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Church and Culture – Feuding or Friendly? 

BACI Bible Studies for Lent 2012 

 

FOR THE PAST three years the Biblical Association for the Church of Ireland has 

provided a Lenten Bible Study Resource linked to the Anglican Communion’s 

Bible in the Life of the Church Project – on Creation, Economic Justice and Gender 

Justice respectively.  This year, that Project being completed, we have chosen the 

subject Church and Culture; and these studies have been developed with Revd 

Dr Ron Elsdon from a series he designed for Connor diocese. 

The Church’s relation to its surrounding culture is a perennial question for 

Christians, but one which is of increasing urgency today, when the gap between 

the internal life of the churches and the culture in which they are set has been 

widening at an alarming rate. Even basic knowledge or personal experience of 

Christian faith can no longer be assumed today, even in Ireland, where a degree 

of church “belonging” has always been assumed.  

The question of “Christ and Culture” is one which Christian thinkers have 

answered in different ways, none of which can be acclaimed exclusively as 

“correct”.  Christ was certainly critical of many aspects of the Jewish culture of his 

day; on the other hand he also demanded a deepening of Jewish spirituality. 

Similarly Christ challenges all human culture; but does this mean that Christians 

should necessarily reject the secular culture around them? Surely not, for the 

Church has to admit that its traditional teaching can be wrong and must be 

corrected in the light of new discoveries and insights (remember Copernicus and 

Galileo - not to mention new understandings of the biblical text itself).  God’s 

Spirit of Truth reaches into every field of human endeavour, so it is hazardous to 

attempt any simplistic notions of the Church’s relation to culture. 

Some sixty years ago American scholar H Richard Niebuhr wrote a seminal 

work Christ and Culture (Harper and Row 1951) which outlines five typical 

Christian attitudes to the question of Christ’s relation to the culture of any time 

and place – “cultures which hold us as the sea holds fish” to quote an early book 

review. It may be helpful to bear these in mind as we make our way through the 

five Bible Studies offered this year, though rarely will any one identify with only 

one of the types.   
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Following Niebuhr’s pattern, we may see Christ as Against Culture, calling 

us to reject “the world” entirely, or conversely we may recognize the Christ of 

Culture, the source and perfecter of all that is good in society.  In more centrist 

fashion, we may see Christ as Above Culture, drawing all humanity through grace 

and example to become all that God created us to be. This may involve a degree of 

synthesis between the spiritual and the cultural aspects of our lives, but always 

with the aim of fulfilling our God-given potential. The synthesis is hard to hold, 

however; so some Christians think rather of Christ and culture being In Paradox, 

the worlds of church and state being inevitably separate until all is fulfilled in 

God’s Kingdom. Finally we can see Christ as the converter or Transformer of 

Culture, enabling us to jettison the fallen aspects of our culture, and our selves, 

and empowering us to bring all that is good in it into the fullness of the ever 

creative and redemptive love of God. 

The Bible Studies which follow come under the headings Affirmation and 

Celebration, Definition and Separation, Understanding and Compassion, 

Faithfulness and Service, and Lifestyle and Proclamation. As we converse with one 

another and with the Bible texts offered under these headings, it may be helpful 

to bear in mind Richard Niebuhr’s patterns of relationship between Christ and 

culture.   

Another modern commentator, writing on modern culture, suggests: 

 “We come to understand God as God not when we engage in abstract 

discussions about him … but when God addresses and encounters us in 

ways which involve, challenge and transform the self.” 

(Anthony C. Thiselton, Interpreting God and the Postmodern Self,  

T & T Clark 1995, p.103) 

With this dynamic in mind, every set of study questions ends with the important 

question: Where do we go from here? 

 

Ginnie Kennerley and William OlhausenGinnie Kennerley and William OlhausenGinnie Kennerley and William OlhausenGinnie Kennerley and William Olhausen    

Advent 2013Advent 2013Advent 2013Advent 2013    
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What is ‘Culture’ Anyway?What is ‘Culture’ Anyway?What is ‘Culture’ Anyway?What is ‘Culture’ Anyway?    

 

This is a huge subject! Here are some recent quotations to set you thinking: 

 
“Beliefs, values, institutions and practices that people have within particular 

societies.”  (David W. Smith, ‘Culture’ in C. Campbell-Jack and G.J. McGrath, (eds)  

New Dictionary of Christian Apologetics. Leicester: IVP 2010, p.197) 

 

“By the word culture we have to understand the sum total of ways of living 

developed by a group of human beings and handed on from generation to 

generation. Central to culture is language. The language of a people provides the 

means by which they express their way of perceiving things and of coping with 

them … one must … include in culture, and as fundamental to any culture, a set of 

beliefs, experiences and practices that seek to grasp and express the ultimate 

nature of things, that which gives shape and meaning to life, that which claims 

final loyalty.”    (Lesslie Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks:     

The Gospel and Western Culture. London: SPCK 1986, p.3)              

“Of the five types of relationship between Christ and culture] the fifth type … is 

the conversionist solution. Those who offer it understand … that human nature is 

fallen or perverted, and that this perversion not only appears in culture but is 

transmitted by it. Hence the opposition between Christ and all human institutions 

and customs is to be recognized. Yet the antithesis does not lead either to 

Christian separation from the world … or to mere endurance in the expectation of 

a transhistorical solution… Christ is seen as the transformer of man in his 

culture and society, not apart from these, for there is no nature without culture 

and no turning of men from self and idols to God save in society”         

(H Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, Harper and Row, 1951, p.45) 

 

 “Christians do not ... establish a little haven in the strange new world reminiscent 

of the old . . . They are not outsiders who either seek to become insiders or 

maintain strenuously the status of outsiders. Christians are the insiders who have 

diverted from their culture by being born again. They are by definition those who 

are not what they used to be, those who do not live like they used to live. 

