—-

- - [V . : - (XY

A . A . .
Ta_e. [EIF SEEY JSN :o'm’/zf Ve 440 '2/1( INEAS b Ar s

. oa -
I s -
' - P B

Reflections on Ministry

- s " .- By Robert McAfee Browﬁ

I remember a number of years ago taking a ride on a railroad train
(remember railroad trains?).- As the conductor caﬁé dowﬁ the éisle punching
tickets, looking rather sad and exhausted, I remember contemplating him
with pity, for he was clearly working for a doomed outfit: railroads were
on the way out and this particular rallroad had a life expectancy that could .
be measured in months rathar than yearé. At the completion of the journez. -
I mentioned my pity for the conductor to a friend of mine; who responded |
that he had exactly the same feeling of piﬁ% for people whd were vocati&uall;
entrapped by the church. From his perépective the church also had a limited

survival expectancy and he expressed commiseration for people who were dependent

on it for a livelihcod. He could not understand why people would want to be

part of an organization whose days on earth were numbered.

It is probably the case that many people agrée with the assement my
friend made on tﬁat occasion. The church,sthey feel, wﬁatevef its paét, clearly
has no real future. It may survive in vestigial form as a vehicle of consolation
to the disspirited and aged, éut sureiy no thinking person would ekpect it to
play a significant role in the complex decédes that lié ahead. I must admit

that there have been times when I have ‘been tempted to accept the analysis,

but those temptations have been resisted, and as I now look at the future of

, the Church, and the role of ministry within it, I feel a strange new kind of

'exc1tement. I feel that there may be a unique role ahead for the church, within

our lifetimes, and that one of the most important and demanding places to be

positioned for onesown future could be in the mlnlstry of that church. How
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can one poss-bly be led to such an assement?
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Let me back into my answer. As I look at the world today, I can only.
“see a world that 1is going to get more threatening and more cohplex and more
perplexing in the decades ahead. It is a world in which the operative terms

are going to be terms like "exploitation and ' oppression. In a world that
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can no longer afford the luxury of natlonallsm, there w1ll be ever more frantic
efforts to shape up nationalistic dreams and defenses. In a world that cannot
endure extreme divisions between rich and poor, the rich will attempt to hold

on tenaciously to what they have and to deny the legitimate outcry of the poor

for at least a minimal share.of the ﬁorld'e resources.: We will have continual
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abuses of power, most egregiously manifested by those who already have most of

the power—that is to say, the white nations and the white groups within the

predominately white natious.

In the face of that grim and relentless scenario, the most imperative

‘need, the only effective counter-force, is the genuine reality of some embodiment ¢

i"”;? global community. Anything less than that will only be more divisive and counter—
productive and disruptive and~destructive; There is no possible way to face our

own future apart from a radically glooal gerspeetive.tf,
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It is as I wrestle with that ineluctable conc1u51on, and as I look at the
world around me from that perspective, that I am increasingly persuaded that

there is no outfit on the human scene that can even begin to come close to
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"/ /|| embodying that global perspective except the church.

1
o ' As I look for present tokens of global communlty, I immediately thlnk for

%

example, of th?:Unlted Nat;gns:; It is cruc1a1 that we continue to work thrOugh

this one political ve icle that begins to transcend nationalistic boundaries,
but we must be aware that even here the very definition of membership is nationa-

listic before it is global. One is a member of the UN by virtue of being a nation,

“e

one is a delegate to the UN by virtue of citizemship in a given nation, so that

from'the very start the defining terms are national rather than international.
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There was a time when I felt that the, Hniveqqgty could provide the model ,fl
for giobal community, and while it is true that a university can embody
diversified student backgrounds and examine ideas that are’ internati onal

in their origin and import, it 1s nevertheless also true that the university

15 more and more locked into nationalistic perspectives and structures.

