Bruce Hamill thinks on

Being temple:

n the movie Amazing Grace, Wil-

liam Wilberforce, is considering
taking up the cause of abolition of
slavery and he is asked whether
he will use his beautiful voice “to
praise God or to change the world”.
The movie clearly demonstrates that
it’s possible to do both,
but I think we need to be
even clearer theologically
on this matter.

The false dichotomy

The false separation
between worship and mis-
sion doesn’t just mean that
it’s possible to do both
worship and politics, but
even more strongly, that it
is impossible to do either
of these things properly in
isolation from the other.
Any kind of separation
between the two can only be be-
cause one or other is distorted from
its true source and character. The
choice between worship or mission,
church reform or mission, is a false
option. If you think you are doing
one without the other it is either
not true worship/church or not true
mission. The essence of church is
missional and the essence of mission
is ecclesial (churchly). Many cur-
rent writers emphasise the former
(because they want to free the
church from its introverted addic-
tion to institutions), but it is much
less frequently expressed the other
way. In what follows I will explore
what it means to believe that the es-
sence of God’s mission in the world
is ecclesial.

The first objection to this thesis
has to be straightforward “Tui”
incredulity, “Yeah Right!” Not the
church I know! It is easy to look
at the church we know, see its
distortions and end up justifiably
disillusioned. We should not under-
estimate or move too quickly past
this incredulity. It will require both
diagnosis and prognoses. But at this

church-shaped mission from commodity to community

point we need to note how much
easier it is to wash our hands of
the church we know if we operate
according to a dichotomy between
worship and mission. There are all
sorts of reasons people use to sup-
port such a dichotomy. For exam-

“The false separation between worship
and mission doesn’t just mean that
it’s possible to do both worship and
politics, but even more strongly, that
it is impossible to do either of these
things properly in isolation from the
other.”

ple, it is commonly claimed that
Jesus was into kingdom, not church,
so we should be too. The problem
with this is that Jesus’ concept of
kingdom is intimately bound up
with the notion of the fulfilment of
the people of God. You can’t even
talk of kingdom (in Jesus terms)
without assuming a social com-
munity of the people of God. It is
socio-political language. Jesus gath-
ered a group of twelve around him
in a clear symbol of the fulfilment
of the twelve tribes of Israel. Jesus
may not have founded the church
in any straightforward sense, but
the fact is that church is the logical
consequence of Jesus life, death and
resurrection'. It is what the Spirit
of Jesus does. Miroslav Volf and
Maurice Lee capture the falseness
of this dichotomy brilliantly when
they write about the identity of the
church:
The frequently invoked tension
between identity and mission is
spurious for the simple reason that
identity is mission; mission cannot
acquire gain by identity’s suffering
loss.

If mission is compromised by a con-
cern for identity the problem is not
that identity has been overempha-
sized, but that it has been wrongly
conceived. The claim that the
church’s identity is its first mission
is valid only if mission is under-
stood from the start as part
of the church’s identity. The
church emerged as a result
of the mission of Jesus Christ
in the power of the Spirit to
announce and inaugurate
the reign of God. Since the
reign of God is unthinkable
without the people of God,
the church is not simply
a means toward the reign
of God, rather, the church
is in some sense an end
in itself. But it is an end
only insofar as it is oriented
toward and contributes to
the emergence of something greater
than itself — the reign of God....In
the power of the Spirit, the church
must participate in this in-breaking
of God’s favor — or cease to be the
church.? [emphasis mine]
It is my contention that rather than
operating with this false dichotomy
we should instead be radical about
the reform of the church. One
way of thinking about this radical
reform is to explore the New Testa-
ment notion of being the temple
— as it is applied to both Jesus and
to the church. Perhaps we will also
learn what it means in our time
to cast money-changers out of the
temple again?

