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THE QUESTION OF OVERSIGHT

STUDIES FOR Christian Unity Working Group OCTOBER 2008

SESSION 1
Wes Campbell
Thankyou for the invitation to explore the question of oversight with you. It has caused me to think again about bishops, the whole people of God, and the purpose of a discussion now in the Uniting Church about discipline and boundaries. As I have had to re-read books I read decades ago, and have come to scholars writing now, I will take you into some of that exploration. Remember, I am first a systematic theologian, so where my detailed historical knowledge is shaky, forgive me, and don’t hesitate to correct. 

My purpose in the two sessions is to try to uncover what is behind the question of oversight now. 

First, echoing the service of ordination in the Uniting Church, let us pray: 

PRAYER 

Most holy God,

we bless you for calling us

into the community of your universal Church. 

We praise you that in every generation

you have given ministers to your Church

that your people may be nourished in faith 

and equipped for service.

We pray that through word and sacrament

your Church may be renewed

and strengthened to do your will.

We ask this through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
A QUESTION OF PRESENT INTEREST IN THIS QUESTION

A rhetorical question – yet for you to consider and make part of later conversation:

Why is this question concerning oversight being asked now? Why are you asking it? 
In my search to explore that question I hunted down the documents Bishops in the Uniting Church?  Note the question mark.  Printed in March 1988 for consideration at the 1991 Assembly, it also recalls that the renewed question about bishops came from the Victorian synod in 1985. The paper recalls that in 1963 bishops were proposed by the Joint Commission on Church Union but, later in the 1960s, in order not to confuse the discussion about union itself, the topic of bishops was shelved, to be taken up again in 1988.

There is a hint already that the theme you are raising is contentious. Bishops, along with the theme of oversight, like doctrine, are regarded by many with suspicion. Authority that resides in one person is enough reason for Australian Christian to be wary. Who wants a hierarchy? – it is too much like the Catholics! And yet, those more familiar with bishops have posed the following unfair question: what is the essential pre-requisite for someone to be appointed a bishop? Answer – a spine removal! 

I understand the question posed here is not merely that of a bishop, but that of oversight.

In considering Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (in 1982) the  Faith and Order unit of the World Council of Churches explores the issue of ministry. It notes that for some traditions (Catholic, Orthodox, Anglican) the three fold  ordained episcopal ministry constitutes a proper ordering of the church; other church traditions with  a ‘flat’, congregationalist structure, do so in opposition to the role of bishop and laying on a hands: the BEM asks ( (p. 32 – VI. TOWARDS MUTUAL RECOGNITION OF THE ORDAINED MINISTRIES) that both acknowledge an ‘episcopal’ function in both traditions.  

CASE STUDIES

· An ordained minister reaching the time of retirement is invited by the government to take up a position of governor. Considerable thought goes into the question of church-state boundaries. The Minister accepts.

· A church building is incinerated. The congregation has not been financially independent for some time, drawing on reserves and linked to a neighbouring congregation to afford a Minister of the Word. The presbytery is faced with the question of the future of the congregation. Insurance pays lucratively; the congregation wants to rebuild; other voices from within the region argue that it is an opportunity to rethink the church presence and ministry in the wider region.

· A Minister of the Word declares to the congregation that the creeds of the church are outdated and should be consigned to the waste paper bin. The Sunday service no longer includes creeds and the Lord’s Prayer and, only occasionally, includes Bible readings. The Old Testament is never read. Sometimes the New Testament is read; at other times readings from the newspaper, contemporary poets or texts from other religious traditions are read.  

· A congregation of ‘ethnic’ members of the UCA have become divided along tribal lines. The Minister of the Word belongs to a particular clan; the Secretary of the congregation is a chieftain of another clan. The brewing tension between the clans boils over one Sunday in the church car park, and there is a fist fight. The presbytery tries to engage in mediation, finding there are language difficulties and, as Anglos, the office holders of the presbytery have no clue how to resolve the conflict and disband the congregation.

· A Minister of the Word takes the view that baptism requires careful preparation of the parents, including their participation in the life of the congregation. The Elders are consulted and agree to a process of preparation, with elders involved in the initial meeting with parents, and during the sessions of preparation. While the Elders and many in the congregation are heartened by this approach, others hear complaints voiced in the local community and are inclined to think the Minister is too tough on the inquiring young parents. The matter come to a head when a complaint is made to the Moderator.  