Inordinate amourits of univer51ty budgets come e1ther from Defense Department

. 1

contracts, dedicated to keeping America militarily able to destroy the human

family, ;r ‘from state legislatures that.ride herd on ideas that seem to be the

1eastAg;% "un-American." Private-donors;.multi—nillionaire David Packard has

recently warned, should not ba giveﬂ to universities that might be hospitable

to radical ideas. | . . o ;
The other symbol of global perspective, the\nultigatignal;cgrpofation,

is actually the most disturbing and diVisive symbol of all, since multi-

“national corporatlons become further exten51ons of the conv1ction that
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. the very r1ch can continue to ravish the very poor w1thout accountability
to anyone. ‘The multinational corporations are increa51ng1y becoming laws
unto themselves, unable to be controlled by ordlnary legal devices |
and extending empires responsible only to the law of the highest possible

-profit with the least possihle regard for human bettermeént. ;"i{i
- It 1s in the inadequacy of these pseudo—answers to the need for a global
~ perspective that I turn again to the‘church, that weak and often d1vi51ve
institution that seems so feebly to reflect what it ought to be. And yet

more and more I see the church representing in embryo ‘the kind of _global

network that is essential for the future survival not only of the church

/4/V itself, but of the entire human family it is here to serve. It is the one group
: ~— - - .

in terms of which membership is never defined by one's nationality or one's

. race or one's social class, or any of the other usual criteria for defining
community. The church, in this perspective, 1s defined _simply as the fellow-

ship of the needful and this is a qualification that every single human being



(\

can mget.' Whenever the church begins-to creauzbarriers to membership that
are definea raciaily or nationalistically or ge0praphiC¢‘ly or socially,
it is repudiating its very nature,

It may be obJeCted that this is a highly subjective not to mention

e lie )
impbssiblykrnmasic view of the church. .So let 1t be clear that I am not,

B

télking fundamentally about an organizational structure. I am talking
about something much more fundamental than an organizational stﬁ%ﬁture.
I am talking about\a network - about a fellowship that tangibly exists =

whenever two.or three find themselves gathered together in the name of
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Jesus Christ, wherever they are. I have had the good fortunate of experiencing

. . . . AT -
this in global terms on enough scattered occasions that they have become normative
. N :

for me in my present understanding of ' the meaning of the church. The reality

<

‘ié most tellingly demonstrated iq‘liturgy, as handfuls of Christians from

P

extraodinarily diverse backgrounds gather around a/common table din acknowledge-

N e

‘ment of their need for the nourishment that they discover can come only from

the one who is Lord at that table. T have experienced this gp~seminary chapels
cutting across denominational and racial linesj with German P.0.W's on an American
' « i .

ooval base in time of war, in the middle of the Pacific Ocoan on tﬂe fantail'of
a troop ttansport; in East Berlin at a Eucharist celebrated togethor by East

and West Germans, Freoch an& Scots, Americans and Polesi in Rome with Protestant;
observers from all branches of Christendom.sharing a common cup togethet in a

héIQensian church; aﬂﬂ in St. Peters, where, although we were only "observers"

at Mass, there was an increasing sense as time went on that we somehow were

almost participants as well} and with unutterable poignancy in South Africa,

k \ haresl

part1c1pat1ng in a Eucharist in which white and black together a commen cup
A

and a common loaf-a reality denied to them at every other point of their existence.
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But it s not only in the symbolic oneness around the Lord's Table
that the global network is alive,but also in the things that tnnse who

\

gather. around that table do_ rﬁgether elsewhere, whether it is thinking

\\-‘ o \JL M .
tooether or working together-en—ways in which the talents and goods from
<
one part of the world a%e-made available to those in other parts of the

world  who are deprlved of themo'TEe same reality has been present in

America on many occasions when an issue of racial inJustice or protest

against an immoral war has drawn human beings together across confessional,

racial and class lines to make a common witness of protest and outrage.

