Reshaping the Church?   

What are people writing nowadays to help guide us as we seek to be more faithfully the church of Jesus Christ?

How about John Drane The McDonaldization of the Church DLT 2000? An attractive looking book with McDonald type queues on the front, only heading for church. Just as McDonald’s restaurants are a safe bet for occasional eating that will be a shade uninventive, so the church is said to have bland, unimaginative sustenance for the spiritually hungry.  The ‘iron cage of McDonaldization’ has confined the rich variety of her experience of God into ‘predictable rational categories’ across churchmanship. Though not explicit in its criticism of the Alpha Course there is an implicit criticism through an expressed suspicion of spiritual ‘packages’ in general. Similar McDonaldization is said to occur through the importing of management techniques into church life. The argument runs on for a recovery of spiritual diversity, loss of top-down bureaucracy and new prioritising of mystery and community as means to regain the lost market of spiritual seekers. Drane’s wife is a Christian clown which lends to an interesting section on the importance of mime and drama in worship.  The book has a strongly sociological perspective and provides a helpful analysis of groups alienated from the institutional church. It is strong on the incarnation but weak on the cross and resurrection, not touching on how the church’s credibility links in some way to the force of her conviction about the unique redemption that is ours in Christ.  

A more popular style engages in Michael Moynagh Changing World, Changing Church Monarch 2001. If you want a receipe for the church going the way of the world read it all here.  Is that an insult or a compliment? In the sense that Moynagh insists on less distancing and more imaginative engagement between church and world, a compliment.  In another sense, though, trying to down size the mystery of the church to an ‘it-must-fit-me’ world rings alarm bells. The book gives a brilliant analysis of consumerism in western society where people are no longer shopping off-the peg but going tailor-made. Whereas some would argue that allying the church with marketing panders to selfishness, others would want to join Moynagh in discerning servant ministries from the wisdom of the market.  We need to listen more carefully to people, encourage them to express themselves and enhance their individuality.  At the same time God cannot be customised and the countercultural witness remains, though this is not the main emphasis of this book. It traces hopeful developments – Soul Survivor for imaginative youth ministry, Willow Creek with its stress on issue-based preaching, the Alpha Course as a catalyst for seeker communities, the Minster model where large churches resource smaller ones etc. Anglican Deaneries are encouraged to establish Resources and Opportunities Funds for innovative work. Moynagh promises ‘a church makeover…a fresh church for an it-must-fit-me world’ but that ‘makeover’ must surely be the work of God, something that will never fit with worldly expectations.

A last book is refreshingly counter-cultural in its argument. Stanley Hauerhas and William Willimon Resident Aliens Abingdon 1989.  This book owes a lot to the theologian Karl Barth. It could be a tonic for overwhelmed priests since it recaptures a vision of God’s agenda for the church over against the endless expectations put upon her and her leaders. The authors discern the modern church as ‘one more consumer-oriented organization, existing to encourage individual fulfilment rather than being a crucible to engender individual conversion to the Body’. So often ‘in leaning over to speak to the modern world, we (have) fallen in’. By recovering a sense of the church existing today ‘as resident aliens, an adventurous colony in a society of unbelief’ she will recover faithfulness to Jesus Christ who is ‘the supreme act of divine intrusion into the world’s settled arrangements’.  This is not the natural thinking of the Established Church but may be a prophetic word to us. I remember someone describing the C. of E. as a most conservative church, ‘she always likes to conserve her position in society!’ Read ‘Resident Aliens’ to capture the other side of the church, so to speak.  It presents that life as something adventurous, oriented to God, helping Christians survive as a distinct ‘colony’ of our homeland in heaven. For pastoral ministry there is to be a challenge always to offer help, as best one can, ‘in the name of Jesus’, so recovering the distinctive theological rationale of Christian ministry.  It is a drifting away from this basis that the authors see as leading priests into exhaustion by their offering simply themselves to people with unbounded needs without a pointing to Christ and his transforming grace.
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