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Theology

what difference does it make?

By Terry Akers and Mike Feazell

i Don’t talk to me about theolo-
gy. Just teach me the Bible.”

To the average Christian, theol-
ogy might sound like something
hopelessly complicated, frustrat-
ingly confusing and thoroughly
irrelevant. Anybody can read the
Bible. So why do we need head-in-
the-clouds theologians with their
long sentences and fancy terms?

Faith seeking understanding

Theology has been called “faith
seeking understanding.” In other
words, as Christians we trust God,
but God has made us to want to
understand who we are trusting
and why we trust him. That's where
theology comes in. The word theol-
ogy comes from a combination of
two Greek words, theos, meaning
God, and logia, meaning knowl-
edge or study—study of God.

When properly used, theology
can serve the church by combating
heresies, or false teachings. That
is because most heresies come
from wrong understandings of
who God is, understandings that
don’t square with the way God
has revealed himself in the Bible.
The church’s proclamation of the
gospel, of course, needs to rest on
the firm foundation of God's own
revelation of himself.

Revelation

Knowledge about God is not
something that we humans can
just come up with on our own
by thinking it out. The only way
we can know anything true about
God is to listen to what God tells
us about himself. The main way
God has chosen to reveal himself

to us is through the Bible, a col-
lection of inspired writings com-
piled over many, many centuries
under the supervision of the Holy
Spirit. But even diligent study of
the Bible cannot convey to us right
understanding of who God is—we
need more than mere study—we
need the Holy Spirit to make our
minds able to understand what
God reveals in the Bible about
himself. The bottom line is that
true knowledge of God comes only
from God, not by any amount of
human study or reasoning.

The church has an ongoing re-
sponsibility to critically examine

things, whether things on earth or
things in heaven, by making peace
through his blood, shed on the
cross” (verse 20).

The Christian church’s proclama-
tion and practice are always in need
of examination and fine-tuning,
sometimes even major reform, as it
continues to grow in the grace and
knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Dynamic theology

The word dynamic is a good
word to describe this constant ef-
fort of the Christian church to
look at itself and the world in the
light of God's self-revelation and

its beliefs and practices in the then to let the Holy Spirit conform
light of God’s revela- it accordingly to be a
tion. Theology is the people who reflect and
Christian faith com- To the proclaim God as God
munity’s  continuous average truly is.
quest for truth as it Christi We see this dynam-
humbly seeks God’s nstian, ic quality in theology
wisdom and follows the theology throughout church his-
Holy Spirit's lead into might sound tory. The apostles re-
all  truth. Until Christ lik _ interpreted the Scrip-
returns in glory, the |.esome tures when they pro-
church cannot assume thlng hope- claimed Jesus as the
that it has reached its Iessly com- Messiah.
goal. licated God’s new act of
That is why theol- plicated, self-revelation in Jesus

ogy should never be-
come a mere restate-
ment of the church’s

frustratingly
confusing and

Christ brought new
light to the Bible, light
that the Holy Spirit

creeds and doctrines, t.horoughly opened the eyes of the
but should rather be irrelevant. apostles to see.

a never-ending process In the fourth centu-
of critical self-exami- ry, Athanasius, bishop

nation. It is only as we stand in the
divine Light of God’s mystery that
we find true knowledge of God.

Paul called that divine mys-
tery “Christ in you, the hope of
glory” (Colossians 1:27), the mys-
tery that through Christ it pleased
God “to reconcile to himself all

of Alexandria, used descriptive
words in the creeds that were
not in the Bible in order to help
gentiles understand the meaning
of the biblical revelation of God.
In the 16th century, John Calvin
and Martin Luther contended for

See Theology, page 4 e
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Theology

Continued from page 3

the renewal of the church in light
of the demand of the biblical truth
that salvation comes only by grace
through faith in Jesus Christ.

In the 1800s, John MclLeod
Campbell attempted to broaden the

Karl Barth

Church of Scotland’s narrow view
on the nature of Jesus’ atonement for
humanity and was thrown out for
his efforts. In modern times, no one
has been more effective
in calling the church

it is trying to reach with the gospel

endless controversy and distress.

message. Calvin  himself struggled with
The same is true of this issue, and his
any part of the Body of teaching on it has been
Christ when it wraps The Creator interpreted by many as
itself up in its own pre- Redeemer saying, “From eternity
conceived ideas and c God has decreed some
traditions. It becomes deeply d_eSIreS to salvation and others
bogged down, stuck or a relation- to damnation.”
static, the opposite of Ship with his This interpretation of

dynamic, and loses its
effectiveness in spread-
ing the gospel.

When that happens,
the church begins to
fragment, or Dbreak
up, Christians become
alienated from one an-
other, and Jesus’ com-
mand that we love one
another fades into the
background.

Then gospel proclama-
tion becomes merely a
set of words, a proposi-
tion that people merely
agree with. The power
behind it to offer healing to sinful
minds loses its force. Relationships
become external, merely surface
relationships that miss the deep
union and communion with Jesus
and one another where genuine

healing, peace and joy
become real possibili-

to a dynamic theology Static ties.

rooted in active faith re“gion is a Static religion is a
than Karl Barth, who " barrier that can pre-
“gave the Bible back to barrier that vent believers from be-
Europe” after liberal can prevent coming the real people

Protestant theology had
nearly swallowed up
the church by embrac-
ing Enlightenment hu-
manism and the natural
theology of the German
church.

Listening to God

Whenever the church
fails to hear the voice of God and
instead gives in to its own as-
sumptions and presuppositions, it
becomes weak and ineffective. It
loses relevance in the eyes of those
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believers from

becoming the
real people
God intends

them to be in
Jesus Christ.

God intends them to be
in Jesus Christ.

