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Abstract 

This Final Project is focused on helping Evangelical congregational leaders move 

toward embracing a liturgical-missional ecclesiology. I contend that many Evangelicals 

have embraced only part of what it means to be missional. They are missing one of the 

essential practices of Lesslie Newbigin’s original vision of missional ecclesiology, the 

practice of liturgical worship. In order to help Evangelical congregational leaders 

embrace liturgy I have chosen to draw heavily upon the practical theology method of 

Richard Osmer. Osmer uses four tasks in his approach to practical theology, which can be 

arranged in a variety of ways. I begin with the interpretive task, then I move to the 

normative task, then I move to the descriptive-empirical task, and I conclude with the 

pragmatic task. In the interpretive task I explore theories from social sciences that argue 

that human identity is shaped through corporate narratives. I make the observation that 

corporate narratives can have a liturgical quality to them. In the normative task I explore 

concepts from Scripture and church history that can encourage Evangelicals to embrace a 

liturgical-missional ecclesiology. To do this I look at Paul’s narrative ethics in 

Philippians 2:5-11 and at Lesslie Newbigin’s reflections on liturgy and mission. I also 

offer some ‘good practices’ that have come out of liturgical-missional conversations in 

North America. In the descriptive-empirical task I use the case study method to explore 

the practices of four different Evangelical churches that have embraced liturgical-

missional ecclesiology. Finally, in the pragmatic task I offer Evangelical congregational 

leaders a tool (a guidebook) to facilitate critical reflection on the missiological value of 

worship. In the preface and postscript I place this project into critical dialogue with the 

wider question of Lesslie Newbigin’s continuing legacy for the western church. 
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Preface: The Other Side of 1984 2014:  
 

Introduction 

 I began the Doctor of Ministry program at Western Theological Seminary in 2014 

but the question this Final Project answers began much earlier. In 1981 the British 

Council of Churches undertook a study of the current state of society in Britain. They 

invited Lesslie Newbigin1 to submit a small essay that would be discussed at an 

upcoming conference in 1984 as part of their study. The date for the conference was 

chosen because it was believed that the popularity of George Orwell’s book 1984 would 

cause people in society to ask questions about the future.2 In his “brief, hastily written”3 

essay Newbigin argued that there were similarities between the cultural moment Britain 

was in at the end of the twentieth century and the cultural moment St. Augustine faced at 

the collapse of the Roman Empire. “We stand at what feels like the end of a period of 

extraordinary brilliance. The feeling of being ‘at the end’ is – as I have suggested – the 

feeling that our culture has no future and that life therefore has no meaning.”4 Given the 

cultural moment the western church finds itself within it is called to be “a witness in the 

midst of contemporary society to the action of the living God…[to live] in the 

                                                 
1 For a brief look at Lesslie Newbigin’s life and influence see George Hunsberger, “Biography as 

missiology: The case of Lesslie Newbigin,” Missiology: An International Review 27 (1999): 523-531; and 
Paul Weston, “Lesslie Newbigin’s enduring legacy,” The Gospel and Our Culture Network Newsletter 56 
(2009), 1-2. For a more in-depth look see Michael Goheen, “As the Father Has Sent Me, I Am Sending 
You: J.E. Lesslie Newbigin’s Missionary Ecclesiology” (Zoetermeer: Boekencentrum, 2000), 1-112; and 
Geoffrey Wainwright, Lesslie Newbigin: A Theological Life (New York: Oxford Press, 2000), 3-28 

2 For a moving personal account of the background of this particular book and conference see 
Lesslie Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda: An Updated Autobiography (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 
1993), 251-255. 

3 Ibid., 253. 

4 Lesslie Newbigin, The Other Side of 1984: Questions for the Churches (Switzerland: World 
Council of Churches, 1983), 25. 
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expectation and hope which God’s action makes possible now.”5 The western church has 

two responsibilities: (1) to remember what God has done before the world; and (2) to live 

in what God is presently doing for the world. The argument of this Final Project thesis is 

that liturgy is a vital part of how the church fulfills these responsibilities. Through its 

liturgies within the weekly public worship the local church remembers who God is and 

lives in what God is presently doing. The worship of the local church is public truth. 

 The conference Newbigin participated in was called the British Council of 

Churches 1984 Project. It later grew into a global movement called The Gospel and Our 

Culture Project that was represented in networks and congregations spanning theological 

divides. Those congregations chose to call themselves missional churches. The missional 

church movement spread across the United Kingdom, North America, and the rest of the 

world.6 And Newbigin’s hastily written essay became a matchstick of inspiration for him. 

He went on to explore the western church’s “missionary encounter with modernity”7 in 

several other conferences and books investing in this work until the end of his life. One 

of the networks that grew quickly was the Gospel and Our Culture Network in North 

America. The initial discussions of the Gospel and Our Culture Network were gathered 
                                                 

5 Ibid., 54. 

6 “The Gospel and Our Culture programme was initiated by Lesslie Newbigin in Britain during the 
1980s. Newbigin had been entrusted by the British Council of Churches with the task of planning a major 
national conference pursuing Christian engagement with contemporary Western culture. A short book set 
the ball rolling: The Other Side of 1984: Questions to the Churches.…However, what had been set in 
motion did not stop…Lesslie Newbigin, well into his eighties, continued to lecture and write, and his 
influence continued to grow around the world. Meanwhile under Newbigin's influence Gospel & Culture 
networks had been founded in New Zealand (led by Harold Turner) and in North America (led by George 
Hunsberger).” “Introducing the network,” The Gospel and Our Culture Network, no date of publication for 
article, accessed November 17, 2016, http://www.gospel-culture.org.uk/intro.htm. For a further look at the 
spread of the missional church and Newbigin’s role see Darrell L. Guder, ed., Missional Church: A Vision 
for the Sending of the Church in North America (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 3-7. 

7 Those other works include his 1984 Warfield Lectures at Princeton Theological Seminary that 
became the book Foolishness to the Greeks: The Gospel and Western Society; as well as his fullest 
treatment of the subject in 1989 The Gospel in a Pluralist Society. See Wainwright, Lesslie Newbigin, 25. 



 

 v 

together in an edited volume by Darrell L. Guder called, The Missional Church. In the 

preface to that volume Guder said, “Out of this discussion emerged…a missiological 

ecclesiology for North America.”8 The missional ecclesiology proposed by the Gospel 

and Our Culture Network had biblical, historical, contextual, eschatological, and practical 

dimensions to it.9 Unfortunately, the practical dimension did not receive as much 

attention as the other dimensions which left the practices of missional churches to be 

explored in two other volumes from the Gospel and Our Culture Network: Confident 

Witness – Changing World and Treasure in Clay Jars.10 Today missional churches 

continue to explore the relationship between missional ecclesiology and their practices. 

One wonders what Newbigin’s essay might have looked like if it were written for those 

churches on the other side of 2014?  

The Other Side of 2014 

My Final Project is designed to help Evangelicals11 who lead missional churches12 

explore an overlooked practice within Newbigin’s missional ecclesiology, his approach 

                                                 
8 Guder, The Missional Church, 7-8. 

9 Ibid., 11-12. 

10 Craig Van Gelder, ed., Confident Witness – Changing World: Rediscovering the Gospel in 
North America (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999). On worship from the Van Gelder volume see Marva J. 
Dawn, “Reaching Out Without Dumbing Down: A Theology of Worship for the Church in Postmodern 
Times,” 270-282. On worship from the Lois Y. Barrett volume see, Linford L. Stutzman, “The Public 
Witness of Worship,” 100-116. 

11 The definition used within this Final Project for congregations that are considered Evangelical 
are those practices and theological affirmations are in agreement with David Bebbington’s quadrilateral: (1) 
Biblicism – a particular regard and elevation of the bible; (2) crucicentrism – a focus on the atoning work 
of Christ on the cross; (3) conversionism – the belief that human beings need to be converted; and (4) 
activism – the belief that the gospel needs to be shared through deeds as well as words. See David 
Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s (London: Unwin 
Hyman, 1989), 2-17. These congregations are also in agreement with the felt identity labeling of being an 
Evangelical that Christian Smith has provided in his large quantitative and qualitative study on Evangelical 
identity. Smith says, “Thus, ‘evangelical’ as an identity label typically suggests a particular orientation of 
religious practice, an activist faith that tries to influence the surrounding world. For evangelicals 
themselves, this involves a heartfelt, personal commitment to and experiential relationship with God, from 
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to liturgy.13 Over the past thirty years the missional church has grown in popularity in 

North America because of the voices present in the Gospel and Our Culture Network. 

Those voices include Darrell L. Guder at Princeton Theological Seminary, George R. 

Hunsberger at Western Theological Seminary, and Craig Van Gelder at Luther 

Seminary.14 These three missiologist successfully encouraged a generation of Evangelical 

leaders to embrace the broad contours of missional ecclesiology. But like every 

movement in church history theological reception and faithful practice of that movement 

requires humility and care. Unfortunately, things can easily get lost in the process of 

theological reception. There is nothing easy about listening to the past. This is why 

                                                                                                                                                 
which springs a readiness to take a stand and speak out for the faith,” 242-243. Christian Smith, American 
Evangelicalism: Embattled and Thriving (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). It is worth 
acknowledging here that even though the historical definition provided by Bebbington and the felt 
definition offered by Smith are helpful, Evangelical identity can also be determined by how congregations, 
and leaders within them, choose to self-designate as Evangelicals. This researcher is indebted to David 
Komline’s observations that detecting a self-designation is a difficult affair. For the sake of this Final 
Project this researcher is leaning heavily on Bebbington’s definition of Evangelicalism with Komline’s 
limitation in mind. 

12 Mission will be defined within this Final Project based upon Darrel L. Guder’s retrospective 
definition of missional that he offered in 2005 in The Community of the Word, which followed after his 
influential definition offered in his 1998 co-edited book entitled The Missional Church. Guder says, “to 
describe the church as ‘missional’ is to make a basic theological claim, to articulate a widely held but also 
widely ignored consensus regarding the fundamental purpose of the Christian church. Rather than seeing 
mission as, at best, one of the necessary prongs of the church’s calling, and at worst as a misguided 
adventure, it must be seen as the fundamental, the essential, the centering understanding of the church’s 
purpose and action,” 116. Mark Husbands and Daniel J. Treier, eds., The Community of the Word: Toward 
an Evangelical Ecclesiology (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2005). 

13 A few examples of Newbigin relating the narrative identity of the Church to its calling as a 
liturgical assembly can be found in Newbigin’s book Proper Confidence. See Lesslie Newbigin, Proper 
Confidence: Faith, Doubt, and Certainty in Christian Discipleship (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 13, 
53. 

14 The most well-known and widely received work on the missional church is a volume co-edited 
by Guder and Hunsberger. Darrell L. Guder and George R. Hunsberger, eds., Missional Church: A Vision 
for the Sending of the Church in North America (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). Also see Darrell L. 
Guder, Be My Witness: The Church’s Mission, Message, and Messengers (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985); 
George R. Hunsberger, Bearing the Witness of the Spirit: Lesslie Newbigin’s Theology of Cultural 
Plurality, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998); Craig Van Gelder, The Ministry of the Missional Church: A 
Community Led by the Spirit (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2007); Craig Van Gelder and Dwight J. 
Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective: Mapping Trends and Shaping the Conversation (The 
Missional Network) (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic Books, 2011). 
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listening remains a central part of the theological labor of anyone who claims to work 

from a theological tradition. As Stephen R. Holmes has argued, 

Whilst humility is remembered as a theological virtue, conservatism will remain 
an appropriate theological stance, and historical theology, which is to say the 
patient, careful and respectful study of the writings of the doctors of the Church, 
will continue to be a central part of theological work.15 
 

Evangelical congregational leaders who desire to embrace the tradition of missional 

ecclesiology faithfully will need to give careful consideration to the past while also 

learning from like-minded practicioners in the present. The discipline of practical 

theology can assist them in wise theological reception. 

The Model of Practical Theology Used, the Outline, and Limitations 

This Final Project draws heavily upon Richard Osmer’s model of practical 

theology. While Osmer’s four tasks of practical theology are present and used this 

researcher has chosen not to follow the order of his over-arching linear scheme. The 

change in order of his four tasks does affect them but each of the primary roles they play 

are retained in the Final Project. An explanation of the use of the four tasks is offered at 

the beginning of each main part of this thesis. According to Osmer, “Practical theological 

interpretation involves four key tasks.”16 These tasks are: (1) the descriptive-empirical 

task which discerns patterns and dynamics in situations; (2) the interpretive task which 

draws on theories to understand and explain why these patterns and dynamics occur; (3) 

the normative task which uses biblical, historical, and theological concepts to interpret 

                                                 
15 See Stephen R. Holmes, Listening to the Past: The Place of Tradition in Theology (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002), 164. Holmes’s treatment of the difficulty of listening to the past is worth 
exploring on pages 153-164. Also worth considering is David C. Steinmetz, Taking the Long View: 
Christian Theology in Historical Perspective (New York: Oxford Press, 2011), 137-156; and D.H. 
Williams, Retrieving the Tradition & Renewing Evangelicalism: A Primer for Suspicious Protestants 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 71-131. 

16 Richard R. Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 10.  
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situations in order to offer ethical norms or good practices; and (4) the pragmatic task 

which offers strategies of action or artifacts that will influence situations in a way that 

enacts some of the norms and/or good practices.17 This Final Project changes the order 

Osmer prescribes by beginning with the interpretive task in Part I where a theory for how 

narrative shapes human identity is offered in Chapter 1. Starting with the interpretive task 

grounds the Final Project in an acknowledgement of the value of narrative and liturgy for 

spiritual formation. That acknowledgement is then demonstrated in the normative task in 

Part II which uses Scripture, church history, and good practices to explain why worship is 

public truth. These three normative moves take place in Chapters 2, 3, and 4. Chapter 2 

focuses on Scripture. Chapter 3 focuses on church history. And Chapter 4 focuses on 

good practices. With the clarity of these theological norms in place the reader is prepared 

to critically assess observations from living congregations in Part III in the descriptive-

empirical task. That task will be explored by using qualitative research, specifically the 

case study method,18 with four liturgical-missional congregations. The results from the 

descriptive-empirical task will be shared in Chapter 5. Finally, in Part IV the pragmatic 

task will be explored. For this task a guidebook will be created to facilitate conversations 

among Evangelical congregational leaders about the relationship between missional 

ecclesiology and liturgical worship. The guidebook appears as Chapter 6: A Guidebook: 

“Participating in the Story of God.” 

Before looking at the four tasks there are several biases that require naming to 

maintain “reflexivity.” According to John Swinton and Harriet Mowat reflexivity is,  

                                                 
17 Ibid., 4. 

18 A definition of the case study method is offered at the beginning of Chapter Five. 
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…the process of critical self-reflection carried out by the researcher throughout 
the research process that enables her to monitor and respond to her contribution to 
the proceedings. Reflexivity is a mode of knowing which accepts the 
impossibility of the researcher standing outside of the research field and seeks to 
incorporate that knowledge creatively and effectively.19  
 

In the spirit of reflexivity there are values, experiences, traditions, and communities that 

have shaped this researcher. They include: (1) the value placed upon the theology of 

retrieval,20 this researcher believes Evangelicals should allow Newbigin’s missional 

ecclesiology to inform their practice of worship; (2) the experiences this researcher has 

had in non-liturgical missional Evangelical congregations over the past eighteen years of 

pastoral ministry; (3) the Dutch Calvinist tradition that informs how this researcher 

defines several theological concepts (ex. creation, redemption, the biblical story, common 

grace, and the work of the Spirit); and (4) the two seminary communities this researcher 

attended for graduate and post-graduate work, these schools have influenced how this 

researcher understands Evangelicalism and missional ecclesiology. In addition to those 

personal limitations the researchers spiritual autobiography is inextricable from how he 

has selected topics of interest and at times made research decisions.21 Other limits within 

the Final Project include the choices made in the descriptive-empirical task. That task 
                                                 

19 John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research (London: SCM 
Press, 2006), 59-60. 

20 A brief definition of theology of retrieval has been offered by W. David Buschart and Kent 
Eilers, “…retrieval names a mode or style of theological discernment that looks back in order to move 
forward. It is a particular way of carrying out theological work – what John Webster calls “an attitude of 
mind” – in which resources from the past are found distinctly advantageous for the presence situation. Such 
resources might include doctrines, practices…traditions or the Great Tradition more generally,” 12-13. W. 
David Buschart and Kent Eilers, Theology as Retrieval: Receiving the Pastor, Renewing the Church 
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2015). 

21 In all three of the spiritual autobiographies I wrote for the Doctor of Ministry program at 
Western the theme of homecoming was central. The times I have personally experienced and participated 
in God’s story through liturgical worship service I have felt like I have come home to the family of God.  I 
hope Evangelical leaders are inspired by my Guidebook to help others experience that same homecoming 
so they can see, hear, touch, taste, and participate in the Story of God through embracing worship as public 
truth.  
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raised qualitative questions and limited its focus to congregational leaders serving in 

Northern California. Research of a quantitative character focused on congregants in other 

parts of North America may offer a different picture than what this research has offered. 

The primary audience for this Final Project also limits its audience appeal. It has 

intentionally been written in an academic tone to suit its primarily audience; the Doctor 

of Ministry review committee at Western, and the external and internal reader. These 

influences and choices mean that this Final Project is not universally applicable and may 

not answer all the challenges faced by Evangelicals. With these limitations acknowledged 

it is the hope of this researcher that this Final Project encourages Evangelical 

congregational leaders to become more curious about what it means to be missional, and 

how their practice of worship intersects their missional ecclesiology.  
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PART I 
 

THE INTERPRETIVE TASK 
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Chapter 1: Theoretical Foundations: Narrative, Liturgy,  
and Human Identity 

 
Introduction 

The interpretive task in practical theology draws on theories to understand and 

explain why certain patterns and dynamics occur. For this Final Project the patterns and 

dynamics that occur which are of interest are the ways narratives shape human identity, 

and how those narratives are encountered through communal liturgies. This chapter will 

explore how narratives shape human identity by utilizing theories from several fields, 

including: philosophy; literary criticism; sociology; ethics; and philosophical theology. 

From the fields of philosophy and literary criticism I will listen to the voices of Paul 

Ricoeur and Mark Turner. From the field of sociology I will listen to the voices of 

Maurice Halbwachs and Paul Connerton. From the field of ethics I will listen to the voice 

of Alasdair MacIntyre. Finally, from the field of philosophical theology I will listen to the 

voice of James K.A. Smith. 

In taking theories from these voices it is important to acknowledge that their 

theories have limitations. Richard Osmer has argued that a wise use of theories to explain 

patterns and dynamics must “remain open to the complexity and particularity of people 

and events and refuse to force them to fit the theory.”1 Wisdom is required because of the 

tenuous nature of using theories to analyze empirical data. John Swinton and Harriet 

Mowat have argued that analysis is “not a one-time event in the research process…[it is] 

a cycle of tentative construction, deconstruction, and reformulation…[which occurs] as 

an ongoing conversation between the researcher and the congregation.”2 

                                                 
1 Osmer, Practical Theology, 80. 

2 Swinton and Mowat, Practical Theology, 146. 
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The theories drawn upon here will be offered as a map of sorts. The picture they 

paint of human identity will not be an exhaustive one. Because, as Osmer suggests, maps 

are by nature limited pictures of territories.  

Maps portray certain features of a territory but, necessarily, leave many things 
out. So too, theories help us understand and explain certain features of an episode, 
situation, or context but never provide a complete picture of the ‘territory.’ Wise 
interpretive guides, thus, retain a sense of the difference between a theory and the 
reality it is mapping.3 

 
One of the limitations of the map offered in this chapter of human identity is its 

overemphasis on the way narrative shapes human identity. Other useful maps that could 

further illuminate the nature of human identity may include the roles that time, or place, 

or the body plays on human identity. The map drawn from them would offer a different 

look at the topography of human identity than the map offered below.  

 Nevertheless, the map chosen has a valuable contribution to make when it comes 

to exploring human identity. How narrative shapes human identity will be explored in 

this chapter: (1) by looking at the role narrative plays in human memory, noting how 

most minds have a literary quality to the way they arrange historical and fictional events; 

(2) by exploring how societies are held together through the collective memories of their 

citizens; and (3) by discussing how collective memories are imparted through rituals and 

liturgies (both secular and sacred). This chapter will close (4) by exploring the 

implications of these theories for how the church ought to remember the story of God in 

the world. 

Narrative Identity, Human Memory, and the Literary Mind 

                                                 
3 Osmer, Practical Theology, 80. 
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 The mystery of what personal identity consists of has intrigued philosophers 

throughout the ages. (Even philosophers who simply assume that there is such a thing as 

personal identity find themselves struggling to offer a description of what personal 

identity is.) It is beyond the scope of this Final Project to explore all the epistemological 

and phenomenological questions attached to the nature of personal identity. Nor will 

there be offered a survey of the various theories given by philosophers for where personal 

identity may be located in this present life or in eternity.4 For the purpose of this Final 

Project it will be assumed that the philosophers that have located personal identity in the 

memory are right.5 Working off of that assumption this section of the chapter will explore 

how narratives empower the memory to create and sustain personal identity. However, 

before looking at the role narratives play in memory it needs to be acknowledged in the 

spirit of using wise discernment with theories that people experience a variety of 

limitations when it comes to the use of their memory. This is particularly true for those 

with intellectual disabilities.  

 Memory is integral to personal identity. For most people, as assertions go, this 

assertion is not a difficult one to agree with. What is difficult is navigating what are the 

implications of this assertion for those with intellectual disabilities that affect their use of 

memory. It is important here that readers do not misunderstand or read into the arguments 

                                                 
4 See S. Sho’s treatment of the subject of personal identity in philosophy in Robert Audi, ed., The 

Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy: Second Edition (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 
660-661. Sho notes that interest in personal identity has shifted for philosophers, “philosophical attention 
has shifted somewhat form the question of what personal identity consists in to questions about its 
importance,” 661. For a brief discussion of where philosopher’s locate identity after death (examples 
include the mind, the body, and the soul) see Stephen T. Davis’s summary in Brian Davies, ed., Philosophy 
of Religion: A Guide and Anthology (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 696-707. 

5 For examples of arguments for memory as a vital part of personal identity see Sven Bernecker, 
Memory: A Philosophical Study (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 46-64; Mary Schechtman, 
The Constitution of Selves (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007), 93-135. 
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made below about the relationships between memory and personal identity that this 

writer believes that those who are less able to remember because of intellectual 

disabilities have lost or experience a degradation in their ability to have personal identity. 

Nothing could be further from the case. Instead the argument put forth here suggests that 

the traditional philosophical arguments for the memory being the place where personal 

identity is formed need to be expanded upon to include God’s act of remembering each 

individual irrespective of their ability to remember themselves. Simply put what 

primarily defines personal identity is God’s memory of the individual, not visa versa. 

Only as individuals come to an understanding of God’s thoughts of them do they begin to 

truly grasp who they are. John Swinton’s comments on the dignity of those with 

intellectual disabilities are particularly helpful here. Swinton says,  

Mental health problems are unique experiences that occur in the lives of 
irreplaceable individuals who have their own unique stories, histories, dreams, 
and desires; people who are deeply loved by God, and whom God desires God’s 
church to love without boundaries. People’s stories may be changed by their 
encounter with mental health problems but they are not defined by them. People 
can, however, be redefined by the ways in which their condition is named.6 
 

The latter part of Swinton’s comment serves as a warning against over-emphasizing the 

role memory plays in human identity. While narrative does empower memory, and 

individual’s memories are integral to their personal identity, individuals are not less 

human or less particularized if their ability to remember is challenged. In fact the 

breakdown of their ability to construct memories through narrative creates an opportunity 

for beautiful, fresh encounters with God and others as they greet them anew again and 

again forming new memories however shortly held they may be. Those with intellectual 

                                                 
6 John Swinton, “Time, hospitality, and belonging: Towards a practical theology of mental 

health,” Word & World 35 No 2 (Spring, 2015), 173. 
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disabilities have a special ability to encounter God and the self in ways that other people 

do not. As Swinton muses in another article, “If you can remember everything well, you 

will never know what it is like to encounter God without remembering God.”7 The 

limitations of those with intellectual disabilities to remember, while different than other 

individuals limitations, are no less beautiful and meaning-filled. With this qualification in 

mind the reader can now look at how narrative empowers memory to shape personal 

identity. 

 The question of how an individual remains the same person while also changing 

is a complex one. One of the ways philosophers have answered that question is to suggest 

that an individual’s personal identity is realized and maintained through the use of their 

memory. The act of remembering ties the present person to the past version of the person 

and also effects the future version of that person. The act of remembering informs 

personal identity in a number of ways. Through remembering individuals discern and 

judge what has transpired in the world based upon their own sense of self. Unfortunately, 

how individuals remember their past also can limit the horizons of their future. Without 

narrative the work of remembering would be reduced to recalling individual events 

without any sense of context. There would be no past or future self, only the momentary 

self. The events remembered would be reduced to being isolated moments without plots 

rendering those events meaningless. To remember events meaningfully, therefore, means 

remembering the events within a larger narrative that clarifies their purpose. As Paul 

Ricoeur has argued, “historical events draw their historical status not only from their 

                                                 
7 John Swinton, “Who is the God we worship: Some reflections on the theology of disability,” 

Catalyst Resources, March 4, 2015, accessed on December 23, 2016, 
http://www.catalystresources.org/who-is-the-god-we-worship-some-reflections-on-the-theology-of-
disability/.  
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setting in singular statements, but also from the position of such singular statements in 

configurations of a certain sort that, properly speaking, constitute a story.”8 The narrative 

context of historical events is what pulls them out of isolation into larger settings that 

gives them meaning.  

The necessity of the narrative function is true not only for understanding historical 

events but also for understanding fictional characters in literature. The narrative 

substructure of characters (i.e. their plotline) is what gives them their meaning. 

Characters that exist without larger plotlines, irrespective of the literary genre in which 

they appear, are unintelligible. Again Ricoeur’s thoughts are helpful,  

The plot of a narrative is comparable to this predicative assimilation. It ‘grasps 
together’ and integrates into one whole and complete story multiple and scattered 
events, thereby schematizing the intelligible signification attached to the narrative 
taken as a whole.9 
 

The plotline of a narrative is what “grasps together” disparate pieces giving those pieces 

meaning.  

 What is true of historical events and literature is also true of the way the human 

mind forms memories. The narrative function of the memory is what creates and sustains 

personal identity grasping together those core memories that inform a person’s sense of 

self and informs the ethical decisions they make daily. Through the use of narrative 

individuals are able to perform the role of the archivist of their memories. “It is primarily 

in narrative that memories in the plural and memory in the singular are articulated, and 

differentiation joined to continuity.”10 The centrality of the use of narrative in human 

                                                 
8 Paul Ricoeur, “The narrative function,” Semeia 13 (1978); 181.  

9 Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative: Volume I (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1984), x. 

10 Paul Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2004), 96-97. 
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memory has caused some philosophers to muse about the literary character of the mind. 

Mark Turner’s arguments in The Literary Mind are an example of this. Turner says, “We 

imagine realities and construct meanings. The everyday mind performs these feats by 

means of mental processes that are literary.”11 If personal identity is located in memory 

and that memory has a narrative quality, then one ought to wonder what the implications 

of social narratives are. Do societies remember? If so, how do the collective memories of 

societies shape individuals living within those societies? 

The Relationship Between Personal Identity and Collective Memories 

 In 1950 Maurice Halbwachs wrote a book entitled La Mémoire Collective (“The 

Collective Memory”). During this period greater attention was beginning to be given to 

how societies ought to remember the past. This was especially the case when it came to 

how societies ought to remember the past through the use of public memorials. 

Memorials, it was believed, were to be used to educate and caution future generations so 

that they would not forget the costliness of the wars that had plagued the earlier part of 

the twentieth century. In La Mémoire Collective Halbwachs argued that, “a person 

remembers only by situating himself within the viewpoint of one or several groups and 

one or several currents of collective thought.”12 It is within the context of social 

narratives (embodied in things like memorials, traditions, secular and sacred cultus, etc.) 

that an individual’s memories take shape. Halbwachs was not, however, saying that a 

person’s memories were only the product of the social narratives that they had been 

situated within.  Even though no one remembers alone it is still nevertheless the 

                                                 
11 Mark Turner, The Literary Mind: The Origins of Thought and Language (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1996), 11. 

12 Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory (New York: Haper Colophon, 1980), 33. 
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individual who does the work of remembering. The problem of the exact nature of the 

relationship between personal identity and collective memory was hard for Halbwachs to 

fully resolve.  

 One way of getting at that problem was acknowledging that human beings are 

born as emplotted characters into several social narratives.13 The phrase ‘emplotted 

characters’ may be new to some readers. Emplotment is the practice of assembling 

various events or characters into a plot to create a narrative. A characters role and 

location in a plot gives that character meaning within that narrative. Sociologically 

speaking every human being is a character that has been emplotted into a series of 

broader social narratives. The character roles individuals are called to play are created by 

the community that they are a part of. It is the community’s collective memory that 

informs the norms for how a particular character should live out their role in life. Each 

person, as a emplotted character, starts out largely unconscious of their community’s 

collective memory. As Paul Connerton has argued in How Societies Remember,  

Concerning social memory in particular, we may note that images of the past 
commonly legitimate a present social order. It is an implicit rule that participants 
in any social order must presuppose a shared memory…the different generations 
may remain mentally and emotionally insulated, the memories of one generation 
locked irretrievably, as it were, in the brains and bodies of that generation.14  
 

While individuals are the ones who remember, it is the community that is the one that 

establishes what is and is not memorable because individuals are (at least at first), 

                                                 
13 To explore theme of emplotment in narrative theology see Paul Ricoeur, “The narrative 

function,” 177-202, 189-190. I am indebted to Ricoeur’s use of the phrase emplotment that he borrowed 
from Northrop Frye, 189. 

14 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989); 3. 
To further explore how societies memory affects individual identity see Lewis A. Coser, ed., Maurice 
Halbwachs: On Collective Memory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992); and see Ricoeur. 
Memory, History, Forgetting. 
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“mentally and emotionally insulated” from the previous generations memories.15 It takes 

time for individuals to become aware of the role the community plays in legitimizing 

memories. Just as it takes time for individuals to become active participants in 

establishing whether or not those legitimizations are good and should continue for future 

generations. Therefore, individuals are both the product of the traditions of their 

community’s collective memories and the caretakers and producers of the next 

generation’s collective memories. 

 The traditions of a community establish the boundaries for what does and does 

not ethically constitute faithful practices for individuals within their community. Alasdair 

MacIntyre’s thoughts in his works After Virtue (1981) and Whose Justice? Which 

Rationality? (1998), on the way the socially embodied character of traditions function 

ethically are particularly helpful to consider. Kelvin Knight has summarized MacIntyre’s 

contribution at the beginning of his edited volume on MacIntyre’s thoughts called, The 

MacIntyre Reader. Knight says, 

One’s social relations are structured by one’s role and by the respective roles of 
others, each of whom is required to act in the way appropriate to their particular 
role. To fail to act in such a way is to act wrongly and unjustly, to derange the 
social order….To be human is to act rationally in society with others. This 
involves identifying a good to be pursued, identifying the action most likely to 
secure that good under present conditions, and therefore acting accordingly.16 
 

How can a person identify the good that ought to be pursued? According to MacIntyre 

they can do so through the use of tradition. “A tradition is an argument extended through 

                                                 
15 See Peter Burke’s discussion of history and social memory; Peter Burke, Varieties of Cultural 

History (New York: Cornell University Press, 1997), 43-59. Burke says, “It is individuals who remember, 
in the literal, physical sense, but it is social groups who determine what is ‘memorable’ and also how it will 
be remembered,” 44. 

16 See Kelvin Knight, ed., The MacIntyre Reader (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), 13. 
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time in which certain fundamental agreements are defined and redefined.”17 The 

fundamental agreements found within traditions are focused on answering questions like 

what is the good, just, and rational thing for the community to do. Ironically it is only 

when, “Traditions fail and disintegrate or are challenged that their adherents become 

aware of them as traditions and begin to theorize about them.”18 It is during those 

moments that adherents of traditions become aware of the narratival sub-structure of their 

traditions. The narratival sub-structures of traditions hold them together, offering 

meaning to the virtue ethics of the traditions. 

 It should come as no surprise to the reader to discover that traditions are 

themselves the fruits of “story-telling animals.” As people begin to critically encounter 

the collective memories of their community they take on the role of storytellers. It is a 

right of passage for humans, according to MacIntyre.  “Man is in his actions and 

practices, as well as in his fictions, essentially a story-telling animal. He is not essentially, 

but becomes through his history, a teller of stories that aspire to truth.”19 Furthermore, 

MacIntyre says that not only are human beings storytellers but they have entered human 

society as imputed characters with “roles into which they have been drafted.”20 The 

stories they tell themselves and others, and the stories they have been drafted into, are 

stories they live out through embodied practices and through habitual patterns in their 

                                                 
17 See Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame: University of Notre 

Dame Press, 1988), 12. 

18 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, 8. To see MacIntyre discuss the collapse of a 
tradition see 364-365, “Every tradition…confronts the possibility that at some future time it will fall into a 
state of epistemological crises,” 364. 

19 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: Second Edition (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 
1984), 216. 

20 Ibid., 216. 
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social relationships. Their traditions, which are themselves the products of the collective 

memories of their societies, come to life and are sustained by the use of rituals and 

liturgies. This will be explored in the next section below. Before exploring that it is 

important to acknowledge that the narratives that shape and inform an individual’s 

traditions can also become the tools through which that individual assesses the lives and 

ethical choices of others.    

 Although human beings are storytelling animals not all stories are equally valid or 

true. Nor do all stories lead to an equally meaningful expression of human flourishing. 

How people distinguish between the stories they encounter in their community and the 

world is difficult to dissect. MacIntyre argues that “we render the actions of others 

intelligible”21 through the use of narrative criticism. The ethical dilemma behind this 

truth ought to be clear. If people assess the ethical choices others make based upon their 

community’s traditions, traditions which have been shaped by the collective memories of 

their community, how can they know that their judgments about what is good, just, and 

rational for others are not just a projection of their communities values onto others. Does 

this ethical dilemma reduce people to absurdity or relativism? For Christians the answer 

to such a question must be an emphatic NO. While people are storytellers by nature, and 

the stories they tell are told from the perspective of their community’s memories and 

traditions, there is a great Story that offers perspective to the myriad of stories people tell. 

There is another Storyteller whose Story offers the definitive perspective on every 

person’s life, community, and tradition. That Storyteller is God. The Story he shares is 

found spread across the biblical narratives of the Old and New Testaments. L. Gregory 

                                                 
21 Ibid., 212. 
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Jones has offered a helpful expansion of MacIntyre’s thesis to account for this divine 

Storyteller and Story. “Christians tell the story of the biblical narrative not first to 

disclose who they are, but who God is. It is only when the story of God is told that 

Christians are able to have their identity disclosed to them.”22 The importance of telling 

God’s story as well as hearing Him tell His story will be explored in Chapter 4. For now 

it is worth exploring the question of how rituals and liturgies empower the narratives of 

traditions to become socially embodied. 

Collective Memories Work Through Rituals and Liturgies 

 Rituals and liturgies are difficult to define. This is true for a number of reasons. 

One of those reasons is that rituals and liturgies are not restricted to the ecclesial domain. 

There are public rituals and liturgies that inform the life of societies. They are the 

instruments through which the collective memories of societies are socially embodied. 

Another reason rituals and liturgies are difficult to define is because they overlap each 

other in the roles they take on in individuals and societies. This overlap is demonstrated 

in how quickly offering a definition of liturgy requires a person to also offer a definition 

for what a ritual is.  

The meaning of the term liturgy can be illuminated by an etymological study of 

the term. Liturgy comes from the Greek word λειτουργία, which can be translated simply 

as “work of the people.” Even at this etymological level things are not so simple since 

λειτουργία is comprised of the nature of the people (λαός), how they work (ἔργον), for 

                                                 
22 L. Gregory Jones, “Alasdair MacIntyre on narrative, community, and the moral life,” Modern 

Theology 4 No. 1 (1987), 53-69. 60. 
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Whom their work is done, and why they do the work they do.23 The keen observer will 

notice in this etymological description of λειτουργία the presence of both ritual and 

narrative. Nathan D. Mitchell suggests that rituals are “non-verbal deeds…done by heart, 

without intrusive explanations or commentary.”24 The narratives of the collective 

memories of societies guide the rituals they perform. Therefore, λειτουργία could be 

understood as the work of the people guided by the narratives that form them and that 

they themselves preform through the use of rituals.  

Liturgies shape individuals through the use of rituals by creating habits. Habits 

can inform and nurture the affections of those who use the liturgies. A point which has 

been argued for at length by James K.A. Smith in his Cultural Liturgies series. Smith 

says, “liturgies capture our hearts by capturing our imaginations and drawing us into 

ritual practices that ‘teach’ us to love something.”25 Liturgies do this in a number of 

ways: (1) Through the use of liturgies people remember their story and publicly perform 

it through rituals in the presence of their neighbors; (2) within their liturgies people 

receive a particular language that can offer them the descriptive power to name their 

world; and (3) finally, through rehearsing the stories of their community in their liturgies 

people can remember the distinctive hopes they hold dear for the world. These 

liturgically rehearsed hopes can push people outward into a variety of social activist 

interests, they can draw them inward into contemplation and self-reflection, and they can 
                                                 

23 Geoffrey Wainwright makes a similar observation in his monumental work Doxology, “Into the 
liturgy the people bring their entire existence so that it may be gathered up in praise. From the liturgy the 
people depart with a renewed vision of the value-patterns of God’s kingdom, by the more effective practice 
of which they intend to glorify God in their whole life,” 8. Geoffrey Wainwright, Doxology: The Praise of 
God in Worship, Doctrine, and Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980). 

24 Nathan D. Mitchell, Meeting Mystery (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1970), 48. 

25 James K.A. Smith. Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 88. 
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even call them upward toward the divine for assistance and guidance (depending on the 

nature of the liturgy, this is obviously less the case with secular liturgies).  

Narrative Identity and the Church’s Remembrance of God’s Story 

Liturgy forms the church into an alternative community by allowing the church to 

participate in remembering God’s story and embracing His ongoing presence in the 

world. Don E. Saliers has offered a helpful explanation of why the practice of 

remembering God’s story is such a formational practice for the church.  

To remember what God has done…carries the astounding claim that what God 
said and did, God still says and does. The redemptive presence and power of God 
is intimately linked with the very acts of acknowledging, invoking, and 
supplicating God’s mercy and memory. The very capacity to remember and retell 
the history is itself a sign of God’s ongoing life in the community’s midst.26 
 

Remembering can either lead to healing and self-understanding or to injury and self-

delusion.  Remembering wrongly in a violent world can led to further injuring the healing 

process in an individual’s or community’s life.27 Likewise, remembering the loving, life-

giving character of God in the Story of Christ can form the church into becoming an 

alternative community that is able to offer the healing balm of Christ to a hurting world.  

Some stories get better over time as they are read, reflected upon, and rehearsed 

with others. Such is the case with the Story of Christ that is shared in the church’s 

liturgies. As the church uses lectionary readings of Scripture it reflects on all the stories 

of scripture in such a way that lets it discover how those stories culminate in Jesus’ 

passion and resurrection. This kind of reflective reading of Christ’s story reshapes the 

                                                 
26 Don E. Saliers, Worship and Spirituality (Maryville: OSL Publications, 1996), 10. 

27 See Miroslav Volf, The End of Memory: Remembering Rightly in a Violent World (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 66-84. 
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church’s life and at times even confronting the older cultural narratives those within the 

church have been shaped. As George Lindbeck has noted, 

What is important is that Christians allow their cultural conditions and highly 
diverse affections to be molded by the set of biblical stories that stretches from 
creation to eschaton and culminates in Jesus’ passion and resurrection. The 
experiential products of this shaping process, however, will be endlessly varied 
because of the differences of the affective materials on which it works.28  
 

Reflecting on the Story of Christ can be painful at times for those within the church, 

particularly when prominent collective memories in their society and the virtues built 

upon those memories are called into question by the Story of Christ. Just how the Story 

of Christ will confront or affirm the broader collective memories is unpredictable 

because, as Lindbeck noted, “this shaping process…will be endlessly varied because of 

the differences of the affective materials on which it works.” That process, while painful, 

is nevertheless vital to the church’s formation into the image of Christ because in that 

process the church receives a new language that it uses to make sense of the world and to 

enter into a deeper conversation with God.29 

In the liturgical worship of the church there is a living purposeful conversation 

between God and His people.30 As the church speaks to God, at times remembering to 

Him the stories he has shared with the church in Scripture, the church also listen to how 

God’s story provides it with a counter-narrative to the stories it has received and is 

                                                 
28 George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age 

(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1984), 84. 

29 Ibid., 32-40. Lindbeck says, “Stated more technically, a religion can be viewed as a kind of 
cultural and/or linguistic framework or medium that shapes the entirety of life and thought,” 33. 

30 On worship as a purposeful conversation see Cornelius Plantinga Jr. and Sue A. Rozeboom’s 
comments, “Biblical worship flows like a purposeful conversation, during which we speak, but only 
because we have been spoken to.” Cornelius Plantinga Jr. and Sue A. Rozeboom, Discerning the Spirits: A 
Guide to Thinking about Christian Worship (Calvin Institute of Christian Worship Liturgical Studies) 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publisher, 2003), 136. 
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rehearsing in its life within the world. The conversation between God and His people is a 

living conversation because there is more to the Story of Christ than just his passion. 

Easter is coming, and with it the hope of a new creation. 1 Thessalonians 4:13-14 says,  

13 Brothers and sisters, we do not want you to be uninformed about those who 
sleep in death, so that you do not grieve like the rest of mankind, who have no 
hope. 14 For we believe that Jesus died and rose again, and so we believe that 
God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him.31 
 

The church as an alternative community lives toward and is formed by a different end to 

the human story. The liturgical traditions of the church lead it from Christ’s birth, to his 

passion, to his resurrection, and to his promised return. Those traditions remind the 

church of the hope of resurrection, the hope of a new creation life that it has not as a mere 

wish but as a promise and present reality given to it from God. The church rehearses and 

celebrates that hope in its participation of the sacraments as a central part of its worship. 

The sacraments are oriented toward the past, present, and future life of the world. 

In the church’s public participation of the sacraments the church as an alternative 

community reminds itself and its neighbors of the dignity of creation and the faithfulness 

of Christ’s saving work; of the present life of God in the world, breaking down barriers as 

all are invited into the waters and to the table; and of the flourishing life that will one day 

fill the world as Revelation 22 depicts. Reflecting on that passage, Gordon W. Lathrop 

says,  

Christians have believed that baptism itself is immersion in the very river of the 
water of life and that to eat of the holy communion is to eat from the tree of life. 
These images of the magnificent, life-giving tree and the all-refreshing river are, 
of course, used in the Revelation as metaphors for the presence and grace of God 
in Jesus Christ.32 

                                                 
31 The translation of Scripture is from the New International Version. 

32 Gordon W. Lathrop, Central Things, 19. 
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The “life-giving tree and the all-refreshing river” are symbols of the life of the Son filling 

this earth. Of the final consummation and glorification of all things in and through Christ 

(Ephesians 1:10, τὰ πάντα ἐν τῷ Χριστῷ). Until that day, the church is called to 

participate in presence and grace of God in Christ through the sacraments. The 

“sacraments not only point to grace…[they] become ways through which we receive this 

gift of God’s life-transforming love.”33 Together the table and basin remind the church of 

its foundational narrative, while also becoming the rituals through which the church 

encounters the reality that narrative points to. As Martin Luther has argued, the Verba 

Christi shared in the Eucharist is the sum total of the whole Gospel. “And because the 

Eucharist is the gospel, the Eucharist is ministry to the baptized community par 

excellence.”34 It is through the table and basin that the Story of Christ seeps down into 

the life of the church.  

Liturgical worship forms the church through its focus on the Story of Christ and 

the emphasis it places on the presence of God in the sacraments, it also emplots the 

church as a character in the ongoing redemptive drama.35 The church can participate in 

that drama: (1) by living out its baptismal identity; (2) by embracing the practices of 

διακονία (service) and φιλοξενία (hospitality) through the kenotic lessons of the Eucharist 

(in the Eucharist the church is called, blessed, broken, and given for the world); and (3) 

                                                 
33 Dwight W. Vogel and Linda J. Vogel, “Sacramental living: A distinctive spirituality,” Liturgical 

Ministry (Fall, 2000), 220. 

34 Maxwell E. Johnson, “Between baptism and ministry: The Eucharistic link,” Word & World 7 
No. 4 (1987), 363. 

35 The formational and performative nature of liturgy are also intertwined. Walter Brueggemann 
has made a similar observation in his study of Israel’s liturgies, “more is happening in liturgy than 
remembrance and response. In the liturgy, world-making is indeed effected.” Walter Brueggemann, Israel’s 
Praise: Doxology Against Idolatry and Ideology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988), 11. 
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by remembering the world to God through prayer. Within each of these performative 

actions the Story and presence of Christ influences the life of the world. As the Story of 

Christ is embodied through liturgical worship as public truth a narrative engagement 

occurs between the good news offered in Christ and the ‘other gospels’ that have become 

enshrined in peoples lives. As Cornelius Plantinga Jr. and Sue A. Rozeboom have noted, 

“Ultimately this conversation is about a story. Indeed, it is about the story – the story of 

salvation, the effect of God’s redeeming love. This is why we say worship is narrative 

engagement, not just contemplative engagement.”36 That narrative engagement takes 

place in each of the ways the church is able to participate in the ongoing drama of God. 

First the practice of baptizing members within the liturgical service reminds the 

church of its own spiritual formation journey. The church, as a community, moves from 

the basin where it is washed37 to the table where it is fed. From the table the church 

receives its apostolic calling to be a witness to the ends of the earth. Nevertheless, the  

lessons the church learns at the basin are never fully exhausted by the church which is 

why congregants are encouraged to reflect on the waters and remember their baptism. As 

Gordon W. Lathrop says, “One spends one’s lifetime continuing to learn what the bath 

has meant.”38 For Evangelicals whose ecclesial experience has been derived from low-

                                                 
36 Cornelius Plantinga Jr. and Sue A. Rozeboom, Discerning the Spirits, 149-150. 

37 From the very beginning catechesis preceded baptism, and baptism was celebrated and enacted 
not just through washing but through participating in communion (traditionally during the Easter vigil) and 
then serving the poor who were hunger for physical bread. Even in low-church Evangelical settings it is 
common to have a new members class which leads naturally into a public baptism. In many of those classes 
the basics of the Christian faith are explored (admittedly sometimes in the most basic of ways). For more 
on the relationship between teaching and washing see Gordon W. Lathrop. Holy Things: A Liturgical 
Theology (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 1993), 59-68; also see Alexander Schmemann, Liturgy 
and Life: Christian Development through Liturgical Experience (New York: Orthodox Church of America, 
2006), 93-95. 

38 Gordon W. Lathrop, Holy Things, 60. 
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church traditions reflecting on baptism can provide a re-learning opportunity encouraging 

congregants and clergy alike to view life sacramentally. Far from the sacraments being an 

irrelevant addition to the order of worship they are the means that God has ordained for 

humans to flourish and grow into His image.39 As the church moves from the basin to the 

table it tells the Story of the presence and grace of God in Christ.  

Second the church participates in the liturgy as it embraces the practices of 

διακονία and φιλοξενία in the kenotic lessons of the Eucharist.40 The table is also a place 

filled with pedagogical significance, a place where the church commits itself to following 

Christ in his kenotic journey of the cross even as it receives grace from His presence 

there. The church puts those lessons into practice through its own table practice of 

offering everyone φιλοξενία at the table. An offer it makes in imitation of Jesus’ table 

practices. The famous twentieth century Catholic priest Henri Nouwen is right when he 

says, communion both creates community and offers the community its commission.41 

The φιλοξενία the church shows within its table practices during the Eucharist feast is not 

controlled or dictated by the church. The church as a community is called to the table by 

God, as the host He sets the rules for table fellowship. “Eucharistic hospitality is always 

                                                 
39 Christopher A. Hall alerts his readers to the contrast that exists within the pedagogical 

experience of the sacraments for the Church Fathers and Modern Evangelicals, when he says, “The church 
fathers view life sacramentally, while many evangelicals have found and worshiped God in a 
nonsacramental tradition. Hence, the idea that God uses tangible, earthy means such as wine, bread and 
water to communicate blessing and nourish fellowship will strike some readers as far-fetched, implausible, 
and superstitious and a misreading of Scripture that has warped the church’s tradition,” 13. Christopher A. 
Hall, Worshiping with the Church Fathers (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2009). 

