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(Unpublished)
Thoughts on a Treasured Biblical Inheritance We Have Been Given

That, Taken for Granted, Might Well Be Diminished In and Through Us

In Finally Comes the Poet, Walter Brueggemann’s wonderful book on “Daring Speech for Proclamation,” we are told that:

Because church people are like other people, we are not changed by new rules. The deep places in our lives–places of resistance and embrace–are not ultimately reached by instruction. Those places ... are reached only by stories, by images, metaphors, and phrases that line out the world differently, apart from our fear and hurt. The reflection that comes from the poet requires playfulness, imagination, and interpretation. The new conversation allows for ambiguity, probe, and daring hunch. It is only free people, in contexts of trust, who are able to walk close to the scandal, to be seen in its presence, to live by its gifts.


There is so much for Christians to ponder in that brief paragraph. Brueggemann’s whole book wrestles with the paradoxes that mark our lives: numbness and ache, alienation and rage,

restlessness and greed, resistance and relinquishment–all these in search of what human beings everywhere long for in daily life: healing, communion, purpose, and freedom.


Everything needed has already been done for us, Scripture declares. God himself came in Jesus Christ to embrace whoever will receive him, and his Holy Spirit promises day by day to guide us in the way everlasting.


But, as Brueggemann says, “It is only free people, in contexts of trust, who are able to walk close to the scandal [of the Gospel], to be seen in its presence, to live by its gifts.” What better image could one imagine to reaffirm the passion that first motivated our immigrant Covenant forebears–to be, in Christ, “free people, in contexts of trust”? That, for them, was what 

the Church was all about-- continuing experiences of grace in maturing communities of faith and trust, which are also bound to similar communities--local, regional, national, and world-wide.


Is that, in fact, what we are all across the Covenant today? And is it, truly, what we are still desirous of becoming in days immediately ahead? I wonder, and I worry about that a lot. For what I see, both as a pastor and a lay person in the body we call evangelical and Covenant, is not so much a movement toward communal conversation that is fired with imagination and communal commitment as one that limits conversation, executes rather than consults, seeks approval more than consensus, and relies too heavily on statistics as measures of life.


I also see freedom, so highly touted and valued in the Covenant, often misused among us, as if given that freedom in becoming a member, not to mention an ordained pastor or lay leader, allows one to focus entirely on whatever one wishes, with little concern for communal participation in both forming our primary family and energizing its communal mission.


Let me cite an example. Not too many years ago, the Covenant COMPANION, our monthly denominational magazine, went regularly by subscription into 28,000 homes [on one spurt as high as 32,000], tying us not only to the news we needed at that time to each other in thoughtful and continuing reflections by brothers and sisters on the nature, challenge, and responsibility of being Christian, individually and communally. We were then between 65-80,000 members. Today Covenant Church membership is over 125,000, with over 160,000 in weekly attendance--two to soon three times our former size as a denomination. Yet COMPANION subscriptions, I am told, have dwindled to roughly 12,000! Why? Many reasons are given for going off the Every Family Plan, in which the church pays for all its members to ensure total distribution in the Covenant family–all the way from some “just not wanting it,” others expressing unhappiness at one point or another over content, to local church leaders seeing a quick way just “to cut expenses.” Yet underneath, I believe, lies a growing sense one has that familial relations in our movement are no longer relevant to local, even individual opinion–socially, politically, theologically, and economically. The same may be said of declining interest in other instruments of communication among us that have helped in our non-creedal setting to identify our common spirit and life–e.g. The Covenant Hymnal, confirmation curricula, and The Covenant Home Altar.

Similar patterns at every level illustrate the same trend. Churches now, at least many large ones, have become their own mission agencies, counting less and less on the collective wisdom of the body for mission policy, not to mention on our denominational school to train their young and supply their pastoral and other staff members. We need not score the value of good people coming to us from other traditions. That only enriches us. But why not seek first those raised, called, and trained among us? I know for a fact that our conference and denominational leaders suffer over this, and I suffer with them.


