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Incarnational Praxis and Community: A Person’s Relationship to the Community of Faith

David Augsburger defines three forms of spirituality within the Christian tradition. Each draws
on a different number of potential poles involved in the spiritual life, these being God, self, and others.'
The first form is monopolar spirituality, which focuses solely on the single pole of self. Neither God nor
other people are essential to the spiritual life and should not impose themselves upon the individual;
rather, spirituality is an existential search for self-discovery. Values such as freedom, creativity,
exploration, and care for human life and nature characterize monopolar spirituality. Due to the exclusion
of God as a participant in the spiritual life, monopolar spirituality does not fall within the Judeo-Christian
tradition. The second form is bipolar spirituality and includes the poles of God and self. Augsburger
contends that this form dominates Catholic and Protestant traditions because of the focus on personal
redemption. I come to know myself as I come to know God. God is a divine reference point outside of
self, beckoning people toward wholeness through a relational encounter with God. Other people are
either an additional benefit to the primary relationship between God and self or the recipients of care
offered merely out of obedience to God. But they are not integral to the spiritual life. The Anabaptist
tradition represents the third form of spirituality, integrating all three poles God, self, and others. God is
reflected in other people, and therefore, an encounter with God through another is integral to the spiritual
life.” The telos of spirituality is the transformation of persons and the community such that the community
becomes the context for living out the practices of the Christian life.> “Love of God transcends and
transforms love of self, love of God and love of neighbor become one...”*

Although this may be an overly broad characterization of different Christian traditions, the
paradigm raises valuable questions regarding the nature of the relationship between individuals and the

larger community of faith. Is a bipolar perspective on the Christian life sufficient? Is the God/self

! David Augsburger, Dissident Discipleship (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2006) 7-22.
’The word “reflected” is key to this statement in that the other points toward God, but the other cannot

be God.

*In the Anabaptist tradition, Augsburger argues that living out the practices of the Christian life in a
community context required some degree of withdrawal from those not committed, resulting in a segregated
community to varying degrees.

4Augsburger, Dissident Discipleship 13.
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relationship always primary to the secondary relationship between self and other people? For
Augsburger, the answer to both of these questions is a resounding, “No.” Instead, he is promoting a
distinct vision of the Christian life that claims other people as integral to a maturing Christian faith. This
paper affirms Augsburger’s proposal and expands upon it by: 1) defining the phrase maturing Christian
faith through a survey of its usage in biblical texts; 2) examining how an early church community
envisioned the relationship between the person and the community of faith through the lens of Colossians
3:1-17 and confirming this interpretation in two other letters to the early churches; 3) utilizing
Bonhoeffer’s theology of sociality to further define God’s activity within this relationship; and 4) drawing
from Volf’s ecclesiology, exploring both the person’s and the community’s activity that join with God’s
activity to produce a maturing Christian faith.

A Vision for Maturing Faith

At its best, student ministry should foster a maturing faith in Christ. Before defining the phrase
“maturing faith,” there are three assertions undergirding the following vision. First, God is the only
source for faith and spiritual growth. God gives the gift of grace to all and “no one can boast” (Eph 2:10).
The Christ hymn in Colossians describes Christ as the source of all (1:15-16), sustainer of all (1:17-18),
and reconciler of all (1:20). We can claim nothing of our own doing, but only the “Spirit” gives us life (2
Cor. 3:6). God is both initiator of our faith and the one who transforms us for “where the Spirit of the
Lord is there is freedom” (2 Cor. 3:17b). Just as a branch cannot live disconnected from the tree, faith

and spiritual growth depend on God to give them life.

Second, faith always includes personal commitment. In baptism or confirmation, we profess
personal faith in Christ before a community of other self-professors. Christian churches that practice
infant baptism also offer an invitation for those baptized to take as his or her own the vow the parents
made at infant baptism. In either case, the antithesis of profession is coercion or being outwardly

complicit.
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Personal faith commitment resonates with the Judeo-Christian understanding of a personal God.
Beginning with God’s footsteps in the garden searching out the guilty, to the raising up of prophets so that
the nation of Israel might return to God, to God taking on human flesh in Jesus Christ, salvation history is
the story of God in pursuit of a personal relationship with people. A personal God desires a personal
response. Jesus stood at the edge of the water and called for the disciples to put down your nets and

follow him. The same call extends to each of us.

Third, James aptly reminds us that faith cannot exist without works—meaning faith is always
lived and extends beyond the person. “Do not merely listen to the word and so deceive yourselves. Do
what it says” (James 1:22). Love of God and neighbor does not exist in the abstract or wishful desire, but
finds meaning in our daily living. The converse is also true for lived faith is more than right action. God
exhorted the Hebrew people to “circumcise their hearts” such that their inward attitude toward God
matched their outward obedience. Thomas Groome describes lived faith as, “a holistic affair that engages
the whole people’s ‘beings’: their bodily, mental, and volitional capacities; their heads, hearts, and life-
styles; cognition, desire, and action; understanding, relationship, and service; conviction, prayer and
agape.” The result of a lived faith is God’s grace working to reconcile the world. This means that the
aim of faith is not complete in us, but we partner with God in love of the world. Faith orients us to look

outside ourselves.

With these assertions in place, we now can move toward a definition of “a maturing faith in
Christ.” The Greek word telion is translated as “mature,” as well as “complete” or “perfect”. It describes
either a state of existence (completeness) or growth of mental or moral character (perfection).’ In the

LXX, telion is sometimes used to describe a person who is “wholeheartedly devoted to God” or

> Thomas H. Groome, Sharing Faith: A Comprehensive Approach to Religious Education and Pastoral
Ministry, the Way of Shared Praxis (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1991) 18.
® James Strong, Strong's Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 2007) 71.
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“blameless before God.”” The word connotes an eschatological vision of God’s redeeming work that will
be made complete and perfect. At the same time, use of telion includes implications in the present. The
early church is exhorted to become mature (felion) by putting into practice now what will one day be
made perfect (telion). The usage of the phrase “a maturing faith in Christ” utilizes the —ing form of the
word mature to hold in tension the aim that one day Christians will be mature alongside the present
process of maturing. Developing youth ministries intending to foster a maturing Christian faith must

encompass an eschatological hope being realized in the present.

Use of felion in the Pauline letters provides connotation for the phrase “a maturing faith in
Christ.” To be mature implies growth. In 1 Corinthians 13:9-11, the author utilizes the metaphor of a
child growing into an adult. “When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned
like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me.” This verse is part of a passage that
defines the eternal nature of God’s love that will one day be made perfect in followers of Christ (telion).*
As the Corinthians’ ability to love each other develops in the present, they work toward this end. This
interpretation is confirmed explicitly in 14:20, “stop thinking like children...but in your thinking be
adults.” Similar to the natural process of physical maturation, a maturing faith in Christ is one that is

growing toward adulthood.

Directly connected to growth, being mature also implies changed living. Pauline letters often
include exhortations to live out the eschatological hope amidst the present circumstances. Philippians
3:12-16 contrasts the “prize” awarded in the future with the call to “press on” in the present. The call is
for the church at Philippi to “put into practice what they have already learned,” which signifies changed
living. In verse 15, those that are pressing on are called “the mature.” Changed living frequently refers to

the behavior of those belonging to the community of faith. This is apparent in 1 Corinthians 13—since

7 Examples include Genesis 6:9 and Deut 18:13. J. Paul Sampley, Richard B. Hays, Judith Gundry-Volf,
Morna Hooker, and Andrew T. Lincoln, 2 Corinthians-Philemon, The New Interpreter's Bible, vol. 11 (Nashville:
Abingdon, 2000) 534.