‘Double
predestination’

The doctrine of elec-
tion or double predesti-
nation has long been a
distinctive, or identify-
ing doctrine, in the Re-
formed theological tradition (the
tradition that stands in the shad-
ow of John Calvin). This doctrine
has frequently been misunder-
stood, distorted and the cause of

creation. And
relationships
by nature are
dynamic,
not static.
Relationships
penetrate the
abyss of our
existence and
turn it into
real life.

the doctrine of election
is usually described as
hyper-Calvinistic. It
fosters a fatalistic view
of God as an arbitrary
tyrant and an enemy of
human freedom.

Such an approach
to the doctrine makes
it anything but good
news as proclaimed in
God's self-revelation in
Jesus Christ. The bib-
lical witness describes
the electing grace of
God as astonishing, but
not dreadful! God, who
loves in freedom, offers his grace
freely to all who will receive it.

Karl Barth
In correcting this hyper-Cal-
vinism, the preeminent Reformed
theologian of the modern church,

Karl Barth, recast the Reformed
doctrine of election by centering
rejection and election in Jesus
Christ.

He carefully laid out the full
biblical doctrine of election in Vol-
ume Il of his Church Dogmatics in
a way that is consistent with the
whole of God'’s revelation.

Barth forcefully demonstrated
that within a Trinitarian context,
the doctrine of election has one
central purpose: it declares that
God’s works in creation, recon-
ciliation and redemption are fully
realized in the free grace of God
made known in Jesus Christ.

It affirms that the triune God
who lives eternally in loving com-
munion graciously wills to include
others in that communion. The



Creator Redeemer deeply desires
a relationship with his creation.
And relationships by nature are
dynamic, not static. Relationships
penetrate the abyss of our exis-
tence and turn it into real life.

In the Dogmatics, where Barth
rethought the doctrine of election
in a Trinitarian, Creator Redeemer
context, he called it “the sum of the
gospel.” In Christ God elected all of
humanity in covenant partnership
to share in his life of communion
by freely and graciously choosing
to be God for humanity.

Jesus Christ is both the Elected
and the Rejected for our sakes, and
individual election and rejection can
be understood as real only in him.

In other words, the Son of God
is the Elect on our behalf. As the
universal elected man, his vicari-
ous, or substitutionary, election
is at the same time both to the
condemnation of death (the cross)
in our place and to eternal life
(the resurrection) in our place.
This atoning and reconciling work
of Jesus Christ in the
incarnation was com-

which they had rightly incurred, so
that he is really the true consola-
tion of all.”

Everything changed at the cross.
The entire creation,
whether it knows it or

took our alienated mind on him-
self, becoming what we are in
order to reconcile us to God. He
thereby cleansed, healed and sanc-
tified sinful human-
ity in the depths of its

not, has been, is being The being in his vicarious
and will be redeemed, entire loving act of incarna-
transformed and made . tion for us.
new in Jesus Christ. We creation, Instead of sinning
are becoming a new cre- whether it like all other human
ation in him. knows it or beings, he condemned
Thomas F. Torrance, has b sin in our flesh by liv-
premier student and in- n_Ot’ _aS een, ing a life of perfect ho-
terpreter of Karl Barth, is being and liness within our flesh,
served as editor when will be and through his obe-
Barth’s Church Dogmat- d d dient Sonship he con-
ics was translated into reaeemed, verted our hostile and
English. Torrance be- transformed disobedient humanity
lieved that Volume I and made new into a true, loving re-
was some of the finest . . lationship with the Fa-
theology ever written. in Jesus Christ. ther.
He agreed with Barth In  making himself
that all of humanity one of us in Jesus
has been redeemed and elected in | Christ, the triune God became
Christ. what we are in order to redeem
Professor Torrance, in his book | us and reconcile us to his love.
The Mediation of Christ lays out By making our sinful nature his

the biblical revelation
that Jesus is not only

plete in the redeeming Embrace our atoning reconciler
of fallen humanity. and begin to through his vicarious
We must therefore live in the i life, death and resur-
say yes to God’s yes for ve In the joy rection, but serves as
us in Christ Jesus and and Iight of our perfect response to
embrace and begin to what he has God’s grace.
live in the joy and light Jesus took our fallen-
of what he has already already ness and judgment on
secured for us—union, secured for himself, assuming sin,
communion and par- us—union, death and evil in order
ticipation with him in communion to redeem the creation

a new creation.

and participa-

tion with him
in a new
creation.

New creation

In his important con-
tribution to the doc-
trine of election, Barth
writes: “For in  God's
union with this one
man, Jesus Christ, he has shown
his love to all and his solidarity
with all. In this One he has taken
upon himself the sin and guilt of
all, and therefore rescued them all
by higher right from the judgment

at all levels and trans-
form everything that
stood against us into
a new creation. We
have been freed from
our depraved and re-
bellious natures for an
internal relationship
with the One who both justifies
and sanctifies us.

Torrance goes on to explain that
“the unassumed is the unhealed.”
What Christ has not taken upon
himself has not been saved. Jesus

The
Mediation

of

own and healing it, Jesus Christ
became the Mediator between God
and a fallen humanity.

Our election in the one man
Jesus Christ fulfills God’s purpose
for the creation and defines God as

See Theology, page 6 s
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Continued from page 5

the God who loves in freedom. Tor-
rance explains that “all of grace”
does not mean “nothing of hu-
manity,” but all of grace
means all of humanity.
That is, we cannot hold
onto even one percent
of ourselves.

Even in our
repenting and
believing we

of humanity. The grace of Jesus
Christ who was crucified and res-
urrected for us does not depreciate
the humanity he came to save.
God’s unconditional grace brings
into the light all that we are and
do.

Even in our repenting and believ-
ing we cannot rely on
our own response, but
in faith we rely only on
the response that Christ
has offered to the Father

By grace through in our place and on our
faith, we participate cannot rer on behalf!
in God’s love for the our own In his humanity, Jesus
creation in a relational became our vicarious
way that was not possi- response, but response to God in all
ble before. That means in faith we things, including faith,
that we love others as re|y 0n|y on conversion, worship,
God loves us because celebration of the sacra-
by grace Jesus Christ the response ments and evangelism.
is in us and we are in that Christ
hi”T“H ) has offered to - l9”°rteol' o

is can appen . nfortunately, ar

only within the mira- the Father in Barth has generally

cle of a new creation.
God’s revelation to
humanity comes from
the Father through the
Son in the Spirit, and a redeemed
humanity now responds by faith
in the Spirit through the Son to
the Father.