The temple in Jesus’ time

So what might the temple have
meant for early Christianity? Tom
Wright makes the point that first
century Jews saw themselves as, in
an important sense, still in exile.?
They were occupied by a foreign
force. The glory days of their faith
were in the past. They were looking
forward to the liberating messianic
establishment of the rule of God
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rather than that of Rome. In the
meantime they were still in a kind
of exile. There was a temple in Jesus
time. In about 516bc the temple

was reconstructed as the people of
Judah returned to the land. In about
16BCHerod embarked on a massive
development of this temple. For

all its grandness and glory, Jews

of Jesus’ time saw it as a kind of
“Claytons” temple.* As Herod’s gift
to the Jews it represented both Ro-
man domination on the one hand,
as well as their past and future hope
on the other. It was an
ambiguous sign — both of
their identity and of their
exile. It was a temple with-
out a heart. Since the exile
there was no longer an ark
of the covenant and mercy
seat in its holy of holies.
Jesus was part of that
whole public debate about
the temple. His cleansing
of the temple only makes
sense in terms of that con-
text. He was not so much
an anti-temple person as

a radical reformer of the
temple and the economy
of forgiveness that sur-
rounded it. He reformed it
in a way which rendered
the physical building irrelevant, but
which nevertheless brought to ful-
filment what Israel was doing right
in its worship and liturgy

The atonement liturgy of the first
temple
To capture something of what they
were doing right I want to spell out
something of what the ancient Jew-
ish liturgy of the temple was as best
we can reconstruct it from the pre-
dominantly post-exilic redaction of
Israel’s scriptures. I am relying here
on the writing of James Alison’, and
he in turn draws on Old Testament
scholar Margaret Barker.®

The central liturgy of the old
temple was that of the atonement. It
begins with the high priest sacrific-
ing a bull or a calf as a symbolic
cleansing of his own sins and taking
on a new role. He then puts on
a shining white robe, which was
basically an “angel costume”. He is
now no longer a human being but

has become the angel, one of whose
names was “the Son of God”. This
meant that he could put on “the
Name”, meaning “the name which
could not be pronounced”, (not
Voldemort but) “the Name of the
Lord”, aka YHWH. With the Name
contained in the phylacteries either
on his forehead or wrapped around
his arms, he was qualified to go into
the Holy of Holies to be “Yahweh-
for-the-day, an angelic emanation
of God most high””. (Remember,
“Blessed is he who comes in the

“In about 16BC Herod embarked on a
massive development of this temple.
For all its grandness and glory, Jews

of Jesus’ time saw it as a kind of
‘Claytons’ temple. As Herod’s gift to
the Jews it represented both Roman
domination on the one hand, as well as
their past and future hope on the other.
It was an ambiguous sign — both of
their identity and of their exile.”

name of the Lord” at Jesus’ trium-
phant entry into Jerusalem).

Dressed for the occasion, he
is then provided with either two
lambs or goats and chooses, by lot,
one of them. The one he chooses
becomes “the Lord” and the other
becomes Azazel (a kind of devil
figure). He then takes “The Lord”
into the Holy of Holies, kills it, and
sprinkles the Mercy Seat (the throne
above which were the Cherubim)
and the Ark with its blood, purify-
ing it of any impurities that may
have accrued in the mean time.
Thus the scene is set.

The Holy of Holies, according to
Alison, now represents the dwell-
ing of the creator. This means that
Creation started from the Temple
Veil outwards, while the Holy Place

was beyond time, matter, and space.

And so it is YHWH who emerges
from the Holy of Holies dressed in
white in order to forgive the people
their sins and to give creation its

proper flow.?

The Temple Veil (that the priest
came through) was made of very
rich material and represented the
material world, that which was
created. At this point the high priest
would don a robe made of the same
material as the Veil, to demonstrate
that what he was acting out was
God coming forth and entering into
the world of creation so as to make
atonement (restoring creation and
forgiving sins both implied in the
liturgy). The liturgy is completed
when the priest goes out
and sprinkles the outer
temple and then symboli-
cally places the sins of the
people on the head of the
remaining goat (or sheep),
which is then chased out
and driven over a cliff to
its death.