·  A  Minister in his early 30s is in his first placement. He is married with two young children. Several months into the placement, it suddenly becomes known that the Minister has moved in with a woman Elder. She leaves her husband and three children. The Minister makes a public announcement to the congregation, and invites them to welcome his new found relationship and to accept that he will continue as their Minister. 

· An ordained Minister is the Director of a church organization. By careful planing she is able to organise the management procedures to her benefit; she chairs the council meetings, writes the minutes and oversees the finances. When necessary minutes are rewritten to suit her interests. A church audit alerts the synod to the irregularities and they undertake a disciplinary procedure, finding against the Minister. The Minister then sues the church in the civil courts; the costs of the legal proceedings are so great that the church decides to settle, and the Minister walks away with a large sum of money, ordination intact. 

Some of these case studies would sound far-fetched to a passing tourist. Those who have been in church congregations and positions of responsibility will recognise them as not too far from some cases they know!

Each of the cases outlines above raise questions of relationships within the church community, either at a congregational of wider level; they go to questions of authority and discipline; they pose questions about how the church deals with the life of congregations, serious breaches by Ministers, and how the church engages the wider community. 

A QUESTION OF OVERSIGHT

As I have thought about the term ‘oversight’, the meaning of the pun struck me: an ‘oversight’ is an omission, something we missed. I doubt that this is what you want to explore! In the question of oversight, we are dealing with the relationships and health of the Christian community.

Why this question?

I understand that the question has been posed by dialogues, conversations, with other church communities. Perhaps, then the question posed is this: 


What is NORMATIVE and what then is ECCENTRIC.

Or: what is to be regarded as of central importance, and what is extraneous? 


Or perhaps another way of asking what is at stake here is to ask: what is irreducible, such that to omit it would cause the church to cease to be the church? (Dietrich Ritschl).

Hence the fundamental question: what makes the church ‘church’?

Why ask this question now?

When Dietrich Ritschl wrote his Memory and Hope in the 1960s, he declared that the time had come for the church to live in diaspora: the time of Constantinian society was over; he declared that it is now the time – or soon will be - for the church to live as a minority community, like the Jews, as a people of ‘memory and hope’. 

A decade earlier, following the 1948 formation of the WCC, in The Household of God, Lesslie Newbigin (1952), described the context for the church and theological discussion: 

· The breakdown of Christendom;

· The missionary experience of the Churches outside the old Christendom;

· The rise of the modern ecumenical movement. 

Strange then that, in the 1980s, Newbigin still had to sound the same theme, and is joined by a string of authors, all of who are still working to loosen the shackles of a Christendom mentality in the church’s mind (in the Western church, at least). 

These observations take us again to the question of what the church is. That is not simply ‘after Christendom’, in that is raises a fundamental question. And yet, the context now gives us an opportunity to address the question anew.  The new times give us opportunity to address it – as Barth did in the 1920s and onwards, as Bonhoeffer did in the 1940s, and now theological voices both from within the West and in places once ‘missionised’. 

To raise the question of oversight suggests we are dealing with an ecclesiastical matter: a matter of church organization, order. This will come into the picture, because the gospel is never abstract and disembodied, but always comes as embodied word, deeply embedded in a particular cultural context, a time and place. It is also clear that the vehicle Jesus Christ has chosen is a community; first in Judaism, then among the multiplicity of world cultures; the visible, really existing church is the tangible expression of what the gospel of God is, and points to. 

Nevertheless, in the ordering of things, it comes later. 

I suggest that we are first to be driven back to what is fundamental. Not even at first ecclesial. But, at root, to the character of the God known in Jesus Christ. And then from there to where this speaking of God takes us: to the world. 

Here voices such as David Bosch or Douglas John Hall or Darryl Guder, among a myriad of other women and men, direct us to the God who is for the world, the God of the cross who dies in and for the world. 

Newbigin (The Household of God) insists that the terms for church (ekklesia, household, body) are terms drawn from the secular world of first century AD. The suffix of God makes all the difference, and designates this community’s character. 
Here are the basics which take us (with Bonhoeffer) to the God who is edged out of the world onto a cross; who by the resurrection of the crucified Jesus from the dead (with  Moltmann and Pannenberg) promises to transform the whole creation and calls the church to be the visible and tangible expression of that promise, now!