40 Gordon W. Lathrop’s reflections on how the meal naturally leads to διακονία are helpful here, 
“the supper was a new kind of meal…where much food and money were still brought but, except for the 
loaf and the cup, all of it was given away to the hungry,” 49. Gordon W. Lathrop, Central Things: Worship 
in Word and Sacrament (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2005). 

41 For a more in-depth look at the Eucharistic life see Henri Nouwen, With Burning Hearts: A 
Meditation on the Eucharistic Life (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1994), 63-76. Also see Henri Nouwen, Can 
You Drink This Cup? (Notre Dame: Ave Maria Press, 2006), 84-113. 
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first God’s gracious invitation to find forgiveness and life in unity with Christ and with 

his Church.”42 Like the foreigner, the sinner, and the outsider the church also comes to 

the table for grace and forgiveness. Practicing the Eucharist as a frequent ritual action 

within the liturgy allows the church to be a community whose life is marked by διακονία 

and φιλοξενία. The church as an alternative community finds its purpose fulfilled in being 

emptied out for its neighbors. 

Third the church performs the liturgy by remembering the world to God through 

prayer. The prayer-oriented nature of liturgy is sometimes eclipsed by the attention given 

to the sacraments. The reason why this occurs is in part due to the displacement of the 

Eucharist. For the first thousand years of the western church’s history until the time of the 

Early Reformation the Eucharist stood at the center of the western church’s liturgy. The 

fixed prayers of the service lead up to the Eucharist and away from it. Following the 

Early Reformation the liturgy was re-centered around the sermon, with that change the 

presence of prayer also begin to become deemphasized. This has caused Protestants to at 

times treat prayer as a bookend for their worship service. Thankfully, many liturgists 

across the spectrum of Evangelical traditions are working hard today to recapture prayer 

as a vital practice within the liturgy.  

Before the Reformation Period prayer was a vital practice in the wider worshiping 

life of the saints. This can be seen in how it was practiced outside the Sunday liturgy in 

the Daily Office. This can also be seen in the plurality of lectionary traditions that were 
                                                 

42 Hans Boersma. Violence, Hospitality, and the Cross: Reappropriating the Atonement Tradition 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic Press, 2004), 216. To further explore the theme of hospitality and the 
Eucharist further also see Nathan D. Mitchell, Meeting Mystery, 230-234. Mitchell argues that Jesus’s table 
customs were radically hospitable, “Jesus challenged these customs and redrew meals’ map. Indeed, he 
seemed to invite anyone to eat anything with anyone else at any time. In short, Jesus spread a table where 
all were welcome and no one is excluded on the basis of gender, race, socioeconomic status or (most 
shocking of all) ‘moral conditions,’” 232. 
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formed in the Early to Medieval Church. These lectionary traditions focused on using the 

Psalter for daily prayer and connected those prayers to the weekly liturgy.43 The reasons 

why the Psalter played such a significant part in the prayer of the church should be 

evident. The church, keeping in continuity with Israel’s practice of prayer, found the 

Psalter to be a rich resource. This was in part due to the voice of the Psalter being broad 

enough to encompass a myriad of experiences from contrition and lament to joy and 

thanksgiving.  

The prayers of the people, informed by the Psalters voice, can empower the 

church to stand in solidarity with the world’s sorrows and joys. In doing so, the church 

remembers to God a round rather than a flat picture of the life of the world. As Don E. 

Saliers has contended, “To remember the world before God is to stand in solidarity with 

all the wide earth: its sinfulness and suffering and its terrible beauty.”44 That solidarity is 

a natural outworking of the church’s mystical union with Christ. Some may think that 

mysticism and social activism are completely separate from each other but such is not the 

case. Fr. Dennis E. Tamburello O.F.M. in his book Ordinary Mysticism has argued that, 

“Mysticism is not restricted to personal experiences of God’s presence in prayer, but also 

encompasses our everyday struggle to live out our Christianity.”45 As the believer grows 

                                                 
43 To explore the encompassing character of the Psalter’s prayers see Walter Brueggemann, 

Praying the Psalms: Engaging Scripture and the Life of the Spirit (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2007); and 
Walter Brueggemann, The Spirituality of the Psalms (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 2002). For a 
contemporary application of the Psalms for prayer that is in dialogue with their liturgical value see Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, Psalms: The Prayer Book of the Bible (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 1984); and for a 
contemporary application of the Psalms within Divine Hours see Shane Claiborne and Jonathan Wilson-
Hartgrove, Common Prayer Pocket Edition: A Liturgy for Ordinary Radicals (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2012). To explore the use of Psalms in corporate worship see John D. Witvliet, The Biblical Psalms in 
Christian Worship: A Brief Introduction and Guide to Resources (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 45-130. 

44 Don E. Saliers, Worship and Spirituality, 70. 

45 Fr. Dennis E. Tamburello, O.F. M. Ordinary Mysticism (Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1996), 20. 
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in his or her union with God the practice of remembering the world in prayer becomes a 

fuller part of his or her contemplative and active life.46  

λειτουργία is the work of the church guided by the Story of God to form the 

church into the image of God through rituals performed in and for the world. Every local 

church regardless of its liturgical persuasions has a λειτουργία present in its worshiping 

life. The question is what is guiding the shape of the λειτουργία in most Evangelical 

congregations today? Is the Evangelical movement in North America awake to the great 

liturgical traditions that have shaped ecclesial communities in the past? Is the Evangelical 

movement in North America awake to the secular liturgies that are shaping it in the 

present? Are Evangelical congregations being encouraged to see beneath the symbols of 

the table and basin to the real presence of God they represent? Will Evangelicalism in 

North America be known as movement of religious consumers, or a movement of people 

offered up for the consumption of the world? Any meaningful answer to these questions 

requires Evangelical congregational leaders in North America to develop an appreciation 

for the way liturgical worship forms the church and emplots it into the ongoing drama of 

God in the world. Which will move those leaders to embrace worship as public truth.  

Conclusion 

This chapter explored how narrative shapes human identity: (1) by looking at the 

role narrative plays in human memory, how most minds have a literary quality to their 

arrangement of details; (2) by exploring how societies are held together through 

imparting collective memories to their citizens through storied traditions; (3) by 

                                                 
46 Don E. Saliers says something very similar, “Awareness of God and living communion with 

God are dependent upon cultic remembering and doing the works of justice and mercy,” 75. Don E. Saliers, 
Worship and Spirituality. 
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discussing how collective memories are imparted in rituals and liturgies (both secular and 

sacred); and (4) by exploring the implication of these theories for how the church 

remembers the story of God in the world. The next task in the four tasks of Osmer that 

will be explored is the normative task. That task will use concepts from Scripture, church 

history, and good practices to encourage Evangelicals to embrace a liturgical-missional 

ecclesiology.  
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PART II 
 

THE NORMATIVE TASK 
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Chapter 2: Paul’s Liturgical-Missional Ethics (Philippians 2:5-11) 
 

Introduction 

The normative task in practical theology uses biblical, historical, and theological 

concepts to interpret situations in order to offer ethical norms or good practices. In the 

following three chapters the normative task will be explored by looking at what the 

relationship between liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology should be. This 

chapter will explore how Paul related liturgical worship to mission in a public liturgy he 

used in Philippians 2:6-11. Chapter 3 will explore the relationship between liturgical 

worship and mission from the perspective of church history by observing how the Father 

of the missional church, Lesslie Newbigin, related the two. Chapter 4 will offer good 

practices that bring into reunion liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology. Those 

good practices are found in liturgical-missional conversations that have recently occurred 

in North America. 

As a discipline practical theology is focused on defining what constitutes faithful 

practice. It does this by bringing to light what the norming concepts are that establish the 

boundaries of faithful practices. According to Osmer norming concepts can be found in 

Scripture, church history, and theology. Grounding the normative task in norming 

concepts from Scripture is important because the goal of practical theology is “to ensure, 

encourage and enable faithful participation in the continuing gospel narrative.”1 The 

practices of God’s people recorded in Scripture provide ethical guidelines and good 

practices for God’s people today as they consider what kind of practices genuinely reflect 

participation in God’s ongoing story. Discerning what those practices are requires the 

                                                 
1 Swinton and Mowat, Practical Theology, 10. 



 

 27 

reader of Scripture to acknowledge that they come to Scripture with autobiographical, 

situation-specific, discipline-specific language games, grammars, and vocabularies that 

inform how they interpret those practices in Scripture.2 The text of Scripture provides 

practical theologians with a voice that offers wisdom to them as they narrate what 

constitutes faithful practice. As practical theologians listen to the voice of Scripture 

allowing it to influence their contemporary practices they may find that the voice of 

Scripture either supports, critiques, and or transforms their understanding of their 

practices. Scripture does this through the witness of the ancient practices of God’s 

people, particularly the practices of Jesus Christ in the gospel narratives. When the 

horizon of the ancient church’s practices converges with the horizon of the contemporary 

church’s practice practical theologians are provided with an intersection of promise. The 

intersection of the ancient with the contemporary offers the church a mature perspective 

on what constitutes faithful practice.3 

One significant ancient practice that can deepen Evangelicals understanding of 

missional ecclesiology can be found in the Apostle Paul’s writings to his churches. On a 

number of occasions Paul included within his letters liturgical elements that he used to 
                                                 

2 See Osmer’s discussion of the transformational model of theology’s dialogue with other 
disciplines in Osmer, Practical Theology, 167-170. 

3 To appreciate the hermeneutical complexities of reading Scripture ethically and allowing the 
practices present in Scripture to be normative for the practices of the church today see Anthony C. 
Thiselton, The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical Description (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1980), 3-23.Thiselton says, “The nature of the hermeneutical problem is shaped by the fact that 
both the text and the interpreter [and the communities that sustain them] are conditioned by their given 
place in history. For understanding to take place, two sets of variables must be brought into relation with 
each other,” 16. Also see Roger Lundin, Anthony C. Thiselton, Clarence Walhout, The Responsibility of 
Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), 31-78. In speaking of the mimetic influence the fictional 
worlds of narratives have on readers, these writers ask, “Should we not allow fictional worlds to challenge 
us and open us to new possibilities of thought [and practice] rather than to fit them into pre-established 
categories?” 62. They go onto say, “the use of the Bible to focus and confirm the religious practice of the 
church is highly relevant to the ways we interpret the biblical text. Indeed, whenever we use a text to 
confirm or modify social practices, our uses will play an important role in the way we interpret the text’s 
world and its point of view. Often this level of interpretation is a decisive one for hermeneutics,” 69. 
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spiritually form his churches and to help them publically tell and embody the story of 

Christ in their cities. One of those practices was his inclusion of songs within his letters 

that where either borrowed or created by him. Paul used these songs to challenge his 

churches to embrace the ethical virtues and missional values of Christ. This chapter will 

examine one of those songs. It will examine Paul’s liturgical-missional ethics in 

Philippians 2:5-11: (1) by exploring the presence of narrative dynamics in the ethics of 

Paul; (2) by exploring the status quaestionis of the literary form of Philippians 2:5-11; (3) 

and by looking at the mimetic function of Jesus and Paul’s stories for the church at 

Philippi. After which (4) a few ethical norms will be offered for the practices of 

Evangelical leaders of missional churches. 

The Presence of Narrative Dynamics in the Ethics of Paul 

Narrative studies have been a growing area of interest within the discipline of 

biblical studies since the 1970s. At first the focus was on passages within the historical 

narratives of the Tanach and the Gospels. Later in the 1980s the focus broadened with 

narrative studies that explored other literary forms, including New Testament letters.4 

The interest in narrative studies in the New Testament letters was slow at first because of 

their occasional5 and propositional form. J.C. Beker’s comments are an expression of 

this, “Paul is a man of the proposition, the argument and the dialogue, not a man of the 

                                                 
4 Interest in narrative criticism is not a novelty of the twentieth century. The presence and value of 

narrative was exhibited as early on as the Psalms wide use of the Tanach narratives. Narrative readings of 
Scripture continued in the Early Church’s hermeneutical practices and were always present at some level. 

5 See Witherington’s comments, “the assumption that Paul’s thought arises out of, and only in 
response to, particular situations in his congregations. I would suggest that this is essentially incorrect. The 
situations Paul addresses causes him to articulate his thoughts in one way or another, but those thoughts 
have arisen as a result of his deep ongoing reflection on the narrative that molds all of his thoughts,” 3. Ben 
Witherington III, Paul’s Narrative Thought World: The Tapestry of Tragedy and Triumph (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1994). 
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parable or story.”6 A turning point came when those within biblical studies began 

exploring the value of narrative for understanding the thought world beneath the 

propositions and situational responses of the writers of the letters. Richard B. Hays’s 

monograph The Faith of Jesus Christ (1983) marked the first substantial reading of the 

letters of Paul from a narrative perspective.7 Other scholars have followed Hays’s 

monograph arguing for a narrative substructure beneath Paul’s occasional letters.  These 

scholars include: Norman R. Peterson, and his work Rediscovering Paul (1985); N.T. 

Wright, and his work The New Testament and the People of God (1992); and Ben 

Witherington III, and his work Paul’s Narrative Thought World (1994). The most 

thorough explorations of the relationship between the narrative substructure of Paul’s 

theology and Paul’s ethics have come from Stephen Fowl’s monograph The Story of 

Christ in the Ethics of Paul (1990) and Richard B. Hays’s essay “The role of scripture in 

Paul’s ethics” (1996).8 That narrative studies in Paul’s theology are here to stay is 

demonstrated by the publication of the volume Narrative Dynamics in Paul (2002). That 

volume offered a critical appraisal of the reception of narrative criticism in Pauline 

scholarship. Narrative criticism in Pauline literature is a sub-field of specialization that 

requires care in what is drawn from it. 

                                                 
6 J.C. Beker, Paul the Apostle: The Triumph of God in Life and Thought (Philadelphia: Fortress 

Press, 1980), 352. 

7 Other scholars did precede Hays use of narrative criticism in the letters of Paul like Amos 
Wilder, Stephen Crites, James Sanders, and William Beardslee; but they did so as an after thought. See 
Bruce W. Longenecker’s comments in Bruce Longenecker, ed., Narrative Dynamics in Paul: A Critical 
Assessment (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002), 5-6. 

8 Other works worth engaging on the relationship between Paul’s narrative substructure and his 
ethics include: Victor Paul Furnish, Theology and Ethics in Paul, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1968); 
Norman R. Peterson, Rediscovering Paul: Philemon and the Sociology of Paul’s Narrative World 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985); and E.H. Lovering, Jr. and J.L. Sunmney, eds., Theology and Ethics in 
Paul and His Interpreters (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996). 
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To appreciate the narrative dynamics that occur in Paul’s ethics a number of 

things need to be clarified. First, a proposal needs to be offered for the narrative 

substructure of Paul’s theology. Second, a description of how that narrative substructure 

informs his ethics needs to be outlined. Third, the limitations of reading Paul’s letters and 

identifying his theology from a narrative perspective need to be acknowledged. 

The Narrative Substructure of Paul’s Theology 

To propose a narrative substructure for Paul’s theology one must first 

acknowledge that the form of the materials available to study his theology are exclusively 

in the form of letters. Due to the limited scope of this Final Project we will not explore 

what does and does not constitute the boundaries of Pauline literature. Irrespective of the 

number of letters that are genuinely Pauline they are still nevertheless letters. Letters do 

not look like stories, they are occasional and situational in character and are much smaller 

in length than even novelettes or short stories. In light of the form of the materials 

available to study Paul’s theology one may wonder in what sense can one speak of the 

presence of narrative in his letters? Norman R. Peterson offers some helpful thoughts, “In 

letters the form of discourse, of speaking to someone, subordinates the story and its 

narrative world to the presentation of the message….In narratives, the message is in the 

story. In letters, the story is in the message.”9 To appreciate how narrative functions in 

Paul’s letters readers have to move below the form of the letters to the substructure of the 

thought world of the writer of the letters.  

As was explored in Chapter 1 literary critics in recent years have persuasively 

argued that narrative is the fundamental substructure of human consciousness and self-

                                                 
9 Peterson, Rediscovering Paul, 9. 
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understanding.10 Individuals live emplotted in a variety of stories that they use to make 

associations in order to locate themselves and others in the world.11 At times literary 

critics and New Testament scholars who have appropriated phenomenologies from those 

critics have argued that there is nothing but story and that all stories offer equally valid 

structures to locate human identity and vocation in the world. That is not the argument 

made by this researcher in this section.  Nor does this researcher want to imply that 

because there is a narrative substructure to Paul’s reflections on historical events that that 

somehow leaves his readers in a place where all stories are equally valid interpretations 

of those historical events, or even worst that no story could have an externally true 

referent. In agreement with Richard B. Hays this author is arguing that Paul’s theology 

while having a narratival substructure is not merely narratival, nor is it detached from 

reality. Furthermore, this author is not arguing that Paul’s narrative thought world was 

devised solely through his own ingenuity without the need for divine inspiration or 

illumination. Paul’s readers must remember his own account of his theology that the 

narrative substructure of Paul’s theology was “not a gospel κατὰ ἄνθρωπον (Gal. 

1:11).”12 Paul’s narrative substructure was given to him by revelation, but he received 

that revelation as a man living within a particular cultural moment and time. The 

particularity of his cultural moment and time has left its mark on him as a theologian.  

Paul was a man shaped by the worldview, symbols, rituals, and liturgical 
                                                 

10 This was explored in Chapter 1. 

11 To explore this further see Turner, The Literary Mind; George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, 
Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2003); Jonathan Gottschall, The Storytelling 
Animal: How Stories Make Us Human (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013); Erich Auerbach, 
Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1953).  

12 Richard B. Hays, The Faith of Jesus Christ: The Narrative Substructure of Galatians 3:1-4:11 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 21. 
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traditions of the Second Temple Period. How those things shaped and informed Paul’s 

understanding of the revelation he received from God is what constitutes the narrative 

substructure of his thought. Paul as a theologian stood in continuity with Israel’s long 

tradition of bearing witness to God through telling stories. He also stood in continuity 

with the common hermeneutical practices of the Second Temple Period. One of those 

hermeneutical practices was the way Jewish theologians in the Second Temple Period 

would recast the narratives of God’s faithfulness and promises to Israel around their 

present leaders and communities.13 Paul embraced that practice by doing the most 

culturally appropriate thing he could in redrawing the story of Israel around Jesus and the 

church. As N.T. Wright has argued in The New Testament and the People of God,  

The apostle’s most emphatically ‘theological’ statements and arguments are in 
fact expressions of the essentially Jewish story now redrawn around Jesus….Paul 
is telling, again and again, the whole story of God, Israel and the world as now 
compressed into the story of Jesus.14 

 
While Paul was certainly intent on speaking directly to the situations his churches were 

facing he did so in order to help them see their situations in light of the redrawn story of 

God’s faithfulness now understood through Christ.15 The particular plot, characters, and 

themes of the narrative substructure of Paul’s theology have been fruitfully explored by 

Richard B. Hays in Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (1989), Ben Witherington 

                                                 
13 See Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1989); and Peter Enns, “Apostolic hermeneutics and an Evangelical doctrine of scripture: Moving 
beyond the Modernist impasse,” Westminster Theological Seminary Journal 65 No. 2 (2003), 263-287. 

14 N.T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1992), 
79. For a more recent, and fuller treatment by N.T. Wright of the narrative substructure of Paul’s thought 
see N.T. Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 2013), 75-196. 

15 Ben Witherington’s thoughts on this point are worth sharing in full, “the assumption that Paul’s 
thought arises out of, and only in response to, particular situations in his congregations. I would suggest 
that this is essentially incorrect. The situations Paul addresses cause him to articulate his thoughts in one 
way or another, but those thoughts have arisen as a result of his deep and ongoing reflection on the 
narrative that molds all of his thoughts,” 3. Witherington, Paul’s Narrative Thought World. 
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III in Paul’s Narrative Thought World (1994), and by NT Wright in Paul and the 

Faithfulness of God (2013). Those things will not be re-explored in detail here because 

the primary concern of this section of the chapter is on how the narrative substructure of 

Paul’s thought relates to his ethics. 

The Relationship Between Paul’s Narrative Theology and His Ethics 

 The relationship between the narrative substructure of Paul and his ethics can only 

be appreciated as readers acknowledge and appreciate the variegated character of Paul’s 

ethical discourse.16 His ethical discourse was anything but simplistic. Paul was able to 

use deontological, virtue, and pragmatic forms of ethical argumentation in a variety of 

ways. He grounded all those forms of ethics within the narrative substructure that 

informed his theology. This practice allowed Paul to empower churches across the 

Roman Empire to share “the manifold wisdom of Christ” (Ephesians 3:10) in a variety of 

contexts with their neighbors. Paul, however, did not simply offer his churches ethical 

imperatives. He imparted to those churches the story that he himself used to make sense 

of the ethical dilemmas they were facing. That story was the story of Christ. Christ’s 

story empowered Paul’s churches to face the false teachings and persecutions they were 

being threatened by with courage and confidence.17   

                                                 
16 It is important to acknowledge that the character of Paul’s ethical discourses is varied. A case 

can be made for deontological ethics, virtue ethics, and pragmatic ethics in Paul. It is unwise to try and 
summarize, or force, all of Paul’s ethical discourses under one form like deontological ethics or even virtue 
ethics. When Paul and his world get flattened his ethical discourse gets flattened as well. As Victor Paul 
Furnish has argued, “A one-sided decision about Paul’s background, whether in favor of his Jewish or 
Greek heritage, is bound to result in a one-sided interpretation of his ethic.” Furnish, Theology and Ethics, 
50. Furnish is not the only one to notice the pitfall of simplifying Paul’s ethics, John M.G. Barclay also 
warns against simplifying Paul, “Clearly, we must avoid the pitfall of attempting to define Paul’s ethics 
within a neat package or as one extreme in a simple contrast,” 229. John M.G. Barclay, Obeying the Truth: 
Paul’s Ethics in Galatians (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1988). 

17 See Fowl’s comments, “From the way in which Paul presents these stories about Christ and 
employs them in his discourse, it is clear he does not expect there to be any argument over their content. 
Rather, Paul relies on these poetic pictures of Christ to support what might generally be called ethical 
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There are a number of examples where Paul imparts to his churches the story of 

Christ to help them face difficult situations. Three of the more significant examples of 

this are Colossians 1:15-20, Philippians 2:5-11; and 1 Timothy 3:16b. In each of those 

examples Paul does not try to convince his churches of the story of Christ, rather he 

reminds them of the story they have already been convinced by. As he shares with them 

Christ’s story he emphasizes different aspects of it that he believes can help them face the 

ethical decisions they are required to make as they respond to false teachings in their 

midst and/or present persecutions.  Various scholars have noticed the liturgical quality of 

the literary form of each of these three examples. Stephen Fowl has offered a summary of 

how these passages ethically informed the various churches of Paul. It is worth listening 

to Fowl’s summary of each,  

Phil. 2.6-11 presents Christ as an exalted figure who humbles himself in 
obedience to God. God vindicates Christ’s obedience unto death by exalting him 
to the highest of positions. Paul uses this story about Christ to urge the Philippians 
to adopt an attitude of steadfast obedience to the gospel and humble concern for 
one another in the face of persecution 
 
In Col. 1.15-20 Paul narrates a story about Christ, the image of the invisible God. 
This Christ is the supreme source of all fullness by virtue of his preeminence in 
‘all things.’ This story provides the basis for Paul’s attack on certain false teachers 
who wanted the Colossians to adhere to certain beliefs and practices with the aim 
of attaining a fuller experience of God.  
 
1 Tim. 3.16b tells of Christ’s appearance in the realm of the flesh and God’s 
universally recognized vindication of Christ in the realm of the spirit. Paul relies 
on this story to counter the ascetic demands of certain false teachers.18 
 

The ethical use of Christ’ story by Paul in these passages is two-fold: (1) Paul offered 

them Christ’ story as an accounting of how God has saved them through His Son, 
                                                                                                                                                 
positions, countering the influence of false teaching,” 20. Stephen E. Fowl, The Story of Christ in the Ethics 
of Paul: An Analysis of the Function of the Hymnic Material in the Pauline Corpus (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1990). 

18 Ibid., 198-199. 
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encouraging them to rest in that saving work; and (2) Paul shared the story of Christ with 

them as an imitatio Christi to embody in their communal practices and public witness.   

Part of the imitatio Christi the church is called to, according to Paul, is to join 

Christ in his ongoing eschatological work. The church, like Paul in his apostolic calling, 

does this by ἀνταναπληρῶ τὰ ὑστερήματα τῶν θλίψεων τοῦ Χριστοῦ (Colossians 1:24). In 

God’s wisdom Christ’s justice and healing presence spreads to the ends of the earth 

through the mutual suffering of the church with Christ.19 Paul called his churches to 

embrace a narrative spirituality shaped by the cruciform story of Christ, which he 

regularly shared with them.20 In the shared the story of Christ’s passion and resurrection 

Paul offered to his churches a way to live emplotted in the dramatic arc of that story. 

Michael J. Gorman believes that this is nowhere more evident than in Paul’s ethical 

discourses than in Philippians 2:5-11. Gorman calls Philippians 2:5-11, “Paul’s Master 

Story.” Gorman says,  “For Paul, to be in Christ is to be a living exegesis of this narrative 

of Christ, a new performance of the original drama of exaltation following humiliation, of 

humiliation as the voluntary renunciation of rights and selfish gain in order to serve and 

obey.”21 As readers encounter the variety of challenges that faced Paul’s churches it is 

evident that there is nothing easy about living emplotted within the dramatic arc of 

Christ’ story. This is perhaps why Paul’s churches often turned to other stories to find 

their identity. 
                                                 

19 See Wright’s comments here, “The reign of God’s restorative justice and healing peace is meant 
for this world, not for some other. That is endemic in the promises upon which Paul’s messianic theology 
depends,” 550. Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness. 

20 Paul’s narrative spirituality of the cross occurs throughout his letters: Romans 3:21-22, 26, 5:15, 
18-19, 6:6, 8, 10, 8:17, 14:9, 15:3; I Corinthians 1:13, 8:11; 2 Corinthians 1:5, 4:10, 5:14-15, 8:9, 13:4; 
Galatians 1:4, 2:16, 2:19-21, 3:22; Philippians 2:6-8, 3:9-11; 1 Thessalonians 1:6, 5:9-10. 

21 Michael J. Gorman, Cruciformity: Paul’s Narrative Spirituality of the Cross (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2001), 92. 
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The church can forget Christ’s story, turn aside to other stories, or even read the 

older stories of Israel without Christ in mind. To combat this Paul modeled to his 

churches how the stories of Israel in the Law and the Writings should be redrawn in light 

of the story of Christ. Paul treated the Law and the Writings “as a source of narratives 

that provided broader paradigms – examples of behavior, either positive or negative – for 

the life of the church.”22 As Paul turned to the Law and the Writings he did not abandon 

the story of Christ as though Jesus was just another character within the broader biblical 

story. For Paul the story of God’s faithfulness to His people in the Law and the Writings 

came to its climax in the story of Jesus Christ. Because of the centrality of Christ Paul 

and his churches received a greater sense of presence within the narratives of the Law 

and the Writings. As Richard Hays argues, “Paul reads Scripture as a vast network of 

typological prefigurations of himself and his communities.”23 Summarizing what has 

been argued, it is clear that Paul’s ethical discourses in his letters were marked by a 

hermeneutical approach to Scripture that was both Christotelic24 (seeing Christ as the end 

of Israel’s story) and ecclesiocentric (seeing the Church as central in the drama of Israel’s 

story). Each of these hermeneutical commitments – in a circular fashion – derive from 

                                                 
22 Richard B. Hays, The Conversion of the Imagination: Paul as Interpreter of Israel’s Scripture 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 153. 

23 Ibid., 155. For examples of this in Paul’s letters see Romans 10:14-17, 11:1-6; Galatians 1:15, 
4:21-5:1; and 2 Corinthians 8:7-15. 

24 This researcher is indebted to Peter Enns development of the term “Christotelic.” To see why 
this term is an important additional hermeneutical emphasis in understanding Paul’s reading of Scripture 
alongside Richard B. Hays’s ecclesiocentric emphasis see N.T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant: Christ 
and the Law in Pauline Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 263-265. Wright says, “But I still 
find Hays’ picture incomplete, and leaving Paul looking more arbitrary in his handling of the Jewish Bible 
than I think exegesis actually suggests…I suggest that Paul saw scripture as story and as prophecy, not in 
the abstract sense of mere typological prefigurements between one event and another, according to which 
in principle the two events could stand in any chronological relation to each other, but in the sense of a very 
specific story functioning in a very specific way…it was a story whose climax, Paul believed, had now 
arrived…[in the resurrection of Christ],” 264. 
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and reinforce the narrative substructure of Paul’s thought.  

The Limitations of Using Narrative Criticism in Pauline Literature 

As significant as the narrative substructure of Paul’s theology is there remain 

several pressing questions that illustrate the limitations of applying narrative criticism to 

Paul’s theology. They include: What does narrative look like, particularly as a 

substructure? Whose narratives shaped Paul and why did those narratives have a 

significant influence upon him? Finally, how does Paul’s narrative substructure move 

across the corpus of his writings? James Dunn at the close of Narrative Dynamics in Paul 

shared several concerns regarding how narrative critics detect and define narrative forms 

within Second Temple literature.25 Dunn has rightly noted that those who embrace a 

narrative reading of Paul’s theology have often done so from the perspective of modern 

narrative theories. If New Testament interpreters are not careful narratives theories can 

uncritically be read over onto the ancient narratives of the Second Temple Period. Dunn 

is right in wondering about what the consequence of applying modern standards for 

narrative criticism onto Paul and his contemporaries are. Can one truly demonstrate 

whose narrative shaped whom, whether it was Paul’s story of Christ or the narrative 

traditions of the Second Temple Period that crafted Paul’s narrative accounting of Christ? 

All of these questions point to the complexity and limitation of a narrative reading of 

Paul’s theology. They do not, however, constitute a strong enough reason to deny the 

presence of the narrative substructure of Paul’s theology.  

The Status Quaestionis of the Liturgical Form of Philippians 2:5-11 

                                                 
25 Longnecker, ed., Narrative Dynamics, 220-222. 
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It should not surprise the reader that Paul’s hermeneutical commitments and 

ethical interest woven around narrative led him to choose particular literary forms in the 

writing of his letters. In order to appreciate the choices Paul made the reader must enter 

into the promising yet tenuous terrain of formgeschichte (form criticism).26 For this 

inquiry the formgeschichte that will be explored will be focused on reconstructing the Sitz 

im Leben (setting in life) of the gattung (genre) of hymns present in New Testament 

letters in general,27 and in Philippians 2:5-11 in particular. For more than a hundred years 

beginning with Eduard Norden (1913) New Testament scholars have tried to isolate 

traditional literary forms within Paul’s writings, including hymns. The outcomes of their 

labors have been mixed because formgeschichte often raises more questions than it has 

the data to answer. “In the words of Erhardt Güttgemanns, now over forty years old, form 

criticism produces ‘only false hopes and scientific phantoms’.”28 Nevertheless, modern 

                                                 
26 David Greenwood lists six ways form criticism is tenuous: (1) Form critics tend to lose sight of 

the forest by concentrating on the trees, dealing exhaustively with individual pericopes; (2) the relationship 
between various forms and their Sitz im Leben are sometimes very misconceived; (3) the unproven 
assumption that Hebrew thought was dependent upon small linguistic units; (4) the way form critics 
conclusions often end in unhelpful generalities; (5) the way the study of form can at times be carried on 
apart from the content of the forms; and (6) the way form critics try and derive form from the setting when 
the nature of the setting also cannot be determined leads to conjecture heavy arguments. To see 
Greenwoods fuller treatment see David Greenwood, “Rhetorical criticism and formgeschichte: Some 
methodological considerations,” Journal of Biblical Literature 89 No 4 (December, 1970), 418-426. 

27 Jack T. Sanders noted New Testament form criticism’s indebtedness to developments within 
Old Testament form criticism, particularly Herman Gunkel’s gattung of psalms. Sanders says, “Hermann 
Gunkel designated one of the four major Gattungen of psalm the ‘hymn,’ calling it also a ‘song of praise’.” 
Jack T. Sanders, The New Testament Christological Hymns: Their Historical Religious Background 
(London: Cambridge University Press, 1971), 2. For an English translation of Gunkel’s classic description 
of the gattung of psalms in 1933 see Hermann Gunkel, Psalms: A Form-Critical Introduction, 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1967). For a look at how broadly the gattung of psalms was researched in 
form critical circles even during its early years see D. J. A. Clines, “Psalm research since 1955: I. The 
Psalms and the cult,” Tyndale Bulletin 18 (1967), 103-126. For a much more recent treatment of the 
gattung of New Testament hymns see Werner Kennel, Früchristliche Hymnen? Gattungskritische Studien 
Zur Frage Nach den Liedern der Frühen Christenheit, WAMST 71 (Gottengen: Vandenhöeck &  Ruprecht, 
1995).  

28 Benjamin Edsall and Jennifer R. Strawbridge, “The songs we used to sing? Hymn ‘traditions’ 
and reception in Pauline letters,” Journal for the Study of the New Testament Volume 37 No. 3 (2015), 290-
311. 291. 
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New Testament scholarship continues to show confidence in the presence of hymnic 

material in the New Testament letters. Larry Hurtado says “it is now the dominant view 

of New Testament scholars”29 that hymns are present.  However, without the ability to 

define what the particular form of such material30 is one wonders how long that 

confidence will hold up. Therefore, it is worth reviewing the status quaestionis of the 

liturgical form of Philippians 2:5-11. 

Carmen Christi in New Testament Letters 

As suggested above scholars interested in form critical questions have identified 

traditional liturgical material in New Testament letters for more than a century. There are 

many reasons why it has been an attractive proposal for scholars to identify hymns within 

the letters of the New Testament. First, the early Christian movement had as part of its 

normal cultic expression liturgical elements that included prayers, washings, feasts, 

lectionary-like readings of Scripture, and hymns. Ralph Martin, who has devoted more 

attention than any other New Testament scholar to supporting the case for Carmen 

Christi in the New Testament, is certainly right when he argues that the use of hymns was 

something the early Christian movement inherited rather than purely innovated. 

Christian song did not break forth upon a world which had hitherto been dumb 
and in which hymns were unknown. The Church was cradled in Judaism, and 
borrowed many of its forms and patterns of worship from the worship of the 
Temple and synagogue….Christian hymns stand in relation to both Jewish 
antecedents and Greek examples.31 

                                                 
29 Larry W. Hurtado, How on Earth Did Jesus Become a God?: Historical Questions About 

Earliest Devotion to Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 84. 

30 See Markus Bockmuehl’s comments, “the existing evidence is too limited to permit any definite 
conclusions about the specific identification, setting, and use of first-century Christian hymnic texts.” 117. 
Markus Bockmuehl, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Philippians (London: A. & C. Black, 1997). 

31 Ralph P. Martin, A Hymn of Christ: Philippians 2:5-11 in Recent Interpretation & in the Setting 
of Early Christian Worship (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1997), 17-18. 
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It is beyond the scope of this paper to list out all the examples of liturgical materials 

present within the Old Testament32 or within Greco-Roman texts33 that have influenced 

the liturgical world of the early Christian movement. It is enough to acknowledge that the 

early Christian movement took place within a rich liturgical environment. As Adela 

Yarbro Collins has argued, “it should be noted that the early Christians did not have a 

monopoly of creativity and cultural diversity with regard to liturgy.”34 The prayers, 

rituals, and songs that shaped the early Christian movement recorded in places like Acts 

(1:14; 2:42, 46; 4:31; 5:12; 13:1-3; 20:7-12), were informed by this broader liturgical 

environment. Secondly, the casual way in which the writers of the New Testament spoke 

about the singing of hymns in the liturgy of the early Christian movement (Mark 14:26; 1 

Corinthians 14:26) also indicates how normal their presence was.  

Just like the presence of prayers and the use of lectionary-like Scripture readings 

New Testament scholars have argued that hymns were common literary forms used by 

the writers of the New Testament. It is apparent that messianic songs were being sung 

about Christ from a very early point in the life of the church. These hymns or psalms 

included moving narratives that were at times crafted with imitatio in mind. Examples of 

                                                 
32 To explore some of the liturgical materials present in the Old Testament see Brueggemann, 

Israel’s Praise; Gary A. Anderson, A Time to Mourn, a Time to Dance: The Expression of Greif and Joy in 
Israelite Religion (University Park: Penn State Press, 1991), 37-45; James L. Kugel, The Idea of Biblical 
Poetry: Parallelism and its History (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1981), 171-203; and Judith 
H. Newman, “Book of Psalms,” The Eerdmans Dictionary of Early Judaism (Eds. John J. Collins and 
Daniel C. Harlow, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 1105-1107. 

33 To explore how some of the liturgical materials within New Testament were either influenced 
by or responded to Greco-Roman culture see Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 181-185; Helmut Koester, History and Literature of Early Christianity Volume 
Two (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982), 214-218; and Martin Hengel, Between Jesus and Paul: Studies in 
the Earliest History of Christianity (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publisher, 1983), 78-96. 

34 Adela Yarbro Collins, “Psalms, Philippians 2:6-11, and the origins of Christology,” Biblical 
Interpretation 11 No. 3/4 (2002), 361-372. 361. 
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these in the New Testament can be found in the Lucan canticles: the Magnificat 1:46-

55,35 the Benedictus 1:68-79;36 the Gloria in excelsis 2:14; and the Nunc Dimittis 2:29-

32.37 They can also be found in the songs present in the book of Revelation 15:3f.38 What 

is less apparent is whether the songs that are referred to as Carmen Christi in New 

Testament research circles39 that appear in the New Testament letters (Hebrews 1:3; 

Colossians 1:15-20; 1 Timothy 3:16; 1 Peter 1:18-21, 2:21-25, 3:18-21; Philippians 2:6-

11) are actually hymns. Some scholars believe they may represent other types of literary 

                                                 
35 See Robert G. Simmons, “The Magnificat: Cento, psalm or imitatio?,” Tyndale Bulletin 60 No. 

1 (2009), 25-46. Simmons sees the rhetoric of imitatio in the Magnificat, “Although the Magnificat clearly 
is not a cento created from LXX source material, it clearly is modeled on ideas and words found in the 
LXX. This suggests that Luke may have been following the practice of imitatio referred to by Quintilian 
and taught in the progymnasmata,” 44. 

36 See Raymond E. Brown’s treatment of the Benedictus in Raymond E. Brown, Christ in the 
Gospels of the Liturgical Year (Collegeville: Order of Saint Benedict, 2008), 77-85. Brown suggests that 
the narrative context of the Benedictus is best found not in Luke’s narrative, because he believes its pre-
Lukan, but in the context of Israel’s story. Brown says, “The Benedictus, however, describes the messianic 
salvation entirely in OT terms without appealing to any event in Jesus’ life…This is the season where we 
relieve the story of Israel and its expectations; we who believe that this story is encapsulated in Jesus sand 
those expectations are fulfilled in him praise God in the language of Israel when we recite the Benedictus,” 
85. 

37 For a brief look at the eschatological and ethical character of the canticles see David H. 
Stohlman, “Hymns for the new age,” Currents in Theology and Mission 8 No. 6 (1981), 366-369. Stohlman 
says, “We live in the New Age and yet we await its fulfillment at the end of time. We are totally dependent 
on God, ordinary people who rejoice at the mighty acts of God performed for us by Jesus. We rely on God's 
power to effect for us and through us the coming of a Sabbath rest in the New Age. Each individual hymn 
fits beautifully into this scheme…Therefore, the indicatives of God's visitation are also imperatives for 
God's people.” 368. 

38 See Ralph P. Martin, “Hymns in the New Testament: An evolving pattern of worship 
responses,” Ex Auditu 8 (1992), 33-44. Look especially at 34-37. Also look at Martin’s larger classification 
list of New Testament hymns in Martin, A Hymn to Christ, 19. 

39 To see a handling of the Carmen Christi as Carmina in the plural rather than as a single song to 
Christ in Philippians see Martin, A Hymn of Christ, pg. 17-23; and Martins comments in his article on 
hymns in the New Testament where he refers to hymns in general about Christ as Carmen Christi, Martin, 
“Hymns in the New Testament,” 34; also see Jack T. Sanders comments on the Christological hymns in the 
New Testament, “It has perhaps become obvious by now that all these hymns and hymnic passages are 
materially more closely related to one another…these hymns all seem to present generally the same myth 
of the redeemer, involving his participation in creation, his descent and ascent to and from the world, and 
his work of redemption.” Sanders, The New Testament Christological Hymns, 24. 
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forms like exalted prose,40 odes,41 and encomia.42 This lack of clarity directly effects how 

one identifies the literary form of Philippians 2:5-11.  

Ernst Lohmeyer’s Kyrios Jesus (1928) made the classic argument for the presence 

of Carmen Christi in the New Testament letters.43 Lohmeyer’s argument was supported 

and expanded upon by the scholarship of Jack T. Sanders44 (1971), Ralph P. Martin45 

(1983), and Colin Brown (1998).46 M. Sydney Park has offered a helpful summary of the 

argument put forth by those scholars for why the Carmen Christi should be identified as 

hymns,  

1) The passage can be easily extracted from its present context as a self-standing 
unit; 2) the lofty language and poetic characteristics distinguish the passage from 
the surrounding verses; and 3) it begins with the relative pronoun ὃς, as is the case 
in other New Testament passages identified as ‘hymns’ (Col 1:15-20; [Philippians 
2:5-11;] 1 Tim 3:16b).47 

 
These traditional arguments for identifying the form of the Carmen Christi as hymns are 

not to be faulted for what they argue in the positive as much as what they do not say in 

                                                 
40 Two examples of this approach are Gordon Fee, “Philippians 2:5-11: Hymn or exalted Pauline 

prose?,” Bulletin for Biblical Research 2 (1992), 29-46; Edsall and Strawbridge, “The songs we used to 
sing?,” 306. 

41 Hurtado, How on Earth, 103-107. 

42 For a few examples of this approach see Adela Yarbro Collins, “Psalms, Philippians 2:6-11, and 
the origins of Christology”; John Reumann, Philippians: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 361-362; and Joseph H. Hellerman, Philippians: 
Exegetical Guide to the Greek New Testament (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2015), 106. 

43 Ernst Lohmeyer, Kyrios Jesus: Eine Untersuchung zu Phil. 2.5-11 (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 
Universtätsverlag, 2. Auflage, 1961). 

44 Sanders, The New Testament Christological Hymns, 9-25. 

45 Martin, A Hymn of Christ, 24-30. 

46 Ralph P. Martin and Brian J. Dodd, eds., Where Christology Began: Essays on Philippians 2 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998), 6-42. 

47 M. Sydney Park, Submission within the Godhead and the Church in the Epistle to the 
Philippians: An Exegetical and Theological Examination of the Concept of Submission in Philippians 2 
and 3 (The Library of New Testament Studies) (New York: T&T Clark, 2007), 11. 
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the negative. Those who are critical of the presence of Carmen Christi in the New 

Testament letters argue that the first two points do not prove the presence of hymnic 

material, only the presence of poetic material. Poetic material may be liturgical in nature, 

and hymnic in particular, but poetic material does not have to be. This was Gordon Fee’s 

critique of the traditional argument for the presence of hymnic material, “one must insist 

that exalted prose does not necessarily mean that one is dealing with a hymn…Paul is 

capable of especially exalted prose whenever he thinks on the work of Christ.”48 The 

third point in Parks summary regarding the presence of ὃς seems like special pleading. It 

assumes that because the other main Carmen Christi have ὃς at the beginning and are 

hymns that when ὃς appears at the beginning of a poetic passage that passage must also 

be a hymn. That argument puts the cart before the horse. All three of the main Carmen 

Christi passages may not be hymns rather they may be three separate examples of exalted 

prose in Paul’s writings.  

The arguments in favor of these passages being hymns fall short of proving that 

they must be hymns, which leaves the reader with only being able to say that they could 

be hymns. This has caused scholars to ask what hymns looked like in the Second Temple 

Period. What were the common traits of the material called ὕμνοι in Greek literature and 

in the Septuagint? The answer to this question can be found in Stephen Fowl’s 

monograph The Story of Christ in the Ethics of Paul (1990) and C. Basevi and J. Chapa’s 

article “Philippians 2:6-11: The rhetorical function of a Pauline ‘yymn’” (1993). Again, 

                                                 
48 Fee, “Hymn or exalted Pauline prose?,” 31. Also see Parks comments who is agreement with 

Fee that these first two arguments for identifying Carmen Christi stop short of their goal, “linguistic and 
stylistic distinctions may merely indicate that the passage is poetic.” Parks, Submission within the Godhead, 
11. 
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M. Sydney Parks offers a helpful summary of these scholar’s arguments regarding the 

form of ὕμνοι in Greek literature and the Septuagint, 

[There are] three features of ὕμνοι in Greek literature: 1) they are directed to gods 
[at times also to humans]; 2) they begin by justifying the need to praise; and 3) 
they regularly end in a prayer or petition. The examples of ὕμνοι in the Septuagint 
are usually similar to the Hellenistic ὕμνοι or reflect a general expression directed 
to God.49  
 

None of the main Carmen Christi (Colossians 1:15-20; 1 Timothy 3:16b; or Philippians 

2:5-11) are directed toward a divine figure and they do not close with a prayer. However, 

it must be acknowledged that it is possible that in their original form they did. Some have 

suggested that when the ὕμνοι were repurposed those features were removed, but this 

“needs to be argued for rather than assumed.”50 And to make such an argument moves 

Pauline scholars out of gattung questions into Sitz im Leben questions.  

The Sitz im Leben of the Carmen Christi  

How one defines the Sitz im Leben of the Carmen Christi is affected by how one 

answers the question of the composition of these passages. Did Paul compose these 

passages or do they reflect the liturgical life of pre-Pauline communities within the early 

Christian movement? The assumptions that a reader makes about Paul’s composition 

habits affect how a reader answers the question of the Pauline authorship of these 

passages. Some scholars have chosen to underplay Paul’s use of prose. In doing so these 

scholars are inclined to believe that the Carmen Christi reflect earlier liturgical traditions 

because of the quality of the prose. If these hymns were pre-Pauline, then the possible 

historical situations from which they emerged are legion. Each possible historical 

                                                 
49 Parks, Submission within the Godhead, 12. 

50 Fowl, The Story of Christ, 34. 
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situation carries with it a different way of interpreting the meaning of the hymns. 

Interpreters of the letters are left in a deep interpretive quagmire.51 As Markus 

Bockmuehl notes, “Given our limited knowledge of pre-Pauline Christianity and its 

doctrine(s) of Christ, this has left scholars the freedom to differ radically as to the likely 

background of the ‘hymn’.”52 To see an example of the dizzying array of possible 

backgrounds look at N.T. Wrights now classic article, “Harpagmos and the meaning of 

Philippians 2:5-11” (1987). In his article Wright explored more than a dozen different 

backgrounds that would affect the meaning of οὐχ ἁρπαγμὸν ἡγήσατο τὸ εἶναι ἴσα Θεῷ 

(vs. 2:6).53  

Because this chapters exegetical interests are limited the question of whether or 

not Paul composed the three main Carmen Christi will be left open. In doing so this 

writer is choosing to not add to the already blotted character of the scholarly conjectures 

of what the pre-Pauline liturgical life of the early Christians may have been like. This 

Final Project will take up a mediating exegetical position by acknowledging that the 

Carmen Christi reflect exalted prose while also holding onto the notion that at least in 

some respects they express liturgical features. With that mediating position in mind, it 

seems best to argue that Philippians 2:5-11, in particular, reflects the liturgical form of an 

encomium.  Suggesting that Philippians 2:5-11 has the form of encomium opens up the 

opportunity to explore it as public liturgy of sorts. Both of these commitments will be 

explored below. 

                                                 
51 See Fowl, The Story of Christ, 37-44; Parks, Submission within the Godhead, 13-14; and 

Bockmuehl, “‘The form of God,’” 3-11. 

52 Bockmuehl, “‘The form of God,’” 4. 

53 Wright, The Climax of the Covenant, 56-98. 
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The Function Of The Encomium In Philippians 2:5-11 

 The argument that Philippians 2:5-11 can be understood as an encomium has been 

advanced by several scholars as of late and reflects a shift in the way Pauline scholars are 

interpreting the form of Philippians 2:5-11. Some of the more significant voices that read 

Philippians 2:5-11 as an encomium include: Stephen F. Fowl (1990);54 John Reumann 

(2008); and Joseph H. Hellerman (2005/2015). An encomia, according to Aristotle’s 

classic definition, shares a close relationship with praise but focuses on deeds rather than 

innate virtue.  