Now, there are all
sorts of things one could
conclude from that, but
the interesting point here
is that “for the Temple
understanding the high
priest at this stage was
acting in the person of
Yahweh”,’ and it was the
Lord’s (goat #1) blood that
was being sprinkled. This
was a divine movement to set peo-
ple free. It was not, as we so often
imagine, a priest satisfying a divin-
ity. The reason why the priest had
to engage in a prior expiation was
because he was about to become a
sign of something quite else: acting
outwards. “The movement is not
inwards towards the Holy of Holies;
the movement is outwards from the
Holy of Holies.”'® It is not so much
about us approaching the presence
of God (or the priest doing it on our
behalf) as about God approaching
us and our world.

The temple was an enactment
and icon of the outwardly moving
God! So this whole ritual of atone-
ment is the opposite of what we
think of the priestly rite. Alison says
we tend to have an “Aztec imagina-
tion” as regarding the sacrificial
system. The hallmark of the sacrifi-
cial system is that its priest sacrific-
es something so as to placate some
deity. In the temple liturgy, Jewish
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faith has stepped beyond pagan re-
ligion. And the point is simply that
rather than us sacrificing victims
(whether it be human or animal, or
crop) it is actually God who is doing
the work. God comes out of eternity
(from before time, before “the first
day”) wanting to restore creation,
out of his love for his people.

If this reconstruction of the tem-
ple liturgy is correct, then the tem-
ple was more than just a building,
more than just a symbol of institu-
tionalisation, it was the locus the
enactment of God’s grace — of the
love that drives creation,
but also of the love that
we need to be recipients
of, before we can be in any
sense agents. For first cen-
tury Jews, the temple, for
all its “Clayton’s” charac-
ter, is (to use an overused
term) an icon of their
identity. It captures their
faith’s revolutionary move
beyond pagan sacrificial
religion.

The first temple as

background to Christian
understanding of Jesus

Margaret Barker argues that in spite
of the radical post-exilic reforms
this liturgy continued to inform the
hopes and expectations of those
who followed Jesus. In what fol-
lows I will summarise some points
indicating the way Jesus was under-
stood as fulfilling the temple.

As we mentioned earlier, the an-
them of the crowd as Jesus entered
Jerusalem is recorded by John as
“blessed is the one who comes in
the name of the Lord” (Jn 12:13), a
clear reference from the Psalms to
the priest of the atonement liturgy.
It’s also worth remembering that
much earlier in John's gospel where
Jesus says “if you destroy the
temple I will raise it again in three
days” (Jn 2:19), the writer interprets
this comment as a saying about his
body as temple. In Luke chapter 4,
when Jesus announces his agenda
in the Synagogue (“The Spirit of
the Lord is upon me etc”) he uses
the Jubilee announcement which
in Jewish expectation of the first
century BC was something associ-

ated with Melchizedek — the high
priest who would return to liberate
the people.' John’s Gospel makes
these expectations most obvious
when Jesus bases his final speech
to his disciples on the High Priest’s
atonement prayer.' Significantly in
John’s Gospel Jesus is crucified on
a Thursday (rather than the Friday)
at three in the afternoon which

was exactly the time when the high
priest would be killing lambs for
the Passover feast. So as John sees
it, just when the ordinary lambs
are being slaughtered the “lamb of

“... French theologian, René Girard
... reminds us that although we
Christians see the passion as a unique
event in worldly history, and in a
sense it is indeed unique as revelation,
as a violent event it is not; it fits
perfectly within the practices of
victimisation.”

God” is on his way to his place of
execution, wearing, interestingly,
a seamless robe, a priest’s robe. So
in John’s interpretation of Jesus we
have the true priest going as the
lamb to execution. Notice also the
tradition that “not one bone of his
body was broken” (Jn 19:36) — a
suggestion of the unblemished
lamb.

Another indication that all this
was in the minds of those first
Christians is that on the first day of
the week we find ourselves back “in
the garden” (reminiscent of the gar-
den of creation). The first thing that
Mary sees when she enters the tomb
is two angels. Where were they sit-
ting? One at the head and the other
at the foot. This is the holy of holies
with its cherubim — and now it is an
open place; the stone is rolled away
and it is opened to the world — eter-
nity is opened to the world for the
healing of creation (i.e. everything
outside the Holy of Holies).

