ) include "the conversion of the heathen to Christ in this 

generation" and "the building of the kingdom of God upon this earth" (Smith 1964:157). 

Members of this Commission, however, offered another alternative: 

It is clear that the goal of the Christian world mission can be 
none other than the completion and fulfillment of the redemptive 
work which God has begun, the consummation of his mission 
(Smith 1964: 157). 

That mission, in the understanding of this Commission, is to bring all of creation 

under the Lordship of Christ. The church, by her witness, is the instrument of God's 

mission, the herald and the preliminary demonstration of the kingdom. But the church is 

not identical with the kingdom. It is rather "the beachhead of the kingdom" (Smith 

1964: 163 ). Since the reign of the Lord Jesus Christ is universal, so must the witness of 

the church be universal and inclusive. "To bear this universal witness requires of the 
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church a total ministry, that is, a ministry to the whole of man's life in the world" (Smith 

1964: 165). To call people to submit themselves to the Lordship of Jesus Christ, to 

become obedient members of his kingdom, is to call them to make a "basic transvaluation 

of their life- orientation prior to faith" (Smith 1964: 167). 

Many of the conclusions given in the 1964 report of the Commission represented a 

fundamental shift in the way the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) understood 

evangelism and related themes. But were these conclusions accepted by those associated 

with the NEA? It would seem that if they were one would see evidence of this in any 

revised by-laws or other publications. A comparison of the purpose of the NEA expressed 

in the revised 1963 by-laws with the purpose of the NEA expressed in the 1956 by-laws, 

however, reveals no changes whatsoever. In Article 2, the five goals of the NEA that are 

given both in the 1956 and the 1963 by-laws are: 

1. To build up a spiritual fellowship in support of New Testament 
evangelism. 

2. To sustain a working relationship with the Department of Church 
Development and Evangelism of the United Christian Missionary 
Society. 

3. To give active support to the evangelistic program of all state, regional, 
or national organizations of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), 
to encourage them in the spread of the gospel throughout the world, in 
strengthening weak churches and in establishing new churches where 
needed. 

4. To aid in the creation and distribution of literature that will foster in an 
enabling way the cause of New Testament evangelism, and 

5. To keep before the church its vast opportunity and overwhelming 
responsibility in evangelism. (NEA By-Laws, 1956, 1963) 

According to the NEA Executive Committee minutes of January 13, 1965, the 

general secretary, Mr. Donald Salmon, was asked "to write to 25 churches which had the 

most outstanding record in evangelism in additions to the church, to ask them who the 

laypersons are who were responsible and led out in this adventure" (1965:3). It would 

seem from these minutes, then, that the primary goal of evangelism for these members of 

the NEA Executive Committee continued to be understood in terms of adding new 

members to the local church. 

While the decade of the 1960's did mark significant theological reflection among 
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scholars and leaders of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), observations such as 

those above make it clear that these years also produced increasing differences and 

tensions within the church. Those who had been drawn into the ecumenical movement 

began to make certain shifts in their theological convictions which were not necessarily ac

cepted by other members of the church whose theological positions continued to be 

governed primarily by the concept of restoring primitive Christianity within the church. 

In 1968, during the annual convention of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) 

held in Kansas City, a major shift in the way the church was understood was approved by 

a majority of delegates. Instead of seeing themselves as a "confederation of churches, the 

International Confederation of Churches," they now saw themselves as "a distinct 

denomination with a strong national organization" (Stump 1991 :457). Many members of 

the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), however, didn't favor this proposal for 

restructuring. In revolt, some left the denomination and joined with the Churches of 

Christ. Others who left organized themselves under the name of the Christian Church. In 

both situations, the impetus for leaving was the same, i.e., to restore a primitive 

Christianity based on the New Testament. The exodus of these church members from the 

Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) contributed even further to the decline of 

membership that had come to characterize this denomination since 1945. 

From 1945-1960, membership in the Christian Church decreased 
by 7%. From 1960-1977, it decreased dramatically by more 
than 30%. From an all time high of 1,943,441 in 1945, 
membership in the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) had 
decreased to 1,262, 176 by the end of 1977. And of these, only 
820, 723 were classified as 'participating members'. Furthermore, 
by the end of 1981, total membership had fallen to 1, 178, 045 
and 'participating members' to 775,405 ... an overall decline from 
1945 of 40%! (Stauffer 1985:16) 

This decline in membership soon became a predominant concern of the NEA. 

Why the decline in membership? What could be done to reverse the trend? 

1. Have we lost membership because of the Restructure and other actions 
which the church has taken? Yes and No. We lost approximately 
300,000 members with churches withdrawing from the Year Book fol-
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lowing the Restructure vote in Kansas City. Since that time, decisions 
and actions of the General Assembly and General Units have not 
caused a significant loss of members. 

2. Isn't a large portion of this loss because of churches clearing and 
updating their membership rolls? Some of the loss is indeed churches 
updating their membership rolls but the general decline over twenty 
years is not because of normal membership roll adjustments. 

3. Haven't other mainline denominations also experienced significant 
losses in membership? Yes. Other mainline denominations have had 
losses in membership. But they are also working on evangelism and 
church growth events seeking to reverse this trend (Stauffer 1985 :25). 

Although there was an awareness of membership loss in the Christian Church 

(Disciples of Christ) prior to the 1968 annual convention in Kansas City, it wasn't until the 

years that followed this convention that it became noticeable that the primary focus of the 

NEA began to shift from adding new members to the church in obedience to the Great 

Commission to adding more members in order to reverse membership losses and insure 

the future survival of the church. Although this redefined goal for evangelism isn't 

immediately obvious, it does reveal itself quite clearly in the revised constitution adopted 

by the NEA in 1979, a constitution which now gave the following purpose for the NBA: 

1. To challenge the church to proclaim ID'. word and deed Jesus Christ as 
Lord and Savior and to enlist persons in the redemptive Christian 
community. 

2. To bring together persons who are committed to evangelism for 
mutual enlightenment, encouragement, and inspiration. 

3. To provide a forum for sharing new forms of evangelism where 
different methods of communicating the Gospel can be shared and 
experienced. 

4. To keep before the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) the strong 
imperative of evangelism, and 

5. To support and work with all manifestations of the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) especially through the Department of Evangelism 
and Membership of the Division of Homeland Ministries (Stauffer 
1985:25). 

It is important to notice how the words of this revised constitution reveal, for 

starters, a shift in the way the task of evangelism is now understood by leaders of the 
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NEA. Whereas in previous years "proclamation" was believed to be primarily speaking 

the gospel and secondarily doing the gospel, now (at least in principle) to proclaim Jesus 

by word and deed is for the first time given equal importance with respect to evangelism. 

It is even more important to notice, however, that for the first time in the by-laws of the 

NEA the goal of proclamation by word and deed becomes formalized and institutionalized 

as "to enlist persons into the redemptive Christian community." Could it be that the 

pressures to reverse the ever-greater decline in church members felt by concerned leaders 

of the NEA had finally found a way to express itself? 

The essential nature of the church according to the words of this revised 

constitution is that of a "redemptive Christian community." This presumes, however, that 

redemption is exclusively associated with the local church gathered as community and that 

evangelism is incomplete unless converts are recruited into church membership. Whether 

or not such assumptions can hold up under the scrutinizing witness of the scriptures is an 

important question that remains to be addressed in the next part of this thesis. 

What is important to realize for now is that this revised constitution of 1979 

became the catalyst for a "a new day in the NEA" (Stauffer 1985:24). A new team of 

dedicated and energetic leaders including Harold Cline (President), Richard Roland (Vice

President), and Herb Miller (an ordained minister in the Christian Church, Disciples of 

Christ) took charge of the NEA. At about the same time, an ad hoc group of five persons 

(including Herb Miller) formed the National Evangelistic Workshop Committee with four 

expressed goals: 

1. See every Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) pastor a functioning 
evangelist. 

2. See every Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) congregation enter a 
growth pattern. 

3 .  Reverse the numerical decline trend of the Christian Church (Disciples 
of Christ) by 1982, and 

4. By 1994, see the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) membership 
return to the numerical level of 1960 (Stauffer 1985 :26-27). 

A year later, the first National Evangelism Workshop (NEW 80) was held in Austin, 

Texas, with about 650 persons in attendance. 

In that same year, a monthly publication called Net Results, with Herb Miller as 

the editor, began to be distributed to interested subscribers. By the end of 1981, thanks to 
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an endorsement by Lyle Schaller (well known church strategist and consultant), paid 

subscriptions were listed at slightly over 4,000 including persons from other 

denominations such as the United Church of Christ, the United Methodist Church, and the 

United Presbyterian Church. Ten years later, the total number of subscriptions exceeds 

9,000 and continues to grow. At the present time, Net Results is published in cooperation 

with the evangelism departments of the United Methodist Church, the Presbyterian Church 

(USA), the American Baptist Church, the Reformed Church in America, the Christian 

Reformed Church, and the Southern Baptist Convention. In the words of its editor Herb 

Miller, Net Results has as its purpose "to be a networking resource for evangelism 

techniques and know-how. It is intended to be nothing more, nothing less." 1 

It is presumptuous, however, to suggest that one can offer evangelistic techniques 

without revealing something about one's theological convictions and assumptions 

regarding evangelism. A survey of Net Results from its very first issue in 1980 to the 

present reveals either explicitly or implicitly certain theological convictions and 

assumptions regarding the gospel, conversion, evangelism, the goal(s) of evangelism, the 

church, the kingdom of God, and the relationship of the gospel with one's particular 

culture. These theological convictions and assumptions, in turn, provide the foundation 

for the present leadership of the NEA to define "successful" evangelism in terms of 

reversing membership decline and adding more members to the church. 

At the present time, there are several contributors to Net Results from 

denominations other than the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). These contributors 

have an agreement with Herb Miller that they can submit articles to Net Results without 

editorial control by Herb Miller. In exchange, they have provided to Herb Miller and the 

NEA a mailing list of all pastors in their denominations. This policy becomes important to 

remember in the discussion that follows since it then becomes possible for other 

contributors to Net Results to express ideas, theological convictions, and assumptions 

which may not necessarily be in agreement with those who speak for and represent the 

NEA. 

While this policy reflects a commendable effort on the part of Herb Miller and the 

NEA to implement a fundamental goal of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), i.e., 

Christian unity, it makes it a real challenge at times to discern which theological 

convictions and assumptions can and which cannot be attributed to the NEA. What will 

be assumed in the survey that follows is that Herb Miller is the representative spokesman 

for the NEA. What can we learn about the present theological convictions and 

1 Telephone interview, September, 1991 
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assumptions of the NEA through his articles in Net Results over the past decade as well as 

through several books he has authored, i.e., Evangelism's Open Secrets (1977), Tools for 

Active Christians (1979), Fishing on the Asphalt (1983), Blueprints for Evangelism and 

Church Growth (1983), How to Build fl: Magnetic Church (1987), and The Vital 

Congregation (1990)? Do other contributors to Net Results agree with the theological 

convictions and assumptions of Herb Miller and the NEA; or do they disagree? And what 

implications do the answers to the above questions offer with respect to the central ques

tion of this thesis which concerns the definition of successful evangelism? 

"Evangelism," Herb Miller emphasizes, "is not a program of the church. The 

church is a program of evangelism" (1988a:5).2 This high position for evangelism has 

been important to Herb Miller not only during the years he was a pastor but also in recent 

years as the Executive Director of the NEA. But what does he understand by the term 

evangelism? In his book, Evangelism's Open Secrets, he reflects the conquest idea as

sociated with evangelism that was so characteristic of the early 20th century Christian 

Church (Disciples of Christ) when he says that evangelism is "the winning of the allegiance 

of new persons to the Lordship of Christ" (1977:9). "But evangelism is not something we 

do," he continues, "it is something God does through us. And the method he uses to get it 

done through us is his Word" (1977:77). When Christians then seek to "be the word, do 

the word, and say the word" (1977:77), the church experiences consistent growth. The 

primary goal of evangelism, however, is to point people to a "God-person transaction" 

(1977:79) and whatever human techniques for evangelism are designed "should not be 

construed as means for making churches bigger" (1977:79). 

It becomes obvious, though, that "making churches bigger" is of vital interest and 

concern not only for Herb Miller but also for the NEA. "Churches that have no specific 

growth goals in mind," he once wrote, "will eventually be returned for lack of address" 

(1983b:3 l ). (When no author is listed, it will be assumed that the statement or article in 

view is to be attributed to the editor.) Evangelism performance is measured by what is 

called "the 10 percent formula which bases evangelism's effectiveness on a percentage 

figure (annual membership additions compared to total membership)" (Miller 1988b:9). 

What is needed, though, to promote effectiveness in evangelism when it is understood in 

this way? "If leaders would consistently fill their denominational balloons with the helium 

of an effective Christian message, motivated messengers, and appropriate methods, 

denominations then would keep rising" (Miller 1990b:3). But what is meant by "an 

effective Christian message, motivated messengers, and appropriate methods"? 

2 Net Results began in 1980 with Volume I 
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The "effective Christian message" to which Herb Miller refers is none other than 

the restorationist gospel for which the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) emerged on 

the historical scene. "The word gospel means good news" ( 1977:36) and the good news 

concerns Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. This gospel of Jesus "is at once personal and 

social" ( 1983a: 120). It is intended to be addressed to both the soul and the body, to 

individuals as well as to one's particular culture. 

Cultures are not neutral. They are sinful because they all in 
one way or another elevate man to the position of a god. 
Therefore, conversion to Christ must mean coming out of one's 
culture and learning a new way of seeing reality (Miller 
199 1b:7). 

The message is effective, then, when individuals experience conversion to Christ by 

coming out of their particular culture. 

"Motivated messengers" of this "effective Christian message" are not only pastors 

but also members of Christ's church who have been empowered and equipped by the Holy 

Spirit. These "messengers" understand their task not only as proclaiming the message of 

Jesus (proclamation as understood by the 1979 revised bylaws for the NEA, i.e., 

proclamation by word and deed) but also calling people into an alternative culture, the 

kingdom of God. This kingdom represents "a new level of consciousness that makes 

possible new ways of thinking and behavior" (Miller 1983: 93). It concerns the "spiritual 

realm, not the emotional or rational realm" (1987: 105). 

The evangelistic task given to the church by the Lord Jesus Christ can be 

accomplished through any number of "appropriate methods" with appropriateness being 

determined by the "net results." There are at least three different types of evangelism that 

can be found in the New Testament in the view of Herb Miller. 

There is evangelism of personal witness as demonstrated, for 
example, by Andrew in introducing his own brother Simon to 
Jesus .. . .  A second type ofNew Testament evangelism is that of 
public proclamation such as Peter's sennon on the day of 
Pentecost. . .. And a third type of evangelism is the attracting 
power of the Christian community as it lives out its transformed 
life (Miller 199 1a: 1 ). 
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It is with the third type of evangelism mentioned in the New Testament in mind 

(i.e., the attracting power of the Christian community) that Herb Miller and the NEA have 

designed and developed what they believe are "appropriate methods" for assisting 

churches to be involved in the task of evangelism. These methods are given such names as 

"�ersons Involved in Evangelism, " "Blueprints for Evangelism and Church Growth, " 

"Parish Enrichment Conference, " "Let It Begin With Me, " and "The Patchwork Quilt." 

They have as their goal the connection of more people to Jesus as the head of the church 

and the assimilation of more and more people into the local church. This inevitably means 

that "numbers" becomes the litmus test for determining what methods are and are not 

"appropriate." "Churches who don't take numbers seriously," asserts Herb Miller, "aren't 

taking the Great Commission seriously. In church work, the numbers game is the only 

game in town . . . .  Reaching people with the Gospel means reaching numbers of people" 

(1983a:61). 

While evangelism can be said to involve "influencing for the common good the 

social and political structures of society" (Miller 1990:72), genuine evangelism in the view 

of Herb Miller rarely happens by that means. "Trying to accomplish evangelism through 

the corporate structures of society without simultaneously doing it individually is like 

repairing an airplane engine and failing to teach the pilot how to fly the plane" (1990:72). 

The best way for any local church to make a positive influence for Christ in one's 

particular culture is to make it a high priority to proclaim the gospel by word and call 

people one by one to confess and obey Jesus as Lord. 

The role of the church in this understanding of evangelism is primarily one of a 

prophet. "A church is designed" says Herb Miller "to be a prophet" (1983: 16). Its 

objective is "to achieve these three purposes of Christ : Love God, Love people, and Get 

the Word out ! "  (1983:16). As a church fulfills these three objectives, it becomes a 

"redemptive community" (1977 :41) and a "base camp for ministry to a hurting 

community" ( 1990 : 124 ). The church, then, is the "body of Christ with integrity when 

members serve their communities as well as their own members" (1990: 124). 

The more one reads what Herb Miller has authored, the clearer it becomes that 

many of his theological convictions and assumptions regarding evangelism, the goal(s) of 

evangelism, the gospel, conversion, the church, and the kingdom of God are very similar 

with what is advanced by representatives of the Church Growth Movement founded by 

Donald McGavran in 1961. Ordained as a minister of the Word in the Christian Church 

(Disciples of Christ) and commissioned as a missionary to the nation of India, Don 
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McGavran had been appointed to the Disciples' Commission on the Theology of Mission 

which met during the early l 960's. Although it is difficult to determine with any certainty, 

one wonders if he sensed (as he served on this Commission) that the final report would 

minimize building up the membership of churches by applying sociological and 

anthropological insights and, as a result, founded the Church Growth Institute on the 

campus of Northwestern College in Eugene, Oregon. 

One basic tenet of the Church Growth movement is that God wills the growth of 

his church. The goal of all mission can and must ultimately be the growth of the church. 

Since God wills the growth of his church, the critical criterion by which the faithfulness of 

any given church can be measured is none other than growth in numbers. Numerical 

growth is the "concrete criterion which will test the church and direct her toward her 

essence as given by her Lord" (VanEngen 198 1: 110). 

And what is this "essence" of the church towards which numerical growth directs 

the church? "Ecclesiologically, the Church Growth movement must understand that its 

impulse for numerical growth constitutes the Church's essence as the Gathering and as the 

means of gathering men and women around the Word" (Van Engen 198 1:247). The 

church is "the missionary people of the kingdom of God, formed into the body of Christ 

through the presence of the Holy Spirit, whose fruits are exhibited" (Van Engen 

198 1:  3 44). The church exists to make disciples and responsible members of the church 

whose responsibility it then becomes to make more disciples and more responsible 

members of the church. Mission becomes centered quite exclusively in the church. 

Another basic tenet of the Church Growth movement is making a distinction 

between social ministry and evangelism. "Both Christian social ministry and evangelism" 

maintains Peter Wagner "are essential parts of biblical mission" (Wagner 199 1 :7). This 

dichotomy, which places evangelism in distinction from social ministry, becomes 

intensified by the debate of "cultural "  versus "evangelistic" mandates. As Peter Wagner 

puts it: 

There are five major positions on the priority of mandate in today's debate: 
1. Some would say that mission involves the cultural mandate only. We are 
not about the business of proselytizing people to our faith. 2. Others 
prioritize the cultural mandate over the evangelistic mandate. 3.  Others give 
equal weight to both mandates and refuse to prioritize either, 4. Others 
prioritize the evangelistic mandate over the cultural mandate, and 5. The 
final group holds the pre-Lausanne view that mission is the evangelistic 
mandate, period. In my opinion, position 4 is the most helpful for planning 
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strategies for church growth. I believe we must minister to the whole 
person: body, soul, and spirit. Both mandates (cultural and evangelistic) 
must be obeyed, but the evangelistic mandate is primary ( 199 1: 17). 

Such a dichotomy between mission and evangelism, between a "cultural" and 

"evangelistic" mandate, however, begs a question. How can we divide and prioritize what 

Jesus in his life and ministry held together in balance? Could it even be possible that to 

accept this dichotomy is to accommodate ourselves and the gospel to the North American 

culture which in the view of Lesslie Newbigin and others is also characterized by so many 

dichotomies ( cf.Newbigin 1986)? 

It is beyond the scope of this thesis to explore thoroughly the association that 

evidently exists between representatives of the Church Growth movement and leaders of 

the NEA. It is sufficient for our purposes, however, to know that by his own admission 

Herb Miller acknowledges there are close ties. "What Bethel Bible has become to Bible 

Study and the Stephens Ministries has become to Pastoral Care" he writes "the National 

Evangelistic Association and Church Growth, Inc., have become to evangelism" (Miller 

1989:7). But what about other contributors to Net Results? Could one conclude that 

these men and women also have a strong affinity to the Church Growth movement? And 

do they advance similar or dissimilar theological convictions and assumptions to those of 

the NEA regarding evangelism, the goal(s) of evangelism, the gospel, conversion, the 

church, and the kingdom of God? A survey of many Net Results volumes over the past 

decade reveals some interesting answers. 

For example, another pastor in the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) by the 

name of Edward Kolbe asks in an article he submitted to this periodical, "What is 

evangelism?" And the answer he gives is "At its best, evangelism is helping people to 

encounter the love of God in such a way that it makes a difference in their lives. 

Authentic evangelism goals, therefore, go much deeper than numerical. They include 

goals for spiritual growth as well. Evangelism is growth inward and growth outward" 

(Kolbe 1983 :3). In the very same article, however, he also goes on to say that "the bibli

cal view is that God wants his church to grow. Churches grow when evangelism, the 

biblical priority, is the church's priority. This creates a climate for growth" (1983 :3). 

In another article, R.H. Meneilly, Chairman of the General Assembly Special 

Committee on Evangelism and Church Growth in the Presbyterian Church USA, addresses 

the dichotomy between mission and evangelism advocated not only by Church Growth, 

Inc. but also by leaders of the NEA. "All too few realize" he maintains "that evangelism 
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and mission are two sides of the same coin, not unlike faith and works. The church cannot 

be whole if we give priority to one over the other. We are not called to evangelize instead 

of doing justice, loving kindness, and walking humbly with our God, but to give deeper 

meaning to our faith demonstrated in both word and deed" (Meneilly 1984:3). While he 

can be commended for recognizing the implicit danger in giving priority to either 

evangelism or mission, he neglects the deeper issue in the dichotomy between the two. 

Can such a dichotomy be supported in view of what the scriptures tell us about Jesus? 

Joe Harding, writing in Net Results as a representative from the United Methodist 

Church, reveals both similarities and dissimilarities with the goals of the NEA. In an 

article entitled "Church Growth Plus" he writes that Growth Plus churches are 

1. convinced that outreach to undiscipled people is the will of God and 
supremely important, 

2 .  convinced that while numerical growth is possible in most situations, 
other dimensions of growth are also vitally important, 

3. convinced that vital churches continue the work of Christ by serving he 
needs of hurting people in the local community and sharing a new 
concern for God's work in the world, 

4. unafraid of establishing measurable goals for growth . . .  and hold
·· 

themselves accountable for those goals, convinced that lay people are 
most effective in communicating the gospel in some indigenous fonn to 
unreached people, and intentional about reaching people who are 
moving into the community and are of different ethnic, cultural, and 
language backgrounds (Harding 1 988 : 8) .  

Reaching across ethnic, cultural, and language barriers is not a subject addressed 

extensively by Herb Miller or other present leaders of the NEA. The reason for this could 

very well be linked to the influence of the Church Growth movement with its emphasis on 

what is called the "homogeneity principle." 

Arthur Freeman, professor of New Testament at the Moravian Theological 

Seminary in Bethlehem, PA., offers another definition of the gospel not used by Herb 

Miller or other NEA leaders. "If we understand the Christian gospel is primarily about 

relationships and life, (he writes) God's relationship with us, our relationship with each 

other, and the life that ensues from this, then those who live life out in relationship with 

God and who welcome others into relationship are doing evangelism in its highest sense" 

(Freeman 1 989: 1 1 ) .  This emphasis on relationships with respect to the gospel and evan-
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gelism inevitably has an affect on what Arthur Freeman believes should be the goal of 

evangelism. Restored relationships and reconciliation becomes a much higher goal 

whereas numerical growth is of little, if any, concern. 