We have been called to holi-
ness in Christ. We enjoy freedom
in him from the sin, death, evil,
misery and judgment that stood
against us. We reciprocate, or re-
turn, God’s love for us through
thanksgiving, worship and service
in the community of faith.

In all his healing and saving
relations with us, Jesus Christ is
engaged in personalizing and hu-
manizing us—that is, in making
us real people in him. In all our
relations with him, he makes us
more truly and fully human in our
personal response of faith. This
takes place in us through the cre-
ative power of the Holy Spirit as he
unites us to the perfect humanity
of the Lord Jesus Christ.

All of grace really does mean all

6 Christian Odyssey JANUARY 2005 www.wcg.org

our place and
on our behalf!

been ignored or mis-
interpreted by Ameri-
can evangelicalism,
and Thomas Torrance
is often presented as too hard
to understand. But to fail to ap-
preciate the dynamic nature of
theology displayed in Barth’s re-
working of the doctrine of elec-
tion causes many evangelicals
and Reformed Christians alike
to remain caught in the behav-
ioralism trap, struggling to un-
derstand where God draws the
line between human behavior
and salvation.

The great Reformation prin-
ciple of ongoing reformation
should free us from old world-
views and behavior-based theolo-
gies that inhibit growth, promote
stagnation and prevent ecumeni-
cal cooperation within the Body
of Christ. Yet today doesn’t the
church often find itself robbed of
the joy of grace as it shadowboxes
with all its various forms of legal-
ism? For this reason the church
is not uncommonly characterized

as a bastion of judgmentalism
and exclusivism rather than as a
testament to grace.

We all have a theology—a way
that we think about and under-
stand God—whether we know it or
not. And our theology affects how
we think about and understand
God's grace and salvation.

If our theology is dynamic and
relational, we will be open to hear
God’s ever-present word of salva-
tion, which he freely gives us by his
grace though Jesus Christ alone.
On the other hand, if our theology
is static, we will shrivel into a re-
ligion of legalism, judgmentalism
and spiritual stagnation.

Instead of knowing Jesus in an
active and real way that seasons
all our relationships with mercy,
patience, kindness and peace, we
will know judgment, exclusivity
and condemnation of those who
fail to meet our carefully defined
standards of godliness.

New creation in freedom

Theology does make a difference.
How we understand God affects the
way we understand salvation and
how we live the Christian life. God
is not the prisoner of some static,
humanly reasoned idea about what
he must and should be.

Humans are not capable of rea-
soning out who God is and what
he must be like. God tells us who
he is and what he is like, and he is
free to be exactly how he chooses
to be, and he has revealed him-
self in Jesus Christ as being the
God who loves us, is for us and
who chooses to make humanity’s
cause—including your cause and
my cause—his own.

In Jesus Christ, we are freed
from our sinful minds, from our
boasting and despair, and gra-
ciously renewed to experience
God’s shalom peace in his loving
faith community. In Jesus, we are
free as God’s new creation, and as
such, we learn in Jesus to love as
God does—in freedom. ©F
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Generosity as a way of life

By Randal Dick

have known Mark Vincent of De-

sign for Ministry for several years.
He has presented seminars on Chris-
tian stewardship at our ministerial
conferences in the United States and
Europe. His challenging but highly
effective approach is to show how a
Christian can structure his or her re-
sources around the concept of gen-
erosity and giving.

Our congregation in Cincin-
nati, Ohio, engaged Vincent
Oct. 30 to help them plan their
course for the future. After the
seminar, John Halford inter-
viewed him for the U.K. maga-
zine. We thought you might
find their conversation inter-
esting.

Giving as
a way of life

An interview with Mark Vin-
cent of Design for Ministry

John Halford: Your focus is not so
much on making donations as organiz-
ing your whole life around using your
possessions and resources in a gener-
ous way.

Mark Vincent: Yes, you have to
make generosity a way of life. It
isn't just money—it is your time,
your talents and everything about
you. All these must be considered
as potential for worship through
generosity—to demonstrate your
love for God and your neighbor.

You have to plan for that. You
can’t have this great aspiration for
generosity and then spend 103 per-
cent of your income on yourself.
You have to decide to organize
your life around generosity. You
need to spend less than you earn

John Halford

so that you can have peace of
mind, and the time and the incli-
nation to help someone in unfor-
tunate circumstances.

JH: Is this as a philosophy rather than
a program?

MV: Yes. God has been generous to-
ward the world, and as a part of God's
family | am going to make my life a life
of generosity, and I'll make my deci-
sions with that in mind. Everyone’s cir-
cumstances are different—so you can't
legislate a formula.

JH: But surely generosity is a
responsibility and not just an op-
tion for a Christian?

MV: | prefer characteristic
rather than responsibility. If | am
a Christian, if 1 have embraced
God'’s gift of grace for me, and |
know he is not holding my sins
against me—when | realize what
| have been given—then generosity is
going to overflow.

JH: If we were to respond with gener-
osity to everyone with a good cause, we
would soon be in need ourselves. How
do we draw the line?

MV: | have a formula. It is to think
where your greatest joy intersects
with the needs of the world. In that
crossroad we need to find a sustain-
able capacity for generosity. It is
where | should focus my gifts and
my generosity. It is a natural exten-
sion of the way God has created me.

Choose a charity or charities where
you feel empathy—where you want to
make a difference. Then, if someone
asks: “Would you like to give to this
organization,” you can say: “Here’s
where my interests are. Here’s where
| am already giving. And here is
where | can continue to grow in my
giving.” And someone else is going to
have another priority. Then you can
have a peace about giving what you
can, and you don't have to feel guilty
about what you say no to.