Praise [epainos] is speech that makes clear the greatness of virtue [of the subject 
praised]. There is thus need to show that actions have been of that sort. 
Encomium, in contrast, is concerned with deeds. Attendant things contribute to 
persuasion, for example, good birth and education; for it is probable that good 
children are born from good parents and that a person who is well brought up has 
a certain character. Thus, too, we 'encomi-ize' those who have accomplished 
something. The deeds are signs of the person's habitual character, since we would 
praise even one who had not accomplished anything if we believed him to be of 
the sort who could.55 
 

These scholars suggest that Philippians 2:5-11 is closer to an encomium than to Jewish or 

Greek forms of ὕμνοι in the Second Temple Period because Philippians 2:5-11 is not 

directed to a god and does not conclude with a prayer. Like an encomium, Philippians 

2:5-11 is focused on Christ’s deeds and praises his virtue in light of his deeds. In addition 

to Aristotle’s emphasis on encomium’s focus on deeds, John Reumann notes that K. 

Berger, Bruce J. Malina, and Jerome H. Neyrey have shown that encomia also include 

                                                 
54 Fowl’s comments are influenced by K. Berger, “Hellenistische gattungen im Neuen Testament,’ 

ANRW II 25 No. 2 (1984), 1032-1431. Because it is written in German I will limit Berger’s voice to Fowl 
and others who translate his arguments in favor of seeing encomia in the Carmen Christi in general, and in 
Philippians 2:5-11 in particular.  

55 George A. Kennedy, Aristotle, On Rhetoric: A Theory of Civic Discourse (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1991), 34. 
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mentions of an individual’s origin and the titles and awards they were given in their life.56 

This adds further support to the idea that Philippians 2:5-11 is an encomium because it 

mentions Christ’s origin (vs. 6), his deeds (vss. 6-8), and the title he was given, ΚΥΡΙΟΣ 

ΙΗΣΟΥΣ ΧΡΙΣΤΟΣ (vs. 12). While encomia are distinct from praises in their rhetorical 

focus they were nevertheless a form of praise that was often shared publically.57 

Reumann says that if Philippians 2:5-11 was an encomium it would have been received as 

“an assertion for the Greco-Roman world about Christ and God, used [by Christians in 

Philippi] in witnessing to neighbors.”58 When the citizens of Philippi heard the encomium 

of Philippians 2:5-11 they “would have been in familiar territory.”59 Which is to say that 

the form of the encomium would have felt familiar even though the content of its message 

would have been experienced as distinct and unusual. 

Joseph H. Hellerman in his recent monograph Reconstructing Honor in Roman 

Philippi: Carmen Christi as Cursus Pudorum (2005) has explored how the encomium of 

Philippians 2:5-11 might have functioned as a public liturgy in the city of Philippi. 

Hellerman suggests that the encomium of Christ told in the Philippian ‘hymn’ would have 

                                                 
56 See Reumann, Philippians, 364-365, for a fuller argument supporting the form of Philippians 

2:6-11 as an encomia. 

57 Hellerman, Philippians, 106. Hellerman says that rather than identifying Philippians 2:5-11 as a 
hymn a “more promising formal candidate is the Greco-Roman encomium, or ‘speech of praise.’” This is 
supported by the failure of the form of ecclesial hymns as a sufficient description of passages like 
Philippians 2:6-11. See Berger’s findings, “Neither the Christ-hymns (such as Phil. 2:6-11; 1 Tim. 3:16) 
nor the hymns of the Apocalypse could be classed within the ancient genre of ὕμνus (Berger, 
‘Hellenistische gattungen,’ 1151; see also pp. 1153, 1167, and 1171 for similar comments).” Fowl, 
Philippians, 109. For a study of a possible appearance of another encomium in Philippians see, Bryan A. 
Nash, “Philippians 3:4-11 as subversive encomium,” Concordia Journal 42 No. 3 (Summer, 2016); 185-
189. 

58 Reumann, Philippians, 362. 

59 Hellerman, Philippians, 106. 
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“subverted the expectations of a Roman colonial audience.”60 In particular the encomium 

of Christ would have challenged their assumptions about honor.  

To appreciate how this encomium challenged the Roman citizens assumptions 

about honor it is necessary to share a few words about the culture of the ancient 

Mediterranean world. It has long been rightly assumed by New Testament scholars that 

Paul’s audience lived in an honor and shame culture.61 Every culture in some respect is 

shaped by honor and shame. There are however two characteristics that stand out about 

the ancient Mediterranean honor and shame culture of Paul’s audience in comparison to 

the way honor and shame function in Western societies today. First, honor was the central 

cultural value governing the social relationships of the citizens of Philippi. And secondly, 

as such, honor was a public commodity. “In the collectivist culture of antiquity, one’s 

honor was almost exclusively dependent upon the affirmation of the claim to honor by 

the larger social group to which the individual belonged.”62 Within this kind of honor and 

shame culture the citizens of Philippi would compete with each other to, “Ascend what 

was known as a cursus honorum, an ‘’honors’’ race’ that marked an aristocrat’s social 

climb through a series of prestigious public offices.”63 Hellerman goes on to say, “Cursus 

ideology was particularly central to the cultural values and social codes of Philippi since 

                                                 
60 Ibid., 106. 

61 For a few recent explorations of the honor and shame culture of the early Christians see David 
DeSilva, Honor, Patronage, Kinship & Purity: Unlocking New Testament Culture (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 2000); Bruce J. Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural 
Anthropology 3rd Edition (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001); and James C. Vanderkam, An 
Introduction to Early Judaism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000). 

62 Joseph H. Hellerman, Reconstructing Honor in Roman Philippi: Carmen Christi as Cursus 
Pudorum (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 35. 

63 Hellerman, Philippians, 106.  
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the settlement had been established as a Roman colony in 42 BC and, again, under 

Augustus, in 30 BC.”64  

The citizens of Philippi were accustomed to hearing encomia shared to celebrate 

the course of honors the public officials in their city achieved. As they heard encomia 

they grew to expect that the official’s honor would be celebrated through an ascension 

toward a higher place of honor. In the Philippian 2:5-11 encomium they heard something 

very different. Not a cursus honorum but a cursus pudorum, “a succession (or race) of 

ignominies.”65 In Philippians 2:5-11 Christ moved from a place of glory (vs. 6, ὃς ἐν 

μορφῇ Θεοῦ ὑπάρχων) to a place of utter public dishonor (vs. 8, ἐταπείνωσεν ἑαυτὸν 

γενόμενος ὑπήκοος μέχρι θανάτου, θανάτου δὲ σταυροῦ).66 The encomium Paul shared in 

Philippians 2:5-11 challenged the church and the citizens of Philippi to live out of a 

different narrative and adopt a different social ethic. That social ethic, in good Greco-

Roman rhetorical fashion, was modeled within the life of a hero. This hero was not the 

hero the Philippians had grown to esteem in the personage of the Roman emperor but was 

rather a counter-emperor – Jesus Christ.67 Hellerman says,  

Roman emperors and…the elite in the colony of Philippi, were known for 
grasping at honors through self-assertion. Jesus’ ‘equality with God’ was, in 
contrast, not something he used for his own advantage…Jesus instead willingly 
used his position for the good of others…Such a utilization of power – indeed, a 
voluntary relinquishing of power and prestige – would have struck members of 
the Roman elite as abject folly….No matter, for, as Paul proceeds to demonstrate, 

                                                 
64 Ibid., 106. 

65 Hellerman, Reconstructing Honor, 129. 

66 To explore the three levels through which Christ descended in honor in Philippians 2:5-11 see 
ibid., 129-156. 

67 To explore empire criticism in the letter of Philippians see Peter Oakes, Philippians: From 
People to Letter (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001); Peter Oakes, “Re-mapping the universe: 
Paul and the Emperor in 1 Thessalonians and Philippians,” Journal for the Study of the New Testament 27 
(2005), 301-322. 
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One with greater social status than any emperor has utterly redefined that which 
counts for honor in his alternative society.68 
 

In this study of the form of the Carmen Christi in general and Philippians 2:5-11 in 

particular it has been demonstrated that traditional hymnic readings do not agree with the 

known pattern of ὕμνοι in the Second Temple Period. Instead this study has argued that 

the public liturgical practice of encomia is closer in form to what is present in Philippians 

2:5-11. As Hellerman argued above Philippians 2:5-11 functioned as a counter-narrative 

for the social ethics of God’s people and the social imagination of the citizens of the city 

of Philippi. How such a counter-narrative would have influenced the Philippian church’s 

collective memory69 requires further exploration. Part of the answer to that question can 

be found in the mimetic function of Jesus and Paul’s stories for the church in Philippi. 

The Mimetic Function of Jesus and Paul’s Stories for the Church in Philippi 

The cursus pudorum in Paul’s encomium of Christ informed the missiological 

self-understanding of the church in Philippi. It provided those who read, heard, or recited 

the encomium a mimetic example in the character of Christ. Mimesis comes from the 

Greek word μίμησις. The practice of mimesis can be understood in one of two ways: (1) 

The first way of practicing mimesis is to take from a narrative the isolated virtues or 

deeds present within a characters life. This approach strips the virtues and deeds away 

from the character leaving behind the larger narrative world that made sense of those 

virtues and deeds. In this approach to the practice of mimesis what is important is to 

recover a simple example. That example is then fit into the existing narrative world of the 

imitator leaving their narrative world intact and unchallenged. The limitations of this 
                                                 

68 Hellerman, Reconstructing Honor, 148-149. 

69 In Chapter 1 explored what collective memory is, how narrative relates to it, and how it affects 
ethics. 
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practice of mimesis should be evident. Without the narrative framework of the character 

being recovered their particular virtues and deeds can easily be misunderstood, or worse 

they can be coopted for alternative ends that they as characters within their own drama 

would have never pursued. (2) The second way of practicing mimesis is to take not only 

the virtues and deeds of a character but the narrative world that makes sense of those 

virtues and deeds. This second way of practicing mimesis is what the biblical authors of 

Scripture encourage in the narration of their characters. Erich Auerbach in his classic 

work called Mimesis says,  

The world of the Scripture stories is not satisfied with claiming to be a historically 
true reality – it insists that it is the only real world, is destined for autocracy. All 
other scenes, issues, and ordinances have no right to appear independently of it, 
and it is promised that all of them, the history of all mankind, will be given their 
due place within its frame, will be subordinated to it.70 

 
When readers of Scripture encounter characters in the stories of Scripture that call for a 

mimetic response the appropriate response is to allow the narrative world of those 

characters to reconstruct the world they as readers are living out of. The Scriptural 

character’s narrative world with its components, “Thus constitute not bare events in a 

sequence, but active contributions to the flow and movement of the plot. They both serve 

to build a whole, and also conversely they derive their significance from their place 

within this coherent whole.”71 Paul, and the rest of the writers of Scripture, composed 

their writings in a way to invite their readers to participate within God’s ongoing drama 

as emplotted characters within His story.  

                                                 
70 Auerbach, Mimesis, 14-15. 

71 Anthony C. Thiselton, New Horizons in Hermeneutics: The Theory and Practice of 
Transforming Biblical Reading (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), 355. 
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Mimesis appears in Paul’s writings in at least three ways. First, in a general sense 

all of Paul’s letters offer mimetic opportunities. Second, Paul specifically uses the word 

μίμησις in at least four of his letters, inviting his readers to use that interpretive practice. 

The places in these four letters where Paul uses the word μίμησις are: 1 Thessalonians 

1:6-7 καὶ ὑμεῖς μιμηταὶ ἡμῶν ἐγενήθητε καὶ τοῦ Κυρίου, 2:14 ὑμεῖς γὰρ μιμηταὶ ἐγενήθητε, 

ἀδελφοί, τῶν ἐκκλησιῶν τοῦ Θεοῦ τῶν οὐσῶν ἐν τῇ Ἰουδαίᾳ ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ; Philippians 

3:17 Συμμιμηταί μου γίνεσθε, ἀδελφοί, 1 Corinthians 4:16 παρακαλῶ οὖν ὑμᾶς, μιμηταί 

μου γίνεσθε, 11:1 μιμηταί μου γίνεσθε, καθὼς κἀγὼ Χριστοῦ; and Ephesians 5:1 γίνεσθε 

οὖν μιμηταὶ τοῦ Θεοῦ.72 Third, there are places in the paraenetic73 sections of Paul’s 

letters that are similar in concept to μίμησις. Some examples of these paraenetic places in 

Paul’s letters include: his plea to the church in Philippi in Philippians 2:4 and 3:16, τοῦτο 

φρονεῖτε ἐν ὑμῖν, and in 3:21, ταπεινώσεως ἡμῶν σύμμορφον τῷ σώματι; to the church in 

Rome in Romans 8:29 καὶ προώρισεν συμμόρφους τῆς εἰκόνος, and 15:5 δῴη ὑμῖν τὸ αὐτὸ 

φρονεῖν ἐν ἀλλήλοις κατὰ Χριστὸν Ἰησοῦν; and to the church in Galatia in Galatians 4:12 

Γίνεσθε ὡς ἐγώ, ὅτι κἀγὼ ὡς ὑμεῖς, ἀδελφοί. Within these examples of mimesis Paul 

                                                 
72 This researcher is indebted to Castelli for a greater awareness of the diffused character of 

mimesis in Paul, but differs with her regarding her understanding of how Paul’s relationship to privilege 
and power. See Elizabeth A. Castelli, Imitating Paul: A Discourse of Power (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 1991), 89-117. 

73 James Starr offers the following definition of paraenesis, “Beginning with the form critics of the 
1920s, paraenesis was understood as a literary genre for a string of loosely connected ethical imperatives, 
often including lists of vices and virtues, household codes, and examples to be followed or shunned. In this 
view, paraenesis consisted of traditional moral teaching that was appended to several New Testament 
letters, without intrinsic connection to the letter’s theological concerns. Closer analysis has not confirmed 
the existence of paraenesis as a literary genre, and therefore the form-critical view has largely been 
abandoned.…Although no consensus yet exists, a large number of scholars now view paraenesis in terms of 
its social function, as an amicable reminder of moral practices entailed by agreed-upon convictions.” James 
Starr, “Paraenesis,” Oxford Bibliographies, June 18, 2015, accessed December 8, 2016, 
http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195393361/obo-9780195393361-
0143.xml. 
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invites his readers to reconstruct their identity in light of both the story of Christ and the 

story of Paul’s ongoing conformity into the image of Christ (Phil 3:12-16). 

 In sharing the encomium of Christ with the church in Philippi Paul offers his 

readers a mimetic opportunity to indwell the story of Christ. This challenged the 

Philippian church in two ethical areas: They were challenged to have Christ-like humility 

transform the way they were processing through ecclesial conflicts; and they were 

encouraged by Christ’s story to embrace the persecution they were walking through in 

the city of Philippi as an opportunity to share in the sufferings of Christ. Regarding the 

first area of humility there is evidence within the letter that the church in Philippi was not 

pursuing “same mindedness” in their ecclesial conflicts. Paul’s plea to the church to τοῦτο 

φρονεῖτε ἐν ὑμῖν in 2:4 and 3:15-17 are two examples of the absence of “same 

mindedness.” Another example can be seen in the personal request he makes to two 

individuals in the church in 4:2 Εὐοδίαν παρακαλῶ καὶ Συντύχην παρακαλῶ τὸ αὐτὸ 

φρονεῖν ἐν Κυρίῳ.  

While believers in Philippi affirmed the cruciform nature of their faith in Christ 

they had not explored how that cruciformity ought to inform how they moved through 

these conflicts. Michael J. Gorman has offered a description of how Paul’s cruciform 

narrative spirituality could guide the church in Philippi into a deeper conformity to 

Christ.  

Cruciform faith is not complete until it issues in cruciform love for others. 
Cruciform love and power are ways of being for others, expressions of 
commitment to the weak, to a larger body, and to enemies. Even cruciform hope 
requires a vision of the future much broader than the fate of the self alone.74 
 

                                                 
74 Gorman, Cruciformity, 350. 
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Some scholars like Käsemann and Martin suggest that the presence of verses 9-11 in this 

encomium exempt it from being able to be used as an exemplar. These scholars suggest 

that it should be read either as a soteriological drama (Käsemann), or as part of a 

baptismal re-enactment (Martin).75 Such readings underplay the mimetic value of the 

passage. Paul was encouraging the church in Philippi to embrace a reconstruction of the 

world they were presently living out of. He was encouraging them to see the world anew 

with Christ at its center. In that new world Christ was their exemplar and also their 

eschatological end. As their exemplar Christ called them to embrace a kenotic lifestyle as 

part of their embrace of the process of cruciform theosis that would transform their 

relationships with each other and their neighbors. Paul was making no small request 

because some of the church in Philippi’s neighbors were persecuting them because of 

their faith in Christ.76 “Paul does not think it is ridiculous idealism to appeal to the 

example of Christ as a moral pattern for believers. Rather, he believes that by God’s 

Spirit and grace believers too can be obedient even unto death.”77 Paul was so committed 

to this ideal that he offered his own imperfect example of conformitas Christi. 

New Testament scholars have rightly placed Paul’s paraenetic arguments in 

Philippians 2:1-12 in relationship to his arguments in Philippians 3:1-19. In doing so they 

have noticed that Paul invited the church at Philippi too not only consider the encomium 

of Christ, but also Paul’s own imperfect conformitas. While some scholars have 

                                                 
75 See Fowl, The Story of Christ, 79-92. 

76 To explore the relationships between Christ’s kenosis and the churches theosis see Michael J. 
Gorman, Inhabiting the Cruciform God: Kenosis, Justification, and Theosis in Paul’s Narrative Soteriology 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 105-128. 

77 Ben Withering III, Friendship and Finances in Philippi: The Letter of Paul to the Philippians 
(Valley Forge: Trinity Press International, 1994), 67. 
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questioned Paul’s motives in encouraging the church of Philippi to imitate him (Elizabeth 

Castelli is an example of this), others have argued that his encouragement to imitate his 

conformitas to Christ (3:17) would not have been received as an act of arrogance on his 

part by the Philippian Christians. Rather, as Stephen Fowl argues, it would have been 

received as a natural expression of the practice of imitatio.  

For Paul and for all Christians, the only arrogance surrounding the language of 
imitation would be the arrogance of those so formed by the ethos of individualism 
that they think they can walk the path of discipleship without observing, learning 
from, and imitating those who are already farther down that path.78  
 

Not only was it important for Paul to encourage the church in Philippi to embrace the 

positive example of Christ in his own journey of conformitas, it was also important for 

Paul to emphasize the negative example of those τοὺς ἐχθροὺς τοῦ σταυροῦ τοῦ Χριστοῦ. 

Their self-driven affections and appetites had become their god leading them to a 

different τέλος than the glory Christ received at the end of the encomium in vs. 12. Paul’s 

description of those who were a negative exemplar to the Church in Philippi (ὧν ὁ θεὸς ἡ 

κοιλία, Philippians 3:19) is similar to his description of those who were a negative 

exemplar to the church in Rome (οἱ γὰρ τοιοῦτοι τῷ Κυρίῳ ἡμῶν Χριστῷ οὐ δουλεύουσιν 

ἀλλὰ τῇ ἑαυτῶν κοιλίᾳ, Romans 16:17-18). Some scholars have suggested that the 

similarity between these two groups requires that Paul must have been confronting a 

formalized movement of Judaizers. The arguments put forward for the presence of 

Judaizers, however, seem to be inferring too much from the Scriptural witnesses.79 What 

should be clear is that for Paul Christian spirituality is shaped by narratives, liturgies, and 

                                                 
78 Stephen F. Fowl, Philippians: The Two Horizons New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2005), 167. 

79 See Moises Silva’s discussion of this question in Moises Silva, The Wycliffe Exegetical 
Commentary: Philippians (Chicago: Moody Press, 1988), 207-212. 



 

 56 

by the communal life of the missional community. There are both positive and negative 

examplars that can inform a Christian’s conformitas Christi.80 

It should also be clear that Philippians 2:5-11 is a witness to the intersectional 

character of narrative, public liturgy (encomia), and missional ecclesiology in Paul’s 

ethics. This writer is not alone in noticing the intersectional quality of these three in 

Paul’s ethics. Peter-Ben Smit in his study Paradigms of Being in Christ has also noticed 

these three intersecting in Paul. Smit says, 

Phil. 2.1-4 leads neatly into the exemplum that follows. Both Phil. 2.1-4 and the 
encomium in 2.5-11 address and promote an alternative way of life (i.e. life in 
Christ) and they agree in this respect in terms of general questioning of 
contemporary social values along the same lines in Philippians…the Philippians 
[as a missional community] are called to do…what Christ does in the 
encomium…81 

 
Paul holds these three things together in the Carmen Christi, according to Fowl, through 

the use of analogy,  

Each of the interpretations of Christ represented by the hymnic passages is 
rendered and deployed in the light of a concrete situation (or, at least, in the light 
of Paul’s perception of the situation). The tool which Paul consistently uses to 
make these particular correlations between tradition and situation is analogy…He 
does this by first providing a concrete portrayal of Christ. He then sets it 
alongside the experience of the church he is addressing and spells out the 
implications for their practices as he sees them.82 

                                                 
80 Richard B. Hays has also noted the paradigmatic role Scripture plays in Paul’s ethics, Hays 

says, “Scripture functions also in Paul’s thought as a source of narratives that provide broader paradigms – 
examples of behavior, either positive or negative – for the life of the church,” 153. Hays, The Conversion of 
the Imagination. 

81 Peter-Ben Smit, Paradigms of Being In Christ: A Study of the Epistle to the Philippians 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 84. Richard B. Hays has also noted this intersection in Paul in Richard B. 
Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament: Community, Cross, New Creation (New York: HarperOne, 
1996). Hays says, “Paul exhorts his readers to a life of koinonia (fellowship, sharing) and mutual support. 
This exhortation is grounded in the Story of Christ, as sketched in a poetic passage that may have been an 
early Christian hymn already familiar to the Philippians,” 28. 

82 It is also worth considering the wider treatment of Fowl in his closing reflections on Paul’s use 
of analogy in “The function of hymnic material in Paul and the relationships between narrative and ethics” 
in Fowl, The Story of Christ, 198-202. The particular quote above is from page 202. 
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The sources of Paul’s analogies are the experiences of his churches and the cultural 

devices Paul observed the Roman Empire using to create and sustain Roman colonies. 

Clearly the social location of the church in Philippi has left an indelible mark on the 

composition of Paul’s letter to them.83 

Paul encouraged the early Christians at Philippi to live out the public truth of 

Christ’s ascendancy as King in their city. While Rome replicated its vision of civitas 

through the use of encomia following the cursus honorum to elevate the elite and push 

citizens into a clamorous social world of self-interest84 Paul choose to replicate his vision 

of civitas Dei through an encomium that embodied the counter-narrative of the cursus 

pudorum of Christ. “Paul’s vision, rather was for a community in which honor was to be 

granted to those who utilized their power and status sacrificially, for the benefit of others 

in the group.”85 Paul’s vision had ethical implications not only his churches then, but for 

the church of Jesus Christ today. This is particularly true for those Evangelical leaders 

who wish to identify their approach to being the church as missional.  

A Few Ethical Norms for the Practices of Evangelicals in Missional Churches 

There are five ethical implications for Evangelicals practice of missional 

ecclesiology that can be inferred from the reading that was proposed above for 

Philippians 2:5-11. Each of these ethical norms are italicized below with comments on 

their implementation.  

                                                 
83 For a thorough exploration of this see Joseph H. Hellerman, “Vindicating God’s servants in 

Philippi and in Philippians: The influence of Paul’s ministry in Philippi upon the composition of 
Philippians 2:6-11,” Bulletin for Biblical Research 20 No. 1 (2010), 85-102. 

84 Hellerman, Reconstructing Honor, 160-161. 

85 Ibid., 165. 
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(1) Paul rethought the nature of Scripture, the story of Israel, and the missional 

vocation of the church in the world in light of the Story of Christ. In the same way the 

Story of Christ ought to influence how Evangelical leaders approach Scripture, read 

Israel’s story, and define the missional calling of their congregations in the world. 

Evangelical hermeneutical approaches to Scripture can at times minimize the role a 

reader’s theological tradition plays on the meaning they find within Scripture.86 Paul’s 

Christotelic and ecclesiocentric reading of Scripture encourages modern readers to lean 

into affirming and exploring a theological reading of Scripture that is self-aware of the 

theological traditions that have shaped the reader. While it is important to acknowledge 

that “all exegetes are sinful, and not above a certain degree of suspicion,”87 the way one 

confronts that is not through bare scientific methodologies of reading. Readers explore 

their biases through reading Scripture in community with other believers who represent 

voices from different times, social locations, and traditions. The voice of Christians from 

pre-modernity can play an especially significant role as important counter-voices to the 

church living in late modernity.88 Their voice also contains a rich missional ecclesiology 

heritage that is still waiting to be reclaimed. An example of this can be found in a number 

of the recent titles published in the Popular Patristic Series.89  

                                                 
86 See J. Todd Billings, The Word of God for the People of God: An Entryway to the Theological 

Interpretation of Scripture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 8-10. 

87 Ibid., 184. 

88 To explore the value of pre-modern readings of Scripture see Ibid., 149-194; Steinmetz, Taking 
the Long View, 3-14; Michael C. Legaspi, The Death of Scripture and the Rise of Biblical Studies (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 3-52; and Holmes, Listening to the Past, 1-17. 

89 For example see St. Basil the Great, On Social Justice (Yonkers: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 
2009); St. John Chrysostom, On Wealth and Poverty (Yonkers: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1999). 
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(2) The rich liturgical heritage of the Old Testament, as well as communities 

across the Greco-Roman world, influenced Paul’s use of the Carmen Christi in his 

churches. Evangelicals should imitate Paul’s embrace of inherited liturgies by faithfully 

exploring the rich liturgical heritage present in the Old and New Testament and in 

Church History. Doing this does not preclude Evangelicals from embodying those 

liturgical traditions in contemporary cultural forms that reflect the setting of their 

congregations in North America. Scripture is a part of the living liturgical heritage of 

God’s people. The Old and New Testament bear witness to the importance of including 

prayers, washings, feasts and festivals, recitations of Scripture, and singing of Psalms and 

spiritual hymns in the corporate worship of the people of God. Liturgies, even if they are 

informal and poorly conceived, have been and will continue to be part of the life of the 

modern church. It is impossible for congregations to avoid entirely the use of liturgical 

traditions and rituals.90 The question facing Evangelical leaders is not whether the 

congregation they serve ought to follow liturgies and rituals, but whether the rituals the 

congregation they serve will follow liturgies and rituals that witness to the practices of 

the universal church or witness to the individualism and sectarianism that has marred the 

unity of the church.91  

(3) If Philippians 2:5-11 is an encomium and a cursus pudorum, then it 

establishes a precedent for the public character of the church’s liturgy in all ages. This is 

a good corrective for those who come from a high church tradition but look down on the 

forms, instrumentations, and elements used in contemporary Evangelical worship 

                                                 
90 Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 75-88. 

91 Ibid., 89-130. 
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services. Paul’s use of a public liturgical form reminds those from a high church liturgical 

orientation that the form and aesthetic of the liturgy ought to express the culture that the 

congregation is situated within. The form of the liturgy has missiological significance 

that can be creatively used to share the Story of Christ in imaginative ways. Depending 

on what part of the world the local congregation is in this could take on the form of 

Carniatic instrumentation in a worship service in South India or the inclusion of post-

industrial rock instrumentation in one of the boroughs of New York City.  

(4) The local church as a community is called to use “good liturgy” to share 

God’s story clearly and speak into the present needs of the neighborhood. In many ways 

Evangelicals in North American over the past thirty years have experienced a renaissance 

of the creative arts within their worship services and congregational life. Paul’s 

encomium (borrowed or created by him) serves as a witness to the power of good song 

writing. As the argument culture of North America continues to monopolize public 

discourse, delegitimizing modern media and social media platforms, well-crafted songs 

are vehicles that speak to the issues that are shaping the hearts and minds of people. They 

are expressions of “good liturgy” that can be used to elucidate the idols that are shaping 

the life of the neighborhoods around congregations.  

(5) Lastly, it ought to be clear from the proposed exegesis of Philippians 2:5-11 

above that any form of missional ecclesiology that does not take the role of liturgy 

seriously is not a biblical missional ecclesiology. One of the defining features of 

Evangelicalism, according to David Bebbington, is biblicism (i.e. a particular regard for 

and elevation of the bible). The role liturgy played in Paul’s missional ecclesiology 

challenges Evangelicals to ask themselves just how biblical their practice of ecclesiology 
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actually is if their approach to worship has an allergic reaction to using inherited 

liturgies.92 The relationship between mission and liturgy is a contentious one for many 

Evangelical leaders. One way to help these leaders traverse that contentious terrain is to 

offer Evangelical leaders bible studies on passages that witness to the intersection of 

mission and liturgy. The pragmatic task of this Final Project offers such a resource in the 

form a guidebook for Evangelical congregational leaders called “Participating in the 

Story of God.” 

Conclusion 

This chapter looked at Paul’s liturgical-missional ethics in Philippians 2:5-11: (1) 

by exploring the narrative dynamics in the ethics of Paul; (2) by exploring the status 

quaestionis of the liturgical form of Philippians 2:5-11; (3) by looking at the mimetic 

function of Jesus and Paul’s stories for the church at Philippi; and in light of those things 

(4) by offering a few ethical norms for the practice of Evangelical leaders of missional 

churches. The next chapter will explore the normative task from the perspective of 

historical theology. It will do this by looking at the Father of the missional church Lesslie 

Newbigin. It will explore Newbigin’s autobiographical reflections on the practice of 

liturgy in his life, and will offer observations on the theology of liturgy in Newbigin’s 

published and unpublished writings. That chapters study of Newbigin will demonstrate 

that from the very beginning of the missional church conversation, narrative, liturgy and 

                                                 
92 To explore the allergic reaction some Evangelicals are having toward liturgy and how they are 

overcoming it see Robert E. Webber, Evangelicals on the Canterbury Trail: Why Evangelicals are 
Attracted to the Liturgical Church (Wilton: Morehouse-Barlow, 1985); Todd D. Hunter, The Accidental 
Anglican: The Surprising Appeal of the Liturgical Church (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2010); and 
Melanie C. Ross, Evangelical Versus Liturgical? Defying a Dichotomy (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 
Publisher, 2014).  
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missional ecclesiology have been in trialogue with each other enriching the life of the 

church living in a post-Christendom setting.  
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Chapter 3: Lesslie Newbigin’s Liturgical-Missional Ecclesiology 
 

Introduction 

This chapter will explore the historical and theological dimensions of the 

normative task by looking at the Father of the missional church movement, Lesslie 

Newbigin. Newbigin not only modeled the value of liturgical worship in his own ministry 

he also offered a valuable theology of liturgy within his writings that Evangelical 

congregational leaders can learn from. Particularly as they interpret what the practices of 

missional ecclesiology are in light of the tradition of interpretation offered in formative 

voices to the missional church like Newbigin. Sadly, and quiet uniquely, many 

Evangelicals have developed an allergic reaction to acknowledging the presence and 

influence of theological pre-commitments that shape their interpretation of Scripture. It is 

unique because, as David C. Steinmetz has noted, “For most of Christian 

history…interpreters of the Bible have assumed they stood in a tradition of 

interpretation….Thus, they felt a responsibility to engage the interpretations of earlier 

commentators.”1 It is in the spirit of engaging “the interpretations of earlier 

commentators” that Evangelicals should set out to engage the most significant voice in 

the tradition of missional ecclesiology. That voice is found in the Father of the missional 

church movement, Lesslie Newbigin (1909-1998). 

It is hard to overstate the influence Newbigin has had on the missional church 

movement. He has been called “one of the premier missionaries of the twentieth 

century,”2 “an ecumenical and missionary statesman, and a cross-cultural missiologist of 

                                                 
1 David C. Steinmetz, “Interpreting the Bible as Bible,” Journal of Theological Interpretation 4 

No. 1 (2010), 7-14. 10. 

2 Hunsberger, “Biography as missiology,” 523.  
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the first order,”3 and he has been called a “figure of comparable stature and range in the 

ecumenical twentieth century”4 to the Fathers of the early church. Missional Church is 

widely considered to be the standard introduction to missional ecclesiology. The editor of 

that volume, Darrell L. Guder, has credited Newbigin for playing a pioneering role in the 

spread of missional ecclesiology in the western church. Guder says,  

As a missionary statesman and leader who had returned after decades in India to 
minister to Britain, Newbigin analyzed with penetrating clarity the challenges 
presented by the changing context of Western society. In a word, what had once 
been a Christendom society was now clearly post-Christian, and in many ways, 
anti-Christian…His conclusions have mobilized Christian thinkers and leaders on 
both sides of the Atlantic.5 
 

Guder is not alone in his estimation of the significance Newbigin. Michael W. Goheen 

also argued Newbigin foundational importance for the missional church movement.  

There are two important years in the development of a missional 
ecclesiology…1952 and 1998. 1952 was the year of the Willingen meeting of the 
International Missionary Council (IMC). It was then that the theological 
framework (although not the term) of the missio Dei was clearly articulated. An 
important part of this formulation was the recognition that mission was central to 
the church’s being…In 1998, the book Missional Church: A Vision for the 
Sending of the Church in North America was published….At each point in this 
conversation, Lesslie Newbigin is a towering figure.6 
 

Goheen goes on to say that Newbigin “remains the recognized father and, for many, the 

tacit authority in much missional…church literature.”7 If one is to responsibly explore the 

normative historical and theological traditions that should be used to develop good 
                                                 

3 Paul Weston summarized Newbigin’s legacy in those terms in Mark T. Laing and Paul Weston, 
eds., Theology in Missionary Perspective: Lesslie Newbigin’s Legacy (Eugene: Pickwick Publications, 
2012), 10. 

4 Wainwright, Lesslie Newbigin, v. 

5 Guder, ed., Missional Church, 3. 

6 Michael W. Goheen, “Historical perspectives on the Missional Church Movement: Probing 
Lesslie Newbigin’s formative influence,” Trinity Journal for Theology & Ministry 4 No. 2 (Fall, 2010), 62-
84. 62-64. 

7 Goheen, “Historical perspectives on the Missional Church Movement,” 64. 
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practice for missional ecclesiology Lesslie Newbigin’s life and writings deserve pride of 

place. 

The influence of Newbigin’s missional ecclesiology has spread throughout the 

West through the Gospel and Our Culture Project and other missionally oriented 

networks. A key aspect of Newbigin’s missional ecclesiology was the “need to recover 

the missionary nature of the church.”8 The missionary nature of the church was 

underplayed in the western church due to a Christendom mentality that many western 

Christian traditions identified with even though during the late twentieth century they 

began to take account of their new social location as churches living in a pluralistic, post-

Christendom culture. Newbigin believed that the church living in a post-Christendom 

setting must reconsider all of its practices. Which includes the overlooked practice of 

how the church relates liturgical worship to its missionary character.9 This chapter will 

explore Newbigin’s understanding of worship as public truth by: (1) acknowledging the 

challenges those who want to study Newbigin’s life and theology face; (2) looking at 

Newbigin’s autobiographical comments on the importance of liturgy; (3) looking at 

Newbigin’s theology of liturgy; and (4) by offering some suggestions for how 

                                                 
8 Michael W. Goheen, “The Legacy of Lesslie Newbigin for mission in the 21st century,” Trinity 

Journal For Theology & Ministry 4 No. 2 (Fall, 2010), 8-21. 20. It is worth while exploring Richard J. 
Mouw’s outline of how the Western church can recover its missionary nature in his essay, “The missionary 
location of the North American churches,” in Craig Van Gelder, ed., Confident Witness – Changing World, 
3-15. Mouw says, “we need to take seriously the fact of our missionary location; we need to redevelop a 
missionary methodology in this context; and we need to cultivate missionary sensitivities,” 3. 

9 For a helpful assessment of the value of Lesslie Newbigin’s missional ecclesiology for the 
church in North America see: George R. Hunsberger, “The Newbigin gauntlet: Developing a domestic 
missiology for North America,” Missiology: An International review 19 No. 4 (October 1991), 391-408. 
Hunsberger says, “The contextual missiology of the North American churches is poorly formed, at best. At 
the heart of the recent work of Lesslie Newbigin, there lies a challenge to develop a domestic missiology 
marked by the theological depth he has habitually brought to bear on missiological issues,” 391. 



 

 66 

Evangelical congregational leaders can responsibly embrace the role liturgical worship 

plays in Newbigin’s missional ecclesiology. 

The Challenges of Studying Newbigin’s Life and Theology 

 There are several challenges that face those who wish to study the life and 

theology of Lesslie Newbigin as it relates to his understanding of liturgical worship and 

mission. Among them are: (1) the vast character of his missionary career; (2) the mixed 

attention his reflections have received on a number of topics; (3) the fact that liturgical 

worship while important to Newbigin was not a central topic in his writings; and (4) 

lastly the focus of his autobiographical writings leave gaps in what he may or may not 

have thought about worship at different seasons of his missionary career. Each of these 

will be explored below. 

The first challenge facing those who wish to study Newbigin’s theology is 

properly interpreting his thoughts within the context of his vast missionary career. His 

career spanned sixty-two years and took place in two very different missionary contexts. 

Newbigin spent the earlier part of his missionary career as a traditional cross-cultural 

missionary doing frontier work in India from 1936-1974 (with occasional breaks 

interspersed for his ecumenical labors). Following his time in India he spent the later part 

of his missionary career as a missiologist for the western church living in a post-

Christendom setting within England. He began his missionary career in England by 

taking on a professorship at Selly Oak Colleges in Birmingham (1974-1979). After his 

retirement from Selly Oaks he served as the Moderator for the General Assembly of the 

United Reformed Church (1978-1979) and as a pastor at a small United Reformed 

Church revitalization project in the Winson Green area (1980-1988). During his 
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missionary career in the post-Christendom West he addressed his largest audience as a 

prolific writer and as an itinerate lecturer (1974-1998). The frontier shape of Newbigin’s 

missionary career in India as well as the post-Christendom shape of his missionary career 

in England create specific situations, contexts, and audiences that must be taken account 

of if an accurate outline Newbigin’s theology is going to be offered.  

The second challenge facing those who wish to study Newbigin’s theology is that 

even though he is highly regarded within the field of missiology his theological 

reflections on a number of subjects have gone unexplored.  There are at least two reasons 

why Newbigins theology has gone unexplored: First, due to the fragmentation and 

specialization within modern theology Newbigin’s missiology remains largely unknown 

in many academic and ecclesial circles. As David J. Kettle has noted, “He is remembered 

with affection by many who knew him, and his message has inspired many in a general 

way, but his teaching is not often subject to careful reflection.” Because Newbigin 

remains by and large an undiscovered Father of the modern church his contributions in 

many areas remain open to fresh investigation.10 Secondly, tracing Newbigin’s 

contributions in particular areas of theology is difficult because of the nature of his 

writing style. The majority of his writings were composed along the busy roadsides he 

traveled as a missionary and ecumenical statesman. As Wilbert R. Shenk has noted, 

“Virtually everything Newbigin wrote was ‘on assignment,’ that is, in response to a 

speaking or writing assignment…[he] devoted himself to reflecting on the life of faith as 

it intersects with the world; he was impatient with ‘airy-fairy’ or detached scholarship 

                                                 
10 That investigation will require patient attention to the more than forty books and booklets – not 

to mention the hundreds of articles and reviews – Newbigin wrote over his 54 years of ministry. In addition 
to these there are several audio recordings of his lectures held on file at several academic institutions across 
the Atlantic.  
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that flaunted its objectivity.”11  According to Shenk, even though Newbigin displayed a 

remarkable level of theological acumen12 he was not strictly speaking an academic 

theologian. That is he did not regularly write theology for the sake of peer review or 

engagement. He considered himself a pastor and a preacher by nature rather than a 

scholar.13 This is why Newbigin’s writings frequently lack the style and form one would 

expect in academic discourse. 

The third challenge facing those who want to study Newbigin’s theology is the 

fact that liturgical worship while an important topic for Newbigin was not a central theme 

within his writings. It will be demonstrated below through a study of Newbigin’s 

autobiographical writings that liturgy was an important practice in his life as a 

missionary. And even though liturgy was not central theme within the corpus of his 

writings it did appear throughout them. Newbigin explored in general ways the 

missiological nature of worship across the span of his books. He also explored in 

particular ways both sacramental and doxological themes in more than a dozen of his 

articles. Worship also appears as a topic of interest in a number of his unpublished 

writings held at the Cadbury Research Library at the University of Birmingham.14  

                                                 
11 Wilbert R. Shenk, “Lesslie Newbigin’s contribution to mission theology,” International Bulletin 

of Missionary Research (April 2000), 59-64. 59. 

12 Shenk, in “Lesslie Newbigin’s contribution to mission theology,” calls Newbigin a missionary 
theologian, a contextual theologian, and a strategic theologian. 

13 Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralistic Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 10. 

14 In completion of this Final Project this researcher undertook archival research on the Papers of 
Lesslie Newbigin held at the Cadbury Research Library on October 24-26, 2016. All the citations and 
quotations of those papers are made with the written approval of the Cadbury Research Library and follow 
the archival codes used by the Cadbury Research Library. (The written approval from the Cadbury 
Research Library was received by this researcher on March 28, 2017). 
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The fourth, and last challenge facing those who wish to study Newbigin’s 

theology is that the focus of his autobiographical writings leaves gaps in what he may or 

may not have thought about worship at different seasons of missionary career. Like many 

notable missiologists before him Newbigin choose to record the work he was involved in 

with the Church of South India and the World Council of Churches for posterity’s sake. 

He did this through two larger autobiographical undertakings: A South India Diary,15 

published in 1951 as a follow up to arguments he put forth in The Reunion of the 

Church16 which was published in 1948; and his larger work, Unfinished Agenda: An 

Autobiography, first published in 1985 and then revised and expanded in 1993.17 In 

addition to these sources there are other autobiographical writings including a number of 

articles and segments within a few of his books that take on an autobiographical tone (for 

example The Reunion of the Church, and The Good Shepherd).18 What Newbigin choose 

to focus on within his autobiographical writings was as diverse as the needs of the 

missionary settings he was working in. While he did offer many helpful comments on 

liturgy within his autobiographical writings his comments were made in relation to other 

                                                 
15 Lesslie Newbigin, A South India Diary (London: SCM Press, 1951). Newbigin’s diary spans the 

early years of his ministry as a bishop in the newly formed Church of South India, from its beginning in 
1947 until 1950.  

16 Lesslie Newbigin, The Reunion of the Church: A Defense of the South India Scheme (London: 
SCM Press, 1948). 

17 For the sake of this chapter all the quotations from Unfinished Agenda will be taken from the 
revised edition in 1993. Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda. The updated version spans much of Newbigin’s life 
from 1909-1992. The greater part of his autobiography is given to recounting his life in India and his work 
in ecumenism from 1936-1974 (it amounts to 225 pages of the 261 page autobiography). Roughly only 
fourteen percent of his autobiographical writing is given to his time in England after his retirement from 
India. This does it make it challenging to trace the theme of liturgy in his self-reflections after 1974. 

18 Lesslie Newbigin, The Good Shepherd: Meditations on Christian Ministry in Today’s World 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977). 
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topics of interest that he felt compelled to offer a report on as either a missionary, 

ecumenical statesmen, pastor and later bishop, and as a missiologist.  

 Newbigin’s Autobiographical Comments on Liturgy 

If one is going to study the topic of liturgy within the autobiographical reflections 

of Newbigin’s writings one needs to define what is meant by the term liturgy (i.e. how 

broadly or narrowly liturgy will be defined). For the purpose of this chapter liturgy will 

be treated as an approach to the corporate worship of the saints that uses inherited 

traditions to witness to the catholic character of the church. Those inherited traditions 

may include common liturgical elements such as fixed prayers, treating the sacraments as 

central things within the service, traditional hymnody (though not necessarily traditional 

instrumentation), and the use of the Liturgical Year to guide the focus of the preaching. 

Using this broader definition of liturgy allows the reader of Newbigin’s autobiographical 

writings to explore liturgical worship beyond just those places where the actual phrase 

occurs. The picture that emerges from his writings when this broader concept of liturgy is 

used is that for Newbigin liturgical worship is a vital part of the church’s witness to the 

public truth of the gospel.  

This broader concept of liturgy will be traced in a linear fashion across the span of 

Newbigin’s autobiographical writings beginning with his formative years in his 

childhood and schooldays (1909-1935), then moving onto his time in India, and closing 

with his time in England. It will become apparent to the reader that Newbigin makes 

more comments about liturgy in his autobiographical writings during his missionary 

career in India (1936-1974) than in England (1974-1998). Therefore, this section will 

spend more time exploring his reflections on liturgy during his missionary career in India.  
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Liturgy and Inherited Spiritual Practices During Newbigin’s Formative Years 

 Newbigin’s attraction to inherited spiritual practices began in his childhood home 

where he witnessed the formational power of inherited spiritual practices. His father’s use 

of the inherited spiritual practice of morning prayers left a lasting impression on his 

spiritual life. Newbigin recounts, “Daddy was a devout and deeply thoughtful 

Christian…he never failed to take time for prayer in the morning…he was always 

struggling with the question of how to apply his Christian faith to the day-to-day issues of 

business and politics.”19 Later during his schoolboy days in a Quaker school he 

encountered other inherited spiritual practices, including the practices of silence and 

solitude. The Quaker school he attended fostered within their students an appreciation for 

the contemplative side of the Christian faith through educating them about practices that 

were part of the wider tradition of western Christian spirituality.20 The Quaker meetings 

he participated in at the school gave him “an experience of quiet, humble and attentive 

waiting upon God.”21 However, unlike his father’s contemplative life that was 

interwoven with concerns for the public life of the world the contemplative life Newbigin 

encountered at the Quaker school left the harder questions being raised in society largely 

unanswered. As a consequence of the lack of engagement present within the bible lessons 

at the Quaker school Newbigin was left with many unanswered questions about the 

Christian faith. In fairness Quakerism is not alone in its lack of cultural engagement. That 

is a common feature for many conservative holiness-oriented Christian traditions, which 

                                                 
19 Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda, 3. 

20 The contemplative practices he experienced at this Quaker school served as a bridge, which in 
time would lead him to encounter at college the liturgical traditions that would shape his adult life. 

21 Ibid., 5. 
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do not always engage the questions people in modern society are facing. Later those 

questions were raised for Newbigin by the speakers that came to the Student Christian 

Movement he was a part of at Queens College in Cambridge.  

 It was during his time as a college student in the Student Christian Movement that 

Newbigin was drawn back again to the traditional spiritual practice he saw in his fathers 

devotional life of praying in fixed hours. Someone told Newbigin that it was through the 

practice of praying in fixed hours that Newbigin could encounter the saving grace of God 

and become a genuine Christian. As Newbigin has recounted, “I asked one of them: ‘If I 

wanted to be a Christian, how would I begin?’ Without a moment of hesitation he replied: 

‘Buy an alarm clock.’” I knew what he meant. The ‘morning watch’ was still a living 

tradition.”22 From that time on Newbigin held onto the practice of praying at fixed hours. 

That practice led him into a fuller embrace of the value of liturgical worship used within 

the college chapel as it too was structured around fixed hours. As Newbigin has 

recounted,  

During that second year I began to go to Evensong in the college chapel. The 
services of the Book of Common Prayer were strange to me and not, at first, very 
attractive. But I came to love and cherish that quiet half-hour at the end of the 
daylight hours when we could share in a corporate act.23 
 

It was the inherited practice of praying at fixed hours that led Newbigin to a deeper 

appreciation for how liturgical worship was a vital part of the church’s public witness.24 

                                                 
22 Ibid., 10. 

23 Ibid., 13. 

24 It is important to note that while Newbigin used fixed hours of prayer and used fixed forms of 
prayer in his later ministry, he was also open to free forms of prayer in corporate worship. An example of 
this comes from his early life as a newly minted bishop in the Church of South India. In recounting the 
corporate worship of a village church, Newbigin said, “The service is a very corporate affair. Most of the 
members have in their hands the little book which includes the prayers and lyrics in general use. Almost all 
except the very aged join heartily in prayer and praise. How good it is to be able to use both ‘fixed’ and 
‘free’ forms of prayer! The former provides the solid framework of service and makes it easy for everyone 
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While Newbigin points to the rhythm of the daily watch as being a vital part of the 

preparation for his conversion experience at Trealaw,25 his theological biographers do not 

always place emphasis upon the way the inherited spiritual practices Newbigin received 

in his childhood and early studies at Queens College were significant. Instead they focus 

on the ecumenical and social questions the speakers within the Student Christian 

Movement focused on at that time. Those two emphasis’s became formative for 

Newbigin’s spiritual life.26 Nevertheless, the rhythm of the daily watch did provide at 

least part of the context for Newbigin reception of the revelation of the cross spanning 

heaven and earth.  