It is not surprising in the age of the Internet that exponential changes are upon us, and I can only rejoice in the advances that are being made at every level to help us stay in touch. Yet information alone will not build the sense of community we need. What that requires is mutual ministries to the “places of resistance and embrace” in all of us–thoughtful and loving ministries to each other that heal our wounds and keep feeding our spirits with joy and hope.


All of us bear some responsibility for such mutual ministry. Many pastors, under the pressure of our times and the constant barrage of “bottom-line” considerations, have become ranchers rather than shepherds, corralling people but not taking care of them. Sometimes, I am told, they think more about entitlements than ministry. Other leaders among us, gentle as they are in spirit, have been too timid to counter the trends, leaning more toward short-term process than to long-term, conscience-driven spiritual formation and the building of communal character. One notes as well that lay people often fall prey uncritically to judgments rendered by spiritual gurus outside the their primary fellowship rather than measuring the gurus they don’t know by leaders they do.


Isn’t it time, whatever the problems from either side, to put a stop to such draining of resource and energy and determine finally to face one another squarely--to draw back, sit down, and work through the divides that are weakening our links to one another? Or have we decided, finally, that being true companions of one another is no longer as fruitful as allowing each other to be the masters of our own fate and the captains of our own souls?


What could happen if from all these divides we found a way to truly come together and seek, both in repentance and humility, a new and living way forward? Absent that, I believe, tending more and more toward individual and local independence–we will render ourselves not only more lonely in the long term, but less useful as well.


There is too much at stake in the confusion of our times for us to try by ourselves–as leaders or the led–to go it all alone. Nor is it necessary. We can still do far more together than we can ever do apart. And the wisdom–not to mention imagination--we need going forward does not lie in any one or another of us, but in all of us together.


The time has come to reinvest in the whole of the church for the sake of the whole. Our local churches were never meant to be islands off by themselves, independent and self-reliant. Nor were any of us as individuals–clergy or lay. As we have each been gathered into Christ–and are even now seeking to gather others–we are meant to be bound in him to all our sisters and brothers–not to weaken but to strengthen the ties in the family of faith to which we belong and the whole body of Christ to which it belongs.



Whoever you are, dear reader, and wherever on the road of life, think on these things. Do not diminish your personal and communal responsibility to both enliven and enrich the inheritance we have received in Jesus Christ. Join in and blend your gifts with the whole church. Let you passion be not only to win people to our Savior and Lord, but to build them into mature communities of faith that are fully committed to support what already is and energized to imagine what could yet be.


Our opportunities together going forward are, if anything, greater than ever–not least because the fields in which Covenanters are gathering the sheaves all over this world are increasingly multi-racial and multi-cultural. My point is simply that no one of us individually--and no local, departmental, or institutional initiatives or programs by themselves–can accomplish half as much as everyone working together. To be in Christ, as the Covenant Seal has made clear from the beginning, is to be “conjoined in Christ.” If we are bound to be free in the fullest sense, we must first be freed by Christ from our bondage to self. As John Weborg, professor emeritus of theology at North Park Theological Seminary, keeps reminding us, while true faith in Jesus Christ has to be personal, it is never private. To be born again into Christ is to be born into his body as well. No one is truly saved who is not also fully committed to that body--locally, regionally, and universally. Therein, belonging both to Christ and each other, lies true freedom and true hope.


All the qualities that Walter Brueggemann called for in the paragraph at the top of this article–“playfulness, imagination, and interpretation”–require a listening commitment to God and each other that in many places is now in short supply. To reach those “deep places” in all our lives, those “places of resistance and embrace,” we will need more, as Brueggemann says, than instruction. Beginning with Scripture itself, and entering more fully into its stories and narrative, we will need also to listen to each other’s stories and share our own at every local level if the wind of the Spirit we long for is to come again among us.


Lord, let our souls now be filled with that gladness, which alone marks those who have been truly redeemed in Christ and made one with all his people.
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