JH: Giving should not be a guilt
trip then?

MV: No. If | get you to give out of
guilt or fear, which is where a lot of
fund-raising appeals are rooted, then
the only way | am going to get you to
give again is to make you feel guilty, or
afraid or angry again.

JH: When talking or writing about
giving, you use the word sustainable.
Can you define it in the context of
giving?

MV: Many of us can't afford to give
because we have spent all our money
on consumer items. So when it comes
time to give, we have nothing. We
should organize our resources so that
giving is not haphazard, but an an-
ticipated and budgeted part of our
expenses. God in Christ has given
us himself, and because of that we
have hope. Now he asks us to give
ourselves so that others might know
him too.

JH: It seems that the poor are more
generous than those who are better off.
What can we learn from this?

MV: The poor are more likely to
give more often and also a higher
percentage. They don’t have any pre-
tense that they can survive on their
own. They know the value of small
amounts. They know that they must
depend on God and each other. The
rich feel they are in control of their
circumstances.

It is important to gain control of
your resources. But not so that you
become self-sufficient. It is a serious
spiritual mistake to ever feel you are
self-sufficient. Jesus reminds us to
be careful about the deceitfulness of
riches, which can be as much a spiri-
tual hazard as to be overwhelmed by
the cares of this world. We all—rich
and poor—owe our very existence to
God’s grace and generosity. B
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Equipping children for ministry

By Ted Johnston

Jesus said, “Let the little
children come to me, and
do not hinder them, for the
kingdom of God belongs to
such as these” (Luke 18:16).
Our passion and commit-
ment in children’s ministry

is to
not only let them come, but to
bend down, gently take them by
the hand, and then lead them to
Jesus where he receives them with

open arms.

As | write this article, our sum-
mer camp season is in full swing
(and will be complete by the time
you read this). Wonderful reports
are coming in about hundreds of
teens and children experiencing
Jesus and learning to walk with
him as his disciples. This is our
primary mission at camp. We also
work to equip dozens of youth
ministry workers to be even more
effective in ministering to these
precious young ones back home.
This column is also about equip-
ping—specifically equipping min-
istry workers and parents for min-
istry to children.

Children’s ministry (like all min-
istry, really) is about two relation-
ships: First, as parents and minis-
try workers, we seek to have a lov-
ing relationship with the children.
Second, through the influence of
the first relationship, we seek to
help children have a devoted rela-
tionship with Jesus.

In this second relationship, our
part involves a four-part strate-
gy. First we introduce children to
Jesus (we call this winning the
lost). Then we build them up in
Jesus (building believers). Then
we equip them to work with Jesus
(equipping workers). And then we

8 Christian Odyssey JANUARY 2005 www.wcg.org

equip some to be leaders
among their peers (multiply-
ing leaders).

In this article I'll dis-
cuss equipping chil-
dren to be active
workers with Jesus

4 in his ministry in
our world.

Such equipping is not mere-
ly about programs—it's about
a relational life-style where we
(parents and children’s ministry
workers) walk hand-in-hand with
the children through life—focused
on working with Jesus as we go.
One might compare this equipping
relationship to an apprenticeship.
The adult in the relationship is the

God called Samuel to serve him as a
young boy (1 Samuel 3:1-21).

experienced worker, and the child
is the enthusiastic apprentice.

Perhaps you're asking, “What
kind of work can a child do for
Jesus?” I'm glad you asked. Based
on what | read in Scripture and in
my own ministry experience with
children, | think the answer is that
a child can do a great deal.

But it seems that we adults often
overlook the potential for chil-
dren to be active in serving God.
Remember David, king of Israel?
When he was a young boy, his
father Jesse overlooked him when

ration by Dan Andreason

it came time to anoint King Saul’s
replacement (1 Samuel 16:5-13).
Jesse was blind to David's potential
for this assignment. Fortunately,
Samuel was open to hear
from God on this mat-
ter. Perhaps that open-
ness was related to his
own experience when God
called Samuel to serve him
as a young boy (1 Samuel
3:1-21).

My prayer is that when we
look at our children we will see
what God sees, hear what God says,
and act accordingly to equip our
children for God’s calling in their
lives. And we know, in general, that
he calls them to be disciplemaking
followers of Jesus—working in that
calling as an important part of the
body of Christ, called to fulfill the
great commission.

What can a child do to advance
the great commission? They can
contribute in meaningful and ac-
tive ways. Let's think this through
together. We can equip our chil-

llustration by Dan Andreason

Remember David, king of Israel? When
he was a young boy, his father Jesse

overlooked him when it came time
to anoint King Saul’s replacement (1
Samuel 16:5-13).



dren to minister alongside adults
at church. Can a child read Scrip-
ture? Sure. Can a child help receive
the offering or serve communion?
Sure.

As parents and children’s min-
istry workers, we need to equip
children for two types of minis-
try in Jesus’ service. First is their
ministry to other believers. | have
seen children at church (who were
clearly equipped for this), taking
time to talk to an elderly mem-
ber—and thus extending Jesus’
loving touch to another believer.
What joy that can bring!

As parents and children’s ministry work-
ers, we need to equip children.

| was visiting a congregation on
the East coast not long ago and a
couple of young girls about age 10
circulated through the congrega-
tion, receiving the offering in bas-
kets. They then brought the baskets
to the front and joined an adult
to offer a prayer of thanksgiving.
They did a marvelous job—clearly
they had been equipped for this
work.

In another congregation | saw
children on stage with the rest
of the worship team, leading the
congregation in singing praises
to God. In another | saw a pre-
teen playing drums in the worship
band. Someone had gone to the
time and expense to see that this
young man was equipped to min-
ister to the Lord and to his people
in this way.

Second, we need to equip chil-

dren to minister to others out-
side of church. One of my pastor
friends tells the story of his 11

in the ministry of the congrega-
tion. So often children are mere
spectators in worship services. It's

year-old granddaugh- great (essential really)

ter who gave her life to that the children have

Christ and was being Children can their own classes, but

equipped to share her be equipped it's vital that they be

faith with nonbelieving equipped and then al-
to take an

friends. Early in this
equipping process she
entered into the minis-
try of winning the lost.

active partin
ministry. But

lowed to take an active
up-front role in the big
worship service.