Christian difference is therefore not an insertion of something new into the old 

from outside, but a bursting out of the new precisely within the proper space of the 

old’. (From Miroslav Volf, ‘Soft Difference: Theological Reflections on the 

Relation Between Church and Culture in 1 Peter’. Ex Auditu 10, 1994. See 

www.yale.edu/faith/resources/x_volf_difference.htmlý) 
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Study 1:  AffirmatioStudy 1:  AffirmatioStudy 1:  AffirmatioStudy 1:  Affirmation and Celebrationn and Celebrationn and Celebrationn and Celebration    

INTRODUCTION 

According to that “wholly remarkable” book The Hitch Hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, 

every major galactic civilization passes through three cultural stages: those of 

survival, enquiry and sophistication. The first is marked by the question “How 

shall we eat?”; the second by the question “Why do we eat?”; and the third by the 

question “Where shall we have lunch?”. 

This is in its own way a reminder that we live in an age of unprecedented 

prosperity, in which most of us share and which has a profound influence on the 

cultural climate that surrounds us. Sometimes the results are negative. Thus a 

recent survey of 2000 British adults aged 18-65 reveals the sorts of things that 

we complain about: 

• the morning Weetabix (rectangular) that doesn’t fit the cereal bowl (round); 

• the supermarket that has run out of semi-skimmed milk;  

• the car stereo that is not MP3-compatible;  

• the lunchtime Brie that is a little too hard;  

• the evening glass of Pimm’s that is not sufficiently chilled.  

• the dishwasher that takes longer to load than washing up at the sink; 

• the jewellery that causes unsightly tan lines. 

 

These are now known technically as “First World Problems” or more pithily as 

“White Whine”.  Preachers are often adept at denouncing the evils of 

consumerism and its overflow into personal and corporate greed, and many are 

the caricatures of Christians as miserable and world-denying.  Think, for example, 

of the Church of the Quivering Brethren and their hellfire pastor Amos 

Starkadder in Stella Gibbon’s book Cold Comfort Farm!  

The Bible affirms the goodness of creation and the enjoyment of all its gifts. That 

also means that elements in our culture should also be recognized and 

celebrated. The 1974 Lausanne Covenant, a statement of evangelical 

commitments on a wide range of issues, declared that “because man is God’s 

creature, some of his culture is rich in beauty and goodness”. 

This does not mean, of course, an uncritical acceptance of everything in the 

cultural atmosphere we breathe. Rather, knowing that we are directed to affirm 

all that is good in culture, and in creation, may also help us to be more discerning 

about where we do need to be critical. Thus this first study invites individuals 

and groups to study scriptures which affirm the goodness of creation, and to ask 

how this might help us to engage actively and constructively with secular 

expressions of our cultural landscape. 
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Starting to engage 

These Bible studies offer one way of doing this. At the end of each study are some 

possible questions and discussion starters. There are plenty of others. No “pat” 

answers are being suggested to any of the questions.  

 

OLD TESTAMENT PASSAGE 

ON AFFIRMATION AND CELEBRATION 

 

Psalm 104:1,5-27 (NRSV) 

1 Bless the LORD, O my soul. O LORD my God, you are very great. You are clothed 

with honor and majesty,  

5 You set the earth on its foundations, so that it shall never be shaken.  

6 You cover it with the deep as with a garment; the waters stood above the 

mountains.  

7 At your rebuke they flee; at the sound of your thunder they take to flight.  

8 They rose up to the mountains, ran down to the valleys to the place that you 

appointed for them.  

9 You set a boundary that they may not pass, so that they might not again cover 

the earth.  

10 You make springs gush forth in the valleys; they flow between the hills,  

11 giving drink to every wild animal; the wild asses quench their thirst.  

12 By the streams the birds of the air have their habitation; they sing among the 

branches.  

13 From your lofty abode you water the mountains; the earth is satisfied with the 

fruit of your work.  

14 You cause the grass to grow for the cattle, and plants for people to use, to 

bring forth food from the earth,  

15 and wine to gladden the human heart, oil to make the face shine, and bread to 

strengthen the human heart.  

16 The trees of the LORD are watered abundantly, the cedars of Lebanon that he 

planted.  

17 In them the birds build their nests; the stork has its home in the fir trees.  

18 The high mountains are for the wild goats; the rocks are a refuge for the 

coneys.  

19 You have made the moon to mark the seasons; the sun knows its time for 

setting.  
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20 You make darkness, and it is night, when all the animals of the forest come 

creeping out.  

21 The young lions roar for their prey, seeking their food from God.  

22 When the sun rises, they withdraw and lie down in their dens.  

23 People go out to their work and to their labor until the evening.  

24 O LORD, how manifold are your works! In wisdom you have made them all; the 

earth is full of your creatures.  

25 Yonder is the sea, great and wide, creeping things innumerable are there, 

living things both small and great.  