8 Sampley, 2 Corinthians-Philemon 534,
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God’s love will “never fail,” the Corinthians should demonstrate love to each other now. Growth is made
manifest in a person’s ability to love others. A youth with a maturing faith in Christ demonstrates a

changed pattern of living toward those within the community of faith.

Further, the ability to stand firm in faith characterizes the mature. In Colossians 4:12, a leader in
the church at Colossae prays that they would “stand firm.” The occasion of this letter is generally
understood as the author’s need to correct a false teaching about Christ that has permeated the
community. ° In this context, standing firm implies not being swayed by such teachings. The leader
declares those who do stand firm to be “mature.” The same ability to stand firm in faith is true in
Ephesians 4 where the “mature” is contrasted with the “infant” being “tossed back and forth by the waves,
and blown here and there by every wind of teaching” (vs. 14). An individual’s “maturing faith” involves
being confident in what he or she believes about Christ. Such confidence is also qualified in Philippians
3:15 where the “mature” are defined as those whose thinking about God may some day be clearer. This
indicates that a maturing faith includes being confident in beliefs (doctrines) but holding these beliefs in

humility and openness such that God can bring further clarity through the community of faith.

Finally, and most significant to this paper, the mature describes the activity of the community of
faith. The author of First Corinthians 12 utilizes the metaphor of a body to define the church. “You are
the body of Christ, and each of you is part of it.” (12:27) This is a statement of identity indicating the
church is more than the individual. The letter to the Ephesians also includes imagery of the body to
describe the church and uses the word mature (¢elion) to describe the church that acts well together.'

This interpretation comes from two aspects of the passage. First, the recipients are exhorted in 4:1 to

® This assertion is confirmed by the Christological focus portrayed in the Christ hymn in 1:15-20. See
James D. G. Dunn, The Epistle to the Colossians and to Philemon: A Commentary on the Greek Text, The New
International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company,
1996). Matthew Gordley, The Colossians Hymn in Context: An Exegesis in Light of Jewish and Greco-Roman
Hymnic and Epistolary Conventions (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007). Charles H. Talbert, Ephesians and Colossians,
Paideia Commentaries on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007).

Ytis generally accepted among scholars that this letter was not written to one church, but to a broad
audience. Additionally, the occasion of the letter is to present practical ways for the church to live into God'’s
intent for the church rather than addressing a particular problem.
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“live a life worthy of the calling you have received.” A set of instructions follows this exhortation all of
which describe the behavior of the community. They are to be “humble”, “gentle”, “patient”, “bearing
with one another in love”, and maintain “unity of the Spirit.” How the community acts toward each other

is synonymous with “living a life worthy.” Similarly, in 1 Corinthians 3:1-4 the church is accused of

being “infants in Christ” because of the divisive behavior among them.

Second, Ephesians 4:11-12 state that Christ gives each person gifts intended for service “so that
the body of Christ may be built up.” The passage culminates with imagery of a body “joined and held
together by every supporting ligament” that is growing up into the “Head,” which is Christ. The
members of the church are called to combine their gifts in such a way that they function like a body and
are able to carry out the ministry of the church. When this is done, the church (not the individual)
becomes “mature” (vs. 13). For youth, a maturing faith in Christ is one in which that individual combines
his or her gifts with the gifts of other Christians, learns to act well in the process, and participates with the

church in a ministry of service to the world.

A vision of student ministry that entails fostering a maturing faith in Christ is one that includes an
eschatological vision of God’s redeeming activity in the present. It is toward this end that youth
ministries seek to help youth align the practices and patterns of their lives. A maturing faith includes
growth, moving from adolescent faith and toward adult faith. Growth implies an increased personal
encounter with Jesus Christ and growing relationships with members of the community of faith. Faith is
maturing when changes in behaviors and practices move youth away from a focus on self and toward
service for and with others. A youth’s budding confidence and ability to articulate what he or she
believes mixed with a humble and teachable posture before God and the church community signify a
youth’s maturing faith in Christ. A sign of maturing faith is a youth’s growing assimilation into the
church community. The church community becomes the setting for a youth to utilize his or her gifts, join
those gifts with the gifts of others, practice behaviors that enhance the community, and experience the

power of the body of Christ at work in service to the world.
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A Communal Vision: Insights from the Early Church

Constructing a vision for an individual’s relationship with the community of faith begins with the
biblical narrative. How was an individual’s relationship to the community understood in the various early
church communities? A study of Colossians 3:1-17 provides a helpful perspective because the author is
giving the recipients of this letter a pragmatic explanation of how they should participate in the maturing
Christian life."" Exegetical insights will be compared to two other texts from another early church
community, Galatians 5:16-26 and an overview of 1 Corinthians, both of which confirm and expand upon
the vision presented by the author of Colossians. The exploration of these biblical texts will provide a

framework for further theological considerations.
Colossians 3:1-17

The Christ hymn (1:15-20) plays as background music throughout the letter to Colossae and
creates a Christocentric orientation. Christ is Creator and all things are created for Christ’s glory (15-17);
Christ is omnipotent and acts as sustainer (17, 18); Christ is head of the church (18), Christ is where God
dwells (19); and Christ is the path for the reconciliation of all things (20). According to the author of the
hymn, the recipients need nothing additional to deal with their external or internal problems than what
Christ has already done.'> These are significant claims that act as a Christological lens for the remainder

of the letter and are intended to inspire action toward the ethical appeal that follows in chapter three.

" There is significant discussion around Pauline authorship connected to the authorship of Ephesians and
Philemon that is beyond the scope of this paper. | will proceed with a traditional understanding that Paul authored
at least portions of the letter. See Dunn, The Epistle to the Colossians and to Philemon: A Commentary on the
Greek Text. Gordley, The Colossians Hymn in Context: An Exegesis in Light of Jewish and Greco-Roman Hymnic and
Epistolary Conventions. Peter T. O'Brien, Colossians, Philemon, Word Biblical Commentary, ed. David Allan and
Glenn W. Barker Hubbard, vol. 44 (Waco: Word Books, 1982). Talbert, Ephesians and Colossians. Ben Witherington
I, The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the Ephesians: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on the Captivity
Epistles (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2007).

12 Witherington Ill, The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the Ephesians: A Socio-Rhetorical
Commentary on the Captivity Epistles. Much scholarly work focused on naming the “Colossian heresy”. First noted
in 1875 by Lightfoot. In 1973 Gunther lists 44 different descriptions of this heresy asserted in the 19" and 20" c.
also includes Hooker who claimed no heresy. Recently scholars are less concerned with putting forward a new
heresy; rather, they name the most probable of those already asserted. For example, O’Brien provides these
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Prior to 3:1-17, the letter begins with a common greeting to the people of Colossae. The author
establishes the authority of the contents of the letter by appealing to their shared experience in Christ
(1:12-23) and his own authority as a servant of Christ (1:24-2:5)." Next, there is a warning against
listening to “deceptive philosophies” that are based on “human tradition” and not from God (2:8)."
Reasons to avoid these philosophies include: 1) In Christ the “fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form”
and this now fills you (2:9-10); 2) The readers share with Christ in his death and are made alive with him
(2:11-12); 3) Christ erased the law with all its demands thus providing forgiveness (2:13-14); and 4)
Christ disarmed the powers and authorities (2:15). The readers are reminded not to let people condemn
their actions based on ceremonial law of the Old Testament (2:16-17, 21-23): these were just “shadows”
of what was to come (17). They now belong to Christ (2:20). The first word in 3:1 creates a shift in the
argument. It is translated as “since then” or “therefore” and connotes an if/then argument. [fall these
pronouncements exist, then your behavior should be different from those around you. Colossians 3:1-17

calls for action marked by taking off certain vices and putting on specified virtues.