Emmett Johnson, writing as a representative for the American Baptist Church, 

offers insights pertaining to the North American culture and evangelism not often 

mentioned by the present leadership of the NEA. "Beneath our American way of doing 

things" he writes "there is often the unspoken axiom: Can do ! Can-doism has slipped 

imperceptibly into the life of the church. Even the marvelous work of the Church Growth 

movement, applying the disciplines of the social sciences to church growth, can have a 

dangerous downside of can-do ism" (Johnson 1 987: 1 1 ) .  In apparent reaction to the 

primary emphasis on proclaiming the gospel that is common among many evangelicals, he 

also asserts that "it seems absolutely incredible that evangelicals, beginning in the 1 920's 

and on for several decades, have missed the theme of justice and concentrated solely on 

justification. American Baptists, in our definition of evangelism, while insisting on the 

need for personal salvation in Jesus Christ, also call for worship, nurture, and engagement 

in God's mission of evangelization and liberation within society and creation, signifying the 

kingdom . . .  " ( 1 987 :  1 3) .  

Robert Bast, representing the Reformed Church in America, made the observation 

in one of his articles submitted to Net Results that "the most effective 

evangelism . .  . involves relating to people in such a way that through deeds and words they 

may experience the love of Christ, come into a relationship with him, and find their place 

in his family, the church" ( 1 990: 1 6). When compared with Herb Miller's understanding of 

effective evangelism which not only emphasizes pointing people to a "God-person 

transaction" ( 1 977 :  79) but also attracting these people to become members of God's 

"redemptive community" ( 1 977:4 1 ), one can sense there is considerable similarity between 

the two of them. 

Gary Demarest (Associate Director of Presbyterian Evangelism) adds another goal 

for  evangelism beyond that of membership in a given church. "Evangelism" he writes "is 

joyfully sharing the good news of God's sovereign love; calling people to repentance, to 

personal faith in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord, to active membership in the church, and 

to obedient service in the world" (Demarest 1 990: 1 7, emphasis mine). While Herb Miller 

and other present leaders of the NEA would offer little if any objection to such an 

additional goal for evangelism, one wonders why they don't emphasize this goal to the 

same extent as the goal of adding more members to the church. 

In another article submitted by Robert Bast, he offers the invaluable insight that the 

"church's understanding of evangelism has been changing. The basic meaning of 
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evangelism (he continues) has not changed. It still means to proclaim good news. 

However, the understanding of how that takes place has changed and is changing. The 

issue is not primarily one of methodology, although of course that is part of it, but deals 

with the process of communicating the good news, understanding the context of that 

communication, and perceiving the connections and implications of communicating the 

good news" (Bast 1 99 1 :  2 1 ,  emphasis mine). "Understanding the context of com

munication" is something not always taken as seriously as it could be by Herb Miller and 

other leaders of the NEA. How one considers and responds to the "context" of 

communicating the good news of the gospel, however, has much to do with the central 

question of this thesis regarding "successful" evangelism. 

In its 87 years of seeking to motivate members of the Christian Church (Disciples 

of Christ), and recently other churches as well, to be functioning evangelists, the NEA has 

without question made significant advancement. The twin concepts that gave purpose and 

direction in  early years, i . e . ,  Christian unity and the restoration of a primitive Christianity 

grounded in the New Testament, continue to have an affect on the purpose and 

theological convictions of the NEA today. 

Ever since the final report of the Commission on the Theology of Mission 

presented in 1 964, however, a report that came to the conclusion that "the key planks in 

the unity platform of the Disciples had buckled" and that "the New Testament provided 

neither a pattern of church order to be restored nor a statement of the gospel so simple 

that theological judgments were superfluous" (Duke and Driskill 1 99 1 :  1 4  7), more and 

more of those in leadership positions in the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) have 

either modified or abandoned their commitment to these twin concepts. This contrast 

between the NEA and the " liberal-modernist" leadership of the Christian Church (Disciples 

of Christ) becomes noticeable in a recent list of reasons given by Herb Miller as to why 

membership continues to decline in many mainline denominations including his own since 

1 950, reasons such as: 

1 )  Existentialism 
2) Erosion of a Biblical Authority Base 
3 )  A Theology of  Universalism The Rogerian Counseling Orientation 
4) Advancement of Social Action as Evangelism 
5) The Belief that Evangelism Takes Care of ltself 
6) The Belief that Evangelism is Self-Serving in that it Seeks the Self

Centered Result of Building Up An Institution 
7) Preoccupation With Didache (Teaching) 
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8) Declining Emphasis of Evangelism in Seminary 
9) The Idolatry of Participatory Democracy (1 992:3-4). 

The pressing concern of the present leadership of the NEA is to reverse the steady 

decline of church membership .  Failure to address this concern, in their understanding, is 

none other than to be disobedient to God's expressed will, i .e . ,  that the church grow. The 

way to reverse this current trend is the way of restoring what was in the days of the New 

Testament. When evangelism, the goal(s) for evangelism, the gospel, conversion, the 

church, and the kingdom of God are once again understood in New Testament terms, 

when Christian unity is understood and applied not necessarily in "ecumenical" terms but 

in New Testament terms, then and then only will churches be "successful "  in evangelism as 

their numbers once more increase. 

While the effort to ground one's theological convictions and assumptions on the 

New Testament and the Bible as a whole certainly cannot be faulted, the potential is 

always present that one's understanding of the "truth" pertaining to evangelism and other 

related themes can be incomplete and insufficient. This in turn can taint what is genuinely 

believed to be authentic. Whenever any attempt is made to address the themes mentioned 

above on the foundation of scripture, one must always be careful not to presume to have 

the definitive and authoritative insight. There is much to be learned not only from Chris

tians of other denominations within the North American culture but also from Christians in 

other cultures regardless of what labels some may place on them. 

Do the scriptures (New Testament) affirm or critique the theological convictions 

and assumptions regarding evangelism provided by Herb Miller and other leaders of the 

NEA; or are there both points of affirmation and critique? Are there indeed biblical 

foundations for understanding "successful" evangelism as representatives of the NEA 

would have us believe? Or, is the present preoccupation with "successful" evangelism by 

many affiliated with the NEA today an accommodation to our North American culture? Is 

there an alternative way to determine "successful" evangelism in the North American 

cultural context that does not accommodate itself to our culture, but rather remains 

faithful to the Lord of all Lords, Jesus Christ? It is to these questions that we must now 

direct our attention in the second part of this thesis. 
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BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR AN 

ALTERNATIVE UNDERSTANDING OF SUCCESSFUL 

EVANGELISM 

For centuries Christians have appealed to the Bible as the authoritative source and 

foundation for their beliefs, values, and conduct in life. Any quest for determining and 

defining " successful" evangelism within the North American culture must do no less. 

Whenever any appeal is made to the Bible in support of one's beliefs, values, and 

conduct in life, however, it is important to be aware of certain pitfalls and dangers that 

lurk in the shadows. No one interacts with the Bible from an objective, unbiased 

perspective . Everyone comes to the scriptures influenced (often imperceptibly) by the 

worldview within which one has been born and raised, by a certain theological framework 

accepted and perpetuated in the church and/or denomination within which one is 

associated, and by a myriad of personal lifetime experiences by which one forms his/her 

perception of the way life is. 

One must also remember in appealing to the Bible that "Scriptural testimony to the 

mission of salvation is not a solo voice but a chorus from the many communities and 

persons which made up the Hebrew and Christian communities" (Senior and 

Stuhlmueller 1 983 : 1 ). This chorus of voices represents various efforts to translate and 

interpret God's good news into pictures, stories, and terms that then can be understood 

and applied by people living in a given culture. When this perspective is overlooked, it 

becomes all too easy to focus on one particular text regarding evangelism (e.g., Matthew 

28 :  1 6-20, the Great Commission) as "the pattern" to implement within the church today to 

the exclusion of many other texts in the Bible which are equally important for evangelism 

(e.g . ,  Luke 4 : 1 8- 1 9, 10 :2- 1 6, or Mark 6 :7- 1 3) .  

In the discussion that follows, the appeals made to the Bible are given in the full 

awareness of these potential pitfalls. What is written in the following pages is written by 

one born and raised within the North American culture, a Reformed perspective of the 

Christian faith, and from an evangelical, conservative but open-minded framework. There 

is no pretension that the insights given are definitive and authoritative, but they do 

represent one voice among many other voices today seeking to translate and interpret 

what is written in the Bible in ways that are understandable and applicable for Christians 

living in the North American cultural context. 

In our investigation of the NEA, we discovered that evangelism had come to be 

defined in terms of proclaiming the gospel concerning Jesus by word and deed. The 
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specific goal of this proclamation, which for the first time became formalized in the 1 979 

revised constitution of the NEA, was "to enlist persons into the redemptive community" 

(Stauffer 1 985 :25) .  As "redemptive community, " the church's primary function becomes 

that of a prophet calling persons to conversion. To become converted involves "coming 

out of one's culture and learning a new way of seeing reality" (Harding 1 988 :7). This 

"new way of seeing reality" not only includes becoming responsible members of a local 

church but also developing a new worldview formed by the reign or kingdom of Christ in 

their lives. 

While representatives of the NEA can appeal to the scriptures in support of these 

definitions, our investigation has also revealed a deeper and more pressing concern that 

has influenced (perhaps to a greater extent than they realize) their understanding of 

evangelism, the goal(s) of evangelism, the gospel, conversion, the church, and the 

kingdom; i .e . ,  the reversal of current membership decline in many mainline, Protestant 

denominations. This concern has become such a priority, in fact, that "successful" 

evangelism can only be defined in terms of recruiting more persons to become members of 

a local church. 

The second part of this thesis will seek to assess what we have discovered about 

the NEA in view of certain biblical and theological insights which also ·· can be used to 

provide an alternative way to define "successful" evangelism -- an alternative that is rooted 

more in the person and ministry of Jesus Christ than in the church or the values of the 

North American culture. It is beyond the limits of this thesis to present an exhaustive 

study regarding the witness of the scriptures and various theologians to the question of 

"successful" evangelism. In the following three chapters, however, six important themes 

related to the central question of this thesis will be explored, i . e . ,  Evangelism and Goals 

for Evangelism, the Gospel and Conversion, and Church and Kingdom. This is not to 

suggest that other themes in the Bible (such as the Parousia, Salvation, the Holy Spirit, 

and the Fatherhood of God) have little if any importance. Self-imposed constraints neces

sitated difficult decisions. What is offered in the chapters that follow, however, represents 

a foundation and starting point for future development and modification in the ongoing 

task of forming a theological framework within which one can develop an alternative way 

to define "successful" evangelism. 
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CHAPTER 2 

EVANGELISM AND GOALS FOR EVANGELISM 

Evangelism 

Mention the word evangelism in most North American Christian circles today and 

the general operative mindset is one associated with something Christians do overseas or 

"over there" with the "heathen pagans" who live in the darkness of sin. When and as 

evangelism is understood within the context of our nation or particular community, it 

u sually is promoted in terms of recruiting new members to a given church, planting new 

churches, and/or helping out the underprivileged, the poor, the destitute, and victims of 

injustice, abuse, or violence. 

Many who have offered definitions for evangelism have appealed to three basic 

word groups in the Bible. The first is euaggelizesthai (to "tell good news") which i s  

"nothing less than the joyful announcement of the long awaited Messianic salvation when 

God had come to the rescue of a world in need" (Green 1 970:48) .  Luke, in his gospel, 

traces the origin of this understanding for evangelism to the prophet Isaiah whom Jesus 

quotes in his inaugural sermon in Nazareth. "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, " Jesus 

read for his listeners, "because he has anointed me to preach good news to the 

poor . . . .  " (Luke 4: 1 8) .  

The second of these three word groups for evangelism comes from the kerussein 

root which means "to proclaim like a herald" (Green 1 970 : 58) .  This is the word that is 

u sed both to describe the preaching of the prophet Jonah to the city of Nineveh (Jonah 

3 :4) and to describe how Jesus understood his own ministry as "proclaiming freedom for 

the prisoners and the year of the Lord's favor" (Luke 4 : 1 8- 1 9) .  It also becomes the 

foundation word for the missionary activity of the Apostle Paul, i . e . ,  "the proclamation of 

Jesus Christ" (Romans 16 :25). 

And then there's a third word group used in the Bible to describe the evangelistic 

task of those who called themselves Christians. These words for evangelism come from 

the martureo root which "is primarily a legal term used in Greek to denote witness to facts 

and events on one hand, and to truths vouched for on the other. In both cases the 

personal involvement and assurance of the man making the witness was an important ele

ment" (Green 1 970 :70). Christians, then, are called to give personal witness to what God 

has done in Jesus Christ so that forgiveness of sins can be given to those living under guilt, 

help given to the poor, release offered to the captives, sight to the blind, and deliverance 

to the oppressed. 

All of these word groups for evangelism have been used to some extent or another 
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to provide the biblical foundation for some seventy nine definitions of evangelism that 

have been offered over the past several years (Barrett 1 982:42-45) .  As several of these 

definitions are examined, it becomes apparent that each of them (be it intentional or not) 

address one or more of three important questions pertaining to evangelism. First, what is 

the relationship of the word (kerygma) and deed (diakonia) in evangelism? Second, what 

is the relationship between the terms "evangelism" and "mission?" And third, should 

evangelism be defined in terms of anticipated results or in terms of its nature apart from 

anticipated results? How one answers questions like these becomes important in that the 

answers given reveal to us the criteria by which that person (s) determine "successful 

evangelism . "  

With respect to the question concerning the relationship o f  word and deed in 

evangelism, there i s  one stream of definitions for evangelism that assert proclamation 

(word) over service (deed). For example, in the summer of 1 9 1 0  some 1 59 missionary 

societies sent more than 1 200 delegates to Edinburgh for a World Missionary Conference. 

During this conference, eight commissions presented reports which all related to the theme 

of evangelism and missions. One of the commissions, chaired by John R. Mott, reported 

to the delegates that the most effective evangelism methods included preaching and teach

ing the gospel, establishing a native church, and translating the Bible in the vernacular 

language of the people (Johnston 1 974 :98- 1 1 2) . It is noteworthy to observe how 

"preaching and teaching the gospel" (kerygma) is the first method that is mentioned in the 

l ist that Mott provides with no reference whatsoever to social service (diakonia). Another 

one of the commissions which addressed the topic CHRISTIAN NATIONS BY CHRIS

TIAN EDUCATION reported that all missionaries had three functions: ( 1 )  to present the 

Christian message, (2) to manifest the Christian life, and (3) to organize a Christian church 

and nation (Johnston 1 974 :98- 1 12). Again, it is significant to notice how "presenting the 

Christian message" (kerygma) is mentioned before "manifesting the Christian life" 

( diakonia) . 

Eight years later, the Anglican Archbishop's Committee for the Church of England 

presented their definition for evangelism. 

Evangelism is so presenting Christ Jesus in the power of the 
Holy Spirit that men shall come to put their trust in God through 
him, accept him as their Savior, and serve him as their King in  
the  fellowship of his church (Wagner 1 98 1 :56) . 
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But what did this Committee mean by the phrase "presenting Christ Jesus?" 

J . I .Packer --who defines evangelism as "just preaching the Gospel, the evangel, as a work 

of communication by which Christians make themselves mouthpieces of God's message of 

mercy to sinners" (Packer 1 96 1 : 37)--is convinced they meant "proclamation . "  

I applaud the 1 9 1 8  definition of  evangelism in all respects save 
its consecutive clause wording, "that men SHALL come, " 
which implies that the criterion of whether a particular activity in 
evangelism is  successful or not is whether or not it converts 
anyone. The wording is needed, I urge, "that men MAY come, " 
so that evangelism as a activity is unambiguously defined in 
terms of purpose rather than consequence" (J. I .  Packer 1 96 1  :98, 
emphasis mine). 

The reason J .I .  Packer can "applaud the 1 9 1 8  definition for evangelism" is because it 

agrees with his own definition for evangelism, a definition that clearly emphasized word 

over deed . 

Twenty years later (in 1 93 8), at the International Missionary Council meeting in 

Tambaram, Madras, India, it became apparent that other streams pertaining to the 

relationship of word and deed in evangelism were emerging in Christian circles. During 

this meeting, John R. Mott presented a report entitled "What is Evangelism?" After 

conducting a world-wide correspondence with representative Christian workers of both 

younger churches in Asia, Africa, and Latin America and older churches in Europe and 

North America, he shared with the delegates some brief extracts of the answers he had 

received regarding how they would define evangelism. 

Some, such as Rev. D.T. Niles, District Evangelist of the Methodist Church in 

Ceylon, continued to define evangelism with an emphasis on word over deed. 

"Evangelism," he wrote, "is primarily the proclamation of the Good News--the Gospel" 

(Mott 1 939  (3) : 52). Others, such as Dr. Samuel B. Boon-Itt, Shellman Hospital, 

P itsanulak, Siam, presented a definition for evangelism that emphasized deed over word. 

"Evangelism," he wrote, "means living, doing, and talking about Christ. . . . "  (Mott 1 939 :52) 

By the author's own admission, the order of the words used in this definition is intentional. 

Only when the gospel can be seen in action does it make any sense to talk about Christ. 

Still others, such as Dr. P. Lindel Tsen, Bishop of Honan, China, introduced by his 
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definition for evangelism still another possible relationship between word and deed. 

To me, evangelism is the task of presenting the whole Christian 
gospel, by word and deed, to man and his society with a definite 
object of converting him to be a child of God and his society into 
the kingdom of heaven (Mott 1939: 50). 

Rather than emphasize either word over deed or deed over word, Tsen advocates a 

balance between word and deed. Both are equally important components of evangelism. 

Although Mott discovered all three of these possible relationships between word and deed 

in evangelism in the responses he received, he did sense in his survey a "remarkable 

unanimity as to the very core of evangelism" (Mott 1 939 : 55) .  

The core of evangelism is the presentation of the gospel--the 
Christian message that God loves mankind and has sent his Son 
into the world to save men through the life, death, and 
resurrection of his Son and the indwelling of his Holy Spirit. 
The Gospel concerns the individual. It is relevant to his deepest 
personal needs. It deals with his spiritual and moral ill-health . . . .  
The Gospel likewise and equally meets social needs and 
problems. Man cannot live in isolation. Social adjustments are 
often as important as personal integration. Thus the Gospel for 
present-day evangelists, as  from the beginning, i s  one Gospel. It 
is a whole Gospel--personal first and social always. A Christian 
social order is to be achieved by Christians (Mott 1 939 : 57-58) .  

In  Mott's own judgment, the presentation of the gospel would be most authentic when 

word and deed could be kept in balance. This conclusion, however, suggests a 

modification from what he had asserted earlier during the World Missionary Conference in 

Edinburgh. Whereas in 1 9 10  he had advocated word over deed, now he had become 

convinced that both components of evangelism (word and deed) were equally necessary in 

any presentation of the "whole" gospel. 

For all of his efforts, however, the debate concerning the relationship between 

word and deed in evangelism has continued into the present decade. The debate had 

become particularly focused in North America during the I 960's and l 970's against the 
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backdrop of a country besieged with such domestic issues as civil rights, urban rioting, 

increasing crime rates, an unpopular if not morally ambiguous war in  Vietnam, and the 

Watergate scandal . 

Those who identified themselves as evangelicals gathered in Wheaton, II. in 1 966 

for The Congress on the Church's World Wide Mission. The "Wheaton Declaration" 

(produced by this Congress) affirmed unreservedly "the primacy of preaching the gospel to 

every creature while also maintaining that social action include wherever possible a verbal 

witness to Jesus Christ" (Lindsell 1 966 :8). A couple of years later, the 1 968 Assembly of 

the World Council of Churches meeting in Uppsala, Sweden, presented an understanding 

of evangelism that was cast primarily in terms of development and remaking the world as 

delegates addressed such problems as "racism, the growing gap between rich and poor 

nations, and the ambiguity of scientific and technological progress" (Briggs 1 98 5 :  1 3  0). 

Some who became involved in this debate during these decades gave the 

impression that they, like Mott, had reached the conclusion that a balance between word 

and deed was necessary in any definition for evangelism. However, when their definitions 

are scrutinized more carefully it becomes evident that they continue to emphasize word 

over deed . For example, David Watson (as he comments on the inaugural sermon of Jesus 

in his hometown of Nazareth) writes: 

Here we see at once the proclamation of good news linked 
directly with a demonstration of that good news. Jesus was sent 
by his Father to the world not merely to conduct a preaching 
tour, but to show the reality of the living God in a way that 
powerfully met the needs of people . . .  .Indeed, the gospel records 
make it abundantly clear that you cannot separate, in the 
evangelistic ministry of Jesus, proclamation and demonstration, 
preaching and acting, saying and doing (Watson 1 976:27-28) .  

It would appear, given these words, that Watson advocates a balance and union between 

word and deed in the task of evangelism. Yet, later he makes the proposal that " if we are 

forced to choose between evangelism and social action, a person's spiritual being must be 

of even greater importance than his temporal needs" (Watson 1 976 : 58) .  Evangelism, 

given these words, now becomes an activity that is distinctive from social action. As such, 

it involves proclaiming the gospel for the spiritual well-being of a person whereas social 

action becomes the demonstrating of the gospel for the temporal needs of a person. The 
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inconsistency not only reveals Watson's preference of word over deed but also reflects 

how difficult it can be (in a Western culture that thrives on dichotomies and whose 

worldview is dominated by dualisms) to maintain a consistent balance between these two 

components of evangelism. 

It  wasn't too much later after Watson published these words concerning 

evangelism that the National Evangelistic Association (Christian Church: Disciples of 

Christ) revised their By-Laws ( 1 979) so that its first purpose changed from "building up a 

spiritual fellowship in support of New Testament evangelism" ( 1 956 and 1 963 By-Laws) 

to "challenging the church to proclaim by word and deed Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior 

and to enlist persons in the redemptive Christian community" ( 1 979 By-Laws) . 

Herb Miller, one of the more well known representatives of NEA, has defined 

evangelism "as the winning of the allegiance of new persons to the Lordship of Christ" 

(Miller 1 977 :  9) . This takes place, he continues, as Christians seek "to be the Word, do the 

Word, and say the Word" ( 1 977: 1 2, emphasis mine). At first glance, it would appear that 

both Herb Miller and the NEA advocate a balance between word and deed, or 

proclamation and service, with respect to the task of evangelism. Yet, in other places, 

Miller asserts that "human service efforts are not done in place of the primary spiritual 

mission of growing churches but as an accompaniment to that task" ( 1 983 : 1 24, emphasis 

mine), that "good news can usually be seen and photographed . . .  , but more than anything 

else it i s  vocal-- something you tell" ( 1 977:36, emphasis mine), and "that diakonia 

(service) does not necessarily equal kerygma (proclamation)" ( 1 989:8). Although both 

word and deed appear to have equal emphasis in the vocabulary of Herb Miller and the 

NEA By-Laws, statements such as these not only reveal how both emphasize word over 

deed in their understanding of evangelism but also how both stand in the evangelical 

stream that dates back to the 1 9 1 0  World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh. 

In more recent years, others have reasserted the importance of keeping word and 

deed in balance with respect to evangelism. Gabriel Fackre, Professor of Theology at 

Andover Newton Divinity School, has maintained that "authentic evangelism is  an 

incarnate word . . . .  It is neither wordless deed nor deedless word, but a living union of 

kerygma and diakonia" (Fackre 1 975 : 57). Every attempt should be made, then, to 

discover new ways and models of marrying word and deed instead of continuing to accept 

the idea that diakonia is only a good preparation for the word. 

William Abraham has maintained that "we can best improve our thinking about 

evangelism by conceiving it as that set of intentional activities which is governed by the 

goal of initiating people into the kingdom of God for the first time" (Abraham 1 989 :95) .  

Those " intentional activities" not only include proclamation and witness (witness 
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understood as testimony to personal experience together with acts of love, mercy, and 

justice) but also church planting, converting, and making disciples ( 1 989 :93-94). While 

"proclaiming the good news of the kingdom is foundational in evangelism" ( 1989: 1 70, 

emphasis mine), this does not necessarily imply that it is to be considered more important 

than works of service. Both, in the view of Abraham, are equally important. 

Orlando Costas has defined this task of the church as "bearing witness to God" 

(Costas 1 989 : 1 9) in "a given social and historical context" ( 1 989 :2 1 ). It not only involves 

"persons addressed by a holy and loving God with the liberating news of Jesus Christ in 

the power of the Holy Spirit" ( 1 989:23, emphasis mine) but also "persons and 

communities working for the transformation of their respective life situations" ( 1989:30, 

emphasis mine). In fact, the life of each congregation should be "a  continuous perpetual 

proclamation, a fifth gospel, the incarnation of hope, faith, and love, the reproduction of 

the good news of salvation in its social context" ( 1 989: 1 33) .  