This is the stuff out of which the global vision for the future is right
now being built. . It is this which desperately needs to be nurtured in our :
own land-particularly in our own 1and.nhich has such an inordinete share of
Ehe world’s goads and power, and abuses those goods.and that power in ways

that are unutlrably destructive for the rest of the human famlly. More’ than

at any other spot on earth the witness of the global community is needed
Adncera

in the United Stetes, for we have been the most outrageous deﬁiﬁis—of that

oA
community by our imperialismﬂ our subtle Qolonlalism, not to mention our out—

right destructiveness with bombs and diplomacy. Those abuses can be countered
only from a perspective that does not accept the premise cesins- behind the
A
abuses, namely the unquestioned assumption that "America must remain Number
G\ ;‘l
One," or that }tb must at all costs protect our investménts overseas, or
whatever is the reigning shibbeloth of the movement.

So what is needed, particularly on the Amerlcan scene, 'is the 1ntru51on

of a new perspective, the global perspective whlch at least a remnant of the

church already embodies. It would be wonderful if we could assume that the

institutional structures that are our depominations might embody the very

dagggggne empathetlc stance of global perspectlve that is the sine qua non

of the churché?s future. But I believe it is not only realistic but right
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. to appeal gor the creation within those denominations of a remnant that will
not only challenge our nation in its arrogance bnt will also challenge the

church itself in its irrelevance or its.acquiescence to our nation's arrogance.
¥

-Ve church itself is-already a remnant in our culture and it will need the

Thate Uk ’

creation of its own inner remnant. ¥t seems to that the task of seminary
% ] . N

-education today is to create "a remnant within the remnant," and that strikes
- me as “‘an extraodinarily exciting prospect.
Jurgen Moltmann has said that toqoften the church s theology has been
(fossile theology" doing nothing but gerherving unchanged an image from

the past. In reaction to that, he goes on, many coniemporary churches haVc

" adopted what he calls a/ "chameleon theology " i.e., a theology that slmply

-
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blends into the culture around it in such a way as to be virtually indis-

tinguishable from it. What Professor Moltmann says we need in our day is an’

) "@‘
i "anti"-chameleoa theology that#i a theology that will speak in sharp challeaoe
\-.

to the background agaljst whlch it is set. This is simply another way of

-

descritbing the remnant posture, which in its turn is only another way of
pleadlng for a global perspectlve in an era ohen that perspective will be
incre351ngly challenged by the self-lnteregt of all involved.

Is it anything but sheer utopian folly to ask for this? It is at least
clear that this does represent the vision of what the church has always been
meant to be- that community in which there is neither Jew nor Greek, bond nor

—

free, male nor female, black nor whlte, rich nor poor, slnce all are one in

Christ Jesus. It is at least clear that the church is the only c0mmun1ty in
human hletory that heed not have success bu11t 1nto.1ts self- deflnitlon.

(Chrlstopher Fry has defined the Christian ad;"one who can afford to fall ")&
A company, a corporation, a university, a nation-all these must "succeed" in

order to provide a convihcing rationale for their existence. It is pot the

case that the church must succeed on those kinds of terms, not as long as it
. -{ ° = -
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takes serlously the imagery thae was.nresent in its beginnings, and has been
'too often forgotten in its subsequent history-the imagery of’the servanL
community, present not for its own enhancement but for the giving of
succor to those around it; and also the imagery of the pilgram oeople,
thatigroup whose task is not to "arrive" .but always to bq on the: march
never secure in)or vindicated by, own structures but always willing to
strike those structures down and venture forth again in brand new ways
when occasion - or the will of its Lord—may demand.

In sum, it_is in such terms as these that I.see the exciting challenge
of vocation within the church today. But there is one further thing to be -
said, implicit in all that has been sard.so'far, but in need of being mééé

explicit, least it seem as though the church is being "reduced" to simply

another kind of soc1al service agency ‘to keep bandaging a bleedlng world.