Beginning in 3:1, the author focuses the readers’ attention away from the prior reference to the
dual actions of Christ “who died” and “was raised” (2:11-13) by dropping ‘died’ and retaining ‘raised.’
This shift emphasizes the results of being raised with Christ. As O’Brien says, “If their death with him
severed the links that bound them to the old order then their resurrection with him established links with a
new and heavenly order.”"> Because they “have been raised,” their strivings should focus on making

what is “above” actualized in the life of the community.'® Combine this raised language with the

options: Essene Judaism, a Pagan Mystery cult, a syncretism of Gnosticized Judaism and pagan elements, Judaizing
Syncretism, Jewish/Christian Mystical Asceticism. O'Brien, Colossians, Philemon 6.

 This summary is an adaption of material in Talbert, Ephesians and Colossians 13-17.

" This reference to the Colossian heresy hinges on the translation of the word “philosophies”.

1 O'Brien, Colossians, Philemon 160.

'® The focus of their striving is found in images and language of the “above”. One image in 3:2 includes
Christ seated with God, an illusion to Psalm 110:1, and points the reader to what is already accomplished, hence
directing their eyes above. O'Brien, Colossians, Philemon 161. Likewise, verses 3-4 include language that
compares what was “hidden” in Christ to what will “appear” with Christ, opening a vision of the Parousia when
Christ will be revealed in “glory”. Talbert, Ephesians and Colossians 226. Again, the language is directional,
pointing to what is presently above. Because the Colossians are presently being raised, Paul is bringing the world
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Christocentric core of the letter. The “hope is for believers to share Christ’s resurrection life in

transformed bodily form” evidenced in the behavior of the Colossian people.'’

The original readers of this letter interpreted these words from a different social environment than
our own.'® Members of the early church were part of a collectivist society, meaning a group-oriented
personality dominated such that a person is “inextricably embedded” to others.' The group gives a
person their identity, which is primarily kinship-based. Belonging is an organizing principle in such a
society where maintaining and nurturing the bonds with people in the group is essential. A collectivist
mindset shaped both the author and recipients of this letter. Hence, the list of virtues and vices in chapter

three would be heard as the task of the community.

Contrast this community mindset with the American social environment. We are an
individualistic society. We prize measurable successes in an individual, like the acquisition of material
goods and achievement. Consequently, we express this value by cultivating individual ability.” Due to

our own social setting, our interpretation of the list of virtues and vices sees them as merely a vision for

“above” into the vision of what should exist “below”. They need to direct their hearts and minds above by shifting
their eyes in that direction, in turn, revealing the possibilities for what is below. Witherington refers to this as a
vertical eschatology, the influence of what is above in the here and now. See Witherington Ill, The Letters to
Philemon, the Colossians, and the Ephesians: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on the Captivity Epistles 121.Talbert
names it the inaugurated eschatology because the arrival of what will be has started. See Talbert, Ephesians and
Colossians 226. O’Brien retains the above/below language in the passage. See O'Brien, Colossians, Philemon
161ff.

v Sampley, 2 Corinthians-Philemon 640.

¥ Bruce Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology, 3rd ed. (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox Press, 2001). Bruce Malina and Jerome Neyrey’s research on the broader Mediterranean
culture is a significant contribution to our understanding of the New Testament world. Drawing from cultural
anthropology, this growing area of biblical criticism examines the social environment of the biblical writers. The
social world is part of a culture’s shared patterns of “meaning, feelings, and values” that emerge as people create
structures to help make sense of their surroundings. Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural
Anthropology 9. Social patterns act as a lens for interpreting life experiences and values. They also shape the
meaning of language. Words themselves do not hold meaning, but gain meaning when people use them to within
a particular social environment. In Malina’s words, “Meaning inevitably derives from the general social system of
the speakers of a language.” Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology 1.Therefore,
understanding the biblical text (letting it stand on its own prior to a hermeneutical turn) requires knowledge of
these social patterns to avoid (or at least minimize) imposing our own cultural patterns onto the text.

1 Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology 62.

%% Malina calls this American emphasis “instrumental mastery.” Malina, The New Testament World:
Insights from Cultural Anthropology 28.
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the pious individual and misses the explicit communal emphasis in the passage. Additionally, unlike the
Greek language’s inclusion of number in its endings, the English language does not distinguish between
the singular and plural ‘you’. Without careful attention to the context to determine singular or plural
usage, an individualistic society is likely to default to a singular ‘you’ interpretation. Colossians 3 is not a
call for a bunch of individuals to develop personal piety. When the author of Colossians 3 asks the people
to take off vices and put on virtues, it is not a request to the ‘you-singular’ person to remove his or her

sins; rather, it is a call to a ‘you-plural’ community to remove the sins that are between them.”'

A communal interpretation is also expressed through the expected results of “being raised” with
Christ: behavioral transformation in the community.” More than being a prescriptive list of proper and
improper behavior, the list of vices and virtues themselves hinge on community. The vices are behaviors
that disrupt community. They come in two sets; the first includes sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil

9923

desires, and greed. Talbert describes this list as “sexual evils”* and Witherington goes one step further

o . 24
classifying the vices as “self-centeredness.”

The second list includes sins of speech: anger, wrath,
malice, slander, and filthy language. > One vice stands alone—do not lie. None of these vices is a solo

act—sexual sins, self-centeredness, damaging speech, and lying all require another to commit these sins.

Even more, they all undermine the peace and unity of a community.

In the same way, the virtues are behaviors that enhance community. Note how each virtue
requires human interaction: compassion and kindness direct our way of relating to others; humility

suggests a posture of service and self-sacrifice; gentleness and patience require bearing with each other;

' The passage also contains communal language describing the Colossians as “God’s chosen people”. The
author establishes at the beginning of the letter who he thinks these people are through “exalted language” such
as “God’s holy people”, “chosen and set apart for him”, “brothers brought into a relationship”. He is defining their
identity as a communal identity. See O'Brien, Colossians, Philemon 6.

2 Taking off vices and putting on virtues is conventional speech in this historical context used by others
such as Philo, Chrysostom and the mystery religions. This particular list was not unique, but was consistent with a
Mediterranean emphasis on social accord. See Talbert, Ephesians and Colossians 230-31.

2 Talbert, Ephesians and Colossians 227.

2 Witherington Ill, The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the Ephesians: A Socio-Rhetorical
Commentary on the Captivity Epistles 176.

2 Witherington Ill, The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the Ephesians: A Socio-Rhetorical

Commentary on the Captivity Epistles 176.

10
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forgiveness entails the presence of someone to forgive. The pinnacle virtue that “binds them all together”
is love for others (3:14). The result is a description of what the individuals in the community should
exhibit to each other. Relationships among them are intended to transform. Changed relationships are the
location for the manifested power of Christ as asserted in the Christ hymn. To be raised with Christ is to
behave differently toward each other by removing the sins that exist between them and acting in ways that
enhance community. According to the author of this text, relationships among Christians are integral to
the maturing Christian life and the setting for the Holy Spirit to bring about transformation. Christian

transformation does not find its end in the person, but in the community.
Galatians 5:16-26

Other letters from the early church also see relationships and community as integral to the
maturing Christian life. The contrast between the fruit of the flesh and fruit of the Spirit in Galatians
5:16-26 confirms this assertion. This letter intends to resolve conflict in some of the early churches.
There are some among them strongly advocating that Gentiles must continue practicing aspects of the
Jewish law, such as circumcision. The purpose of the law was perceived by some as a means to eradicate
sin.”® In an emphatic response, the author declares this a perversion of the gospel of Christ (1:7)! A
major theological theme and interpretive lens of the letter is a believer’s liberty in Christ that results in an
ability to carry out the original intent of the law—to love others.”” Similar to Colossians 3, community is
essential to this task. A communal vision of the gospel unfolds in the letter, uniting all under Christ and
claiming all are “Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise” (3:29). The author envisions the
gospel message resulting in changed social relationships. In this historical environment, the author names

particular relationships that should be transformed: the ethnic division amidst Jews and Greeks, the

26 Sampley, 2 Corinthians-Philemon 183-84.

%7 James M. Howard, Paul, the Community, and Progressive Sanctification: An Exploration into
Community-Based Transformatoin within Pauline Theology, Studies in Biblical Literature, vol. 90 (New York: Peter
Lang Publishing, 2007) 141.