This sends the mes-

She passed out flyers, who W!" sage to the children
inviting neighborhood apprentice and the adults watch-
children to a worship them for their ing that children are
service to be conducted 2 Wh an important part of
in her front yard. part: 0 our ministry team in

Right there in her will be their the congregation.

front yard she and a
believing friend shared
Christ with several non-
churched children.

That's disciplemaking ministry,
and children can be equipped to
take an active part. But who will
apprentice them for their part?
Who will be their equippers? Par-
ents (and grandparents), the pri-
mary responsibility is yours. And
the church wants to partner with
you in this—equipping you for your
vital job and co-ministering with
you in the lives of your children.

Pastors, you set the pace for
this in your congregation. Make
it a place that highly values chil-
dren and actively involves them

equippers?

Youth ministry work-
ers, you are called to
be primary equippers of
children in your congre-
gation. Invite the children in your
care to be your apprentices and then
work to impart to them the minis-
try skills you have developed. Make
young disciples who will, in turn,
make other young disciples.

All of us, let’s show an active
concern for every child in our con-
gregation and in our lives outside
the church building walls. Chil-
dren need our gifts of love, time
and equipping.

We give to children in these ways
because of Christ and for their

sake. ©F

Children need our gifts of love, time and equipping.
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Robert Farrar Capon,
author of Genesis: the Movie

In 2004, Tim Brassell, pastor
of New Creation Community
Church, a WCG congregation in
Portsmouth, Virginia, interviewed
Christian author Robert Farrar
Capon in the Capons’ home in
Shelter Island, New York.

“I was truly overwhelmed by
Robert’'s and Valerie's gracious-
ness,” Tim told me. “The morning
just flew by. We had lunch together,
and then they invited me to return
for dinner. They made me feel like
we'd been friends for years.”

Tim's friendship with the Ca-
pons began when he responded
to a personal note of thanks that
Valerie Capon had included in an
autographed copy of one of Rob-
ert’'s books. Tim had purchased
the book from the Capons through
their Amazon.com Internet store.

When Tim called me to say that
Robert Capon had agreed to give
him an interview for Christian
Odyssey, | was elated. | was at
that moment reading Capon’s lat-
est book, Genesis: the Movie.

| was first introduced to Capon’s
work three years earlier, when Terry
Akers, our book review editor, gave
me a few photocopied pages from
The Parables of Judgment. At the
time | had never read Robert Capon
(I may not have even heard of him),
but on Terry’s recommendation, |
gave the book a try.

After reading the copied pages, |
immediately went out and bought
the book and couldn’t put it down.
Since that day | have found Ca-
pon’s works to be on a par with
those of C.S. Lewis for sheer clar-
ity, inspiration and encourage-
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ment in my Christian journey.

Tim Brassell is one of the most
energetic and enthusiastic pastors
| have known. When | hear the
phrase, “on fire for the Lord,” |
think of him. When Pastor Tim is
down in the dumps, he still seems
higher than | am when I'm up.

We are delighted to run part one
of this six-part interview here in
our inaugural issue of Christian
Odyssey. We hope you find it as
rewarding as we have.

Mike Feazell

An interview with

Robert Farrar Capon
Part One

Shhh! Don't
Interrupt!

Tim Brassell:
Good morning, Dr.
Capon. One of the
topics in your new
book, Genesis: the
Movie, is what you
referred to as bibli-
cal literalism. What
is biblical literal-
ism?

Tim Brassell

Robert Capon: Well, of course
the book has a long, careful an-
swer to that question. A short an-
swer might be that biblical literal-
ism is simply a mistake in the way
people read the Bible. The object of
Genesis: the Movie is to help people
stop reading the Bible as if it were
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Robert F. Capon

a manual of instruction in religion
or spirituality or morality or any-
thing else and to start watching it
as a film, presented to you by the
Holy Spirit, who is the director.

TB: What is the difference?

RC: When you watch a movie,
you don’t stop 10 minutes into
the film and try to decide what
it means. You cannot fairly say
anything about the movie until
you have seen the whole movie
and hold it in your mind as an
entirety—as a whole piece. And
that is what needs to be done
with the Bible. It has to be seen
as one thing. So I'd like people to
see biblical inspiration, not as a
matter of word-by-word inspira-
tion, but as scenes in the movie
the way the director wants to
show it to you, that is, scene-by-
scene.



TB: What are the pitfalls of not
seeing it that way?

RC: The pitfalls are that you start
teasing meanings out of things
without seeing the whole picture. A
simple example is that you cannot
decide what the very first words
in the Bible, “In the beginning,”
mean until you see all the other oc-
currences of the image of “begin-
ning” in the rest of the film.

In other words, you can't proper-
ly understand that word beginning
until you see Jesus, in John, say,
“In the beginning was the Word,
and the Word was with God and
the Word was God.” And finally, at
the end, where you have in Revela-
tion, “I am the beginning and the
end, the alpha and the omega,” and
so on.

So as the movie progresses, we
find that in the beginning was
Christ, the incarnate Word. You
have clues woven into the movie
such as, “He chose us in him be-

BB EL AR RAR

fore the foundations of the world.”
When we see the whole picture, we
can see what the director was doing
with the film, what he was getting
across to us, from the beginning.
Before anything was made, it was
all already done within the Trinity.
The whole thing was accomplished
before it started.

TB: Just as in Revelation 13
where it says, “the Lamb slain
from the foundation of the world.”

RC: Yes, yes, yes!

TB: Is there an opposite ditch
from biblical literalism?

RC: Yes. | call biblical literal-
ism the literalism of the right.
Now there is also a liberal literal-
ism of the left. And that would be
all the Bible critics who decided
that you can't take everything seri-
ously. They see the problem with
literalism, but go to the opposite
ditch, as you put it. In their view
you need to try to find things you
think are really true and say those

should be taken seriously, but the
rest can be tossed away.