Even though Newbigin held onto the practice of praying at fixed hours throughout 

his missionary careers that does not mean that that practice came easily for him. An 

example of his struggle with using inherited spiritual practices can be seen during his 

training to be a missionary at Westminster College in Cambridge from 1933-1935. 

During that training, while under the guidance of Herbert Farmer, the students were 

encouraged to have a “quiet day” for prayerful meditation. Newbigin confessed that he 

                                                                                                                                                 
– however illiterate – to join in. The latter speak quickly to the heart and lift all together into the 
heavenlies,” 35-36. Newbigin, A South India Diary. 

25 Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda, 10-11. Newbigin mentions his own use of the daily watch and 
the inspiration he received from his friend Arthur Watkins’ use of the daily watch as well. 

26 This researcher believes Newbigin’s primary theological biographers are right in placing 
emphasis on the ecumenical and social dimension of the Student Christian Movement rather than on 
contrived nascent liturgical interests in Newbigin at this time being an essential factor in his conversion. 
Paul Weston’s short biography of Newbigin with its emphasis on the ecumenical interests and social 
questions that were attractive to Newbigin in the Student Christian Movement at this time is an example of 
this. See Weston, Lesslie Newbigin, 2-3. For a slightly different look at Newbigin’s conversion see 
Geoffrey Wainwright’s treatment. Wainwright does not emphasize the influence of inherited spiritual 
practices on Newbigin’s conversion, nor does he emphasize the social questions and ecumenical interests of 
the Student Christian Movement. Instead Wainwright emphasizes the apologetical character of the Student 
Christian Movement speakers whose willingness to ask difficult questions made the Christian faith 
plausible to Newbigin. The speaker’s messages were an encouragement for Newbigin to place proper 
confidence in Christ. See Wainwright, Lesslie Newbigin, 30. 
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and other students found the interior life difficult. They found the practice of a “quiet 

day” anything but restful. His prior experience working in Glasgow for a brief time in the 

Student Christian Movement had not prepared him for a quiet day of meditation and 

prayer. As Newbigin has recounted,  

I had been surprised and shocked to find that the whole area of the interior life, of 
the struggle to keep a steady discipline of prayer, meditation and contemplation, 
was – apparently – ignored [in the culture of the Student Christian Movement]. I 
had been accustomed to discussing these things with students and to struggling 
with my own repeated failures [while at Westminster College].27 
 

Newbigin is very honest about how slow his own journey toward Christlikeness was even 

though he used what he believed were helpful inherited spiritual practices.  

In Newbigin’s autobiographical writings one often sees a mixture of encouraging 

words from him to embrace inherited spiritual practices and liturgical worship, alongside 

honest personal confessions of his own struggle to embrace them. An example of this 

mixture from his ministry in India can be seen in the comments Newbigin makes in The 

Good Shepherd regarding his failure to follow the Liturgical Year (also referred to as the 

Christian year).28 Newbigin wrote,  

Many of you, like me, have not been accustomed to making much of the 
observance of the Christian year. Apart from Christmas and Easter, we did not 
take much notice of the seasons. I have become convinced that there is a very 
great value in the observance of the Christian year.29  
 

Even though he found the Liturgical Year difficult to follow in this same book Newbigin 

goes on to express a number of ways following the Liturgical Year has been helpful to 

                                                 
27 Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda, 30. 

28 One must take his words of confession here with a grain of salt because in his homiletical 
practices there are ample examples that he followed the Liturgical Year. I will demonstrate that toward the 
end of the chapter. 

29 Newbigin, The Good Shepherd, 131. 
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him. For instance he said that following the Liturgical Year helped pull him out of the 

monotony of his own reflections so that he could reflect on Christ’s story. Following it 

also helped him place his present emotional investments into the context of the emotional 

dimensions of the Liturgical Year, which helped him balance lament and joy as normal 

emotions within the Christian life.  

Newbigin’s Autobiographical Reflections on Liturgy During His Ministry in India 

With these things in mind from the formative years of Newbigin’s life the reader 

can now turn to look at how he embraced liturgical worship as a missionary in India. 

Because the greater weight of Newbigin’s autobiographical writings come from his time 

in India that period of his life will be broken into two seasons. Newbigin’s first season in 

India was spent as a regular missionary in Chingleput (which was short lived due to an 

accident that sent him home for hospital care 1937-1939) and in Kanchipuram (1939-

1946). The second season of his time in India was spent as a bishop in the Church of 

South India in Madurai (1947-1959), and then later when he returned to India in Madras 

(1965-1974).  

There are no comments from Newbigin on the topic of liturgy in his 

autobiography Unfinished Agenda from his brief service in Chingleput because his time 

there was cut short by a serious accident. Nevertheless, one does see in Newbigin a 

concern about the presence of colonialism shaping the life of the church in India,30 which 

will play a part later in his writings on the nature of worship in the Indian church. 

Because of his concerns about colonialism in the church of South India Newbigin while 

                                                 
30 At Chingleput Newbigin’s concern about colonialism was focused on how he saw it affecting 

relational dynamics in the leadership of the church there. As Newbigin recounts, “It was clear that the 
fundamental problem was the unwillingness of missionaries to entrust full responsibility to the Indian 
leaders whom they had trained.” Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda, 39. 
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emphasizing the value of inherited liturgies for the church of South India advocates for 

the necessity of a contextualized form of liturgy that is not overly shaped by the western 

church.  

In the city of Kanchipuram – a city known for its towering Hindu temples – 

Newbigin learned the value of having a church building alongside other Christian 

building projects like hospitals and schools. Newbigin believed that the church building 

should be a center where the public character of liturgical worship was put on display 

drawing in the curious to experience a deeper encounter with Christ. As Newbigin 

recounts,  

What matters is that word and deed are not separated. What matters more is that 
they are seen to flow from a centre where Jesus Christ is confessed and 
worshiped….There were many who were sufficiently interested by what they had 
experienced in school, in hospital, in listening to a street preacher or in reading a 
Gospel, to want to come and listen in the place where it all had its centre.31 
 

The public character of the church’s worship located in a church building while small 

was not an insignificant counter-witness to the Hindu towers looming overhead in the 

city of Kanchipuram.  

Outside the city in the rural villages the public character of worship was 

challenged in a different way. Not by an absence of church buildings, though that was 

true, rather it was challenged by an overdependence upon western mission organizations 

and clergy that had to be ordained by them. Newbigin recounts how the village church’s 

worship was affected by the infrequency of the visits of the paid ordained pastors, “They 

saw themselves as dependencies of the Mission rather than congregations of the holy 

catholic Church….The Indian pastor visited only occasionally and consequently the 

                                                 
31 Ibid., 53-54. 
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sacraments were not an integral part of their life but an extra brought from outside.”32 

The Indian church’s dependency upon western institutions deeply concerned Newbigin. 

The village churches were so dependent upon the mission organization that their use of 

liturgical elements, including the sacraments, became negatively affected. Newbigin 

believed the Indian church still had much growth to experience because its smallest 

communities, the village churches, were unhealthy. From his time working within the 

Student Christian Movement Newbigin had learned “that the health of the whole depends 

upon the health of the smallest unit.”33 For the church in South India to be healthy it 

would need to be connected to the wider historic catholic church through its use of 

inherited liturgical traditions, while also being a truly indigenous non-colonialized 

community with thriving village churches.  

Newbigin wanted the South Indian church to be indigenous in the sense that the 

church would eventually grow to a place where it was run and governed by Indian pastors 

that could administer the sacraments as a vital part of the church’s life. To realize this 

indigenous vision Newbigin developed a “village-based voluntary ministry.” His hope 

was that in time there would be an ordained presbyter in every village. The presbyters 

would be inhabitants of the villages. They would be tentmakers able to earn their living 

from the work they did within the village adding value back into to the local economy. 

The village presbyteries should be prepared for the ministry, according to Newbigin, by 

being, “Trained to be able to read and explain the Bible intelligibly, and to conduct the 

liturgy with understanding.”34 The two areas of training, the Bible and liturgy, were 

                                                 
32 Ibid., 62. 

33 Ibid., 64. 

34 Ibid., 117. 
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connected to Newbigin’s understanding of the nature of the church. What was important 

for the ministerial preparation of the village presbyteries was their preparedness to use 

the means of grace (not that they should somehow be tied to a succession of bishops in 

the western church). As Newbigin recounts, 

The Church, as I understood it, was constituted by the Gospel, communicated in 
word and sacrament and evoking the response of faith. Ministerial order was 
therefore secondary and could never be put on the same level of importance as 
word and sacrament.35 
 

Following this approach allowed the church in South India to remain open to the new 

spontaneous work of God. However, other obstacles stood in the way beyond just how to 

train village presbyters. One such obstacle was the disunity between the western 

missionaries serving in India. These missionaries were multiplying their western 

divisions in the church in India. To help spread his vision of the spontaneous expansion 

of the church of South India Newbigin made a broad appeal to these other missionaries to 

work together irrespective of the differences between their Christian traditions. Newbigin 

also appealed to the indigenous leaders of the Indian church. He did this by delivering his 

lectures in Tamil so they could understand them. His work in Kanchipuram, as well as 

others who had worked before him in South India, eventually led to the forming of the 

Church of South India in Madras.36 

To unify the Church of South India Newbigin and others offered a scheme. That 

scheme emphasized that it was the central truths of the gospel that could unify the Church 

of South India rather than woodenly holding onto ministerial orders. However, that did 
                                                 

35 Ibid., 70. 

36 For a treatment of the factors that preceded Newbigin’s contribution to the union of the Church 
of South India see, Dyron B. Daughrity, “South India: Ecumenism’s one solid achievement? Reflections on 
the history of the Ecumenical Movement,” International Review of Mission 99 No. 390 (April, 2010); 56-
68. 
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not mean that bishops would not be present in the unified church. An indication of what 

he and others proposed for the character of the bishops in the church can be found in his 

book, The Reunion of the Church.37 As Newbigin has recounted,  

I do not regard the Bishop as therefore mainly an administrator. You will 
remember that the Scheme is very clear about the functions of a bishop; he is to 
be a pastor, an evangelist, a teacher of the faith, and a leader in worship. I am 
holding onto that definition with both hands!38 
 

In his own life as a bishop in Madras Newbigin held on “with both hands” to this vision 

of a bishop as a leader in worship. It is worth noting that Newbigin was consecrated as a 

bishop in a worship service that was thoroughly liturgical.39 That service also had a very 

public character to it in that Life Magazine covered the event, sharing the story of it with 

its readership around the world.40  

As one reads Unfinished Agenda and A South India Diary it is quickly evident 

that Newbigin faithfully executed his calling as a bishop in the Church of South India as a 

liturgical worship leader. Bishop Newbigin faced numerous challenging liturgical 

questions in the life of the churches in Madurai. Those questions eventually led him to 

                                                 
37 For a brief but helpful outline of the context of the South India Scheme and Newbigin’s defense 

of it in The Reunion of the Church see Mark T.B. Laing, From Crises to Creation: Lesslie Newbigin and 
the Reinvention of Christian Mission (Eugene: Pickwick Publications, 2012), 20-25. 

38 Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda, 87. 

39 Newbigin’s personal copy of the bulletin of the instillation ceremony of the bishops of South 
India is among his papers at the Cadbury Research Library. See, DA29 2/4/109, accessed on October 24-
26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. The 
ceremony began with a processional hymn (Nicea, sung in unison), moving into a communion service led 
by the bishops present who would install the new bishops (this communion service included the Lord’s 
Prayer, a time for silence), another hymn (Aurelia), Scripture readings, a reciting of the Nicene Creed by 
all, a sermon, the presentation of the bishops-elect, commendation of them with responsive remarks by all 
present, an examination of the bishops-elect, prayer and consecration of the new bishops, a communion 
service led by the bishops (this included another hymn (Unde et Memores), prayers led by the bishops, the 
receiving of the elements of communion), a word of blessing, and a processional hymn (Crüger, with a 
unison). 

40 “Church union in South India: Five Protestant groups make history by joining to form one new 
church,” Life Magazine 23 No. 22 (December, 1947), 63-68. 
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join with others who were working on reforming the liturgy of the Church of South India. 

An example of the need for liturgical reform can be seen in how one of the larger 

churches in Madurai had to use a western style of liturgy for their corporate worship 

service. Sadly, that worship service which was intended to minister to the 1100 Indians 

gathered together, only ministered to the few who were able to speak English because the 

hymns were all sung in English. That service had a dramatic effect on Newbigin. He 

recounts his embarrassment and disappointment with the liturgy,  

Chiefly memorable for me on account of the fact that…the words of course being 
unknown [by the Indians present because they were sung only in English]…I sat 
upon my improvised episcopal throne, trying to maintain a suitable appearance of 
dignity, I had to avert my eyes from the little group of English missionaries in the 
back row who alone knew the words. Anyway, the bicycle had started on its 
journey.41 
 

The journey of the Church of South India had indeed begun but it was evident to 

Newbigin that the path that journey would take had to lead the Church of South India 

straight into the work of liturgical reform. Some of Newbigin’s most poignant 

autobiographical reflections on liturgy come from this period of his ministry.  

The liturgical traditions that the Church of South India had inherited were poorly 

handed down.  Two examples of that are the very wooden translation of The Book of 

Common Prayer into Tamil and the thoughtless way the inherited chants were arranged 

for choral singing. Newbigin believed that part of the reason this poor transmission 

occurred was due to deficiencies present in the way western missionaries were trained as 

worship leaders by their various denominations. 

One is inclined to laugh at the incongruity of the word-for-word translation into 
Tamil of every sentence of the English Prayer Book, and at the incomprehensible 
cacophonies produced by little Tamil choir boys trying to squeeze long Tamil 

                                                 
41 Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda, 96-97. 



 

 81 

phrases into the mold of English prose-chanting. But the missions of the 
Congregational and Presbyterian tradition…have given far too little guidance in 
liturgical matters. A rigid framework may perhaps be the best thing to preserve 
life in its early stage. Moreover it is one of the tragedies of the situation that the 
Churches which have given their ministers the maximum liberty of liturgical 
improvisation are those which have given them the minimum training in liturgical 
principles.42 
 

It may appear at this point in our consideration of Newbigin’s reflections on liturgy that 

the only thing that can be learned from him is what not to do with liturgy. That is, 

however, not the case as will be demonstrated below.  

 For Newbigin the liturgical problems facing the Church of South India were not a 

reason why the church should turn to a theologically light or overly pragmatic form of 

worship. Those problems were rather invitations for them to “dig deep and lay solid 

foundations on the real theological principles underlying worship.”43 What were those 

theological principles? How Newbigin answers that question is where his most 

significant autobiographical reflection on the nature of liturgy can be found. It should not 

be surprising that the answer he offers was connected to his understanding of the unity 

the Church of South India was called to. Newbigin said,  

We have united on a basis of comprehension. Each congregation has the right to 
keep its ways of worship. But comprehension is only the first word and not the 
last. We begin by accepting each other and forgiving each other as we are. But 
then the process which is the real meaning of reunion only begins. It is the process 
of reformation in the light of God’s word and is led by His Spirit; the process of 
discovering what elements in the comprehensive union are worthy of God’s grace 
and what are not; the process of learning together to bring all our varied practices 
to the test of conformity with the Gospel. That is a process which involves pain. 
There is no place where it is more painful than in regard to worship.44 
 

                                                 
42 Newbigin, A South India Diary, 85-86. 

43 Ibid., 86. 

44 Ibid., 86-87. 
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The principles guiding the work of liturgical reform, according to Newbigin, ought to be 

based upon a concern to bring the church into a process “conformity with the Gospel” 

that leads the church into unity. In a world filled with divisions, in India a country 

divided by casts, the church in its public worship must tell the one story that can help the 

world make sense of all the broken, twisted, and incomplete stories its inhabitants are 

living out of.  

For Newbigin the ecumenical unity of the church, the work of liturgical reform, 

and the public worship of the church that tells the Story of Christ all go hand in hand. 

Newbigin’s hope was that what had happened in the liturgical reforms and the unification 

of the Church of South India would be the first fruits of what could happen by the work 

of the Spirit in the global church. As Newbigin recounted,  

The hope of the Churches in South India has always been that the union there 
would be the starting point for wider union. It will have largely failed if this hope 
is not realized. The reunion of the Church will never be distilled out of a process 
of purely academic discussion. It will only come about when Christians find 
themselves compelled to make real decisions concerning the practical issues 
which arise in the course of the fulfillment of the Church’s mission. The union in 
South India was brought about in the context of such practical discussions, arising 
out of the obligation to preach the Gospel effectively to the vast unevangelized 
areas. It in turn placed its parent Churches in the position of having to make 
decisions. It will be no real victory if these Churches come to the point of 
accepting the C.S.I. but are not moved to do anything to follow its example.45 
 

For Newbigin, liturgical worship is always connected to the church’s calling to be the one 

body for Christ living faithfully in each place by sharing the life and hope of Christ with 

those present in intelligible and indigenous ways.  

 Following the liturgical reform of the Church of South India Newbigin’s focus 

shifted to how to maintain and care for the practice of this new liturgy within the 

                                                 
45 Ibid., 128. 
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churches in Madurai and the surrounding regions. He committed himself to that work 

from 1950-1959 until leaving to work with the IMC and WCC from 1959-1964. When he 

returned to India to continue serving as a bishop – this time in Madras – he continued the 

work of nurturing the practice of the new liturgy until his first retirement in 1974.  

In Madurai, one of the key problems Newbigin had to face in how the churches 

were using the liturgy was that many of the western missionaries serving there had come 

from a variety of liturgical backgrounds. Some of those backgrounds synced easily with 

the liturgy of the Church of South India while others did not. To complicate matters 

further a number of the missionaries from North America had a deep mistrust toward 

Anglicanism. They also were suspicious of the new liturgy because they perceived that 

were Anglican influences present within the liturgical reforms put in place some ten years 

prior.46  Newbigin did not entirely discredit their concerns. He acknowledged that some 

missionaries serving the churches had thoughtlessly copied Anglican liturgies because of 

their own lack of education in their Reformed liturgical traditions.47 Even within many 

seminaries today in North America liturgical studies remain a deficient area of reflection 

and preparation.48 Nevertheless, Newbigin did not spend all of his time in Madurai and 

Madras merely helping western missionaries become more well adjusted to the new 

liturgy of the Church of South India.  

                                                 
46 See Newbigin’s comments on the mistrust, particularly from the American Congregationalists, 

toward the liturgy of the Church of South India. Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda, 135-137. 

47 Newbigin says, “It has to be admitted that some pastors at this time did tend toward an 
unthinking copying of Anglican liturgical practices but I think it is fair to say that one of the main reasons 
was that they had not been trained in a clear and firm liturgical tradition of a Reformed type.” Ibid., 135. 

48 For example, this researcher graduated from a four-year Masters of Divinity program with over 
one hundred and twenty five credits without taking a single course on liturgical history or liturgical 
theology. 



 

 84 

As was mentioned earlier part of the care of the Church of South India that 

Newbigin was called to as a bishop in Madurai was the growth of indigenous leaders 

within local churches. Their ministerial development required Newbigin and others to 

create a training approach for indigenous leaders that would help them to break their 

dependence upon western churches and money. Not only did Newbigin help create that 

training he also helped create a curriculum resource that accompanied it. The curriculum 

resource was called the ‘Village Workers Almanac’. The almanac provided material to be 

used for the creation of worship services, homiletical demands, and a few other needs that 

faced the village churches throughout the Liturgical Year.49 The Village Workers 

Almanac was a lectionary of sorts for the indigenous leaders of the Church of South 

India. The training approach used by Newbigin also helped to launch new village 

congregations. The training included the following steps: (1) an evangelist would lead 

individuals to saving faith in a village, this would be followed by a request to be 

baptized; (2) once this request was received plans for a completion of a course of 

teaching for them so they could be baptized would be devised by the evangelist and other 

ecclesial leaders; (3) that course of teaching would be three to six months in length;50 (4) 

at the end of that training converts would be confirmed and received into full 

communion; (5) then a longer period of training, usually four years, would be under taken 

for a village leader to assume responsibility for the converts; and (6) the work of the 

                                                 
49 Ibid., 137. 

 

50 Note this is a very traditional, inherited model for ministerial and parishioner formation. It is 
hard not to see the values present in traditional forms of catechetical formation present.  
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village leaders would then be supported and supplemented by other trained pastors who 

would travel from village to village resourcing them.51 In describing it, Newbigin says, 

The training [for the village leaders] was given in short, intense periods of 
teaching during the seasons when no field work can be done [because the goal 
was for these leaders to be financially self-sufficient, putting value back into the 
local economy of the village], and by actual leadership in worship under the 
supervision and guidance of a trained pastor.52  
 

All of these things were done to ensure that the smallest unit of the Church of South India 

(the village congregations) were healthy and thoroughly indigenous. The leadership of 

these congregations were financially self-sustaining, and as Newbigin had hoped they put 

value back into the local economy. The worship of the congregations had both catholic 

and contextual dimensions. Through his development of truly indigenous village leaders 

and congregations Newbigin insured that the churches in Madurai reflected the one body 

of Christ in each place.53  

When Newbigin returned to the Church of South India from his work with the 

International Missions Council and the World Council of Churches he returned to a very 

different kind of diocese than the one he had served in Madurai. Newbigin in recounting 

his life in Madras, said it was a “ much bigger diocese, with nearly a thousand 

congregations and over a hundred presbyters and a conurbation growing rapidly towards 

the three-million mark. It was not the beginning of a new diocese but the continuing.”54 

                                                 
51 Ibid., 138-139. 

52 Ibid., 139. 

53 Newbigin notes that this approach reflected a non-Christendom approach to the growth of the 
church in India (see Ibid., 138). His work was an extension of his vision that the local church to be deeply 
connected to the catholic Church through the use of inherited liturgical practices. As Newbigin says, “It 
must be such that each local community is so ordered and so related to the whole that is fellowship with all 
Christ’s people everywhere…This will mean at least this: a ministry universally recognized and visibly 
linked with the ministry of the Church throughout the centuries,” Ibid., 142. 

54 Ibid., 202. 
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In Madras Newbigin felt compelled to step outside of the narrowly focused ecclesial 

concerns that marked his prior work in Kanchipuram and Madurai so that he could focus 

on a host of social justice concerns in the city. One of those concerns included a large 

housing project. The focus of his autobiographical comments in Unfinished Agenda 

express this shift in attention. If the reader is not careful she or he might assume that 

Newbigin’s concerns as a bishop for the liturgical life of the church died down during his 

service in Madras. Such was not the case, as can be seen in the topics he choose for a 

series of bible studies he led at a monthly meeting with over fifty presbyters.55 In 

reflecting on these monthly meetings Newbigin said, “Obviously my main job, as always, 

was to help sustain the ministers and other workers in their faith through Bible study and 

prayer with them.”56 The devotions he led with these leaders were later collected in the 

book The Good Shepherd. Some of the chapter titles in The Good Shepherd demonstrate 

that Newbigin continued to train the leadership of the Church of South India in the area 

of worship leading. The liturgical vision he imparted to them included themes like: 

Leading the Church’s Worship; The Structure of Christian Worship; The Ministry of the 

Priest; Remembering; and Future and Advent.57 A number of those themes came from 

responses to questionnaires that Newbigin had sent out to the churches in Madras. The 

responses he received from the churches pointed to the need for the Church of South 

India to give greater reflection to worship.58 Those monthly leadership gatherings 

                                                 
55 Ibid., 214-215. In Madras, rather than focusing primarily on the training of village presbyter’s 

Newbigin focuses on training established leaders in the large conurbation of Madras. This is a shift in 
focus, not vision, as most of these presbyter’s were still indigenous leaders.  

56 Ibid., 214-215. 

57 Newbigin, The Good Shepherd, 5. 

58 Ibid., 33-37. 
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influenced Newbigin to help create a seminary in Madras to further prepare pastors and 

presbyters to lead worship. During a moment of fatherly pride on the part of Newbigin he 

boasted of the quality of the ministerial training that that seminary provided, he said, “ 

[It] was a kind of ministerial training which was more truly appropriate to a missionary 

Church than anything I have known before or since.”59 With great sadness Newbigin left 

South India in the month of March in 1974 for England. His departure was however not a 

final retirement but a repurposing of missiological focus in his life.  

Newbigin’s Autobiographical Reflections During His Life in England 

After his time in India Newbigin’s autobiographical reflections on liturgy become 

more difficult to locate due to the lack of written attention he has given to the latter part 

of his life and career. This section will look at his time in England, which covers his 

return from India in 1974 until his death in 1998. First, attention will be given to 

Newbigin’s first repurposing as a professor of missions at Selly Oak Colleges (1974-

1979), then his second repurposing as an urban revitalization pastor at Winson Green 

(1980-1988), and finally his third repurposing as a writer and itinerant lecturer (the dates 

for this are 1989-1998, but they could actually be dated from his time at Selly Oak 

Colleges).  

Newbigin’s reflections on liturgy during the later part of his life in England can be 

summed up in a lament and a confession he makes within his autobiographical writings. 

Upon returning to England during his professorship at Selly Oak Colleges Newbigin 

lamented the lack of catholicity present in the churches’ life and worship. That absence 

cast a shadow over the remainder of his life in England. Newbigin recounting that said,  

                                                 
59 Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda, 216. 
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For twenty-seven years I had been a bishop in the Church of South India. Thirty 
years ago we had been innocent enough to hope that three decades would be 
enough to enable the divided Churches in England to catch up with India. For all 
these years we had lived in a fellowship where the treasures of the Anglican, 
Methodist and Reformed traditions were all ours to share. Now we faced the 
painful necessity of choosing which slot to go into.60 
 

One should remember what Newbigin said earlier regarding the liturgical reforms that 

took place in the Church of South India. He said if they did not lead to the global 

church’s own reunion the reforms in South India would be for naught. Sadly in England 

Newbigin came to see that, “There is a great gulf fixed between these internationally 

achieved theological agreements, and the willingness of larger ecclesiastical bodies, 

deeply rooted in long traditions, to surrender their distinct identities.”61  

He found himself adding lament to lament during this season. Newbigin 

eventually choose to serve with the United Reformed Church because it was closer to his 

Presbyterian heritage. However he quickly discovered that the United Reformed Church 

lacked the liturgical practices he had grown accustomed to. As Newbigin recounted, “We 

had come to rely upon the weekly celebration of the Eucharist and the absence of this in 

the URC was not easy to accept.”62 

In addition to these laments Newbigin also voiced a personal confession for how 

difficult he found ministry to be in England’s post-Christendom, pluralistic culture. 

Commenting on the challenges that faced him during his pastorate at Winson Green 

Newbigin said, 

On 2 January 1980 I was duly installed and since then I have been struggling to 
fulfill the obligations of this ministry. It is much harder than anything I met in 

                                                 
60 Ibid., 230. 

61 Ibid., 243. 

62 Ibid., 230. 
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India. There is a cold contempt for the Gospel which is harder to face than 
opposition…I have been forced to recognize that the most difficult missionary 
frontier in the contemporary world is the one of which the Churches have been – 
on the whole – so little conscious, the frontier that divides the world of biblical 
faith form the world whose values and beliefs are ceaselessly fed into every home 
on the television screen [and now in the 21st century one could add mobile 
devices].63 
 

Not all was gloom and doom for Newbigin as he reflected on the life and mission of the 

church in England. He continued to sound out words of hope for the church. This was 

perhaps no more evident than in his Swanwick addresses that were published as The 

Other Side of 1984. Following the Swanwick addresses the The Gospel and Our Culture 

Network emerged and in time the global missional church movement.  

During his missionary career in England, like his career in India, Newbigin 

worked on developing liturgical worship leaders that would be equipped to lead 

indigenously within local churches. This is demonstrated in a ministerial development 

resource he helped create for the United Reformed Church. The resource was called 

“Exploring the Faith: A course for preachers and others leaders.”64 The first unit in 

Exploring the Faith was titled “Worship and preaching.” Another unit in it was called 

“The spiritual life.” That unit encouraged ministers to explore some of the inherited 

spiritual practices that were formative throughout Newbigin’s life.65  

                                                 
63 Ibid., 235. 

64 Newbigin’s copy of this resource is held in the Papers of Lesslie Newbigin at the Cadbury 
Research Library. For the concise instructions for its use see DA29 2/15/11, accessed on October 24-26, 
2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. For an 
outline of the seventeen units of “Exploring the Faith,” as well as a basic syllabus for it, see DA29 2/15/8-
10, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury Research Library, University 
of Birmingham, England.  

65 See DA29 2/15/8, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 
Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. 
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Above it was demonstrated that liturgy played a vital part in Newbigin’s 

missionary career in India and England. Below it will be demonstrated that even though 

liturgy was not a central topic for Newbigin he nevertheless offered his readers a 

sophisticated theology of liturgy. For Newbigin liturgical worship was part of the public 

witness of the church. 

Newbigin’s Theology of Liturgy 

 It must be acknowledged that Newbigin did not consider himself to be, strictly 

speaking, a liturgical scholar.66 He said as much in reply to a personal correspondence 

from someone who had requested him to weigh in on new orders that were going to be 

used for worship. Newbigin said, “I am not a liturgical scholar, and I confess that I have 

not devoted to these drafts the amount of time and care which they deserve….one needs 

to have used such orders several times before being able to judge them.”67 Newbigin’s 

self-evaluation casts light on why among the more than forty books and booklets he 

published throughout his life there is not a single one that is focused on the topic of 

liturgy or worship. Nevertheless he did write a number of general articles on the themes 

of worship and the sacraments.68 He also wrote entire chapters on worship and on the 

                                                 
66 When Newbigin says he is not “a liturgical scholar” he does so as someone who has critically 

engaged and differed with a number of liturgical scholars through his work in the Church of South India. 
One scholar of note that he mentions engaging in his autobiography Unfinished Agenda is the famed 
liturgist Gregory Dix. See Newbigin, Unfinished Agenda, 81-82. 

67 See DA29 2/12/23, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 
Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. 

68 Some examples of this in Newbigin’s published writings include, Lesslie Newbigin, “Anglicans, 
Methodists and intercommunion: A moment for decision,” Churchman 82 (Winter, 1982), 281-285; Lesslie 
Newbigin, “Worship – cleaning the mirror,” Reform (1990), 7; Lesslie Newbigin, “Our baptism renewed in 
bread and wine,” Reform (July/August, 1990), 18; and Lesslie Newbigin, “Lay presidency at the 
Eucharist,” Theology 99 (1996), 177-182. An example from his unpublished writings, Lesslie Newbigin, 
“Presiding at the Lord’s table,” accessed on December 2014, written (1979), www.newbigin.net.  
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Liturgical Year within his books.69 And the topic of worship was a reoccurring theme 

throughout his more than 40 books and booklets. Given how Newbigin’s reflections on 

worship are dispersed throughout his writings rather than located within a few of them 

the account made below of his theology of liturgy will not be exhaustive. Instead a few 

theological concepts present in his published and unpublished writings will be chosen 

because collectively they express Newbigin’s understanding of the various roles liturgical 

worship plays in the church. Each of the roles liturgical worship plays in his theology 

relate to central theological themes within his writings. Reflecting on those central 

themes can add depth to drawing up an account of Newbigin’s theology of liturgy.70  

The four roles of liturgical worship in Newbigin’s theology of liturgy are: (1) the 

narrative role that liturgical worship plays in empowering the church to tell the Story of 

Christ publically; (2) the ecumenical role that liturgical worship plays in how it embodies 

the universal character of the church; (3) the eschatological role that liturgy plays 

through the sacramental elements that enable the church to encounter the life of God that 

will one day draw all people to Christ; and (4) the interpretive role that liturgical worship 

plays in being part of how the communal life of the church serves as a hermeneutic of the 

gospel to the watching world. These four roles will be explored first in Newbigin’s 

published writings and then again in his unpublished writings. 
                                                 

69 An example of this already shared above is the several chapters Newbigin dedicates to worship 
and the liturgical year in his book, The Good Shepherd. Two early examples of this can be found in Lesslie 
Newbigin, Sin and Salvation (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 1956), see his treatment of the sacraments, prayer, 
and fellowship 92-114; Lesslie Newbigin, The Reunion of the Church: A Defense of the South India 
Scheme (London: SCM Press, 1960), see his discussion on the sacraments 170-180. Other examples 
include, Lesslie Newbigin, The Light Has Come: An Exposition of the Fourth Gospel (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1982), see his discussion on the Lord’s Supper 166-174. 

70 For his unpublished writings this researcher will use the scans he took at the Cadbury Research 
Library. This researcher is indebted to the archivists at Cadbury for their help, and the University of 
Birmingham, for the permission they have given this researcher to scan these documents and to cite and 
quote select papers in this chapter. 
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Newbigin’s Theology of Liturgy in His Published Writings 

The narrative role liturgy plays in the life of the church comes out in two of 

Newbigin’s most popular works from his later years The Gospel in a Pluralist Society 

(1989) and Proper Confidence (1995). One of the questions Newbigin examines in The 

Gospel in a Pluralist Society is the relationship between words and deeds in the church’s 

witness to Christ. While deeds are an important part of the church’s witness Newbigin 

offers a warning to the church to never make the missio Dei identical with a particular 

social justice cause.71 Likewise, while words are an important part of the church’s 

witness Newbigin says words must be accompanied by deeds, including sacramental 

signs like baptism. In the church’s witness to the world word and deed belong together.72 

For Newbigin word and deed come together in the worship of the church. Particularly in 

liturgical worship as the church tells the Story of Christ with words and reenacts that 

story with deeds. As Newbigin has argued,  

The true end, the real goal of history. That has been embodied once for all in the 
events which form the substance of the gospel and which – remembered, 
rehearsed, and reenacted in teaching and liturgy – form the inner core of the 
Church’s being. To commend this gospel to all people in all circumstances, to 
witness to it as the ultimate clue to the whole human story and therefore to every 
human story, can never be unnecessary and never irrelevant, however much it 
may be misunderstood, ignored, or condemned.73 
 

Through its liturgy the church remembers, rehearses, and reenacts the Story of Christ to 

the world as the ‘real goal of history’ from its beginning to its end. The limitation that an 
                                                 

71 As Newbigin says, “The concept of missio Dei has sometimes been interpreted so as to suggest 
that action for justice and peace as the possibilities are discerned within a given historical situation is the 
fulfillment of God’s mission, and that the questions of baptism and church membership are marginal or 
irrelevant.” Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society, 138. 

72 As Newbigin says, “It is clear to set word and deed, preaching action, against each other is 
absurd. The central reality is neither word nor act, but the total life of a community enabled by the Spirit to 
live in Christ, sharing his passion and the power of his resurrection.” Ibid., 137. 

73 Ibid., 138-139. 
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individual social justice cause faces is that it can never fully tell the Story of Christ or 

address the complete needs of humanity even though in general the church’s involvement 

with social justice causes is an important part of how it witnesses to the justice and 

righteousness of God in Christ. The limitation of words is that by themselves words can 

never offer people a real encounter with the living presence of God. Only the liturgical 

life of the church shaped by the sacraments offers the world the Story of Christ told 

through words and deeds joined together within a public worship service.  

In Proper Confidence Newbigin continues to explore the narrative role of liturgy. 

He argues that the church’s liturgical embodiment of the Story of Christ not only serves 

as a public telling of Christ’s saving work to the world, it can serve also serve as a lens 

through which the church interprets the life of the world.  Newbigin says, 

Through the liturgy and preaching of the church and through all the avenues of 
art, drama, and popular festival, it provided the framework through which the 
world and its affairs were understood. And, of course, this understanding was not 
merely an intellectual affair. It was part of a total way of life, corporate and 
individual…As a continually lived narrative, of which contemporary life was a 
part, the narrative gave shape to public life.74 
 

The lens liturgy offers has both a telescopic (looking outward) and microscopic (looking 

inward) function. The church looks outward through the liturgy onto the world 

interpreting “contemporary life.” And the church looks backward through the liturgy onto 

the biblical story interpreting it through the Story of Christ. By reading the Old 

Testament narratives through themes and elements within the liturgy the presence and 

promise of Christ in those narratives emerges more clearly. 

The narrative role of liturgy, for Newbigin, is also fulfilled in how it re-stories the 

church by reminding it of its place in the biblical story. In fact the bible itself can only be 
                                                 

74 Newbigin, Proper Confidence, 53. 
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understood by looking at the life of the church that has been shaped by the Story of Christ 

through the church’s practice of liturgical worship. As Newbigin has argued, “It would 

contradict the whole message of the Bible itself if one were to speak of the book apart 

from the church, the community shaped by the story that the book tells.”75 A missional 

church that does not tell the Story of Christ in its worship was for Newbigin a self-

defeating concept. When the church stops keeping time with Christ’s story by following 

the Liturgical Year it starts keeping time with other cultural stories. When the church 

decenters the sacraments the centrality of Christ’s passion and resurrection lose their 

place and presence in the public square. When the church moves away from liturgy the 

church loses a vital part of its ability to live as a storyteller of a counter-narrative within 

its culture.  

It should be noted that Newbigin explored the narrative role of liturgy both during 

his missionary career in England and during his missionary career in India.76 It was 

during his missionary career in India that the second role of liturgy emerged in his 

thinking, its ecumenical role.77 The visible unity of the Church of South India was of 

                                                 
75 Ibid., 53. 

76 An example of this can be seen in Newbigin’s self-reflections on his experiences in India during 
the years he worked with the IMC and WWC between his roles in Madurai and Madras. As Newbigin 
recounts, “Like many other missionaries, I have felt the force of this through the contrast with the situation 
of the Church in areas of fresh advance. In the diocese of which I was until recently bishop, many of the 
most spiritually lively congregations had as yet no building of their own. One became accustomed to 
worshipping, preaching and administering the sacraments in a semi-public place-perhaps under the shade of 
a tree, or on the verandah of a village house. Always on such occasions there would be a circle of non-
Christians standing round, watching and listening. There was always the probability that, on the next visit, 
some of those now standing in the outer circle would be in the centre as candidates for baptism. Thus one 
was saved from the tendency to think of the Church as something withdrawn from the world to live its own 
life for itself, and compelled to see the Church as a thing sent out into the world, an expedition rather than 
an institution, the visible form of the action of God the Holy Spirit in sending his people out to draw all 
men to Christ,” 122. Lesslie Newbigin, A Faith for this One World? (London: Wyvern Books, 1965). 

77 For a helpful survey of how Newbigin explored the ecumenical dimension of the church in 
general during his time in India see George R. Hunsberger’s comments in Hunsberger, Bearing the 
Witness, 27-29. 
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great interest to Newbigin.78 That interest shaped his work with the World Council of 

Churches. For Newbigin a vital part of the visible unity of the Church of South India was 

its practice of liturgical worship. He argued that it was the practice of liturgical worship 

used within local Indian congregations that provided them a voice that could distinguish 

them from their Hindu neighbors while also attracting those neighbors to Christ. He also 

argued that through their liturgical approach to worship local congregations were 

connected to the universal body of Christ. An example of him making that kind of 

argument is found in a short article he composed in 1957 called, “The nature of the unity 

we seek.” In that article Newbigin says,  

I suggest the unity we seek must be a form of church life which ensures that 
wherever and whenever Christians meet together they should know themselves to 
be, and should be known to be, one family with the whole family of Christ from 
the day of Pentecost till today….The clue to the whole matter lies in the place 
where Christians actually meet – where they meet for worship, to hear the Word 
together, to break the Bread together, and to engage together in their common 
tasks of witness and service….Christian unity ought to mean that neighbors are 
made brothers.79 
 

Another example of the emphasis he placed on the catholic character of the church’s 

worship can be found in an unpublished article he wrote in 1961 while working with the 

World Council of Churches. That article was called, “The pattern of the ministry in a 

missionary church.” In that article Newbigin argues that,  

The local congregation is part of the whole Church universal, which is intended 
by God to live and to worship as a harmonious unity. Between these two truths a 
delicate and difficult balance has to be maintained. Both the unity of the whole 

                                                 
78 See Wilbert R. Shenk’s handing in his chapter, “Newbigin in his time,” in Scott W. Sunquist 

and Amos Yong, eds., The Gospel and Pluralism Today: Reassessing Lesslie Newbigin in the 21st Century 
(Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2015), 38-39. Also see the fuller treatment of this in Mark T.B. Laing’s 
chapter, “The Indian church and the formation of Lesslie Newbigin’s ecclesiology” in Laing and Weston, 
eds., Theology in Missionary Perspective, 49-69. 

79 Lesslie Newbigin, “The nature of the unity we seek,” Religion in Life 26 No. 2 (1957), 181-190. 
188-189. 
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body and the integrity of the local congregation have to be cherished as essential 
to the wholeness of the Church.80   
 

Newbigin believed that the form of the worship used within local congregations should 

have both an enculturated quality81 and a universal liturgical character.82 And at the 

center of the local church’s worship should be the sacraments, because it was through 

participation in the sacraments that the church as the one body of Christ lived as public 

witness in the world.  

It is important to note that Newbigin did not make the unity or the wholeness of 

the church dependent upon a particular liturgical ordo or upon certain cultural styles of 

worship. While it is evident that Newbigin valued the use of inherited liturgical traditions 

he did so without the rigidity that can at times mark those who champion liturgical 

worship in the church today.83 Instead of outlining a detailed ordo Newbigin described 

                                                 
80 Lesslie Newbigin, “The pattern of the ministry in a missionary church,” (October 26, 1961), 

unpublished, accessed on December 2014, www.newbigin.net. 

81 Newbigin showcases his concern for the style of the worship of the church to be an expression 
of the culture the church is situated within in his instructions to the pastors he led in Madras. He warns 
them that some are wedded to western music, and as such often lead their Indian congregations in 
unintelligible ways. See Newbigin, The Good Shepherd, 32-38. Like many of his theological convictions, 
the necessity of the churches liturgical worship reflecting the life of its immediate community continued for 
him. An example of this is found in his 1987 article, “Evangelism in the city.” Newbigin says, “The first 
priority, therefore, is the cherishing and nourishing of such a congregation in a life of worship, of teaching, 
and of mutual pastoral care so that the new life in Christ becomes more and more for them the great and 
controlling reality. That life will necessarily be different from the life of the neighborhood, but the 
important thing is that it be different in the right way and not in the wrong way. It is different in the wrong 
way if it reflects cultural norms and assumptions that belong to another time or place; its language and style 
must be that of the neighborhood,” 144. Weston, Lesslie Newbigin. 

82 Again and again in Newbigin’s autobiographical comments in an early part of this chapter’s 
argument the reader saw Newbigin striking a balance between the ecumenical and missionary nature of 
liturgy. 

83 An example of this balance in Newbigin can be found in his reflections on the life of the church 
in Madras that he encountered upon returning there after his work with the WCC in 1965. Newbigin says, 
“In 1965, after an absence of eighteen years, I returned to Madras as bishop to serve the same Churches 
which I had known two decades earlier as competing congregations. I did not find that they had become 
uniform: on the contrary I found a rich variety of styles in worship and practice. What I found was 
congregations less concerned about their own affairs and more ready to think in terms of God's will for the 
life of the city as a whole, less like competing clubs each trying to enlarge itself and a little more 
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the ‘visible signs’ that should mark the church’s worship in terms that many Christian 

traditions naturally embrace. Here is an example of him making that kind of argument, 

“The visible signs of this will include the…Holy Scriptures…the ecumenical creeds…the 

dominical sacraments…and seals of incorporation.”84 All of the visible signs that 

Newbigin mentioned are found in most Christian traditions regardless of where they fall 

on the liturgical spectrum.  

The ecumenical role of liturgy continued to be an interest for Newbigin during his 

missionary career in England. In Newbigin’s classical work on the theology of missions 

called The Open Secret he explored that role. He argued that the worship of the church 

while be comprehensible to the culture should also express the universal reign of God. In 

doing this, the church is able to speak to every human culture about things of ultimate 

significance. Newbigin in The Open Secret wrote,  

The day-to-day worship and work and witness of the local church has to be 
developed in relationships to all of these in such a way that it becomes credible to 
the inhabitants of the local culture as sign, instrument, and foretaste of that one 
universal reign of God which is the true origin and goal of this and every human 
culture.85 
 

For Newbigin liturgical worship had a universal character because it was part of the 

living traditions of the church that were focused on the “one universal reign of God.”  

While he believed that those traditions were living Newbigin also believed that 

they were not impervious to being negatively shaped by cultural accommodations or 

                                                                                                                                                 
recognizable as sign and foretaste of God's kingdom.” Lesslie Newbigin, “All in one place or all of one 
sort?,” Mid-Stream: An Ecumenical Journal 15 No. 4 (October, 1976), 323-341. 334. 

84 Newbigin, “The nature of the unity,” 189-190. 

85 Lesslie Newbigin, The Open Secret: An Introduction to the Theology of Mission (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans Publishing, 1995), 150. 
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thoughtless embraces of previous liturgical forms that no longer speak intelligibly to the 

culture.86 Newbigin argued that,  

Tradition is a living reality insofar as those who are committed to Jesus meet 
together to remember and retell the mighty acts of God, to relive the biblical story 
and the words and deeds of Jesus, and to offer their praise and prayer to the Father 
through him. It is in the Church’s liturgy that the biblical story becomes a living 
tradition, remembered again and again…reinterpreted and applied to 
contemporary situations…Out of such liturgy there arises action in the life of the 
world that faithfully embodies the understanding of God’s purpose for the world, 
which is revealed in the biblical narrative.87 
 

Newbigin’s comments on how the “Church’s liturgy” reinterprets and applies the biblical 

story to its contemporary situations in order to point the world to “God’s purpose for the 

world” leads into the next role liturgy plays in his understanding of the church, its 

eschatological role.  

Eschatology was not only an important area of theological reflection for 

Newbigin in general it left its mark on his understanding of ecclesiology in particular.88 It 

should be no surprise that for Newbigin the church’s liturgical focus was shaped by its 

eschatological nature. For Newbigin liturgical worship points to God’s present and future 

purposes for the world through its focus on the sacraments. In the sacraments the church 

                                                 
86 Newbigin explores the dangers of the church thoughtlessly embracing a liturgical identity that is 

not suited to its present situation in his article, “The Future of missions and missionaries.” Newbigin says, 
“During the greater part of its history, the Church has lived in a situation where a world-mission was an 
impossibility. The forms of the church with which we are familiar – organizational, liturgical, theological – 
have been shaped by the thought of the Church as a static society…Today, insofar as the Church is awake 
to its real situation, it is becoming aware of the fact that it can only live if it is missionary,” 213. Lesslie 
Newbigin, “The future of missions and missionaries,” Review and Expositor (May, 1997), 209-218. 

87 Lesslie Newbigin, A Word in Season: Perspectives on Christian World Mission (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1994), 96-97. 

88 To explore how Newbigin reflected on the eschatological nature of the church see his chapter, 
“Christ In You, The Hope Of Glory,” in Newbigin, The Household of God, 111-134. For a thorough 
treatment of the subject in Newbigin’s writings see Paul Weston’s chapter, “Ecclesiology in Eschatological 
Perspective: Newbigin’s Understanding of the Missionary Church,” in Laing and Weston, eds., Theology In 
Missionary Perspective, 70-87. Weston says, “The key to understanding Newbigin’s theology of the church 
is that he sees its earthly nature and purpose as only properly understood when ‘read back’ from its 
eschatological reality,” 71. 
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experiences a foretaste of the life that will one day fill the world. In participating in the 

sacraments the church tells the Story of Christ’s passion and the hope of his return each 

time it meets together as a public assembly. Newbigin made this argument in his classic 

work on ecclesiology The Household of God (1953). In The Household of God he said,  

The Church is both the means and the end, because it is a foretaste…The Church 
can only witness to that inheritance because her life is a real foretaste of it, a real 
participation in the life of God himself. Thus worship and fellowship…[are] 
essential to the life of the Church.89  
 

Through the sacraments the church experiences a foretaste of the life to come because it 

has a “real participation in the life of God himself.” In another place within his writings 

Newbigin returns to this point by arguing that “Christian worship is a testimony to the 

reality of the living God in the midst of the world which does not know him….The center 

of all our worship is that act of remembrance…when we remember and proclaim the 

Lord’s death till he come.”90  

The story of human history cannot be broken into two narratives, one that is 

secular, and another that is sacred. For Newbigin there is only one story and at the center 

of that story is the life of God. God begins and completes the story of human history 

through His Son. As the church participates in the life of God through the sacraments it 

remembers and bears witness to the truth that God the Father because of Christ the Son’s 

sacrifice will through the Spirit restore all of creation to life. 