P

. Once agaln; I must back into the p01nt I want to make. The major task of

the church 1s’not "to bind up a bleeding world," though it may need to

"continue doing that simpiy because there.is ongoing need. 'The;task is the

much more revoluntlonary one of belng the vehicle for the creation of rhe.

new kinds of structures that will make it unnecessary for people to render

one another bloody in the first place. This can be called salvation (health"

or wholeness is what the word means) or 11berat10n or/ﬂreconc111at10n! or-any-—
wyuds . o

one of a number of famlllar woxks., What it will 1nvolve is ministering to

the whole person and the whole society. Piecemeal approaches will no longer

do. Even to begin to no this, the church will need to be on the revolutionary

forefront,'and this will be another test of the sincerity of irs global vision,

since for those of us who live in the comfortable sheltered atmosphere of white

North America, it is clear that our cues are going to have to come from our

Chrlstlan brothers and sisters in other parts of the world who are wrestling

at first hand with the issues of oppression and starvation and poverty. They
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are the 9“?3 who must forge the New agenda for the church of the future; and
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itlwill be a measure of our‘own'cemm?tment to the gfebal community to realize
that however much ;he leadersﬁip in thet‘dommunity may.have emanatedxfrom us s
1n the'past; it will not do so'in the future. ﬁe must now become tﬁe ones |
who listen, and who respond with as muéh openness and creativity ‘as possible,
when we are presented with a picture of _the world that is very threatening to
us since it will imply the need for drasticz changes 1f that world is to become -
a toierable‘dwelling place‘for the Qast majority of the human family. To put

-

the matter very directly, I believe that the insights coming from the Third
World, and, particularly fromﬁLatin America, are sﬁowing us what must ‘be the =
shape of both the Christian’commuﬁity and tﬁe entire human community in.ehe
future. This will involve rethinking our own priorities, and a radical challenge
to our standard of life and our essuﬁéions about Americe's role in, the world, |
‘andrthe real test of our commitment to the global vision of the chureh will

‘be our willingness to let the leadership ceme from elsewhere, and to adopt

the role of listener, questioner, critic’ and finally participant in movements

that will lead us in new and sometimes threatening but ultimateiy liberating

directions. T
How will this come about?. It will come about in pertias we-engage in

a new kind of social analysis, a new kind of look at our world in the 1igh§

‘of the gospel, particularly the Biblical message of the libefation ;hat geé—fir{

brings to the oppressed, but it will also come about to the degree that’t%uv¢léu1;h

some gospel gives us thel fresh resourges that enable us to cope with the
\Fresh resources |
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kinds of changes that are initially so threatening to everything that has

sustained us in the past. This will be the church's true gift to us. We

Ao
need to rediscover thag\meal we share around a common table is not simply

. a symbol of human fellowship, but the .profound expression of*tbexreality
of the divine-human fellowship through which we can be stfengthened to

look'in directions we have heretoforsfeared .to look, and'to walk in ways



We need to redis;over that the scenario .

we have heretofonzfeared to walk.

is too threatenlng to entertain unless the future can also be seen as Gous

future, unless, those who venture into it can re—discover that they do not

go alone but that there is already a Companion along that path We need to

-

'-re—discover that the daily resources of forgiveness and mercy from God are

essentlal 1ngred1ents for the task of struggling for human justice against

odds that without such help would seem impossible to overcome. : L
No church worthy of survival will need to waste time over thet false

dichotomy between individual and social tfansformation. It will become

increasingly apparent that there can be no 51gn1f1cant indi v1dua1 trans-
formation that does not involve also the creating of a more just social bfden,

for all human beings, and likewise that there can be no just social order

without transformed human beings. It'will be to the credit of those who

‘risk the seminary experience in the months and years ahead, that they refuse
to get bogged down in that kind of argument and set themselves 1nstead to
the task of inculcating the vision of a global community grounded in the.
conviction that God is the God of all men, and that he has sent his Son so

that all may have life and have it more abunduntly-no -one excepted, no one
< ,
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Then perhaps we may begin to know truly for the first time what

,kunexrgp;b}d

St. Paul meant when he said about Jesus Christ that "in him all things hold

together." (Col. 1:17)