James Alison makes the point
that all this goes to demonstrate

that when we talk of Christ as ful-
filling the temple we are not talking
about some random follow-up of
an ancient obscure prophesy whose
significance is largely lost, nor is

it the abolition of something bad.
Rather, the fulfilment of “something
good which wasn’t good enough.”"

Jesus’ sacrifice and Girard’s read-
ing of it

So what did Jesus think he was
doing with something good that
wasn’t good enough? How did he
understand himself as fulfilling the
temple? My short answer
to this enormous ques-
tion is that Jesus enacted
this priestly liturgy in real
life. As Alison puts it, the
genius of Jesus is that he
“brings together the litur-
gical and the ethical”** — or
even more profoundly, he
links the liturgy of God’s
grace with the human
condition. He makes a link
in his own body between
the priestly “lamb of God”
from Israel’s faith (this
bread is my broken body)
and the sacrificial realities
that underlie human society. He
didn’t sacrifice himself by com-
mitting suicide, which would do
nothing for the world leaving it un-
touched. He gave himself (like the
God of the temple liturgy, but this
time it was not liturgical drama)
into a world of violent sacrificial
victimisation which has been at the
centre of human society “since the
foundation of the world” (to use a
phrase from Jesus — Mt, 25:34; Lk
11:50; Jn 17:24). In him the emerg-
ing Hebrew understanding of God
meets the “Aztec imagination”. The
world of the Hebrew temple meets
the ethical and social world of fallen
humanity.

This is unpacked for me most
clearly by the French theologian,
René Girard." Girard reminds us
that although we Christians see the
passion as a unique event in world-
ly history, and in a sense it is indeed
unique as revelation, as a violent
event it is not; it fits perfectly within
the practices of victimisation. It is
unique as the divine unveiling of
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what is very un-unique and univer-
sal — the human practices of build-
ing society around victimisation

— or more specifically what he calls
the single victim mechanism.

Girard began academic life as a
literary theorist and then as an an-
thropologist. As an anthropologist
he tries to account for the ubiquity
of sacrifice in the ancient world. His
background in the study of human
desire in literature led him to the
conclusion that sacrifice is every-
where because it works. How is that
so? Girard suggests that as humans
emerged from other primates with
increased mental plasticity and
power their power of mimesis (imi-
tating each other) meant that they
not only learnt by imitating physi-
cal behaviour but also the desires
of those around them (biblically
speaking — our “neighbours”). This
increase in mimetic powers means
that we become rivals with our
neighbours for the common objects
of desire. The resulting acceleration
of rivalry through imitation of de-
sire would make society impossible.
Girard posits that the solution to the
instability is found in moments of
“sacrificial crisis” where someone
is accused and made the scapegoat
for the group’s problems. The ges-
ture of accusation is imitated and
the group is united in lynching its
scapegoat. The newfound unanim-
ity of hatred produces an awe-
inspiring peace. Thus the sacrifice
of the scapegoat is the foundation of
both society and religion. Violence
is cast out by violence at least for
a while. A classic example of the
effectiveness of this mechanism is
found in ancient Greece where they
kept a whole group of people called
pharmacos (from which we get phar-
macy, which incidentally means
both poison and remedy) precisely
for the purpose of providing sacrifi-
cial victims at times of crisis.

For Girard, the raising by God of
the crucified Jesus, and the witness
of the scripture to that, is the un-
veiling and disempowering of the
single victim mechanism. What is
made possible is a new community
and a new social stability united in
imitation of the self-giving Jesus —
an embodiment of what Jesus might

have called the kingdom of God.
Girard’s theory is certainly “intel-
lectual” and has been criticised or at
least suspected of providing a kind
of philosophical procrustean bed
for theology.'* However, we ought
not to jump to such a conclusion
prematurely. For Girard the knowl-
edge made available by the Spirit in
the community of the risen victim
is not theoretical in the abstract,

but unsettling (mortifying!) self-
knowledge that addresses us at the
psycho-social roots of our identity.
In the community of the risen-
victim we find ourselves not merely
told something but forgiven by God
our victim.