David Bosch, in his last major publication prior to his tragic and unfortunate death, 

cautions us that " if we now finally attempt a definition of evangelism, it is important that 

we should not delineate the content of our evangelism too sharply, too precisely, and too 

self-confidently" (Bosch 1 99 1  :420). He then proceeds to offer his definition of evangelism 

as 

that dimension and activity of the church's mission which, by 
word and deed and in light of particular conditions and a 
particular context, offers every person and community, 
everywhere, a valid opportunity to be directly challenged to a 
radical reorientation of their lives, a reorientation which involves 
such things as deliverance from slavery to the world and its 
powers; embracing Christ as Savior and Lord; becoming living 
members of his community, the church; being enlisted into his 
service of reconciliation, peace, and justice on earth; and being 
committed to God's purpose of placing all things under the rule 
of Christ" ( 1 99 1  :420) .  

By defining evangelism in this way, Bosch not only maintains a balance between word and 

deed but also emphasizes how evangelism is possible only "when the community that 

evangelizes-- the church--is a radiant manifestation of the Christian faith and exhibits an 

attractive lifestyle" ( 1 99 1  : 4 1 4) .  

Evangelism; for Fackre, Abraham, Costas, and Bosch; is not just verbal 
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proclamation (as the word groups euaggelizesthai, kerussein, and martureo suggest) but 

also a visible demonstration of the gospel in deed (as the word diakonia suggests) by a 

community (koinonia) called the church. Deeds are much more than just a preparation for 

the word. Both complement one another and are equal components of evangelism. 

As one surveys the different responses that have been given over the years as to 

the relationship of word and deed, the question that surfaces is "Which response is right?" 

Any answer to such a question, however, presupposes that there exists criteria by which 

right or wrong can be determined. Such criteria, in fact, are available to us in the 

incarnational life and ministry of Jesus who not only establishes the pattern but also the 

parameters and power by which his followers in any generation and context could 

continue his ministry. 

The incarnation of Jesus proclaimed a message of an almighty, loving, merciful; 

and dependable God becoming flesh. As the enfleshed "word" (John 1 :  1 4  ), he proclaimed 

"I have not come to be served, but to serve and offer my life as a ransom for many" (Mark 

1 0 :45) . And then, just prior to his arrest and crucifixion, he said to his followers "I have 

given you an example, that you should do as I have done to you" (John 1 3 :  1 5) .  

Before Jesus began his public ministry, we are informed that he submitted to 

baptism by which he identified himself with a people who needed the sanctifying presence 

and power of the Holy Spirit. He also experienced temptation in the wilderness by which 

he identified himself with the struggles of God's people "against the rulers, against the 

authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in 

the heavenly realms" (Ephesians 6: 1 2) .  By resisting temptation, he modeled that although 

a servant ministry would inevitably result in conflict with the forces of Satan and evil, 

there was also power to be found in and through the Son of God who could help any of 

his followers "to be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power" (Ephesians 6: 1 2). Even 

more, J esus--as a servant to God's people--interceded before God on behalf of his people 

much like the prophets of the Old Testament, proclaimed God's word to his people (e.g. , 

"the time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is at hand, repent, and believe the gospel" [Mark 

1 :  1 5)), and did many acts of mercy (e.g. ,  "the blind receive their sight and the lame walk, 

lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, and the poor have good news 

preached to them" [Matthew 1 1  : 5]). Servant ministry, then, as it was modeled by Jesus, 

was essentially "an incarnate deed . .  . it is neither wordless deed nor deedless word, but a 

living union of kerygma and diakonia" (Fackre 1 975 : 57) .  

Not only was Jesus a servant but more importantly a "suffering" servant who "was 

despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief' (Isaiah 53 :3) .  

As the suffering servant, he "humbled himself and became obedient to death, even death 
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on the cross" (Philippians 2 : 8) .  The Apostle Paul relates the significance of Christ's death 

to the church in Rome: 

Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into 
Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were therefore 
buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as 
Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, 
we too may live a new life. If we have been united with him like 
this in his death, we will certainly also be united with him in his 
resurrection. (Romans 6 : 3-5) 

The death and resurrection of Jesus, then, not only made possible the removal of guilt and 

judgment for all those who expressed faith in him but also the gift of a new identity, an 

identity of being suffering servants like their Lord and Savior. 

If the incarnation of Jesus established the pattern for servant ministry, his death on 

the cross established the perimeters for such a ministry. "For God so loved the world" 

John writes "that he gave his only Son that whoever believes in him shall not perish but 

have everlasting life" (John 3 :  1 6) .  And just in case his followers had missed the 

significance of his death for the whole world, Jesus left them with instructions Gust prior 

to his ascension) to be his witnesses "in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to 

the ends of the earth" (Acts 1 : 8) .  

"On the third day he arose" is the confession of Christians around the world. 

Christ's resurrection as the incarnate Son of God unveiled the power by which his church 

would continue his servant ministry to all the nations of the world, the power of the age to 

come. This power is distributed to Christ's followers in and by the promised gift of the 

Holy Spirit. "But you will receive power," Jesus told his disciples just prior to his 

ascension, "when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses . . . .  " (Acts 

1 :  8) .  In addition, the power of Christ's resurrection also provides assurance to members 

of Christ's Church that God's plan and purpose for his creation will be realized, e.g. , "to 

bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ" (Ephesians 

1 :  1 0) .  

The entire life and ministry of Jesus as the incarnate Son of God, then, from his 

birth to his death, resurrection, and ascension was meant to demonstrate the servant 

ministry to which God had called his people, a ministry in which the good news of the 

gospel was incarnated and enfleshed in deeds of service. With the incarnational, suffering 
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servant model for evangelism given in and by Jesus as our criteria, the relationship 

between word and deed in evangelism must never be one of "word" over against or in 

priority to "deed" or vice versa but rather a recognition that both are equally essential 

components of evangelism. "The word is essential because the name of Jesus cannot be 

replaced by anything else. But the deed is equally essential because the gospel is the good 

news of the active presence of the reign of God, and because this presence is to be 

manifest in a world that has fallen under the usurped dominion of the evil one" (Newbigin 

1 982 : 1 48) .  

It wi l l  not do, then, for Herb Miller or other representatives of the NEA to include 

the phrase "word and deed" in the By-Laws of the NEA and in other discussions 

pertaining to evangelism but then advocate methods or techniques for evangelism that 

emphasize the word as primary and more important in evangelism than deed. While it is 

true that a sovereign God cannot be bound and that divine freedom can choose the way in 

which kerygma will work in any given cultural context, the evangelistic ministry of Jesus 

seen as a whole is one nevertheless in which the enfleshed Word of God faithfully 

proclaimed the kerygma as a suffering servant interceding for, identifying with, and 

addressing the needs of those people with whom he interacted. Any understanding of 

evangelism which neglects or compromises this model for evangelistic ministry is less than 

authentic. 

The relationship of word and deed is not the only question that needs to be 

addressed whenever definitions for evangelism are discussed. Another question that 

surfaces concerns the relationship of the two terms "mission" and "evangelism. "  Some 

regard the two terms as being synonymous while others believe that they differentiate two 

tasks for which the church is responsible. 

D avid Bosch, in "Evangelism: Theological Currents and Crosscurrrents Today, " 

sketches several positions with respect to this question ( 1 987). Those who perceive 

mission and evangelism as synonymous, he observes, "do not necessarily agree on what 

mission/evangelism means" (Bosch 1 987:98). Some, for example, believe that the 

synonymous terms "refer to the church's ministry of winning souls for eternity" ( 1 987 :98) 

while others advocate that the task implied by these terms "involves much more than just 

the proclamation of the gospel of eternal salvation. It also involves the total Christian 

ministry to the world outside the church" (1 987:98). 

Bosch himself maintains that "mission and evangelism are not synonymous but, 

nevertheless, are indissolubly linked together and inextricably interwoven in theology and 

praxis" ( 1 99 1 : 4 1 1 ) . "Mission is wider than evangelism, " he continues, " as authentic 

evangelism is embedded in the total mission of the church. . . .  It is the heart or core of the 

37  



church's mission . . . .  Mission denotes the total task God has set before the church for the 

salvation of the world, but always related to a specific context of evil, despair, and 

lostness . . . .  It is the church sent into the world to love, to serve, to preach, to teach, to 

heal, to liberate" ( 1 99 1  :4 1 2). Evangelism, on the other hand, involves "witnessing to what 

God has done, is doing, and will do . . . .  It is a response to what God has already put into 

effect and in light of this cannot be defined in terms of its results or effectiveness . . .  ; rather 

in terms of its nature mediating the good news of God's love in Christ that transforms life" 

( 1 99 1 :4 1 2-4 1 3) .  

Ben Johnson offers a definition for evangelism that suggests his agreement with 

Bosch. "Evangelism" he writes "is a specialized aspect of the church's mission to 

individuals who do not have a saving relationship with Christ, who do not know they have 

been reconciled to God in Christ, or that they are disconnected from the life of his body'' 

(Johnson 1 987 :78) .  There is a difference between the two terms. "Evangelism seeks to 

communicate the gospel to persons and calls for personal acceptance and participation" 

( 1 987 : 88) whereas the church's mission is "to make actual the reconciliation of persons, 

groups, cultures, and nations . . .  ; it aims at the salvation of the cosmos--reconciliation of 

alienated groups, release for the oppressed, and justice for the marginal, the powerless, 

and the alienated" ( 1 987 : 88) .  

Another recognized Christian leader who maintains the distinction between 

"mission" and "evangelism" is John Stott. "Mission," he writes, " is a comprehensive word 

embracing everything God sends his redeemed people into the world to do" (Stott 

1 975 : 37, emphasis mine). It includes evangelism which he then defines as " sharing good 

news with others, the good news that Jesus died for our sins and was raised from the 

dead, that in consequence he reigns as Lord and Savior at God's right hand, and has 

authority both to command repentance and faith, to bestow forgiveness of sins and the gift 

of the Spirit" ( 1 975 : 54-55) .  For Stott, mission also includes social action. The primary 

task of the church, though, must be evangelism. Social responsibility, at best, is to be 

considered a partner to evangelism although secondary in importance as the church 
. . . 

engages m m1ss1on. 

As one surveys the materials that have been written and distributed by Herb Miller 

and the NEA, the impression is that they are in close affinity with the position of John 

Stott regarding the relationship of "mission" and "evangelism. " Although there is the 

preferential use of the term "evangelism" over "mission" by both Herb Miller and other 

representatives of the NEA, it isn't because the word "mission" is missing in their 

vocabulary or theological framework. "The two great tasks of the church," Miller 

maintains, " include converting and education . . . .  Nurture means loving people and helping 
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them to mature in Christ. Mission means doing the work of Christ in the world" (Miller 

1 977 : 84,86). What, then, does Herb Miller understand "the work of Christ in the world" 

to be? 

A vital congregation carries out the ministry of Jesus Christ by 
saying and doing what Jesus said and did. This ministry helps 
people form a spiritual connection with God, form a loving 
connection with other people, and form committed connection 
with great causes ( 1 990: 1 6, emphasis mine). 

One of these "great causes" involves "reaching out to help heal the hurts and melt the 

needs of people in the church, community, and across the world" ( 1 990: 1 7). Although the 

term "mission" is used by Miller, it is understood to include both evangelism (kerygma) 

and social action (diakonia) as being important, but one (social action) is considered 

secondary to the other (evangelism). 

Bosch is to be commended for calling our attention to the dangerous consequences 

of viewing evangelism and social action as separate but equal components 9f the "mission" 

of the church. 

The moment you regard mission as consisting of two separate or 
separable components--evangelism and social action--you have, 
in principle, admitted that each of the two components has a life 
of its own. You are then suggesting that it is possible to have 
evangelism without a social dimension and Christian social 
action without an evangelistic dimension (Bosch 1 987 :  1 00). 

Such a suggestion, however, is untenable in Bosch's perspective. It reflects an 

understanding of the church's mission that conflicts with the model that Jesus Christ, the 

incarnate Son of God, presented in his life and ministry. It separates what Jesus held 

together in living union and interdependence (e.g. ,  kerygma and diakonia) as he fulfilled 

the task given to him by his heavenly Father. In addition, any separation of the church's 

mission into two components of "evangelism" and "social action" sets up a polarization 

that is more of an accommodation to a Western culture whose worldview is characterized 

by several dichotomies than it is an accurate reflection of the gospel concerning Jesus. 
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This dichotomy extends beyond the categories of "evangelism" and "social action" to 

categories such as spiritual/physical, individual/corporate, or private/public. Such 

dichotomies represent a worldview, however, that is distinctive from that of Jesus who 

had a wholistic view of life and people. 

Another proposal in answer to the mission/evangelism question that has been 

suggested over the years is to drop the word "mission" from our vocabulary altogether. 

As Bosch notes, one such advocate of this position--a French Catholic theologian by the 

name of Claude Geffre'--believes this is advantageous because of its "territorial 

connotation . . .  and its historical link with the process of colonization" (Bosch 1 987 :99) 

Instead of this term, Geffre maintains, the term "evangelization" should be used. 

Whether or not he took his cue from this French theologian is difficult to 

substantiate, but Costas has also pressed for the need to use this term in order to convey a 

more holistic approach to this task of the church. 

Evangelization is to bear witness to God, to give personal 
testimony dependent on God's mercy and power. It is not, 
therefore, a consumeristic technique to attract people to the 
Christian faith and recruit them for the church. While there are 
those who will respond in faith to the witness of the faith and 
end up becoming part of the community of faith, such a decision 
cannot be authentic if it is induced externally by the act of human 
persuasion or marketing techniques (Costas 1 989 :  1 9) .  

By i ts  very nature, evangelization as  defined by Costas is public and not private. I t  is a 

"public message of personal concern for each and every human being" ( 1 989 :63)  and 

begins with 

an immersion into the pain and agony of the people who live on 
the fringes and the bottom of society. In such an immersion 
experience, one encounters the risen Lord, enlarging and 
deepening one's limited vision of human reality, challenging one's 
presuppositions, renewing one's mind, and liberating one's life 
for service as a channel of grace in the Galilee of nations 
( 1 989 :69). 
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The term "evangelization" for Costas presents an all-embracing and comprehensive 

understanding of the ministry which Jesus modeled and gave to his followers. It also 

averts many of the problems that surface whenever attempts are made to explain the 

relationship between "mi ssion" and "evangelism" since it presents the church's ministry as 

a marriage of kerygma and diakonia enfleshed in a community of faith and service. This 

community bears witness by word and deed to a God of grace who not only has " made 

known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in 

Christ, to be put into effect when the times have reached their fulfillment--to bring all 

things in heaven and earth together under one head, even Christ" (Ephesians 1 : 9- 1 0) but 

also continues to call more and more people to commit themselves to the ministry of 

reconciliation that is as comprehensive as the ministry of Jesus Christ. 

While the term "evangelization" has some merit as an alternative approach to the 

mission/evangelism question, it can be quite cumbersome as it is used in speech or written 

materials .  In the context of this thesis, the word evangelism has been and will continue to 

be used but with the understanding that the term refers to what Costas means by the word 

"evangelization. " When the church is committed to the task of evangelism, every 

dimension of the church's life and ministry offers by word and deed the call and challenge 

to faith and new life in Jesus Christ--a call and a challenge for all people to reorient their 

values, priorities, and beliefs to those demonstrated in the life and ministry of Jesus, the 

Lord of all " in heaven and on earth and under the earth" (Philippians 2: 1 1  ) .  

Whenever one seeks to define evangelism, there i s  one remaining question that 

must be resolved. Should evangelism be defined in terms of its anticipated results or in 

terms of its nature apart from any anticipated results? As we have already seen, Herb 

Miller defines evangelism as "the winning of the allegiance of new persons to the Lordship 

of Christ" ( 1 977 : 9) .  Such a definition, however, implies that evangelism has taken p lace 

only when new persons have embraced Jesus as their Lord and Savior. 

The language of "winning" people to the Lordship of Christ is not unique to Herb 

Miller. It is, in fact, language found in the scriptures. The Apostle Paul, in his epistle to 

the church of Corinth, writes 

Though I am free and belong to no man, I make my-self a slave 
to everyone, to win as many as possible. To the Jews I become 
like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I become 
like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law) so 
as to win those under the law. To those not having the law I 
became like one not having the law (though I am not free from 
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God's law but am under Christ's law) so as to win those not 
having the law. To the weak I became weak, in order to win the 
weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible 
means I might save some ( 1 Corinthians 9: 1 9-22). 

Peter, in his first epistle, has a word of instruction for Christian wives. 

Wives, in the same way be submissive to your husbands so that, 
if any of them do not believe the word, they might be won over 
without words by the behavior of their wives when they see the 
purity and reverence of your lives ( 1 Peter 3 :  1 -2). 

Could it not be said, then, that those who would define evangelism in terms of anticipated 

results have justifiable support from the scriptures for their position? 

To be sure, the life and ministry of Jesus aimed at a response. Mark tells us in his 

gospel that 

After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee 
proclaiming the good news of God. "The time has come, " he 
said, "the kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good 
news! "  (Mark 1 : 14 - 1 5) .  

It i s  one thing, however, to say that evangelism aims at a response. It is another to define 

evangelism in terms of the anticipated response. As Bosch puts it, if "evangelism involves 

witnessing to what God has done, is doing, and will do . .  . it cannot be defined in terms of 

its results or effectiveness . . . .  Rather, evangelism should be perceived in terms of its nature, 

as mediating the good news of God's love in Christ that transforms life; as proclaiming, by 

word and action, that Christ has set us free" (Bosch 199 1 :4 12-4 1 3) .  

By these comments, Bosch has given us a more accurate assessment of the l ife and 

ministry of Jesus. Through his incarnational ministry of reconcil iation, Jesus gave witness 

by word and deed to a God of grace and love who would invite all people to live under his 

rule with its benefits and responsibilities. Acceptance of this invitation, however, required 

the response of repentance and faith. Even more, Jesus--by his life and ministry--gathered 
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to himself a community of followers and repeatedly instructed them: 

If anyone would come after me, he must deny him-self and take 
up  his cross daily and follow me. For whoever wants to save his 
life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save 
it(Luke 9 : 23-24). 

Following the model Jesus has provided, the church must also aim at a response through 

evangelism. This response should not only include inviting all people to repent and believe 

but also seeking to gather all people together around Jesus Christ, around the Word and 

Sacrament, to be equipped and enlisted in his all-encompassing ministry. This is not to be 

confused, however, with recruiting people to become members of a local church. It is 

quite possible to become so driven by the need to recruit persons to belong to an tangible, 

Christian community as the desired response for "successful" evangelism that actions of 

repentance, faith, and commitment to Christ's ministry are minimized and compromised. 

The aim of evangelism modeled after the life and ministry of Jesus is to call people 

to repentance, faith, and commitment to his ministry of reconciliation. While those who 

become his followers will usually become members of a local Christian community, the 

aim of evangelism patterned after the Lord Jesus is more concerned with repentance, faith, 

and discipleship that continues to represent the incarnational ministry of Jesus to all 

peoples and nations of the world than it is with adding more and more people to the 

membership rolls of the church. 

Evangelism, then, is to be defined by understanding and embodying the life, 

ministry, and gospel of Jesus; not by focusing on the results anticipated. Any definition of 

evangelism that centers on anticipated results must be critiqued as an accommodation to 

the North American/Western definition for success which is determined by quantitative 

criteria such as size and rate of growth. 

When the church as the community (koinonia) of faith is involved in evangelism, 

that church gives witness to and embodies the comprehensive ministry of Jesus by word 

(kerygma) and deed (diakonia) in every dimension of its life (e.g., worship services, 

educational opportunities, fellowship groups, etc.) as well as in its efforts to give witness 

to the gospel to the wider world. Such witness seeks to offer to all people  by word and 

deed the call and challenge to find new life in Jesus Christ, the life of his kingdom, and to 

reorder their values, priorities, and beliefs to those more representative of his kingdom 
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that has come and that has yet to come in all of its fullness. 

Goals For Evangelism 

The way in which we choose to define evangelism has much if not everything to do 

with what we accept as appropriate goals for evangelism. The goals we establish, in turn, 

become the criteria or litmus test by which we determine whether or not evangelism has 

been successful. 

Whenever evangelism is defined with an emphasis on word over deed, in terms of 

anticipated numerical results, or as a separate component of the church's mission distinct 

from social action, the goals for evangelism inevitably become cast in quantitative terms. 

For example, Donald McGavran (founder of the Church Growth Movement) has stated 

that the evangelistic task of the church is "to proclaim the good news of Christ and tci 

persuade men to become his disciples and dependable members of his church" (quoted in 

VanEngen 1 98 1 :345 ,  my emphasis). Peter Wagner, another representative of the Church 

Growth movement, refers to evangelism as involving presence, proclamation, and 

persuasion (Wagner 1 98 1 :  5 5, my emphasis). Given this emphasis in defining evangelism, 

it is noteworthy to observe how those from the Church Growth Movement refer to the 

goals for evangelism. Wagner states the goal in terms of "making individual 

believers . . .  and persuading as many of these believers as possible to be incorporated as 

responsible members into a church" ( 1 98 1 :9) . He continues "We cannot measure the 

degree of success or failure in the evangelistic effort by quantifying the going, baptizing, 

or teaching, but we can measure it by the number of disciples made" ( 1 98 1 : 55 ,  my 

emphasis). Whenever word is emphasized over deed in defining evangelism, the pre

dictable result is that the goals for evangelism will be cast in quantitative terms. 

When the definition and goals for evangelism proposed by representatives of the 

Church Growth Movement are placed side by side with the definition and goals for 

evangelism proposed by Herb Miller and the NEA, some remarkable similarities can be 

observed. What is even more interesting to remember is that both McGavran and Miller 

have common roots in the same denomination, The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). 

S ince the 1 960's, as we have already seen, members of this denomination have gravitated 

to one of two groups. The first group (the group, interestingly enough, to which both 

McGavran and Miller have the same affinity and preference) continues to promote the 

important concept that gave birth to this denomination, e .g . ,  the restoration of primitive 

Christianity according to the New Testament. The other group consists of those who 

have accepted and continue to promote the 1964 report of the Commission of the 
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Theology of Mission. 

Whereas this Commission had defined evangelism in terms of comprehensive 

witness with an equal emphasis on preaching the gospel (keiygma), engaging Christians in 

works of service ( diakonia), and developing Christian community (koinonia), both 

McGavran and Miller have given more emphasis  to the preaching of the gospel than the 

other two components. Reflecting a primary emphasis of the Church Growth Movement, 

i . e . ,  "the importance of preaching the gospel as a means of making disciples and bringing 

about growth in the church" (VanEngen 198 1  : 6 1  ), Miller asserts that 

the word gospel means good news. Good news can usually be 
seen and photographed, and can often be felt with your fingers . 
But more than any-thing else, it is vocal--something you tell 
(Miller 1 977 : 36, my emphasis). 

Even though Miller has referred to evangelism in other places as "being the word, doing 

the word, and saying the word" ( 1 977: 1 2)--a reference that appears to support the 1 964 

Commission's report--a statement such as this leaves no question as to what Miller really 

understands by evangelism. 

Whereas the Commission promoted as the goal for evangelism "the completion 

and fulfillment of the redemptive work which God had begun, the consummation of his 

mission" (Smith 1 964 : 1 57), both McGavran and Miller advocate as the goal for 

evangelism "the conversion of the heathen to Christ" (Smith 1 964: 1 57) and "the winning 

of the allegiance of new persons to the Lordship of Christ" (Miller 1 977:9) .  The more 

people who are won over to the allegiance of the Lordship of Christ, the more evangelism 

can be considered to be successful. The litmus test for successful evangelism, then, is 

expressed in quantitative terms. Miller even goes so far as to ask : 

How can a church even define itself as a church without trying 
to attract new members? That contortion would require the 
rejection of numerous New Testament passages--Luke 1 5 :  1 -32, 
John 3 :  1 7, Luke 5:  1 - 1 1 ,  Matthew 9:36-38, 28 :  1 9-20, and John 
20;2 1 .  Yes, numerical growth can become ideological idolatry if 
a church makes it the only goal. But leaving evangelism off the 
priority list is an opposite and equal heresy. The New Testament 
repeatedly reports numerical growth in the early church (Acts 
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2 :4 1 -47; 4;4; 5 : 14 ;  6 : 1 -7;9 : 3 1 ;  1 1 : 1 4,20-2 1 ;  1 6 : 1 5) .  However, 
growth was the result of that focus, and they celebrated what 
they saw God doing (Miller 1 99 1 c: 1 7) .  