11
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economic and social separation between slave and free, and the gender barrier among males and females

(3:28).

Against this relational backdrop, Galatians 5:16-26 explicitly identifies what such transformation
would look like. The author employs a cosmic vision, defining a battle between the flesh (or sinful
nature) and the Spirit (5:17).® The introduction of the cross is a liberating event that resolves this battle
by breaking the “power of forces that held humanity captive.” This does not result in mere individual
freedom or “untrammeled personal autonomy,” but provides opportunity for improved human
relationships.”® And more, the believers are to use their freedom to “serve one another in love” (5:13).
The acts of the flesh are compared to the fruit of the Spirit. These groupings should be read differently
than the vice/virtue list in Colossians 3 because the list is not a description of certain behaviors in which
to participate. Rather, they are marks of what the flesh versus the Spirit produce.’’ What remains
consistent between the Galatians text and Colossians 3 is the transformed communal vision of the
Christian faith. The acts of the flesh are those characteristics that destroy community: sexual immorality,
hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, and factions among groups... (5:19-20). Fruit,
representing both growth and nourishment, is the analogous term used to name that which the Spirit
produces: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Each
of these is a community-building characteristic. The fruits of the spirit are not only expressed as actions in
community life, but they are “more oriented toward the impact they have in community than in the
1732

individua The people are exhorted to reflect the glory of God to each other. In sum, the absence of

the Spirit is a broken community and the mark of the Spirit is a transformed community. Relationships

8. Louis Martyn, Galatians: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, The Anchor Bible
(New York: Doubleday, 1997) 524, comment #49.

» Sampley, 2 Corinthians-Philemon 187.

30 Martyn, Galatians: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary 147.

31 Martyn, Galatians: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary 484.

32 Howard, Paul, the Community, and Progressive Sanctification: An Exploration into Community-Based
Transformatoin within Pauline Theology 143.

12
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between Christians are integral to the Christian life in this letter because Christ’s work among them is

made manifest through transformed relationships.
I Corinthians

A brief overview of 1 Corinthians implies the same communal emphasis. The author is
responding to factions that exist in the church, immediately asking the readers the rhetorical question, “Is
Christ divided?” (1:13). In the first chapter, the author avoids any dualistic perception that being united in
Christ only exists in a spiritual or mystical realm and urges them to form relationships that tangibly
represent this reality. “Relational involvement within the community is essential to maintain unity within

the church.”**

The letter includes advice on how to live in relational harmony based on the specific conflicts
among them. People appear to be self-focused in a way that is causing disruption and the author calls
them toward a “give-and-receive transaction between individuals and the community.”** Howard argues
that the book includes a movement from the individual to community. For example, the question of
whether believers should eat food sacrificed to idols is resolved by asking the individual exercising his or
her freedom in Christ by eating the meat to refrain from this practice and defer to the needs of the
“weaker” of conscience among them. The solution to the chaos present around the Lord’s Supper is to
“wait for each other” (11:33) or eat at home first if you are hungry (11:34) in order for all to partake.
Similarly, the readers receive instruction regarding the exercising of spiritual gifts. They are to correct

the present manner of using the gifts for personal edification and only use them for “the common good.”

3 Howard, Paul, the Community, and Progressive Sanctification: An Exploration into Community-Based
Transformatoin within Pauline Theology 148.

** Robert W. Wall, Paul J. Sampley, N. T. Wright, Acts - First Corinthians, The New Interpreter's Bible, vol.
10 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002) 786.
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(12:7). The community is built up when the individual uses his or her gifts.”> The result of the movement

from the individual to the community is transformation for the whole community.
Summary

The biblical texts explored above offer significant insights regarding the relationship between the
individual and the community of faith. Colossians 3 implicitly demonstrates how the relationships
themselves are the setting for transformation as believers remove the sins that exist between them. They
should cease behaviors that disrupt community and act in ways that enhance community. To be raised in
Christ is to participate in a transforming community. The Galatians text confirms the integral nature of
community. Amidst the broader argument of the gospel’s power to transform relationships, the fruit of
the Spirit are community-enhancing characteristics. The list includes ways of being with others that
nourish growth among them. A similar theme is in 1 Corinthians as the author seeks to bring unity to a
fractured community. The letter articulates a movement from the individual to the community—from “I”
to “We.” When this movement occurs, people are transformed. One can conclude that these texts
demonstrate the integral nature of the relationship between the individual and the community of faith to a
maturing faith in Christ. They also designate the relationship itself as a location for both individual and
community transformation. To explore the conclusion further, two theological questions need to be

explored. How is God active and how are people active in these relationships?

Bonhoeffer: the Activity of God
Exploration of the biblical text confirms the conclusion that the relationship between the
individual and the community of faith is integral to a maturing Christian faith. And yet, how is God
active between the person and community? Further, what is the intention of such activity? Dietrich
Bonhoeffer’s earliest publication, Sanctorum Communio, provides a helpful response. Historically,

theologians perceived it as Bonhoeffer’s less-developed work and concentrated on his later, more mature

> Howard, Paul, the Community, and Progressive Sanctification: An Exploration into Community-Based
Transformatoin within Pauline Theology 151.
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theological works. And yet Clifford Green contends that Sanctorum Communio is foundational for
interpreting Bonhoeffer’s theology because his “theology of sociality” sheds light on his ethic,
ecclesiology, anthropology, and Christology. According to Green, a theology of sociality declares, “all
human life as essentially social...[Bonhoeffer] develops a theological phenomenology of the human
person in relation to other persons and to various types of corporate communities and institutions,
and...he interprets the Christian gospel within this matrix.”*

Bonhoeffer lived amidst Germany’s changing political landscape. His later publications offer
more explicit reaction to the political scene, yet Bonhoeffer’s first theological project is not immune. The
first publication of Sanctorum Communio was in 1930, just prior to the rise of the National Socialist party
in Germany and the formation of the Confessing Church. Historical locations influence all theological
discourse, and for Bonhoeffer this is evident in two ways. First, Bonhoeffer depicts the insufficiency of
various philosophical concepts of person, i.e. Aristotle, Stoic, Epicureanism, Descartes, and Kant. He
critiques the epistemological discussion about person (Daesin) among his contemporaries as a narrow
epistemological orientation toward the individual that neglects the social aspect of a person.”’ Bonhoeffer
asserts that an isolated understanding of person is inadequate for Christian theology. Concurrently, social
philosophy of his day did acknowledge the social aspect of person, but Bonhoeffer also found this
analysis deficient because it denied the transcendent.”® Bonhoeffer combines the philosophical quest of
the former with the insights of the later to explore the relationality between God, self, and other people.
By placing theology in dialogue with sociology and social philosophy, Bonhoeffer forges new territory.

Second, Bonhoeffer separates himself from the majority of his German theological

contemporaries. At the time, most drew on Luther’s doctrines of the two kingdoms and emphasized

% Clifford J. Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 1999) 21.

% Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church, Dietrich
Bonhoeffer Works, vol. 1 (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998) 36-45.