TB: So really, the liberal ditch is
bad for the same reason.

RC: Yes, because they still don't
escape literalism. They're still say-
ing there is a sacred, literal origi-
nal in there somewhere and they
have found it by taking out stuff.
But in the imagery of a movie you
don't have that—you don’t take out
nothin'—you accept the film just
as it is delivered. And, as with all
the rules of film watching—don’t

interrupt!

Robert Capon Books

Autographed copies of Robert
Farrar Capon’s books are avail-
able from the author by clicking
on the Amazon.com “used and
new” button and going to seller
“quietchina” for your purchase.
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_essons from Mark

LESSOMNZ5

A Lesson About Seeds

Mark 4:16-20

Others, like seed sown on rocky places, hear the word and
at once receive it with joy. But since they have no root, they
last only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes
because of the word, they quickly fall away. Still others, like
seed sown among thorns, hear the word; but the worries of
this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other
things come in and choke the word, making it unfruitful.
Others, like seed sown on good soil, hear the word, accept
it, and produce a crop-thirty, sixty or even a hundred times
what was sown.

By Mike Feazell

hen sowers in Jesus’ day would

sow their seeds, some of the seeds
would naturally wind up in places
unfavorable to growth, while most of
the seeds wound up in good soil. Jesus
used the result of the seeds in the vari- :
ous kinds of terrain to illustrate the behavior of people
with the gospel. He speaks of rocky places, thorny
places and good soil.

It is important to note that the parable does not
say that God sows people on rocky places; it says that
the way some people receive the gospel is
like seed sown on rocky places. It
is a comparison, an illustration
of how some people deal with
the gospel. It is not a justifi-
cation for viewing God as
deliberately making it im-
possible for some people
to embrace the gospel.

People who abandon
the word of God in the
face of persecution are
like seeds that grow on
rocky places and there-
fore have little root. In a
similar manner, people who
let the word of God take a
back seat to the worries of life
and the pursuit of wealth are like
seeds that get choked among thorns and
shrivel.

In contrast, people who hear the word of God and
accept it and produce the fruit of it are like seeds that

I:r\
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germinate in good soil where there are no impedi-
ments to healthy growth.

Listening to Jesus

People, however, are not actually seeds, and God
does not actually cast people into situations that pre-
vent them from accepting the gospel. Jesus’ parables
should not be pushed beyond the point that Jesus in-
tended them to make.

Seeds don't think. They don't make choices. They
don’t have the ability to ask God for help.

The point of the parable is not to tell us that we are
hapless seeds doomed to whatever fate might chance to
befall us because of the sower’s indiscriminate scatter-
ing. The point of the parable is that we should take steps
to prevent ourselves from acting like helpless seeds.

When we find ourselves letting the cares of this
world put the gospel on the back burner of our lives,
then Jesus wants us to take note and make a change.
He wants us to deepen our spiritual roots, to chop up
the spiritual thorns in our lives. He wants us to nestle
into the good soil of spending time in his word, of tak-
ing our issues, our hopes, our fears and our triumphs
to him in prayer. He wants us to put the word of God
to use in what we choose to do, to let

tiﬁfﬁ"ﬂk the gospel flow out from us in
i ARE kindness, mercy and peace.
B = It is easy to use the par-

able of the sower as a tool
to judge others, to look
down on people we think
are weak in the faith and
bound to fall away from
the word of God. It is
harder, but far more use-
ful, to let the parable of the
= sower teach us and admonish
g . ° us to keep an eye on our hearts,
= 1' to make sure that greed, pride
i and anxious care about possessions
and self-importance are not easing into

the driver’s seat in our lives.
Are you looking for a New Year's resolution? How
about this one: Hear the word, accept it and love oth-
ers as Jesus loves us. That's the lesson of the parable

of the sower. B



Book Reviey

Messy Spirituality—

By Terry Akers

hristian youth ministry

suffered a loss in 2003
when Mike Yaconelli died
in an auto accident at age
61. He was a speaker, author
and co-founder of Youth
Specialties (www.youthspecialties.
com), a ministry to youths and
youth workers.

Yaconelli was not ordained but
ministered for more than 40 years
as a lay pastor, writer and lecturer.
His last book, Messy Spirituali-
ty—God’s Annoying Love for Im-
perfect People, summed up his life
and message. His passion for liv-
ing and uncompromising honesty
gave him wide acceptance across
denominational lines and among
youths of all ages. He deplored
prepackaged answers. Instead he
focused on our need for God and
honesty about our brokenness.

Yaconelli tried to get people
to examine their beliefs and as-
sumptions. He thought that the
church needed to “get over itself”
and quit taking itself so seriously.
He taught that being in love with
Jesus was the key to conquering
the frustrations of institutionalism
and bureaucracy.

In Messy Spirituality, Yaconelli’s
habit of speaking the truth in re-
gard to the messy nature of our
relationship with God has upset
many modern Pharisees. Religion
can become obsessed with its
image and will do anything to pro-
tect it, including denial. There are
always those who don’t want their
religious applecarts upset and can
become quite indignant when the
facade is exposed. Yaconelli had

Michael Yaconelli

a gift for cutting through
the hypocrisies, inconsisten-
cies and perfectionism that
plague the modern church.

As this book illustrates,
Yaconelli went about his
ministry with humor and hu-
mility. His sincere, engaging
style was instrumental in changing
the face of youth ministry over the
last three decades, making Jesus’
gospel of unconditional love relevant
to this generation. Messy Spiritual-
ity was written for those who have
bought into the lie that “competence
is one of the fruits of the
Spirit” and have become
convinced that they “just
don't do Christianity
right.”

Yaconelli shows how
real discipleship is
“messy, erratic, lop-
sided and glori-
ously liberating.”

He dares to ask,
“What if genuine
faith begins with
admitting we will
never have our act
completely togeth-
er?”