26 There go the ships, and Leviathan that you formed to sport in it.  

27 These all look to you to give them their food in due season;  

 

NEW TESTAMENT PASSAGE 

ON AFFIRMATION AND CELEBRATION 

 

1 Timothy 4:1–6  

1 Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will renounce the faith by 

paying attention to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons,  

2 through the hypocrisy of liars whose consciences are seared with a hot iron.  

3 They forbid marriage and demand abstinence from foods, which God created to 

be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth.  

4 For everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected, provided it 

is received with thanksgiving;  

5 for it is sanctified by God’s word and by prayer.  

6 If you put these instructions before the brothers and sisters, you will be a good 

servant of Christ Jesus, nourished on the words of the faith and of the sound 

teaching that you have followed.  
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NOTES ON READINGS FOR ‘AFFIRMATION AND CELEBRATION’ 

1. Old Testament reading (Psalm 104: 1,5-27) 

There are a number of psalms which celebrate the goodness of creation and 

humanity’s role within it (e.g. 8, 19, 65, 67) and which we use at Harvest 

Thanksgiving. Psalm 104 is particularly noteworthy in the parallelism it displays 

with Genesis 1 and its expansions on the theme of the goodness of creation. While 

Christians are sometimes accused of anthropocentrism with regard to the 

goodness of creation, yet its goodness is there to enrich our lives (e.g. Genesis 

1:26ff.). In Psalm 104 this is stated strikingly in vs. 14f: Here the gifts of creation 

include not only food, but wine and cosmetics for men as well as women, even if 

some translations of the Hebrew have man’s face shining with oil as the result of 

the wine! 

 

More generally, Derek Kidner’s comment on the psalm as a whole might 

encourage us to delve more deeply: ‘Variety and breadth, sharpness of detail and 

sustained vigour of thought, put this psalm of praise among the giants.’ (Kidner, 

D. Psalms 73–150: An Introduction and Commentary (Vol. 16, p. 400). Illinois: IVP 

1975) 

 

The theme of the goodness of creation goes right through the Old Testament in 

various ways. While it appears in Genesis 1 as a general statement (perhaps in 

contrast to the alternative explanations of the Babylonian and Egyptian creation 

myths) it is expressed in concrete form in Israel’s life in ‘a land flowing with milk 

and honey’. 

 

2. New Testament reading (1 Timothy 4:1-6) 

This reading is in marked contrast to Genesis 1 and Psalm 104. Asceticism was on 

the rise in Greco-Roman paganism, and although most Jewish and Gentile 

teachers advocated marriage, the doctrine of celibacy was becoming more 

popular. “Abstaining from foods” probably refers to Jewish food laws: see 

Romans 14:1–4, and 1 Corinthians 8 on the issue of Christians eating food 

sacrificed to idols. 

Verse 4 refers to the Jewish blessing before a meal; the normal blessing included 

praise for the God who created the fruit of the vine. Another blessing, possibly 

standardized in the early second century, was used after meals and included the 

statement “God is good and does good.” This Jewish custom was an appropriate 

way to show gratitude to God for his provisions. The food was in a sense 

sanctified by the word of God (Gen 1:30–31) as well as by such prayer; there was 

thus no need to abstain from it. 
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SOME QUESTIONS AND DISCUSSION STARTERS  

ON AFFIRMATION AND CELEBRATION 

Each of these five studies includes a range of questions and discussion starters. 

There is no expectation that everyone will use all of them. Each person/group 

should use this material in whatever way they find most helpful. 

1. “Variety and breadth, sharpness of detail and sustained vigour of thought, put 

this psalm of praise among the giants.”  Do you agree with this estimation of 

Psalm 104?  If so, what phrases stand out for you in particular and why? How 

does our response to creation affect our faith? 

2. Have you encountered accusations of Christians being killjoys? Are these 

justified in your experience? 

 

3. In what ways does your church celebrate the goodness of creation? Is this used 

as an opportunity to engage with people who have no church affiliation? 

 

4. “Nothing is to be rejected, provided it is received with thanksgiving”. How do 

we personally practice the discipline of thanksgiving?  

 

5. How would you distinguish enjoyment of God’s gifts from, say, gluttony and 

overvaluing of the material? 

 

6. If you were going to define the congregation’s own understanding of itself in 

relation to the larger culture, how would you characterize it? Using H. Richard 

Niebuhr’s categories in Christ and Culture (see the introduction and 

bibliography), would your church’s stance toward culture be characterized as 

seeing Christ as “against,”  “above,”  “of,”  “in paradox,” or “transforming” culture? 

7. Every set of questions and discussion starters ends with this important 

question: Where do we go from here?  

 

See Appendix for further material from L.T.Tisdale in connection with your 

congregation’s attitude to the mission of the Church. 
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Study 2:Study 2:Study 2:Study 2:    Definition and SeparationDefinition and SeparationDefinition and SeparationDefinition and Separation 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Do we understand the culture in which we live? Not much, according to the 

preparatory work that led to the Diocesan Vision in Connor, which led the leaders 

to comment that the survey itself had enabled participants to look at the internal 

context of their parishes, and had shown the importance of understanding the 

external context and the surrounding culture in which we as Christians witness 

to the gospel.  

 

What is culture? 

Relating to changing culture, Bishop Alan Abernethy suggested recently that the 

key point is that things are no longer the way they used to be, that the pace of 
change just in a lifetime has been “staggering”.  Many people are looking for a 

spiritual but not a religious life.  “How do we engage with that?” 