%8 sabine Dramm, Dietrich Bonhoeffer: An Introduction to His Thought, trans. Thomas Rice (Peabody:
Hendrickson Publishers, 2007) 71.
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God’s dual ruling in the realm of the state and the realm of the church.” Bonhoeffer fears this doctrine
will produce a view of the state synonymous with the rule of God, rendering the church unable to critique
actions of the state. Bonhoeffer’s desire to separate from this doctrine arose when he experienced the
actions of the state as being in opposition with the very identity of the Christian gospel. The church must
remain distinct in order to voice critique against the state. His conceptualization avoids abstract

% rather, he begins with the concrete experience of people who gather as the

“metaphysical speculation;
Christian church and explains why sociality is paramount to his definition of the church.

A caveat pertaining to Bonhoeffer’s understanding of church is necessary before proceeding.
Bonhoeffer does not describe the church as it exists during his lifetime. He sought to describe how the

' Belief in the church is an

church is the sanctorum communio even in its present “impoverished” state.
act of faith, not in what is visible and tangible to us, but through what is revealed in the incarnate Christ.
It is only in faith that the church knows its own identity. Similarly, social scientific inquiry that studies
the “structural distinctive of religious communities” cannot reach a full understanding; this is only
available to those inside.* Therefore, defining the church is the work of theologians, and more, the
church itself. In Sanctorum Communio, Bonhoeffer articulates four themes that comprise a theology of
sociality: person, primal state, sin, and sanctorum communio. What emerges is a theology where “the
concepts of person, community, and God are inseparably and essentially interrelated.”* These four
themes are fundamental to the further understanding of a person’s relationship with the community of

faith.

The Person and the I-You-Relation

* John. A Moses, "Bonhoeffer's Germany: The Political Context," Cambridge Companion to Dietrich
Bonhoeffer ed. John W. de Gruchy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999) 18-22. Examples of these
theologians include Harnack, Seeberg and Deissmann. Many scholars contend that this doctrine made theologians
unable to criticize the Third Reich. Bonhoeffer’s exposure to other European interpretations of Luther’s doctrine,
especially that of Karl Barth, set him apart from his contemporaries.

“OF. Burton Nelson, "The Life of Dietrich Bonhoeffer," The Cambridge Companion to Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
ed. John W. de Gruchy (Cambridge: Cabridge University Press, 1999) 28.

“ Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 31.

2 Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 31.

3 Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 34.SC, 34.

16



S. Ketcham AYME 2011

Bonhoeffer’s theological anthropology revolves around the “I-You-Relation” and becomes the
foundation for his theology of sociality.* Personhood is ontologically relational and cannot exist apart
from experiencing another person as distinct from self, I versus You. This distinction is not a mere
abstract, philosophical assertion, but it comes through the concrete experience of encountering others.
When I and You meet, distinct “wills” act as a barrier and subsequently reveals what is I and what is You.
I and You are always separate, yet they can only come into existence, in an epistemological sense,
through relational encounter. Two absolutes rise out of Bonhoeffer’s argument. We are absolutely and
uniquely separate from each other. The I can never fully know the You and neither can the I be conflated
or minimized into the You. The I and the You are always distinct. Simultaneously, we are relationally
interdependent. The I can never be known without experiencing the difference of the You. Hence,
“individual does not mean solitary.” I do not live and subsequently cannot live autonomous or isolated
from You. “God does not want a community that absorbs the individual into itself, but a community of
human beings. In God’s eyes, community and individual exist in the same moment and rest in one
another.”*® Bonhoeffer’s affirmation of the separate yet interrelated relationship between the person and
others aligns with the above conclusions drawn from the biblical text.

Primal State

Sociality is also the basis of Bonhoeffer’s description of the primal state. This is not a portrayal

of humanity in its pre-fall state of Genesis 1-2; rather, humans in the primal state are created, sinful, and

redeemed as the new creation.”” Bonhoeffer presses a vision for the world where God is working toward

* The I-You-Relation should not be confused with Martin Buber’s I-Thou philosophical argument.
Although Bonhoeffer and Buber were contemporaries, scholars agree that even in the unlikely event that
Bonhoeffer was familiar with Buber’s work when he wrote Sanctorum Communio, the interpretations are distinct.
Scholars concur that Bonhoeffer references the philosophical works of Hirsch, Grisebach and Litt. Bonhoeffer,
Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 51 annotation #61. Green argues that
Buber’s conclusion comprises an end being the individual, whereas Bonhoeffer’s intent is corporate. Green,
Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality 29.

s Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 51.

4 Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 80. Retaining
the tension between individual and community will become important in avoiding a pendulum swing response to
overcoming individualistic tendencies in theology and implications for student ministry practices.

i Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality 46-47.
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redemption and thus begins at the telos. God’s ultimate aim is to love each person such that this love
becomes the power to transform a community of diverse wills into a place of “mutual love.”* In
Bonhoeffer’s words, “The miracle of the Christian concept of community is that love for God involves
submission, but that God’s love, in ruling, serves.”® This epitomizes the primal state. God’s love is
made evident to us as Christ empowers a community to serve each other. “Love and service of God in
community with God is not an individualistic possibility; the divine community takes form in human
sociality.” Green emphasizes the importance of understanding the primal state as a human reality, not a
“privileged Christian domain.”' All of creation is made whole when humans live in community with
God and others. The primal state is a community of individuals that live in an unbroken relationship with
God and others. Bonhoeffer focuses on the telos of a person’s relationship with the others that is bound
up with one’s relationship with God, elevating mutuality and service.
Sin

Bonhoeffer continues to weave the thread of sociality into his understanding of sin, saying,
“...the fall replaced love with selfishness. This gave rise to the break in immediate community with God,
and likewise in human community.””> He raises the social consequences of sin to the forefront. Compare
his definition to others who define sin according to its character such as missing the mark, perversion,
transgression, or iniquity.” Each of these may still include social consequence, but in such definitions,
the result is secondary to understanding the nature of sin. For Bonhoeffer, sin is its consequence in
relationships with God and others. Guilt that results from sin is more than a psychological or spiritual

state; it is the concrete experience of a broken relationship.”  Even more, the tenor of the relationship

8 Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality 47.

9 Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 63.

>0 Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality 48.

>t Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality 47.

> Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 107.

> For example, Millard Erickson includes an extensive list of the various qualities of sin and then develops
a list of the consequences of sin. Bonhoeffer does not separate the character from the consequence. See Millard
J. Erickson, Christian Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1998) 586-95.

> Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 145.
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shifts from “giving” in the primal state to “demanding” in the sinful state.”” People sin by acting in self-
interest with flagrant disregard for others. “Everyone lives their own life, rather than all living the same
life in God.”

Just as Bonhoeffer defines person as both completely separate from others and completely
interrelated to others, individual sin exists simultaneously with the universal sin of humanity. Referring
to a person’s specific sin act, he says, “Every deed is at once an individual act and one that reawakens the
total sin of humanity.””’ The sin of Adam is the universal sin of humanity and each individual sin exists
within the whole. Adam is “a collected person, yet infinitely fragmented.”® Bonhoeffer is elaborating on
the social ramifications of sin (i.e. acts of individuals against individuals versus acts of communities
against communities). He is paving the way for Christ to act in response to the sin of humanity in a
manner that includes the sins of individuals. The result is a new form of community—the sanctorum
communio.

Sanctorum Communio

God reconciles the disparity between the primal state and the sinful state by acting in history
through the incarnation of Jesus Christ—God revealing Godself in human form and thus in social
relationship with humanity. This extends beyond an idea, a doctrine, or past event. Jesus Christ is a
person who presently exists in “personal-communal form.”” Bonhoeffer uses the German word
“Stellvertretung” translated as “vicarious representative action” to describe the action of God in Christ.