What is exciting about this is
that when we appreciate this link
between the dynamics of human
nature (the ethical) and God’s salva-
tion, we realise that the question
of our propensity for violence is at
the heart of the Christian gospel.
Salvation begins to make sense! We
don’t understand the gospel until
we understand something of this
link. So the new temple we embody
is not just about a liturgical drama
in the heavenlies. It's about a self-
giving of God that touches earth.

It is certainly not a transaction in
the heavenlies where God is being
appeased and some divine deal

is being done (as some theories of
atonement suggest). If there is an
angry deity that needs appeasing
in Christ’s enacted liturgy as “Son
of God”, as priest who substitutes
himself for the lamb, that angry de-
ity is us.

The Church as temple

In 1 Corinthians 3: 16-17, when
engaging the divisions of the Cor-
inthian church and talking about
its true foundation on Christ, Paul
concludes his building metaphor
with not just any old building but
says “do you not know that you are
God’s temple and that God’s spirit
dwells in you? If anyone destroys
God’s temple God will destroy that
person. For God’s temple is holy
and you are that temple”. Paul is
not talking about your physical
body; this is not a justification for
not smoking. You, plural, are that
temple. The context is an argument

about division in the church. It’s
about the place where the Spirit
dwells in order to demonstrate the
grace of God (as the liturgy of the
atonement did, as Jesus did) and
that place is a community that must
not be destroyed at all costs.

In Ephesians 2: 19-22 Paul is
talking about the work of Christ
creating a new humanity by break-
ing down the hostility that divides,
Jew from Gentile, insiders from
outsiders. “So then you are no
longer strangers and aliens, but you
are citizens with the saints, and also
members of the household of God,
built upon the foundations of the
apostles and prophets, with Christ
Jesus himself as the cornerstone. In
him the whole structure is joined to-
gether and grows into a holy temple
in the Lord.” The temple we are is
a community of atonement (at-one-
ment). Here again the ethical and
liturgical have come together, not
just in Jesus’ death, but in the life it
creates. It’s not entirely clear what
Paul might be meaning here, thanks
to mixed metaphors. But one way of
looking at it is to say that the drama
of God’s mission to the world, that
drama first encapsulated in the
ancient liturgy of the first temple,
taken up by Jesus in his death,
vindicated by the Father in his
resurrection, is now made available
in all its ethical and anthropological
concreteness in a new form of com-
munity, the body of Christ.

What is a body? Robert Jenson sug-
gests that a body is a person’s avail-
ability to others, “however this oc-
curs”."” However embodiment may
occur in the age to come, in this age
a person’s embodiment (availability
to others) is organic. As far as the
body of Christ is concerned, Jenson
goes on to suggest that the church
is the availability in this age of the
risen and crucified Jesus to the
world. In the light of our previous
discussion, we might add that as the
temple being shaped and reformed
by the spirit, we are the locus of the
availability of the life of Jesus to the
world. Thus, to be the temple is to
participate in the ecclesial mission
of God to the world.
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Worship builds body (politic)
What is the link between Christ’s
fulfilment of the temple, and us
becoming the temple? I want to sug-
gest that it is worship. We become
the temple as we are the recipients
of Christ as “new temple”, and wor-
ship is that interface of reception.
To understand this we need to be
clear about the central character of
true worship.

Imagine for a moment that you are

“Both church and worship have been
conformed to the world of the consumer
market. The money changers have
defined the temple. We consume Christ

rather than undergo him.”

driving into a small town in New
Zealand and haven’t quite slowed
down to 50 kph when out in front
of you runs a four year old girl and
she is instantly killed. Now imagine
a meeting two weeks later arranged
by the mother between herself and
you. She has come to forgive you
— to give you your life back. That’s
worship — a metaphor for Eucharis-
tic Christian worship. James Alison
calls it “Undergoing God” — being
regularly addressed by our forgiv-
ing victim.'® Such worship breaks
down the walls of division between
those who would otherwise be
building up their identity over
against others. Worship builds body
and so, as Bernd Wannenwetsch
says, worship is inherently politi-
cal.”? Worship is political already.
Let me spell this out a little.
Worship is not something we do
for God. Worship is not a kind of
generosity on our part in which we
flatter God’s ego. God doesn’t need
us to worship. We need to worship
God. God graciously gives us wor-
ship so that we will be changed in
our life and identity together. Let
me be clear. Worship is not some-
thing we do for God. Some people
over-react and say worship is not
something we do [full stop]. We do,
in fact, do worship. However, we
worship because it is given to us to

