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Assembly On line Mission Folio.

(This study, prepared by the Rev John Rickard was presented to the Synod of WA in 2001.
John is executive Director of the Commission for Mission, Synod of Victoria.)

BIBLE STUDY ONE

The Emerging Church: Proclaiming the Gospel in the contemporary Australian context.

I am not a biblical scholar. I am a missiologist with a passion for mission.

So, when asked to present the bible studies in your Synod this year, I wanted to talk about
mission. As a consequence I have chosen to reflect on two readings from the book of Acts.

Today Acts 10:9-28 The conversion of Cornelius ( or at least part of it)
Monday Acts 15:1-12 The Apostolic Council in Jerusalem

PROCESS EACH DAY

Brief introduction to the theme
Listen to the text
Exegesis
Buzz Groups
Application to our contemporary culture.

BASIC THESIS

I want to claim that the culture of the existing church is dramatically different to the cultures of
contemporary Australian culture, so different that any relationship between the two cultures is a
cross cultural experience. This cross-cultural experience is so complex that it raises as many
questions for us as the Gentile mission raised for the first Jewish Christians in Jerusalem.

There is, however, an emerging church rising up alongside – perhaps deeply embedded within
the church we claim today that, because of its willingness to engage contemporary Australian
culture, is well prepared for this relationship. There is then the possibility of mission even to our
secular and distracted context.

CONTEXT OF THE TEXT

By the time Luke writes the book of Acts the Christian mission has become solely directed to the
Gentiles. These Gentiles had shown their readiness for the word and willingness to listen. The
Jewish mission seems to have lapsed, the Jews being seen as unable to listen (Acts28:28). Luke
therefore has a strong commitment to this Gentile mission. But this mission must be authorised
by the authoritative community – the Apostles, or at least the Jerusalem church.

A quick reading of Acts would have us believe this authorisation came easily and the mission of
the early church was relatively problem free. A closer reading reveals significant tension
between the Jewish Christians, and the Greek or Gentile Christians. This tension was focused
primarily on the importance of the law, the Torah, and was often centered on the matter of
circumcision.
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In Acts, Luke has the Jewish Christians gathered in Jerusalem. And though Christ was certainly
central to their faith, the revelation made through his life, death and resurrection had to be seen
in the context of the Jewish law, and circumcision was a sign of their faith and commitment.

But the Gentile Christians, including their leading apostle and advocate Paul, preached a gospel
that we are “saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus” and that the Jewish law, though relevant,
no longer held the same dominance.

Luke attempts to resolve the authorisation of the Gentile mission in the two texts we will study.

Let’s hear the first text ( only read part of it because of its length)

THE TEXT

Acts 10:9-28

EXEGESIS

From the perspective of a Jewish Christian this story is radical in the risks it takes. Here Luke
has God tramping all over the cultural expectation of the Jewish Christian community –
challenging Peter to break his cultural bondage, to step out in faith, and participate in God’s
mission to those who are defined by the Jewish Christians as unclean and uncircumcised.

The story begins a few verses before the text we have read.

Cornelius is an officer in the Roman army but not a typical officer in that army. Even before
anything happens in relation to conversion to Christianity he is a man of some faith, for he is
devout and fears God and gives generously to the people of the faith community.

This uncircumcised convert to Judaism has a vision in the middle of the afternoon in broad
daylight. In this vision a messenger from God comes to him, compliments him on his obedience
through generosity and prayer and demands he send people to Joppa, there to meet with this
stranger called Peter, who is staying by the seaside with a tanner by the name of Simon.

Cornelius must have been mystified, for not only did he not know Peter, he also did not know
who he was. At this point Cornelius has no desire to become part of the Christian community. He
doesn’t even know of such a community. Yet he is to be the vehicle through which God will
expand God’s mission, and move it beyond the cultural bondage of Judaism, to the Gentiles.

It is clear such a move is not initiated by Cornelius. He is happy where he is, as a Jewish convert.
Neither does Peter initiate this whole episode. God initiates it - it is the mission of God, not the
mission of the church, not even a mission motivated by individuals. It is God's mission, the
Missio Dei.