Nothing less than starting here will give us the bearings to consider how the church’s life is to be shaped in response to that God, in the world which desperately needs that transformation. 

Having set out the priority of God and world in order to clarify the life and calling of the church is perhaps too static. Perhaps it is possible to begin with the church (as a creature of the Holy Spirit) and to look to the world which God promises. Starting here will bring us to the God whose choice to create the world is confirmed in a choice to redeem the world gone wrong.  The cross is the central defining moment of both God and church: for the sake of the world.

When the church expands itself to incorporate the world into itself, it loses the promissory  character of both world and God. Its interest is then in the inner working of the church. 

By way of example: Colin Williams, writing about the missionary character of the congregation (Where in the world; What in the world) took up the theme of the ministry of the church (The Church,  ch.VI,  100ff), takes up the marks of the church. The ministry of the church is ‘an extension of the ministry of Christ’, described ‘under the three offices -  prophet, priest and king, taken up in the Reformation tradition in this way: ‘The church is…where the Word is truly preached, (prophet), Sacraments duly administered (priest), and godly discipline maintained (king).’ [101]

Williams then says:


Here a crucial problem emerges. This classical Reformation definition describes these roles  in relation to the internal life of the church. The consequent temptation was to forget that the exercise of these ministries in the church is intended as preparation for the exercise of these ministries in the world by the church as a whole. (102)

THE BASIS OF UNION

Within the context of a Trinitarian declaration, the Uniting Church says the following:

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the faith and

unity of the Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church are

built upon the one Lord Jesus Christ. The Church

preaches Christ the risen crucified One and

confesses him as Lord to the glory of God the

Father. In Jesus Christ "God was reconciling the

world to himself" (2 Corinthians 5:19 RSV). In love

for the world, God gave the Son to take away the

world's sin. (para. 2)

In that confidence concerning God and the world, the Basis of union elaborates: 

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the Church is

able to live and endure through the changes of

history only because its Lord comes, addresses, and

deals with people in and through the news of his

completed work. Christ who is present when he is

preached among people is the Word of God who

acquits the guilty, who gives life to the dead and

who brings into being what otherwise could not

exist. Through human witness in word and action,

and in the power of the Holy Spirit, Christ reaches

out to command attention and awaken faith; he

calls people into the fellowship of his sufferings, to

be the disciples of a crucified Lord; in his own

strange way Christ constitutes, rules and renews

them as his Church. (para. 4)

The church’s life shaped by the living Lord, Jesus Christ, is also an active community.  

BAPTISM, EUCHARIST AND MINISTRY (BEM) 

BEM holds the three components of the church’s life together: baptism, Eucharist and ministry. The text makes clear that for most traditions the celebration of both baptism and Eucharist is conducted by an ordained minister. (V. The Celebration of Baptism, 22; III. The Celebration of the Eucharist, 29). 

[It also makes clear that ‘As the eucharist celebrates the resurrection of Christ it is appropriate that it should take place at least every Sunday. As it is the new sacrament of the people of God, every Christian should be encouraged to receive communion frequently.’ 31]

THE LAITY: THE WHOLE PEOPLE OF GOD

At the beginning of the section on ministry, BEM speaks clearly of ‘THE CALLING OF THE WHOLE PEOPLE OF GOD’ (1.1)

The aim in mind here is the whole of humanity: ‘God calls the whole of humanity to become God’s people.’

The church, as a single body of those who follow Jesus Christ, is united by the Holy Spirit, and they are sent to ‘proclaim and prefigure the Kingdom of God’ (1.3) in communion with God through Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit (1.2), announcing the gospel to the world. (1.4)

This emphasis on the ‘whole people of God’ gained particular focus in the work of Hendrick Kraemer, A Theology of the Laity, (Lutterworth, London) in 1958: a sustained argument for the ‘laity’ as the whole people of God, and a trenchant critique of church developments which created two classes or castes, one the clergy, and, two, the lower class ‘laity’. Kraemer reminds us of the absence of such distinctions in the New Testament.  