I n  the past decade, Charles Van Engen has offered a modification of both the 

definition and the goals for evangelism that have been promoted by representatives of the 

Church Growth Movement and, by association, Herb Miller and the NEA. In his book, 

The Growth of the True Church, he raises important questions regarding some 

assumptions pertaining to evangelism which evidently guided advocates of the Church 

Growth Movement. Is evangelism something the church does? Or, is evangelism 

something the church lli by virtue of its very essence? Is the only church that matters the 

local, visible, and institutional church? Or, is the church also to be understood as universal 

and invisible? If so, how does this influence the way evangelism and its goals are 

understood? (Van Engen 1 98 1 :378ff.) Building on the assertion of John Piet in the early 

l 960's that 

the Bible knows of only one mission . . .  ; God chooses a people 
for himself in order that they may obey him in service to the 
nations of the world and . . .  declare in the tongues of all mankind 
the mighty acts of God (Pi et 1 963 :4 ), 

Van Engen asserts that evangelism is not just something a church does but is of the very 

essence of the church. "The church becomes mission in following the Lord as an apostolic 

community that is in constant, dynamic movement, proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom 

of light in the midst of the kingdom of darkness" (Van Engen 1 99 1 :78) .  It is this 

missionary essence of the church that causes members of the one, holy, catholic, and 

apostolic church to "yearn for numerical growth" ( 1 98 1  :45 1 ) . 

The one church yearns to incorporate more and more men and 
women and unite everything and everyone at the feet of Jesus. 
The holy church yearns to bring the holiness of God to bear in 
the lives of all sinful humanity. The catholic church yearns to 
spread her universal fellowship of loving believers to include all 
those who will believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. The apostolic 
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church yearns to go and make disciples of all peoples because 
there, among the nations, Christ has promised to be present. 
This yearning church knows that it has been assembled to serve, 
and it assembles others to serve together with it in the world 
( 1 98 1 : 82) . 

When evangelism is understood in this way, Van Engen continues, then the goal 

for evangelism becomes "to see a community gathered around Word and Sacrament that 

yearns with all its heart, deeply strives for, and actively seeks to gather more and more 

within its fellowship" ( 1 98 1 : 5 1 1 ) . The "community" or "fellowship" to which Van Engen 

refers, however, is one that extends beyond the local, visible, and institutional church that 

often preoccupies the thinking of those influenced by the Church Growth Movement. 

From his perspective, it is the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church which must be our 

focus whenever the church's mission and "yearning for growth" (Van Engen 1 98 1  :45 1 )  is 

being discussed. 

Although Van Engen seeks to disavow any primacy to numerical results with 

respect to the goal of evangelism by the use of the phrase "yearning to grow, " his 

reference to the church as a "community . . .  actively seeking to gather more and more within 

its fellowship" reveals that he--along with others such as McGavran, Wagner, or Miller-

would still have to use quantitative criteria to define successful evangelism. It makes no 

difference whether the focus is on the local, visible, and institutional church or the one, 

holy, catholic, and apostolic church. If the goal for evangelism includes a reference either 

directly or indirectly to "gathering more and more within its fellowship, " then the litmus 

test for determining success can only be expressed in quantitative terms. This, in turn, 

reveals an accommodation to an operative assumption of Western culture that success can 

always be measured by the numbers on the bottom line. The more numbers, the greater 

the success. 

In  order to avoid this accommodation to Western culture, others (mentioned 

above) have sought to define evangelism with a more balanced and wholistic view towards 

word and deed. Instead of defining evangelism in terms of anticipated results, these 

persons have sought to shift the focus more to the essence of the task itself. Instead of 

promoting evangelism as some separate component of the church's mission as distinct 

from social action, these persons have sought to forge a synthesis between these two 

components of the church's mission. This alternative approach to defining evangelism 

inevitably produces alternative goals for evangelism as well .  Instead of goals being 

expressed in quantitative terms, now they become expressed in qualitative terms. 
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William Abraham, for example, maintains that there are two important goals in 

evangelism. While one of evangelism's more immediate goals is "to see people firmly 

grounded within God's sovereign rule so that they can begin a new life as agents of 

reconcil iation, compassion, and peace" (Abraham 1 989 :  1 0 1  ), the ultimate goal is  "to 

establish agents who are irrevocably committed to doing the works of the kingdom" 

( 1 989 :  1 89). How, then, is it possible to determine whether or not these goals have been 

achieved? Abraham offers the following criteria. "One cannot be satisfactorily initiated 

into the reign of God, " he maintains, "and remain an isolated, spiritual nomad but must be 

joined to community" ( 1 989: 1 02). In addition, such a person should "appropriate a very 

particular moral vision (a moral vision based on Christ's law of love) that serves as the 

bedrock of moral action in the Christian community and in the world" ( 1 989:  1 02). There 

must also be the "reception and development of particular gifts and capacities that equip 

one to serve as an agent of God" ( 1 989: 1 03)  not to mention "the appropriation of certain 

basic spiritual disciplines (Abraham refers to prayer, fasting, Bible study, and participation 

in the sacraments) that are absolutely essential for the exercise and sustenance of 

responsible obedience to the joys of the kingdom" ( 1989 : 1 03) .  

Noticeably absent in this list of criteria given by Abraham are words used by those 

who stand in the stream of the Church Growth Movement; words such as "conversion, " 

"making individual believers, " "winning," or "recruiting for responsible church 

membership . " "To be preoccupied with the conversion of the West, " Abraham mentions 

" is to perpetuate the anthropocentrism that has corrupted so much evangelism since the 

eighteenth century. It puts ourselves and our conversion rather than God at the center of 

the world" ( 1 989:208). And when the recruitment of new members into a local or 

universal church replaces the more ultimate goal of "initiating people into the kingdom of 

God for the first time" ( 1 989:95), then "our conception of the church," Abraham suggests, 

"becomes impoverished and inadequate" ( 1 989:83) .  

The criteria, then, established by Abraham to determine whether or not evangelism 

is successful is predominantly qualitative. The more commitment there is to Christian 

community, the more there is appropriated and articulated a moral vision and moral action 

based on Christ's law of love, the more people develop their gifts and capacities in order to 

be equipped as agents of God's kingdom in the world, and the more people practice 

spiritual disciplines that enable greater obedience to the sovereign rule of God, the more it 

can be said that evangelism has been successful. 

Orlando Costas has also been one to press for a more wholistic approach to 

defining evangelism together with its goals. "Evangelization, " he asserts, "is a labor of 

love rather than a proselytistic crusade" ( 1 989: 1 8). It is a "public message of personal 
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concern for each and every human being" ( 1 989:63). When evangelism in understood in 

these terms, the goal can no longer be stated in growth language or helping individuals 

come to personal salvation in Jesus Christ. Rather, the "all-encompassing goal is to make 

known God's kingdom as embodied in Jesus Christ and made present by the Holy Spirit" 

( 1 989 :82) .  The extent, then, to which the church is faithful to the goal of making known 

God's kingdom by word and deed becomes the qualitative criterion for Costas in deter

mining whether or not evangelism has been successful .  And the way i n  which one 

measures faithfulness to this goal is by the cross of Christ. 

The cross is the criterion by which we may evaluate our 
evangelistic performance . . . .  We are not to carry out our 
evangelistic ministry inside but rather outside the comfortable 
walls of our secure churches. We are to go out to the 
crossroads of life, among the outcast, the unsanctified, pro
claiming Christ with sweat, blood, and tears ( 1 989 :8 1 ) .  

Noticeably absent, once again, in  these words from Costas is any reference to 

promoting growth within the church or helping individuals to come to salvation by private 

faith in Jesus as Savior and Lord. What is more important for Costas is not necessarily 

bulging membership rolls. Instead, what matters is  whether or not the church is 

intentionally incarnating itself into the pain and suffering of other people who are living in 

despair, oppression, situations of injustice, brokenness, and hopelessness. Within such a 

context, i s  the church proclaiming by word and deed the liberating, healing, renewing, and 

uplifting message of Jesus? And is the church ready and willing, as it involves itself in this 

task, to deny itself and suffer even as Jesus suffered in life and death? The measure to 

which this can be said of the church is the measure by which faithfulness to the goal of 

making known God's kingdom and successful evangelism can be determined. 

Ben Johnson has emphasized that the incarnation of Jesus Christ contains the 

important key for understanding the definition and the goal for evangelism. In the 

incarnation of Jesus, God took the initiative in reaching out to those having specific needs. 

In Jesus, God identified himself with others and participated in the every day affairs of 

their lives with the ultimate goal of transforming individuals and society. "True 

evangelism, " he maintains, "will lead to encountering the same Christ in a life-illuminating, 

life-transforming experience" (Johnson 1987 :57). It will also by word and deed "awaken 

persons to their personal relationship with Jesus and incorporate them into his body" 

49 



( 1 987 :78) .  The task of evangelism cannot be considered to be complete, he continues, 

"unti l  persons are actualizing the will of God in their concrete actions and choices" 

( 1 987 :95) .  One very important expression of that "will of God" in the view of Johnson is 

creating "a growing, effective community of kingdom citizens" ( 1 987 :  1 1 5) .  The work of 

evangelism, then, begins with the renewal of the church in the image of Jesus Christ . As 

the church continues to be renewed, there is also "an intentional outreach to persons who 

do not confess Christ" ( 1 987 :  133) and "the equipping of persons to live as disciples of 

Christ and citizens of the kingdom of God" ( 1 987: 133). 

Much of what Johnson asserts with respect to the task and goals of evangelism 

make it possible to determine successful evangelism only when and as certain qualitative 

criteria have been ascertained. Is the church experiencing renewal in the image of Jesus 

Christ? In other words, are the values and beliefs of Jesus as presented in the Gospels and 

in the New Testament becoming more and more of a reality in the church? Is the church 

taking the initiative in reaching out beyond itself to other people who have yet to confess 

Jesus as the Christ? Is the church seeking to identify with and participate in the every day 

affairs and concerns of people who have yet to encounter Jesus in a life-illuminating, life

transforming experience? Is the church transforming the lives of people and their society 

to reflect more and more the values and beliefs of God's kingdom, e.g. , " reconciliation of 

alienated groups, release for the oppressed, justice for the marginal, the powerless, and the 

alienated" ( 1 987 :88)? The more it can be determined that qualitative criteria such as these 

are being manifested in the church, the more it can be said from Johnson's perspective that 

evangelism has been successful. 

There remain many others who, in calling for a more wholistic approach to the 

church's task of evangelism and a consolidation of the two components of the church's 

mission (evangelism and social action), have established qualitative criteria of their own by 

which successful evangelism can then be determined. Whether it is Lesslie Newbigin who 

proposes that the ultimate goal of mission is "the glory of God" (Newbigin 1989 :  1 80), 

David Bosch who advocates that the goal of evangelism should be offering "every person 

and community, everywhere, a valid opportunity to be directly challenged to a radical 

reorientation of their lives" (Bosch 1991 :420), or Emilio Castro who suggests that "the 

mission of the church should concentrate especially on spreading the actual knowledge of 

the l ife, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ" so that we can contribute "to the shaping 

of new societies of tolerance, conviviality, and solidarity" (Castro 1 99 1 : 5 9-60), the criteria 

for determining successful evangelism are determined by qualitative goals .  

I s  God rece1vmg more glory today than yesterday because of  the church's 

involvement in mission? Has the church been faithful in challenging every person 
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everywhere by the gospel to a radical reorientation of their lives? Has the church become 

more instrumental in shaping new societies of tolerance, conviviality, and solidarity by the 

p roclamation in word and deed of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus? The more 

such questions can be answered in the positive, the more it can be said, then, that the 

church has engaged in successful evangelism. 

Those who by their definitions and goals for evangelism invite qualitative criteria 

to be established for determining whether or not evangelism has been successful would 

give the impression that they are less accommodating to Western culture and are more 

consistent with the gospel of the kingdom which Jesus came to proclaim in word and 

deed. The question that must be asked, however, is whether or not qualitative criteria for 

determining successful evangelism is really any better than quantitative criteria. Are not 

both an accommodation to North American/Western culture? Much of the advertisement 

sponsored by major corporations in Western culture emphasizes the quality of the product 

they have to sel l .  But why? Isn't it to ultimately increase the quantity of the product that 

hopefully will be sold? The qualitative criteria used by major corporations for any product 

under consideration, then, becomes nothing more than a stepping stone for the 

quantitative criteria that ultimately will still be used to determine success. 

It could be argued that Abraham, Costas, Johnson, Newbigin, Bosch, and Castro 

never claim quality in their discussions of evangelism and its goals. Their concern, rather, 

is faithfulness to the Lord Jesus Christ and to his kingdom. It would be inappropriate, 

therefore, to suggest any comparison between them and major corporations in Western 

culture who use qualitative criteria as a means for developing quantitative criteria which, 

in turn, will eventually determine success. Such an argument, however, is based on an 

assertion never made in this thesis, i .e. ,  that these persons have intentionally developed 

qualitative criteria by which successful evangelism can be determined. What has been 

asserted above is that if their definitions for evangelism and discussions about the goals or 

purpose of evangelism are understood correctly, then it is inevitable that the criteria by 

which they would have to determine successful evangelism would be more qualitative than 

quantitative. 

One of the concerns of this thesis is that whenever qualitative criteria are used to 

determine whether or not evangelism has been successful, the same possibility of 

accommodating ourselves to Western culture at the expense of compromising the gospel 

always lurks in the shadows. Just as major corporations in Western culture use qualitative 

criteria as the means for improving quantitative criteria by which success is determined, 

the possibility always exists that churches will use qualitative criteria such as suggested 

above as a means to enhance predetermined quantitative criteria by which successful 
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evangelism is determined. Unless the gospel in Jesus Christ is used to guard against this 

possibility, both the qualitative and eventually the quantitative criteria that are used for 

determining successful evangelism will reflect more of a continuing love affair with a 

culture held captive by numbers and success than a faithfulness to the gospel we are called 

to present and proclaim. The gospel in Jesus Christ, then, provides not only an excellent 

resource for affirming and critiquing our goals for evangelism but also the standard by 

which both quantitative and qualitative criteria can be established to determine whether or 

not evangelism has been successful. 

52 

. . 
I . 



CHAPTER 3 

THE GOSPEL AND CONVERSION 

The Gospel 

What is to be understood, however, by the gospel? For many New Testament 

writers, the term evidently represented something that was believed to be very 

foundational for the Christian faith and witness. For the early church, bringing the gospel 

to all nations was at the very core of the evangelistic task. But what is to be understood 

whenever this term is used? 

It isn't as easy as it might appear to provide a simple answer for this question. 

Recently, several members of First Reformed Church of Byron Center, :MI. ,  were asked to 

define the "gospel" in one sentence if at all possible. Some of the answers received were: 

"The gospel is the offer of the free gift of salvation to all who 
are willing to receive Christ as Savior. " 

"The gospel is the message of saving grace freely offered to all 
who repent . "  

"The gospel i s  the knowledge that God loved m e  enough to 
send his Son to die for me so that I can go to heaven to live with 
him provided I believe in him . "  

"The gospel means Christ's birth, life, suffering, and death on 
the cross for a sinner like me. " 

"The gospel is God's living and written word to us telling us how 
to be saved and how to live for him. " 

"The gospel is nothing more than this: Jesus loves me this I 
know, for the Bible tells me so . "  

"The gospel i s  that God so loved the world that he gave his only 
begotten Son that whoever believes in him shall not perish but 
have everlasting life. " 

Definitions such as these closely parallel the definition for the gospel which has been 

offered by Herb Miller. The gospel of Jesus is the good news, he says, "that concerns 
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Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord" (Miller 1983 : 1 20). It i s  "at once personal and social" 

( 1 983 : 1 20) and is intended for both body and soul. The predominant emphasis, however, 

as we have already seen, is the personal and spiritual dimensions. 

All of these definitions of the gospel focus quite narrowly on one's "spiritual" 

salvation from sin through a personal, individual faith in Jesus .  They contain little if any 

reference to what the gospel proclaims about one's lifestyle, values, and beliefs within a 

particular cultural context. In addition, they also illustrate how one's understanding of the 

gospel is often influenced by the particular worldview within which that person was born 

and raised. 

Leslie Newbigin has asserted that the soul of the Western culture within which 

these definitions of the gospel have been given is one dominated by a plausibility structure 

that perpetuates a governing dichotomy between what is public and private, fact and 

value, cause and purpose ( 1 986: 1 4fl). Within this plausibility structure, people are free to 

choose for themselves what behaviors, values, and beliefs they will accept and promote, 

and which ones they will not. Individual rights such as life, liberty, and the pursuit of 

happiness become championed even though no community structure exists to give precise 

definition to life, liberty, and happiness. As a result, Newbigin asserts, pluralism reigns 

and within such a context the claims of Christ's gospel become reduced to the realm of the 

spirit/soul and limited to the private world of the individual . The gospel, then, becomes 

defined primarily in terms of Christ's atonement for our personal, individual, and private 

sins and is appropriated only by personal faith in Jesus Christ as Savior. Even more, the 

hope of the gospel becomes narrowly focused on the spirit/soul being able to go to heaven 

to be with Jesus after death. 

Such personal, individual, and privatized definitions of the gospel, however, reflect 

what Newbigin would identify as the dichotomous and individualistic emphases of the 

Western culture. Such definitions, in addition, compromise the very purpose for which 

Jesus presented his gospel, namely, to transform the way in which the community of God's 

people understand who they are, to assist this community in interpreting historical events 

unfolding about them, and to equip this community of people for representing the coming 

kingdom of God within their cultural contexts. 

While this purpose for the gospel is given in corporate terms, it is recognized that 

individuals are particular expressions of God's community. When the gospel fulfills its in

tended purpose within these persons, the community to which they belong will inevitably 

be affected as well .  In similar fashion, when the gospel fulfills it purpose for the 

community of God's people, it is inevitable that those persons making up that community 

will also be affected. As the Apostle Paul puts it in his first letter to the church of Corinth, 
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The body is  a unit, though it is made up of many parts, and 
though all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with 
Christ. . . .  If one part suffers, every part suffers with it, if one part 
is honored, every part rejoices with it. Now you are the body of 
Christ, and each one of you is part of it ( 1 Corinthians 1 2; 1 2,26-
27) .  

Whereas our North American/Western culture would emphasize a dualism between the 

individual and the community to which the individual belongs, neither the Bible or the 

gospel Jesus came to proclaim allows such a separation. How we choose to live-- our 

values, our beliefs, our lifestyles--is very much determined by the community for which we 

have been chosen. 

As those who have been chosen to belong to the community of God's people, we 

are faced with an important question concerning the gospel. In the words of Newbigin, 

"How can we move from the place where we explain the gospel in terms of our modern, 

scientific worldview to the place where we explain our modern, scientific worldview from 

the point of view of the gospel?" (Newbigin 1 986:22). Such a question, as Newbigin him

self admits, falsely presumes, however, that it is possible to define the essence of the 

gospel apart from the culture in which it is embodied and proclaimed . The basic 

confession of the community of God's people is that "Jesus is Lord . "  As Lord over all 

cultures and communities, Jesus, then, becomes the key to constructing a definition of the 

gospel that is not culturally clothed or determined, yet which is culturally expressed. 

To consider Jesus as the "key," however, involves much more than just mentioning 

his name somewhere in a definition for the gospel. Many of the definitions for the gospel 

given by members of First Reformed Church of Byron Center not to mention that of Herb 

Miller focus on Jesus and yet promote a definition of the gospel that reflects the 

dichotomous, privatized, and individualized emphases of North American and Western 

culture. As such, they are in good company with many other Christians, evangelists, and 

missiologists throughout history. 

Charles Taber, associated with the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), has 

made the confession in an article entitled "Introducing Gospel in Context" that the "gospel 

is the good news that God has not abandoned rebellious humanity but that He will yet in 

Christ establish his kingdom by overcoming the present rebellion, lostness, alienation, and 

oppression of the world and setting people free from the chains of sin in all of its 
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manifestations: ignorance, poverty, disease, hunger, corruption, and degradation" (Taber 

1 948  :204, my emphasis). 

The Congress on the Church's Mission that convened in Wheaton ( 1 966) defined 

the gospel as "the good news that concerns the God-man, Jesus of Nazareth, who 

appeared in time and through whom God acted in a unique fashion. Though crucified and 

put to death, he was resurrected bodily by God's power. Christ died for us, shedding his 

blood as an atonement for our sins. In and through him, all men can be reconciled to God 

and be made fit for his presence and fellowship" (Lindsell 1 966:22 1 ). Again, while the 

focus in this understanding of the gospel is on Jesus, the application is cast in 

individualistic terms. Even though the pronouns used are in the plural; e .g . ,  "us, " "our, " 

and "all men;" the understanding is  primarily singular. 

Eight years later, the International Congress on World Evangelization held in 

Lausanne, Switzerland, ( 1 974) adopted the following definition for the gospel : 

The evangel is God's good news in Jesus Christ. It is the good 
news of the reign he proclaims and embodies, of God's mission 
of love to re-store the world to wholeness through the cross of 
Christ and him alone, of his victory over demonic powers of 
destruction and death. of his Lordship over the entire universe. 
It is good news of a new humanity, a new birth through him by 
his life-giving Spirit . .  . It is good news ofliberation, of 
restoration, of wholeness, and of salvation that through Jesus is 
personal, social, global, and cosmic"(Douglas, ed. 1 975 :294, my 
emphasis). 

John Stott, who was one of the contributors to this definition for the gospel, was also one 

who asked the important question as to whether or not there is such an entity we can call 

the New Testament gospel . "The New Testament certainly presents us" he admits "with 

no wooden and unbending stereotype [of the gospel] .  There are clear differences of 

emphasis owing to the author's own background and temperament, and to the Holy Spirit's 

revelation . . . .  " (Stott 1 975 :4 1 ). Despite these differences, however, there is (asserts Stott) 

"only one basic apostolic tradition of the gospel" ( 197 5 : 4 1 )  with the focus clearly on Jes us 

Christ. "God's good news is Jesus . .  .Jesus Christ is the heart and soul of the gospel" (Stott 

1 975 : 44, my emphasis). 

While others would agree with persons such as Miller, Taber, Stott, and the 

International Congress on World Evangelization that the "content" of the gospel has a 
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narrow focus on Jesus Christ and his ministry, there are differences of opinion regarding 

whether the primary emphasis of the gospel is directed to the individual or to the 

community of believers. For Abraham, the very meaning of the word gospel refers to the 

"unique narrative of what God has done to inaugurate his kingdom in Jesus of Nazareth, 

crucified outside Jerusalem, risen from the dead, seated at the right hand of God, and now 

reigning with the Father, through the activity of the Spirit, in the Church and in the world" 

(Abraham 1 989: 1 70) . And yet, Abraham is also quick to point out that the emphasis of 

the gospel1s impact is not primarily on the individual ( 1 989 :  1 70) but rather on creating a 

greater sense 11 of the reality of the reign of God within the Christian communiti' 

( 1 989 : 1 67). 

Orlando Costas, writing from a view that emphasizes liberation theology, asserts 

that 1 1from the perspective of the New Testament and the early church1s apostolate, the 

gospel was understood as God1s liberating news through the cross of the risen Jesus" 

(Costas 1 989 : 88) .  If the gospel is to be communicated effectively, it must be remembered 

that 1 1 it proceeds from God, has Jesus the Messiah as its content, and is transmitted by the 

dynamic power of the Holy Spirit" (Costas 1 989 :72). The foundation for the gospel for 

Costas, then, exists in the Trinity as community. This gospel, in turn, has "been com

mitted to a community, is transmitted by that community, and demands a community 

experience. Without community, there cannot be a living representation of the gospel" 

( 1 989 :  1 34) .  

Mortimer Arias, in  his book Announcing The Reign of God : Evangelization and 

the Subversive Memory of Jesus, draws our attention to the presence of two dimensions 

of the gospel :  "the gospel about Jesus and the gospel of Jesus11 (Arias 1 984:8ff). 