The last role liturgy plays for Newbigin is an interpretive role. Newbigin’s 

reflections on the interpretive role of the church come out in a phrase that he employs to 

describe the church. He says the church is the hermeneutic of the gospel. Paul Weston 
                                                 

89  Lesslie Newbigin, The Household of God: Lectures on the Nature of the Church (Eugene: Wipf 
and Stock, 1953), 147. 

90 Newbigin, The Good Shepherd, 30 and 130.  
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has offered a helpful summary of what Newbigin meant by that phrase. Weston says, “In 

the context of a secularized and post-Christian West, the good news of the crucified and 

risen Jesus can really only be made comprehensible to the citizens of our contemporary 

culture as it is ‘interpreted’ through the life, words, and deeds of local church 

communities.”91  

The phrase first appeared in Newbigin’s small booklet Your Kingdom Come92 

(1980). It then appeared later in his article “Evangelism in the city” (1987). And finally, 

received its fullest treatment in his book The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (1989). While 

it is apparent that the phrase appeared later in Newbigin’s writings during the 1980s the 

theological substance of what Newbigin sought to convey was present in his early 

ecclesiological reflections. An example of that can be found in an article he wrote in 1959 

called, “One body, one gospel, one world.” In that article Newbigin explored how the 

Holy Spirit empowers the church to be a living interpretation of gospel through its 

liturgical life. Newbigin said, 

The whole life of the Church, rightly understood, is thus the visible means 
through which the Holy Spirit carries on His mission to the world and the whole 
of it thus partakes of the character of witness. The whole life of the Church thus 
has a missionary dimension, though not all of it has mission as its primary 

                                                 
91 Weston, ed., Lesslie Newbigin, 142. For another definition of this phrase in Newbigin’s thought 

see Jürgen Schuster’s comments, “The visible community of believers becomes the key for the world to see 
the meaning and relevance of the gospel, to understand God’s goal for human life and to enter into 
truth…Thus the community of believers is the hermeneutic of the gospel which translates God’s story of 
salvation into the life of people and invites them to become part of this story,” 113. Jürgen Schuster, 
Christian Mission in Eschatological Perspective: Lesslie Newbigin’s Contribution (Nürnberg: VTR 
Publications, 2009). For yet another definition of Newbigin’s phrase ‘the church as a hermeneutic of the 
gospel’ see George R. Hunsberger, “‘the hermeneutic of the gospel,’ the interpretive lens through which 
people will see and read what this gospel has to do with them and the world in which they live,” 279. 
Hunsberger, Bearing the Witness. 

92 See, Lesslie Newbigin, Your Kingdom Come: Reflections on the Theme of the Melbourne 
Conference on World Mission and Evangelism (Leeds: John Paul The Preacher’s Press, 1980). Newbigin 
says, “It is the Church as a whole which has to be the hermeneutic of the Gospel, and the question which 
has to be asked these and other movements of fresh outreach into the world is whether they contribute to 
the renewal and reshaping of the life of the ordinary local congregation in every place,” 63-64. 
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intention. Thus the Church's worship, the perpetual liturgy in which she is joined 
to the worship of the heavenly hosts, is directed wholly to God for His glory; and 
yet it has a missionary dimension, and may in certain circumstances (as for 
instance in the Church of Russia to-day) be in fact the most powerful possible 
form of witness.93 
 

The reader should not skip over the weight of Newbigin’s emphasis here. He says that the 

“Church’s worship” may be its “most powerful possible form of witness.” Newbigin 

continued to explore the work of the Holy Spirit in his article “Evangelism in the city,” 

where he actually used the phrase, “the hermeneutic of the gospel.” Newbigin said,  

How can this strange story of God made flesh, of a crucified Savior, of 
resurrection and new creation become credible…I know of only one clue to the 
answering of that question, only one real hermeneutic of the gospel: A 
congregation which believes it…Evangelism is the telling of good news, but what 
change’s people’s minds and converts their wills is always a mysterious work of 
the sovereign Holy Spirit…the Holy Spirit is present in the believing 
congregation both gathered for praise and the offering up for spiritual sacrifice, 
and scattered throughout the community to bear the love of God into every 
secular happening and meeting…God’s presence is promised and granted in the 
midst of the believing, worshipping, celebrating, caring congregation. There is no 
other hermeneutic of the gospel.94 
 

Because the life of the church is marked by the presence of God at work in its believing, 

worshipping, celebrating, and caring it is the hermeneutic of the gospel to its neighbors.  

In The Gospel in a Pluralistic Society Newbigin explored the phrase further by 

listing out six characteristics that described what the church as the hermeneutic of the 

gospel looked like in practice.95 It is important to note that Newbigin listed worship as the 

first characteristic. Newbigin said, “It [the church] will be a community of praise. That is, 
                                                 

93 Lesslie Newbigin, “One body, one gospel, one world,” The Ecumenical Review 11 No. 2 
(January, 1959), 143-156. 154. 

94 Weston, ed., Lesslie Newbigin, 144. 

95 According to Newbigin the six characteristics of a church that is a hermeneutic of the gospel are 
that it will be: 1) a community of praise; 2) a community of truth; 3) a community that does not live for 
itself but is deeply involved in the concerns of its neighborhood; 4) a community where men and women 
are prepared for and sustained in the exercise of the priesthood in the world; 5) a community of mutual 
responsibility; and 6) a community of hope. See Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralistic Society, 227-233. 
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perhaps, its most distinctive character.”96 He goes on to say that the worship of the 

church will be marked by reverence and thanksgiving. As a community the church will 

decry self-pursuits of personal rights when it comes to the kind of worship preferences it 

adopts because the church is indebted to the grace of God offered in Christ and no longer 

has rights of its own.97 For Newbigin the liturgical worship of the church is a reliving of 

Christ’s passion and resurrection before the watching world.98 Liturgical worship is the 

good news with skin on, or perhaps betters stated liturgical worship is the good news with 

‘vestments on.’ The church as a liturgical community is an embodiment of the Father’s 

love, the Son’s sacrifice, and the Spirit’s offer of new life.99   

Newbigin’s Theology of Liturgy in His Unpublished Writings 

Before closing this study of Newbigin’s theology of liturgy it is worth exploring 

what further light can be offered on it from his unpublished writings. Those writings are 

held on archive in the Papers of Lesslie Newbigin at the Cadbury Research Library in 

Birmingham, England. In these papers the four roles of liturgy will be explored, as well 

as how Newbigin followed the Liturgical Year within his homiletical practices.  That 

Newbigin followed the Liturgical Year in his sermons cannot be doubted. Geoffrey 

                                                 
96 Ibid., 227. 

97 Ibid., 228. 

98 Newbigin, Proper Confidence, 52. 

99 To further explore the connection between Newbigin’s reflections on the church as a 
hermeneutic of the gospel and liturgy see Andrew Walker, Telling the Story: Gospel, Mission, and Culture 
(London: SPCK Press, 1996), 199-201. Walker says, “”Lesslie Newbigin has rightly show us that the local 
congregation as community is the hermeneutic of the gospel. The story lived by a people; it is to them it is 
entrusted. Liturgy by itself, however beautiful and transparent to God it may be, cannot work independently 
of the ecclesia. Christianity will not survive without plausibility structures; it will not deepen and attract 
without liturgy,” 199. 
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Wainwright in what is widely considered the standard work on Newbigin, Lesslie 

Newbigin: A Theological Life, choose to depict Newbigin as a ‘liturgical preacher’.100  

In his unpublished writings there are evidences that Newbigin lectured frequently 

on the bible as narrative and the narrative role of liturgy. An example of the former can 

be found in a set of large print lecture notes from what seems to be the latter part of his 

life after his eyesight was failing. In those lecture notes Newbigin lists the following 

teaching point, “The Bible. Tell and embody the true story…One story because one God, 

one Lord, one Spirit.”101 Another example from his lectures notes on the theme of 

narrative and worship, can be seen in a lecture he delivered in 1989 called “Jesus said: I 

am the way.” In that lecture Newbigin said,  

The [biblical and cosmic human] story has its crucial turning point (and we are 
talking of the whole human and cosmic story) in the incarnation, ministry, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ. From that centre the whole story takes its 
meaning. And every human life has its meaning within the meaning of that story, 
for we do not know who we are unless we know the story of which we are a part. 
And this means that we do not so much study the bible as live in 
it….therefore…we invite people alone the power of evil has been met and 
mastered, and to that fellowship which lives by its continuing remembering, 
rehearsing, re-enacting the true story in which the life of God was giving for the 
life of the world…the mystery of the body broken and the blood poured out.102 

                                                 
100 See Wainwright, Lesslie Newbigin, 270-297. Wainwright situates Newbigin contribution as a 

liturgical preacher in the wider context of the liturgical and ecumenical movements during the twentieth 
century, noting that Newbigin was a first fruit of the kind of dialogue those movements could have.  
Wainwright says, “He thus played a part in familiarizing the Church at large with a Eucharistic right that 
was a first fruit both of the ecumenical movement and of the liturgical movement that was starting to 
reshape the worship of Catholic and Protestant churches alike; and he was able to set the twentieth-century 
concerns for evangelical mission and ecclesial unity in their proper doxological frame,” 270. 

101 See DA29 2/22/63, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 
Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. For another example from an unpublished set of 
lecture notes by Newbigin see, DA29 7/6/13, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie 
Newbigin, Cadbury Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. Newbigin’s notes include these 
bullet points, “1. A story. Told by people. The Bible and the people – Israel, the Church. Not a set of 
theological statements: a story not yet finished. Invited to see our lives as part of this story. That’s who we 
are?” 

102 See DA29 3/3/63, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 
Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. 
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As was argued in the study of Newbigin’s autobiographical comments on liturgy 

Newbigin believed that the Story of Christ should be told in the center of the fellowship 

of the saints, that center was the churches’ building designed for corporate worship.103 

Using the same language above, Newbigin later in his published writings inserted the 

word liturgy to argue that it was through the liturgy that the church remembers, rehearses, 

and re-enacts the Story of Christ. These are just a few examples of how the narrative role 

of liturgy appears in his unpublished writings. Other examples could be pointed too as 

well.104  

In turning to look at Newbigin’s reflections on the ecumenical role that liturgy 

plays in his unpublished writings a number of things are brought to light. First, it 

becomes apparent that in his later life he enjoyed offering counsel to correspondents on 

how changing details within liturgies that were in use could enrich them. One example of 

that comes from his response to a Mr. Taylor on new orders proposed for the Church of 

Scotland. Newbigin said to Taylor,  

In the new Short Order recently published by the Church of Scotland there is an 
element in the confession and absolution which is (liturgically speaking) new to 
me, but absolutely biblical. The congregation is reminded of the words of Jesus 

                                                 
103 To explore this thought in Newbigin against the background of more secular visions of 

ecclesiology that were emerging as he made these remarks see Michael W. Goheen’s comments in Goheen, 
‘As the Father Sent Me, I Am Sending You,’ 85. 

104 Another example in his unpublished writings comes from an unpublished sermon entitled, 
“Jesus said: I am the bread of life.” In that sermon Newbigin says, “We cannot eat this bread and drink this 
cup and then forget about the world for which he died, forget about the millions in hunger and despair and 
in the darkness of sin.” See DA29 4/1/20, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, 
Cadbury Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. On the Eucharistic calling of the church 
see another one of Newbigin’s unpublished sermon that he preached on at least four different occasions as 
his personal notes on it indicate (1976, 1978, 1982, 1985). In this sermon Newbigin says, “Jesus is the word 
made flesh, the word which is also deed and life. And we, his people, are sent into the world to be the 
continuation of what he came to be and to do, to be his body where men meet him and taste the living 
bread, to be the place where the bread we share with the hungry becomes the sign and sacrament of him 
who is the living bread.” See DA29 4/1/21, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, 
Cadbury Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. 
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that if we do not forgive those who wrong us, we must not expect the Father to 
forgive our wrongs. The congregation is asked to say together words which affirm 
their forgiveness of those who have wronged them, and only then is the absolution 
given. I found it (in use) absolutely right and wondered why it had not been 
universal in the Church’s liturgies!”105  

 
Another example of his interest in the relationship between worship and the unity of the 

church comes from a set of lecture notes. In those notes Newbigin emphasized the 

sacraments as being more vital than apostolic succession for the unity of the church. 

Newbigin said, “But how, in all this variety, do we have unity? The cruciality of the 

eucharist…The idea of apostolic succession. Important but not ultimate….The Church 

(eucharistic fellowship) a place of mutual forgiveness and of mutual discipline.”106 For 

Newbigin the centrality of the sacraments in the worship of the saints helped the church 

witness to its true nature as the one body of Christ. Other examples where Newbigin 

explores the ecumenical role of liturgy in his unpublished writings could be pointed too 

as well.107 

 Newbigin’s thoughts on the eschatological role liturgy plays were illuminated by 

three comments he made in his unpublished writings. The first comment came from an 

article submission he made on the nature of the church for The Oxford Companion to the 

Bible (the submission was rejected by the editor for publication). In the article Newbigin 

wrote that “The church is seen in the rest of the NT as an eschatological community, the 

foretaste of the coming kingdom….The church, sharing now the dying and risen life of 
                                                 

105 See DA29 2/12/23, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 
Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. 

106 See DA29 2/22/6, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 
Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. 

107 For example see, DA29 5/1/14, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, 
Cadbury Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. This paper is an unpublished sermon that 
Newbigin preached at the inauguration of the Consultation on Church Union, it is drafted as a revision of 
an earlier sermon Newbigin preached in South India in 1960. 
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Jesus, is – in him – the sign and foretaste of the kingdom.”108 For Newbigin the church is 

an eschatological community precisely because it shares in the dying and risen life of 

Christ through its participation in the sacraments. The second comment comes from an 

unpublished paper he wrote entitled “The gospel & truth.” In this paper Newbigin said,  

It is the work of the Holy Spirit to convict the world…and to lead the Church into 
the fullness of the truth as it goes its way through the nations and through the ages 
bearing its witness….The locus of th s [this is a type, it should read ‘the’] work of 
the Holy Spirit is the Christian congregation which confesses Jesus as Lord, 
worships, celebrates, believes and lives this Gospel in the midst of the world of 
which it is a part.”109  
 

For Newbigin the church is called to continue to witness to Christ “through the ages” to 

the end of time. The church fulfills this calling in its public worship of Christ. The third, 

and last comment comes from an unpublished address he made to the World Alliance of 

Reformed Churches in 1995 near the end of his life. In that address Newbigin reflected 

on the way the church during the Christendom period told the Story of Christ through 

following the Liturgical Year when it was at the center of culture in Europe.  

For more than a thousand years, Europe was shaped by a story, the story told in 
that book which was simply called ‘THE BOOK’, the Bible, because it was, for 
the vast majority, the only one. It was not, could not be, a book in the hands of 
individuals for private reading. It was the book of the Church, and the story it 
tells, told and re-told week by week and year by year in the liturgies, the art, the 
music, the festival and the dramas of the Christian year, shaped men’s 
understanding of who we are, where we come from, where we are going and what 
are the choices available to us.110 

                                                 
108 See DA29 3/3/49-50, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 

Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. That this is not simply a broad non-liturgically 
oriented way of defining the Church is illustrated by Newbigin’s attention to the sacraments as the way to 
define the believer’s participation in the life to come. He says, “believers are baptized into his death in 
order to share his life (Rom. 6.1ff; Gal. 3.27)…Their participation in this dying and risen life is renewed 
and re-affirmed as they eat bread and drink wine together according to his command, awaiting his coming 
in glory (1 Cor. 10.16f; 11.26).”  

109 See DA29 12/2/27, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 
Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. 

110 See DA29 12/2/12, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 
Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. 
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But now because the church is living in a post-Christendom setting in Europe the Story of 

Christ has been eclipsed within the broader culture by secular and consumer values. 

For most Europeans today the weekly liturgy of the Church, teaching us that our 
lives are part of a story which has a beginning and an end, and has its central clue 
in the events concerning Jesus, has been replaced by the weekly liturgy of the 
shopping mall, that splendid palace of consumption which has replaced cathedrals 
as the central meeting place of society, telling us that reality is what we choose to 
have.111  
 

When the “weekly liturgy of the Church” is displaced by the “weekly liturgy of the 

shopping mall” society will slip into a materialistic spiral, wandering without meaning. 

Such a society is trapped within a story without a clear beginning or meaningful ending.  

 Newbigin explored the interpretive role of liturgy in his unpublished writings 

through reflecting on the sacraments in the church’s life. The first example of this was 

found in a set of lecture notes. The language of these notes seems to have found its way 

into the language Newbigin uses in Proper Confidence to describe how Christ choose to 

leave behind a community rather than a book.112 Notice in the quote below Newbigin 

emphasizes that a living community gathered around the sacraments speaks louder than 

words on a page to the world.  

 But now we come to the crux of our concern ehere [this is typo, this should read 
‘here’] in this service of Christian unity. How does that deed of 2,000 years ago 
impinge on our life today? Is it only byreading [this is a typo, this should read ‘by 
reading] of it in a book or hearing about it in a sermon. Surely that was not the 
intention of Jesus. He did not write a book…He did something different. He 
formed a community and entrusted to them his secret. On the night of his passion 
he gave them a simple sacrament…This community, gathered around this 
sacrament and living by his commission, is to be the sign and firstfruit of the 
reconciliation wrought in the cross. It is to be the place where all human 

                                                 
111 See DA29 12/2/12, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 

Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. 

112 See Newbigin, Proper Confidence, 89. 
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beings…are brought to the fellowship of the crucified and risen Lord and enabled 
to receive afresh his justice and his peace.113 
 

The second example of Newbigin exploring the sacramental life of the church as part of 

its hermeneutic of the gospel is found in a comment he makes about the church’s 

experience of joy at the table of the Lord. The comment appears in an unpublished 

sermon on John 17:19. In the sermon Newbigin said, “This is what we are committed to 

by our participation in this sacrament…For he who invites us is the risen one, the 

victorious Lord who is present with us in this feast and who makes this feast a foretaste 

of the joy of heaven.”114 For Newbigin the church as a Eucharistic fellowship is a public 

witness to the world of the joy offered by the risen Lord at his feast. The third, and final 

example of the interpretive role of liturgy is from an unpublished paper on worship. In 

the paper Newbigin said,  

The most obvious public thing that the Church does is worship on Sunday 
mornings. That has been so from the beginning…Worship is at the very jeart [this 
is typo, this should read ‘heart’] of the Church’s life, and it is public worship 
because we believe that it should be the heart of all human life.115 
  

This is perhaps the strongest statement on the public character of worship that this 

researcher found in all of Newbigin’s unpublished writings. 

Newbigin’s Practice of Following the Liturgical Year in His Unpublished Writings 

 In exploring how Newbigin in his homiletical practices followed the Liturgical 

Year there will not be offered a summary of the argument that Geoffrey Wainwright 

                                                 
113 See DA29 4/2/15, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 

Research Library, University of Birmingham, England.  

114 See DA29 4/2/53, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 
Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. In this sermon Newbigin also explores in his 
unpublished works the sacraments from the vantage point of consecration. 

115 See DA29 3/3/34, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 
Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. 
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made in his chapter “The Liturgical Preacher.”116 Instead this paper will survey 

Newbigin’s unpublished sermons in order to add to Wainwright’s arguments. In studying 

the Papers of Lesslie Newbigin this author found at least thirteen examples of sermons 

that followed the themes of the Liturgical Year. They were spread over twenty-five years 

of his ministry.117 Four other sermons on sacramental themes were also discovered.118  

In his preaching Newbigin had a habit of following popular moments in the 

Liturgical Year like Advent, Christmas, Palm Sunday, and Easter. He occasionally 

focused on less popular moments like Trinity Sunday, Ascension Day, and Pentecost. In 

an unpublished sermon from 1990 Newbigin offered a list of the popular moments of the 

Liturgical Year that he believed ought to be followed by preachers. In that sermon 

Newbigin said, “Four great moments: Christmas [he original typed Good Friday but he 

typed x over it], Easter, Ascension, and Pentecost. The last two neglected and Ascension 

almost forgot.”119 Newbigin mentions that when parts of the Liturgical Year begin to be 

lost in the homiletical focus of the church’s worship “something vital is in danger of 

being lost….[for example] Why is Ascension important? Because without it the Christian 

                                                 
116 To explore that argument see Wainwright, Lesslie Newbigin, 270-297. Wainwright looks both 

at his practice of liturgical preaching, particularly during his time in India, and how Newbigin articulates 
liturgical elements (for example the sacraments, doxology, etc.). 

117 These can be found in the following places, DA29 4/2/11, DA 29 4/1/3, DA 29 4/1/4, DA 29 
4/1/5, DA 29 4/1/7, DA 29 4/1/22, DA 29 4/1/40, DA 29 4/1/ 42, DA 29 4/1/43, DA 29 4/1/45, DA 29 
4/1/138, DA 29 4/2/5, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury Research 
Library, University of Birmingham, England. 

118 These can be found in the following places, DA29 4/1/20, DA29 4/1/21, DA29 4/5/7, DA29 
5/1/14, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury Research Library, 
University of Birmingham, England. 

119 See DA29 4/1/22, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 
Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. 



 

 110 

story would make no sense.”120 The Story of Christ becomes unintelligible without the 

recognition and celebration of Ascension because the confession that Jesus is Lord would 

be empty if Jesus had not actually ascended to the Father.  

Another example of Newbigin exploring the themes of the Liturgical Year comes 

from a sermon he preached during Advent in 1970. In a world filled with rapid changes 

and feelings of scarcity the season of Advent reminds Christians that their present 

moment has been shaped by the key moment in the human story. One moment in 

particular is the moment that God entered into the human story in human form. As 

Newbigin said in his sermon,  

The justice of God is no longer an ideal which we imagine and strive for; it is 
embodied in the life of this man Jesus…We come to Church to-night because we 
believe the Christmas message, because we truly believe that what was announced 
to the world on that first Christmas night was truly the good news of peace to all 
men.121  
 

There are other examples that could be explored from the thirteen sermons. Those 

examples would further illustrate how Newbigin used themes in the Liturgical Year to 

help his audience understand what their life means in light of the Story of Christ. 

 In this section I explored the theme of liturgy in Newbigin’s autobiographical 

reflections, his theology of liturgy in his published and unpublished writings, and his 

homiletical practice of following the Liturgical Year. It should be abundantly clear that if 

Evangelical congregational leaders are serious about embracing Newbigin’s missional 

ecclesiology they have to take seriously his liturgical practice and theology. To do that 

they will need to be intentional in how they receive his legacy on liturgy. 
                                                 

120 See DA29 4/1/22, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 
Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. 

121 See DA29 4/1/138, accessed on October 24-26, 2016, Papers of Lesslie Newbigin, Cadbury 
Research Library, University of Birmingham, England. 
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How Evangelicals Can Receive Newbigin’s Legacy on Liturgy 

Below are a few suggestions for how Evangelical congregational leaders can 

receive the benefits of Newbigin’s missional ecclesiology for their practice of worship. 

After each italicized point further comments are offered on how Evangelicals can put into 

practice Newbigin’s vision of liturgical worship. 

(1) Evangelicals need to read beyond Newbigin’s popular writings by giving 

special attention to his autobiographical writings. Spending time reading Newbigin’s 

primary autobiographical writings will give Evangelicals the opportunity to learn from 

the stories and experiences of his missionary career. Most of the popular works written 

by Newbigin that are read broadly today are written after 1974 when he was already in 

England. This prevents Evangelicals from receiving the wider benefits of his reflections 

on liturgy present in his writings from his missionary career in India. Many Evangelical 

leaders are literally missing half of Newbigin’s theological reflections. Reading 

Newbigin’s autobiographical writings can offer Evangelicals a corrective for this 

periodized interest in Newbigin because the autobiographical writings are largely focused 

on his life before his return to England in 1974. Here is a short list of autobiographical 

works that should be considered. The two primary autobiographical writings from 

Newbigin are A South India Diary (1951) and Unfinished Agenda: An Updated 

Autobiography (1993). A few of Newbigin’s articles that have an autobiographical 



 

 112 

character are “Integration – some personal reflections on 1981,”122 “How I arrived at the 

Other Side of 1984,”123 and “Reflections after Swanwick.”124 

(2) Evangelicals need to recognize that Newbigin’s ecumenical vision is a vital 

part of his missional ecclesiology. Newbigin’s understanding of liturgy is interwoven 

with how he understands the nature of the church as the one body of Christ witnessing 

faithfully to Christ in each place. One of the sad ironies of the popular embrace of 

Newbigin’s missional ecclesiology by Evangelicals over the last thirty years is that they 

tend to only embrace the parts of Newbigin’s theology that are pragmatically well suited 

to their own tradition. This is true even in what can be called the missional church 2.0 

conversation happening in North America in the last ten years (a conversation centered 

around reuniting mission with discipleship). Those having that conversation tend to miss 

Newbigin’s ecumenical vision of the missional church. In order for Evangelicals to get 

the most out of Newbigin’s legacy they must work at being more attentive to their own 

biases and blindsides. Imagine if Evangelicals (after truly hearing Newbigin in his own 

terms) were as passionate about facing the sectarian dilemma of the divided the church in 

North America as they were about being missionaries to their post-Christian neighbors. 

To assist Evangelical congregational leaders to become more self-aware of their worship 

blindsides and to learn from other worship traditions I have written a guidebook for the 

pragmatic task of this Final Project. That guidebook is based off of good practices 

                                                 
122 Lesslie Newbigin, “Integration – some personal reflections on 1981,” International Review of 

Mission 70 (October, 1981), 247-255. 

123 Lesslie Newbigin, “How I arrived at the Other Side of 1984,” Selly Oak Journal 2 (January, 
1985), 6-8. 

124 Lesslie Newbigin, “Reflections after Swanwick,” The Gospel and Our Culture 14 No. 4 
(Autumn, 1992), 4. 
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identified in the next chapter, “Chapter 4 – ‘Good Practices’ in Recent Liturgical-

Missional Conversations.” 

(3) Evangelicals need to realize that Newbigin defied a dichotomy that has been 

frequently made in modern worship wars that one must choose between contemporary 

and liturgical worship. Newbigin married his indigenous principle with his ecumenical 

and liturgical values. This is a marriage that many Evangelicals simply do not understand 

or find credible. There are many resources that can help them consider what becoming 

liturgical-missional congregations looks like. One practice that can make liturgical-

missional ecclesiology a more credible approach for Evangelicals is the practice of 

listening to the stories of those who use that approach. The stories of four Evangelical 

congregations in Northern California that have adopted a liturgical-missional approach 

are shared in “Chapter 5 – Case Studies from Liturgical-Missional Congregations.” 

(4) Evangelicals can learn from Newbigin’s homiletical habit of following the 

Liturgical Year. If they do so they will discover a rich liturgical tradition that can help 

them spiritually form their congregation out of the Story of Christ. Thankfully many 

Evangelicals are already following the Liturgical Year in small ways. For example many 

Evangelical congregations observe Advent and parts of the Holy Week like Good Friday 

and Easter Sunday. Some Evangelical congregations follow Lenten traditions as well. 

Within the context of North America this is due in part to an upsurge of popularity in 

ancient-future worship interests among Evangelicals because of the work of The Robert 

E. Webber Institute for Worship Studies,125 The Calvin Institute of Christian Worship,126 

as well as the artistic visual liturgies offered as a resource at The Work Of The People.127  

                                                 
125 See The Robert E. Webber Institute for Worship Studies, accessed on March 3, 2017, 

https://iws.edu. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter explored Newbigin’s understanding of worship as public truth by: 

(1) acknowledging the challenges those who want to study Newbigin’s life and theology 

face; (2) looking at Newbigin’s autobiographical comments on the importance of liturgy; 

(3) looking at Newbigin’s theology of liturgy; and (4) by offering some suggestions for 

how Evangelical congregational leaders can responsibly embrace liturgy in Newbigin’s 

missional ecclesiology. The arguments offered in this chapter put to rest the question of 

whether or not liturgy was a vital practice for Newbigin’s missional ecclesiology. The 

fact that liturgy was such a pronounced part of Newbigin’s work in India and his writings 

during the latter part of his life in England ought to cause readers to wonder why more 

Evangelical missional churches have not rethought their practice of worship. It is very 

evident, even in a cursory visit to Evangelical congregations in North America, that 

Newbigin’s vision of liturgy remains a forgotten practice within many congregations. 

However, there is a fuller story that can be told from the liturgical renewal and reform 

conversations happening among Evangelicals in North America. That fuller story will be 

explored in the next chapter that is focused on looking at ‘good practices’ from recent 

liturgical-missional conversations in North America.  

                                                                                                                                                 
126 See The Calvin Institute for Christian Worship, accessed on March 3, 2017, 

http://worship.calvin.edu. 

127 See The Work of the People, accessed on March 3, 2017, http://www.theworkofthepeople.com. 
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Chapter 4: “Good Practices” in Recent Liturgical-Missional 
Conversations 

 
Introduction 

 Before identifying what the good practices are that can assist Evangelical leaders 

in embracing liturgical worship as part of their missional ecclesiology it is important to 

first identify what a good practice is and then describe how good practices are 

discovered. Good practice is a technical term within the discipline of Practical Theology. 

Richard Osmer says,  

Good practice provides normative guidance in two ways: (1) it offers a model of 
good practice from the past or present with which to reform a congregation’s 
present actions; and (2) it can generate new understandings of God, the Christian 
life, and social values beyond those provided by the received tradition….[Good 
practice] helps leaders imagine what their congregation might become, as well as 
providing resources and guidelines with which to move it in the desired 
direction.1 

 
Good practices are models with which to reform a congregations present actions and 

offer the congregation a new self-understanding. Therefore, good practices for reuniting 

liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology will include new models of liturgical 

reform and proposals that create a new self-understanding for the congregation.  

Discovering good practices requires a catholic posture toward other Christian 

traditions. The value of that posture is found in the way voices from different Christian 

traditions cast light on the biases and blindsides congregational leaders have within their 

own particular tradition. An openness toward God is also required in the discovery of 

good practices because every meaningful reform in the life of a congregation is 

dependent upon the congregation being receptive to fresh movements of God’s grace. As 

                                                 
1 Osmer, Practical Theology, 152-135.  
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Craig Dykstra and Dorothy C. Bass have arged, “At the most basic level, Christian 

practices are not our own but God’s…in doing these things we hope to become more 

receptive to what God is already doing to sustain and redeem the world.”2 Finally, the 

discovery of good practices requires an appreciation for the role discernment plays in 

identifying them. Questions like, “What is the good served by faithful practice, once 

they’ve been properly complexified with bodies and desires, and context? And what is 

the end of my reading of the situation?”,3 are discernment-oriented questions 

congregations use to discover good practices.   

Good practices for reuniting liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology can be 

found in several places. They can be found through re-reading Scripture with careful 

attention to how the writers hold liturgical worship and mission in dialogue.4 They can be 

found through participant observation with congregations who have a liturgical-missional 

approach as a church.5 Finally, they can be found by listening to those movements and 

individuals who have invested in the work of liturgical reform and have successfully 

helped Evangelical congregational leaders appreciate the natural relationship between 

liturgical worship and mission.  

                                                 
2 Dorothy C. Bass and Craig Dykstra, eds., Practicing Our Faith: Second Edition (San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass, 2010), 195. 

3 Pete Ward, ed., Perspectives on Ecclesiology and Ethnography (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 
Publisher, 2012), 136. 

4 An example of this kind of re-reading of Scripture from Philippians 2:5-11 can be found in the 
Chapter 2 of this final project. 

5 An example of this can be found in Chapter 5 of this final project, where the findings of case 
studies completed at four liturgical-missional congregations were explored. 
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That last location of good practices will be the focus of this chapter. To listen to 

those that have invested in the work of liturgical reform this chapter: (1) will set this 

particular liturgical reform into a wider context, the context of the Liturgical Movement; 

(2) it will name a few of the significant barriers standing in the way of liturgical reform; 

(3) it will identify the valuable movements and voices guiding this area of liturgical 

reform in North America; and (4) it will close by proposing seven good practices that can 

serve as models and/or new self-understandings for Evangelical congregational leaders.6  

The Wider Context of the Liturgical Movement 

 The nature of the relationship of the liturgical life of the congregation to its 

missional calling is an old question. That that question has been a part of the church’s life 

since its beginning as can be seen in Luke’s first summary description of the Jerusalem 

church in Luke 2:42-47,  

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the 
breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe at the many 
wonders and signs performed by the apostles. All the believers were together and 
had everything in common. They sold property and possessions to give to anyone 
who had need. Every day 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. And the Lord added 
to their number daily those who were being saved.7 

                                                 
6 Evangelicalism was defined in the preface of this Final Project Proposal, looking at it historically 

from David Bebbington’s research, from a felt perspective from Christian Smith’s qualitative and 
quantitative study, and acknowledged based on David Komline’s comments that Evangelicalism as a 
movement still retains at some levels an allusive, elastic character. If the reader needs a clarification of 
what is meant by “Evangelicalism” turn to the preface. 

7 This translation of the Scripture is from the New International Version, 2011. Liturgy and 
mission are unified throughout Luke’s description of the fellowship of the Jerusalem church. Looking at 
liturgy more specifically, Luke offers a description of the regular liturgical practices of the Jerusalem 
church in his comments on “the prayers” and “the breaking of bread.” See James D.G. Dunn, Epworth 
Commentaries: The Acts of the Apostles (London: Epworth Press, 1996), 35. Looking at the missionary 
character of the Jerusalem church more specifically, the reader can see how Luke notes the presence of 
signs and miracles, the practice of radical hospitality, the open manner in which the church lived in the 
heart of the city, and how God spontaneously added to the numbers of the church daily. See Richard N. 
Longenecker, The Expositors Bible Commentaries: Acts (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 86-88. 
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Each period within Church history has offered commentary on how the church’s devotion 

to liturgical traditions and calling to be a witness belong together. Within the Modern 

Church the most significant commentary on that question was given in the Liturgical 

Movement. That movements commentary has directly influenced those committed to the 

reunion of liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology in North America.  

 The precise beginnings of the Liturgical Movement are contested. Some 

historians date the Liturgical Movement to the early nineteenth century by locating its 

roots in the German romanticism that reshaped “the restoration of Roman Catholic life in 

the first half of the nineteenth century.”8 These scholars argue that the highly 

conservative approach to worship that was reaffirmed in the Council of Trent held in 

place both the individualism present within late medieval spirituality and a lack of 

participation by the congregation in corporate worship. These practices remained 

entrenched in Roman Catholic spirituality until being challenged by the Liturgical 

Movement in the nineteenth century.9  

Today, however, the majority of liturgical historians date the beginning of the 

Liturgical Movement to the early twentieth century. James F. White, for example, 

believes that the Liturgical Movement should be dated from Pope Pius X’s reforms. 

“Pope Pius X who, upon becoming pope in 1903, insisted that ‘the faithful must be 

brought back to…active participation…in the holy mysteries and in the public and 

                                                 
8 Thomas F. O’Meara, “The origins of the Liturgical Movement and German Romanticism,” 

Worship 59 (1985), 326-342. 326. O’Meara goes on to conclude at the end of his article that German 
romanticism has left a lasting influence on the Liturgical Movement in at least four ways: time, revelation, 
mysticism, and community. 341. 

9 James F. White, “What is the Liturgical Movement,” Perkins Journal 17 (Winter-Spring, 1964), 
20-25. 21. 
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solemn prayer of the Church.’10 White appears to be correct in choosing to locate the 

official beginning of the Liturgical Movement in the early twentieth century. 

Nevertheless to “fully comprehend that movement in all its complexity and 

interrelationships, we must begin in 19th-century France and Germany.”11 

Regardless of when one dates the beginning of the Liturgical Movement it is clear 

that its influence on Roman Catholicism while at first small became very significant. The 

Liturgical Movement was initially pioneered by a handful of priests and a few 

Benedictine monastic communities (the Abbey of Mont César in Belgium, and the Abbey 

of Maria Laach in Germany). Later the Liturgical Movement grew in popularity through 

conferences that were open to priest and lay alike. It was through these conferences that 

the Liturgical Movement eventually spread to Protestants and created new ecumenical 

opportunities.12  

The Modern church has been marked by a revived interest in liturgy, missiology, 

and ecumenism. Each of these interests left their mark on the focus of the Liturgical 

Movement. This is especially true of the ecumenical spirit of the Modern church. The 

Liturgical Movement has created a new dialogue between Protestants and Catholics 

spurring on reforms within both as they learn from one another’s practices.13 Describing 

                                                 
10 White, “What is the Liturgical Movement,” 21. 

11 Keith Pecklers, “The history of the modern Liturgical Movement,” Oxford Research 
Encyclopedia, September 2015, accessed September 15, 2016, http://religion.oxfordre.com/view/10.1093/ 
acrefore/9780199340378.001.0001/acrefore-9780199340378-e-19. 

12 To explore the spread of the influence of the Liturgical Movement see, André Haquin, “The 
Liturgical Movement and Catholic ritual revision,” (Geoffrey Wainwright and Karen B. Westerfield 
Tucker, eds., The Oxford History of Christian Worship, New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 701-
706.  

13 See Geoffrey Wainwrights helpful survey of the ecumenical nature of the Liturgical Movement 
in his chapter, “The Continuing Tradition of the Church,” 557-559 in Cheslyn Jones, Geoffrey Wainwright, 
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the ecumenical influence of the Liturgical Movement Horton Davies says, “What is 

fascinating about (the liturgical) movement is that it has enabled Protestant churches to 

recover in part the Catholic liturgical heritage, while the Catholics seem to have 

appropriated the Protestant valuation of preaching, of shared worship in the vernacular 

tongue, and the importance of laity as the people of God.”14 Davies is not the only one to 

notice the ecumenical influence of the Liturgical Movement. Massey Hamilton Shepherd, 

Jr., writing in 1961 said, “the Liturgical Movement has to date provided the most 

effective avenue of communication between Roman Catholicism and Protestantism.”15 

That avenue of communication has brought significant changes to the Anglican Tradition 

in Protestantism16 and has even spilled over into liturgical reforms within the Greek 

Orthodox Church.17  

                                                                                                                                                 
Edward Yarnold SJ, and Paul Bradshaw, eds., The Study of Liturgy (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1992).  

14 O.C. Edwards, Jr., A History of Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2004), 746. 

15 Massey H. Shepherd, Jr., The Reform of Liturgical Worship: Perspectives and Prospects (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1961), 1. Speaking from an Orthodox perspective, Alexander Schmemann 
has said of the benefits of the Liturgical Movement, “the liturgical movement has appeared everywhere 
closely bound up with a theological, missionary and spiritual revival. It has been the source of a greater 
realization by Christians of their responsibility in the world. It has been a revival of the Church herself,” 14. 
Alexander Schmemann, Introduction to Liturgical Theology (Crestwood: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 
1966). 

16 This was the argument of William Ladd that went on to influence a generation of liturgical 
reformers. Ladd said, “It would be a mistake to regard the liturgical movement in the Roman Catholic 
Church as something novel and original. The effort of its leaders to give the laity a place in liturgical 
worship, their emphasis upon frequent communion, their criticism of the individualism and superstition of 
late medieval forms of worship, their appeal to the liturgical usage of the ancient Church, the desire which 
many of them have that the Mass should be translated into the vernacular of each country – these are 
precisely the ideals which animated the Anglican liturgical movement of the XVI century and produced our 
Book of Common Prayer,” 23. William Palmer Ladd, Prayer Book Interleaves (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1941). 

17 See Schmemann, An Introduction to Liturgical Theology, 13-16. Schmemann while 
acknowledging the Liturgical Movement’s non-Orthodox origin said, “it has nevertheless a deep internal 
bond with the Church in the East…From a certain point of view…it can be regarded as a kind of 
‘Orthodox’ movement in a non-Orthodox context,” 15. 
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For the purposes of this chapter another significant area of reform inspired by the 

Liturgical Movement is the way congregations in the twentieth century have begun to 

reimagine the relationship between liturgy and mission. An example of this in the global 

church is the liturgical reforms that took place in the Church of South India. The Father 

of the missional church, Lesslie Newbigin, played a part in those reforms.  The Liturgical 

Committee of the Church of South India undertook a series of liturgical reforms in the 

middle of the twentieth century to insure that the liturgical life and missionary character 

of the Church in South India where in harmony with each other. Here are the kinds of 

questions the Liturgical Committee of the Church of South India raised during its 

reforms,   

Was the liturgy of the C.S.I. sufficiently “missionary” for such a congregation, 
declaring the Gospel as it obeyed its command? Was it too magnificent in its 
classical form for this homely atmosphere, or could its very classicality help to 
bring home to these isolated believers that they were participating in the worship 
of the universal Church?18 
 

T.S. Garrett, a historian of that movement, records just how significant the overlap of 

liturgy and mission were for the Church of South India as he talks about choices they 

made. Choices like what kind of bowls should be used to collect the offering (they 

encouraged the use of common brass bowls that were used in Indian households), and 

what kind of instruments should be used to lead worship (they encouraged a preference 

be made for Carnatic musical instrumentation).19 India had for centuries been marked by 

sharp caste divisions, which led to the dehumanization of people within the lower castes. 

For the Liturgical Committee of the Church of South India the caste system created a 

                                                 
18 T.S. Garrett, Worship in the Church of South India (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1958), 6. 

19 Ibid., 8-9. 
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double-sided challenge for the work of liturgical reform. On the one hand the form of the 

liturgy, which was largely Western, had to change to become culturally Indian. On the 

other hand the form of the liturgy had to emphasize that everyone regardless of their 

nationality or caste was now a part of the one body of Christ. This was a counter-cultural 

witness against the caste system. 

The struggle to witness to the one body of Christ through the form of the liturgy 

has been a struggle that has also been felt by the western church. For many Evangelicals 

their preference for individualism and non-formalism leaves them without a way to form 

a meaningful connection to the universal body of Christ. Today some Evangelicals are 

beginning to acknowledge that a deep connection to the universal body of Christ can be 

fostered in authentic ways by embracing inherited liturgies. “Ecclesiastical and liturgical 

forms are the safeguards of the authentic Christian experience which Evangelicalism 

treasures.”20 Without those safeguards Evangelicals risk not only forfeiting their ability to 

tell the Story of God clearly in their worship, but also their ability to meaningfully 

participate in the universal church community.  

In this section it has been argued that the Liturgical Movement provides one of 

the primary contexts within which to understand the work of liturgical reform that is 

needed to reunite liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology. Like every reform 

movement there are things that have been left undone as well as things that have stood in 

the way of the vision of the Liturgical Movement. As Ruth A. Meyers writes,  

However, other aspects of the liturgical movement have not been as fully realized. 
At its best, the liturgical movement was concerned not so much with the technical 
details of doing liturgy the right way, but with the vital connection between 
liturgy and life, liturgy and justice….I fear that we still have not grasped this 

                                                 
20 A. G. Hebert, Liturgy and Society (London: Faber and Faber, 1936), 146. 
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transformative power of liturgy, that there is too much interest in the technical 
details of doing liturgy ‘right’; too frequent dismissal of liturgists as concerned 
primarily with the aesthetics of worship; too little awareness of liturgy as 
mission.21 
 

Today there continue to be real barriers in the way of liturgical reform. Before 

considering the good practices for reuniting liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology 

those barriers need to be considered and the significant voices that can help Evangelical 

congregational leaders navigate them need to be named.  

The Barriers in the Way of Liturgical Reform 

 It is not enough to argue that liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology have 

historically belonged together. Those who wish to see them reunited in Evangelical 

congregations today must pastorally engage the very real barriers that are preventing their 

reunion. Massey Shepherd Jr. has echoed this sentiment,  

Liturgical reconstruction is a necessity of the liturgical renewal of our times…But 
mere liturgiology, however up-to-date, cannot by itself be decisive. Theological 
and pastoral considerations must be weighed alongside those that are more 
precisely historical.”22  
 

Shepherd’s words are timely for those considering how to offer a pastoral engagement of 

the barriers that stand in the way of liturgical reform. Those barriers include: (1) the loss 

of the generous middle in how Evangelicals dialogue about liturgy; (2) the enormous task 

of understanding liturgy in a global church where liturgical studies continue to increase in 

specialization; (4) the ambiguous and at times undervalued shape of the liturgical 

tradition of American Evangelicalism; (5) the need to have a clear historical and 

                                                 
21 Ruth A. Meyer, “The promise and perils of liturgical change,” Anglican Theological Review 86 

No. 1 (2004), 103-114. 105. 

22 Shepherd Jr., The Reform of Liturgical Worship, 79. 
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theological grasp on what missional ecclesiology is; and (6) the numerous personal 

growth barriers in the life of congregational leaders. 

The Loss of the Generous Middle 

 The most significant barrier to liturgical reform in Evangelical congregations is 

the loss of the generous middle. Melanie C. Ross has described this loss in Evangelical 

Versus Liturgical? Defying a dichotomy. 

All posit only two evangelical approaches to liturgical reform: either a 
wholehearted embrace (convergence) or an outright rejection (separatism). The 
‘middle’ – evangelicals who respect and appreciate other Christian traditions that 
preach from lectionary texts, pray with fixed liturgies, and celebrate a weekly 
Eucharist but have chosen not to adopt these forms for their own worship – has 
collapsed.23 
 

The loss of the generous middle is connected to a general loss of civility expressed in 

several theological conversations taking place in conservative and liberal settings alike. 

When the generous middle is lost the posture of civility is exchanged for an adversarial 

posture. No longer are conversations about liturgy with others approached out of a sense 

of hope that they may have something meaningful to offer from their understanding and 

practices. Now those conversations are approached out of a sense of alienation filled with 

anxious suspicions that voices from other traditions may strip Evangelicals of their values 

as foreign liturgies re-colonialize Evangelical practices of worship. A symptom of this 

alienation that exists can be observed in the resonance created by the term liturgy. When 

some Evangelical congregational leaders hear the term liturgy what they actually hear is 

the phrase ‘worship-wars.’ These leaders remember how difficult it was for them or their 

colleagues to lead their congregations into contemporary practices of worship. They 

remember the divisions and pain created in the liturgical reforms they enacted. 
                                                 

23 Ross, Evangelical Versus Liturgical?, 3. 
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Understandably these leaders are reticent to even court the possibility of reliving them in 

having conversations with other voices that represent liturgical approaches different than 

their own. Especially because some of those are voices representing practices they 

intentionally left behind. 

Rediscovering a generous middle will take patient work. It will require leaders to 

exchange their adversarial postures for generous forms of dialogue. Evangelical leaders 

will need to embrace listening to others out of a posture of curiosity and hope. Sue A. 

Rozeboom and Cornelius Plantinga Jr. have encouraged this very thing in their summary 

of a conversation that took place between modern worship leaders from a variety of 

positions at Calvin Theological Seminary,  

Without sentimentality or spinelessness, we should learn from each other, care 
about each other, and, so far as it lies with us, live in peace together as brothers 
and sisters in Jesus Christ. To get this far, we do need to practice some of those 
good manners that lie next door to good morals – listening before we speak, 
putting the best face on other people’s motives, expressing our concerns with 
minimum necessary force.24 
 

Liturgically oriented and non-liturgically oriented Evangelical congregational leaders 

need to develop an appreciation for other Christian traditions. To do this they need to 

look at liturgical differences as opportunities rather than obstacles. 

The Task of Understanding Liturgy Today 

Another barrier to reform is the difficulty of understanding liturgy today. This 

difficulty comes in two forms: (1) there is the challenge to embrace and value other 

liturgical traditions in the spirit of ecumenicity; and (2) there is the challenge of 

navigating the growing specialization of liturgical studies. Concerning the challenge of 

embracing and valuing other liturgical traditions in the spirit of ecumenicity 
                                                 

24 Plantinga Jr. and Rozeboom, Discerning the Spirits, xv. 
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congregational leaders will need to acknowledge that their tradition’s approach to liturgy 

is not complete without voices from other traditions informing it. Some Evangelical 

leaders are willing to do this but the desire to retain the respect and trust of their 

colleagues within their denominations and networks arrests their willingness. Douglas 

Jacobsen and William V. Trollinger Jr. have observed this tendency, “Evangelical leaders 

have privately supported ecumenism, but felt they had to display partisanship in 

public.”25  

The resources to act in an openly ecumenical way are more readily at hand than 

Evangelicals realize. On a weekly or monthly basis many Evangelical congregations 

invite congregants to partake of the body of Christ even though the congregation includes 

those Christians from a variety of different traditions. This practice has an eschatological 

dimension to it. The meal is kept until Christ returns when all the members of his body 

will share in his meal as one body together. It is from this Eucharistic practice that 

Evangelicals can find the theological foundations for embracing a plurality of liturgical 

expressions in the global church.26 As Evangelicals lean into living eucharistically they 

will discover that many of the same problems they face in a post-Christendom culture 

their brothers and sisters from different traditions also face and they have helpful 

perspectives for how to face them.27  

                                                 
25 Douglas Jacobsen and William V. Trollinger Jr., “Evangelical and Ecumenical: Re-forming a 

center,” Christian Century (July, 1994), 682-684. 683. 