In obedience Cornelius summons his people and, after telling them everything, sends them off to
meet with this stranger called Peter.

Now we come to our text.

The next day, as Cornelius’ people are travelling towards him, and his lunch is being prepared,
Peter goes up on the roof to pray. In the midst of his prayer Peter falls into a trance where he sees
a sheet filled with all sorts of animals, and reptiles and birds of the air coming down, and a voice
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from heaven says, “Get up Peter, kill and eat.”  A most strange vision, perhaps motivated by the
rumbling in his stomach as he waits for his lunch.

Peter resists. He knows his law. He is not allowed to eat the creatures contained in the sheet. He
must remain faithful.

The voice persists, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.”  Still Peter resists.
Perhaps confident in his knowledge of the law, the way God wants the faithful to live.

But the voice challenges for a third time and still Peter staunchly resists this temptation to break
God’s law and eat the flesh of an unclean animal.  And the sheet is withdrawn back into heaven.

At first Peter is puzzled as to what this dream means. Many commentators believe he doesn’t
comprehend until much later in the story. But, I wonder?

At this point the messengers arrive (v17) from Cornelius. Peter is so distracted by his conundrum
he fails to even realise he has visitors knocking on the door. Once again God has to intervene and
send the Holy Spirit to inform Peter that he has guests. “Get up, go down and go with them
without hesitation; for I have sent them,” God informs him.

There is however still no explanation of the vision made to the reader. Is it possibly about food
or the food laws of Leviticus? Perhaps, but we are not told at this point.

Peter goes down and talks with his guests, and is told that Cornelius, an upright and God-fearing
man, has sent them. He is also told that Cornelius is acting at the direction of a holy messenger.

Peter then, rather than going with them as instructed, invites these messengers in, offering them
hospitality. A simple statement, but an action that has Peter already crossing the cultural
boundaries of his people. He will not eat unclean food, but he invites into the home of Simon the
tanner, these Gentile travellers, eating with them and giving them lodging. Such an action was
not acceptable under the culture, custom and law of the Jewish community, yet Peter seems to
take this action with barely a second thought.

Is the vision is already influencing his actions? Has Peter been convinced of the Gentile mission?
Has he understood the meaning of the vision? Probably not. But he does accept that God’s
instruction transcends cultural norms. Certainly, the voice of the Spirit is strong and direct. “Go
with them, even be with them, without hesitation?” But if neighbours had witnessed this
transgression of social and cultural expectation the town  would  have been buzzing with gossip
before to long. And this one claiming to be a man of God? These Christians are indeed strange.

It seems, however, that while they travel back to Cornelius’ household the meaning of the vision
is confirmed to Peter. Perhaps it was the realisation that these Gentiles were not monsters, but
real people, some of whom were even loved by God. Perhaps it was the close contact with those
who were considered the unfavoured others. Who knows, but he has no hesitation in entering
Cornelius’ house upon being invited. Another violation of the Jewish law, which at that time was
seen to be an essential part of living as an obedient Christian in Jerusalem.

At his arrival, Cornelius prostrates himself before this holy man, summoned as he is by God, but
Peter quickly corrects his misunderstanding. “I am sent by God, as can any other person be sent,
I am not God. Rise and stand with me for I am only a mortal like you.”
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When Peter enters he is greeted by large number of people, Cornelius, his family, and household
making up a sufficient number to form a congregation at Caesarea.

Then the interpretation of the vision is offered to the reader.

“You know that it is unlawful for a Jew to associate with or visit a Gentile, but God has shown
me that I should not call anyone profane or unclean. So when I was sent for, I came without
objection.”

This is the end of the text we have read, but we should complete the story.

Cornelius then explains why he has sent for Peter, in fact that he has been requested to do so by a
messenger from God, basically a repeat of the story told by the messengers to Peter.