Two theologians who have thought deeply about the relationship between the 

gospel and modern culture are Lesslie Newbigin and H Richard Niebuhr. Do refer 

to the quotations given earlier, and to the bibliography at the end. 

Disconnectedness 

It has been noted that there is too often a “disconnectedness” between local 

churches and the communities in which they are set: 

“People are looking for a connection with God and there is a real need for the 

Church to engage with that culture, so that people see something they want to be 

part of. We cannot run away, as we have in the past, and hide in our spiritual 

sanctimonious bubble,” a Church of Ireland bishop suggests.  

A question which needs to be considered is this: are we talking about the general 

culture of western society – or the micro-cultures of different areas and regions 

in Ireland? Or both? 

 

Definition and separation 

The first study looked at ways in which we affirm and celebrate creation and 

elements of the wider culture. This could be a first step towards a more incisive 

awareness of the positive and negative elements of culture. Could this give rise to 

a new awareness of ways in which we need to identify areas where we set out to 

be distinctively different – to be counter-cultural?
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OLD TESTAMENT PASSAGE 

 

1 Samuel 8 (NRSV)  

1 When Samuel became old, he made his sons judges over Israel.  

2 The name of his firstborn son was Joel, and the name of his second, Abijah; they 

were judges in Beer-sheba.  

3 Yet his sons did not follow in his ways, but turned aside after gain; they took 

bribes and perverted justice.  

4 Then all the elders of Israel gathered together and came to Samuel at Ramah,  

5 and said to him, “You are old and your sons do not follow in your ways; appoint 

for us, then, a king to govern us, like other nations.”  

6 But the thing displeased Samuel when they said, “Give us a king to govern us.” 

Samuel prayed to the LORD,  

7 and the LORD said to Samuel, “Listen to the voice of the people in all that they 

say to you; for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected me from being 

king over them.  

8 Just as they have done to me, from the day I brought them up out of Egypt to 

this day, forsaking me and serving other gods, so also they are doing to you.  

9 Now then, listen to their voice; only—you shall solemnly warn them, and show 

them the ways of the king who shall reign over them.”  

10 So Samuel reported all the words of the LORD to the people who were asking 

him for a king.  
11 He said, “These will be the ways of the king who will reign over you: he will 

take your sons and appoint them to his chariots and to be his horsemen, and to 

run before his chariots;  

12 and he will appoint for himself commanders of thousands and commanders of 

fifties, and some to plow his ground and to reap his harvest, and to make his 

implements of war and the equipment of his chariots.  

13 He will take your daughters to be perfumers and cooks and bakers.  

14 He will take the best of your fields and vineyards and olive orchards and give 

them to his courtiers.  

15 He will take one-tenth of your grain and of your vineyards and give it to his 

officers and his courtiers.  

16 He will take your male and female slaves, and the best of your cattle and 

donkeys, and put them to his work.  

17 He will take one-tenth of your flocks, and you shall be his slaves.  

18 And in that day you will cry out because of your king, whom you have chosen 

for yourselves; but the LORD will not answer you in that day.”  

19 But the people refused to listen to the voice of Samuel; they said, “No! but we 

are determined to have a king over us,  
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20 so that we also may be like other nations, and that our king may govern us and 

go out before us and fight our battles.”  

21 When Samuel had heard all the words of the people, he repeated them in the 

ears of the LORD.  

22 The LORD said to Samuel, “Listen to their voice and set a king over them.” 

Samuel then said to the people of Israel, “Each of you return home.”  

 

NEW TESTAMENT PASSAGES 

2.Corinthians 6.14 – 18   The Temple of the Living God 

14 Do not be mismatched with unbelievers. For what partnership is there 

between righteousness and lawlessness? Or what fellowship is there between 

light and darkness? 15What agreement does Christ have with Beliar? Or what 

does a believer share with an unbeliever? 16What agreement has the temple of 

God with idols? For we are the temple of the living God; as God said, 

   ‘I will live in them and walk among them, 

        and I will be their God,    and they shall be my people.  
17 Therefore come out from them,  and be separate from them, says the Lord, 

       and touch nothing unclean;   then I will welcome you,  
18 and I will be your father,   and you shall be my sons and daughters, 

       says the Lord Almighty.’  

Acts 11.1-18     Peter’s Report to the Church at Jerusalem 

11 Now the apostles and the believers who were in Judea heard that the Gentiles 

had also accepted the word of God. 2So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the 

circumcised believers criticized him, 3saying, ‘Why did you go to uncircumcised 

men and eat with them?’ 4Then Peter began to explain it to them, step by step, 

saying, 5‘I was in the city of Joppa praying, and in a trance I saw a vision. There 

was something like a large sheet coming down from heaven, being lowered by its 

four corners; and it came close to me. 6As I looked at it closely I saw four-footed 

animals, beasts of prey, reptiles, and birds of the air. 7I also heard a voice saying 

to me, “Get up, Peter; kill and eat.” 8But I replied, “By no means, Lord; for nothing 

profane or unclean has ever entered my mouth.” 9But a second time the voice 

answered from heaven, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” 
10This happened three times; then everything was pulled up again to heaven. 11At 

that very moment three men, sent to me from Caesarea, arrived at the house 

where we were. 12The Spirit told me to go with them and not to make a 

distinction between them and us. These six brothers also accompanied me, and 

we entered the man’s house. 13He told us how he had seen the angel standing in 

his house and saying, “Send to Joppa and bring Simon, who is called Peter; 14he 

will give you a message by which you and your entire household will be saved.” 
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15And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as it had upon us at 

the beginning. 16And I remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said, “John 

baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” 17If then God 

gave them the same gift that he gave us when we believed in the Lord Jesus 

Christ, who was I that I could hinder God?’ 18When they heard this, they were 

silenced. And they praised God, saying, ‘Then God has given even to the Gentiles 

the repentance that leads to life.’  