26 On the Eucharistic constitution of the Church see, Johnson, “Between baptism and ministry,” 
363-365. “The community gathered at the Eucharist is constituted by Word and meal to be the body of 
Christ, the church. In other words, the Eucharist continually calls the church back to its baptismal origins 
and renews and re-forms it over and over again as community,” 365. 

27 Writing retrospectively on thirteen years of ecumenical liturgical dialogue, John D. Witvliet 
says something similar, “All of this shared learning is possible because – as we repeatedly discovered – all 
of us are facing so many of the same problems. We want to promote intergenerational community in an age 
of generational segregation. We want to adapt to technological change without weakening the social fabric 
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Concerning the challenge of navigating the growing specialization of liturgical 

studies Evangelical congregational leaders will need to commit to the discipline of 

continued self-education. They are at a disadvantage in this because most Evangelical 

seminaries do not offer courses on liturgical history or theology so Evangelicals are 

starting below the learning curve. Added to this the field of liturgical studies has over the 

last one hundred years become more complex. The “dizzying array of terms and 

classifications for worship”28 are expressive of a rather Babel like moment that the 

Modern church is experiencing in liturgical discussions. One liturgical historian has 

suggested that, “When historians look back at this period, they may well identify 

eclecticism as one of the central features of public worship near the turn of the 

millennium.”29  

Liturgical studies which explore the key moments in liturgical history, the 

formative liturgical movements and traditions within the global church,30 have like other 

                                                                                                                                                 
that unites us. We want to promote a hunger for the word of God in an age of decreasing biblical literacy.” 
John D. Witvliet, “Learning about ecumenical relationships: Personal reflections after thirteen years of 
work at the Calvin Institute of Christian Worship,” Liturgical Ministry 19 (Summer, 2010), 128-133. 131. 

28 Lester Ruth, “A rose by any other name: Attempts at classifying North American Protestant 
worship,” American Theological Inquiry 2 No. 1 (2009), 85-104. 86. Ruth goes on to note that the array of 
classifications for worship derive from “stylistic, theological, ethnic, and age specific considerations.” 86. 

29 John D. Witvliet, “Evaluating recent changes in the practices of Christian worship,” CRUX 38 
No. 3 (September, 2002), 17-25. 20. 

30 It is valuable to note here that the focus of this thesis is limited to establishing an argument for 
the value of liturgy for mission rather than offering an extensive survey liturgical history and theology. 
Like many of the more popular books that explore liturgical-missional ecclesiology this thesis does not 
offer a robust survey of all the key moments, movements, or liturgical traditions (readers should note the 
absence of such a treatment in the works of Melanie C. Ross, Clayton J. Schmit, Ruth A. Meyers, and Neal 
D. Presa). Thomas H. Schattauer’s edited volume Inside Out is a happy expectation to that trend, but even 
in that volume a survey a liturgy is secondary to the concerns of the writers. For a brief survey of the main 
periods of liturgical history the reader can turn to Jones, Wainwright, Yarnold SJ and Bradshaw, eds., The 
Study of Liturgy, 61-68. For a more in-depth period by period, movement by movement treatment the 
reader can turn to Geoffrey Wainwright and Karen B. Westerfield Tucker, eds., The Oxford History of 
Christian Worship, New York: Oxford University Press, 2006. To explore the purpose of liturgy and its 
role in shaping human identity the reader is encouraged to re-read pages 13-23 of this thesis.  
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areas of religious studies in the last century become specialized along methodological 

lines. The specialization of the field of liturgy does at times create confusion rather than 

clarity for the uninitiated. This is especially true when they try to understand what others 

mean when they say they have a liturgical orientation toward worship. These 

methodological approaches include: (1) historical-critical liturgical studies which are 

focused on reconstructing the history behind liturgical texts, especially Jewish 

backgrounds; (2) phenomenological liturgical studies which are focused on describing the 

anthropological and sociological nature of liturgy; (3) history of liturgical developments 

which are focused on narrating the development of various ecclesial traditions of 

liturgies; (4) ecumenical liturgical studies which are focused on offering solutions for 

reunion among divergent liturgical traditions; and (5) liturgical theology which are 

focused on exploring the theological meaning of the liturgy.31 For Evangelicals to 

understand what others mean by being liturgical they will have to ask qualifying 

questions specifying which methodological approaches are informing that persons 

understanding of liturgy.  

The Ambiguity of the Liturgical Tradition of American Evangelicalism 

 One of the more surprising barriers to liturgical reform for Evangelicals is the 

need to identify their own particular traditions contribution. Every Christian movement 

                                                 
31 Within each of these specialized methodological approaches of inquiry into liturgy can be 

further particularizations made to how liturgists approach the study of liturgy. As J.D. Crichton argues in 
The Study of Liturgy, “’Theology of liturgy’ can mean more than one thing. It can be regarded as the branch 
of systematic theology concerning liturgy that has to be fitted into the ‘system’, whatever it may be. Or it 
can be regarded as theology that uses liturgy as a witness to what the Church has believed and believes, a 
‘locus classicus’ to be used alongside the ‘proof-texts’ from holy Scripture and tradition. Thirdly, it can be 
seen as an investigation of the faith-content of a liturgy that is expressed in symbol and action as well as in 
word,” 5-6. Jones, Wainwright, Yarnold SJ and Bradshaw, eds., The Study of Liturgy. For anthology that 
showcases how diverse modern liturgical studies are see Maxwell E. Johnson, ed., Sacraments and 
Worship: The Sources of Christian Theology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), 43-102. 
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over time develops liturgical traditions. Some of those traditions have a fluid character 

but they still nevertheless have shared practices, theologies, and values that can be 

observed. This is true of American Evangelicalism as well. Unfortunately, the common 

practices, theologies, and values have not yet been clearly identified and liturgical 

scholars do not appear to be offering Evangelicals help in that task. In 1989 James F. 

White said that the evangelical liturgical tradition has been “almost totally ignored in 

liturgical scholarship.”32 Twenty-five years later not much has changed. In 2014 Graham 

Hughes said, “One faces an unmapped (possibly hazardous) territory in attempting to 

include evangelical Christianity in an account of liturgical theology….This style of 

worship is simply bypassed in discussion of liturgical theology.”33  

This scholarly lacuna is a barrier and an opportunity to those willing to navigate 

the “possibly hazardous territory” of the liturgical practices present in American 

Evangelicalism. Thankfully there are scholars who are willing to hazard a jaunt into that 

territory. Melanie C. Ross’s proposals in her book Evangelical Versus Liturgical, is one 

expression of that. Still voices like Ross remain unique and serve as a reminder that this 

barrier remains firmly in place.  

The Need for Clarity Regarding the Nature of Missional Ecclesiology 

 Not only has the Evangelical liturgical tradition lacked a clear explication but 

missional ecclesiology has also remained a loosely defined term among Evangelicals. 

Even though there is a lively conversation in Evangelical circles around the meaning of 

the term “missional church” most writers stop short of offering a substantive definition. 
                                                 

32 James F. White, Protestant Worship: Traditions in Transition (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 1989), 171. 

33 Graham Hughes, Worship As Meaning: A Liturgical Theology for Late Modernity (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 234. 
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Even well versed and otherwise helpful writers like Ruth A. Meyers are an evidence of 

this. Meyers acknowledges that the missional church as a term emerged within 

missiological discussions in the late 1990s but she does not go on to an explore how the 

influence of the ecumenical discussions which took place during the early twentieth 

century informed its emergence and character.34 Clayton J. Schmit fares slightly better 

than Meyers in his handling of the term missional church in his book Sent and Gathered: 

A Worship Manual for the Missional Church. Schmit points his readers to the work of 

Darrel L. Guder and Craig Van Gelder and situates the missional church in the context of 

the emergence of post-Christendom but stops there.35 He does not go on to explore in-

depth the particular influence of Lesslie Newbigin or the Gospel and Our Culture 

Network on the shaping of the missional church in North America. Neither does he 

interact with Newbigin’s book Proper Confidence. Schmit’s lack of interaction with 

Proper Confidence means he misses Newbigin’s rich reflections on liturgy and mission. 

As Evangelicals seek to reunite the practice of liturgical worship with missional 

ecclesiology they will have to be careful in choosing good guides to help them define the 

term missional church.36  

The Numerous Personal Development Barriers in the Life of Congregational Leaders 

                                                 
34 “The term ‘missional,’ coined during the 1990s, expresses an understanding that mission is 

rooted in God’s identity and purpose,” 1. Ruth A. Meyers, Missional Worship, Worshipful Mission: 
Gathering as God’s People, Going out in God’s Name (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publisher, 2014). Meyers 
largely credits David J. Bosch’s influence for the rise of the missional church conversation, skipping over 
the more significant influence of Lesslie Newbigin and the Gospel and Our Culture Network. She does 
interact lightly with two of Newbigin’s writings, The Open Secret, and Trinitarian Faith and Today’s 
Mission. 

35 Clayton J. Schmit, Sent and Gathered: A Worship Manual for the Missional Church (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 38-40. 

36 A few guides that can help evangelicals define the missional church carefully are George 
Hunsberger, Geoffrey Wainwright, Darrell Guder, and Paul Weston.  
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 Lest the reader think the barriers to liturgical reform lie only at the ideological 

level it is important to acknowledge that barriers to liturgical reform also lie at the 

personal level for many Evangelical leaders. Congregational leaders often struggle at 

being adaptive leaders and are at times unskilled in facilitating changes in the values, 

attitudes, habits, and practices of people. Sometimes these weaknesses can be offset 

through the gifts of committed lay leaders or others on staff, but adaptive congregational 

leaders remain in short supply.37 Non-adaptive leaders, however, should not be saddled 

with all the blame. Many congregational leaders overtime have been fatigued by the large 

array of specialization their pastoral call requires of them. They are regularly reminded 

that their seminary training and prior experience has not prepared them for the 

responsibilities they face in leading congregations into change.  

In their fatigue Evangelical congregational leaders can loose their grasp on one of 

the most powerful tools for congregational change – words. Congregational leaders need 

to reclaim the significance of words because without a care of words the work of 

liturgical reform cannot be undertaken. Marilyn McEntyre in her book Caring for Words 

in a Culture of Lies urges congregational leaders to reclaim the significance of words. 

Caring for language is a moral issue. Caring for one another is not entirely 
separable from caring for words….Those of us who preach and teach and minister 
to each other need to focus on the word – on words – more explicitly, 
intentionally, and caringly as part of the practice of our trade. This is necessary 
and urgent activism: to resist “newspeak,” to insist on precision and clarity, to 
love the bald statement, the long sentence, the particular example, the extended 
definition, the specifics of story, and the legacy of language we carry.38  
 

                                                 
37 See Ruth A. Meyer’s accounting of this need on 108-109 of her article, “The promise and perils 

of liturgical change.” 

38 Marilyn McEntyre, Caring for Words in a Culture of Lies (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 2, 
20. 
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Adaptive leadership and the care of words are non-negotiables for leaders who want to 

help their congregations reunite liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology. Both of 

those require that leaders continue to do self-care so they can continue to experience 

personal growth. 

The Key Voices of Liturgical Reform 

 In order to overcome the barriers to liturgical reform it is important to identify the 

key voices that have led the way in reuniting liturgical worship and mission in 

Evangelical settings. These voices can be found in movements (i.e. institutions, 

denominational colloquiums, and collegial conversations) and in individuals. The 

movements include: the Calvin Institute of Worship39 which has focused part of its 

discussions on the relationship between liturgy and mission; the liturgical-missional 

colloquiums40 hosted by the Presbyterian Church of the United States of America and led 

by Neal D. Presa; and the collegial conversations led by Thomas Schattauer which have 

been captured in the book Inside Out41 and in the Spring, 2016 Liturgy journal.42 The 

significant individual voices include: Melanie C. Ross, Ruth A. Meyers, Patrick R. 

Keifert, and the shared voices of Cornelius Plantinga Jr. and Sue A. Rozeboom.43 

                                                 
39 See the institutes website, accessed September 15, 2016, http://worship.calvin.edu. 

40 Neal D. Presa, ed., Liturgical-Missional: Perspectives on a Reformed Ecclesiology (Eugene: 
Wipf and Stock Publisher, 2016). 

41 Thomas H. Schattauer, ed., Inside Out: Worship in an Age of Mission (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 1999). 

42 Thomas Schattauer, ed., “Liturgy and mission,” Liturgy 31 (Spring, 2016). 

43 Other voices worth giving attention include: Clayton J. Schmit, Sent and Gathered; James K.A. 
Smith, Imagining the Kingdom: How Worship Works (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013), see pgs. 
151-192; Lindford L. Stutzman, “The Public witness of worship,” (Lois Y. Barrett et al., eds., Treasure in 
Clay Jars: Patterns in Missional Faithfulness (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publisher, 2004), 100-116; and 
Gilbert I. Bond, “Liturgy, ministry, and the stranger: The practice of encountering the other in two 
Christian communities,” (Miroslav Volf and Dorothy C. Bass, eds., Practicing Theology: Beliefs and 
Practices in Christian Life, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 137-156; Krish Kandiah, “Authentic 
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The Key Movements within this Area of Liturgical Reform 

 The contribution of the Calvin Institute of Worship to reuniting liturgical worship 

and mission can be observed in a number of the titles that have come out of the Calvin 

Institute of Christian Worship Liturgical Studies. These titles include: Missional Worship 

Worshipful Mission,44 Discerning the Spirits,45 and Evangelical Versus Liturgical.46 John 

D. Witvliet, the Director of the Calvin Institute of Worship, has observed the reunion of 

liturgy and mission in the last decade across several Christian traditions.  

A generation ago, in many different kinds of congregations, public worship and 
mission were often treated as two largely independent endeavors in congregations 
and parishes of many different denominations….In our work at the Calvin 
Institute of Worship over the past seventeen years, we have noticed how 
dramatically this separation has been challenged across the spectrum of 
denominations.47 
 

While being encouraged by this trend of reunion Witvliet nevertheless acknowledges the 

continuing need for further reform efforts, “As with any sea change, it often takes several 

years, even decades…”48 

 Part of the ongoing need for reform has been addressed through three colloquiums 

that took place between 2013-2014. The colloquiums were co-moderated by Tom 

Trinidad and Neal D. Presa. They have been summarized in the book Liturgical-

Missional: Perspectives on a Reformed Ecclesiology. There was an intentional structure 

                                                                                                                                                 
evangelism? Revelation, truth and worship in late modern, pluralistic Europe,” EJT 20 No. 2 (2011), 100-
110. 

44 Meyers, Missional Worship Worshipful Mission. 

45 Plantinga Jr. and Rozeboom, Discerning the Spirits. 

46 Ross, Evangelical Versus Liturgical?. 

47 Meyers, Missional Worship Worshipful Mission, ix. 

48 Ibid., ix-x. 



 

 134 

behind the colloquiums.  “Each colloquium featured seven invited presenters who 

engaged worship and mission from different angles. The seven presenters were pastors, 

seminary professors and judicatory officials.”49 The presenters explored together what a 

liturgical-missional vision of the church entails. To do this they drew upon theological 

insights from the Ecumenical Movement and the Liturgical Movement.50  

The colloquiums were not an end in themselves rather they were designed to 

“Catalyze [a] conversation on ‘Why the Church,’ and inspire the Church to creative and 

faithful ministry.”51 According to Edwin Chr. Van Driel the presenters’ answer to the 

question “Why the Church?” expressed a creative redefinition of the meaning of salvation 

in Cyprian’s classic statement “extra ecclesiam nulla salus,” (“outside the church there is 

no salvation”). The church is not something one joins by a voluntary action on their part 

but something Christ gathers to himself as part of his eschatological mission.52 The local 

congregation gathered to Christ in its liturgy tells and embodies the Story of God as part 

of its faithful participation in the saving work of Christ.  

The last voice from these movements is found in two collegial conversations led 

by Thomas H. Schattauer. The first collegial conversation has been recorded in the book 

Inside Out. This conversation took place in the Spring of 1997 between “professors of 

worship at the seminaries of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America [that were] 

gathered in Chicago at the invitation of the ELCA worship staff.”53 According to 

                                                 
49 Presa, ed., Liturgical-Missional, xiii. 

50 Ibid., xii. 

51 Ibid., xvi. 

52 Ibid., 258. 

53 Ed. Schattauer, Inside Out, viii. 
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Schattauer while there were differences in approach among the nine ELCA seminary 

professors they believed that, “The assembly for worship is intrinsically connected to the 

mission of God in Christ for the sake of the whole world (missio Dei), and consequently 

worship is integrally related to every form of the church’s mission of witness and 

service.”54 Summarizing the fruits of this collegial conversation at the close of Inside Out 

Gordon W. Lathrop said that the reunion of liturgical worship and mission should not be 

sought through inventing gimmicks, clichés, or novel strategies, but by embracing those 

things the risen Christ has given to his bride. 

The astonishing truth about these central matters of liturgy and mission is that, 
allowed their strength, they are not really...obscure and arcane...We are given by 
the risen Christ the use of a book, bread and wine, water. If we use these gifts in 
such a way as to let them stand in clarity, undiminished and unobscured, they will 
show us the remarkable connections that exists between our worship and daily 
life.55 
 

The use of the central things is how liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology can be 

reunited in Evangelical congregations.  That proposal is present throughout the chapters 

of Inside Out. It appears in topics like: proclamation, baptism, communion, the liturgical 

year, liturgical space, music, ritual practice, and occasional services.  

The second collegial conversation led by Thomas H. Schattauer is recorded in the 

thirty-first issue of the Liturgy journal. There are seven articles in the journal. The first 

three articles are focused on the relationship between liturgy and mission. The last four 

articles are theory-based proposals. According to Schattauer the writers of the journal 

believed that, “Liturgy and mission are two inseparable dimensions of a single 

sacramental reality: Jesus Christ alive among his people for the sake of the world in its 

                                                 
54 Ibid., viii. 

55 Ibid., 208-209. 
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need.”56 This collegial conversation, combined with that recorded in Inside Out, offer a 

robust picture of the theological foundations for the reunion of liturgical worship and 

missional ecclesiology. The four articles at the close of the thirty-first issue of Liturgy 

ground that theological picture in the practices of the local church and show how having 

liturgy and mission in reunion can help the church witness to the mind of Christ in a 

variety of social and ecological issues being raised today.  

The Key Individuals within this Area of Liturgical Reform 

Having looked at the key movements the reader can now explore the key 

individuals mentioned earlier within this chapter (note some of those voices are also part 

of the movements just examined). Those individuals include: Melanie C. Ross, Ruth A. 

Meyers, Patrick R. Keifert, and the shared voices of Cornelius Plantinga Jr. and Sue A. 

Rozeboom.  

Of all the individual voices Melanie C. Ross gets closest to asking the kind of 

questions this Final Project raises. Ross also uses similar qualitative research methods to 

tease out how those questions take shape in the life of local congregations. As mentioned 

earlier Ross believes evangelicals need to reclaim the generous middle that they have lost 

in how they engage the work of liturgical reform. To do this they need a new vision of 

other Traditions/traditions. Ross says,  

The notion of “middle” is important to me....in addition to introducing my low-
church evangelical students to the riches of Catholic, Orthodox, and mainline 
Protestant liturgical traditions, I want to help them see that they themselves have 
important gifts to bring to the ecumenical table.57 

                                                 
56 Thomas H. Schattauer, “Liturgy and mission: Introduction,” Liturgy 31 (Spring, 2016), 1-2. 1. 

57 Ross, Evangelical Versus Liturgical?, 4. 



 

 137 

 
Throughout the project, I advocate for a “hermeneutic of charity” over a 
“hermeneutic of suspicion” in the study of evangelical worship.58  
 

Evangelical congregational leaders need to bring their Evangelical tradition into critical 

dialogue with liturgical scholarship in order to name the differences that exist between 

them and identify the potential bridges that can be used in the work of liturgical reform. 

Ross believes this fits well with the pietistic and conversionistic tendencies that are 

present within the tradition of American Evangelicalism. To ensure that her proposals are 

not solely theory-based Ross offers the stories of how two congregations – Eastbrook 

Church and West Shore Evangelical Free Church – have united a liturgical orientation 

with their Evangelical values (those values include being missional congregations). Ross 

is sober about how difficult it was for these Evangelical congregations to hold them 

together but encourages her readers to remain hopeful that others like them will find 

imaginative ways to do it. Near the end of her work she says, “Although there is no 

universal blueprint for overcoming the evangelical/liturgical dichotomy, this book 

celebrates the fact that middle ground is regularly being forged at local levels.”59 That 

hopeful tone can be found in other key individual voices like Ruth A. Meyers. 

 Worship and mission have been kept apart in many congregations but according 

to Ruth A. Meyers they should not remain apart.60 Contrary to holding worship and 

mission apart Meyers says, “Worship itself is an important locus of mission, a place and 

time where the people of God celebrate and participate in God’s self-giving love for the 

                                                 
58 Ibid., 8. 

59 Ross, Evangelical Versus Liturgical?, 136. 

60 Meyers, Missional Worship Worshipful Mission, 1. 
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sake of the world.”61 Both Ross and Meyers use qualitative research to reflect on the need 

Evangelical congregations have to reunite liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology. 

While Ross’s qualitative research was focused on congregations located in the United 

States of America, Meyers’ qualitative research had a broader scope that included 

congregations located in the United States of America, Scotland, and France.62 In the 

congregations Meyers did qualitative research on she witnessed the possibility of 

missional worship and worshipful mission. In her concluding thoughts in Missional 

Worship Worshipful Mission, Meyers says,  

Missional worship is a matter of perception and attitude rather than technique. 
Hence, developing missional worship requires a shift in the communities 
approach to worship. Missional worship happens in a missional congregation, one 
that proclaims and enacts the reign of God in all aspects of its life, one that 
expects to encounter God’s mercy and judgment both in the assembly for worship 
and in daily life.63 
 

According to Meyers God is deeply involved in liturgical reforms happening in a 

congregation as His reign is proclaimed and enacted in every aspect in the life of His 

people. A congregation whose life is found in the missio Dei will find that its attitude and 

perception of worship is shaped by the missio Dei.  

While Meyers’s work focused on the broad concern of reuniting liturgical 

worship and missional ecclesiology Patrick R. Keifert’s work64 gave that concern a 

particular face in the biblical metaphor of hospitality to the stranger. Keifert used the 

                                                 
61 Ibid., 2. 

62 Ibid., xii-xiii. 

63 Ibid., 232. 

64 Patrick R. Keifert, Welcoming the Stranger: A Public Theology of Worship and Evangelism 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 1992). Keifert’s approach to Public Theology is clearly indebted to 
the narrative theology coming out of both the Yale School and Chicago school in the late twentieth century, 
as he himself acknowledges in his comments in his preface.  
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discipline of Public Theology to explore that metaphor.65 Keifert argued that the 

metaphor can, “Change directly the understanding and behavior of churches as they 

worship and evangelize.”66 Like Presa he acknowledged the influence that the Liturgical 

Movement has had on encouraging congregational leaders to reunite liturgical worship 

and mission. And Keifert also pointed to the influence of other liturgical renewal 

movements in the nineteenth and twentieth century.67 Summarizing the benefits and 

dangers of the modern liturgical renewal movements Keifert says,  

While they brought new vigor to the church’s worship, the liturgical renewal 
movements of this century have been diseased by the modern undercurrents, 
which prevent the church from ensuring the health of its own public worship or 
aiding in the establishment of a viable public life outside the church.68 
 

How can the church overcome the disease of the modern undercurrents to its liturgical 

reform efforts? According to Keifert it can by reclaiming its identity as both the host and 

stranger. The church as host welcomes those outside its community. The church as 

stranger is the one who has experienced the hospitality of Christ at his table. And the one 

who is called to put itself in a place of dependence where it can receive the hospitality of 

its neighbors. Keifert emphasizes that in its liturgical heritage of public worship the 

church presents God to the world while also celebrating His radical embrace of the world. 

Keifert says that it is time that the “members of the church share their table with 

strangers.”69  

                                                 
65 Ibid., ix. 

66 Ibid., x. 

67 Ibid., 39-40. 

68 Ibid., 55. 

69 Ibid., 157. 
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The last individual key voice is actually the shared voice of Cornelius Plantinga 

Jr. and Sue Rozeboom which can be found in their book Discerning the Spirits. Their 

book is the product of a collaborative research team sponsored by the Calvin Institute of 

Christian Worship in 2002. This team was created to discuss and debate the central issues 

emerging in North American worship. According to Cornelius Plantinga Jr. and Sue 

Rozeboom “Our aim in this book is not only to discuss worship in North America today 

but also – and more importantly – to present the fruit of our thinking about the right tone 

for such discussion.”70 Like Ross’s work the strength of this contribution is in how it 

helps establish what a civil liturgical dialogue can look like for Evangelical 

congregational leaders.  

Good Practices from this Conversation 

 Having looked at the barriers to liturgical reform and the key voices to help 

navigate those barriers, the reader is now ready explore the good practices emerging from 

the key voices. Below are seven good practices that can empower Evangelical 

congregational leaders to reunite liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology in the 

congregations they serve. After each good practice there is a short commentary on the 

importance of that practice. Where it was appropriate footnotes follow the comments 

offering further resources and/or necessary qualifications.  

The Seven Proposed Good Practices for Reuniting Liturgy and Mission 

(1) Those involved in liturgical reform must commit themselves to being attentive 

to the tone of their conversation and being self-critical of their own liturgical biases. 

Adopting the right tone for discussing worship is perhaps the greatest challenge facing 

                                                 
70 Plantinga Jr. and Rozeboom, Discerning the Spirits, xiv. 
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Evangelical congregational leaders. Every leader enters into that discussion with a pre-

history. If that pre-history is left unexamined it will hinder their ability to have fruitful 

discussions. Plantinga, Rozeboom, and Ross have all suggested that self-understanding 

alongside a desire to overcome the argument culture that has marked contemporary 

worship discussions is a necessary first-step in the work of liturgical reform. Establishing 

this tone of dialogue happens when leaders recognize their own propensity toward fear-

based grasping to maintain control in discussions by making others feel that their 

contributions are outmoded or overly simplistic.  Against these tendencies Evangelicals 

need to cultivate a generous catholicity toward other traditions and liturgical orientations. 

They can cultivate that by adopting a hermeneutic of charity, by listening to others out of 

a posture of hopeful curiosity, and by giving others the space to define their distinctive 

liturgical values and practices.71 

(2) It is necessary to define key terms that are used in liturgical reform 

conversations by carefully placing those terms into their historical-theological context. 

The two terms that must be defined clearly are liturgical worship and missional 

ecclesiology. Too often the definitions given for these phrases have been pragmatic in 

nature given with clichés and memorable but vacuous slogans which lack any sense of 

the larger historical-theological movements in church history that have shaped liturgical 

worship and missional ecclesiology. To counter this trend Evangelicals will need to do 

                                                 
71 Jacobsen and Trollinger argue for this at the end of their article, “Evangelical and ecumenical,” 

“These people are pointing toward a new sense of evangelical humility that can reaffirm the importance of 
what it means to be evangelical without needing to denounce other. Christians as defective because they 
express their Christian commitments in different ways. The issue is primarily one of Christian carriage, not 
theological content. We propose that evangelicals accept the responsibility to nurture their own vision of 
the Christian faith while affirming the legitimate need and responsibility of other Christian groups to 
nurture alternative visions. In making this proposal we assume that no one Christian tradition is complete in 
and of itself,” 684. 
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the slow, careful work to place liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology into a clear 

historical-theological context. When these terms have been carefully defined leaders will 

discover that these two terms in history have shared overlapping concerns that only 

recently have been divorced from each other.  

That slow, careful work will require leaders to navigate around the treacherous 

terrain of a great deal of popular literature on liturgical worship and missional 

ecclesiology. Unfortunately, in popular literature these terms are often defined without 

attention to their historical-theological contexts. Instead of turning to popular literature 

leaders will need to study the better secondary sources on liturgy72 which narrate how the 

inherited liturgical traditions of the past have helped the people of God celebrate and 

participate in the Story of God. Leaders will also need to move beyond the popular 

literature on the missional church movement and invest time in studying the writings of 

the Father of the movement, Lesslie Newbigin. Newbigin’s thought on missional 

ecclesiology ought to be treated like other seminal Fathers in the church have been 

treated in their area of focus. His readers should give careful attention to the historical 

context of Newbigin’s life and be attentive to the way his thought developed across the 

corpus of his writings.73 As Evangelicals do this they will discover that Newbigin 

emphasized the importance of the liturgical life of the church for its witness, that he 

                                                 
72 A good secondary resource to begin exploring liturgical history and theology is, Jones, 

Wainwright, Yarnold SJ and Bradshaw, eds., The Study of Liturgy. Another helpful secondary resource is 
Johnson, ed., Sacraments and Worship. 

73 Paul Weston has made an invaluable contribution to leaders wishing to do this kind of research 
in his abridged compilation of select segments of Newbigin’s more seminal articles, pamphlets, and books. 
See Weston, ed., Lesslie Newbigin. Another work considering that offers a bibliography for further research 
is Thomas F. Foust, J. Andrew Kirk, Werner Ustorf, and George R. Hunsberger, eds., A Scandalous 
Prophet: The Way of Mission After Newbigin (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publisher, 2001). See pages 249-
293. 
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embodied it in his homiletical practices as he followed the Liturgical Year, and that part 

of his ministry in the Church of South India was spent in the work of liturgical reform.  

(3) Leaders need to name the hard dichotomies that stand in the way of the 

plausibility of reuniting liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology in their 

congregations. Hard dichotomies are sustained by what Ross calls “simple narratives of 

decline.”74 An example of a simple narrative of decline used by liturgically oriented 

voices is to characterize every new liturgical expressions in contemporary worship as 

simply an example of the growing worldly pragmatism that has taken root in the Modern 

Church. While some new liturgical traditions may indeed be that it is unwise to 

dismissively suggest that all are. The liturgy of the church is always an enculturation of 

the gospel within that particular moment and location of the church’s life. Those 

enculturations rather than being an expression of worldly pragmatism are actually 

expressions of the church’s faithfulness as a missionary community called to 

contextualize God’s life within particular generational and/or ethnic75 cultures.  

Not only do liturgically oriented voices use simple narratives to justify their 

liturgical biases, many leaders from non-liturgically oriented churches use increasing 

attendance numbers as arguments from “simple narratives of progress” to vindicate their 

approach to worship. Increasing attendance is a simple narrative of progress because 

growing numbers can happen apart from providing believers a genuine opportunity to 

spiritually grow. Willow Creek’s Reveal study is one recent illustration of this point. In 

commenting on the Reveal findings Willow Creek said, “We [at Willow] have to let 

                                                 
74 See Ross, Evangelical Versus Liturgical, 18. 

75 Plantinga Jr. and Rozeboom, Discerning the Spirits, 96-98. 
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people know early on in their journey that they need to look beyond the church to 

grow.”76  

Before moving onto the next good practice it is important to name two hard 

dichotomies. The first is the hard dichotomy that exists when people are made to feel like 

they have to choose between making someone say generational and ethnic differences 

matter in worship or saying they do not. Those differences are real and they do matter. 

They are, however, not in themselves reason enough to segregate the body of Christ. The 

body of Christ is called to worship God as one body with many generational and ethnic 

voices present. The second hard dichotomy is the idea that either the church is a 

community that offers conversion in its seeker-sensitive worship approach or a 

community that is experiencing continuing conversion in a more traditional liturgical 

approach to worship. The church is called to be both a community offering conversion 

through its seeker-comprehensible worship77 and be a community that is itself 

experiencing a continuing conversion through the Story of God shared through the use of 

inherited liturgies during worship. 

(4) Leaders must be careful to point out that historically liturgy and mission have 

existed in harmony together. As was shared above the key voices of liturgical reform 

emphasize that liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology have in the past been valued 

side by side in the church’s life. That was challenged during the series of revivals that 

took place in North America in the 1700s and 1800s. During that time the public 

                                                 
76 See, “What Reveal reveals: Criticisms of Willow’s latest self-study do not undermine its value,” 

Christianity Today, February 27, 2008, accessed October 2, 2016, 
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2008/march/11.27.html. 

77 Here this researcher is indebted to the comments shared with him by Rev. Dr. Scot Sherman in a 
private conversation about the differences between seeker-sensitive and seeker-comprehensive approaches 
to worship. This conversation took place September 23, 2016. 
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ceremonial character of the church as an institution with inherited liturgies was 

challenged by the cultural pluralism present in the spontaneous character of the churches 

on the frontier. The worship of those frontier churches took on the flavor of the circuit 

preachers, camp revivals, liturgical pragmatism, and other practices. Those frontier 

churches were marked by individualism and a very non-institutional structure. Both of 

which were present on the western frontier of America.78  

(5) Leaders should encourage the practice of small group bible studies on the 

themes of liturgy and mission in Scripture. Bible studies on these two themes in Scripture 

can be very fruitful places to process the relationship that exists between liturgy and 

mission.79 Studying how they came together in the life of God’s people several centuries 

removed from the Modern church can create questions about how they ought to relate to 

one another in the church today. These kinds of studies can also lead naturally to 

questions about how the liturgical traditions used in the local congregation have either 

maintained or diverted away from the models present in scripture.  

                                                 
78 John Butler, Awash in a Sea of Faith: Christianizing the American People (Cambridge: Harvard 

Press, 1990), 164-193. In recounting the effects of the pluralism present in the revivals Butler says, “The 
state church tradition took its power from three major characteristics: coercion, territoriality, and public 
ceremonialism. Different varieties in different colonies used these means in very different ways. But they 
produced a remarkably similar product….A striking pluralism of Christian expression soon supplemented 
the state churches of eighteenth-century America…and laid down complex patterns of revival that would 
persist into the nineteenth and even twentieth centuries,” 165, 174. Also see, Karen B. Westerfield Tucker, 
“North America,” in Wainwright and Tucker, The Oxford History of Christian Worship, 605-607. Tucker 
says, “Finney’s approach of liturgical pragmatism evaluated by ‘effectiveness,’ which combined pietistic 
and rationalistic streams in a unique way, would prove quite influential and long-lasting within North 
American Protestantism,” 607. It should be noted that the presence of liturgical pragmatism does not in and 
of itself mean that that particular pragmatism was not part of a faithful living liturgy present in the colonies 
of this period as races came together and shared their liturgical gifts with each other. Time limits a more 
careful commentary on this than can be offered here.  

79 Because this is a good practice, for the pragmatic task of the Final Project a bible study will be 
part of a guidebook created for Evangelical congregational leaders to explore liturgy and mission, it is 
found in Chapter 6. The guidebook is titled, “Participating in the Story of God.” 
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Doing this in smaller group settings can help participants feel safe and empower 

them to open themselves up to seeing their own biases and blind spots. Those biases and 

blind spots may have obscured the liturgical-missional nature of the story of God’s 

people in their past readings of Scripture. David Stubb’s article on reading the Bible in a 

liturgical-missional way explores one of those blind spots for those who are more 

liberally minded. Christian Smith has called that blind spot moralistic therapeutic 

deism.80 Stubbs has also explored a blind spot that causes some Evangelical readers to 

minimize how the people of God as a liturgical-missional assembly are called to bless 

and renew creation as part of their witness to God’s Kingdom. A closer reading of 

Scripture illustrates the natural place ecological questions have in the drama of the Story 

of God.81 

(6) Leaders should celebrate the particular gifts present in Evangelical worship 

as they undertake their reforms. As James F. White noted earlier there remains a standing 

need to identify and celebrate the particular liturgical gifts that are shaping the lives of so 

many Christians across North America inside the Evangelical movement. Against the 

disdain that some liturgical theologians harbor toward Evangelical worship those who 

have reunited liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology together will name the 

particular gifts worthy of celebration in the liturgical tradition of Evangelicalism as they 

make their reforms. These leaders will do this as an expression of the social and 

                                                 
80 Presa, ed., Liturgical-Missional, 28-29. 

81 Ibid., 29-30. Another helpful voice on liturgy and mission in Scripture is David Bjorlin, “This is 
our story: Re-centering worship on the dramatic story of God,” Covenant Quarterly 71 No. 1-2 (February - 
May, 2013), 29-41. For an example of reading the bible from an ecologically conscientious perspective see 
Ellen F. Davis, Scripture, Culture, and Agriculture: An Agrarian Reading of the Bible (Cambridge: 
University of Cambridge Press, 2008). 
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emotional intelligence they have in maintaining an empathetic posture toward those who 

are grieving the loss of their worship preferences in the process of reforms.82  

(7) Lastly, leaders will identify other local congregations who have reunited 

liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology so they can explore how they were able to 

accomplish that and what fruits that reunion has produced in their congregations. Many 

congregational leaders that have led their congregations through significant changes have 

intentionally participated in congregations that have already made the changes they were 

trying to make. Many of the fears, anxieties, and biases that some Evangelical 

congregational leaders have toward embracing liturgical traditions can be overcome as 

they participate in vibrant congregations near their own. While some leaders may be 

tempted to say that there are none available in their community to learn from upon closer 

examination in most causes they will find that those congregations are present. 

Sometimes they are hiding in plain sight as mainline churches. At other times those 

congregations are meeting in temporary spaces as small church plants reaching 

Millennials through the attractive treasures of the past.83  

Conclusion 

                                                 
82 Leading with empathy is an important characteristic of adaptive, socially intelligent leaders. 

Richard Osmer’s story of an older congregant named Mary Jo who felt left out by all the changes being 
made by younger congregants in her church pants a vivid picture of the importance of leading with 
empathy. Osmer, Practical Theology, 2-40. 

83 See the Barna Group web-article, “Designing worship spaces with Millennials in mind,” Barna 
Group, November 5, 2014, accessed September 24, 2016, https://www.barna.com/research/designing-
worship-spaces-with-millennials-in-mind/#.V9ojijvJ7sQ. And the Washington Post web-article by Rachael 
Herald Evans, “Want Millennials back in the pews? Stop trying to make church ‘cool,’” The Washington 
Post, April 23, 2015, accessed September 24, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/jesus-
doesnt-tweet/2015/04/30/fb07ef1a-ed01-11e4-8666-a1d756d0218e_story.html?utm_term=.a69b626ee8bd. 
Also worth considering, but not focused on Millennials, is Mark Galli, “A deeper relevance: Why many 
Evangelicals are attracted to that strange thing called liturgy,” Christianity Today (May 2008). Galli says 
the reason many Evangelicals are attracted to liturgy is because “the liturgy is more relevant than we can 
imagine, because it’s a place where God is taken seriously, and therefore where we are taken seriously,” 40. 
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This chapter has allowed readers to listen to and learn from those who have been 

invested in the work of liturgical reform that is required to help Evangelical 

congregational leaders reunite liturgical worship with missional ecclesiology. This 

chapter achieved that: (1) by setting this particular liturgical reform into a wider context, 

the context of the Liturgical Movement; (2) by naming a few of the significant barriers 

standing in the way of liturgical reform and exploring how those barriers could be 

overcome; (3) by identifying the valuable movements and voices guiding this area of 

liturgical reform in North America; and (4) by proposing seven good practices that can 

serve as models and/or new self-understandings for Evangelical congregational leaders. 

The next chapter will listen to the stories from Evangelical leaders who serve in four 

congregations. Those congregations represent different denominational affiliations but 

are all located in Northern California. They all have adopted a liturgical-missional 

approach to being the church. Some of the good practices listed above will be evident in 

the stories of those congregations and a few new good practices will emerge from their 

stories.  
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PART III 
 

THE DESCRIPTIVE-EMPIRICAL TASK 
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Chapter 5: Case Studies from Liturgical-Missional Congregations 
 

Introduction 

 Before exploring the four case studies present in this chapter the phrase case study 

needs to be defined. Case study like good practice is a technical term within the discipline 

of Practical Theology. Tim Sensing offers the following definition for the term,  

Broadly speaking, case study research excels at bringing us to an understanding of 
a complex issue or object and can extend experience or add strength to what is 
already known through previous research. Case studies emphasize detailed 
contextual analysis of a limited number of events or conditions and their 
relationships.1  
 

Sensing’s definition describes case studies in three ways: (1) case studies are designed to 

make complex issues clear; (2) case studies add onto material already partially known by 

the researcher using them; and (3) case studies emphasize detailed contextual analysis. 

Each of these three points was present in the four congregational case studies explored in 

this Final Project.2  

First, there was a level of relational and qualitative complexity that these case 

studies explored by focusing on particular questions. Those questions were: how are the 

liturgical-missional values of the congregation operative in the life of the community; 

how do the key leader(s) understand the relationships between liturgical worship, 

missional ecclesiology, and spiritual formation; and in what ways was Lesslie 

Newbigin’s influence alive in the congregation.  

Second, each of the four congregations that were studied were chosen on the basis 

of an existing relationship between the leaders and this researcher. In the past this 
                                                 

1 Tim Sensing, Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of 
Ministry Theses (Eugene: Wipf an Stock Publishing, 2011), 141. 

2 Because case study research requires significant personal interaction between the research and 
the congregations, I will use the first person voice regularly within this section of the Final Project. 
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researcher was exposed to their congregations worship and ministries at various levels. 

These four congregations were chosen because they embraced a liturgical-missional 

approach to ministry and were influenced by Lesslie Newbigin’s writings.  

Third, these case studies offer a detailed look at these congregations lived 

experiences. The qualitative research undertook with them was multi-faceted. It included: 

interviews with key staff; participant observation at least one of their Sunday worship 

gatherings; and when possible participant observation at other ministry events outside of 

Sunday.3 This researcher also had ongoing exposure to the web-based resources of these 

congregations over a period of several months. 

Case study research can be focused on a specific program, practice, or issue 

within a congregation. At times the congregation as a whole can be the focus of the 

study.4 The four case studies presented in this chapter fall between these two focuses. 

They represent an inquiry into the liturgical-missional practices present within the life of 

the congregations. Another distinguishing feature of case study research is that they take 

place over a specific span of time. The case study research for all four case studies 

presented in this chapter took place between 2014 and 2016. 

These congregations were chosen based upon the method of purposive sampling. 

Sensing defines purposive sampling as “People who have awareness of the situation and 

meet the criteria and attributes that are essential to your research.”5 These congregations 

were chosen because they were located in the broader context of North America, and 

                                                 
3 For example this researcher attended an Ash Wednesday service at the Anglican church in 

Roseville. He also participated in an organization ceremony for the church in East Bay. And the researched 
attended seminars at the San Francisco church on two separate occasions. 

4 See Osmer, Practical Theology, 51. 

5 Sensing, Qualitative Research, 83. 
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particularly within the Northern California context of the congregation this researcher 

serves. These congregations represent a variety of denominational affiliations, including: 

(1) a church plant that is part of the Anglican Church of North America which is located 

five minutes from the congregation this researcher serves; (2) a mid-sized congregation 

that is part of the Christian Reformed Church which is located fifteen minutes from the 

congregation this researcher serves; (3) a multi-site congregation that is part of the 

Evangelical Presbyterian Church and is a member of the Presbytery this researcher 

belongs to, the sites are located an hour and a half from the congregation this researcher 

serves; and (4) a large 1,000+ congregation that is part of the Reformed Church of 

America which is located two hours from the congregation this researcher serves. The 

proximity of these congregations and the variety of their denominational affiliations gave 

this researcher access to purposive samples that exhibited the lived practices of liturgical-

missional congregations in variety of situations and life-stages.  

Furthermore, these congregations were chosen because their leaders articulated a 

firm grasp on the theologies that shaped their congregations practice of worship. They 

also demonstrated awareness of how the particular locations of the congregations they 

served were shaping the formational processes used within them. Each of these leaders 

had also given sustained theological reflection to their own felt ecclesial identity. Their 

sustained theological reflections are illustrated in a number of ways, including: within 

their homilies which are available online at their congregations websites; in how they 

described the values of their congregations; in these leaders broader academic and 

ecclesial accomplishments; and in the spiritual formation practices these leaders used to 
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form their congregations.6 All the key leaders of these congregations that were 

interviewed were also literate with Lesslie Newbigin’s writings at various levels. 

The interviews that were completed with these leaders were administered from an 

appreciative posture. Rather than adopting a ‘problem solving deficit model’ in the 

interviews, which would have focused on asking these leaders about the problems and 

inadequacies present within their congregations approach to being liturgical-missional 

churches, this researcher chose to ask these leaders about their congregations’ strengths 

and successes at being liturgical-missional churches.7 This approach to congregational 

inquiry is called appreciative inquiry.  Mark Lau Branson has defined appreciative 

inquiry as,  

[A method of inquiry] that assumes that all organizations have significant life 
forces, and these forces are available in stories and imaginations….[Appreciative 
inquiry] assumes that even the most challenged and dispirited organization has 
narratives and practices that can resource a hopeful future.8 
 

In each interview the leaders were invited to discuss their approach to spiritual formation, 

the liturgical vision and practices of the congregations they serve, and how Lesslie 

Newbigin’s influence was operative in their life and the life of the congregations they 

serve. The interviews were focused on exploring the narratives and practices that 
                                                 

6 A few particular examples of this in each of these four congregations, include: the Anglican 
congregation’s prayer book spirituality that they developed; the EPC congregation in East Bay’s detailed 
explanations of their approach to the Christian Calendar that they have developed, as well as their Teaching 
Elders various roles within their Presbytery; the CRC congregation’s focus on cultivating a baptismal 
identity in their congregation and in their practices of weekly communion and the development of key 
discipleship curriculum by their Director of Spiritual Formation around the questions Jesus faced in his 
ministry; and the RCA congregation’s development of the Newbigin Fellowship Program and the Newbigin 
House of Studies distance learning seminary. 

7 See Branson’s comments on the deficit model that is sometimes followed in congregational 
inquiry. Mark Lau Branson, Memories, Hopes, and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry and 
Congregational Change (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 2004), 21. 

8 Ibid., 21, 25. 
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reflected significant signs of life within their congregations approach to being liturgical-

missional. Occasionally, however, areas of growth or development were discussed as 

well.   

 This rest of this chapter will be focused on summarizing what this researcher 

observed as he undertook these four case studies. Those observations will be shared in a 

first person account. The same research template was used with each congregation. To 

offer a record of the findings of the case studies, each congregation will: (1) be set within 

its social location; (2) following that a participant observation account of what it was like 

to be present with that congregation on Sunday and how their liturgical-missional 

practices were experienced will be offered; (4) when appropriate the areas within the 

congregation’s life where the leaders liturgical-missional values were not as clearly 

defined or embodied will be noted; (5) a summary of the interviews undertaken will be 

shared as well as a summary of the leaders approach to spiritual formation and their 

liturgical vision and practices; and (6) finally, each case study will close with a summary 

of Lesslie Newbigin’s influence within the life of the leaders interviewed and the 

congregations themselves. After the four case studies a list of features shared between all 

four of them will be provided.  

A Case Study of a Liturgical-Missional Anglican Congregation 

Worshiping with this Congregation on Sunday 

 This congregation meets in a private home in the middle of a residential 

community. In the past the congregation met inside a variety of leased church facilities 

throughout the greater Northern Sacramento area. As I approached the private residence I 

saw a simple A-frame sign with the logo of the church and a note of welcome. Welcome 
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is what I immediately experienced as I entered the home and was greeted by the priest 

and his wife. In the great room of the home were a few simple rows of chairs and an altar 

at the hearth. I was handed a worship bulletin and was struck by a sense of the refined 

formalism present in the liturgy within the bulletin. My morning visit thus far had 

otherwise been a very informal non-accoutered experience. On their website they 

described their time of worship in the following way,  

On most Sundays, we follow the Revised Common Lectionary. This resource 
allows us to use the same scriptures that Christians around the world use on any 
given Sunday. It helps us stand shoulder to shoulder with the wider Body of 
Christ as expressed in various traditions, including Anglicans, Lutherans, 
Presbyterians, Reformed, Roman Catholics, and others.9 
  

Throughout the service I got a sense of the breadth and depth of the universal church’s 

voice in the fixed prayers, responsive readings, and the sermon that followed a lectionary. 

And yet I was also greeted again and again with contemporary elements like the house 

band leading the time of worship. They had just come back into town from a tour across 

the country playing in small venues.  I noticed that throughout the homily the priest had 

strewn references to pop culture. The priest described himself to me as a consummate 

Star Wars nerd with a passion for theology. He even included a lengthy illustration from 

a classic rock song in his homily. It was evident to me that the Story of God and the 

stories of popular culture were intentionally told side by side with the Story of God 

elucidating the stories of culture.  