To restate: in the New Testament the assumption is one ‘body’, one people, expressed in varieties of metaphors: the detailed studies are available, and are complex. What does become clear is that over time the patterns of ministry seen in the New Testament were regularised. 

BEM finds that the 

‘New Testament does not describe a single pattern of ministry which might serve as a blueprint or continuing norm for all future ministry in the Church. In the New Testament there appears rather a variety of forms which existed at different places and times…certain elements from this early variety were further developed and became settled into a more universal pattern of ministry. …During the second and third centuries a threefold pattern of bishop, presbyter and deacon became established as the pattern of the ordained ministry throughout the church.’ (III The Forms of the Ordained Ministry, A. Bishops, Presbyters and Deacons, 19)

It is essential to appreciate why these changes were made. They were a response to conditions of church expansion, the necessity of clarifying and guarding the faith, safeguarding the unity of the Christian community,  resourcing a missionary people, providing care between dispersed congregations and  assisting in the life and ministry of local congregation.  

BEM acknowledges that the threefold ministry is one of the key unresolved ecumenical questions; in stating that it needs to be reformed, BEM makes clear that this reform (III.24) would be served by asking how the potential of the threefold ministry  can be developed ‘for the most effective witness of the Church in this world.’ (III.25)

I would put it this way the discussion of ministry and its ordering starts and remains with the one whole people of God; the horizon for this one people is the coming kingdom of God; and its character is to be a missionary people in and for the world.

BIBLE WORD SEARCH: bishop (episkopos; overseer); presbyter (Elder) deacon (diakonos); shepherd

Much earlier in my investigations than this suggests I undertook a bible word search. It reflects the variety and diversity already spoken of.

Bishop: (episkops): translated as ‘inspector, overseer, watcher, guardian. It comes from epi-scopus: over-looking. The Old English biscop. For the term bishop I found four matches; for the term ‘oversee/r): 20 matches, 7 from the NT. (Read a selection of NT). 

Oversight: 15 matches.

Deacon: (4 matches); and many for ‘serving/servant).

Shepherd: 118 matches: many being metaphorical.

Presbyter (presbyterion): an elder , senior, older, more advanced in years;

As an appellation of dignity, an elder, local dignitary; a member of the Sanhedrin; an elder or presbyter of the church; and ‘prebuterion’: a body of old men, an assembly of the elders, Jewish Sanhedrin; a body of elders in the church. 

Add to this ‘apostles, evangelists, prophets, healers, interpreters, etc, to describe the many gifts of the whole  people of God in the NT. 

(SEE BEM, III.C. Functions of bishops, Presbyters and Deacons (pp.26-27)

A notable feature of this list is the reserve concerning the term ‘priest’: Jesus Christ is the High Priest (Hebrews); I don’t know of its use for church leaders.  On the other hand, Jesus Christ is Rabbi, Kurios, Son of Man, Son of God, etc, but not the above designations. A clear distinction is being made here.  He is Lord and Head, Bridegroom, etc. as distinct from the leaders of the church. He is also the crucified, the first born from the dead, the Word, the image of God, the dwelling of God, etc. 

One quirky observation: Jesus in Luke is visited by shepherds. They then disappear. Luke does not seem to be interested in the kingly dimensions of Jesus’ lineage, but the visit by shepherds evokes just those images: Jesus the ‘Good Shepherd’ is welcomed by the shepherds of the night. The Pastor of pastors.  The Pastor who will declare forgiveness from the cross is welcomes by shepherds.

OVERSIGHT: SOURCE/NATURE/CHARACTER/LOCATION 

Returning to an earlier observation, the character of the church is gained theologically. 

TWO MODELS

Two images or icons of the Trinity assist us here. 

The first: a Western Trinity has the Father above, the cross has Son on it and it is held by the Father; the Spirit as a dove sits above them. This suggests a hierarchy; yet at the heart is the sacrifice of Jesus, embraced by the Father. 

Rublev - -the hospitality of Abraham – an open community of ‘equals’? at its heart is the Eucharist. An eschatological icon: it is open to those who come to the table; it shines the light of the coming kingdom into the present. 

CONCLUSION

The question of oversight, care, guardianship of the church community concerns one whole people of God, called to anticipate and announce God’s direction toward all people as the people of God. 