“Stellvertretung is one of Bonhoeffer’s fundamental theological concepts throughout his

writings. Literally it means to represent in place of another—to act, advocate, intercede

on behalf of another; we translate this as “vicarious representative action.” As a

theological concept in the strict sense it is rooted in Christology and refers to the free

initiative and responsibility that Christ takes for the sake of humanity in his incarnation,

crucifixion, and resurrection—it is not just a soteriological concept applied only to the
cross (as “vicarious” might suggest). By anthropological analogy, Stellvertretung

> Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 108.
> Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 108.
> Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 116.
> Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 121.
> Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality 53.
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involves acting responsibly on behalf of others and on behalf of communities to which

one belongs.”®
Hence, solidarity with humanity in its sinful state is an insufficient description of the work of Christ.
Christ did for humans what they could not do for themselves, an action that overcame human limitation.
This theological construct evolves into a “life-principle” for the church-community.®’ Christ is present
and active in the formation of the sanctorum communio, continuing to act vicariously on our behalf.
Christ’s presence is the unifying element that establishes the structure of the church, literally drawing
individuals to be “with-each-other” when the church assembles together to worship God, receive the
sacrament, make intercession, and hear the Word, being Christ, preached.”” Drawing on Ephesians 4:4,
Bonhoeffer describes this unity as being in spirit, in the body, in baptism...but not in the differing wills of
those gathered together. Unity does not mean sameness. Bonhoeffer’s commitment to retaining the
individual and relational aspect of person is evident in this assertion. Differing wills become the place for
God’s activity in Christ. Christ is active in the community when people live in mutual surrender of
selfless love where “the You is willed while giving up the 1.” The vicarious action demonstrated in
Christ thus exists in the community when people take the same posture in their relations with each other

64 . .
7" QGreen summarizes this

so that “being-with-each-other” can transform into “being-for-each-other.
concept saying, “The Spirit through the Word [Christ] actualizes the divine love in human hearts...the

love of people for each other makes this lordship a social reality.”® The result of people encountering

60 Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 120, #29.

ot Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 146ff.

®2 One of the primary locations for the presence of Christ is in the act of preaching. Bonhoeffer declares
that when the word is preached, Christ is there.

63 Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 176.

64 Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 176-80. The
church only becomes the sanctorum communion as it changes from the community of sinners into the sanctorum
communio. This is an ongoing task for the church.

6 Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality 58.
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Christ and experiencing the self-giving love of God is the increased capacity, empowered by Christ, to
love selflessly. At this point, the sanctorum communio comes into existence. ®

Green interprets Bonhoeffer’s description of Christ as revelation, which is a socially grounded
activity governed by the I-You-Relation. “Revelation, that is, the person of Christ, exists in a social form:
the church.”® The church never possesses nor dispenses Christ, but continually encounters Christ as the
divine You, separate from the church-community, I, with whom Christ is in a relationship. Since Christ’s
presence exists in the assembled church, Bonhoeffer concludes that the church-community and the person
are inseparable and avoids any concept or expression of an individualized Christian faith. “A person who
is not in the church has no real living-community with Christ; but a person who is in Christ, is also in the
church-community.”®

Transformation is not solely a future eschatological hope, but it occurs in history. Neither is
transformation of relationships, between persons and God and among people, an instantaneous or
miraculous event; rather, the Holy Spirit works with the person and community to enact the love of
Christ. Activity is an underlying characteristic of revelation as expressed in Christ as Stellvertretung.
God is actively revealing Christ in the church and people are active as they participate with Christ to
transform relationships. The church is never a passive domain where a mystical power governs reality.
The church is a tangible reality that is actualizing Christ’s love by responding in real love to others. In
doing so, the church becomes the new humanity. Revelation is the activity of a person (Christ) restoring
people (Christ’s church).” Making these assertions is an act of faith by the church, for often a
transformed people is not the lived experience of the church. Bonhoeffer could certainly attest to this! He

declares that those outside can only speak to what is seen, but the church in faith relies on what remains

*® For Bonhoeffer, the church community is always the sanctorum communio amidst the community of
sin. Fully eradicating sin is not possible in this world. The community seeks to become the sanctorum communion
through their self-giving love of God and others.

& Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality 53.

68 Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 161.

6 Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality 63.

21



S. Ketcham AYME 2011

unseen. " The sanctorum communio is the hope of the community of faith in which they presently
participate.

Therefore, in light of Bonhoeffer’s definition of person as both separate and only existing in
relation with God and others, and his juxtaposition of the primal state with the sinful state, the sanctorum
communio becomes the place for God’s will to be carried out for persons and community. This is his
theology of sociality. The sanctorum communio is a particular fellowship of Christians (called a church)
where Christ is present in self-giving love that transforms relationships between persons and the
community resulting in the new humanity.

What does Bonheoffer’s theology of sociality reveal about the nature of the relationship between
individuals and the community of faith? Bonhoeffer demonstrates that relationships are fundamental to
Christian faith and life beginning with his ontological view of person and carried into the definition of
sanctorum communio. Personhood arises from an encounter between I and You and recognition of
difference. The primal state is the community of people in redeemed relationship. Sin is its consequence
on relationships with God and other people. The sanctorum communio is the result of Christ’s vicarious
self-giving manifest in real relations as people act in mutual love. The individual is integrally related to
the community of faith as these relationships are the site for Christ’s active transforming work.

Theological Implications

1. Bonhoeffer unites faith and life. Faith understood primarily as anticipation of another time and
place is incomplete. Faith defined as a private, self-enclosed union between God and self is
insufficient. God’s love, Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, and the hope of new life are more
than abstract beliefs that remain in a realm apart from our daily living. This hope joins with us in
our present joys and sorrows, dreams and activity, living and dying. Bonhoeffer’s words join the

chorus of postmodern thought that refutes modernity’s attempt to create a rational and

70 Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church 209-13.
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dispassionate faith that prefers proposition over encounter. Faith is the acceptance of God’s daily
activity among, within and between us.

2. The integral relationships among members of the community of faith are the location for Christ to
be made manifest among us. This is an act of revelation as God breaks into the community of sin
through our acts of love and service to each other. Christ’s vicarious representative action
empowers us toward these acts in a manner we are unable to carry out ourselves. Christ’s love
becomes a concrete experience in the midst of relationships with others. This echoes the
communal characteristics found in the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5. The Spirit intends to
produce what a person cannot do alone: to be treated with kindness is an avenue for encountering
Christ; the practice of self-control opens us to Christ’s serving love; working toward peace invites
Christ’s compassion. God reveals Christ amidst the activity of the community of faith.

3. Transformation for Bonhoeffer has a specific definition: we move from being-with-each-other to
being-for-each-other. Compare this to the image of two young children who are only able to
play in parallel. They are with each other, side-by-side, but as they grow and develop this play
should become interaction and exchange. Christian growth entails learning to respond in love
and service to our neighbor who we are “with” and called to be “for.” Transformation in this
sense declares Christian community as essential to the Christian life. God’s redeeming work is
not limited to a metaphysical realm, but through the incarnate Christ seeks to redeem the concrete
interactions of people. The church is the unique outworking of Christ’s vicarious love that
empowers people to live rightly with one another. As outlined at the beginning of this paper, this
concept is congruent with a communal interpretation of maturity found in biblical texts from the
early church as well as the appeal of Colossians 3 to remove the sins that are between them.
Transformed relationships are evidence of the work of Christ. Christ’s vicarious act is not
completed upon restoration of the God-self relation because it is intended to be the location for

transformed relationships among people.
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A chasm exists between this vision of a transforming community and American
fascination with individual progress and growth. Bonhoeffer describes the Christian life as
encounters with other people who have differing wills and Christ’s activity of self-giving that
holds the possibility of helping us be for-the-other. The other person is essential to any form of
personal transformation. Even more, the description of the sanctorum communio that exists
alongside and amidst the community of sin reveals Bonhoeffer’s vision for a communal
transformation—a people becoming a reflection of the new creation. The sanctorum communio
lives united before Christ and, through the active love of Christ, is empowered to live for each

other. Christ is active between us changing both the individuals and the community.