 

 

NOTES ON READINGS FOR ‘DEFINITION AND SEPARATION’ 

 

Old Testament reading (1 Samuel 8) 

 

This prelude to the story of the appointment of Saul as Israel’s first king reveals a 

debate going on about the nature of government. Being governed by Samuel and 

his sons is less than satisfactory; the reaction of the people is to want a king so 

that they would be “like other nations’”(vs.4, 20). The passage suggests that God 

was displeased with the people’s demand for a king. Verses 11ff. warn that there 

will be a heavy price to be paid for wanting to be “like other nations”. 

In the following chapter a train of events in which Samuel plays a key role leads 

to the identification and anointing of Saul as their first king, as instructed by 

Yahweh. Why these different perspectives on kingship? Some scholars have 

suggested multiple sources contributing to the final text; others point to the 

complexity of the debate which was going on. 

 

The passage illustrates how cultural change in society puts pressure on 

established religious culture. Israel is now resident in Canaan after the 

wilderness wanderings. Peace and security are on their way; the people have a 

new awareness of the politics, economics and religions of the surrounding 

nations. They are willing to sacrifice their distinctiveness (see Leviticus 20:26; 

Numbers 23:9) and Samuel fights against that. 

 

Yet responsible and compassionate kingship comes to be celebrated in Israel, 

particularly under David. See some of the “royal” psalms (e.g. 72) where the King 

is seen as the “Son of God”. 

 

One application is this is: once church communities sacrifice their cultural 
distinctiveness, where this needs to be maintained, there is a price to be paid. 

Another might be: loyalty to God comes before loyalty to earthly rulers; and we 

are called to take responsibility before God for our decisions and actions, rather  

relying on “governors”. 
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Notes on New Testament Readings on Definition and Separation 
 

Our two New Testament passages show what appear to be strikingly different 

ideas about how Christians should relate to the surrounding culture and to 

“outsiders”. 

 

In 2 Cor 6, Paul urges that the Christian community should not allow itself to be 

infected by non-believers, idol-worshippers or those leading immoral lives. This 

passage is considered by some scholars to be a later addition to Paul’s text, but 

“come ye out from among them and be separate” has strongly influenced 

“exclusive” Christian churches down the centuries. (See also 1 Cor. 5 9-13 for a 

related passage.) A related issue is this: what kind of separation did Paul have in 

mind? A comparison with 1 Corinthians 8 suggests it might be to do with pagan 

practices, rather than something more sweeping. 

 

Acts 11. 1-18, and the preceding chapter 10 which it summarises, tells the story 

of a cultural upheaval in the life of the early Church. Up to this point, followers of 

“The Way” were assumed to be Jews, whereas uncircumcised Gentiles, even if 

they respected the God of Israel and thus earned the name “god-fearers”, were 

considered unclean. But from the time the Holy Spirit falls on the Gentile 

company at Cornelius’ house, the Jewish followers of Jesus find they must open 

their hearts, their homes and their worship to Gentiles – and without demanding 

more than superficial compliance with Jewish purity laws. (See Acts 15.19 – 20) 



P a g e  | 15 

 

 

SOME QUESTIONS AND DISCUSSION STARTERS  

ON DEFINITION AND SEPARATION 

 

Each of these five studies includes a range of questions and discussion starters. 

There is no expectation that everyone will use all of them. Each person/group 

should use this material in whatever way they find most helpful.  

 

1. With reference to the story of Israel’s demand for a king, what do you see as 

cultural changes which today raise questions for the Church, whether the right 

way is to adapt, to consider God’s will more deeply, or to hold firm to past 

practice?  

 

2. What can we learn from Acts 11.1 - 18 (see also Acts 8:4-25; 14:8-18;15:1-35) 

about living out the Gospel in different cultural settings?  How do we maintain 

Christian distinctiveness while being open to those who are culturally ”alien”?  

 

3. With reference to 2.Cor.6.14-17 and 1 Cor,5.9-13, to what extent are we 

prepared to recognize that there is sinfulness (sometimes hidden) within our 

church community as well as outside it? How might we most effectively 

protect ourselves and one another from un-Christian or anti-Christian 

influences? (See also 1 Cor.7.12-16 in contrast to 2 Cor.6.14), 
 

4. Would it be true to say that what characterizes us today is that we live in a 

consumer culture? What alternative labels might we consider? Materialist? 

Internet? Post-modern? Self-serving? Democratic? Global? Inclusive? 

Egocentric? Welfare state? Others? What anti-Gospel pressures might these 

cultural tendencies exert on Christians? How should we respond? 

 

5. Has the current economic crisis changed aspects of our culture? Are there 

ethical challenges from the wider culture which we need to consider? What 

demands for change might we be making to our spiritual leaders as a result? 