The gospel about Jesus is the message that gives evangelism its 
personal form: the priestly work of Christ and atoning grace 
through which we are reconciled to God .  The new life we 
experience through the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit is 
pivotal to this message--a message that brings lost, sinful human 
beings to repentance and forgiveness. It is at the very heart of 
the gospel . No less at the heart of the gospel, however, is the 
prophetic announcement of Jesus in the synagogue at Nazareth: 
the promise of good news for the poor, release for the captives, 
sight for the blind, and freedom for the oppressed (quoted in 
Watson 1 99 1  :450). 
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David Lowes Watson builds on this observation by Arias by noting that "if the 

only aspect of the gospel with which we evangelize is the invitation to personal 

forgiveness and reconciliation ( i .e . ,  the gospel about Jesus), our message can easily 

become personalized to the point of gnosticism" ( 1 99 1  :450). This, in turn, can consign 

the other aspect of the gospel (e.g . ,  the gospel of Jesus) "to other ministries of the church 

to be addressed as a consequence of evangelism " ( 1 99 1 :45 1 ) .  It is "this bifurcation of the 

gospel, " he continues, "that is at the heart of the age-old divide between evangelism and 

social ethics, a divide that remains theologically unbridged . . .  " ( 1 99 1  :45 1 ) .  

When this "bifurcation of the gospel" remains unresolved, the integrated structure 

of the gospel as presented by Jesus in his life and ministry becomes compromised and the 

question of possible accommodation to a Western culture dominated by dichotomies once 

again surfaces. Is there a way to bridge this divide between the "gospel about Jesus" and 

the "gospel of Jesus?" a way in which it is possible to hold these two aspects of the gospel 

in creative, meaningful tension? 

Recognizing the pitfalls and dangers that exist whenever the "gospel about Jesus" 

(as defined by Arias) is emphasized to the neglect of the "gospel of Jesus, " George 

Hunsberger has asserted the need for all Christians to develop their understanding of the 

gospel using the prayer which Jesus taught his disciples to pray. "The good news, " he 

maintains, "comes to us from Jesus as he teaches us to pray in a technological age" 

( 1 990) . As Jesus taught his disciples the Lord's Prayer, he gave to them the heart of his 

gospel. 

When we begin the prayer with the petition "Our Father, who art in heaven, 

hallowed be thy name, thy kingdom come, thy will be done", we make "a bold affirmation 

that there is a personal, sovereign will that has something to do with the entire universe" 

( 1 990) and that this sovereign will "has been brought to bear on us" ( 1 990). When we ask 

God to "give us this day our daily bread", we are asking God to provide us with the bread 

of the great messianic banquet which then implies our awareness that as Christ's disciples 

in a technological age we are called to live with an eschatological perspective. To pray 

"forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors" is to bring into the picture of our minds 

"one thing that gnaws at all of us and that is guilt, that guilt that separates us from others 

and God" ( 1 990). And to request that God "will lead us not into temptation but deliver us 

from evil" is to ask our Father in heaven for help and guidance as we seek to follow the 

right path in this life. Yet, we are well aware that all this takes place in a context of 

struggle and temptation. 

The entire prayer, George Hunsberger points out, is offered in the context "of 

community in a day when we are detached from each other" ( 1 990) . We pray "Our 

58 



Father", "give us this day our daily bread", "Forgive us our debts as we forgive our 

debtors" ,  and "lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evi l" .  The Lord's Prayer, 

he concludes, was basically an invitation by Jesus to his followers "to receive his kingdom, 

to be messengers of his kingdom, and to be servants of his kingdom" ( 1 990). The gospel, 

then, is the good news of Jesus and his kingdom, a kingdom that seeks to have a 

subversive influence in the present North American cultural context. 

While Hunsberger is to be commended in his efforts to address the theological 

divide between the "gospel about Jesus" and the "gospel of Jesus"  by this approach to and 

application of the Lord's Prayer, it appears that the emphasis of his remarks favor the 

"gospel of Jesus" (using the terminology and definitions of Arias) over the "gospel about 

Jesus . " It is as if the "gospel about Jesus" should correspond to the "gospel of Jesus" and 

not vice versa. While he could perhaps convincingly argue that this over-emphasis on the 

"gospel of Jesus" i s  needed in many Christian circles today in order to move their 

understanding of the gospel (which tends to emphasize the "gospel about Jesus") toward a 

more integrated, wholistic center, he does leave himself open to the criticism of continuing 

rather than bridging the theological divide of which David Lowes Watson writes. 

There is a better way to a more integrated, wholistic understanding of the gospel 

which gives equal emphasis to both the "gospel of Jesus" and the "gospel about Jesus. "  

This better way combines both emphases i n  the phrase the "gospel i n  Jesus Christ . "  The 

preposition "in" signals to us that the essence, the core, of the gospel is centered in the 

historical person named Jesus but who was also given the title Christ .  He was to have the 

name Jesus, Matthew tells us in his gospel, "because he will save his people from their 

sins" (Matthew 1 : 2 1  ) .  The name Jesus, then, encompasses all that Arias understands by 

the term "gospel about Jesus. " The title Christ, on the other hand, is the Greek form for 

the Hebrew title "Messiah. " Jesus is not only Savior but is also the fulfillment of Jewish 

hope and prophecy, the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. His l ife and ministry were but 

the dawn of a new kingdom that was breaking into the world from without, a kingdom 

announced in his inaugural sermon in his hometown of Nazareth and grounded in divine 

power, authority, compassion, and justice. The title of Christ, then, encompasses all that 

Arias understands by the term "gospel of Jesus. " 

Matthew, in his gospel, records a summary of this "gospel in Jesus Christ" in  what 

traditionally has been called Christ's Sermon on the Mount. This "gospel in Jesus Christ" 

is a gospel that reflects community more than individuality although the place of the 

individual within his kingdom is not ignored. Of the 1 07 verses used by Matthew to 

present this gospel to us, only 1 9  verses contain the first and/or second person singular 

pronouns in the Greek language (5 :29-30, 5 :39- 43; 6 :2-4,6, 1 7- 1 8,2 1 -23 ; 7 : 3 -5). In all of 
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the other verses, either the first and/or second person plural pronouns are used. Disciples 

of C hrist are called, as part of their response to his gospel, to belong to a community in 

which they are to think, feel, and act with certain values and beliefs that may or may not 

be found within their particular culture. 

Matthew begins his summary of this "gospel in Jesus Christ" with a series of 8 

statements which today are called the Beatitudes. The word "blessed" refers 

"overwhelmingly to the distinctive religious joy which accrues to man from his share in the 

kingdom of God" (Hauck 1 967 :367). This salvation with its joy is appropriated within the 

community of believers by a faith that expresses itself through repentance and obedience 

to the Lord ofLords. 

In a world that champions and promotes independence, the community of Christ's 

kingdom must demonstrate a dependence towards God and an interdependence with 

others. This is what is suggested by the words "Blessed are the poor in spirit" (Matthew 

5 : 3 )  or "Blessed are the poor" (Luke 6 :20). 

In  a world characterized by broken relationships, the community of Christ's 

kingdom is called to feel sorry and repentant of those sins which contribute to broken 

relationships both with God and others. Those who "mourn" in this way discover God's 

joy as they receive His comfort (Matthew 5 :4). 

In a world where unjust criticism and provocations to anger is commonplace, the 

community of Christ's kingdom must seek to cultivate a yielding and trusting attitude 

toward God. Those who are "meek" in this sense of the term will discover joy in receiving 

from God whatever belongs to them (Matthew 5 :  5). The path to experiencing the joy of 

God's salvation, then, is not through a consumeristic lifestyle but rather through the 

entrusting of ourselves more and more into the loving care of our Father who is in heaven. 

In a world where having right relationships with others is not always a high 

priority, the· community of Christ's kingdom has a deep "hunger and thirst" for right 

relationships not only with God but also with their neighbors (Matthew 5 : 6) .  Such people 

experience God's joy as they discover fulfillment in such as pursuit. 

"Blessed are the merciful, " Jesus continues, "for they will be shown mercy" 

(Matthew 5 :7). In a world where cruelty, inconsiderateness, and discourtesy govern the 

actions of many; the community of Christ's kingdom make it their aim to show kindness 

and courtesy towards all people. Such people will experience the joy of God's kingdom as 

they receive mercy themselves. 

"Blessed are the pure in heart, " Jesus goes on to say, "for they will see God" 

(Matthew 5 : 8). The concern addressed in this Beatitude is one's sincerity towards God 

and others. The word "pure" has a rich background in meaning in that it presents the idea 
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of being unmixed, not being two-faced, or hypocritical. When the community of Christ's 

kingdom is sincere both with God and their neighbors, they will "see God" (Matthew 5 : 8) .  

They will sense the presence of God within their midst. 

"Blessed are the peacemakers," Jesus continues to teach, "for they shall be called 

sons of God" (Matthew 5 : 9). In a world that champions peace by tolerance, it becomes 

very easy to confuse and dilute what Jesus means here by the term "peacemaker. " A 

peacemaker is different from a peace keeper. Such people know the reality of God's peace 

together with the joy that accompanies such peace. They realize that such peace and joy 

will never be fully realized until there is a loving and caring confrontation between persons 

who have differences with one another and whose relationship with one another has 

become estranged because of those differences. As the community of Christ's kingdom 

become peacemakers, it experiences the joy that comes with being called the "sons of 

God" (Matthew 5 :9). 

Jesus concludes this list of eight beatitudes by teaching his disciples that his gospel 

involves a lifestyle that could very well invite ridicule, slander, isolation, perhaps even 

bodily injury from others who do not share in the values and beliefs of his kingdom. 

Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, 
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you when 
people insult you, persecute you, and falsely say all kinds of evil 
against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad because great is 
your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the 
prophets who were before you (Matthew 5 :  1 1 - 1 2) .  

The "gospel in Jesus Christ" is a gospel that includes suffering by virtue of reflecting in 

word and deed the values and beliefs of Jesus, the Lord, and his kingdom. When the com

munity of Christ's kingdom willingly suffers ridicule, slander, isolation, even death for the 

sake of reflecting and representing the values and beliefs of Jesus to the world, these same 

people will receive joy in the assurance that the kingdom belongs to them. 

Each of these beatitudes could be seen as the application of what Arias would call 

the "gospel about Jesus. "  As the result of his priestly work on the cross through which it 

is now possible to become reconciled to God, Jesus saves his people from their sins and 

calls them to live a new life in the community of his kingdom summarized by the 

beatitudes. This new life which is received through obedient faith is characterized by a 

"blessedness" which Hauck defines as "distinctive religious joy" ( 1 967:367). 
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What is important to notice in these beatitudes is the inseparable union of our 

relationship with God and neighbor. This interconnection between what is unseen (our 

relationship with God) and what is seen (our relationship with others) is not only Christ's 

way of dealing with any privatized and individualistic understanding of his gospel but also 

cutting through what Newbigin has identified as a plausibility structure (particularly in 

Western culture) that is governed by a dichotomy of public and private, fact and value, 

cause and purpose. 

As the community of Christ's kingdom which is called and gathered together by 

Jesus demonstrates these beatitudes within their cultural context, they become empowered 

and equipped to be the "salt of the earth" and "the light of the world" (Matthew 5 : 1 3 - 14), 

that is, a visible and credible demonstration of the kingdom of God breaking into the here 

and now of history from the realm of the supernatural. By word and deed, this community 

is called to reflect and represent the gospel in the same manner as their Lord and Savior. 

The remainder of the "gospel in Jesus Christ" as given and arranged by Matthew 

(Chapters 5 :  1 7-7 :  2 7) could be understood as containing several illustrations as to how the 

community of Christ's kingdom can continue to reflect and represent what Arias considers 

to be the other dimension of the gospel, i .e . , the "gospel of Jesus. " If there is to be good 

news for the poor, release for the captives, sight for the blind, and freedom for the 

oppressed, the community of Christ's followers must embrace the values and beliefs of 

their Lord regardless of their cultural context. A foundational belief concerns the 

confession that all power and authority has been given to Jesus the Christ by God the 

Father. 

As the Lord of Lords, he came "not to abolish the law and the prophets, but to 

fulfill them" (Matthew 5 :  1 7) .  This he had sought to communicate to his listeners in his 

inaugural sermon in Nazareth. After reading the passage from Isaiah the prophet that 

introduced the core of his prophetic announcement, the first words from Jesus were 

"Today, this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing" (Luke 4 :2 1 ) . In the summary of his 

gospel which Matthew provides for us, Jesus continues the same message. Repeatedly, he 

says to his listeners "You have heard that it was said . . .  but I say to you" (Matthew 5 : 2 1 -22, 

27-28, 3 1 -32, 33-34, 38-39, 43-44). Both at Nazareth and in these words recorded by 

Matthew, Jesus Christ announces that he alone has been empowered to be the 

authoritative source for explaining how the scriptures are to be understood and applied 

within the community of his followers. 

Beginning with this foundational belief, Jesus then describes for his followers the 

values that will enable his gospel to be the "power of God for salvation to everyone who 

believes . . . .  " (Romans 1 :  1 6) .  Such a lifestyle reveals a respect for other persons (Matthew 
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5 :2 1 -26), especially for persons of the opposite sex (Matthew 5 :27-30) . It demonstrates 

faithfulness in marriage commitments (Matthew 5 : 3 1 -32), a firm resolve to be persons of 

truth who follow through on whatever promises are made (Matthew 5 :33 -3 7), and a 

willingness to be humble servants of others (Matthew 5 : 38-42). It shows love for enemies 

(Matthew 5 :43-4 8), a predisposition to show compassion to anyone who has needs 

without any desire to draw attention to ourselves (Matthew 6: 1 -4). It reflects a desire to 

be persons of prayer who follow the model prayer of Jesus with au that this prayer implies 

for life (Matthew 6: 5- 1 4) and who, as the result of their prayers, implement in their lives 

what is implied in this model prayer of the Lord Jesus. The "gospel in Jesus Christ" will 

be one of openness towards giving up a basic need (i .e . ,  food) in order to become more 

aware of the true bread that comes down from heaven (Matthew 6: 1 6- 1 8), a rejection of a 

consumptive mentality in favor of complete and unreserved devotion to God (Matthew 

6 :  1 9-24), the discovery of security by "seeking first God's lcingdom and his righteousness" 

(Matthew 6 :25-34), and a firm resolve to refrain from judging other people for their 

failures (Matthew 7 :  1 -6) .  

How is it possible for the community of Christ's kingdom to reflect and represent 

these values and beliefs of the gospel when they are seldom promoted in their respective 

cultures? "Ask, " Jesus teaches his disciples, "and it will be given to you; seek, and you 

will find; knock, and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks, receives; he 

who seeks, finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened" (Matthew 7 : 7-8) We 

will need help from beyond ourselves if we are to live the "gospel in Jesus Christ . " 

The gospel, then, is much more than the good news that Christ died for one's 

personal, individual, and private sins so that one's soul can go to heaven to be with Jesus. 

There is  both a personal and social emphasis to the gospel and it is addressed to both soul 

and body. Even more, Herb Miller's statement that the "predominant emphasis is the 

personal and spiritual dimensions" (Miller 1983 : 1 1 0) cannot be accepted in view of what 

Matthew records to be the "gospel in Jesus Christ. "  Both personal and social dimensions 

have equal emphasis in Christ's gospel, a gospel that demands a response from the 

community of his followers . 

Enter through the narrow gate, for wide is the gate and broad is 
the way that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. 
But small is the gate and narrow the way that leads to life, and 
only a few (that is, a few by way of comparison) find it 
(Matthew 7 : 1 3 - 1 4) .  
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The small gate to which Jesus refers is none other than himself He is  the only one who 

can possibly lead his community into a better way of l ife both in the present as well as in 

the future to come. 

The response which the "gospel in Jesus Christ" demands involves much more than 

private believism. To "enter" the small gate and "find" the narrow way involves public 

repentance and obedience both of which rise from faith. We are to repent of anything or 

anyone to which we devote ourselves other than the Lord Jesus Christ and we are to 

present to him our firm resolve to be obedient to the revealed will of our Father who is in 

heaven. And so, Jesus concludes his "Gospel on the Mount" by speaking of "good trees 

bearing good fruit, "  "of doing the will of my Father who is in. heaven, " and "of hearing 

these words and putting them into practice" in contrast to "bad trees bearing bad fruit, " 

"of not doing the will of my Father who is in heaven, " and "of hearing these words of mine 

but not putting them into practice" (Matthew 7: 1 5-27). 

The "gospel in Jesus Christ" divides all humanity into one of two possible 

destinies--those who will inherit the kingdom of God and the eternal life this kingdom 

offers and those who will not inherit the kingdom of God but perish and face the greatest 

of all separations, the eternal separation from one's Creator and would be Redeemer. 

What decides whether or not the kingdom of God is inherited together with the eternal life 

it offers i s  not membership on the rolls of a given church but a faith in Jesus Christ that 

produces the good works of repentance and obedience to the Father in heaven, an 

obedience that empowers God's community of people to "become corporately a sign, an 

instrument, and a foretaste of the sovereignty of the one and true living God over all 

nature, nations, and human lives" (Newbigin 1 986: 124) . 

Conversion 

The repentance and obedience which the "gospel in Jesus Christ" demands of  

God's community constitutes the essence of what i s  labeled by  Christians today as 

conversion. Although the actual word "conversion" is never used in the Bible, there are 

references to "converts" (e .g. ,  Matthew 23 : 1 5, Acts 6 : 5 ,  Romans 1 6 : 5 ,  1 Timothy 3 :6) 

and being "converted" (Acts 1 5 : 3) .  In addition, the Bible does use the words "change" 

(Matthew 1 8 :3)  or "turn" (Acts 9 : 35 ,  1 5 : 19) to emphasize what is involved in conversion. 

"The biblical emphasis, however, is not upon a subjective, psychological experience, but 

upon an objective change in man" (Marsh 1962 :678). 

One of the more likely sources for the subjective, psychological, individualized, 
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and privatized understanding of conversion that has influenced several within the Western 

Christian community today is the classic tale about a man named Christian written in 

Pilgrim's Progress by John Bunyan during the l 670's in England when the Puritan spirit 

was in its greatest vigor. In this story, Bunyan traces for us the journey of a young man as 

he travels from a city appropriately named Destruction to the City of God called the 

Celestial City. The journey that is described by John Bunyan is one of salvation. Along 

the way, young Christian experiences many "turning points" in his life, i .e . ,  conversions. 

It began when he encountered the Evangelist who told him to flee from the wrath 

to come on the city called Destruction. Not long after he fled from the city of his birth 

Christian met and listened to a Mr. Worldly Wiseman and soon found himself walking 

down a road that led to nowhere. As he contemplated what he should do next, along 

came Evangelist once again who upon seeing young Christian reproved him for listening 

to Mr. Worldly Wiseman and pointed him once more in the direction that would take him 

to the Celestial City. As he makes his way along this long and sometimes difficult journey, 

Christian looses the burden of his sin at the cross on a steep hill, is attacked by Apollyon, 

is detained in a village called Vanity Fair, is captured by the Giant Despair because he 

(along with a new found friend named Hopeful) had given in to "the grass is greener on 

the other side of the fence" myth, and is once again deceived by the Deceiver. 

In all of these experiences and many others, however, Christian discovers and 

rediscovers that the way of salvation involves several "turning points, " those moments 

when one is faced with having to make a decision of turning from something/someone and 

then turning to something/someone else. This idea of "turning," of changing one's mind or 

direction, is what the constitutes for Bunyan the root meaning of the word conversion. 

Reflecting the Puritanic influence of his time, he portrays conversion in this book 

as a turning away from sin, from the broad and easy road that leads to destruction and 

from the pleasures of this world, and then turning towards the Lord Jesus Christ and the 

Celestial City as the new focus in life. The story does not, as some believe it does, portray 

conversion as a static, once for all event but rather a series of "turning points" along life's 

journey of salvation. However, conversion in this book is more of a private, subjective, 

and individualized experience than one that extends beyond the individual and into the 

cultural context within which the individual lives. 

David Bosch reveals to us that there are several persons who have some difficulties 

with conversion that is narrowly understood in this way because of a misunderstanding of 

Saul's conversion experience on the Damascus road (Acts 9 : 1 -9) . One of these persons is 

a scholar by the name of Stendahl who, in what has become a classic essay entitled "Paul 

Among The Jews And Gentiles, " has argued that such a "psychological interpretation of 
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what happened to the Apostle Paul on the Damascus road reflects a typically modem 
4 . 

understanding of the event" (Stendahl, quoted in Bosch 1 99 1 :  1 25) .  

The phenomenon of " introspective conscience, " of penetrating 
self-examination coupled with a yearning to acquire certainty of 
salvation, is a typically Western one . .It would be totally 
anachronistic to assume that Paul shared this trait . Truth to tell, 
it was not until Augustine that such religious introspection really 
began to manifest itself He was the first Christian to write 
something so oriented to self as a spiritual autobiography, his 
Confessions. This practice was developed and reinforced during 
the Middle Ages and eventually canonized, as far as 
Protestantism is concerned, in the "conversion" of Martin Luther 
who was, not by accident, an Augustinian monk. For the last 
several centuries, it has been customary to ·read Paul through the 
eyes of Luther, as it were, and to universalize the typical 
Western conversion experience not only by reading it back into 
the New Testament but also by declaring it mandatory for all 
new converts to the Christian faith (Stendahl, quoted in Bosch 
1 99 1 : 1 25) .  

Stendahl raises some important questions with respect to conversion with 

statements such as these, questions which are too important to ignore as we seek to 

understand what the term "conversion" means for Christians seeking to proclaim the 

"gospel in Jesus Christ" within Western culture. Is the customary understanding of 

conversion by many born and raised within the Western culture, an understanding so 

dominated not only by one John Bunyan in his classic tale of Pilgrim's Progress but also 

one St. Augustine and the reformer Martin Luther, comparable to the demands of the 

"gospel in Jesus Christ" as presented by Matthew in Christ's Sermon on the Mount, i .e . ,  

repentance and obedience that arises from faith? Is conversion primarily a private 

experience for the individual? a one time event that turns someone from a life focused on 

sin and self to a life centered on the Lord Jesus Christ and service to one's neighbor? Or, 

is conversion better understood primarily as a public encounter with the Lord Jesus Christ 

during which new discoveries are made as to what's involved in "turning from" sin and self 

and "turning to" the Lord Jesus Christ as the pivotal center of life? Is there a normative, 

universalized way for understanding conversion so that--as Herb Miller asserts-

conversion means "coming out of one's culture and learning a new way of seeing reality . . .  ; 

66 



as calling people into an alternative culture, the kingdom of God" (Miller 1 99 1 b :7)? Or, 

does conversion take on different meanings depending on the cultural context or particular 

situation in which the call for conversion is given? 

When we examine the four gospels given to us in the New Testament, a common 

theme with respect to conversion emerges. Conversion is frequently portrayed as a 

personal but public encounter with Jesus Christ who calls for changes in  one's values, 

beliefs, and commitments .  These changes involve a turning away from a life centered on 

self and turning to a life centered on Jesus Christ and his kingdom. As Costas put it so 

wel l :  

Conversion involves a change of mind which implies the 
abandonment of an old worldview and the adoption of a new 
one. It entails a new allegiance, a new trust, and a new l ife 
commitment . It is but the beginning of a new journey and 
carries implicitly the seed of new turns. And it is surrounded by 
the redemptive love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and 
witnessed to by the Holy Spirit (Costas 1 989: 1 1 3) .  

Conversion, however, does not take place in the vacuum of introspective conscience. It is 

personal, to be sure, but this doesn't imply it is to be confined to individual, privatized 

values and beliefs .  The call to conversion always takes place in a public and social 

context . It eventually leads to incorporation into a community experiencing a converted 

l ife by which the kingdom of Christ is advanced within that particular context. 

When Jesus encountered the Samaritan woman at the well, for example, he 

explained his gospel to her in terms of "a spring of water welling up to eternal life" (John 

4 : 1 4) .  After asking Jesus to give her some of this water so she would never get thirsty 

again, Jesus gave her a most unusual response. "Go," he told her, "and call your husband 

and come back" (John 4: 1 6) .  

Why does Jesus interject into this conversation a subject matter that concerned the 

private values and l ifestyle of this woman? "I have no husband, " (John 4: 1 7) the woman 

replied, to which Jesus answered, "You are right when you say you have no husband. The 

fact is, you have had five husbands and the man you now have is not your husband. What 

you have just said is true" (John 4: 1 7- 1 8). While conversion involves a personal change of 

mind and heart due to an encounter with Jesus the Christ, it must express itself by a 

changed public lifestyle that inevitably influences others with whom there are relationships. 
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Before the encounter with Jesus, the values and lifestyle of the Samaritan woman included 

divorcing one husband after another and--at the moment--cohabitating with a man who 

was not her husband. The pivotal center of her life was her own selfish interests, not those 

of the Messiah who was to come and who, in fact, stood before her. Her encounter with 

Jesus, however, defined the meaning of conversion for her. It would involve turning from 

a lifestyle centered on herself, a lifestyle of divorce and cohabitation, to a l ifestyle centered 

around Jesus and the values of his kingdom. This reorientation, in tum, would 

significantly affect the lives of many others she knew including, no doubt, the man who 

presently lived with her but was not her husband. 