 The congregation consisted of about 30-40 people. They embodied the unique 

blend of eclecticism present within the priest’s approach to ministry. Some of them were 

dress more formerly while others looked like they had just finished up at an art studio 

                                                 
9 Their website was accessed on October 3, 2016.  
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before arriving. The website for this congregation describes the community as “An 

Anglican Church based in Roseville, CA reaching the ‘disenfranchised’ through liturgy, 

art, and community.”10 As I had an opportunity to talk with several individuals before and 

after the service I heard stories of religious disenfranchisement. Surprisingly, some of 

them were experiences that they had at my congregation located just five minutes away. I 

also heard stories from individuals who were for the first time experiencing what a 

church was like. In talking with the priest before the service he excitedly shared with me 

that they were a church that existed for the good of their neighbors. The priest believed 

that those present could not be reached by larger mega-churches in the community. Both 

the religious disenfranchised and the un-churched found within this community a level of 

vulnerability and welcome that gave them the ability to explore the Christian faith. 

Within the room during worship I felt like there was a collective exhale from those 

gathered, it was as if they had finally found a community defined by things that they 

desired to be defined by. Their website described the nature of their community as being 

rooted in the person and work of Jesus against other core identities that sometimes are 

felt in larger institutional congregations.  

First, our identity as a community is rooted in the person and work of Jesus 
Christ, God’s Son, sent to the earth in order to redeem all of creation. This means 
our core identity does not lie in politics, race, gender, nationalism, consumerism, 
or anything else, but rather roots itself in the life, death, resurrection, and 
ascension of Jesus Christ.11 

 
I believe the formalism of their liturgical approach helped reinforce their communal 

identity in Christ, in part because it encouraged the use of fixed prayers that expressed a 

                                                 
10 Their website was accessed on October 3, 2016.  

11 Their website was accessed October 3, 2016. 
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Christological orientation. The fixed prayers used during the service were from The Book 

of Common Prayer.  

 Another part of the Sunday experience with this congregation that struck me was 

the simplicity of their approach to ministry. Their church was not a program driven type 

of church. This was in part due to the home church setting and in part due to the parish 

model used by the priest and his wife. Their parish model emphasized a highly relational 

and intergenerational focus to ministry. I witnessed the intergenerational quality of the 

ministry by seeing families worshiping alongside older singles. Together they used 

lectionary readings and fixed prayers from The Book of Common Prayer and seemed to 

be blessed by them. During another visit I saw families encountering the Story of God as 

they walked through the Liturgical Year celebrating feast days and key moments in the 

season of Lent.12  

The relational focus of their parish approach to ministry was made real to me as I 

witnessed each person being greeted by the priest and prayed over by either the priest or 

his wife. I also saw the relational values of their parish approach demonstrated in how the 

priest invested his personal time in the lives of each person outside the Sunday worship. 

A few of my one-on-one meetings with him were at coffee shops just after he had 

finished a meeting with someone from the congregation. In conversations with 

congregants after the service I discovered that the congregation also has weekly 

discussion groups held in local homes near the church. This seemed to be in keeping with 

their parish model. I also learned that later in the year the priest was planning on opening 

a coffee café and art studio just two minutes away from the private residence where the 

                                                 
12 I am planning a joint Ash Wednesday service with the priest in 2017.  
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congregation meets. That café will serve as a third place for the community and will in 

time become the place their congregation meets for worship.13 I had the privilege at 

another meeting with the priest to join him and his congregants in renovation work at that 

space. I again felt the authenticity of their shared life together.  

A Staff Member’s Liturgical-Missional Vision 

 In my interview with the priest I learned that the congregation did not begin as an 

Anglican work, rather it grew out of a skeptics bible study the priest led while he was a 

pastor in a local church that was part of the Presbyterian Church in America. As his bible 

study grew he eventually felt God was calling him to plant a church out of that 

community. The priest embraced that call. However due to complications within the 

Presbyterian Church in America local Presbytery the priest had to pursue the formal 

organization for his church plant within a different denomination (the Reform Church in 

America). Unfortunately, once again the priest encountered complications. This time the 

complications were caused by an absence of deeper relational connections and support 

within the Reform Church in America’s local Classis. After a season of discernment the 

congregation moved into a new network, this time within the Anglican Church in North 

America where they finally found a happy home with other like-minded churches. His 

church plant has been in existence for nine years moving from city to city within the 

Northern Sacramento area. As the priest explains, “Originally our people consisted of 

your typical regional draw which took us from Roseville to Auburn, but now we have 

                                                 
13 This researcher has since met with the priest a few times in that coffee shop. It has also become 

the place they meet on Sunday mornings. It is indeed being used as an effective outreach and community 
development resource. 
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shifted our focus to a parish model and reach largely people within our immediate area in 

Roseville.”14 

 This church like the multi-site church in the East Bay that we will look at later has 

a deep commitment to the spiritual formation of adults and children. In offering a 

description of spiritual formation the priest said that it was,  “The process that people 

utilize in order to draw them into a closer and deeper relationship with Christ, in order to 

be transformed as disciples of Christ so they can become the person God has created 

them to be.”15 Spiritual formation as a process has both interior and exterior dimensions. 

According to the priest the interior dimension is experienced by the congregation as they 

are drawn into self-reflection through the weekly liturgy, through The Book of Common 

Prayer, and through following the Liturgical Year. The congregation also grows in its 

self-understanding through the use of the arts which help them experience the Story of 

Christ in palpable ways through physical symbols and bodily rituals. The priest said the 

use of the arts makes the Story of Christ tangible especially during the season of Lent,  

The season of Lent is the season when people most deeply deal with their sense of 
self as they remember what they were made for and how they have strayed and 
are returning through Christ. Last night at Ash Wednesday I gave everyone a 
small cross made out of nails in order to help them tactically experience and touch 
their need for Christ as they wrestle with themselves and ponder the mystery of 
Christ’s passion. And of course we impose ashes on everyone’s forehead on Ash 
Wednesday, which adds to our experience of interior reflection.16  

 

                                                 
14 Interview with the church planting Vicar of a liturgical-missional Anglican church, February 11, 

2016. 

15 Interview with the church planting Vicar of a liturgical-missional Anglican church, February 11, 
2016. 

16 Interview with the church planting Vicar of a liturgical-missional Anglican church, February 11, 
2016. 
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The tangible encounter with the Story of Christ through the use of the arts occurs for 

them at other high points in the Liturgical Year as well. 

The process of spiritual formation has an exterior dimension as well for the 

congregation. The priest acknowledged that for his community this was one of the more 

challenging parts of the process to practice. “You can’t force broken people to develop 

community and then share the community Christ has created with others. That is a work 

of God in our midst, he is the one who cultivates it.”17 To help his congregation lean into 

the exteriority of their spiritual lives the priest uses the theme of “one-anothering” from 

the letter to the Galatians. In his homilies he often reminds his congregation that they 

have a new calling to walk out and live into. As a people they have a new life that God 

has created for them to enjoy and share. The metaphor of walking into a new life is 

powerful for many of his congregants because it is relatable to their own victories over 

various kinds of addictions in their past. The priest leads a small group with some of his 

congregants, which uses a training called “The Genesis Training.” That training helps 

them walk out the new life they have in Christ without the shame that can at times be 

associated with acknowledging addictive habits. The priest said the congregants realize 

that, “As a community we are a beautiful mess that is full of wounded-healers, therefore 

the best way to participate in restoration is to acknowledge our own healing process.”18  

There are a number of theological traditions that inform the congregation’s 

process of spiritual formation. Examples of these theological traditions are the 

ecumenical creeds that the church recites throughout the year and the prayer book 
                                                 

17 Interview with the church planting Vicar of a liturgical-missional Anglican church, February 11, 
2016. 

18 Interview with the church planting Vicar of a liturgical-missional Anglican church, February 11, 
2016. 
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spirituality that emerges from the church’s Anglican tradition. The priest said the creeds 

and The Book of Common Prayer point the congregation back to the Story of God, 

empowering them to participate in that Story within the weekly liturgy and through their 

observance of the Liturgical Year. The Liturgical Year in particular seemed to have been 

helpful for equipping his congregation to come to a greater understanding of the Story of 

God. The priest said that each year as he has watchfully cared for his congregants while 

they follow the Liturgical Year that he has noticed that his community feels more deeply 

connected to the universal church. He admits that at times the congregants own struggles 

or personal spiritual interests do not always coincide with the thematic focus of the 

particular season of the Liturgical Year they are in. In those moments he said he sees an 

opportunity for the congregants to allow the Story of God to reorient their struggles and 

interests. 

From what I observed this congregation holds liturgical worship and missional 

ecclesiology in union not allowing either of them to work against the other. The priest 

said, “As I put together the liturgy I am intentional that everything serves a missional 

end.”19 The first place I saw this was in their intergenerational approach to spiritual 

formation. As mentioned above they encourage adults and children to worship together. 

The priest said that the children ought to learn how to worship from the example of their 

parents just as they have learned other basic life skills from them. While the broader 

culture seems to have leaned toward privatizing the formational journey of adolescents 

outside the home the liturgical-missional vision of this congregation provides a counter-

intuitive witness in shaping all generations together through a single shared worship 

                                                 
19 Interview with the church planting Vicar of a liturgical-missional Anglican church, February 11, 

2016. 
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experience. The union of liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology was also evident 

in the language and symbols chosen during the worship service. The language and 

symbols were in the vernacular while retaining a mysterious element to them that seemed 

to help people feel at home while sensing the presence of something greater. The value of 

holding liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology together could also be seen in the 

homiletical values the priest had adopted. He said he always preaches as though skeptics 

are present (a value he has retained from the influence of Redeemer Presbyterian Church 

in New York City).  Finally, how they held liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology 

together was evident in the practical outworking of the congregation’s theology of place20 

as a local parish. The priest said that their particular location in Roseville and the 

particularity of their relationships as a community are sacred to God. He admitted that the 

homely atmosphere of their meeting space did not signal that well. He said he hoped the 

absence of aesthetics could actually be a positive because the homely environment could 

encourage the congregation to use their imaginations to shape a sacramental vision of 

reality. The real world is not witnessed to through material beauty or decay alone, 

Christ’s body has been broken and given and his life is now flowing out to the ends of the 

earth, which includes even simple environments like a house church. God is present and 

                                                 
20 Craig Bartholomew’s comments in Where Mortals Dwell, offers a helpful definition of a 

theology of place. A theology of place: 1) requires one to acknowledge their basic creatureliness as 
evidence in their implacement in the world; 2) requires one to acknowledge to take account of how the 
redeeming life of God’s Kingdom is present in their particular place, while retaining a more universal 
scope; and 3) it requires one to acknowledge that every place in order to be understood properly must be 
viewed from the perspective of the cosmic history of God present in the biblical story. Craig Bartholomew, 
Where Mortals Dwell: A Christian View of Place for Today (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic Press, 2011), 
2, 117, 234. 
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He is making all things new, and “if God is present the place has changed and [the good 

news is] He can be present everywhere.”21 

How Lesslie Newbigin’s Influence has Shaped their Missional Ecclesiology 

 Lesslie Newbigin has influenced the congregation’s approach to ministry in a 

number of ways. According to the priest the most significant area of Newbigin’s 

influence can be found in the congregation’s ecumenical orientation and relationships. 

Their ecumenical orientation is expressed through the use of the universal creeds in their 

worship. Their ecumenical relationships are expressed in the partnerships they have 

formed with other Christian traditions in the greater Sacramento area. As a community 

they are committed to placing their identity in Christ first, “our Anglican ecclesial 

location is secondary to that.”22  

Newbigin’s influence has also informed how the priest has engaged his pluralistic 

setting in Roseville. Not only has the priest had to give spiritual guidance and counsel to 

Wiccans he also has had the opportunity to work toward the common good with a local 

Sikh temple. The priest, in solidarity with that community, advocates with Sikhs facing 

local xenophobic struggles in Roseville. Newbigin’s understanding of how narrative 

shapes peoples lives has also shaped the priest’s approach to parish care. In recounting 

that the Priest said, 

People I have cared for have had narratives come undone in their lives and they 
have run into addictions and bad relationships…What I do is help them realize 

                                                 
21 Interview with the church planting Vicar of a liturgical-missional Anglican church, February 11, 

2016. 

22 Interview with the church planting Vicar of a liturgical-missional Anglican church, February 11, 
2016. 
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that the narratives they were living from were real but misplaced, and that the 
only narrative that can give them wholeness is the Story of God.23 
 

In closing his reflections on Newbigin’s influence the Priest said he hopes that Newbigin 

will continue to inspire the western church to engage its pluralistic setting with 

confidence and hope, always asking itself “how can the church be faithful in a pluralistic 

age.”24 

A Case Study of a Liturgical-Missional Christian Reformed Church Congregation 

Worshiping with this Congregation on Sunday 

 The immediate location of this congregations worship facility between a green 

space and a very large planed retirement community resembles the wider location of this 

congregation at the edge of the city of Lincoln boarding the city of Rocklin. The 

congregation was planted as a parachute plant25 in 1991 when the cities of Lincoln and 

Rocklin were undeveloped grazing fields. That is very different than how the area 

appears today.  From 2000 to 2010 Lincoln was ranked the fastest growing city in 

America. Today Lincoln has over 45,000 residents and Rocklin has an additional 60,000 

residents. One of the two staff members I interviewed at this congregation was the 

original church planter who is now the Senior Pastor. He shared with me that when they 

started the church there were barely any churches in their area. Today the twenty-sixth 

most influential church in North America (according to The Church Group’s quantitative 

                                                 
23 Interview with the church planting Vicar of a liturgical-missional Anglican church, February 11, 

2016. 

24 Interview with the church planting Vicar of a liturgical-missional Anglican church, February 11, 
2016. 

25 Parachute church plants are new churches that are begun without a smaller launch team or local 
mother church. They usually begin solely through evangelistic efforts of the church planter and their 
spouse. 
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research)26 has a large multi-site campus just five minutes away. Much has changed in 

Northern Sacramento where this congregation is located, but the need for a congregation 

that lives as a hermeneutic of the gospel27 is as real today as it was when they planted the 

church. In recounting his reason for starting the church the planting pastor said, “I sensed 

a call to plant a church here because church plants are the most effective way to reach the 

unreached…at the time it [Lincoln/Rocklin] was a very under churched area but now it 

feels very different.”28 Though his context has changed his desire to continue to reach the 

un-churched through church planting has remained. He has been a part of mentoring and 

launching seven other church planters across the greater Sacramento area. Today he also 

serves as a church planting coordinator for urban church plants for the City Classis of the 

Reformed Church in America in San Francisco.29  

 Because of the location of the congregation parking is not a problem. The campus 

is spacious for its needs and inviting with a large green space behind it. As I entered into 

the foyer I began to sense a number of the values of the congregation. On the left side 

                                                 
26 This statistic comes from The Church Report hosted on Church Relevance website. Kent 

Shaffer, “50 most influential churches in America,” Church Relevance, July 16, 2007, accessed on October 
10, 2016, http://churchrelevance.com/50-most-influential-churches-in-america-of-2007/. The same 
congregation is listed as the twenty ninth most influential megachurch in America by Newsmax on their list 
of the Top 50 Megachurches in America. Johnnie Moore, “Newsmax’s top 50 megachurches in America,” 
Newsmax, November 11, 2015, accessed on October 10, 2016, http://www.newsmax.com/TheWire/ 
megachurches-top-united-states-newsmax/2015/11/11/id/701661/. 

27 The phrase “hermeneutic of the gospel” was explored in Chapter 3. Speaking of the Church as a 
hermeneutic of the gospel Newbigin says, “Jesus, as I said earlier, did not write a book but formed a 
community. This community has at its heart the remembering and rehearsing of his words and deeds, and 
the sacraments given by him through which it is enabled both to engraft new members into its life and to 
renew this life again and again through sharing in his risen life through the body broken and the lifeblood 
poured out...Insofar as it is true to its calling, it becomes the place where men and women and children find 
that the gospel gives them the framework of understanding, the ‘lenses’ through which they are able to 
understand and cope with the world,” 227. Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralistic Society. 

28 Interview with the church planting pastor of a liturgical-missional Christian Reformed Church, 
March 9, 2016. 

29 This is the same RCA congregation I share a case study from later in this chapter. 
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was a replica of Rembrandt’s The Prodigal Son. It was hung proudly in homage to the 

influence of the spirituality of Henri Nouwen on the congregation. Nouwen’s 

understanding of the church as the community of the beloved with pastors and 

congregants alike being wounded-healers has clearly left an impression on the generous 

and welcoming spirit in their community. On the “About Me” page of their website they 

have The Prodigal Son on the right panel with a description of their community in a very 

Nouwen-esch way, “We believe we all need to experience God’s welcoming embrace 

and that as we grow, we become more like the Father – offering that embrace to 

others.”30  

As I entered their building on the right side of the main foyer was a single hallway 

where the children and student ministries were located. I had my wife and children with 

me during the visit so I was sensitive to these ministries perhaps more than I would have 

been if they were not with me. Later in this service it became apparent to me that the 

design of the facility works well with the church’s practice of keeping all the children and 

students in worship for the first part of the service and then bringing them back in at the 

end to experience the weekly Eucharist meal with all the adults present. In the hallway 

there were block prints inspired by the twelve stages of the cross that were created by the 

Director of Spiritual Formation. Shortly after we arrived in the foyer we were greeted by 

the Director of the Children’s Ministry, her passion for the inclusive approach of children 

in worship was evident in her instructions to us about when to bring our children back. 

We were also greeted by the planting pastor whose warm smile and joy were mirrored by 

                                                 
30 Their website was accessed on October 10, 2016. 
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other members of staff present in the foyer. We even met a summer intern from Calvin 

Theological Seminary that welcomed us and helped us find a seat.  

 Several of the liturgical values of this congregation emerged as their time of 

worship began. Children and students took up roles in their worship service from the 

reading of Scripture, to sharing testimonies from recent retreats. Children and students 

were also directly engaged in the messages. One example of this was the special 

childrens message they shared in the early part of the service. The liturgical approach of 

this congregation that morning included: responsive readings; what seemed to be fixed 

prayers crafted around a Trinitarian structure; Scripture readings which coordinated with 

a narrative lectionary;31 a sermon that followed the narrative lectionary passage for that 

day; an evident attention to the themes of the Liturgical Year present in the symbols and 

aesthetical choices of their interior design; and a focus on the Psalter for the songs. I 

learned later that their particular approach to prayer book spirituality was influenced by a 

Psalter study a sister church in Davis, California had developed (Davis is about one hour 

away). What stood out most to me was how the Eucharist in the service was the central 

focus of their worship. Following the Eucharist meal there was a blessing shared, and 

then the audience was encouraged to head to the foyer for a brief time of fellowship. As I 

looked around I noticed that the audience was a mixture of generations. The large 

retirement community across from the church facility was present, but it was also evident 

that younger generations were present. I learned later that the presence of younger 
                                                 

31 What is a narrative lectionary? “The Narrative Lectionary is a four-year cycle of readings. On 
the Sundays from September through May each year the texts follow the sweep of the biblical story, from 
Creation through the early Christian church. The texts show the breadth and variety of voices within 
Scripture. They invite people to hear the stories of Abraham and Sarah, Moses and the prophets, Jesus, and 
Paul. Listening to the many different voices within Scripture enriches preaching and the life of faith.” 
Taken from The Working Preacher, accessed on November 15, 2016, 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/narrative_faqs.aspx. 

http://www.narrativelectionary.org/
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generations was even more remarkable because this congregation had planted several 

churches and usually when that happened it was the younger generations that would go 

with the church planters, leaving a vacuum in their absence. When I inquired about this 

with the planting pastor and their Director of Spiritual Formation they said they have 

chosen not to operate out of a scarcity mindset. Rather than worrying about not having a 

large gathering of young adults they encourage their congregation to give of themselves 

freely to the various church plants they send out. It is evident that God has honored that 

practice. Just as they have sown generously they have also reaped a fruitful harvest in 

their present congregation.  

Two Staff Member’s Liturgical-Missional Vision 

 I interviewed two staff members at this liturgical-missional congregation: (1) the 

planting pastor who is now the Senior Pastor; and (2) a part-time Director of Spiritual 

Formation who in an earlier season of employment was the Youth Director. I invited both 

of them to respond to questions about their approach to spiritual formation and liturgy. 

The Director of Spiritual Formation described spiritual formation as a process of 

sanctification through which individuals are conformed to the image of Christ. Drawing 

out his thoughts on spiritual formation the Director said, “Spiritual formation is about 

helping people be open to life and to God in ever deepening ways…Spiritual formation 

puts you in a place of receptivity and surrender.”32 The Senior Pastor agreed adding that 

                                                 
32 Interview with the Senior Pastor and Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-missional 

Christian Reformed Church, March 9, 2016. 
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spiritual formation also includes restorification.33 I asked him how people are restoried? 

He said, 

One of the framing stories we’ve used in our congregation is the image of the 
prodigal son. Since the very beginning of our church plant this has been a 
significant story. On their better days our people will say they are either the 
younger son or the older son, but they know they are called to become the Father, 
to share His embrace with the world. His embrace is life-giving, welcoming, and 
forgiving.34 
 

Openness and embrace, surrender and welcome, are what define their approach to the 

spiritual formation of the congregation. The perfect place to see this is in their weekly 

observance of the Eucharist where everyone present must open their lives to God and 

embrace each other as a community that has experienced a true homecoming. 

 To assist in the process of spiritual formation both of these leaders focus on 

helping people develop an inward and outward gaze. The Director of Spiritual Formation 

said that interiority is an area of the process of spiritual formation that is still in 

development for them as they mature in how they care for their congregants. I felt his 

words were true, but it was also evident to me that these two leaders had made strides in 

fostering an inward gaze in the lives of the congregation through how they used the 

prayer book and through their sacramental focus during the weekly liturgy. Adding his 

thoughts to the topic of interiority the Senior Pastor said that they had also successfully 

imparted a narrative hermeneutic to the congregation. That hermeneutic shaped both how 

people read Scripture and locate themselves within the story of Scripture. Their narrative 

hermeneutic approach derives from the Dutch Calvinist tradition that shaped the 

                                                 
33 The idea of restorification has been explored in Chapter 1, by looking at James K.A. Smith’s 

comments on how story shapes people through liturgies.  

34 Interview with the Senior Pastor and Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-missional 
Christian Reformed Church, March 9, 2016. 
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Christian Reformed Church and this particular congregation. The Dutch Calvinist 

tradition encourages Christians to view Scripture and history through a creation, fall, 

redemption, consummation story arc. Another place where they cultivate a narrative 

hermeneutic in their congregation is within their adoption of a sacramental understanding 

of the Christian life. The Senior Pastor said that the sacraments tell the Story of Christ 

and offer his presence through an encounter with his presence at the basin and the table. 

On a weekly basis he makes it a point to remind the congregation that they have been 

washed, that Jesus welcomes them to his table, and that he calls them to take the feast out 

into the world by the power of his Spirit.35  

The cultivation of the outward gaze of the congregation also derives from the use 

of the sacraments and through their Dutch Calvinist understanding of the biblical story. 

The Senior Pastor says, “The outward gaze of spiritual formation is about living out of 

the biblical story.  As people that are made in God’s image live out that image as agents 

of renewal in their worldly vocations and callings they join as participants in the biblical 

story.”36 They also cultivate the exterior lives of their congregation through missional 

programs like the Grace House that is designed to engage students during their gap years. 

The gap years are the years between high school and college. To help students in these 

years they offer them an intentional mentoring process. Another way these two staff 

members encourage the congregation to grow is through serving at Origin Coffee in 

Rocklin. The café is run by one of their church planters. One hundred percent of the 

                                                 
35 The Senior Pastor has done doctoral level work on helping congregations develop a sacramental 

identity. In one of the videos they share on their website there is a celebration of their baptismal identity as 
the Senior Pastor walks through the worship space sprinkling water on everyone reminding them they have 
been washed.  

36 Interview with the Senior Pastor and Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-missional 
Christian Reformed Church, March 9, 2016. 
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proceeds from Origin Coffee go to fighting sex slave traffic. The coffee shop is almost 

entirely run by volunteers.37  

 Both staff members emphasized to me again and again that following the 

lectionary, the Liturgical Year, and giving attention to the songs used in worship are all 

essential to the process of spiritual formation for the congregation. In a conversation after 

service with the Senior Pastor he remarked to me how alien it now feels to him not 

preach out of the narrative lectionary they use. Each week his congregation has the 

privilege of joining others around the world and across time in telling and celebrating the 

Story of Christ through their reading and reflection on Scripture. In their prayers, in their 

songs, and in how they view “preaching as a means of grace which leads us to Christ 

through the Liturgical Year, and especially through the weekly Eucharist”38 the senior 

pastor and the congregation are led into the riches of a liturgical heritage. He said that 

while it is easy to obsess over various elements in the structure of the liturgy what is 

important is how it leads the congregation into an encounter with the grace of Christ. One 

of the more powerful ways it can do this, said the Director of Spiritual Formation, was 

through the prayer inspired songs they use. “Songs get down inside our people…Not 

every song has to be a hymn or prayer-focused but that is our center, its robust. Language 

is hugely forming and we seek to be intentional in that.”39 The songs become a living 

liturgy in the people so that as they leave and enter their week of work they are reminded 

                                                 
37 This ministry was originally started by a local Acts 29 church plant and was tethered to the 

church plant that was called Origin Church. It latter converged with another Acts 29 church and sold the 
coffee shop to the Granite Springs church planter. 

38 Interview with the Senior Pastor and Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-missional 
Christian Reformed Church, March 9, 2016. 

39 Interview with the Senior Pastor and Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-missional 
Christian Reformed Church, March 9, 2016. 
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of the grander story their vocations take place within. The Director of Spiritual Formation 

said, “Our worship services assist them in realizing that life throughout the week is a 

formative process….We help them see God’s grace amidst the mess and busyness of 

life.”40  

How Lesslie Newbigin’s Influence has Shaped their Missional Ecclesiology 

 Throughout the life of the church there have been many influences on their 

understanding of ecclesiology and mission. According to the Senior Pastor they include 

Willow Creek, Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York City, and the denomination’s 

Dutch Calvinist tradition. He said that recently they have become “more self-consciously 

Newbigin-ish. We are learning to understand our neighbors idols, hopes, stories; and we 

are learning how God as the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit speaks into them.”41 Both staff 

members shared that they now realize that the congregation was influenced by Newbigin 

more than they had originally been aware. The Senior Pastor has grown in his own 

understanding of Newbigin’s writings through tutoring Fellows in the Newbigin House of 

Studies program that he serves at with a San Francisco Reformed Church in America 

congregation. He said he realizes that there are many affinities between the Dutch 

Calvinist theologian Abraham Kuyper’s understanding of the power of worldviews and 

Newbigin’s understanding of the power of story. Newbigin’s writings have also been 

incorporated into the staff discussions at this Christian Reformed Church. One of 

Newbigin’s writing in particular they use is a collection of pastoral reflections he wrote 

called The Good Shepherd. The Senior Pastor said, “The Good Shepherd is really shaping 
                                                 

40 Interview with the Senior Pastor and Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-missional 
Christian Reformed Church, March 9, 2016. 

41 Interview with the Senior Pastor and Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-missional 
Christian Reformed Church, March 9, 2016. 
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us, as we read it together it is kind of like reading our own personal mail in his writings. 

It is fun to see how timely his words still are.”42 Another influence from Newbigin’s 

legacy that has shaped the missional ecclesiology of this congregation is Newbigin’s 

ecumenical vision.  “We do not have a rival mentality here, which is a big temptation for 

churches in our community…if we are not careful scarcity can hold us captive to fears 

over loosing people…our question is always are you a Christian, not what brand are 

you.”43 The last area of Newbigin’s influence on the congregation is the way Newbigin 

affirmed the beauty of creation. Drawing on Newbigin and the wider Dutch Calvinist 

tradition of the Christian Reformed Church these two leaders emphasize the beauty of 

creation and its restoration through Christ in their song choices, sermon illustrations, and 

the art on display in the church facility and in their liturgical worship. Both of these staff 

members acknowledge that Newbigin’s influence was in its first season of intentional 

emergence in the congregation’s life. They said they are looking forward to seeing just 

how rich his influence can be for the future of the congregation’s witness in its 

community.  

A Case Study of a Liturgical-Missional  
Evangelical Presbyterian Church Congregation 

Worshiping with this Congregation on Sunday 

 This congregation is a multi-site church located in East Bay, CA. Their main site 

is in Berkeley with additional sites in Oakland and Lafayette. The congregation began its 

journey in 2006 as a Presbyterian Church in America parachute plant like the Christian 

                                                 
42 Interview with the Senior Pastor and Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-missional 

Christian Reformed Church, March 9, 2016. 

43 Interview with the Senior Pastor and Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-missional 
Christian Reformed Church, March 9, 2016. 
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Reformed Church congregation in Lincoln, CA. The planters had support from Redeemer 

Presbyterian Church in New York City, Perimeter Church in Atlanta, and the large 

Reformed Church in America congregation in San Francisco that will be explored in the 

next section of this chapter. I attended their Berkeley and Oakland sites on separate 

occasions for worship. Because the Berkeley site is their main campus I will only share 

what my Sunday experience was like there. Their facility is a beautiful church building 

that originally belonging to a different denomination. The building has a California ranch 

feel to it. It is just a block up from Shattuck Ave and five blocks away from University 

Ave. It is right in the heart of Berkeley which means it is a highly walk-able location for 

the local community they draw but it can at times be difficult for visitors from across the 

Bay or drive-in commuters to find parking. Thankfully there are parking lots nearby that 

have spaces. I noticed as I walked in that not only are automobile commuters struggling 

to find space but those who have left combustion engines behind and have chosen to ride 

bikes also have limited space on the racks in front of the church. Even this experience 

speaks to the cultural-situatedness of this congregation. This initial experience I had 

already made me feel like they will be a church that will reflect the local life of Berkeley.  

As I entered into their facility it did not appear to me that they have done much to change 

the traditional sanctuary. There was an overall understated simplicity to the aesthetic of 

the space. As I made my way toward the rows of pews I was welcomed by a friendly 

young greeter and handed a worship pamphlet. I noticed that the pamphlet expressed the 

influence of Redeemer Presbyterian Church’s liturgical focus in its structure, length, and 

depth.44 While the pamphlet was understated in its design its contents demonstrated that 

                                                 
44 For those who have visited Redeemer Presbyterian Church in NYC, before they purchased and 

created their own space in Manhattan, the worship pamphlet is one of the more memorable aesthetic parts 
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there was depth and intentionality in its composition. Those two experiences juxtaposed, 

simplicity and depth, were repeated during the rest of my worship experience that 

morning. Looking around I saw what appeared to be a gathering of about 200 young 

professionals representing different ethnicities gathered for worship. Some of them 

seemed to be students, but the majority of the congregation looked like they had made 

their home in the greater East Bay area and were young working professionals.  

The service was liturgically crafted with a clear commitment to incorporating 

traditional elements including the presence of fixed prayers. Later I learned that the 

pastors of the congregation regularly encourage the congregation to pray the Daily 

Office, and offer the congregation resources on their website to assist in that practice. I 

continued to notice elements from Redeemer Presbyterian Church’s approach to ministry, 

this time in the Classic Americano instrumentation used within the worship. The music, 

like the facility and bulletin, represented an understated simplicity and depth. The whole 

experience seemed like one fabric rather than several patches woven haphazardly 

together. The service was longer than most contemporary services I have attended. It was 

seventy-five minutes in length. However, the presence of prayers, responsive readings, 

confessions, songs of adoration, the sermon, and communion made the time feel well 

used. All of these elements seemed to help the congregation process through a range of 

emotions including joy and lament. There was an evident longing for the world to be 

made whole again in the elements of the service. I also encountered intentional elements 

spread throughout the service designed to speak to the uninitiated non-Christians present. 

This experience aligned with how they describe their Sunday worship on their website,  

                                                                                                                                                 
of the experience. Its designed like a playbill in size but under the cover lay a rich, imaginative use of 
liturgical resources and popular cultural quotes.  
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Sunday worship services are designed for people with a range of religious 
experience. You don’t have to be an expert or even feeling very happy or spiritual 
to attend a service. The Bible says Jesus himself was a “man of sorrows”; at 
Christ Church, we try to provide space for people processing a range of emotions, 
from joy and uncertainty to gratitude and lament. 
 
Because of the healing and forgiveness we ourselves have found in Jesus, we 
want to be a community where people come just as they are — hung over, 
depressed, sick, skeptical or doubting. 
 
Don’t feel like you need to put on a shiny, happy front. Bring your whole self; 
come just as you are.45 

 
Not only was their service designed to engage Christians and non-Christians alike it was 

evident to me that the congregational leaders were aware of a growing need for the 

spiritual formation of families even though the majority of the congregation seemed to be 

singles. The pastors concern to form families was also vocalized to me during my 

interview with their Director of Spiritual Formation who was one of the co-founders of 

this congregation.  

In a university town known for its education, cultural diversity, and depth my 

worship experience at this congregation seemed to handshake well except for one area. 

The pastoral leadership present in the service were comprised solely of white males. Non-

clergy women were present sharing the leadership of certain parts and the band did have 

persons of color, but the pastoral leadership up front did not mirror the congregation in 

the pews. The Anglican congregation in Roseville and the Christian Reformed Church 

congregation in Lincoln/Rocklin were both situated in areas very predominantly white. 

Perhaps that is why the ethnic dissonance present in the leadership of this congregation in 

Berkeley stood out. During my interview with a staff member he indicated that the staff 

were aware and concerned about the ethnic incongruity between the congregation and the 
                                                 

45 Their website was accessed on October 14, 2016. 
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leadership. The staff member shared that they were in the process of addressing that in 

the decisions they are making for future staff needs.  

A Staff Member’s Liturgical-Missional Vision 

 I interviewed the co-founder of this parachute plant whose present role is the 

Director of Spiritual Formation. He described spiritual formation as “introducing people 

to the life of the church and Christian practices to shape them into the image of Christ. 

These practices are both corporate and individual.”46 The two key spiritual practices they 

encourage the congregation to adopt are praying the Daily Office and performing weekly 

meditations on a variety of catechisms. To help congregants grow in these individual 

spiritual practices the pastors have created a series of web-based resources that include a 

video series focused on the Heidelberg Catechism. The key spiritual practice that had a 

communal shape to it was how they encouraged congregants to cultivate a sense of 

shared life with others in community groups. In the three sites there are smaller parishes 

that are each comprised of several community groups. These community groups meet 

together quarterly with other community groups in their parish. The individual spiritual 

practices of praying the Daily Office and meditating on catechism, as well as the 

communal spiritual practice of community groups were reinforced by the weekly liturgy.  

It was evident in my interview with the staff member and my research in other 

parts of the congregation that the leadership had given sustained reflection to how they 

could help the congregation develop an interior and exterior life with God. To equip 

congregants in the development of interiority the leaders use practices from monastic 

                                                 
46 Interview with a co-founding Pastor who is the Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-

missional Evangelical Presbyterian Church, June 15, 2015. 
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spirituality and make them accessible to congregants by showing them how to construct a 

personal rule of life and of prayer. During my interview with the Director he echoed this,  

First, we help everyone establish a rule of life and a rule of prayer for 
them….Secondly, we develop those rules through retreats…creating space for 
generative and spiritual friendships to form. Thirdly, through our counseling 
ministry, which establishes emotional health and self-knowledge.47 

 
These inward focused practices help individuals within the congregation reflect on the 

image of God present in others while also giving deeper reflection to the shadows present 

within their own lives.  

The leaders of this congregation have also clearly invested in developing the 

exterior life of the congregation. Each congregant is encouraged to serve once a month 

with their community group. The community groups partner with a community 

development organization the church has created called Project Peace. Project Peace 

works with the congregation and with other churches in the East Bay. According to the 

website of Project Peace, “We created Project Peace to bring together local churches, 

businesses, and social service providers to foster just and sustainable communities in the 

east Bay Area.”48 During my visit on Sunday I saw a highlight video that showed a 

variety of activities their community groups were involved in through the Project Peace. 

It was evident to me how valuable Project Peace was to their exterior lives. One example 

of this was while speaking with the Senior Pastor (the other co-founder of this multi-site 

congregation) he said he had actually considered leaving his position to become the 

Director of Project Peace. As Project Peace developed it eventually grew large enough to 

become a self-sustaining para-church organization separate from this congregation. 
                                                 

47 Interview with a co-founding Pastor who is the Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-
missional Evangelical Presbyterian Church, June 15, 2015. 

48 Their website was accessed on October 14, 2016. 
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Today many other churches in the East Bay use it as a resource. In a meeting I had with 

the Director of Project Peace she shared with me just how fruitful and effective those 

partnerships have become. Today this congregation is truly just one among many partners 

that Project Peace spends their planning and community development time with. 

 As I shared above the Sunday liturgy of this congregation was intentional and 

simple. The leaders of the congregation have put evident thought into how they develop 

the interior and exterior lives of the congregation through the liturgy. In speaking about 

their liturgical vision the Director of Spiritual Formation said,  

In the same vein as James KA Smith’s book Desiring the Kingdom, we recognize 
that people are always being shaped by some kind of liturgy. We see the historic 
liturgies of the Western Church as a tool to re-narrate peoples lives so that 
practices become instinctive in their spiritual lives so that within their relationship 
with God the practices of confessing sin, seeking forgiveness, and finding 
communion with God become habitual….[In that respect] Communion is our 
main sermon application every week….The Liturgical Year shapes our worship 
services….Following the Liturgical Year also shapes what we do with mission, 
we seek to help our congregation give into things that relate to the part of the 
Liturgical Year we are in.49 
 

Liturgy is the instrument through which the congregation as a community re-imagines 

what being a provocative50 missional outpost in the East Bay looks like.  

Through the sermons and the adult classes offered the congregation receives a 

hermeneutic of Scripture that has an intentional liturgical and missiological perspective. 

“Our hope is that our people will realize if they do not see themselves in God’s mission 

                                                 
49 Interview with a co-founding Pastor who is the Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-

missional Evangelical Presbyterian Church, June 15, 2015. 

50 The Senior pastor in a conversation with me during a consult I did with him as they considered 
entering the EPC said that Graham Tomlin’s book The Provocative Church was formative for them early 
on as they imagined what kind of congregation they wanted to plant in the East Bay. Graham Tomlin, The 
Provocative Church (London: SPCK Publishing, 2014). 
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they have not actually read or heard the message of the bible.”51 The staff member I 

interviewed realized that many people that walk into one of the three sites may not come 

from a liturgical background. To help initiate them to the riches of living liturgically they 

have created a resource page and written several blogs to help the uninitiated explore the 

spiritual potential of developing intentioned rituals in their lives that flow out of the 

Liturgical Year.52 

One of the areas of spiritual formation they are presently excited about is passing 

along their liturgical-missional hermeneutic to their children and students through various 

in-home studies and Sunday class curriculums. When they began as a young church plant 

they did not have as many children and students. As they have grown and added sites 

their families have grown which has increased their need to develop this part of the 

church’s life. Resources like The Jesus Storybook Bible53 and God’s Big Picture54 have 

been helpful for them. The qualitative and quantitative practical theology on students 

present in the Sticky Faith55 materials coming out of the Fuller Youth Institute and the 

emerging generations research of Christian Smith56 have also informed how they form 

their children and students.  

                                                 
51 Interview with a co-founding Pastor who is the Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-

missional Evangelical Presbyterian Church, June 15, 2015. 

52 One example of this is a blog they wrote with video links and Amazon links to James K.A. 
Smith’s materials. The blog was titled, “I love Christ Church…but the worship feels to traditional or 
liturgical.” Their website was accessed June 15,2016, they originally posted that blog on June 10, 2016. 

53 Sally Lloyd-Jones, The Jesus Storybook Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007).  

54 Vaughan Roberts, God’s Big Picture: Tracing the Storyline of the Bible (Downers Grove: Inter 
Varsity Press, 2002). 

55 Kara Powell and Chap Clark, Sticky Faith: Everyday Ideas to Build Lasting Faith in Your Kids 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011). 

56 Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual 
Lives of American Teenagers (New York: Oxford Press, 2005).  
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How Lesslie Newbigin’s Influence has Shaped their Missional Ecclesiology 

 Newbigin’s influence operates at both the subconscious and explicit level within 

the lives of the leadership of the congregation. The Director of Spiritual Formation says 

that subconsciously Newbigin’s writings in one way or another have shaped how they as 

leaders understand mission, the nature of Scripture, the importance of ecumenical labors, 

and the value of narrative formation in people’s lives. Explicitly Newbigin’s influence 

has had its most profound effect on the congregation through a Fellows program 

congregants are encouraged to participate in. The Fellows program (called Newbigin 

Fellowship) is led by a Reformed Church in America congregation they partner with in 

San Francisco. (This is the same congregation that helped them as young church 

planters). The Newbigin Fellowship meets throughout the academic year from September 

to May equipping, “People not to be simply good church folk, but to be salt and light in 

their networks and neighborhoods, to be people who embody wise living.”57 The website 

for the Newbigin Fellowship describes the fellowship as, “A nine-month intensive 

training program that seeks to provide a theological, spiritual, personal, and relational 

framework for wise integration of faith, work, and life.”58 Newbigin’s influence can also 

be seen explicitly in two key studies they take their congregation through regularly which 

are based around Newbigin’s books A Walk Through the Bible and Proper Confidence.  

 Newbigin has also influenced the Director personally in a number of ways. 

Newbigin has given him a broader vision of the church and encouraged him to adopt a 

positive posture toward other Christian traditions. Newbigin has shaped his pastoral 

                                                 
57 Interview with a co-founding Pastor who is the Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-

missional Evangelical Presbyterian Church, June 15, 2015. 

58 Their website was accessed on October 15, 2016. 
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contextual sensibilities. Newbigin’s personal evangelistic work has also touched his life. 

The first Administrative Assistant at the congregation was the daughter of an Indian 

woman whose mother was baptized by Lesslie Newbigin in South India.  

 One last area of Newbigin’s influence that was evident on this congregation was 

the sensitivity they gave to understanding the stories that are forming people in the East 

Bay. Particularly how the Story of God told in their worship can restorify people in the 

East Bay. As the Director shared with me, “our sermon calendar has adopted a narrative 

lectionary approach which has enabled us to preach through the Story of God yearly.”59 

As people come into the life of their congregation they encounter the Story of God in 

worship and they are invited to place their faith in the Christ they encounter within that 

story. After they place their faith in Christ they are invited to be baptized as part of the 

universal body of Christ that is located in a particular place – the East Bay. “We 

encourage people to root their baptism down here locally…and work that out here and 

now.”60 

A Case Study of a Liturgical-Missional  
Reformed Church of America Congregation 

Worshiping with this Congregation on Sunday 

When I was with this congregation in 2015 it had two campuses in San Francisco, 

CA. Their main campus was located on Sutter with an additional campus in the Mission 

District. The congregation began its journey in 1997 as a Presbyterian Church in America 

parachute plant like the Christian Reformed Church congregation in Lincoln, CA and the 

                                                 
59 Interview with a co-founding Pastor who is the Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-

missional Evangelical Presbyterian Church, June 15, 2015. 

60 Interview with a co-founding Pastor who is the Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-
missional Evangelical Presbyterian Church, June 15, 2015. 
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Evangelical Presbyterian congregation in the East Bay. When it began this congregation 

also had support from Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York City. The beginnings 

of this congregation were humble. It began as a small group meeting in the church 

planter’s (now Senior Pastor) home. Among those gathered were committed believers, 

atheists, and curious seekers. When I visited them they had well over a 1,000 in 

attendance on a monthly basis.  

I attended their main campus on Sutter a few times and also attended two lecture 

series hosted by the congregation. The main campus was a beautiful building that they 

lease from a Russian community center. Leasing has required them to adopt a mobile 

setup. This is not uncommon for many churches in San Francisco due to the cost of 

owning property. As a commuter I found it very easy to attend because they validate with 

a parking lot just across the street. Coming into the facility was a little confusing. As I 

ascended the stairs I was hoping I would make the right turn toward the area they were 

using for worship. Thankfully, one of their greeters met me and helped me find my way 

to an area they use as a fellowship hall where refreshments were waiting. The 

congregation was not overly friendly or welcoming in the fellowship area. I also did not 

encounter any staff members as I had at visits with other congregations. As I came into 

the worship space it was evident that it was a space designed as a community hall with a 

variety of group uses in mind. It was a public space that I felt connected well with the 

passion of this congregation to be a public gathering for Christ in their city. I was 

delighted that the children remained in service with us for a short period before exiting 

after the words of welcome by one of their pastors. The audience was largely singles but 

there were also a fare number of families present. Later I discovered that their children’s 



 

 184 

ministry was growing with programs for age three on up to fifth grade. The worship 

service was longer than an hour but it did not feel long or that the time had been poorly 

used. Each part of the liturgy had noticeable moments where those leading were clearly 

seeking to help initiate the uninitiated by speaking in the vernacular and defining terms. 

The arts were also very evident as was the missional life of the congregation with reports 

from their City Hope community renewal ministry and their second campus in the 

Mission District. On their website they describe their church as “a church in the city and 

for the city.”61 I certainly felt that during my worship experience.  

The liturgy was rich and intentional. It was evident that there were many hands 

involved in the process of its creation and implementation. Like the Evangelical 

Presbyterian Church in East Bay they distributed worship folders that looked like a 

playbill you would receive at theater. The worship folder outlined the morning liturgy. It 

began with instruction regarding the time of the Liturgical Year the church was in and 

included quotes from Christian and non-Christian sources. There were also prayer book 

elements present and Scripture readings from a four-year narrative lectionary that they 

use. (I later discovered that the narrative lectionary was put together by Luther Seminary 

in Minneapolis).62 At the heart of this congregation’s liturgical approach to worship 

seemed to be an understanding that worship was not only performative but also 

formative. In a blog series on their website entitled “Who Are We” they offer three 

reasons why they are committed to liturgical worship.  

Worship is formative. So much of the North American church over the last 50 
years or so has focused on worship as only an expression of our faith, love, and 

                                                 
61 Their website was accessed on November 5, 2016. 

62 To see what this narrative lectionary looks like visit this website, www.theworkingpreacher.org. 
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devotion to God, and it is. But the way we worship shapes our faith. Liturgy is 
formative. It forms our loves and our desires, whether we know it or not. Worship 
is primary in our discipleship as followers of Jesus. 
 
Liturgy is also important because it's a story, our story. The elements we use on a 
Sunday morning are important because the good news is not a list of rules, but a 
story--this grand narrative restoring us, reuniting us to God through Jesus. We go 
to church every week to be reminded of this. 
 
Finally, the liturgy is significant because it reminds us that we are not alone. It 
tells us that we are part of an ancient-future faith. In worship, Lesslie Newbigin 
reminds us, it is "not only the congregation present that is involved, but is the act 
of the whole universal church, in earth and in heaven." Liturgy reminds us that we 
are not rootless, we're connected to the rest of the church through time and space, 
and in the room around us.63 

 
The formative character of the worship and its public character in the life of the city 

summarized what my worship experience with them was like that morning. 

Several Staff Member’s Liturgical-Missional Vision 

 I interviewed five staff members at this liturgical-missional congregation: (1) the 

planting pastor who is now the Senior Pastor; (2) a Pastor who is the Director of Spiritual 

Formation; (3) a Teaching Pastor who also Directs the Newbigin House of Studies; (4) a 

Pastor over Community Life; and (5) the Director of Worship Arts. I invited all of them 

to share their understanding of and approach to spiritual formation and liturgy in the 

congregation. The comments I received were as varied as their roles.  

 While the description of spiritual formation varied between each staff member 

they all emphasized the importance of understanding spiritual formation as a process 

through which individuals grow deeper in their union with Christ. The Director of 

Spiritual Formation, in part due to his doctoral work on eighteenth century revivals in 

North America at Notre Dame, said that spiritual formation is a life long process that has 

                                                 
63 Their website was accessed on November 5, 2016. 
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highs, lows, and plateaus. “The goal is to help people wrestle with a deepening 

relationship with God, a relationship that has seasons and has a developmental progress, 

there are highs, lows, and plateaus. “64 Because spiritual formation is a life-long process 

of being conformed into the image of Christ and growing deeper in union with Christ 

through the Spirit according to the Father’s will spiritual formation includes “all the 

terrain of life.”65  

As a process spiritual formation has internal and external focuses, contemplative 

and active aspects. As the Director of Spiritual Formation said, “There are some events 

and activities that we do that push people inward and then others that push people 

outward, a posture of listening and learning in both is valuable.”66 I was encouraged to 

see that the staff I interviewed did not believe in a neat separation between the 

development of the interior and exterior spiritual life of congregants. The congregation is 

encouraged to grow in interiority by participating in classes on the Enneagram and the 

Daily Office, by joining silent retreats, and by using the labyrinth as a practice that assists 

in cultivating a reflective posture in life. The congregation is also encouraged to grow in 

the exterior aspect of their spiritual lives by seeking the good of their neighbors and city 

through serving with City Hope, serving at food banks, joining prayer walks, mentoring 

children at Kids Hope, and volunteering at the Leland House (a house that is a 

comprehensive medical residence that cares for people with HIV/AIDS). Like the CRC 

                                                 
64 Interview with the Pastor who is the Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-missional 

Reformed Church of America, April 18, 2016. 