(cf. 1 Sam.8.1-5). Why is their response so often modeled on Samuel’s 

response in this chapter? 

 

6.  Once again the crucial question: Where do we go from here? 
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Study 3:Study 3:Study 3:Study 3:    Understanding and CompassionUnderstanding and CompassionUnderstanding and CompassionUnderstanding and Compassion 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

It is one thing to bemoan/demonise/write off the culture that surrounds and 

presses in upon us. If, for example, we think in terms of a consumer culture, it 

would be very easy to explain exactly what it is that we are “against”. 

Matthew’s comment on Jesus’ compassion for the crowd invites us to view it in a 

different way:  Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their 

synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom and healing every disease and 

sickness. When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were 

harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. (Matthew 9:35f.) 

Here it is not the culture that is in view so much as people.  

Now think about viewing our culture and its practitioners with compassion. 

Assuming, for example, that we are thinking about a consumer culture, or simply 

our 21st century “western” culture as we understand it, what characterizes it? 

Ruth Valerio, at a Christians in Science seminar in Belfast in July 2013, suggested 

the following hallmarks (amongst others): 

• lack of time 

• illusory happiness 

• transience of relationships e.g. marriage 

Another feature of the culture that surrounds us is the sense that we have been 

let down by many institutions and their leaders: banks and other financial 

institutions, newspapers (hence the revelations of the Leveson Inquiry), 

broadcasters, churches, politicians and the political process. There is also an 
increasing suspicion that science and scientists are not altogether to be trusted, 

particularly if they tell us what we do not wish to accept. Hence the widespread 

contention that those who talk about man-made global warming are engaged in a 

conspiracy. Old Testament theologian Walter Brueggemann links compassion to a 

“radical form of criticism” of the way modern governments and institutions work.  

  (Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination. Philadelphia:         

Fortress Press 1978, p.85f.). 

Who, then, is to be trusted? How is this uncertainty expressed in modern culture? 

As we consider the culture of which we are a part, it is important that our 

reaction should not be one of censure, but should be people-oriented and one of 

Christ-like compassion. How is this to be expressed?
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OLD TESTAMENT PASSAGE ON UNDERSTANDING AND COMPASSION 

Ezekiel 34:1–16 (NRSV)  

1 The word of the LORD came to me: 2 Mortal, prophesy against the shepherds of 

Israel: prophesy, and say to them—to the shepherds: Thus says the Lord GOD: Ah, 

you shepherds of Israel who have been feeding yourselves! Should not shepherds 

feed the sheep? 3 You eat the fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, you 

slaughter the fatlings; but you do not feed the sheep. 4 You have not strengthened 

the weak, you have not healed the sick, you have not bound up the injured, you 

have not brought back the strayed, you have not sought the lost, but with force 

and harshness you have ruled them. 5 So they were scattered, because there was 

no shepherd; and scattered, they became food for all the wild animals. 6 My 

sheep were scattered, they wandered over all the mountains and on every high 

hill; my sheep were scattered over all the face of the earth, with no one to search 

or seek for them.  

7 Therefore, you shepherds, hear the word of the LORD:  

8 As I live, says the Lord GOD, because my sheep have become a prey, and my 

sheep have become food for all the wild animals, since there was no shepherd; 

and because my shepherds have not searched for my sheep, but the shepherds 

have fed themselves, and have not fed my sheep;  

9 therefore, you shepherds, hear the word of the LORD:  

10 Thus says the Lord GOD, I am against the shepherds; and I will demand my 

sheep at their hand, and put a stop to their feeding the sheep; no longer shall the 

shepherds feed themselves. I will rescue my sheep from their mouths, so that 

they may not be food for them.  

11 For thus says the Lord GOD: I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek 

them out.  

12 As shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among their scattered sheep, 

so I will seek out my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places to which they 

have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness.  

13 I will bring them out from the peoples and gather them from the countries, 

and will bring them into their own land; and I will feed them on the mountains of 

Israel, by the watercourses, and in all the inhabited parts of the land.  

14 I will feed them with good pasture, and the mountain heights of Israel shall be 

their pasture; there they shall lie down in good grazing land, and they shall feed 

on rich pasture on the mountains of Israel.  

15 I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, says 

the Lord GOD.  

16 I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the 

injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy. I 

will feed them with justice.  
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NEW TESTAMENT PASSAGES ON UNDERSTANDING AND COMPASSION 

 

Matthew 9:35–10:7 (NRSV)  

35 Then Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues, 

and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom, and curing every disease and 

every sickness.  

36 When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were 

harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.  

37 Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are 

few;  

38 therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.”  

1 Then Jesus summoned his twelve disciples and gave them authority over 

unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to cure every disease and every sickness.  

5 These twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions: “Go nowhere 

among the Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans,  

6 but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.  

7 As you go, proclaim the good news, ‘The kingdom of heaven has come near.’  
 

Luke 15:11–32 (NRSV)  

11 Then Jesus said, “There was a man who had two sons.  

12 The younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of the 

property that will belong to me.’ So he divided his property between them.  

13 A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant 

country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute living.  

14 When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that 

country, and he began to be in need.  

15 So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who 

sent him to his fields to feed the pigs.  

16 He would gladly have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; 

and no one gave him anything.  

17 But when he came to himself he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired hands 

have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger!  