After leaving Jesus, this woman went back to town and said to the people she 

knew, " 'Come, see a man who told me everything I ever did. Could this be the Christ?' 

And they came out of the town and made their way toward him" (John 4 :29-30) . In a final 

commentary on this Samaritan woman, John observes that "many of the Samaritans from 

that town believed in him because of the woman's testimony . . .  " (John 4 :39). The 

conversion of this Samaritan woman was very much personal. But this personal 

experience took p lace in a public context. It had an affect not only in her own l ife but also 

on several significant relationships which she had within her town (i.e., her social context). 

On another occasion, Jesus is portrayed in Mark's gospel as encountering a rich, 

young man who had a question on his mind. "Good teacher," he asked, "what shall I do to 

inherit eternal life?" (Mark 1 0 :  1 7ff.).  "You know the commandments," Jesus answered 

him, "Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give false testimony, 

do not defraud, honor your father and your mother. " After listening to the answer Jesus 

gave to his question, the wealthy man replied "Teacher, all these I have kept since I was a 

boy. " In love (Luke tells us in his version of this story) Jesus looked at this young man 

and continued the conversation. "One thing you lack, " Jesus said to him, "Go, sell 

everything you have and give to the poor and you will have treasure in heaven .  Then 

come, follow me" (Mark 1 0 : 1 8-2 1 ) .  

Like the Samaritan woman, the call to conversion for  this wealthy, young man 

came during an encounter with Jesus Christ. Like the Samaritan woman, the call to 

conversion was a call to a converted life, a life that reflected the values and beliefs of the 

kingdom of God. For the wealthy, young man; to experience conversion also involved a 

change of mind from a life centered around self to a life centered around obedience to the 

Lord Jesus Christ. It demanded of him a new trust, a new commitment, that would 

inevitably have a positive affect on the poor around him. Jesus said nothing, however, to 

this rich, young man about coming to terms with a lifestyle of divorce and cohabitation, 

but rather issued a different directive, namely, "Go, sell all that you have, and give to the 
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poor . . .  , then come and follow me" (Mark 1 0 : 2 1 ) . 

This highlights the personal side of conversion. In each of the two examples given, 

Jesus revealed the barrier(s) that existed in the lives of certain persons which prevented 

them from receiving the eternal life of his kingdom which he had come to offer. As he did 

so, he also defined the meaning of conversion for all those he encountered. In conversion, 

not only do old things pass away, but also in their place new things must come. 

Whereas the Samaritan woman responded positively to the call to conversion 

issued by Jesus; the rich, young ruler "went away sad because he has great wealth" (Mark 

1 0 :23) .  His negative response, like the positive response of the Samaritan woman, also 

affected people within his social context. Unfortunately, the impact was not as positive as 

it was for the Samaritan woman. What this illustrates, however, is that one cannot remain 

neutral in the face of an encounter with Jesus the Christ. What is true on the personal 

level is equally true on the corporate level. The Lord Jesus Christ who stands before one 

or many demands a radical change of orientation in life, a change from a focus on "self' to 

a focus on Jesus Christ and his kingdom. Our response to his demand cannot be confined 

to the heart and mind, e.g., to the private world of individual feelings, beliefs, and values, 

but must also include our lifestyle in public life. 

Stendahl is right to call our attention to the insufficiencies of the typical Western 

conversion experience which is limited to the private, internal world of the individual. 

Whenever Jesus Christ encounters an individual or a group of people, the call to 

conversion that accompanies such an encounter ultimately affects the public and social 

context within which the call for conversion is made. The "gospel in Jesus Christ, " as we 

have already seen, bridges the separation between public and private which is often 

descriptive of the Western culture plausibility structure. Those, such as Herb Miller, who 

continue to promote this separation by an incomplete understanding of conversion only 

reveal that they have accommodated themselves to Western culture at the expense of 

compromising the gospel Jesus came to proclaim. 

If, by conversion, we mean an encounter with Jesus Christ that demands a 

response of turning from an old worldview focused on selfish interests and turning to 

Jesus Christ and his kingdom, an encounter that requires of us a new trust and a new life 

orientation, and an encounter that inevitably affects positively or negatively the lives of 

others around us within our particular context, does it necessarily follow that there is a 

normative, universalized way for understanding conversion that cuts across cultural 

differences? Is it appropriate to define conversion, as Herb Miller does, as "coming out of 

one's culture and learning a new way of seeing reality . . .  ; as calling people into an 

alternative culture, the kingdom of God" (Miller 1 99 1 b :7)? 
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Our answer to such questions will be determined in part by what is meant by the 

phrase "coming out of one's culture. " If, by this phrase, we mean (as Miller seems to. 

suggest) that we are to reject everything in our particular culture for the sake of an 

alternative culture, the kingdom of God, then we must reject Miller's definition of 

conversion in that his expectation is both unrealistic and antagonistic to Christ himself who 

(in the words of the Apostle Paul) "fills everything in every way" (Ephesians 1 :23). The 

" everything" envisioned by Paul includes the various cultures of this world. An essential 

part of evangelism, then, also involves identifying in what ways Christ fills a particular 

culture as well as interpreting for others how his presence both affirms and critiques that 

particular culture. Conversion, consequently, involves something different than escaping 

from and unequivocally rejecting one's culture in favor of some alternative culture which is 

called the kingdom of God.  

Those who choose to identify themselves with the kingdom of God are never 

intended by Jesus Christ to isolate and insulate themselves from the culture within which 

they live. Rather, they are called as part of their conversion experience to publicly identify 

themselves with Christ and his community as they incarnate themselves in their cultures as 

subversive agents seeking by the power of Jesus Christ to live the converted life, to 

introduce to their cultures the values and beliefs of Christ's kingdom. 

As Jesus encountered the particular culture within which he carried out his 

particular ministry; the consistent theme of his message and call to conversion was "The 

time has come, the kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news" (Mark 

1 :  1 5) .  This call is normative for all cultures and all peoples. As he proclaimed this good 

news by word and deed, however, Jesus also interpreted for his listeners what it meant for 

them specifically--given their particular context--to repent and believe, to live the 

transformed life of his kingdom within their context. 

Years of history have passed, but Jesus has increasingly become present in most 

cultures of the world primarily through the community of his kingdom. It becomes the 

task of his community to proclaim his gospel within their respective cultures and to 

interpret for their cultures what it means to repent, believe, and enter the life of his 

kingdom. What can help any Christian community within a particular context to interpret 

what it means to experience conversion within that context is a willingness to seek after 

and receive from other Christian communities in other cultural contexts some insights as 

to how they perceive the "gospel in Jesus Christ affirming and critiquing their particular 

culture. This not only requires humility but also vulnerability and mutual trust. This can 

happen only as members of Christ's community engage in meaningful conversation across 

cultural boundaries with the mutual goal of assisting one another to understand that 
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conversion i s  not only of "the will and of feeling but also a conversion of the mind--a 

paradigm shift that leads to a new vision of how things are and, not at once but gradually, 

to the development of a new plausibility structure in which the most real of all realities i s  

the living God whose character i s  rendered in the pages of Scripture" (Newbigin 1 986 :84). 

The call for conversion, as given by Jesus Christ in his gospel, involves something 

different from mere introspective, subjective self-examination coupled with the inner, 

private need for eternal security of the soul. It means a public encounter of the living 

Christ with one or many in their "natural solidarities of family, households, and nations" 

(Newbigin 1 954 :66). It calls for a radical reorientation of life described by the words 

"repent and believe" (Mark 1 :  1 5) so that the pivotal center in l ife is no longer self but 

Jesus Christ as Lord. It does not require an isolation or insulation from a particular 

culture as a precondition for entering Christ's kingdom but rather a fresh immersion and 

incarnation into one's cultural context as representatives of Jesus Christ and the gospel of 

his kingdom. It begins, for all who "repent and believe, " a new journey in life in which-

together with all others who belong to the community of Christ's kingdom--the all 

encompassing goal becomes that of being a witness in their respective cultures of the 

values, the beliefs, the worldview, and yes, the joy of the kingdom of Christ that has come 

but will yet come in all of its fullness into this world .  

Such an understanding of the gospel and conversion has a significant impact on the 

way successful evangelism is understood. The litmus test, then, is not so much the 

number of new converts being added to the membership rolls of the church . Rather, it 

becomes whether or not the "gospel in Jesus Christ" together with its values, beliefs, and 

worldview can be witnessed in the words and deeds of these converts. Are these new 

converts together with those who already are living a converted l ife giving witness to a 

radical reorientation in their lives? Are they seeking--in solidarity with others who belong 

to the community of Christ's followers in other cultural contexts--to discover what it 

means for them to "repent and believe, " to deny self and instead represent the values and 

bel iefs of Christ's kingdom in their culture regardless of the personal cost? Is Jesus Christ 

and his kingdom so much the pivotal center for their lives that their self-identity is 

understood in terms of being subversive agents of Christ's kingdom within their respective 

cultures? If so, then one could conclude that conversion has, in fact, taken place and 

continues to take place; that the kingdom of Christ is being advanced, in fact, continues to 

advance; and that evangelism has been successful, in fact, continues to be successful. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE CHURCH AND KINGDOM 

The Church 

All of those who are encountered by the gospel of the living Christ and who 

experience conversion as defined above are also called by Christ to belong to his new 

community. This new community, the community of his kingdom, is the church. But how 

do we define the church? Is the church nothing more than a list of individual names on 

some membership roll or  in a pictorial directory? An organization formed for the 

expressed purpose of promoting various programs and/or support groups? A particular 

group of people who happen to occupy space in a given building on certain days of the 

week for purposes of worshipping the risen Christ and growing in their understanding of 

his will for their lives? A gathering of people in a given time and space who are bonded by 

a similar commitment to Jesus and his gospel? How we define the church has as much to 

do with determining successful evangelism as how we define evangelism, the goals for 

evangelism, the gospel, and conversion. 

The Reformers often spoke or wrote, for example, in terms of the true/false and 

visible/invisible church. The true church was recognized as a place where the gospel was 

preached in all purity, the sacraments were administered in the right and proper way, and 

discipline for correcting faults was practiced according to the Bible. In their 

understanding, there was also more to the church than what meets the eye which explains 

why they could speak of the church as invisible as well as visible. 

For we have said that Holy Scripture speaks of the church in 
two ways. Sometimes by the term church means that which is 
actually in  God's presence, into which no persons are received 
but those who are children of God by grace of adoption and true 
members of Christ by sanctification of the Holy Spirit . Then, 
indeed, the church includes not only the saints living on earth, 
but all the elect from the beginning of the world. Often, 
however, the name "church" designates the whole multitude of 
men spread over the earth who profess to worship one God and 
Christ (Calvin 1 960: 1 02 1  ) . 

It ultimately made little difference if one referred to the "visible" church on earth or the 

" invisible" church that extended beyond planet earth, the Reformational framework for 
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defining the church--either explicitly or implicitly--was cast in terms of place. The 

"visible" church is the place where there is the true preaching of the gospel, the proper ad

ministration of the sacraments, and the faithful practice of discipline. The "invisible" 

church, on  the other hand, is a place (in heaven?) where angels and all the saints live in the 

joy of God's presence. 

Whenever the church becomes defined in terms of a place in which certain tasks 

are undertaken, however, something of the living, dynamic essence of the church is lost. 

Such a definition for the church 

calls up a vision of the typical English village of not more than 
400 inhabitants where all are baptized Christians and are 
compelled to live more or less Christian lives under the brooding 
eye of a parson or squire. In such a context, "evangelization" 
hardly has any meaning since all are in some sense already 
Christians and need no more than to be safeguarded against 
error in religion and viciousness of life (Neill 1 968 :75). 

This, however, produces a stationary and passive understanding of the church because it is 

more inward than outward-looking. The primary duty of the church, given this definition, 

becomes perceived in terms of a "rescue of individuals one by one out of this present evil 

age and their preservation unharmed for the world to come" (Newbigin 1 954: 1 66). Each 

of these individuals become "true" members of the church by sanctification and soon learn 

they are but passive receivers of God's grace "which it is the business of the church to 

administer" (Newbigin 1 954 : 1 67) whether it is through worship, Christian education, or 

pastoral care. This understanding of the church, rooted in the Reformational years, has 

contributed not only to the perceived irrelevance of the church in the post- Enlightenment 

age but also to its removal from the "public square" to the private world of individuals 

making choices only for themselves (Hauerwas and Willimon 1 989:30ff.). 

Another definition for the church that also has deep historical roots is what A very 

Dulles calls the "church as institution" (Dulles 1 978 :39ff.). This perspective "defines the 

church p rimarily in terms of its visible structures, especially the rights and powers of its 

offices" (Dulles 1 978 :39) .  As is the case when the church is perceived in terms of a place 

where certain tasks are undertaken, the church--when understood in this way--also 

discovers its essence by existing for the sake of its own members. 
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The church is  the school that instructs them regarding the truths 
t hey need to know for the sake of their salvation. It is the 
refectory or inn where they are nourished from the life-giving 
streams of grace, which flows especially t hrough the sacraments. 
It is the hospital where they are healed of their illnesses, the 
shelter where they are protected against the assaults of the 
enemy of their souls . .  . it gives them eternal life . . .  The members 
only have to be docile and obedient, and to rely on the 
ministrations of the church (Dulles 1 978 : 46). 

Much of the criticism applied to the Reformational framework of the church is equally 

applicable to the church defined as institution. It is governed primarily by an inward

looking view of preserving its "true" members by the church functioning as a school, inn, 

hospital, or shelter. 

This isn't to imply or be misunderstood that the church as institution has no 

concern for others in the world outside itself. The church as institution provides a strong 

support base for missionary efforts in and around the world. The path to salvation with 

this definition for the church, however, is closely associated with bringing non members 

into the institution. Successful evangelism, as a result, then becomes statistically measured 

by how many new persons have been baptized and/or received into the church as 

institution. The ulterior motive for engaging in evangelistic efforts, despite all talk of 

being obedient to Christ's Great Commission, is to grow the church as institution in order 

to make the church big enough that its survival is insured and its self-worth enhanced. 

The picture of the church given in the Bible, however, never suggests that a motivating 

factor in evangelism was ever growth for the sake of survival of the church as institution. 

In  addition, this definition for the church gives the false impression that it is impossible to 

define the church apart from attracting new members and growing larger and larger as an 

institution. 

Charles Van Engen, in his latest book God's Missionary People, provides still 

another possible definition for the church--a definition which closely parallels that of Hans 

Kung (cf. Kung 1 976 :34 1 -355). 

We might define the church as the one, holy, universal, apostolic 
community of disciples of Jesus Christ, gathered from all the 
families of the earth, around Word, Sacrament, and common 
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witness (Van Engen 1 99 1 :28). 

In an earlier work, The Growth of the True Church, Van Engen made it quite clear how 

he understands these four marks of the church. "The oneness of the church, 11 he maintains, 

" is not in the final analysis an introverted affair . .  Jn its most basic significance the oneness 

of the church is a burning desire, a most urgent orientation, an irresistible urge to be in the 

world the agent and representation of the oneness which is the foundation of its very 

nature" (Van Engen 1 98 1  :490). To describe the church as holy is not to imply that the 

church i s  holy in and of itself The church derives its holiness from the promise of Jesus to 

be among his followers. To say that the church is holy "signifies that the church's being, 

nature, mission, and task are derived not from its own dreams and desires . . . .  Rather, the 

raison d'etre of the church, its most basic character and its being in the world are uniquely 

and exclusively derived from the being of God" ( 1 98 1 :493) .  The church is universal in the 

sense that "the church can only find its true self as it is and becomes a global village, open 

for, including, calling, encompassing all mankind" ( 1 98 1 :496). And to call the church 

apostolic i s  to emphasize that the church is directed outward to the whole world. This too 

i s  of the very essence of the church's nature. "It is essentially apostolic, sent into the 

world" ( 1 98 1  :498). 

In defining the church as a "community of disciples of Jesus Christ, " Van Engen 

asserts that the church's essential nature is that of a "fellowship of the redeemed 1 1  

( 1 99 1 : 89). This, in tum, provides the church with its primary purpose for being in the 

world, i . e . ,  koinonia, kerygma, diakonia, and martyria. "God's missionary church 

witnesses to the fact that Jesus is alive and that He is the Head of the body, the church, 

through loving koinonia fellowship, through confession that Jesus is Lord, and through 

actions of diaconal service" ( 1 99 1 : 97). 

Through this witness of the church, the ministry of reconciliation becomes a reality 

as persons from all families of the world gather "around Word, sacrament, and common 

witness" ( 1 99 1 : 89). "The work of bringing God's reconciliation to the world is at the 

heart and soul of the church's witness. Through its loving koinonia which expresses itself 

in kerygma and diakonia, the church witnesses by saying to the world :  Be reconciled to 

God"  ( 1 99 1 : 98). 

Working from this definition of the church, Charles Van Engen is  able to avoid 

many of the pitfalls of either the Reformational or institutional definitions for the church. 

A healthy balance is maintained in his description of the four marks of the church between 

an inward and outward looking "fellowship of the redeemed" ( 1 99 1 : 89) . The church is 
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portrayed in terms other than just a place where individuals engage in certain tasks and 

activities. While it is a "community of the redeemed" that gathers around Word, Sacra

ment, and common witness, it is also a "community of the redeemed" sent into the world 

to be an agent and representative of the gospel of reconciliation. 

The Achilles heel of so many other definitions of the church that have been offered 

over the years (definitions including the church as Sacrament, the church as Herald, the 

church as Suffering Servant, the church as Missionary Outpost, the church as the 

Eschatological Community of Salvation, etc.) involves an over-emphasis on defining the 

church in terms of its function with little if any recognition of its essence. Van Engen, 

however, is able to avoid this danger in his discussion concerning the church. By referring 

to the church as a "community of the redeemed" that is "one, holy, catholic, and 

apostolic, " he is able to reflect a healthy balance between essence and function. Whenever 

the church is defined more in terms of its function than its essence, the ever-present danger 

is one of accommodation to the pragmatic spirit that is so prevalent in North 

American/Western culture--a pragmatism that tends to measure success in terms of 

numerical results and one's self-worth in terms of activity. As a result, the more a church's 

calendar is filled with things to do, places to go, meetings to attend, appointments to keep, 

the more its estimate of its self-worth rises. 

In his "Gospel on the Mount , "  however, Jesus reminds his disciples that they are 

more valuable than the birds of the air not because of what they produced in life, not 

because of how active they were as his followers but rather because of their association 

with God as their heavenly Father (Matthew 6 :26). Even more, to understand the church 

more in terms of its function than its essence gives the mistaken impression that the 

church, in and of itself, has no meaning. However, Newbigin correctly asserts that 

the church is both a means and an end because it is a foretaste. 
It is the community of the Holy Spirit who is the earnest of our 

inheritance .  The church can only witness to that inheritance be
cause her life is a real foretaste of it, a real participation in the 
life of God himself. . . .  Precisely because the church is heire and 
now a real foretaste of heaven, she can be the witness and 
instrument of the kingdom of heaven. It is precisely because she 
is not merely instrumental that she can be instrumental 
(Newbigin 1 954:  1 68- 1 69, my emphasis) . 
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This is not to suggest that the church should never be defined in terms of its function in 

the world. It only seeks to maintain that the self-identity and definition of the church must 

be discovered jointly in terms of its essence and its function. 

When the first followers of Jesus developed a self- understanding and definition of 

who they were, they did so in view of their association with Jesus. He was their Rabbi, 

their Lord and Teacher. They were his students, his disciples, who followed after him on 

a journey which eventually led them to the dark reality of the cross. After his death, 

resurrection, and ascension, their self-understanding remained closely interconnected with 

the association they had with Jesus. He had called them to be his apostles. They were not 

their own. They had been secured by a price, the price of Christ's shed blood. They 

belonged to God the Father through Jesus Christ the Son. 

After Peter and John had been reprimanded by the Sanhedrin for speaking in the 

name of Jesus, Luke tells us in the Acts of the Apostles, they let them go. 

On their release, Peter and John went back to their own people 
and reported all that the chief priests and elders had said to 
them. When they heard this, they raised their voices together in 
prayer to God .  "Sovereign Lord" (they said) "you have made 
the heaven and the earth and the sea, and everything in them. 
You spoke by the Holy Spirit through the mouth of your 
servant, our father David, saying, Why do the nations rage and 
the people plot in vain? The kings of the earth take their stand 
and the rulers gather against the Lord and his anointed One 
(Acts 4 :23-26, emphasis mine) . 

In  the interpretation of this gathering of Christ's followers, the reprimand and the threats 

given by members of the Sanhedrin were but an extension of their opposition to the Lord 

Jesus Christ with whom they were associated. Because they belonged to Christ, they 

spoke in his name and shared in the opposition that He had experienced earlier. 

Later on in the Acts of the Apostles, Luke reports how those who had been 

scattered by the persecution in connection with Stephen's martyrdom traveled as far as 

Antioch. In that city, Luke reports, "a great number of people believed and turned to the 

Lord" (Acts 1 1 :2 1 ) .  When the leaders of the Church in Jerusalem heard this good news, 

they sent Barnabas to Antioch to provide the necessary leadership. 
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When he arrived and saw the evidence of the grace of God, he 
was glad and encouraged them all to re-main true to the Lord 
with all their hearts . . .  Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for 
S aul, and when he found him, he brought him to Antioch. So 
for a whole year Barnabas and Saul met with the church and 
taught great numbers of people. The disciples were first called 
Christians in Antioch (Acts 1 1  : 23 -26, emphasis mine). 

Why the name Christian? The name conveyed to others and also reminded members of 

the church in Antioch that these persons were associated and identified with the risen 

Christ. They belonged to Christ the Lord. They shared in the life of his kingdom which 

he had come to proclaim by word and deed. By virtue of their association with him, they . 

found themselves on "an adventure with many unknowns, internal arguments over which 

turn to take in the road, conversations along the way, visits to strange places, 

introductions and farewells, and much looking back and taking stock" (Hauerwas and 

Willimon 1 989 :52). 

The Apostle Paul, in several of his letters, continues to demonstrate how those 

who belonged to the church discovered their self-identity in terms of their association or 

relationship with God. Using a variety of metaphors, he refers to the church as "God's 

field" ( 1  Corinthians 3 :9), "God's building" ( 1  Corinthians 3 :9), "a letter from Christ" (2 

Corinthians 3 :3), "the bride of Christ" (2 Corinthians 1 1  ;2, Ephesians 5 :22-3 1 ,  Revelation 

2 1 :2-4), and "the body of Christ" (Ephesians 1 :22-23, 5 :2 1 -33) .  Each of these metaphors 

communicate in their own way that apart from an association with God through the 

incarnate Christ, the church has no meaning, no definition, no life. 

The favorite metaphor for the church used by the Apostle Paul seems to be the 

church as "the body of Christ . "  This image for the church not only reveals how Jesus i s  

associated with His church but also how those who associate themselves with Jesus are 

called to function in relationship with one another. As the "body of Christ", the church "is 

the pleroma of Christ, that is to say, the attributes and powers of Christ dwell in it, and the 

attributes and the powers of Christ are the attributes and the powers of God, the pleroma 

of God" (Best 1 952 : 1 4 1) .  To be filled with the life, the power, and the divine attributes of 

Christ, however, doesn't necessarily imply that the church is identical with Christ. 

The organic union of Christ and his church is a profound 
mystery . . .  On the one hand, he who seeks to describe it must 
indeed aim to do justice to the intimacy of the union, but on the 
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other hand, he must beware lest he completely identify Christ 
and the Church (Kuiper 1 958 :93). 

To speak of the church as the "body of Christ" is to convey the association Jesus has with 

His church, an association so intimate that it can be said that He presents himself in the 

world today in and through His church. 