Volf: the Activity of Persons

Bonhoeffer provides a theological response to the inquiry of God’s activity between the person
and others in the community of faith. What role do the people themselves play in this process? Miroslav
Volf’s Free Church ecclesiology assists in constructing a response. Volf was born in 1956 in what was
then communist-ruled Yugoslavia.”' He lived amidst horrific violence due to the civil war between two
ethnic groups, the Croatians and Serbians. While writing about the need for Christians to embrace their
enemies, his mentor Jurgen Motlmann inquired of his ability to forgive his Serbian enemies. Volf’s
response was, “I can’t, not quite yet. But I wish that [ could.” Volf’s writing on reconciliation includes
the same essential participatory elements present in his ecclesiology. God joins with the actions of the
person to enable them to do what they cannot do themselves. Having earned his doctorate in systematic
theology from the University of Tiibingen in Germany, Volf is currently Henry B. Wright Professor of
Theology at Yale Divinity School and director of Yale Center for Faith and Culture. Volf writes on the
intersection of faith and action, paying special attention to the role of the local church as a reconciling

agent in the world.

"'Reconciliation: Miroslav Volf Biography, Trinity Wall Street, Available:
http://www.trinitywallstreet.org/webcasts/videos/profiles/biographies/reconcilation-miroslav-volf-biography,
April 4 2011.
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More germane to this project, Volf’s ecclesiology intends to expand the underdeveloped Free
Church tradition rooted in the historic voice of John Smyth.”” He compares and contrasts ecclesiologies
of the Catholic tradition demonstrated in the writing of Pope Benedict XVI and the Orthodox tradition
articulated by John Zizioulas to the Free Churches. What emerges is an ecclesiology that holds the
individual emphasis of the free church in tension with the communal orientation of both the Catholic and
Orthodox ecclesiologies. In his estimation, among the churches that are part of the Free Churches today,

»3 " His work intends to offer

“faith lived ecclesially is being replaced by faith lived individualistically.
ecclesial categories that provide a basis for the church in its communal form without denying individual
faith appropriation.”™
Christ with the Assembled, Confessing Community

While Bonhoeffer conveys the nature of God’s activity between the person and community, Volf
concentrates on the activity of the person and community involved in the transmission of the faith. Three
dominant themes in Volf’s ecclesiology define the relationship between a person and the community of
faith. First, Volf contends that a church emerges when the presence of Christ joins with the activity of a
believing community. He grounds his definition of church on the words of Christ in Matthew 18:20,
“Where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.”” This statement names two
activities constitutive of the church where Christ promises his presence: assembling and confessing. To

begin with, the church assembles when people come together at an appointed time and place. Emphasis is

on the local and particular church, the concrete community of people who gather. Christ’s indwelling of

7 By “Free Churches” Volf primarily means those whose organization is congregationally based. Miroslav
Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity (Eerdmans Publishers: Grand Rapids, 1998) 9,
footnote #2.

7 Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 11.

" This ecclesiology arrives amidst the cultural shift toward the relational. In philosophy, this is evident in
Levinas and Rorty; in theology, Grenz, Shultz, and VanHoozer; in popular culture, increased appeal to communal in
advertising and business (Starbucks). Volf contends that theology must speak out of the Christian faith when
describing its social form and not depend on the social environment to create the turn. Volf, After Our Likeness:
The Church as the Image of the Trinity 15-16.

7> Volf joins a long tradition of using Matthew 18:20 as the grounds for ecclesiology, which includes
Ignatius, Tertullian, Cyprian, as well as, Free Church theological John Smyth.
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each person forms the basis of the community’s unity, for they exist as one body of Christ.”® All local
churches are equally church, joined with other churches by the same presence of Christ.”” This unity
between the churches is analogous to the communion shared by the Triune God and includes both an
eschatological hope and present experience. “The Spirit-mediated relationship with the triune God and
with the entire history of God’s people...constitutes an assembly into a church.” When the church
assembles they become participants in God’s salvation history.

Next, the church exists where Christians confess “in my name.””® Christ is the reference point
among them, the person around whom they gather and confess. When the gathered church confesses
Christ, they make a doctrinal claim about him. This is a cognitive belief; the church cannot exist without
such an assertion. It is also an affective ascription that includes “personal identification” with Christ as
Lord.” Confessing Christ produces two conditions of ecclesiality common to those who gather: faith in
Christ and commitment to being transformed according to Christ’s desires, “allowing the new creation to
shine in the midst of the old.”® Volf understands that Christ’s promise includes an expectation that
people gather with others in order to act upon their faith. This is an anthropological assertion
emphasizing personal and corporate agency; hence, both the person and the community are active
participants in forming the community of faith.

Volf expands this participatory assertion by claiming the essential nature of the faith community.

2581

“To experience faith means to become an ecclesial being.”” For example, in Volf’s explanation of

salvation individuals accept salvation as a gift from God, but never remain alone with God. At this

®In assembling, they are not a “collective subject” where personhood disappears; rather, they are a
“communion of persons” united by Christ and existing as a “differentiated unity.” Volf echoes Bonhoeffer’s intent
to maintain the integrity of both the individual and the community. Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the
Image of the Trinity 145.

7 Volf departs from Catholic and Orthodox traditions by naming the local church as a sign of the
eschatological church versus the local church’s aim being to reveal the universal church. Volf, After Our Likeness:
The Church as the Image of the Trinity 140ff.

8 Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 145-46.

7 Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 147.

80 Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 147.

81 Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 174.
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moment they are “simultaneously constituted into the communion of believers.”® Volf moves away from
the Free Churches at this point since their individualization of a person’s salvation is essentially “asocial,”
viewing the church merely as an “external aid” to salvation or to edify “pious individuals.” Instead, faith
places us within a divine community. “One cannot have a self-enclosed communion with the triune God-
a ‘foursome’ as it were—for the Christian God is not a private deity. Communion with God is at once
also communion with those who have entrusted themselves in faith to the same God.”*’

Volf asserts that a community of people becomes a church when they assemble and confess and
Jesus promises his presence to the gathered, confessing people. Reminiscent of Bonhoeffer’s theology of
sociality and the biblical text as explicated above, Volf implicitly defines the nature of the relationship
between the person and the community as integral to faith. He also depicts these relationships as active
participants, having both personal and communal agency.
Giving and Receiving Faith

A second theme in Volf’s ecclesiology relates specifically to the transmission of faith between the
person and the community. Confession, as described above, has multiple dimensions.” It is performative
in that it is an action carried out by the individual with the community. Confession does not exist in
passive observance, nor can it remain solely as a doctrinal assertion. Volf contends it is an objective
performance always accompanied by the subjective faith of individuals. Confession is also commissive
because it is an individual act of the will that requires belief in and submission to the one you confess.
Such a commitment is social and public as it “takes place between persons.” Christians confess before
others and with others comprising a shared and mutual endeavor where, “I am both communicating

something to them and inviting them into something.”*® Confession is what the assembled community

82 Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 172.
8 Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 173.
8 Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 149ff.
8 Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 149.
86 Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 149.
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does when it sings, preaches, fellowships, and receives the sacraments.”” Those gathered give to the
community and receive from the community as they act out of their individual and communal faith
commitment.

Confession flows into proclamation. Proclamation is not merely the spoken words the church
declares about itself or about Christ. It is the act of “doing” or “being” church. The church proclaims
Christ as it assembles and confesses. The act of proclaiming elicits faith in those who join with the
confessing community as well as those outside, since “the confession of faith of one person leads to that
of others, thereby constituting church.”® The mutual experience of giving and receiving is foundational to
the church in its assembly and confession. The transmission of faith for Volf occurs through exchange
and mutuality.