Such a church is therefore eschatological and missional: the leadership of the church will be directed toward encouraging the church in its calling. 
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PRAYER 

Most holy God,

we bless you for calling us

into the community of your universal Church. 

We praise you that in every generation

you have given ministers to your Church

that your people may be nourished in faith 

and equipped for service.

We pray that through word and sacrament

your Church may be renewed

and strengthened to do your will.

We ask this through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
A QUESTION OF OVERSIGHT

The relationships  and health of the Christian community.

OVERSIGHT – ‘SEE’

TO OVERSEE:

APOSTOLIC

CONTINUITY

DISCIPLINE - DISCIPLING

GUARDING THE FAITH

QUESTION: what is irreducible, such that to omit it would cause the church to cease to be the church?  (Dietrich Ritschl).

The context for the church and theological discussion (Lesslie Newbigin, The Household of God): 

· The breakdown of Christendom;

· The missionary experience of the Churches outside the old Christendom;

· The rise of the modern ecumenical movement. 

THE LAITY: THE WHOLE PEOPLE OF GOD
At the beginning of the section on ministry, BEM  speaks clearly of ‘THE CALLING OF THE WHOLE PEOPLE OF GOD’ (1.1)

JESUS CHRIST: the Crucified Lord, the slave, the Servant;  who goes to the cross, withholding nothing, for the life of the world. 

OVERSIGHT: TWO MODELS

Western Trinity: the Father holds the Son, the Holy Spirit hovers above them as a dove: the compassion of the Father for the suffering Son: implies a hierarchy? 

Orthodox Trinity: Andrei Rublev. An eschatological icon: it is open to those who come to the table; it shines the light of the coming kingdom into the present. 

CONCLUSION

Oversight, care, guardianship of the church community concerns one whole people of God, called to anticipate and announce God’s direction toward all people as the people of God. The church is called to it by the Crucified One, the Servant Lord, the Slave, who gives his life away. 

The church here is therefore eschatological and missional: the leadership of the church will be directed toward encouraging the church in its calling to give up power with its Lord.  

calling. 

SESSION 2

‘APOSTOLIC SUCCESSION’?  TWO MODELS:

· ‘historic’: a warrant from the past

· ‘eschatological’: the call of a transforming future

THE UNTING CHURCH ‘TAKE’ ON ‘OVERSIGHT’/provision of ordained ministers: Basis of Union/ The service of Ordination

Basis of Uni9on, Paragraph 14: Ministers, Elders,

Deaconesses and Lay Preachers

The Uniting Church, from inception, will seek the

guidance of the Holy Spirit to recognise among its

members women and men called of God to preach

the Gospel, to lead the people in worship, to care

for the flock, to share in government and to serve

those in need in the world.

Such members will be called Ministers and

their setting apart will be known as Ordination.

The Presbytery will ordain by prayer and the

laying on of hands in the presence of a

worshipping congregation. In this act of

ordination the Church praises the ascended

Christ for conferring gifts upon men and

women. It recognises Christ's call of the

individual to be his minister; it prays for the

enabling power of the Holy Spirit to equip the

minister for that service. By the participation

in the act of ordination of those already

ordained, the Church bears witness to God's

faithfulness and declares the hope by which it

lives. In company with other Christians the

Uniting Church will seek for a renewed

understanding of the way in which the

congregation participates in ordination and of

the significance of ordination in the life of the

Church.

The Presbytery:

Its function is to

perform all the acts of oversight necessary to

the life and mission of the Church in the area

for which it is responsible, except for those

agencies which are directly responsible to the

Synod or Assembly. It will in particular

exercise oversight over the congregations

within its bounds, encouraging them to

strengthen one another's faith, to bear one

another's burdens, and exhorting them to

fulfil their high calling in Christ Jesus.
THE ECCLESIAL COMMUNITY AS ‘MISSIONAL’

-
Mark 6: 1-6a Jesus’ ministry; sending the twelve 6: 6b-13 [death of John the Baptist – cost: vv.14-29] Feeding the crowd: Eucharistic vv.30-44; boat/to the ‘other side’ vv.45-56.

parallels: Matt. 10 – sending and cost of sending. Luke 9: 1-6 (the Twelve); 10: 1-12; 17-24 (seventy/seventy two)

The TEXT of Mark 6 follows: 

The Rejection of Jesus at Nazareth

6He left that place and came to his home town, and his disciples followed him. 2On the Sabbath he began to teach in the synagogue, and many who heard him were astounded. They said, ‘Where did this man get all this? What is this wisdom that has been given to him? What deeds of power are being done by his hands! 3Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary* and brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?’ And they took offence* at him. 4Then Jesus said to them, ‘Prophets are not without honour, except in their home town, and among their own kin, and in their own house.’ 5And he could do no deed of power there, except that he laid his hands on a few sick people and cured them. 6And he was amazed at their unbelief. 