In this union and communion of Jesus and His church, the Apostle Paul points out 

that Jesus is the "Head" of the "body" which represents the church. As the "Head", Jesus 

is not only the origin of the church, the ruler and the supreme authority, but also the 

source of life and power for the church. He "nourishes and cherishes" (Ephesians 5 :29) 

the church as evidence that He cares for the church deeply. Members of His church, His 

"body", are expected in turn to subject themselves to Christ as the "Head" in faith and 

obedience. They are called to yield their wills to a higher and more perfect will, the will of 

their Father in heaven as it is revealed through the incarnate Jesus Christ. It becomes our 

calling to bring honor and glory to God by the way we live in the world. 

To speak of the church as the "body of Christ" also implies something about the 

way members of the church are to function in relationship with one another. By the gift of 

the Spirit, we as members of Christ's church are given positional unity before God the 

Father. This unity does not imply organizational unity, doctrinal uniformity, or even 

functional unanimity, but an attitude of solidarity that expresses itself in the way church 

members interact with one another. Members of Christ's church are called "fellow

citizens" (Ephesians 2 : 1 9), "fellow-heirs" (Ephesians 3 :6), and "fellow-partakers of the 

promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel" (Ephesians 3 : 6), but this does not imply (as 

some well-intentioned Christians have suggested in the past and present) that all church 

members must have identical traditions, rituals, or even theological convictions. 

Dietrich Bohoeffer, both in Life Together ( 1 954) and The Communion of the 

S aints ( 1 963), refers to the church as a communion where the dominant theme is a shared 

togetherness in which members of the church live and act for other members. Gene Getz, 

i n  Building Up One Another ( 1 976), builds on this theme by maintaining that church 

members express their shared togetherness as they " serve one another" (Galatians 5 :  1 3), 

"bear one another's burdens" (Galatians 6:2), "forbear one another" (Ephesians 4 :2), "are 

subject to one another" (Ephesians 4 :21)  "forgive one another" (Colossians 3 : 1 3), "teach 

one another" (Colossians 3 :  1 6), "admonish one another" (Colossians 3 :  1 6), "encourage 

one another" ( 1 Thessalonians 5 : 1 1 ), "love one another with brotherly affection" (Romans 

1 2 : 1 0), "outdo one another in showing honor" (Romans 1 2 : 1 0), "live in harmony with one 
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another" (Romans 1 2 :  1 6), and "welcome one another" (Romans 1 5 : 7) .  

Understanding the church as  a community of shared togetherness made possible by 

the mutual association all members of the church have with Jesus Christ avoids the pitfall 

of defining the church primarily in terms of its function in the world while  emphasizing the 

importance of also defining the church in terms of its essence. The potential difficulty with 

this theme, however, is over-balance in defining the church in terms of essence in contrast 

to function. This, in turn, can give the implication that the church exists only for the sake 

of togetherness. The goal for evangelism, then, given this understanding of the church, 

can only be getting more and more people into this community so that they also can 

experience this shared togetherness. Such a goal for evangelism, however, as we have 

already seen above, is incomplete when understood in view of the scriptures. 

In recent years, Stanley Hauerwas and William Willimon have proposed that the 

metaphors "colony" and " resident aliens" best describe the essential nature of the church in 

the present cultural context of North America. "We believe, " they maintain, "that the 

designation of the church as colony and Christians as resident aliens are not too strong for 

the modern American church--indeed, we believe it is the nature of the church, at any time 

and in any situation, to be a colony (Hauerwas and Willimon 1 989 :  1 2) .  Using the 

language of John Howard Yoder (cf. Yoder 1969 :252-283), Hauerwas and Willimon 

suggest that the church as colony is primarily a confessing church. 

The confessing church finds its main political task to lie not in 
the personal transformation of individual hearts or modification 
of society, but rather in the congregation's determination to 
worship Christ in all things . . . .  The confessing church . . .  calls 
people to conversion, but depicts conversion as a long process 
of being baptismally engrafted into a new people, an alternative 
polis, a countercultural social structure called the church. It 
seeks to influence the world by being the church, that is, by 
being something the world is not and can never be, lacking the 
gift of faith and vision, which is our sin Christ. The confessing 
church seeks the visible church, a place, clearly visible to the 
world, in which people are faithful to their promises, love their 
enemies, tell the truth, honor the poor, suffer for righteousness, 
and thereby testify to the amazing community-creating power of 
God . . . .  This church knows that its most credible form of 
witness( and the most "effective" thing it can do for the world) i s  
the actual creation of a living, breathing, visible community of 
faith" ( 1 989:46-47). 
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What determines the church's identity as colony is not a community of people who come 

together for the sake of shared togetherness but rather a community of people who form 

themselves " around the truth, which i s  Jesus Christ, who is the way, the truth, and the life. 

Only on the basis of his story, which reveals to us who we are and what has happened in  

the world, is true community possible" ( 1 989: 77). 

Christian community, life in the colony, is not primarily about 
togetherness. It is about the way of Jesus Christ with those 
whom he calls to himself. It is about disciplining our wants and 
needs in congruence with a true story which gives us the 
resources to lead truthful lives. In laying out the story together, 
togetherness happens, but only as a by-product of the main pro
j ect of trying to be faithful to Jesus ( 1 989:78) .  

What gives the church its unique identity, in the view of Hauerwas and Willjmon, i s  i ts  

association with Jesus Christ as the way, the truth, and the life. 

Stanley Hauerwas and William Willimon are to be commended for this unique 

metaphor for the church in that it rej ects the static, defensive, fortress mentality that i s  

often associated with the Reformational view of the church. Instead, what is embraced is  

an understanding of the church that enhances a balance between the church as  essence and 

function. It is a living, breathing community of new people who--because they are 

engrafted into Jesus--are on a journey with him, a journey that will lead this community 

into a greater awareness of their salvation. 

Volumes have been written on the church throughout history and it would be 

presumptuous to suggest that within the limitations of this thesis every issue and question 

regarding the church has been identified and addressed. The primary concern here is how 

one defines the church. When the church is defined primarily in terms of function, the 

ever-present danger is that we can accommodate ourselves to the pragmatism so prevalent 

in the North American/Western culture at the cost of compromising the church's unique 

identity which i s  by virtue of its association with Jesus. In addition, the church becomes 

defined primarily as an organization or institution that measures its validity for existence in 

terms of the results attained (i . e. ,  the number of converts added to the membership rolls) 

from selling (i . e. ,  evangelism) its product (i .e . ,  the gospel) within its assigned territory 

8 1  

.. . 



(i . e. ,  all nations). When the church is defined primarily in  terms of essence, however, the 

ever-present danger is that we understand ourselves apart from the purpose or task for 

which we have been chosen, i .e . ,  "to go and bear fruit--fruit that will last" (John 1 5 :  1 6) .  

When Jesus said to Simon, "And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will 

build my church . . .  " (Matthew 1 6 :  1 8), he called the church "my ekklesia. " The church 

discovers its identity and definition by its association with him. A better way for defining 

the church, a way that avoids the pitfalls and dangers of defining it either primarily in 

functional or essential terms, is to say that the church is the new community of people 

whom Jesus calls and gathers about himself as the way, the truth, and the life. With this 

definition, the identity of the church is determined by its association and is continually 

qualified by the One who calls and gathers it into existence. The church is the church 

because Jesus calls it into being, dwells in it, rules over it, and realizes his purpose for and
· 

through it. 

Defined in these terms, the church can express itself in a variety of forms such as 

smal l  base communities, extended family groups, single or multicell congregations, or even 

multiple congregations in a given geographic location in the world. Whether we speak of 

the church in local terms or as the church universal, the identity of the church is 

determined jointly by its association with Jesus and by what Jesus does through it in the 

world.  

It may appear that this definition of the church in nothing more than a reworking 

or a restatement of the Reformational view of the church, i .e . ,  that the church is the 

congregation of the faithful that gathers in a place for the preaching of the gospel in all 

purity, the proper administration of the sacraments, and the practice of true discipline. 

However, the Reformational view of the church defines the church primarily in spatial 

terms. The definition given above, however, places less of an emphasis on place and more 

on its association with Jesus Christ together with his work in and through the church. As 

the church responds in faith and obedience to the Jesus who calls and gathers it around 

himself as the way, the truth, and the life; it discovers its self-identity by virtue of that as

sociation, i . e. ,  essence. As a new community of people who belong to Jesus Christ and 

who--in the worship of Jesus as Lord--give witness to the life of his kingdom, the church 

discovers its self-identity "as both the means and the end, because it is a foretaste" 

(Newbigin 1 954: 1 68) of the kingdom of God that has come in Christ and is still coming 

into the world, i . e . ,  function. 
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The Kingdom of God 

Lesslie Newbgin's comments remind us that any discussion concerning the church 

inevitably leads us, sooner or later, to the kingdom of God. What are we to understand by 

this term used so frequently in the gospels? And, how does our definition for the kingdom 

influence our conclusions as to what constitutes " successful" evangelism? 

Mark, in his gospel, presents the "kingdom of God" as the central theme ofJesus' 

ministry. Matthew, in his gospel, follows the precedent established by Mark although he 

uses the term "kingdom of heaven" to reflect his sensitivity to Jewish readers. At no 

point, however, in any of the gospels is there given a concise definition for the kingdom of 

God. It is not until several years later as Paul wrote a letter to the church in Rome that we 

receive some indication as to how early Christians understood the term. "For the kingdom 

of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, " Paul wrote, "but of righteousness, peace, 

and joy in the Holy Spirit" (Romans 14 : 12) What was meant by Jesus when he used this 

term and how his first disciples understood the term "must then be deduced from the 

overall message of his preaching, his lifestyle, and his commitments" (Senior and 

Stuhlmueller 1 984 : 1 46). As the incarnate Word, Jesus both embodied in his person and 

proclaimed by word and deed that the reign of God, which up until the time of his birth 

had been "a formal concept into which one was free to pour his own content in 

accordance with the spirit of the age" (Newbigin 1 989: 1 34), was now a reality in a name 

and face. 

Senior and Stuhlmueller, in Biblical Foundations for Mission, identify several 

characteristic features of this Jesus who by his person and message gave visible definition 

to the kingdom of God. His "remarkably free and intimate relationship with God" 

( 1 983 : 1 46), his "emphasis on the mercy and compassion of God" ( 1 983 : 1 46), his 

"provocative association with those members of Jewish society considered outside the 

law, and therefore, excluded from participation in the religious and social community of 

Israel" ( 1 983 : 147), his "subordination of all law to the love command" ( 1 983 : 1 48), his 

"emphasis on reconciliation and forgiveness at the expense of judgment or retribution" 

( 1 983 : 1 48), his "powerful acts of healings and exorcisms" ( 1 983 : 1 49) and his teaching 

centered on "the assured future triumph of God's Lordship and the ultimate defeat of death 

converging into the present" ( 1 983 : 1 56)--all define (when taken together) what Jesus 

meant by the kingdom of God. "The corning kingdom was the effective, transforming rule 

of an overwhelmingly compassionate God" ( 1 983 :  1 5 1  ). As the experience of God's 

redemptive and transforming rule, "it is a metaphor describing a quality of life and not just 

a reference to the climax (or termination) of history" ( 1 983 : 1 55) .  There is both an 
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imminent and future dimension to this rule of God. In both dimensions, "the kingdom is  

the result of God's saving initiative. I t  is not neatly evolutionary. The Lord of the 

kingdom is already making his presence felt in the present and orienting his people and 

the world toward their full destiny" ( 1 983 : 1 55). 

Senior and Stuhlmueller's discussion regarding how they believe Jesus understood 

the kingdom of God differs dramatically from other scholars. Johannes Weiss and Albert 

Schweitzer, for example, have suggested that Jesus' view of the kingdom was only future 

and eschatological. In their understanding, the "kingdom will be altogether God's 

supernatural act, and when it comes, Jesus will be the heavenly Son of Man" (Ladd 

1 974 : 58) .  

Other scholars have reduced the kingdom of God to the realm of the human spirit 

and its private, personal relationship with God. A representative of this view would be 

Adolf von Harnack who maintains that "the kingdom of God is an inner power which 

enters into the human soul and lays hold of it" (Ladd 1959 :  1 5) .  

Sti l l  others, taking their cue from Augustine, have related the Kingdom of God in 

one way or another to the church. In this view, as the church grows, the kingdom of God 

grows and becomes extended throughout the world. As a result, not only is personal 

salvation offered to all who believe the gospel but also the social, economical, and political 

orders of the world are eventually transformed by the ever-growing kingdom of God. 

A modified expression of this view is one in which "the kingdom of God is 

identified with the true church which is  embodied in the visible, professing church" (Ladd 

1 959 :  1 5) .  Geerhardus Vos, in his book The Teaching of Jesus Concerning the Kingdom 

of God and the Church, presents perhaps one of the better expressions of this position. 

While he maintains that the kingdom of God must be understood from the starting point of 

God's reign in a realm, a sphere of life, his quest to define that realm eventually leads him 

to identify the kingdom with the invisible church which is embodied in the visible church. 

"The kingdom, therefore, as truly as the invisible church, is constituted by the regenerate; 

the regenerate alone experience in themselves its power, cultivate its righteousness, and 

enjoy its blessings" (Vos 1 903 : 1 59, my emphasis). He then goes on to assert that it is 

"precisely because the invisible church realizes the kingdom of God, the visible church 

must likewise partake of its character . . . .  The kingdom life which exists in the invisible 

sphere finds expression in the kingdom organism of the visible church" ( 1 903 : 1 6 1 - 1 62) . 

Later, he does add that "it does not necessarily follow that the visible church is the only 

outward expression of the invisible kingdom" ( 1 903 : 162) . There is also "the sphere of 

science, a sphere of art, a sphere of the family and of the state, a sphere of commerce and 

industry. Whenever one of these spheres comes under the controlling influence of the 
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principle of the divine supremacy and glory, and this outwardly reveals itself, there we can 

truly say that the kingdom of God has also become manifested" ( 1 903 : 1 63) .  

Herman Ridderbos, in h i s  book The Coming of the Kingdom, makes a case for 

understanding the kingdom of God not in spatial terms such as Vos suggests but as "the 

divine kingly rule of God" ( 1 962 :25) .  The use of the word basileia by Jesus, he maintains, 

may mean kingship, kingly dominion, and kingdom. There is no 
doubt that the former sense, especially that of dominion as the 
exercise of royal dignity, is the most prominent usage of the 
word in various central pronouncements about the kingdom of 
heaven in the gospels. The spatial meaning of the kingdom is 
then a secondary one. When the text says that the basileia toon 
ouranaan " is  at hand" (Matthew 3 :2) . . .  we should not in the first 
place think of a spatial or a static entity, which is descending 
from heaven; but rather of the divine, kingly rule actually and 
effectively starting its operation; therefore, we should think of 
the D ivine action of the King . . . .  The manifestation of the 
kingdom of heaven cannot be conceived as an impersonal 
metaphysical event, but as the coming of God himself as King 
( 1 962 :25) .  

Having made h is  case, however, Ridderbos cautions against absolutizing this particular 

understanding at the expense of other facets of the kingdom presented in the gospels of 

the New Testament. 

There are stil l  others who define the kingdom of God in terms of being the ideal 

pattern for human society. The kingdom of God, in this view, is primarily concerned with 

the social problems of this world. The kingdom becomes built only as people "work for 

the ideal social order and endeavor to solve the problems of poverty, sickness, labor 

relations, social inequalities, and race relations" (Ladd 1 959 : 1 6) .  A contemporary 

expression of this view is somewhat reflected in the definition Costas offers for the 

kingdom of God. The kingdom, he asserts, 

· i s  a new order oflife: a new humanity and a new creation which 
has become possible especially through his death and 
resurrection . This new order includes reconciliation with God, 
neighbor, nature, and therefore, participation in a new world. It 
involves freedom from the power of sin and death, and 
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consequently, the strength to live for God and humanity. In 
encompasses the hope of a more just and peaceful order, and 
thus it is a call to vital engagement in the historical struggles for 
justice and peace (Costas 1 979 :6). 

In  addition to an emphasis on a "new order of life" with respect to the presence of the 

kingdom, Costas also includes the important role of Jesus (particularly by his death and 

resurrection) in making possible this "new humanity" and "new creation" both in the 

present and also in the future. 

Each and every one of these attempts to define the kingdom of God reveal that 

whenever we seek to define this term there are a number of questions that need to be 

addressed. Is the kingdom of God among us in this present age? If so, in what ways? Or, 

is the kingdom yet to come at some point in the future? Is it better to have some 

combination of present and future in our definition for the kingdom? Is the kingdom of 

God an inner, spiritual reality that concerns the heart and mind of individuals? Or, is it a 

visible, physical reality that will gradually evolve in history and ultimately consummate in 

the future reign of Christ on earth? Or, is there something of both an inward and outward 

dimension to the kingdom? Is the kingdom of God to be understood only as the sovereign 

reign or rule of God? Only in terms of a spatial realm? Or, as both reign and realm? 

Also, what is the relationship of the church to the kingdom of God? Is the church 

identical to the kingdom? Distinct from the kingdom? Or, if neither of these two alter

natives is acceptable, is there some other way to describe the relationship? How questions 

like these are answered will, in turn, affect how the church, the gospel, conversion, evan

gelism, the goal of evangelism, and ultimately successful evangelism will be defined. 

When the kingdom of God is defined in futuristic terms, it inevitably becomes 

understood as something quite detached from the church. As a future entity which will be 

realized at the end of history, the kingdom presupposes some vehicle through which its 

future presence in a new earth and heaven can be announced, namely, the church. The 

church, then, becomes but a holding pen for those who, in the future, will become citizens 

of this kingdom which they announce in this present moment of history. 

When the kingdom of God is defined in spiritual or spatial terms, the relationship 

between the church and the kingdom inevitably becomes more closely identified with the 

church. As an inner power or, as Herb Miller defines it, "a  new level of consciousness" 

( 1 983 : 93) within individuals, the kingdom of God becomes embodied within those who 

belong to the church and "makes possible (for these individuals) new ways of thinking and 
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behavior" ( 1 983 :93). As such, it becomes difficult to distinguish between what is church 

and what is the kingdom. In fact, as is the case with Herb Miller and the NEA, there are 

very few references to the kingdom of God at all . 

Defining the kingdom of God in terms of the reign of God in a specified realm 

results in a similar difficulty. In the quest to define that realm (as we have already seen), 

one inevitably will address first the invisible church and then the visible church. 

And when the kingdom of God and the church are considered to be identical, it is  

predictable that to speak of the growth of the kingdom is simultaneously to speak of the 

growth of the church and vice versa. As a result, the church can become defined more in 

terms of function than by its essence, i .e . ,  by its association with Jesus Christ. It becomes 

understood primarily as a place, institution, or community where individual believers-

whether it is through the preaching and nurture of the gospel, the proper administration of 

the sacraments, and/or the exercise of discipline--are prepared and sanctified for a life of 

togetherness. 

So then, when the kingdom of God is defined in futuristic, spiritual, or spatial 

terms, it appears to follow (if Herb Miller could be used as a representative illustration) 

that the gospel of the kingdom also becomes cast in futuristic, spiritual, and spatial terms. 

While the gospel still concerns the good news that Jesus Christ is Savior and Lord for 

every person who by faith receives him into their hearts and souls, what ultimately matters 

is the preparation of the individual soul for a future eternity called the kingdom under the 

Lordship of Jesus Christ. Conversion then becomes defined as an individualized and 

privatized experience by which one can be assured of a place in the kingdom of God that 

will come in the future. 

Those, such as Miller, who define the kingdom of God in futuristic, spiritual, or 

spatial terms also seem to promote an understanding of evangelism that emphasizes word 

over deed. With the primary concern of preparing individual souls for the future reign of 

Jesus Christ, the focus of evangelism becomes one of proclaiming/sharing the good news 

with everyone outside the church. The only way to be prepared for the kingdom that is 

coming is to place one's faith in Jesus as personal Savior and Lord. But "how can they 

believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone 

preaching to them" (Romans 10 : 1 4)? The predominant task of evangelism, then, involves 

an emphasis on the word over deed. 

· But this emphasis, in turn, influences one's understanding of the goal for 

evangel ism. The goal becomes narrowly focused on securing more and more individuals 

to become converted and responsible members of the church. As the church grows, the 

kingdom of God in the hearts of people grows as well .  
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Successful evangelism, given such definitions for the kingdom, church, gospel, 

conversion, and evangelism, will likely then be determined in quantitative terms. How 

many individuals have become converted? How many have become responsible members 

of the church? How many souls are being prepared for the kingdom that is to come? But 

whenever successful evangelism is defined in quantitative terms, it would seem that an 

accommodation has been made to the values and beliefs of the North American/Western 

culture at the costly price of misrepresenting Jesus Christ who embodies and proclaims the 

kingdom of God. Even more, his gospel, it would seem, would be reduced to a private, 

individualized experience for purposes of soothing the conscience and the soul .  As a 

consequence, a superficial, narrowly focused, spiritual, and privatized understanding of 

what it means to be converted is developed. Even more, evangelism as it was modeled in 

the life and ministry of Jesus becomes distorted. A view of the church is disseminated that 

is determined more by function than by its essence as a community of people associated 

with Jesus .  And the culminative effect is an understanding of successful evangelism that is 

more reflective and accommodating to North American/Western culture than it is to the 

values and beliefs of Jesus and his kingdom. 

There are others, such as C.H. Dodd or Orlando Costas, who seek to define the 

kingdom of God more in terms of the present than some future, catastrophic event; who 

understand the kingdom as having a more visual/outward than a spiritual/inward 

dimension, or who suggest that the kingdom consists of those actions of a sovereign, 

kingly God in the events and circumstances of history rather than as a government that 

exercises control over other powers and authorities in a spatial realm. "The kingdom of 

God, " Costas maintains, "stands for a new order of life, the new humanity and the new 

creation which have become possible through the death and resurrection of Jesus" (Costas 

1 979 :6, my emphasis). When the kingdom of God is defined in these terms, however, it is 

not as closely identified with the church. As Costas himself admits, "The church, which is 

not the kingdom, is nevertheless its most visible expression and its most faithful interpreter 

in our age" ( 1 979 :8 ,  my emphasis). The kingdom, then, is rooted more in what a sovereign 

God does in history through the church to create a new order and quality of life. 

The church can embody the kingdom when understood in these terms and even 

give witness to it, but it is not the kingdom. The church is the body of Christ, a 

community of believers, that encompasses all times and places as it seeks to ferment its 

environment with the transforming power of the kingdom. As a community of believers, 

the church must proclaim the gospel not only of a loving God who sent his son to redeem 

the world but also of a conscience-disturbing Jesus who by his crucifixion on a scandalous 

cross calls people to repentance, conversion, and faith. 
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Conversion, then, given these terms by which the kingdom of God is  understood, 

cannot be defined as a static, once for all, private, and individual event that occurs in some 

particular vacuum. It is personal but not private. It is a dynamic, ongoing process that 

takes place and shape within a specific, cultural context. It is not enough, then, to be 

speak in terms of being converted. The "gospel in Jesus Christ" calls for a converted life 

and a worldview that challenges the powers and authorities of the world; that introduces 

justice, peace, and reconciliation into a world where there is considerable injustice, 

disorder, and division. 

Evangelism, in view of these views for the kingdom of God, becomes something 

other than a crusade to attract individuals to the Christian faith and recruit them to become 

members of the church. It involves a community of believers giving witness by word and 

deed to God's sovereign rule as they actively work together for the transformation of 

various l ife situations. This understanding of evangelism, however, can easily lead to an 

emphasis of deed over word in order to give authenticity to what is proclaimed. It implies 

that "evangelism must be undertaken from below, that is, from the depth of human suf

fering, where we find both sinners and victims of sin" (Costas 1 989:3 1  ) . 

If this, then, i s  how evangelism is understood, the goals for evangelism inevitably 

become something other that converting more individuals and recruiting them to be 

members of a given church. Instead, the goals include unmasking moral corruption, 

religious hypocrisy, and oppressive leadership within a specific, cultural context; revealing 

the sovereign rule of God as embodied in Jesus Christ; and calling people into the service 

and obedience of God's sovereign rule in the world. 

Given these definitions, successful evangelism is determined not so much in 

quantitative terms but rather in qualitative terms such as the level of involvement and 

commitment in b ringing about a new quality of life that emphasizes justice, peace, and 

reconciliation--all in anticipation of the ultimate revelation of God's reign in history. 

Whenever successful evangelism is understood primarily in qualitative terms, however, the 

ever-present danger is that such criteria can become stepping stones for predetermined 

quantitative criteria by which evangelism can then be said to be successful. Even more, 

we could make the mistake of accepting too great a distinction between the church and the 

kingdom--a distinction that becomes difficult to maintain in view of the gospel Jesus 

embodied and proclaimed. 