Messy Spiritual-
ity shows how God’'s unconditional
and transforming love for us is the
essence of true spirituality. It is
about loving and being loved—it
is not based on the ideas conjured
up in human minds that only serve
to make us feel like we are never
measuring up. Realistically, our
spiritual growth chart should not
be viewed as a perfect 45 degree
angle, but more like the Dow Jones
graph. Yaconelli says that Jesus not
only loves us, he likes us, shortcom-

ings and all. He redeems our incon-
sistencies, doubts, addictions and
failures by his unceasing grace,
transforming them into new cre-
ation. God turns “our messes into
his masterpieces.” We need not be
paralyzed by our past; we can re-
ceive real healing, peace and free-
dom in Christ Jesus.

Through true life story after
heartrending story he describes
how God creatively uses our most
profound weaknesses to work his
greatest wonders. Throughout the
book he makes it clear that spiri-
tuality is not a formula; not a
test or program. It is a

relationship. It is

not about compe-
tence; it is about
intimacy. It is not
about being fixed;
it is about God'’s re-

deeming presence
in the midst of our
inadequacies.

Messy Spiritual-
ity’s message teach-
es us how to slow
down and focus on
the things that matter.
Most importantly, it
forcefully declares how
we have been accepted
by God in Jesus

Christ. When really believed,
this becomes the most liberating
piece of knowledge we could ever
possess. It effectively demonstrates
how our messes are merely God’s
opportunities.

Please note: All the books re-
viewed in Christian Odyssey are
available, wusually discounted, at
www.amazon.com or through your
local Christian bookstore. B
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The Wisdom of Weakness

a study of 1 Corinthians 1

By Michael Morrison

he church in Corinth was beset by

problems—divided into rich and
poor, sophisticated and simple, the tal- <
ented and the average. Some members
claimed to have special knowledge that {
Paul did not have. They began to look
down on his simple message about a man who was
killed by the Romans. They wrote him a letter ask-
ing for more information on several topics, and Paul
learned even more about the church in Corinth from
people who had been there.

Greetings

Paul’'s reply is now known as 1 Corinthians. He be-
gins, as ancient letters normally did, by saying who he
was and naming the people he was writing to: “Paul,
called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will
of God, and our brother Sosthenes, to the church
of God in Corinth” (v. 1, TNIV throughout).

He then reminds them of who they are: “To those
sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be saints,
together with all those everywhere who

Since God has been generous to them, he writes:
“Therefore you do not lack any spiritual gift as
you eagerly wait for our Lord Jesus Christ to be
revealed. He will also keep you firm to the end so
that you will be blameless on the day of our Lord
Jesus Christ” (vv. 7-8). Paul here subtly reminds them
to stick firmly to their original faith, rather than ac-
cepting odd new doctrines. Don't forget that salvation
depends on Christ!

A divided congregation

He begins with a plea for unity: “I appeal to you,
brothers and sisters, in the name of our Lord Jesus
Christ, that all of you agree with one another in
what you say and that there be no divisions among
you, but that you be perfectly united in mind and
thought” (v. 10). However, perfect agreement is point-
less if it means that everyone believes the same heresy.
So in this letter Paul will try to set them on the right
track.

Paul had heard that the congregation was divided
into different groups, some claiming to follow one
leader, and some another (vv. 11-12). But Paul didn’t

want even his own name to be an excuse

call on the name of our Lord Jesus for division: “Was Paul crucified for
Christ—their Lord and ours” (v. 2 ). They Perfect you? Were you baptized into the name
are called to be holy, but they are also agreement of Paul? | thank God that | did not
called to be part of a larger group. That . . baptize any of you except Crispus and
will be important later in the letter. I.S pomtless Gaius, so no one can say that you were
Greek letters usually began with chara, if it means baptized into my name” (vv. 13-15).
greetings, but Paul modifies this to charis that everyone But then Paul stops to correct himself:
(grace) and peace (the typical Jewish greet- believes the “Yes, | also baptized the household of

ing): “Grace and peace to you from God
our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.”

Greek orators would often begin a speech
by praising the audience, but Paul modifies
this to praise God for what he is doing in the readers: “|
always thank my God for you because of his grace
given you in Christ Jesus. For in him you have been
enriched in every way—with all kinds of speech and
with all knowledge—God thus confirming our testi-
mony about Christ among you” (vv. 3-6).

The Corinthian Christians prided themselves on
their speaking and their knowledge. Paul acknowl-
edges these as blessings from God, and as evidence in
support of the gospel of Christ. He will address their
problems later in the letter.
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same heresy. ber if |

Stephanas; beyond that, | don't remem-
baptized anyone else” (v. 16).
These verses show the way that letters
were written: What Paul said was written
and sent, even if he had to correct himself along the
way. The original document was sent, without edit-
ing.

“For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to
preach the gospel—not with wisdom and elo-
quence, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its
power” (v. 17). Paul did baptize people—and he as-
sumed that all the readers had been baptized—but
the gospel was his priority. The message centered
on Christ, not on a ritual. Paul wanted to persuade
people with the facts, not with the flowery oratory



that some Greek philosophers used to attract a fol-
lowing.

God’s power and wisdom

The message about a crucified Messiah might seem
preposterous to some people, but God uses that mes-
sage to bring salvation to those who believe. “For
the message of the cross
is foolishness to those who
are perishing, but to us who
are being saved it is the
power of God” (v. 18). Paul
then quotes Isa. 29:14: “I will
destroy the wisdom of the
wise; the intelligence of the
intelligent | will frustrate.”

God works in unexpected
ways—some people might say
that the gospel of grace is
a message of weakness, but
Paul says it is a message of
power (Rom. 1:16).

“Where are the wise?”
Paul asks. They are not in
the church. “Where is the
teacher of the law?” They
are not accepting the message
of salvation, either. “Where
is the philosopher of this
age?” Not here. “Has not God
made foolish the wisdom of
the world?” (1 Cor. 1:20).