18 I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned 

against heaven and before you;  

19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired 

hands.” ’  

20 So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw 

him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and 

kissed him.  

21 Then the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before 

you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’  
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22 But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and 

put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet.  

23 And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate;  

24 for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ And 

they began to celebrate.  

25 “Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the 

house, he heard music and dancing.  

26 He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on.  

27 He replied, ‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, 

because he has got him back safe and sound.’  

28 Then he became angry and refused to go in. His father came out and began to 

plead with him.  

29 But he answered his father, ‘Listen! For all these years I have been working 

like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet you have 

never given me even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends.  

30 But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your property with 

prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!’  

31 Then the father said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine 
is yours.  

32 But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead 

and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.’ ”  
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NOTES ON READINGS FOR ‘UNDERSTANDING AND COMPASSION’ 

 

Old Testament reading  - Ezekiel 34 

 

Matthew’s memorable phrase sheep without a shepherd comes from the Old 

Testament, where it refers especially to lack of political leadership (Numbers 

27:17; 1 Kings 22:17; Ezekiel 34:5) but also encompasses a lack of spiritual care 

and guidance as well (cf. Zechariah 10:2–3).  

Harassed and helpless is literally “torn and thrown down”, continuing the 

metaphor of sheep unprotected from predators, or even suffering from 

unscrupulous shepherds (cf. Zechariah 11:16). The ordinary people of Israel are 

“lost sheep awaiting the Messianic shepherd (Ezekiel 34:23; Micah 5:4; Zechariah 

11:4ff.; etc.). So God undertakes that He himself will be their shepherd. 

 

New Testament readings   

1. Matthew 9:35-10:7 

 

The cause of Jesus’ ceaseless activity is traced to his compassion for the crowds. 
The vivid verb “have compassion” (literally referring to a “gut reaction”!) is 

always in the New Testament used of Jesus himself (except in three parables: 

Matt.18:27; Luke 10:33; 15:20); like his “mercy” (see on 9:27) it regularly issues 

in action to meet the need which evokes it. Similar sentiments will well up in 

Jesus again at the feeding of the five thousand (Mark 6:34). 

 

Jesus himself is the shepherd of his people according to many NT references (cf. 

Matt.25:32; 26:31; John 10:11–16; Hebrews 13:20; 1 Peter 2:25). 

 

His compassion increases because Israel lacks adequate leadership, despite the 

many who would claim to guide it. The Twelve begin to fill that vacuum, 

foreshadowing the institution of the church. As in the days of the prophets, the 

rightful leadership of Israel had abdicated its responsibility, being unable or 

unwilling to recognize God’s true spokesmen.  

 

Thus Michael Green writes: “Jesus saw the situation: people were tormented, 

exhausted and led astray. Jesus perceived their need, as Ezekiel had done before 

him. This is the supreme motivation for mission, to see the need of those who are 

perishing outside the kingdom. [Motivation comes when you see people harassed 

by pressures, exhausted by the pace of life, going nowhere, and being led astray 

by many false ideologies.” 

(Michael Green, The Message of Matthew: The Kingdom of Heaven.   

The Bible Speaks Today. Leicester: IVP 2000: 133–134) 
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NOTES ON UNDERSTANDING AND COMPASSION (continued) 

 

New Testament 2. Luke 15:11-32 

 

This is another key passage emphasizing the unconditional compassion of God. 

This Parable of the Prodigal Son, or the Forgiving Father, introduces another 

element of cultural awareness – in that it would have spoken much more strongly 

to Jesus’ original audience that it does to us today. Modern western Christians 

read this passage as heart-warming; Jesus’ original audience would have received 

it as scandalous. Let Philip Yancey explain: 

 

'A missionary in Lebanon once read this parable to a group of villagers who lived in 

a culture very similar to the one Jesus described and who had never heard the story. 

"What do you notice?" he asked. Two details of the story stood out to the villagers. 

First, by claiming his inheritance early, the son was saying to his father, "I wish you 

were dead!" The villagers could not imagine a patriarch taking such an insult or 

agreeing to the son's demand. Second, they noticed that the father ran to greet his 

long-lost son. In the Middle East, a man of stature walks with slow and stately 

dignity; never does he run. In Jesus' story the father runs, and Jesus' audience no 

doubt gasped at this detail.' 

(Philip Yancey, What's So Amazing About Grace? Zondervan 1997, p.80) 
 

 Thus the parable offers a radical portrait of a forgiving and loving God, whose 

love is absolutely unconditonal. We do nothing to deserve it. This may be very 

different to a view, common both within and beyond church boundaries, of 

‘justification by works’ in which God’s love is seen to be restricted to those who 

are thought to deserve it.  

This then raises at least three immediate questions for us to ponder through all 

our considerations of Church and culture:  

i. We think we know how a passage of scripture ought to be read. But might it 

mean something very different to someone from a different culture – an 

“outsider”? 

ii. Might an “outsider” teach us to look at it in a new, more incisive way?  

iii. We may be comfortable enough with what happens in church on a Sunday 

morning. But might it look very different to an “outsider”? How is that gap 

to be bridged? 
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SOME QUESTIONS AND DISCUSSION STARTERS  

ON UNDERSTANDING AND COMPASSION. 

 

Each of these five studies includes a range of questions and discussion starters. 

There is no expectation that everyone will use all of them. Each person/group 

should use this material in whatever way they find most relevant to their own 

situation.  