The Mission of the Twelve

Then he went about among the villages teaching. 7He called the twelve and began to send them out two by two, and gave them authority over the unclean spirits. 8He ordered them to take nothing for their journey except a staff; no bread, no bag, no money in their belts; 9but to wear sandals and not to put on two tunics. 10He said to them, ‘Wherever you enter a house, stay there until you leave the place. 11If any place will not welcome you and they refuse to hear you, as you leave, shake off the dust that is on your feet as a testimony against them.’ 12So they went out and proclaimed that all should repent. 13They cast out many demons, and anointed with oil many who were sick and cured them. 

The Death of John the Baptist

Feeding the Five Thousand

Jesus Walks on the Water

45 Immediately he made his disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other side, to Bethsaida, while he dismissed the crowd. 46After saying farewell to them, he went up on the mountain to pray. 

47 When evening came, the boat was out on the lake, and he was alone on the land. 48When he saw that they were straining at the oars against an adverse wind, he came towards them early in the morning, walking on the lake. He intended to pass them by. 49But when they saw him walking on the lake, they thought it was a ghost and cried out; 50for they all saw him and were terrified. But immediately he spoke to them and said, ‘Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.’ 51Then he got into the boat with them and the wind ceased. And they were utterly astounded, 52for they did not understand about the loaves, but their hearts were hardened. 

Healing the Sick in Gennesaret

53 When they had crossed over, they came to land at Gennesaret and moored the boat. 54When they got out of the boat, people at once recognized him, 55and rushed about that whole region and began to bring the sick on mats to wherever they heard he was. 56And wherever he went, into villages or cities or farms, they laid the sick in the market-places, and begged him that they might touch even the fringe of his cloak; and all who touched it were healed. 

THE CHARACTER OF CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY AND LEADERSHIP: 

· Mark 10: 32-45 – ‘not as the Gentile tyrants’; servant leadership.

The TEXT of Mark 10:32-45

A Third Time Jesus Foretells His Death and Resurrection

32 They were on the road, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was walking ahead of them; they were amazed, and those who followed were afraid. He took the twelve aside again and began to tell them what was to happen to him, 33saying, ‘See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be handed over to the chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him to death; then they will hand him over to the Gentiles; 34they will mock him, and spit upon him, and flog him, and kill him; and after three days he will rise again.’ 

The Request of James and John

35 James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came forward to him and said to him, ‘Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.’ 36And he said to them, ‘What is it you want me to do for you?’ 37And they said to him, ‘Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory.’ 38But Jesus said to them, ‘You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?’ 39They replied, ‘We are able.’ Then Jesus said to them, ‘The cup that I drink you will drink; and with the baptism with which I am baptized, you will be baptized; 40but to sit at my right hand or at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared.’ 

41 When the ten heard this, they began to be angry with James and John. 42So Jesus called them and said to them, ‘You know that among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. 43But it is not so among you; but whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, 44and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all. 45For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.’ 

See also: 

· Matt. 18: 15-20 – a process of ‘discipling’ and ‘mission’: Gentile and tax gatherer.

The TEXT of Matthew 18: 15-20

Reproving Another Who Sins

15 ‘If another member of the church* sins against you,* go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one.* 16But if you are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses. 17If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax-collector. 18Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. 19Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. 20For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.’

A scattered suggestion: CHARACTERISTICS OF CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY

· the cost: Jesus’ own way to the cross and call to followers;

· a gathering by the Holy Spirit to worship together in community (baptism, Eucharist);

· a community of ‘difference’;
· particular people called: ie. personal character’ of participation;
· in ‘Galilee’ – on the margins, with demon-possessed, lepers, dead or dying children/mothers and fathers in distress, Samaritans, intrusive Gentiles, prostitutes, tax collectors, crucifying centurions, named and unnamed women (poor, haemorrhaging, anointing);
· mission as the ‘whole people of God’;

· visible in its gathering; distinct in & from the world; 

· the Gospel calling: making peace, bearers of reconciliation. 