Mutually Determinative Relations
A third theme present in Volf’s ecclesiology is the “mutually determinative” relationship between

church and person. How is it that people come to faith?"

Faith is both received through the church
community (never from) and claimed independently by the person. He avoids two extreme paradigms.
The first claims the church as mediator of the faith, even giving birth to faith in the person, “person-
church-Christ.” The second claims the person mediates faith from a direct encounter with Christ and the
church is an addition or consequence of this encounter, “person-Christ-Church.”' Volf’s alternative is
“interpersonal ecclesial interaction,” where Christ’s presence is first promised to the community (based
on Matthew 18:20) and then to the individual. Faith is always mediated through the traditions, language,

and practices of the community. A person has relationships with “significant others” in the church

community who mediate faith by acting as “plausibility structures” that are then reaffirmed by the chorus

¥ This list is not exhaustive of the confessing acts of the church. Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as
the Image of the Trinity 150.

88 Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 150.

¥ Volf explicit interest is to define the manner in which faith is transmitted in the church. His usage of the
word leads the reader to interpret “faith” broadly as both justification and sanctification. Volf, After Our Likeness:
The Church as the Image of the Trinity 4.

%0 Ratzinger’s ecclesiology

ot Smyth ecclesiology
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of “remaining others.”” Just as a person cannot administer the sacraments to his or herself but receives
them from another, the church always gives faith. “It is from the church that one receives the content of
faith, and it is in the church that one learns how faith is to be understood and lived.”” But the church’s
mediation ceases at this juncture for the church cannot be the faith of the person; it is a gift of the Spirit
and the church is not the Spirit.

Similarly, the church never dispenses Christ; rather, the church points to Christ. The church is a
sign of the new creation when it acts as a sign of hope directing people, both within the community and
beyond, to faith in Christ. Volf describes the church as a sign analogous to the light of the moon whose
light is only a reflection of the light of the sun. Likewise, the church reflects the light of Christ, but is not
itself the light. “The purpose of the sign is to point to the reality it signifies, not to itself; the sign
confirms itself as a sign by pointing away from itself.””* The church reflects the light of Christ in order to
strengthen the faith of those within and to elicit faith in those beyond the community. Volf confirms this
by defining the Johannine use of “sign” that juxtaposes those who believe in the sign itself with a call to
believe in the one who did the sign.” For example, after the feeding of the 5,000, Jesus accuses those
who follow him of misappropriating the miracle. “I tell you the truth, you are looking for me not because
you saw miraculous signs, but because you ate the loaves and had your fill (John 6:26).” The function of
the sign is to elicit faith in Christ, not faith in the sign. Hence, the church, as sign, plays an essential role
in the mediation of faith but cannot generate faith.

This inherent limitation of the church leads to the necessity of the person’s participation in the
mutually determinative relationship of church and person. Volf aligns with the Free Churches’ assertion
that faith received from the church must be claimed personally. Faith is always a receptive activity and
comes as a gift from God. A person must accept the gift as a volitional act. Volf utilizes two New

Testament metaphors for the church to explore the distinction between the activities of the church versus

%2 Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 167.

3 Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 163.

* Miroslav Volf, "The Church as a Prophetic Community and a Sign of Hope," European Journal of
Theology 2.1 (1993): 20.

% Volf, "The Church as a Prophetic Community and a Sign of Hope," 20.
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the person. First, early church writers use sibling language when they refer to each other as brother and
sister. A sibling relationship is one you are born into and belong to—and, to some degree, it determines
you. This is analogous to a person’s relationship to the church and emphasizes the socializing aspect of
faith transmission. Second, the metaphor of friends is also used in early church writings. To be a friend
involves choice, a voluntary act of the will to align with another. This metaphor corresponds to the
person’s individual reception of faith and subsequent choice to align with the church. Both the church
and the individual play indispensable roles in the transmission of faith. This relationship is mutually

296

determinative such that the “transmission of faith occurs through interpersonal ecclesial interaction.

Theological Implications

1. Christ’s presence joins with the activity of the community as they become ‘church’ by assembling
and confessing. Ecclesiology grounded in Matthew 18:20 includes an expectation of personal
and corporate agency. Faith communities are participatory such that the person joins with the
activity of the community. Individual agency is not lost in this process, but it is united with
others in Christ as a “differentiated unity.” Hence, faith communities should invite persons to
engage with and add to the organization and practices of the community.

2. Similar to Bonhoeffer, Volf demonstrates that a person’s relationship with the community of faith
is integral to faith itself. An ecclesial vision of faith should permeate doctrinal claims and
become explicit in teaching. For example, an aspect of a person’s vertical commitment to Christ
is expressed through his or her horizontal commitment to the community. Similarly, to be
transformed by Christ is more than an internal experience, but is concretely realized in
relationships with the community.

3. The various aspects of confession outlined by Volf ground faith transmission in mutuality.
Giving and receiving of faith among the members of a community again maintains participation

as essential to a maturing faith in Christ. Even more, a person’s contribution to the community as

% Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 163.
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they ‘give faith’ through personal confession is necessary in order to ‘receive faith.” A person’s
participation and contribution is both an “encounter with grace and a means of grace” that elicits
faith.”” To be a passive recipient of faith is nonexistent; rather, mutuality governs the
transmission of faith.

The idea that church and person are in a mutually determinative relationship coincides with
Augsberger’s tripolar spirituality explicated at the beginning of this paper and Bonhoeffer’s
theology of sociality. Imagine the three participants in the spiritual life as distinct spheres of

God, self, and others.

God

Self Others

Each sphere is autonomous from the other, never conflated or diminished as a participating agent.
Simultaneously, each participant joins with the other participants. There remains a distinct
relationship and site for activity between God and self, as well as God and others. Note the
increased richness in color at the God-self and God-other intersections in the diagram. The

community of faith emerges as self and others overlap. Volf’s description of the church acting as

%7 Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity 174.
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a sign that points to Christ or a reflection of the light of Christ is an essential activity of others
(being the community of faith) in a person’s maturing faith. It is through this community that we
give and receive faith. The center of the diagram is the richest in color. The fullest expression
and experience of faith occurs when all three participants unite. This union is the place for a

person and community to develop a maturing faith in Christ.

Summary

This paper affirms and expands upon Augsburger’s description of tripolar spirituality by
exploring a person’s relationship to the community of faith. A person’s growing encounters with Jesus
Christ and the community of faith that results in personal and communal transformation characterize a
maturing faith. He or she is an active participant in this community and utilizes his or her gifts by joining
them with the community and aligning them with God’s redeeming activity in service to the world. The
biblical text confirms the integral nature of a person’s relationship to the community of faith by
describing this relationship as the setting for transformation. Acting in ways that nurture the community
affects personal and communal transformation. The Spirit produces fruit in people that enhances
community, thus these early churches are exhorted to make their unity in Christ a lived reality.
Bonhoeffer describes God’s activity in the community of faith. He unites faith and life and anticipates
God’s redemptive work between people. Christ is manifest in the community by empowering persons to
act in love and service to others. Transformation means moving from being-with-each-other to being-for-
each-other. The church is a community of sin being transformed by Christ into a sanctorum communio, a
reflection of the new creation. Volf describes the person’s activity in the community of faith.
Communities become a ‘church’ when they participate together by assembling and confessing Christ. A
person expresses commitment to Christ through a commitment to the community. Mutuality
characterizes faith transmission. As a person participates with the community, they give and receive

faith. There are three participants in the life of faith: God, self, and others. Each is a distinct, active agent
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and the fullest expression and experience of faith occurs when the three unite. This union is the place for a

person and community to develop a maturing faith in Christ.
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