65 Interview with the Pastor who is over Community Life at a liturgical-missional Reformed 
Church of America, October 11, 2016. 

66 Interview with the Pastor who is the Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-missional 
Reformed Church of America, April 18, 2016. 
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congregation in Lincoln there were traditions of a catholic character that informed the 

staff’s approach to spiritual formation. There were also a number of traditions from the 

Reformation and from Dutch Calvinism informing them.  

In my interviews with staff members they shared that they believed there was a 

dissonance between how staff and congregants understand spiritual formation. The staff 

said the average congregant would probably say spiritual formation amounts to taking 

classes or courses of study on Christian practices. But the staff did say that from their 

perspective that the average congregant’s intent behind participating in a classes was not 

solely educational in nature. The Director of Worship Arts said that the congregants 

“would say it is about being intentional with their life with God, prioritizing it.”67 Like all 

the staff at the other congregations that I interviewed these staff members said defining 

what constitutes the “average person” in the congregation was difficult.  

To help the broader congregation deeply and intentionally enter into a process of 

spiritual formation they have created a new initiative called Engage that was set to begin 

October, 2016. Engage is an invitation to the entire congregation to begin to listen to 

God’s Story, their stories, and their neighbors stories more carefully (“Who are they? 

What is their story? Why are they here?”68). Through Engage the staff join with the 

congregation to move beyond an understanding of spiritual formation as a class. Unlike a 

class Engage is a contemplative, imaginative posture toward God and life that is process-

                                                 
67 Interview with the Director of Worship Arts at a liturgical-missional Reformed Church of 

America, November 4, 2016. 

68 Their website was accessed on November 5, 2016. 
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oriented. In describing Engage the Director of Community Life said, “Engage is 

contemplative, meeting God in the moment and meeting our neighbor in the moment.”69 

All five of these staff members exhibited a rich understanding of liturgy in the life 

of their congregation. The Teaching Pastor shared with me that he has had a long history 

of encouraging liturgical formation in congregations across America, which includes 

Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York City. He said, “We are very conscious about 

what we do in worship. We use a narrative lectionary that ties into the practices and 

focuses of our ministries in the broader life of the church. There is a real consistency to 

how we tie into the liturgical year.”70 The leaders encourage the congregation to 

participate in the liturgy because they believe worship is formative. Worship shapes 

people through story and offers people a reminder that they are not alone in the process of 

spiritual formation. As the Director of Worship Arts said,  

Worship restorifys people. Following the Liturgical Year helps us do that by 
retelling Jesus story every year. If spiritual formation is intentionally cultivating 
the God-life then worship models that for us because we are following the life of 
Jesus throughout the year.71  
 

Liturgy is essential to how the congregation witnesses to God publicly with believers and 

seekers alike in San Francisco. Good liturgy tells God’s Story in a “seeker-

comprehensive”72 way. As a congregation they have been called to a particular place in a 

particular time. The congregation as a community consists of adults and children 
                                                 

69 Interview with the Pastor who is over Community Life at a liturgical-missional Reformed 
Church of America, October 11, 2016. 

70 Interview with the Teaching Pastor who is also the Director of the Newbigin House of Studies at 
a liturgical-missional Reformed Church of America, September 23, 2016. 

71 This phrase was taken from my interview with the Director of Worship Arts at a liturgical-
missional Reformed Church of America, November 4, 2016. 

72 Interview with the Teaching Pastor who is also the Director of the Newbigin House of Studies at 
a liturgical-missional Reformed Church of America, September 23, 2016. 
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worshiping together in this particular place and time. The Director of Community Life 

shared with me several ways the Children’s Ministry is exploring how to “un-adultify”73 

the approach to the Liturgical Year within the adult worship services so children can 

participate in the telling and embracing of God’s Story in adult worship. The value of 

intergenerational ministry was present here as in the other congregations I interviewed 

and visited.  

How Lesslie Newbigin’s Influence has Shaped their Missional Ecclesiology 

 This particular congregation has done more to explore and put into practice the 

missional ecclesiology of Lesslie Newbigin than perhaps any other in North America. 

Not only have all the key staff members studied Newbigin’s writings extensively (one of 

the staff members has a doctorate on Newbigin’s vision of ecumenism), they have also 

found creative ways to put into practice Newbigin’s vision of the church in a western, 

post-Christendom, pluralistic setting. One of the creative ways they have done this is 

creating the Newbigin Fellowship Program. The Newbigin Fellowship Program 

encourages participants over a nine-month period to explore Newbigin’s writings in order 

to learn about God’s story and their role as participants in His story. Here is how they 

describe the Newbigin Fellowship Program on their website,  

Our Fellows are shaped to live more wisely, relate more lovingly, and participate 
in God’s mission more effectively. They get the “bigness” of God’s Story and 
their place in it, and that gives them a real sense of belonging and purpose in 
God’s “making all things new” mission to the world.74  
 

Another creative way some of the staff have put into practice Newbigin’s missional 

ecclesiology is through the creation of a distance-learning seminary called the Newbigin 
                                                 

73 This phrase was taken from my interview with Interview with the Pastor who is over 
Community Life at a liturgical-missional Reformed Church of America, October 11, 2016. 

74 Their website was accessed on November 5, 2016. 
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House of Studies in partnership with Western Theological Seminary. (In 2016 the first 

class of Newbigin House of Studies students graduated. I was present for that 

graduation). Here is how they describe the vision of the Newbigin House of Studies 

seminary,  

The great missionary, pastor and theologian Lesslie Newbigin taught that “the 
church is mission.” It “exists by mission as a flame exists by burning.” The 
contemporary church is in desperate need of leaders who are capable of planting 
new churches or revitalizing churches in decline. According to Newbigin, 
spiritual renewal will only happen when “local congregations renounce an 
introverted concern for their own life, and recognize that they exist for the sake of 
those who are not members, as sign, instrument and foretaste of God’s redeeming 
grace for the whole life of society.” Newbigin House seeks to redevelop a vision 
for mission within our churches by training and mentoring a new generation of 
missional leaders, in partnership with the church and the seminary.75  

 
With these attributions of Newbigin’s influence already noted it should be clear that the 

staff member’s description of his influence on the life of their congregation was an 

exercise in selectivity. The staff members I interviewed had to choose what to not to say 

rather than search for something to say.  

The influence of Lesslie Newbigin can be felt in every dimension of the life of 

this congregation and at every point of its history. As the planting pastor who is now the 

Senior Pastor said, “I feel like his stamp has been on our congregations DNA from the 

very beginning. An example of that was the small group that met in my home.”76 This 

group, as I shared above, embodied what the church ought to be composed of in a post-

Christendom, pluralistic setting – believers, atheists, and curious all together in 

community. The Teaching Pastor listed off a veritable laundry list of items where 

Newbigin’s influence could be felt in their congregation,  
                                                 

75 The Newbigin House of Studies website was accessed on November 5, 2016. 

76 Interview with the planting pastor who is now the Senior Pastor at a liturgical-missional 
Reformed Church of America, October 10, 2016. 
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There is a significant amount of theological influence, particularly in the area of 
doctrines like his understanding of election, justification (ecumenical doctrine of 
the church), hermeneutic of scripture (death and resurrection of Christ is what 
holds it together not infallibility), missional nature of the church, a theology of 
place (God in this place in this community), a theology of contextualization 
(public truth of the gospel, incarnation, trinity), the church as sign and foretaste. 
Another thing I would say is our key leaders have Lesslie in our heads and he is a 
mentor in our lives who guides us in these things. He makes us conscious of what 
it means to be church.77 
 

Each of the four key pastoral leaders of this congregation in one way or another said 

Newbigin was their central sparring partner, the main voice that makes them conscious of 

what it means to be the church. That conscious voice has affected how they have thought 

about the public nature of the church and the faith,  “Our faith is not only of private 

concern, it is a way of being engaged in the life of the city around us….It is a way to not 

be ashamed of putting faith in conversation with our world.”78 That conscious voice has 

also affected how they think about the importance of narrative formation in the liturgical 

life of the congregation, “Story leads you into relationship with a person that you can 

know and trust.”79 And that conscious voice has affected how they understand the context 

of the life of the congregation in the city, “We always need to think and rethink our place 

in our secular context, while also thinking and rethinking our place in our religious 

context.”80 

Features Shared Between the Four Liturgical-Missional Congregations 

                                                 
77 Interview with the Teaching Pastor who is also the Director of the Newbigin House of Studies at 

a liturgical-missional Reformed Church of America, September 23, 2016. 

78 Interview with the Pastor who is over Community Life at a liturgical-missional Reformed 
Church of America, October 11, 2016. 

79 Interview with the Teaching Pastor who is also the Director of the Newbigin House of Studies at 
a liturgical-missional Reformed Church of America, September 23, 2016. 

80 Interview with the Pastor who is the Director of Spiritual Formation at a liturgical-missional 
Reformed Church of America, April 18, 2016. 
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In closing this chapter it is worth noting some of the features the four liturgical-

missional congregations shared. (1) Within each of the four congregations the leaders 

placed a great deal of emphasis on the value of narrative for identity formation. (2) 

Within each of the four congregations the leaders viewed worship as formational in 

character. They put a particular amount of emphasis on telling the Story of God through 

the weekly liturgy and the Liturgical Year to shape the congregation spiritually and help 

the congregation witness to the public character of the gospel. (3) Within each of the four 

congregations the leaders embraced and modeled for their congregations an adoption of a 

prayer book spirituality, while also emphasizing the importance of seeking the good of 

the city the congregation was located within. There was a balance of attention given to 

interiority and exteriority in their approach to spiritual formation. (4) Within each of the 

four congregations the leaders valued using inherited liturgical and theological traditions 

that they used to shape how their community practiced worship and mission in their local 

context. (5) Within each of the four congregations the leaders expressed a deep interest 

and investment in shaping children and adults through the same liturgical process, while 

adopting different practices and resources to achieve that. (6) Within each of the four 

congregations the leaders sustained their liturgical-missional approach by imparting to 

the congregation a hermeneutic that was liturgical-missional. (7) Within each of these 

four congregations the leaders could personally identify how Lesslie Newbigin’s 

theology had shaped their vision of the church, mission, narrative, and worship (for some, 

describing Newbigin’s particular contribution to worship was difficult). It is important to 

note that each leader interviewed was in a different place in their personal engagement 

with the writings of Newbigin. And the head of staff I interviewed acknowledged that 



 

 193 

some new staff hires had no prior history of engaging Newbigin’s writings. (8) Lastly, 

each of the four congregations leaders acknowledged the ongoing challenge of helping 

their community understand how liturgy empowers them as participants in the Story of 

God. Like all approaches to ministry, being a liturgical-missional congregation takes 

intentionality on the part of those who commit to it.  Reuniting liturgical worship and 

missional ecclesiology in Evangelical congregations complexifies the responsibilities 

pastors have while also enriching the process of spiritual formation the congregation can 

move through as they live as a hermeneutic of the gospel.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter summarized the observations and interviews that made up the case 

studies undertaken with four liturgical-missional congregations. Each congregation was 

placed within their social location and a participant observation account was offered for 

what it was like to be present with them on Sunday and how this researcher experienced 

the liturgical-missional approach of the congregation. A short summary of the interviews 

completed with their staff was shared that highlighted how their approach to spiritual 

formation and their liturgical vision and practices related to one another. Each case study 

closed with a summary of how the staff recounted Lesslie Newbigin’s influence in the 

life of the congregation they served. Each of the congregations studied represented 

different denominations, in different stages of life, in different locations across Northern 

California, with a variety of staff sizes. Nevertheless they all shared a liturgical-missional 

approach to ministry and were influenced by Lesslie Newbigin’s missional ecclesiology. 

While the case studies had an appreciative character this researcher along the way noted a 

few areas of ongoing development for each congregation. 
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PART IV 
 

THE PRAGMATIC TASK 
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Chapter 6: A Guidebook: Participating in the Story of God 
 

Introduction 

This chapter explores the last task in Richard Osmer’s four tasks of practical 

theology – the pragmatic task. The pragmatic task offers strategies of action or artifacts 

that can influence situations in a way that enacts some of the norms and/or good practices 

suggested within a practical theology project.1 Within this Final Project the pragmatic 

task is focused on the creation of an artifact. That artifact is a guidebook designed for 

small group discussions. This guidebook can be used to empower Evangelical 

congregational leaders who want to facilitate discussions on the relationship between 

worship and mission with other leaders in their community. Osmer suggests that there are 

three forms of leadership styles that a pragmatic task can empower. First, there are those 

who lead by “Task competence…[they have] the ability to excel in performing the tasks 

of a leadership role in an organization.”2 Second, there are those who are “Transactional 

leaders…[they lead through] the ability to influence others through a process of trade-

offs.”3 Third, and finally there are “Transforming leadership…[they lead through] a 

process in which…identity, mission, culture, and operating procedures are fundamentally 

altered.”4 The style of leadership this pragmatic task will focus on empowering is 

transforming leadership. The guidebook is designed to be used by leaders who are 

committed to a process of change rather than the completion of a momentary task. In 

light of that the guidebook will not be overly focused on tasks that need to be undertaken 

                                                 
1 Osmer, Practical Theology, 4. 

2 Ibid., 176. 

3 Ibid., 176. 

4 Ibid., 177. 
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in liturgical reforms or offer wise counsel on how to create all the social barters that must 

be transacted for a healthy liturgical reform to occur in a congregation. While these 

things are present in the writer of the guidebook and do inform his selection of the 

questions used they are not the emphasis of the guidebook.   

The Structure, Focus, and Audience of the Guidebook 

Some of the norms and good practices shared within the normative task at the end 

of Chapter 2 and Chapter 4 inform the structure of this guidebook. The questions present 

within it express a sensitivity to liturgical reform for Evangelicals who embrace parts of 

missional ecclesiology. From the normative insights gained in Chapter 2 the guidebook 

will focus on encouraging leaders: (1) to lead their people in a discussion about the way 

God has shaped his people through stories; (2) remind them of how God used stories that 

were shared through the liturgical traditions of Israel and the Church; and (3) how they 

were shared for the sake of not only God’s people but their neighbors. From the 

normative insights gained in Chapter 4 the guidebook will focus on encouraging leaders: 

(1) to be self-critical of their personal worship biases; (2) to define their terms carefully, 

and listen to how others define their terms in order to breakdown unhealthy dichotomies 

that occur between worship and mission; (3) to embrace the small group discussion as a 

place of common ground where the Spirit’s voice offers correction and instruction to all 

present; and (4) to allow the guidebook to become a launching pad for reflection on their 

congregations practices of worship in their wider community. The guidebook follows a 

booklet design with the font size and page margins reflecting a portable design allowing 
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it to be used in a variety of small group settings.5 The small groups should include leaders 

from the congregation, but may also include leaders from congregations within the 

broader community. The purpose of the guidebook is to help leaders explore the 

relationship between liturgical worship and missional ecclesiology.  

In constructing this guidebook the audience of the Final Project has shifted to a 

popular audience. The primary audience for the Final Project is this researcher’s Advisor, 

the faculty lead Doctor of Ministry review committee, and the internal and external 

readers. The tone of the writing throughout the Final Project has been academic assuming 

a level of familiarity with the questions that this Finale Project raises. The guidebook’s 

audience while inclusive to the primary audience of the Final Project is intended to be 

much broader. Therefore, the arguments made in the guidebook are by design popular in 

tone and are accessible to formally and informally trained congregational leaders alike. 

The brevity of the guidebook also reflects its wider intended audience. It has been 

designed to include leaders who have the ability to offer a full-time focus on the 

discussion material as paid staff as well as those who are volunteers and can only 

participate in a short series of meetings. Widening the intended audience to include 

unpaid volunteer leaders reflects this authors belief that transformational change in the 

life of a congregation is a process that includes those who have formalized roles as well 

as those whose un-formalized presence, gifts, and wisdom that frequently affect the 

community for the better.   

                                                 
5 Turabian standards will not be strictly adhered to in the guidebook portion because it is intended 

to reflect how it would look like in its use apart from this project. The full bibliographical details of books 
and articles are also re-sited as if it were disconnected from this project.  
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 The title of the guidebook is Participating in the Story of God: A Guidebook 

Exploring Worship & Mission. It will include a brief word of introduction for each 

chapter with questions designed to facilitate honest discussions about worship and 

mission and then close with a discovery exercise for the group to do together as well as 

an action step for each participant to do alone. The chapters of this guidebook are: 

Chapter 1 – Choosing Not to Choose: Missional and Liturgical;6 Chapter 2 – A 

Community Shaped by the Story of Christ;7 Chapter 3 – Public Worship and the 

Stranger;8 Chapter 4 – Central Things in the Public Square;9 and Chapter 5 – Listening to 

Stories, Telling the Story.10  

The Pragmatic Task and Denominational Leadership Development Practices 

Within the denomination this researcher is ordained (the Evangelical Presbyterian 

Church) the use of guidebooks is a common practice to develop new leaders and foster 

theological reflection on values and practices. The Evangelical Presbyterian Church uses 

guidebooks in a variety of ways to develop leaders. Guidebooks are used in very specific 

ways to train officers that will serve on specific committees (for example, the training of 
                                                 

6 Inspiration will be drawn from Melanie C. Ross’s book, Ross, Evangelical Versus Liturgical?, 
for the introductory comments, questions raised, and discovery exercises and actions steps suggested in this 
chapter.  

7 Inspiration will be drawn from Stephen Fowl’s work, The Story Of Christ; and from Sue 
Rozeboom and Cornelius Plantinga Jr.’s work, Rozeboom and Plantinga Jr., Discerning The Spirits, for the 
introductory comments, questions raised, and discovery exercises and actions steps suggested in this 
chapter. 

8 Inspiration will be drawn from Patrick R. Keifert’s book, Keifert, Welcoming the Stranger, for 
the introductory comments, questions raised, and discovery exercises and actions steps suggested in this 
chapter. 

9 Inspiration will be drawn from Gordon W. Lathrop’s book, Lathrop, Central Things; and Ruth A. 
Meyers’s book, Missional Worship Worshipful Mission, for the introductory comments, questions raised, 
and discovery exercises and actions steps suggested in this chapter. 

10 Inspiration will be drawn from a number of Lesslie Newbigin’s writings for this chapter, as well 
as Andrew Walker’s book, Walker, Telling the Story, for the introductory comments, questions raised, and 
discovery exercises and actions steps suggested in this chapter. 
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Elders for Session, and the training of deacons for the Diaconate at the local church level; 

and Presbytery committee members who serve on Ministerial and Candidates 

committees). Guidebooks are also used in more general ways to help volunteer leaders in 

the congregation equipping them with a deeper understanding of the history, theology, 

and practices that define the Evangelical Presbyterian Church (the denomination’s 

Leadership Training Guide is at times used in this way). Guidebooks are discussion-

oriented, open to continual revisions, and tailored in such a way that a variety of types of 

congregational leaders can benefit from them. The language in the Leadership Training 

Guide of the Evangelical Presbyterian Church expresses these characteristics,  

Our hope is that this Leadership Training Guide might aid every church in 
training godly leaders who will then teach others the truths of our faith. This is 
undoubtedly a large task. Like all such curricula, this guide has its strengths and 
weaknesses. Certainly, some will find this guide incomplete, while others might 
declare it too in-depth. Our goal in producing this guide has not been to find 
flawless precision for every situation (as if anyone could), but to offer a 
significant resource tool to the congregations of the EPC.11  
 

Like the Leadership Training Guide this guidebook will have its “strengths and 

weaknesses…some will find this guide incomplete,” but the hope of its writer is that it 

will become a “significant resource tool” for the congregational discussions this writer 

finds himself in. This researcher also hopes that the guidebook will becomes a model that 

encourages leaders to craft similar guidebooks for other transformational processes in the 

life of their congregations.  

  

                                                 
11 Leadership Training Guide (Livonia: Christian Education and Publication Committee, 2010), 2, 

accessed on March 1, 2017, http://www.epc.org/file/main-menu/resources/download-epc-doc/epc-
leadership-training-guide.pdf. 
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Preface: The Why and How 

 This guidebook is part of a practical theology project I 

fulfilled for my Doctor of Ministry degree at Western Theological 

Seminary in Holland, Michigan. That project was focused on a 

forgotten practice in many missional churches in North America – the 

practice of liturgical worship. As a pastor with over 18 years of 

ministry experience serving in a variety of roles which include unpaid 

internships in small church plants as well as senior team pastoral 

positions in large congregations, I have had an opportunity to 

experience the confusion that exists between worship and mission in 

the local church. I have seen the costliness of worship wars and the 

confusion of excited activism disconnected from a worshiping body. I 

have written this guidebook with the hope that it will help facilitate 

curiosity and dialogue for congregational leaders who believe there is 

more to the relationship between worship and mission than their 

congregations are experiencing.  

 To get the most out of this guidebook begin by reflecting on 

who should join you in this discussion of worship and mission. Who 

are the leaders in your circle of influence that you would benefit 

learning from? Who could benefit from listening to your experiences 

and perspectives? Once your group is set plan a five-week small group 
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discussion with at least an hour for conversation and prayer. Choose a 

safe, neutral place where people can speak openly about their 

experiences and perspectives. The chapters of this guidebook are 

intentionally designed for your group to meet in a quiet place that is 

free of distractions.  

Begin and close your discussions with prayer. Read the short 

introductions out loud together then go through the small group 

discussion questions. Some of them may create more conversation than 

others, be attentive to how the Spirit leads. It is ok not to use all of the 

questions. At the end of each chapter there is a discovery exercise you 

can do together and an action step each person can do alone. These last 

two pieces are as vital to the transformative process as the small group 

questions. The guidebook concludes with helpful resources.   
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Chapter 1  

Choosing Not to Choose: Missional & Liturgical 

Evangelical leaders that believe the dichotomy between 

mission and worship should be broken down will take the journey 

required to break them down. Dichotomies are not forged in an instant. 

They take shape over time as meaningful differences are either 

denigrated or defended rather than listened to and learned from. As 

Deborah Tannen says in her book The Argument Culture, “Often the 

truth is in the complex middle, not the oversimplified extremes.”1 Like 

the journey toward creating a dichotomy the journey toward 

understanding is long and painful. It is a journey marked by risk: the 

risk to leave the comfortable surroundings of ones felt perceptions; and 

the risk of naming the blind spots within one’s community or tradition. 

Nevertheless, it is a journey that is richly rewarding for those willing to 

take it.  

 Dichotomies are only broken down when people take risks. 

Often the risk begins with people being willing to listen to others 

before judging or responding to them. At other times the risk is 

                                                 
1 Deborah Tannen, The Argument Culture: Stopping America’s War of Words 

(New York: Ballantine Books, 1998), 10. 
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choosing to have a curious rather than a critical posture towards other 

Christian traditions and practices. As individuals move further into the 

work of breaking down dichotomies they will have to work against 

using simple narratives of decline or progress in understanding others. 

Leaders who recognize that they need the other will bravely embrace 

risks like these. 

Congregational leaders who work against the dichotomy 

between being missional or liturgical choose to find “truth in the 

complex middle embracing the other.” Doing that requires a new kind 

of dialogue, “One that celebrates common ground, allows honest, 

genuine disagreement, and seeks out local middle ground.”2 The 

questions that follow are designed to encourage that kind of dialogue. 

The goal is to give everyone who participates an opportunity to 

developing trust with other participants in the dialogue, which will over 

time lead to meaningful changes in leaders lives and in the life of the 

congregation those leaders serve. 

 

 

 

                                                 
2 Melanie C. Ross, Evangelical Versus Liturgical? Defying a Dichotomy 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publisher, 2014), 127. 
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Small Group Discussion Questions 

What are some of the different kinds of approaches to worship that you 

have experienced?  

 

How did those approaches take on a unique feel in the particular 

congregations that used them?  

 

Were you aware of how missiological commitments shaped the 

different approaches to worship?  

 

Were their approaches to worship shaped by common practices or 

liturgical traditions within their denomination or network? If so, how? 

 

How was the worship of those congregations meaningful to those that 

encountered it?  

 

What are some of the meaningful reforms and renewals of worship you 

have been a part of in a congregation?  

 

What alerted you to the need for those reforms and renewals of 

worship? Did your congregation find those changes helpful?  
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What did you learn about yourself and other leaders in the process of 

leading or assisting in the reforms and renewals? 

 

When you hear the word, ‘missional,’ what does it mean to you? 

 

Succinctly, describe how the worship of your congregation relates to 

the mission of God. 

 

When you hear the word, ‘liturgical,’ what does it mean to you? 

 

How would you describe your congregation’s understanding of worship 

and mission? 

 

What are you curious about in regards to the broader conversation 

about the relationship between worship and mission? 

 

How are the churches near your congregation exploring the relationship 

between their approach to worship and their focus on mission? 

 

 



 

 208 

Discovery Exercise & Action Step 

Discovery Exercise: Put together a team of key leaders from your 

congregation to explore the value and wisdom present in different 

worship approaches present in your community. Visit at least one 

church that has a very non-traditional approach to worship and one that 

has a very liturgical approach to worship. Then lead a conversation 

with your leaders about what they experienced. Inquire whether they 

observed anything that your congregation could learn from. 

 

Action Step: Read Melanie C. Ross’s book Evangelical Versus 

Liturgical? Defying a dichotomy. Journal what you learn about 

yourself, the dichotomy, and the importance of worship.  
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Chapter 2 

A Community Shaped by the Story of Christ 

 It is a truism to say that human identity is found in the stories 

believed, remembered, and enacted with others. As one Christian 

philosopher has said, “Our hearts traffic in stories…We are narrative 

animals whose very orientation to the world is fundamentally shaped 

by stories.”3 In the western world for more than a thousand years the 

biblical story was the central story that shaped how people understood 

who they were, what they were made for, and where they were going.  

Scripture is a rich reservoir of stories. Throughout Scripture 

when God meets his people he gives them new stories that reshape their 

lives. A few of these include: the story of creation and the story of the 

covenants shared with Moses; the story of the exodus shared with 

Israel; the story of judgment and the story of return shared with the 

prophets; and the story of Calvary and the empty tomb shared with the 

Church. Israel and the Church turned some of these stories into songs. 

For example the Genesis creation account is often treated as a song by 

Old Testament commentators. Some of these stories made their way 

into the formal liturgical materials used by Israel (see Psalm 104 as a 

                                                 
3 James K.A. Smith, Imagining the Kingdom: How Worship Works (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013), 108. 
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song of the story of creation; Exodus 15 and Psalm 31 as songs of the 

story of exodus; Psalm 42 - 43, 53, 137 as songs of the story and 

experience of exile). In the New Testament stories continued to appear 

in liturgical materials sung by the churches that were scattered across 

the Roman world (an example of this is the Carmen Christi, the ‘song 

to Christ’). Stories were so significant to the formation of God’s people 

that their early rules of faith focused on Christ took on the form of 

stories told through public songs. Examples of those include: 

Philippians 2:5-11; Colossians 1:15-120; and 1 Timothy 3:16b.  

The Story of Christ gave these early Christians a sense of their 

identity in the world just as the story of the Exodus had for Israel. The 

Exodus story preceded the Ten Commandments grounding the ethical 

commandments in a story of redemption. “I am the Lord your God who 

brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.” (Exodus 20:1-2) 

This rich history of biblical liturgies should give congregational leaders 

pause as they reflect on how they shape God’s people out of the Story 

of Christ in worship. In doing so they stand in continuity with the 

practices of the Apostle Paul who believed the Story of Christ he 

shared in Philippians 2:5-11 offered ethical perspective for his churches 
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“everyday faith and practice.”4 (Read Philippians 2:5-11 together, and 

create an outline of the Story of Christ). 

 

Small Group Discussion Questions 

Paul challenged the Philippians to look at their relationships in light of 

the Story of Christ. How have you helped people in your congregation 

look at their relationships in light of the Story of Christ?  

 

Philippians 2:5-11 is interpreted as a hymn, or a piece of exalted prose, 

or a public song that celebrated a hero called an encomium. How does 

this song outline the Story of Christ?  

 

Why was it important to the early Christian communities to tell the 

Story of Christ through worship? (Note: they were known by their 

neighbors for how they worshiped; see Justin Martyr, 1 Apology 67).  

 

Why is it important to tell the Story of Christ clearly within the worship 

of your congregation?  

 

                                                 
4 Stephen Fowl, The Story of Christ in the Ethics of Paul: An Analysis of the 

Function of the Hymnic Material in the Pauline Corpus (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990), 
199. 
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What would your congregation say are the major themes and stories 

shared during your worship service? 

 

Are there less and more effective ways to tell the Story of Christ in 

worship? What are they? 

 

Are there liturgical traditions or common worship practices you use in 

your worship services to tell the Story of Christ?  If so, what are they? 

Are they effective? 

 

How has your congregation used the arts to tell the Story of Christ? 

What are some of the more memorable examples? 

 

How are other stories found within the wider culture of North America 

shaping those who worship with you? Are you doing anything in your 

worship to reflect on, embrace or push against those wider cultural 

stories? 

 

Discovery Exercise & Action Step 

Discovery Exercise: Create a survey for your congregation that can 

capture the themes and stories they encounter in your worship services. 
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After you get the results put together a team to review them. Make a 

note of what was surprisingly absent and what patterns emerged from 

the responses. As a team explore what changes need to be made.   

 

Action Step: Consider following a lectionary from Advent to Easter in 

your private devotions. Journal how following the Story of Christ 

through the Liturgical Year has helped you, and how it at times may 

not have been helpful. 
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Chapter 3 

Public Worship and the Stranger 

 During the past thirty years the western church has awaken to 

a shift in its context. It is no longer simply the sender of missionaries to 

foreign mission fields ‘out there’ it is now sent to a mission field ‘right 

here.’ As a symptom of that awakening a number of church leaders are 

beginning to say things like, “We no longer are focused on doing 

church, we are focused on being the church,” or, “We have exchanged 

a come to us approach to evangelism for a go to them approach.” There 

are even curriculums designed to help congregations do service projects 

on Sunday mornings away from their facility in order to ‘be the 

church’. Those campaigns sometimes use slogans are like, “The church 

has left the building.” In the excitement of the western church’s 

awakening to its missional context it is in danger of loosing its 

understanding of the evangelistic character of its public worship. 

Eventually those that the community of faith minister to will be a part 

of the Sunday gathering, the question is what will they find there?  

 Simple dichotomies need to be resisted as we reflect on the 

role public worship plays in welcoming the stranger. The choice is not 

limited to either deciding to shape the public worship in a way that is 

seeker-sensitive or seeker-indifferent. There are other choices like 
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being seeker-comprehensible. From the very beginning of the church’s 

life, as can be observed in the book of Acts, the public worship of 

Christian communities was a vital part of their witness to their 

neighbors (Acts 2:42f).  

Two things prevent many congregations in North America 

from connecting worship to mission. First, they can forget that they are 

called to experience an ongoing conversion. They need the gospel to be 

preached to them and to participate in the presence of God through the 

sacraments. Secondly, at times they do not give sustained reflection on 

how to shape their public worship in a way that is comprehensible to 

their neighbors. The early Christian communities had an empathy for 

their neighbors that embattled Evangelicals do not always have living 

on the failing side of a culture war. Admittedly, it is difficult to wisely 

process through questions regarding the presence of evangelistic 

hospitality in the corporate worship. Leaders who do that believe that, 

“Effective evangelism and liturgical worship belong together in a 

mutual apostolic mission.”5 

 

 

                                                 
5 Patrick R. Keifert, Welcoming the Stranger: A Public Theology of Worship 

and Evangelism (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 5. 
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Small Group Discussion Questions 

How are worship and evangelism distinct from one another, and how 

do they overlap?  

 

What are the differences between being seeker-sensitive, seeker-

indifferent, and seeker-comprehensible? 

 

Read Mark 7:5-8. In what ways can a rigid, un-thoughtful use of 

tradition negatively affect those in a worship service who are seekers?  

 

Tim Keller, a pastor in NYC, says, “If you speak and discourse as if 

your whole neighborhood were present (and not just scattered 

Christians), eventually more and more of your neighbors will find their 

way in or be invited.”6 What does he mean by that?  

 

How do the stories, language, symbols, rituals, and atmosphere of your 

worship welcome and exclude people? 

 

                                                 
6 Tim Keller, “The Missional Church,” accessed on March 13, 2017, 

http://download.redeemer.com/pdf/learn/resources/Missional_Church-Keller.pdf.  
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How are believers and unbeliever alike addressed in your worship 

services? Is there enough ‘vernacular-speak’ to help people ponder 

their life and the life of Christ?  

 

Is there mystery present as well as familiarity in your worship? Are 

there good expressions of dissonance that can dislocate people from the 

popular worldly narratives that are misshaping their life? 

 

In what ways do your hospitality practices in your worship embrace the 

least, the last, and the lost in the wider culture?   

 

What have been some of the more memorable experiences of 

hospitality you have encountered in a worship service you have 

attended at your church or other churches? 

 

Discovery Exercise & Action Step 

Discovery Exercise: Lead a discussion on how hospitality, worship, and 

evangelism occur in your practices on Sunday with your key leaders 

over worship, assimilation, and outreach. With that same team create a 

survey that can be used with new visitors to listen to their experiences. 
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After you have collected the data from the survey gather your team 

together for a review of your practices.  

 

Action Step: During the next year on the Sundays you have off visit 

other churches. Journal about the hospitality, worship, and evangelistic 

practices you observed during your visits. 
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Chapter 4 

‘Central Things’ in the Public Square 

 The Latin phrase used to describe the Christian life, ‘coram 

Deo’, (literally ‘before the face of God’) is a reminder that worship 

does not only occur when the church is gathered together on Sunday. 

The stories, language used, rituals performed, and sacramental elements 

partaken of within the corporate worship of the saints provide a rich 

foundation for daily worshipful mission.  The presence of God that the 

church gathered experiences in the ‘Central Things’7 is the very same 

presence that shapes the church’s life as a sent and scattered witness. 

As one liturgist has noted, “God’s people are a sent people because 

they are a gathered people. The blessing with which God sends us is the 

very promise for which God gathers us.”8  

The ‘Central Things’ are instruments through which God’s 

promises and presence are conveyed and experienced by the gathered 

church. These things include: the word and prayers, the table and the 

                                                 
7 Gordon W. Lathrop says that the central things in worship are: the word and 

the prayers; the table and the sending, and the bath and the assembly. Gordon W. 
Lathrop, Central Things: Worship in Word and Sacrament (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Fortress, 2005), 3. 

 
8 Sue A. Rozeboom, “Evangelism and sacraments: Telling well the story,” 

Perspectives: A Journal of Reformed Thought, accessed on March 13, 2017, 
https://perspectivesjournal.org/blog/2014/10/30/evangelism-and-sacraments-telling-well-
the-story/. 
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sending, and the bath and assembly. These things are present in many 

of the descriptions of the church in the New Testament. They are also 

present in the descriptions of the worship of the saints in the Early 

Church. Justin Martyr’s description of the Sunday meeting in 1 

Apology 67 is one example. Martyr said that at the heart of the Sunday 

gathering were the word, the prayers, the table, and the bath. These 

things were held together in unity by the followers of Christ, they 

shaped their public life. The gathered worship of the Early Church with 

its ‘Central Things’ was the most public aspect of their witness to their 

neighbors. As Martyr recounted, “And on the day named after the sun 

all, whether they live in the city or countryside, are gathered together 

for unity.”9  

The ‘Central Things’ offer Christians a sense of belonging and 

identity with the body of Christ while reinforcing their commission to 

the world. In the baptismal waters Christians are reminded that they 

belong to the family of God. As they return to the waters daily they 

remind themselves that they have been baptized into a community of 

people who have been washed by the new creation life of Christ. At the 

table Christians are reminded that they are fed by the broken of the 

body of Christ, given for the world. As they partake of that meal they 
                                                 

9 Lathrop, Central Things, 79. 
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receive their commission, a commission to live as people who will 

joyfully break themselves for the sake of the broken in the world. In the 

word of God preached and the prayers offered they are reminded that 

their life of witness rests upon their life in communion with God. “All 

of these essential things urge the community toward the world, toward 

prayer for the world, sharing with the hungry of the world, caring for 

the world, giving witness to the world, and loving the others of the 

world.”10 The ‘Central Things’ shape the church as a witness in the 

Public Square and are themselves an expression of God’s life in the 

Public Square.  

 

Small Group Discussion Questions 

How are the ‘Central Things’ a part of the continuing conversion of the 

church?11  

 

Why is important for a congregation to live out its own process of 

continuing conversion before its neighbors? 

 

                                                 
10 Ibid., 67. 

11 Darrell L. Guder, The Continuing Conversion of the Church (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2000). 
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How do the sacraments offer a story for the scattered church to live out 

of as a witness for Christ in the Public Square? 

 

The Early Church was known for how it worshiped Christ, what is your 

congregation known for by its neighbors? 

 

How can the corporate prayers of the church be a vital part of its 

witness to its neighbors?  

 

Are the ‘Central Things’ central to your worship service? If so, are you 

intentionally exploring their missiological value? If not, what is central 

to your worship service? 

 

How does living in a pluralistic, post-Christendom setting in North 

America challenge the church’s ability to be a witness through its 

worship? 

 

 

Discovery Exercise & Action Step 

Discovery Exercise: With a few other leaders in your congregation 

review the liturgies or service bulletins from your worship services 
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over the last three months. Together discuss: How do the central 

focuses of your worship service share the life of God with those 

gathered? Are there things that have become decentralized? If so, why?  

 

Action Step: Personally interview people in your community, in order 

to find out how they have experienced the church.   
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Chapter 5 

Listening to Stories, Telling the Story 

 We live in a time when people have more ways to be 

connected to each other than ever before but they continue to 

experience deep loneliness. We live in a culture marked by the power 

and at times terror of 140 character tweets that call into question the 

weight and value of words. The art of listening well is challenged by 

the rise of the social media age. In the culture we live in many people 

are more interested in self-promotion than being present with others. 

How many times have you encountered the downward gaze of people 

on their phones in cafés, restaurants, and even in their cars? If we are 

not careful in our society we can forget that, “Caring for another is not 

entirely separable from caring for words. Words are entrusted to us as 

equipment for our life together, to help us survive, guide, and nourish 

one another.”12  

 One symptom of the death of good listeners is that our culture 

seems flooded by poorly crafted stories designed to draw crowds but 

not form better people. In such a society the church has a double-sided 

responsibility. First, the church must give greater thought to how it 

                                                 
12 Marilyn Chandler McEntyre, Caring for Words in a Culture of Lies (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans Publisher, 2009), 1-2. 
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listens to voices within its culture and how it expresses those voices 

genuinely within its worship services. And secondly, the church must 

reflect on how it tells the Story of Christ in its worship so that it tells it 

in ways that lead to deep transformative experiences in individual’s 

lives. As missiologist Andrew Walker notes, “Liturgy is the regular, 

unceasing dramaturgical re-enactment of the story. We become more 

like Christ as together we worship him, feed from him, learn from 

him.”13 To do both these things well in the church will require 

patience, imagination, and openness to the other. 

 

Small Group Discussion Questions 

Who are the better listeners in your life? What makes them good 

listeners?  

 

Where do you think the broader church struggles with listening well to 

the voices in the world?  

 

                                                 
13 Andrew Walker, Telling the Story: Gospel, Mission, and Culture (London: 

SPCK, 1999), 194. 
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Is it important to incorporate the stories of the world in the corporate 

worship of the saints? If so, why? If not, what leads you to conclude 

that?  

 

How do the various ministries in the congregations you serve within 

practice listening? How are they trying to grow?  

 

What are the larger, more significant stories shaping the culture of 

North America today? 

 

How are those stories shaping the imaginations of people in your local 

community, and in your congregation?  

 

How have you as a leader tried to, as C.S. Lewis once said, “baptize the 

imagination” of your congregation with the Story of Christ?  

 

How are you using the arts, technology, and other things to tell the 

Story of Christ in your worship services?  
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What liturgical traditions have you found most helpful in telling the 

Story of Christ in ways that reflect a careful listening to the culture you 

are situated within? 

 

Discovery Exercise & Action Step 

Discovery Exercise: As a group identify some of the more popular 

musical artists, movies, TV series, and books in North America. With 

your group choose one thing to listen to, watch, or read together. What 

are the stories that are told? How are the creators telling their stories? 

How do the stories they have crafted relate to the Story of Christ?  

 

Action Step: Find someone you trust to give you honest feedback on 

what kind of story-teller you are. Listen to them.  
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Postscript: Lesslie Newbigin and the ‘Missionals’ in North America 
 

Introduction 

 In his missiology of western culture Lesslie Newbigin argued that the church has 

two responsibilities to fulfill as a missionary community living in a post-Christendom, 

pluralistic society. The church is called: (1) to remember what God has done before the 

world; and (2) to live in what God is presently doing for the world.1 The argument of this 

Final Project thesis has been that liturgical worship is a vital part of how the church 

fulfills those responsibilities. It is through the liturgies present in the weekly public 

worship service of the local church that it remembers who God is and lives in what God 

is presently doing. Worship is public truth. By drawing from Richard Osmer’s four tasks 

of practical theology this Final Project has demonstrated many ways Evangelical 

congregational leaders can benefit from embracing liturgical worship and not overlook its 

value as a practice within Newbigin’s missional ecclesiology.  

Nearly twenty years after the death of Lesslie Newbigin, and more than thirty 

years since the Swanwick conference and publication of The Other Side of 1984, 

missional ecclesiology remains a topic of significant practical value for the church in the 

western world. Nevertheless, the question of what will happen to the missional movement 

in North America and to those pioneering “Newbiginologists”2 who helped shape its 

voice and life on this side of the Atlantic awaits an answer on the other side of 2014. A 

careful reception of Newbigin’s vision of the church’s most public action, its worship, 

                                                 
1 Newbigin, The Other Side of 1984, 54. 

2 Foust, Hunsberger, Kirk, and Ustorf, eds., A Scandalous Prophet, ix. 
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continues to be a responsibility that when undertaken can energize the western church’s 

witness in the twenty-first century. 

The Fog of Evangelical Pragmatic Populism and the Collapse of the ‘Missionals’ 

Pragmatic interests often cast a ubiquitous fog over Evangelicalism as a 

movement and Evangelicals as leaders of congregations. These leaders can at times live 

out of a sense of cultural scarcity. As leaders who live on the other side of the cultural 

war they can at times forget that that war is over. In doing so some of them continue to 

fight in cultural battles that have already been lost. Just as real soldiers that are battle 

weary process the pain of feeling misunderstood and dislocated in the places they used to 

call home some Evangelical leaders also experience deep feelings of cultural invisibility 

and dislocation in North America. It comes as no surprise that Evangelicals regularly 

reach for solutions in popular answers within their cultural enclave, using them for a time 

only to move onto to the next popular answer. This fog of Evangelical pragmatism has 

left its mark on the spread of missional ecclesiology in North America. The evidence of 

this fog can be heard in comments between Evangelical congregational leaders like these, 

“The missional church was only a fad that emerged after interest in the emerging church 

faded,” and, “The ‘missional church,’ that was the thing that was popular in the early 

2000s right.” In the late 1990s and for much of the 2000s being part of the ‘Missionals’ 

was popular.  

Like all popular movements the canopy of the missional church grew in size as a 

wide variety of voices fell under it. Sadly, with the growth of the movement a number of 

‘missional malpractices’ occurred. It is difficult in North American to define what being 

missional is and what it is not which has in part assisted in the collapse of the missional 
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church’s popular embrace. Talk of being missional has slowly deflated. One sign of this 

deflation is the way the topic of the missional church is trending less on web-based 

Christian journals and magazines. Another sign of this deflation is the way popular 

writers are moving on to other new curious ecclesial topics. There is something in the air 

indicating that the season of winnowing has come for the populist version of missional 

ecclesiology in North America. One hopes that in that harvest the good wheat present in 

that conversation will not fall among the tares of last seasons fads.  

The Passing of the Newbiginologists and Life After the ‘Missionals’ 

 In addition to the collapse of the ‘Missionals’ the original Newbiginologists in 

North America are either retired or quickly moving toward that time in their academic 

careers. In assessing the longevity of Newbigin’s missiology of western culture among 

Evangelicals in North America a valid question is who will follow these 

Newbiginologists: Wilbert R. Shenk, George R. Hunsberger, Darrell L. Guder, Geoffrey 

Wainwright, and Craig Van Gelder.3 The answer for the time being seems to be that it 

may not be academic missiologists but rather pastor-scholars who are parsing out the 

benefits of Newbigin’s missional ecclesiology for their congregations and communities. 

These pastor-scholars appear in a myriad of reformed denominations and networks in 

North America. In God’s kindness to his faithful servant Newbigin’s voice seems to be 

posthumously training indigenous pastors some nineteen years after his passing, helping 

these leaders and the congregations they serve be the hermeneutic of the gospel.  

                                                 
3 Other key voices that are at various stages of their careers that have helped the popularity of 

missional ecclesiology in North America, should also be named here. They include: Alan J. Roxburgh, Ed 
Stetzer, Michael Frost, Michael W. Goheen, and Reggie McNeal. Outside of North America other 
Newbiginologists of note whose careers are it their later years include Alan Hirsch in Australia and Andrew 
Walker in the United Kingdom.  
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 While Newbigin is influencing many pastor-scholars in North America his 

thought still attracts serious critical engagement by practical theologians, public 

theologians, and academic missiologists. Three recent volumes that express such an 

engagement are: A Scandalous Prophet: The Way of Mission after Newbigin (2002); 

Theology in Missionary Perspective: Lesslie Newbigin’s Legacy (2012); and The Gospel 

and Pluralism Today: Reassessing Lesslie Newbigin in the 21st Century (2015). The 

scholarly discussions in these volumes, while at times critical4 and at other times 

affirming,5 witnesses to the vitality of Newbigin’s theology for the church in the twenty 

first century. These scholar’s reception of Newbigin’s theology express the same kind of 

cautious reception Newbigin had toward the voice of tradition, “We can learn from the 

past but we can never return to it.”6  

 Life after the ‘Missionals’ and Newbiginologists must be marked by careful 

reception. While in some ways Newbigin’s later work on free-market societies, the rise of 

Islam, and religious pluralism remain as timely as they were at the close of the twentieth 

century, “the situation is perhaps much more extreme [today] than he thought twenty-five 

years ago.”7 The wisest way the western church can learn from Newbigin’s missionary 

experiences and missiology is through taking into account the particular questions the 

                                                 
4 In this researcher’s opinion this volume leans toward a more critical evaluation of Newbigin’s 

theology, Foust, Hunsberger, Kirk, and Ustorf, eds., A Scandalous Prophet. 

5 In this researcher’s opinion this volume leans toward a more affirming evaluation of Newbigin’s 
theology, Laing and Weston, Theology in Missionary Perspective. 

6 Newbigin, The Other Side of 1984, 63. 

7 Eds. Sunquist and Yong, The Gospel and Pluralism, 23. 
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world is facing in its present moment.8 Paul Weston has suggested that there are at least 

three areas within Newbigin’s reflections that the church in the twenty first century can 

benefit from. They are: (1) Newbigin’s understanding of the dynamic relationship 

between community and witness; (2) Newbigin’s understanding of the need to subvert the 

stranglehold that the Enlightenment has had on late modernity; and (3) Newbigin’s 

encouragement to maintain a humble, confident witness within the public square.9 As 

scholars and pastors alike wrestle with these contributions in relation to their particular 

questions the legacy of Newbigin’s vision will move beyond the age of the ‘Missionals.’ 

The Abiding Promise of the Church’s Most Public Action 

 Newbigin’s reflections on the dynamic relationship between worship and mission 

will have abiding significance because they are connected to several significant 

theological discussions that took place within the western church in the twentieth century. 

Those discussions include: (1) the Liturgical Movement; (2) the missional ecclesiology 

discussions that emerged out of the ecumenical conversations that occurred between the 

International Missions Council and the World Council of Churches; and (3) the 

theologically innovative discussions of the post-liberal schools of theology at Yale and 

Chicago. Evangelicals that desire to explore the abiding promise of the church’s most 

public action, its practice of worship, can find a faithful voice in Newbigin. As 

Evangelical put into practice Newbigin’s liturgical-missional vision of the church their 

                                                 
8 To explore this further see George R. Hunsberger’s very helpful article that explores what can be 

learned from Newbigin’s own missionary experiences and his missiology. Hunsberger, “Biography as 
missiology.” 

9 Paul Weston, “Lesslie Newbigin: Looking forward in retrospect,” Journal of Missional Practice 
(Winter, 2015), 1-11. 3-7. 
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congregations and their neighbors around them will be drawn “‘further up and further in’ 

towards the story”10 that offers them public truth. 

  

                                                 
10 Walker, Telling the Story, 199. 
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