And Peter then proclaims the Good News as revealed by Jesus Christ, corresponding at least in
outline to the proclamation to the Jews in chapter 1 of Acts. In the middle of this proclamation,
the Gentiles, as a whole community receive the Holy Spirit. The circumcised believers who have
come with Peter are astonished that the gift of the Holy Spirit is poured out on the Gentiles, the
unclean ones, the uncircumcised! It seems that God has taken the initiative and baptised the
Gentiles in the Spirit. How can the church then possibly withhold baptism by water?

God clearly indicates there is to be no racial or cultural barrier to salvation. It is offered to all
humanity. It is God, then, not Peter, who makes the decision that the Gentile world is to be
included in this special relationship, enabling Peter to justify his actions to the Jewish Christians
in Jerusalem.

Later (11.18) Peter is to interpret that "God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that
leads to life." But as we shall see on Monday, many don’t accept the way Peter has behaved and
are critical of his violations of the law, particularly his table fellowship with the uncircumcised.

The points I wish to emphasis in this first reflection are

1. That even though Jesus himself occasionally broke out of the cultural bondage to Judaism, the
majority of the Jewish Christians resisted the mission to the Gentiles.

2. It was God who introduced the mission to the Gentiles. God initiated it at every point either
through trances, angels, or the coming of the Holy Spirit.

3. Eventually the church endorsed this universal offer of salvation, but not without tension and
debate, one example of which is the apostolic council in Jerusalem that we will examine on
Monday.

BUZZ GROUPS

Phyllis Trible

Who do you identify with – Peter, as a member of the Jewish Christian Community or
Cornelius, a the first Gentile Christian? Why? 5 minutes.

APPLICATION
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The Contemporary Australian Context

My son Jordon is now 21. I used to worry about how he was ever going to get anywhere
studying in front of the TV, or with hard core rock music blaring out so loud that it would disturb
me two rooms away. At school my concern was justified – he was not a good student, barely
making it into his chosen tertiary course of study. But, there things changed. He was doing
something he liked.  He still studied in front of TV but managed to get good results – about half
his subjects were HD, the rest C or D. It’s called multi-tasking. I cannot think the way he thinks.

We have experienced massive change in our culture in recent times. Leunig Cartoon
The young have grown accustomed to living in a time of accelerated change. They have learnt to
keep their options open. We older folk still long for the stability and commitment of a previous
era.

For example, Hugh MacKay, in a paper delivered at a recent conference in Melbourne claims,
we have gone through a gender revolution, an information revolution, a revolution in the way we
understand ourselves as citizens of Australia, and an economic revolution that has pushed us all,
to some degree, into economic rationalism.  No wonder the world we live in feels strange. There
has also been the massive transformation in thought processes that has occurred in the shift from
modernism to post-modernism. And then there is the dramatic crisis in confidence in Western
culture triggered by the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington and the resultant horror
and closing of our hearts and minds to the well being of all God's people.

Who can dispute that the Australian contemporary culture has gone through massive change in
recent times. And whether we are a part of the church or not, this is the culture in which we live,
all of us, church folk and the rest of the Australian community.

But then there is the culture of the church, the community of faith. Gathered by the birth, death
and resurrection of Jesus into a community of hope, this community is intentionally different. It
has different values, different traditions and different expectations. The church is counter cultural
by self definition. Theologically it is defined by the One whom it claims as Lord.

Those of us who inhabit this church strive to resist the changes that are taking place in our
general culture. We actively use church culture to escape from these changes and traumas. In
some instances this is appropriate, as we seek comfort and strength in God from the ravages of
the world. But in some cases church culture is used to maintain a view of the world, even a
culture of the past.

But the younger people, for it is not just the young, they tend to roll with the punches much
more, to accept that these uncertainties are the way the world is. And, this time, this is not an
inter-generational thing. It is a difference in culture. And in the case of the young this "strange
new world" as it is to us is the only culture they know.

The emerging church: What is it?

The emerging church tends to be that church that connects with the inhabitants of contemporary
Australian Culture. It tends to be the church of the young, or at least those who still feel they are
young, those generations who are, in the main, not in the church most of us know, called by
some the existing church.