worship, for our benefit. We wor-
ship because the Spirit moves us.
We worship because we are given

a set of practices which together
constitute worship (eucharist,
baptism, confession, for example).
We respond within a set of prac-
tices that we are given. It may be
self-expression in a sense, but it is
not self-originating or self-centred
self-expression (like some people
think art is). It is participation in a
set of responsive
practices. And
in all of this
givenness we
are the primary
beneficiaries of
worship (the
world is next in
line to benefit).
Worship forms
our personal
identity and
being (We imitate whom we adore —
Augustine®). In adoring we be-
come caught up in God
and become God-like
(anyone tempted to a Tui
moment here?). This is
not an isolated individu-
alised thing. Worship
forms church (like being
encountered by the
woman whose daughter
is run over forms us).

We often think of it
in terms of the Wilber-
force challenge — I will do worship
(praise God with my voice) and
then I will do politics (change the
world). Worship is political already
because as the place of undergoing
God it creates a kind of city (polis)
which is a community or society in
the image of God. If worship is true,
well maintained, (and of course
that’s an enormous “if”) then it
will form a community that partici-
pates in the mission of God in the
world. Maintenance (in the sense
of maintaining proper worship) is
missional.

Alison makes the point that
such worship is liturgy rather than
theory — a theory is something you
can carry around and have control
of. Worship is much more holistic
than that and much more out of our
control.?! In worship we are ad-

dressed in our need and undergo
God in ways that change us, so

that we, not just individually but
also communally and socially, can
share in God’s engagement with the
world.

The commodification of worship
All this leads me back to the diag-
noses | promised at the beginning
and those recurring “Tui moments”
in all of this. Why does the worship
we know seem so often like a tem-
porary distraction, a form of enter-
tainment? What is our diagnosis?

It seems to me that if my argu-
ments above have been correct then
the ultimate work of the devil in
our time must be the commodifi-
cation of worship. It may be that
the commodification of everything
is the work of the devil, creating
a certain kind of human-being as
consumer. But if, as I believe, the
solution to our problem has some-
thing to do with worshipping com-

“To commodify worship is to
undermine the authenticity of
the church’s identity and thus to
subvert the mission of God.”

munities in which people undergo
God, then the ultimate work of the
devil has got to be the commodifica-
tion (not of everything, but specifi-
cally) of worship, and in turn the
commodification of community/
church. Both church and worship
have been conformed to the world
of the consumer market. The money
changers have defined the temple.
We consume Christ rather than
undergo him.

It's not a new idea to say that
worship becomes commodified in
a market-dominated world. How-
ever the seriousness of this becomes
clear only when we understand it
in the light of the political nature of
worship. To commodify worship
is to undermine the authenticity of
the church’s identity and thus to
subvert the mission of God. When

Stimulus Vol 17 No 3 Aug 2009

34



worship becomes a commodity,
our world-formed identity (formed
by the dominant institutions of

the wider public life) fits worship
into its own framework, subvert-
ing its claim on our character and
life. Worship is no longer permit-
ted to do its political work; it is
tamed. Consumers attend church
for its product value — as therapy or
ecstasy. We attend church
rather than be church.

In my experience we
give this away all the time
when we talk of ourselves
as receiving something
from the church as pro-
vider. We shop around
for a church to suit us.
We treat the hymns as
commodities (giving their
assessment at the door).
We treat the minister as a com-
modity (I love it when you wear
those robes, thank you so much for
visiting). Why, for instance when
we know theoretically that the
church is people, do we continue to
talk of going to church — referring
either to gathered worship or the
building? The subconscious reasons
are philosophical. We are closer to
Margaret Thatcher than we like to
admit. She famously said: “There
is no such thing as society: there
are individual men and women,
and there are families.”” Margaret
Thatcher intended it as a kind of
philosophical basis for minimising
the role of the state. But it is equally
effective as a rejection of the church
— the minimalisation of church as a
support group for individuals and
families. Such tacit assumptions
will constantly subvert the political
impact of worship.