· gifts of each to equip the community to announce the reign of God

· the call to witness/marturion: from prison;

· challenging the powers and authorities (Rev. 13; Rom. 13);

· continuity is God’s guarantee – no 12 steps to certainty! 

· ordained leadership is crucial.
THE MISSIONAL CALLING

Romans 13 contrasted with Revelation 13

Romans 13: Being Subject to Authorities

13 Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for there is no authority except from God, and those authorities that exist have been instituted by God. 2Therefore whoever resists authority resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgement. 3For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Do you wish to have no fear of the authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive its approval; 4for it is God’s servant for your good. But if you do what is wrong, you should be afraid, for the authority* does not bear the sword in vain! It is the servant of God to execute wrath on the wrongdoer. 5Therefore one must be subject, not only because of wrath but also because of conscience. 6For the same reason you also pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, busy with this very thing. 7Pay to all what is due to them—taxes to whom taxes are due, revenue to whom revenue is due, respect to whom respect is due, honour to whom honour is due. 

Love for One Another

8 Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law. 9The commandments, ‘You shall not commit adultery; You shall not murder; You shall not steal; You shall not covet’; and any other commandment, are summed up in this word, ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’ 10Love does no wrong to a neighbour; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law. 

An Urgent Appeal

11 Besides this, you know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers; 12the night is far gone, the day is near. Let us then lay aside the works of darkness and put on the armour of light; 13let us live honourably as in the day, not in revelling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarrelling and jealousy. 14Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires. 

Contrasted with Revelation 13

131And I saw a beast rising out of the sea, having ten horns and seven heads; and on its horns were ten diadems, and on its heads were blasphemous names. 2And the beast that I saw was like a leopard, its feet were like a bear’s, and its mouth was like a lion’s mouth. And the dragon gave it his power and his throne and great authority. 3One of its heads seemed to have received a death-blow, but its mortal wound* had been healed. In amazement the whole earth followed the beast. 4They worshipped the dragon, for he had given his authority to the beast, and they worshipped the beast, saying, ‘Who is like the beast, and who can fight against it?’ 

5 The beast was given a mouth uttering haughty and blasphemous words, and it was allowed to exercise authority for forty-two months. 6It opened its mouth to utter blasphemies against God, blaspheming his name and his dwelling, that is, those who dwell in heaven. 7Also, it was allowed to make war on the saints and to conquer them.* It was given authority over every tribe and people and language and nation, 8and all the inhabitants of the earth will worship it, everyone whose name has not been written from the foundation of the world in the book of life of the Lamb that was slaughtered.* 

9 Let anyone who has an ear listen: 
10If you are to be taken captive,
   into captivity you go;
if you kill with the sword,
   with the sword you must be killed.
Here is a call for the endurance and faith of the saints. 

OVERSIGHT: 

 AS LEADERSHIP FOR ENCOURAGING THE CHURCH IN MISSION: 

· ‘one’ in the gospel – living as a reconciled & reconciling community, worshipping the Triune God; 

· gathering to celebrate  Jesus Christ’s reconciliation/resurrection and to share the common meal of the resurrection;

· ‘at one’ as a sent community - expecting God’s transforming reign for all;

· a diverse community of different persons, gifts, callings;

· With personal accountability, and simple structure;

· Teachers and guardians of the faith: not defensive but offensive: using guidelines & hints from received wisdom – stepping now in obedience into the promised future.

QUESTIONS:

1. HOW DO WE LEARN FROM THE NEW TESTAMENT: ONE PEOPLE OF GOD, WITH A VARIETY OF GIFTS?

2. HOW DO WE ENSURE THE CONTINUITY WITH THE RECEIVED GOSPEL?

3. HOW DO WE APPOINT LEADERS TO EQUIP FOR THE MISSIONARY TASK?

4. WHAT DO WE EXPECT OF THEM IN A WHOLE PEOPLE OF GOD, LIVING IN HOPE?
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