· How, then, are we to define the kingdom of God so as to avoid the pitfalls and 

dangers of either of the approaches just considered? Newbigin correctly says that "we will 

not come to a right understanding by simply trying to find a middle way between the two 

obvious errors--the error of identifying the church with the kingdom so that everything is 
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concentrated on the growth and prosperity of the church, and the error of separating the 

church from the preaching of the kingdom so that we are left with mere programme" 

(Newbigin 1 980:4 1 ) .  He then suggests that the church is the " l iving hermeneutic of the 

message of the kingdom" ( 1 980:43) as it is a "community in which the first fruits of the 

kingdom are being enjoyed and shared" ( 1 980:43) .  

The kingdom of God, Newbigin asserts, finds its definition in the person and 

message of Jesus who was God incarnated in the flesh. It cannot become confused or 

identified with the church, but neither can it be separated. 

From the beginning, the announcement of the kingdom led to a 
summons to follow and so the formation of a community. It is 
the community which has begun to taste (even if only a 
foretaste) the reality of the kingdom which can alone provide 
hermeneutic of the gospel ( l  980 :  1 9) .  

It i s  for  this reason, Newbigin continues, that the church must see itself as a "sign of the 

kingdom insofar as it continually points men and women beyond itself to Jesus and invites 

them to personal conversion and commitment to him" ( 1 980:68). 

Understanding the church as a "sign of the kingdom" in this way, however, is 

something different from what VanEngen suggests by the same language. Although he 

says that "the church is not the kingdom in its fullness" (Van Engen 1 98 1 :285) and that 

the church "cannot create, bring in, or build the kingdom" ( 1 98 1 :288), he also says that 

the church "is a sign of the kingdom and lives in anxious waiting and suspenseful 

anticipation . . . .  It is the provisional representation of the kingdom" ( 1 98 1 :285, my 

emphasis). This seems to suggest that whatever else he might say concerning the church 

and the kingdom, the two are really but different stages of the same reality. Perhaps this 

offers an explanation, then, as to why Van Engen correlates the principle of growth 

contained in the message of the kingdom with the church "yearning for growth" 

( 1 98 1  : 499) whereas Newbigin suggests that "every attempt to put 'Church Growth' in the 

center of attention, everything which makes it appear that we are essentially interested 

only in the growth and welfare of the church, and in the world only as contributing to this 

is a betrayal of the kingdom . . .  " (Newbigin 1 980 :42). 

Newbigin shares much in common with Senior and Stuhlmueller when it comes to 

defining the kingdom of God . Both advocate a definition for the kingdom as being 

embodied, proclaimed, and revealed to us in the person of Jesus and his gospel. Through 
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Jesus, we are given a composite picture of the reign of God that "is near" (Mark 1 :  1 5) but 

also has yet to come in all its fullness. This Jesus; by his life, gospel, and Spirit; calls into 

being a community of believers called the church over whom he reigns. Although his 

reign extends beyond the realm of the church and throughout the cosmos, it is primarily 

recognized within the church through the Spirit of Jesus who becomes the foretaste of 

what has yet to come in greater fullness. 

When this definition for the kingdom of God is maintained, we have done more 

than just seek a middle ground between those who would define the kingdom in futuristic, 

spiritual, and spatial terms and others who would define the kingdom in terms of the 

actual, visible presence and action of a sovereign, kingly God in the events and 

circumstances of history. True, we have integrated certain themes from both approaches 

to the kingdom. We have also, however, rejected other themes. The kingdom of God is  

personal but never private. I t  i s  not a reality that will suddenly interject itself into the 

history of this world at some future date but neither is it evolutionary. It exists among 

those who associate themselves with Jesus because it is embodied, proclaimed, and 

revealed by this Jesus. The more our focus is on Jesus and the gospel of his kingdom, the 

more we are able to have a clearer vision of just what his kingdom is. This vision, in tum, 

will have an influence on how we define the church which he has called into being, the 

gospel he proclaimed, and the conversion he demands. It will provide insight into what it 

means today for the church in North America to be involved in evangelism, what the 

goal(s) for evangelism should be, and by what criteria successful evangelism will be 

determined. 
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A CONSTRUCTIVE PROPOSAL FOR "SUCCESSFUL" EVANGELISM 

CHAPTER S 

A MODEL FOR "SUCCESSFUL" EVANGELISM ILLUSTRATED IN 

A PRAYER OF JESUS FOR HIS DISCIPLES 

The idea of being successful runs deep in the North American psyche. Being 

successful in life is not only one of the more important reasons for being alive but also the 

means by which self-identity and self-esteem is often determined. Most commonly, the 

measuring marks for success in the North American culture tend to be such criteria as 

statistics, wealth, power, status, knowledge, popularity, creativity, achievement of 

specified goals, and being a winner in a competitive environment. Given this list, one 

might conclude that success is usually determined in visual and quantitative terms. 

Our preoccupation with such criteria for determining success is not without its 

shortcomings. "The serious thing, " says Tournier, "is that our society looks upon success 

as that which has the greatest value and is truth. If you succeed, you are right; if you fail, 

then you are wrong" (Tournier 1 98 1  :42). Even more, as this thesis has sought to 

demonstrate, when there is  uncritical acceptance of the above criteria for determining 

success within the church, the potential exists for the "gospel in Jesus Christ" to be 

compromised if not distorted. When and as  this takes place, we have opened ourselves to 

the justifiable criticism of having "allowed the world to impose on us the standards of 

success that are not necessarily biblical . . . "  (Grounds 1 98 1 : 55). Even more, "we can 

become sinfully concerned about size--the size of our sanctuaries, the size of salaries, the 

size of Sunday Schools. And we can become sinfully preoccupied with statistics about 

budgets, buildings, buses, and baptisms" (Grounds 1 98 1 : 56). The "net results" matter 

more to us than the integrity of the process by which the "net results" were obtained. 

Are we then to abandon all attempts at defining "successful" evangelism since this 

is such a culturally clothed question? The position of this thesis is that this need not be 

our response . An alternative approach for determining "successful" evangelism which 

avoids many of the shortcomings mentioned above is possible when we allow the "gospel 

in Jesus Christ" (as defined earlier in this thesis), the gospel of his kingdom, together with 

the l ife it makes possible, to determine the criteria by which we will determine "success" in 

the task Jesus has given us as his disciples. 

If this approach to " successful" evangelism were to be given serious consideration, 

we will have taken the first steps down the path that will lead many pastors and churches 
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i n  North America (not only in the Reformed Church in America but in other 

denominations as well) towards a redefinition of "successful" evangelism that is more in 

the footsteps ofJesus Christ than of the North American/Western culture. If, on the other 

hand, we choose to continue our growing obsession with statistics and the bottom line of 

membership recruitment for determining "successful" evangelism, we take the risk of so 

accommodating ourselves to our culture that we dilute the gospel as Jesus proclaimed it, 

distort evangelism as modeled in the life and ministry of Jesus, divest conversion from the 

meaning Jesus gave to it in view of his coming kingdom, and disseminate definitions for 

the church and the kingdom that are influenced more by North American pragmatism than 

by our association with Jesus, the Lord of Lords. 

Towards the end of his life and ministry, Jesus evaluated his life and ministry in the 

context of a prayer for his disciples. 

Father, (he prayed), the time has come. Glorify your Son, that 
your Son may glorify you. For you granted him authority over 
all people that he might give eternal life to all those you have 
given him. Now this is eternal life, that they may know you, the 
only true God and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent . I have 
brought you glory on earth by completing the work you gave me 
to do (John 1 7 : 1 -4). 

How had Jesus made the determination that he had "brought glory to God by completing 

the work" the Father had given him to do? Could it be possible that he made such an 

evaluation in view of the gospel he had proclaimed by word and deed? A gospel that not 

only gave eternal life, the life of the kingdom, to all those the Father had given to him but 

also gave shape and substance to the criteria used by Jesus to determine that he had 

completed the work God gave him to do, i . e . ,  that he had been successful? 

It is the position of this thesis that the answer to the above questions can be 

answered in the affirmative. In his prayer for his disciples, Jesus acknowledged that he 

had received authority from the Father "over all people that he might give eternal l ife to all 

those" whom the Father had given him. In those few words, Jesus uses language which 

indicates for us that the completion of his work was determined not so much by how many 

received the eternal life he had to offer, i . e. ,  by how many he had recruited to become his 

disciples, but rather by whether or not he had given this eternal life to "all those" God had 

given him. In the narrowest meaning of this phrase, "all those" referred to that small circle 
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of 1 2  apostles for whom Jesus offered this prayer. In the wider meaning of the term, 

however, Jesus also included "all those" (men, women, and children) who had been or 

even who would be given him by the Father. 

This criterion by which Jesus determined he had completed the work given to him 

by the Father differs dramatically from that of Herb Miller, the NEA, and many Church 

Growth advocates. Whereas Jesus emphasizes how he gave eternal life to "all those" God 

had given him, Miller, the NEA, and several Church Growth advocates emphasize how 

many have received eternal life and have been recruited to become members of Christ's 

church. Jesus, during his life and ministry, gave the life of his kingdom to thousands of 

people not only by the gospel he preached but also by the gospel he demonstrated as he 

healed many of their various diseases, cast out demons from those who were demon

possessed, associated with the unwanted and the untouchables of his culture, and 

performed numerous signs. He invited people to repent and believe, to deny themselves, 

to take up their cross, to follow him, and to enter the life and community of his kingdom. 

Some responded to his invitation in repentance, faith, and obedience .  Others, however, 

rejected his message and made life difficult for him. Eventually, they even had him 

crucified . But "all those" who had been given him by God were given eternal life. His 

mission was not so much one of recruitment to an organization as it was art invitation to 

receive by faithful obedience a certain quality of life. To the extent which Jesus had 

involved himself in and committed himself to this mission, he could pray "I have brought 

you glory on earth by completing the work you have given me to do" (John 1 7 :4). His 

determination of "success", then, had more to do with the character of his assigned work 

than the numbers who received the benefits of the work he had been given to do. 

The understanding of "success" as modeled by Jesus in this prayer offers an 

opportunity, it would seem, for many pastors and churches in North America to 

experience some relief from the pressures to increase membership rolls in their particular 

communities in order to feel successful. It can also calm the anxieties of many North 

American churches who, because they remain small no matter how hard they try to be 

evangelistic or perhaps even lose members for reasons over which they have no control, 

develop negative self-identities and self- esteems as they compare themselves to larger, 

growing churches that seem to attract and recruit more and more members. 

If we accept the criteria by which Jesus determined he had completed the work the 

Father had given him to do, then what ultimately matters is not the "net results" but rather 

whether pastors and churches are faithful and obedient to the evangelism that is modeled 

in the life, ministry, and gospel of Jesus. Such evangelism cannot be understood in terms 

of recruiting more members to join a particular church. Instead, it calls for pastors and 
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churches to make it a priority to give to "all those" whom God has given them the l ife of 

the kingdom (i .e . ,  eternal life) through celebrative, joyful worship, through cooperative 

ministries with other churches not only within their own denominations but with all other 

denominations as well, and through intentional efforts to incarnate themselves into the 

real-life situations of their particular cultural contexts as the "salt of the earth" and " l ight 

of the world" (Matthew 5 :  1 3 - 1 4  ), seeking, as they do so, to proclaim by word and deed 

the values and beliefs of the kingdom that has come and is coming in and through Jesus 

Christ . Such pastors and churches invite and long for people to repent, to believe, and to 

obey the revealed will of God, the Father, in much the same manner as Jesus did so that 

these people, l ike themselves, can enter and enjoy the reign of God in Jesus Christ. 

Perhaps Mil ler and others from the NEA would react to this redefined and 

reinterpreted understanding of "successful" evangelism as illustrated in Christ's prayer for 

his disciples by asserting that nothing more has been accomplished other than to create a 

safety zone for pastors and churches who are lethargic and non-committal in evangelism. 

What i s  needed to break the gridlock in evangelism, they would continue to maintain, i s  to 

keep before pastors and churches numerical statistics that illustrate either success or lack 

of success in evangelism. Evangelism, then, remains closely associated with recruiting 

persons to become members of a given church. 

The primary concern of this thesis has been the unfortunate consequences of 

accommodating ourselves as members of Christ's church to the values and beliefs of the 

North American/Western culture at the high cost of compromising the integrity of the 

"gospel in Jesus Christ . "  One illustration of this accommodation is the establishment of 

quantitative criteria such as Herb Miller, the NEA, and many Church Growth advocates 

suggest . Such quantitative criteria not only compromise the gospel as presented in and by 

Jesus, but also reduces conversion to something less than what Jesus taught and expected. 

In addition, it leads to different definitions of evangelism, goals for evangelism, the church, 

and the kingdom from the ones that Jesus presented in his life and ministry. When pastors 

and churches understand the gospel as Jesus proclaimed it, are converted in the way Jesus 

called for conversion, and enter his kingdom with the life it gives, they wil l  be anything but 

lethargic and non-committal in evangelism as modeled by Jesus. The proper motivation 

for evangelism is not numerical statistics but greater comprehension, application, and 

reception of the "gospel in Jesus Christ" together with the "eternal l ife" it gives ! 

· Jesus, as he continued his prayer for his disciples, revealed the heartbeat of the 

eternal life he had come to give them when he said, "And this is eternal l ife, that they may 

know you, the only true God and Jesus Christ. . . "  (John 1 7 :3). But what does it mean for 

someone to enter eternal l ife by knowing the only true God and Jesus Christ? In this 
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prayer, the knowledge of God 

does not mean the knowledge of investigation, observation, or 
speculation, nor of mystical vision remote from historical 
contacts or action; it achieves concrete expression in historical 
acts . . . .  Since the knowledge of Jesus or of God expresses itself 
accordingly in �' observing the commandments (which have 
in � their content) might also be � criterion of knowledge. 
Yet knowledge . .  . i s  not merely in � as loving action but also 
in awareness of being loved . . . .  It means acceptance of the divine 
act of love in Jesus and obedience to its demands . . .  (Bultmann 
1 964 :7 1 1 -7 1 2, my emphasis). 

With this definition for "knowledge, " eternal life becomes understood as a life that 

involves a visible obedience to the revealed will of God the Father in Jesus Christ that can 

only rise from and express itself through faith. 

Jesus could pray "I have brought you glory on earth by completing the work you 

gave me to do" (John 1 7 :4) not only because he had given eternal life to "all those" God 

had given him but also in that he had helped "all those" God had given him to enter the life 

of his kingdom through a converted lifestyle of repentance and obedience rooted in faith. 

This converted lifestyle was something much greater than a private, self-examination of 

the soul or a secret matter between an individual and God. It was something very public 

and visible even though it often was imperfect . It could be seen in acts of reconciliation 

and unity with others seeking to experience the life that Jesus came to give, not to mention 

the visible expression of the "fruit of the Spirit which is love, joy, peace, patience, 

kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control" (Galatians 5 :22-23) .  " Al l  

those" who presented such a lifestyle did so because they had come "to know the only true 

God and Jesus Christ, " that is, they had come to receive by obedient faith the life Jesus 

had come to offer, the life of his kingdom that had come into the world in and through 

him. 

Earlier in this thesis, several illustrations were given of those who in the past few 

decades have sought to integrate and apply this perspective by which Jesus determined 

success as they discussed appropriate goals for evangelism. These included Abraham who 

maintained that the ultimate goal of evangelism should be "to establish agents who are 

irrevocably committed to doing the work of evangelism" (Abraham 1989: 1 0 1 ), Costas 

who asserted that the "all-encompassing goal (of evangeiism) is to make known God's 
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kingdom as embodied in Jesus Christ and made present by the Holy Spirit" (Costas 

1 989 : 82), Johnson who suggested that the task of evangelism is not complete "until 

persons are actualizing the will of God in their concrete actions and choices" (Johnson 

1 987 :95), Newbigin who proposed that the ultimate goal of missions is "the glory of God "  

(Newbigin 1 989: 1 80), Bosch who advocated that the goal o f  evangelism should be one of 

"offering every person and community, everywhere, a valid opportunity to be directly 

challenged to a radical reorientation of their lives" (Bosch 1 99 1 :420), and Castro who said 

that we "must spread the actual knowledge of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ" so as to "give shape to new societies of tolerance, conviviality, and solidarity" 

(Castro 1 99 1 : 59-60) . All these have sought--in their own way--to communicate how 

evangelism that is patterned after the life, ministry, and gospel of Jesus Christ must look 

beyond mere numerical results as the criterion for success. 

Building on the important contribution these persons have made on the subject of 

evangelism, this thesis has sought to maintain that much of what they have suggested as 

authentic goals for evangelism coincides with what Jesus himself used within his prayer for 

his disciples. What determined success for Jesus in his ministry was that "all those" who 

had been given to him by the Father had been given the life of his kingdom and 

experienced this life as they became persons "radically reoriented" (Bosch 1 99 1  :420) in 

their lives from self-centeredness to a converted lifestyle of visible repentance and 

obedience to the revealed will of God, the Father, rooted in faith. Such persons, because 

they had received this life and entered its joy, inevitably became dedicated to making 

known God's kingdom as embodied in Jesus Christ within their respective cultures (Costas 

1 989 : 82) .  They became " irrevocably committed to doing the work of evangelism" 

(Abraham 1 989: 1 0 1 ) by "offering every person and community, everywhere" (Bosch 

1 99 1  : 420) the opportunity to "know the one, true God and Jesus Christ" (John 1 7 :3)  

which is eternal life. This is what must determine "successful" evangelism for pastors and 

churches in North America who seek to be committed to evangelism that is patterned after 

the life, ministry, and gospel of Jesus Christ, not the "net results" of our evangelistic 

efforts as Miller and others associated with the NEA would suggest. 

Whenever we evaluate "successful" evangelism by the same criteria that Jesus used 

to conclude that he had been successful in the work God had given him to do, we who 

seek to continue his ministry through evangelism reflect more and more the characteristics 

of the l ife he had came to this world to offer. Luke, in the Acts of the Apostles, gives us a 

snapshot of what that life under the reign of Christ looked like in the early church. 
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They devoted themselves to the apostolic teaching and to the 
fellowship, to the breaking of the bread and to prayer. Everyone 
was filled with awe and many signs and miraculous wonders 
were done by the apostles. All the believers were together and 
had everything in common. Selling their possessions and their 
goods, they gave to anyone as had need. Everyday they 
continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke 
bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere 
hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. 
(Acts 2 :42-47) 

Among other important characteristics of the life of Christ's kingdom which was 

introduced through his gospel, characteristics such as prayer, sharing with those who had 

needs, and joy, the early church exhibited a mutual devotion to one another as persons 

belonging to the same community of Christ's kingdom. They made it their aim, to quote 

from the Apostle Paul, "to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace" 

(Ephesians 4 : 3 )  even as Jesus had prayed for them just prior to his arrest, trial, and 

crucifixion. 

My prayer i s  not for them alone (e.g. , the first apostles), but I 
pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, 
that all of them nay be one, father, just as you are in me and I am 
in you . . . .  May they be brought to complete unity to let the world 
know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have 
love me. (John 1 7 :20-2 1 ,23) 

This essential trademark of living under the reign of Christ, that of unity and 

community, has been the focus of intensive debate within and between ecumenical and 

evangelical circles throughout history. It is not the purpose or intent of this thesis to 

resolve this debate .  Whatever else could be said about the unity and community Jesus 

envisioned for his followers in his prayer, it can be said that he longed for their unity and 

community to be reflective of what he experienced with God the Father. Such a unity and 

community cannot be confined to inner attitudes since the incarnated Jesus Christ was 

visual evidence of God, the Father embodied in the flesh and united to Jesus, his only 

begotten Son. Neither can it be confined to the private world of the soul since Jesus not 

only spoke but also demonstrated publicly how he and his Father were one (see John 8 :28-
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29, for example). 

Whenever evangelism is successful, the "fruit" of such evangelism will include 

visible expressions of unity and community between pastors and churches within a given 

city, Classis, Regional Synod, or General Synod. This unity and community can be 

exhibited, for example, through celebrative, cooperative worship experiences, through 

interdenominational or interchurch Bible Studies, Support Groups, or Prayer Groups, or 

even through cooperative involvement in specific evangelistic endeavors--all for the 

purpose of illustrating to those outside the kingdom of Christ that the "gospel in Jesus 

Christ" reduces the spirit of competition so dominant in the North American Western 

culture and in its place produces a spirit of cooperation and community that seeks to 

transform the way people understand their self-identity, to assist people as they enter the 

kingdom of Jesus Christ, and to equip people in representing Jesus and his gospel in their 

particular culture. 

After describing the life of the early church in Jerusalem, a life that gave visible 

credibility to the gospel and kingdom of Jesus Christ, Luke made the observation that "the 

Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved" (Acts 2 :47). Nothing is 

mentioned by Luke in this verse about how many people were being added to the church 

daily, only that the church experienced growth in numbers. Earlier, he does record that 

" about three thousand were added to their number that day" (Acts 2 :4 1 ) . And on certain 

other occasions later on in this book (Acts 5 : 14, 6 : 1 ,  6 :7), Luke informs us that more and 

more were being added to the church. Much is made of comments such as this by Luke in 

the Acts of the Apostles by persons such as Miller, McGavran, Wagner, and other Church 

Growth advocates. Using verses such as these for proof texts, they maintain that the "net 

results" of additional numbers to any given church � an acceptable criterion for deter

mining whether or not that church is "successful" in evangelism. 

What needs to be pointed out in response to such an assertion, however, is that the 

growth of the church in Jerusalem did not happen because church leaders and members set 

specific goals for growth and then judged success or lack of success by whether or not 

those goals were achieved . There isn't even conclusive evidence for maintaining, as Van 

Engen seems to suggest, that the church experienced growth in numbers because church 

leaders and members "yearned to grow" (Van Engen 1 98 1  :488). Since "the church i s  

essentially apostolic," Van Engen argues, it fulfills "its apostolic function in the world" by 

exhibiting " a  yearning for numerical growth" (Van Engen 1 98 1 :498-499). One cannot 

argue with his point that the church is essentially apostolic. Without any question, 

members of the Jerusalem church wanted other people to experience the life of Christ's 

kingdom which they already enjoyed. But does the growth of the church depend on its 
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yearning for numerical growth? What cannot and must not be overlooked in Luke's 

comments about the growth taking place in the Jerusalem church is his emphasis on "the 

Lord added to their number daily . . .  "(Acts 2 :47). The church in Jerusalem experienced 

growth not because they yearned for numerical growth but rather because they yearned to 

be obedient to the person and gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Numerical growth could hardly have been the criterion by which church leaders 

and members of the Jerusalem church made the conclusion that they were " successful" in 

evangelism. It wasn't even the motivational factor for their commitment in "teaching and 

preaching the good news that Jesus is the Christ" (Acts 5 : 42). If anything at all, the 

growth experienced by the Jerusalem church was visible "fruit" or evidence that the risen 

Lord Jesus Christ was very much alive within that church even as he had prayed (e.g. , 

John 1 7 :23) and that the life of his kingdom was penetrating their city and culture because 

of their obedience to the revealed will of God, the Father. It was the presence of Jesus 

among them in their community, together with the proclamation of his gospel by word and 

deed, that attracted others to enter Christ's kingdom and experience a transformation of 

their values and beliefs to those more reflective of Christ and his kingdom. 

It was also the presence of the risen Christ among and within the Christian 

community, not a yearning for numerical growth, that motivated the Jerusalem church to 

be involved in and to complete the work of evangelism which Jesus had given them to do. 

It must be no different for church leaders and members in North America today. 

Together, with the church of Jesus Christ around the world, we can then look forward to 

the day when "at the name of Jesus every knee shall bow in heaven and on earth and under 

the earth, and every tongue shall confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the 

Father" (Philippians 2 : 1 0- 1 1 ) . On that day, we will also be able to say with confidence 

that we have brought glory to God the Father by completing the work he had given us to 

do, that we have been "successful" in evangelism, and therefore have reason to join in a 

chorus of praise to the Triune God with all the company of the redeemed, singing: 

Praise the Lord! Praise the Lord ! Let the earth hear his voice ! 
Praise the Lord ! Praise the Lord ! Let the people rejoice ! 
0 come to the Father through Jesus the Son, 
and give rum the glory, great things He has done! 
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