In this climate anxious wor-
ship leaders, struggling to make a
living in the religious marketplace,
provide the excitement (or therapy)
needed to escape from the exigen-
cies of the weekday consumer
experience. Thus rather than Sab-
bath providing the defining shape
of our life, it merely reinforces (as
entertainment) other forces shaping
our life. And then church leaders in
general buy into this. So the more
we struggle with the decline of the
church the more we are tempted to

market ourselves better and desper-
ately search for the latest strategy
for growth. There is an enormous
industry in church growth out there
and new programs come out from
the United States regularly and eve-
ryone is desperate to keep up with
the latest. Some churches work very
hard to have the latest music, the
loudest band, the best car-parking.

“Thus rather than Sabbath providing
the defining shape of our life, it merely
reinforces (as entertainment) other
forces shaping our life.”

The recent publication of an ency-
clopaedia of church marketing is a
sobering sign.?

It seems to me that the annual
sermon about the Church being like
a body with many gifts — trotted
out each year — will do nothing to
change anything. Why? Because it
too easily is absorbed into our way
of treating worship as provider
of “theory”. The annual sermon
becomes another theory. Why is it
ineffective? Apart from the common
theological failure to appreciate
the eucharistic centre to worship,

I think it is because the structures,
institutions, and habits of life that
we currently operate in are insuf-
ficiently eucharistic in form. They
provide theory — albeit theory

for practical living in a consumer
society — rather than an occasion for
growing community together. And
when we don’t structure our lives
for community (and build face-to-
face relationality into our worship
and life together), other institutions
(e.g. the market) end up control-
ling our minds. The supermarket
and the shopping mall effectively
become our real worship, because
they structure our minds as con-
sumers.

To escape the commodification
of worship we need to develop
practices which centralise rather
than marginalise worship. One way
in which worship is centralised in

the body of Christ is if it is linked to
structures which support relational
life. Too often we demonstrate in
our practices a strange contradic-
tion. We claim to be the embodi-
ment of the Kingdom of God and
of the life of the Trinity and what
do we do? We come together once

a week to sit passively receiving
something which we may or may
not regard as a communi-
cation from God and then
we stop and have a brief
chat with our friends, usu-
ally carefully excluding
matters of faith and life.
We structure ourselves for
privacy. “It’s my private
faith, my private rela-
tionship with God.” So
we end up reflecting the
wider world rather than
the kingdom of God.

Worship based social trinitarian-
ism

What is being advocated here is
clearly social trinitarianism (mea
culpa!). Not because, like Leonardo
Boff and sometimes Jurgen Mol-
tmann,* we treat the trinity as a
kind of model or theory of social
order and are optimistic that we
can reorder our society in egalitar-
ian ways in the image of the trin-
ity. Rather because, like Miroslav
Volf,? Colin Gunton, Robert Jenson
and others, we believe that as we
undergo God and are formed in the
image of Christ our social life will
look more like the life of the trin-
ity (imago trinitatis). If God is love,
this has structural implications, not
just emotional implications, for us
who participate in God’s mission.
Being saved by the cross of Christ
makes us profoundly pessimistic
about human social order and much
more aware of our need for the kind
of worship described above. In the
midst of such pessimism we cling to
the cross of Christ and claim to be
called to be an embodiment of the
Kingdom of God and of the life of
the Trinity as an alternative to the
world for the sake of the world

A call to reform
It is easy to react to a dysfunctional
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church, as if we could participate in
God’s mission in some non-ecclesial
way, freed from the social life of
the body of Christ and its worship
and institutions. This is a mistake.

I want to conclude with two theses
to nail to church doors (nails not
provided).

There is no point bringing people
in the door if we are not an embodi-
ment of the Kingdom of God and
the life of the Trinity as an alterna-
tive to the world, for the sake of the
world.

There is also no point in going
out into the world with a theoreti-
cal gospel (in the sense I defined
before) because acts of service (let’s
call it social service) supported
only by a theoretical gospel end up
merely helping people to survive in
the currently existing social order of
the world.
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