Humans value education,
but God’'s message does not
depend on human approval.
People cannot know God
through their own intelli-
gence, and they cannot save themselves by any amount
of philosophy or study. Instead, God decided to save
people who believed the gospel (v. 21).

“Jews demand signs [miracles] and Greeks look
for wisdom [philosophy], but we preach Christ cru-
cified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness
to Gentiles, but to those whom God has called,
both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God
and the wisdom of God” (vv. 22-24). The message is
too simple for some people, but God uses it to save his
people.

The crucified Christ may look weak and foolish, but
this is the power and wisdom of God. “The foolish-
ness of God is wiser than human wisdom, and the
weakness of God is stronger than human strength”
(v. 25). This is the basis of unity in the church: accept-
ing the gospel of Christ crucified—people being saved
by the shameful death of Christ.

The wisdom of God

Remember that you were ordinary people when you
heard the gospel, Paul says. You were not the movers
and shakers of Corinth. “But God chose the foolish
things of the world"—that’s you—“to shame the
wise; God chose the weak things of the world to
shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of
this world and the despised things—and the
things that are not—to nullify the things that
are, so that no one may boast before him” (vv.
27-29).

If people could save themselves through their
own intelligence, then the kingdom of God would

be filled with people who
were proud of their own

The crucified accomplishments. If peo-

Christ may ple could get in through

their own abilities, they

look weak would think that they were
and foolish, just as good as God.

but this is So God decided to call

the nobodies of this world,

the ppwer those who were willing to

and wisdom admit their need, those

of God. who were willing to accept

the gift of salvation. And

this plan will eventually
shame the wise and humiliate the proud, who will
then be able to realize that their own strength, no
matter how good it was, was not good enough.

Because of God’s plan, Paul writes, “you are in
Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom
from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness
and redemption. Therefore, as it is written: ‘Let
those who boast boast in the Lord'” (vv. 30-31,
quoting from Jer. 9:24). Jesus is our righteous-
ness—it is in him, and only in him, that we can
be righteous and holy. Only when we are in Christ,
united with him by faith, can we be redeemed. We
cannot boast about anything we did—our only boast
is in what Christ does for us. He gets the credit and

the praise.

Questions for discussion

I In what way has God enriched you? (v. 5).

IHow can people be perfectly united in mind and
thought? (v. 10)

Ils v. 14 an inspired mistake?

I Can the wise and wealthy accept the unexpected
wisdom of God? (v. 20)

I If Christ is our righteousness, do we need any of
our own? (v. 30)
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Lectionary
Readings for
January 2005

Many churches assign pas-
sages of Scripture to be

read on each Sunday, in a three-
year rotation. This is called a
lectionary—from the Latin word
lectio, meaning “reading.” Below
are the readings suggested by
the Revised Common Lection-
ary, which is used by many Prot-
estant churches. (Catholic, Lu-
theran and Episcopal churches
use a slightly different lection-
ary.) Sermons are often based
on one of the readings.

We are now in lectionary year
“A" Jan. 6, which comes at the
end of the Twelve days of Christ-
mas, is traditionally known as
Epiphany, observed in different
traditions as a commemoration
of the visit of the wise men, the
baptism of Jesus or the miracle
at Cana. Many churches now
commemorate the baptism of
Jesus on the first Sunday after
Jan. 6.

Cauren rlistary Carniay

Fasting and Repentance After
the Salem Witch Trials

n Jan. 15, 1697, the town of Salem and the Massachusetts Bay

Colony proclaimed a day of fasting and repentance because of the
senseless witch trials and executions that had occurred five years earlier
in the colony. More than 150 people were accused of being witches and
were imprisoned, and 19 suspected witches were hanged.

The day of personal and public repentance was called “so all of God's
people may offer up fervent supplications unto him, that all iniquity may
be put away, which hath stirred God’s holy jealousy against this land; that
he would show us what we know not, and help us, wherein we have done
amiss, to do so no more.”

The witch hunting hysteria had begun when two children claimed they
were bewitched by certain townspeople. Later, during the trial, other chil-
dren and young people made similar accusations. No real evidence of
Satan worship, witchcraft or other paranormal activities was presented.
Most of the accused were women, though it included the Rev. George
Burroughs, former minister of Salem Village, who was hanged on Aug.
19, 1692.

While the witch trials were an isolated unbiblical miscarriage of justice
in a tiny community, they point out the fact that Christians must avoid
having their faith high-jacked by hysteria, scapegoating or superstition.
There have been other, more extensive miscarriages in Christian history,
such as the Inquisition, which remind us that we need to always live in
step with the Holy Spirit and to show forth the wisdom and love of Christ
to others in all situations.

LEctiondary Reaaingsiordanuary2iiy

MOUREIaGE

Jan. 2, 2005 Jan. 23, 2005
Jeremiah 31:7-14 Isaiah 9:1-4
Psalm.147:12—20 Psalm 27:.1,4-9 esus steps into the actual
Ephesians 1:3-14 1 Corinthians 1:10-18 . . h
John 11-18 Matthew 4:12-23 situation where we are
summoned to have faith in
Jan. 9, 2005 Jan. 30, 2005 God, to believe and trust in
(First Sunday after Epiphany) Micah 6:1-8 him, and he acts in our place
Isaiah 42:1-9 Psalm 15 and in our stead from within
Psalm 29 1 Corinthians 1:18-31

Acts 10:34-43
Matthew 3:13-17

the depths of our unfaithful-

Matthew 5:1-12 .
ness and provides us freely

Jan. 16, 2005
Isaiah 49:1-7
Psalm 40:1-11
1 Corinthians 1:1-9
John 1:29-42

with a faithfulness in which
we may share.

Feb. 6, 2005

(Transfiguration Sunday)
Exodus 24:12-18
Psalm 2 or Psalm 99
2 Peter 1:16-21
Matthew 17:1-9

Thomas F. Torrance,
The Mediation of Christ, p. 78
Helmers & Howard
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