Of course, renewal is taking place in some of our churches. They are also changing.
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The emerging church is not so much about renewal, but is those new faith communities breaking
out on the fringes of the mainstream church. As such the emerging church is:
• that alternate congregation, meeting in many of our churches.
• that community willing to try alternate patterns of worship.
• that community seeking alternative ways to present the Gospel: experimenting with videos,

movie clips and television, or drama, or dance, or song.
• that community that resists an over-abundance of words, and words, and more words and

opens up the possibility of feelings, and touch, and  passion, and love, that community who
experiences and lives the Gospel, as well as knowing it.

• that community is usually located in different sorts of venues, in schools, or set up as cafes,
with tables and chairs, and a whole host of other creative options.

• that group of people, a bit like my son, who think differently to us, seeking knowledge from
other sources than a book or a rationally developed argument.

• those people who have received the gift of faith, and who seek to understand that faith not
only with their mind and intellect, but as an expression of the heart, and development of the
soul and human spirit.

This emerging church is also incredibly diverse in size:
• In some places it is small and intimate.
• It can also be part of a very large congregation, even a regional congregation, particularly if

that congregation has a variety of communities worshipping in different styles.

Members of the emerging church:
• like many young people, are prepared to travel to get what they believe necessary to facilitate

their worship.
• show little interest in the structures of the church, except maybe the local structures.
• are frequently suspicious of denominational loyalty.
• would rather talk about networks than committees, where networks are seen as resource

banks for their ministry and mission.
• are more interested in mission than management.
• will form a community with a passion for spirituality, who attempt to address the explosion

of interest in spirituality in our culture.
• gather into a community who place a primary emphasis on relationships, working to ensure

all who participate, do so at some depth. They work hard to keep their community open both
to new members and new experiences of the grace of God.

The emerging church has a very ambiguous relationship with clergy. Though willing to work
with clergy they strive to not be clergy centered. Lay people are deeply involved both in the
worship and pastoral life of the community.

And, just a few comments about evangelism. For too long we in the existing church have tended
to overlook the missional imperative inherent in the Good News. Instead of going out, or being
sent into the world, we have waited for people to come to us. It would have been interesting to
see what would have happened if Jesus had sat in the temple and waited for people to come to
him.

Now if we examine all these categories, it becomes obvious, at least to me, that the so-called
emerging church has a much closer affinity with the Gentile Christian community or Cornelius
than the rest of us has. We, the so called existing church,  are more like the Jewish Christians,
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like Peter, struggling with the "status quo" rather than striving to proclaim the Good News in a
cross cultural environment.

As the first bible study comes to a close I want to make the following points:

1. I’m sure as we went through the above lists many of us asked the question, “Well what’s new,
we have heard all this before?” And, in some senses you have.  But the point I want to make here
is that when we of the existing church have dabbled in the emerging church, we try to mix it all
up, mixing existing with emerging to such a degree that neither culture is honoured. These
cultures are dramatically different. In fact they are as culturally different as the Jewish Christian
Community was from the Gentile Christian Community.  If we are to have them in the one
congregation they must meet separately, at different times. The emerging church then is that
alternate faith community that is growing parallel to the traditional faith community in your
congregation. Craig Miller in his book NextChurch.Now claims that

In the highly mobile society in which we now find ourselves, the most successful evangelistic
strategy is the creation of new faith communities that speak directly to the newly emerging
people groups in the community surrounding local congregations. (Miller p 52)

There is a genius the way the Uniting Church is structured. It allows us to live with diversity of
faith expression, and yet remain together, as one.

2. Finally, who is initiating this new movement? Is it being driven by cultural values as some
claim, where the truth of the Gospel is being diluted or damaged by the cultural realities of post-
modernism?  Or, is this a new mission being initiated by God as was the Gentile mission in
Acts?

I don’t have the absolute answer to these questions. Nor am I aware of too many trances and
visions having occurred, as in the book of Acts.

I do know that there is a ground swell in our church as people are called into this risky ministry.
And I do know that the Spirit of the risen Christ is moving powerfully among these people
creating much excitement and energy.  Perhaps we have to trust that the Spirit is confirming this
mission, for the glory of God.  See you Monday.
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