 

1. What does God’s call to compassion, as seen in these readings, mean to you     

personally? How might it change your attitude to “outsiders”? 

 

1. What should we do, as Christians, to encourage leaders in government and 

industry to understanding and compassion? Does power inevitably corrupt? 

What sorts of people do we trust? 

 

2. Why do you think Jesus sends his disciples only “to the lost sheep of the house 

of Israel” (Matt.10:6; 15:24)? What would (or would not) have happened if 

this has become a lasting ordinance? 

 

3. Many Christians tend to identify more with the older son in the Luke 15 

parable than with either the father or the prodigal. Why is this? Is this the 

reaction the one God wants from us? 

 

4. A recent television programme (and also a Mothers’ Union report) detailed the 

deliberate process of the sexualisation and commercialisation of children. 

How far do we understand the pressures that modern children and young 

people are under? How can we respond compassionately? 

 

5. Influential atheists have written about what they see as the ultimate 

meaninglessness of life: “We know from the Second Law of Thermodynamics 

that all complexity, all life, all laughter, all sorrow, is hell-bent on leveling itself 

out into cold nothingness in the end.” (Richard Dawkins, 1996 article in The 

Humanist magazine)  How do we cope with this? How deeply does this logical 

outcome of atheism affect our culture and our behaviour? How do we engage? 

Can we show there is another world view without reducing it to “going to 

heaven when we die”? 
 

6. And our closing question as before: Where do we go from here? 
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Study 4: Faithfulness and ServiceStudy 4: Faithfulness and ServiceStudy 4: Faithfulness and ServiceStudy 4: Faithfulness and Service 

INTRODUCTION 

 
Compassion (see Study 3) is a form of radical criticism, suggests Walter Brueggeman. 

This means it has to be realistic: we can’t view the culture surrounding the church 

through rose-tinted spectacles. That being the case, we have to gain some sort of 

critical faculty, without going overboard into criticism for criticism’s sake, or 

assuming that every aspect of that culture is evil. 
 

There has to be an increasing understanding of our culture which is able to 

identify in what ways it may seek to mold us in non-Christian ways of thinking, 

speaking and acting (Romans 12:2). This is not a theoretical process. In the case 

of the Old Testament reading from Daniel 1 which follows, the hero is able to do it 

successfully: to come up with an effective strategy of resistance, and to thrive as a 

result, in a way which made an impression on his masters. Some of the subsequent 

material in chapters 2-6 make the same point: Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah are 

heroes where they appear, for the same reason. 
 

One of the challenges they present to us is that, having been translated from one 

culture to another which was so radically different, they immediately perceived 

what was happening, and acted accordingly. This is also seen in a different, and 

very emotional, way in the lament of Psalm 137. 
 

In our case the challenge is more subtle. The secular culture which surrounds us 

and with which we need to engage has grown gradually, and almost 

imperceptibly, out of a Christian understanding of the world. There are many 

accounts of this process. Two short ones are provided by Lesslie Newbigin and 

Rowan Williams (see the bibliography at the end). 
 

The result is that the gap between Christianity and our secular culture has also 

grown slowly and, perhaps, imperceptibly. It is possible to argue that only in 

quite recent times have the dividing lines been clearly seen. There are various 

manifestations of this, including the eye-watering ignorance that characterizes 

the way that many people ‘understand’ what Christians believe; it is also seen in 

the rise of militant atheism which, at least in some of its practitioners, also 

misrepresents the Christian faith in quite fundamental ways. 
 

But it would be wrong to write off everything about a secular culture as to be 

resisted, as if we could simply opt out (something that Daniel and his companions 

did not do!). What needs to happen is that strategic points of resistance are 

identified and acted upon, for the sake of all (thus see Jeremiah 29:10-14) and 

very definitely not just for the “survival” of the church. 
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OLD TESTAMENT PASSAGE ON FAITHFULNESS AND SERVICE 

Daniel 1   
 

1 In the third year of the reign of King Jehoiakim of Judah, King Nebuchadnezzar 

of Babylon came to Jerusalem and besieged it.  

2 The Lord let King Jehoiakim of Judah fall into his power, as well as some of the 

vessels of the house of God. These he brought to the land of Shinar, and placed the 

vessels in the treasury of his gods. 3 Then the king commanded his palace master 

Ashpenaz to bring some of the Israelites of the royal family and of the nobility,  

4 young men without physical defect and handsome, versed in every branch of 

wisdom, endowed with knowledge and insight, and competent to serve in the 

king’s palace; they were to be taught the literature and language of the Chaldeans.  

5 The king assigned them a daily portion of the royal rations of food and wine. 

They were to be educated for three years, so that at the end of that time they 

could be stationed in the king’s court. 6 Among them were Daniel, Hananiah, 

Mishael, and Azariah, from the tribe of Judah. 7 The palace master gave them 

other names: Daniel he called Belteshazzar, Hananiah he called Shadrach, Mishael 

he called Meshach, and Azariah he called Abednego.  

8 But Daniel resolved that he would not defile himself with the royal rations of 

food and wine; so he asked the palace master to allow him not to defile himself.  

9 Now God allowed Daniel to receive favor and compassion from the palace 

master. 10 The palace master said to Daniel, “I am afraid of my lord the king; he 

has appointed your food and your drink. If he should see you in poorer condition 

than the other young men of your own age, you would endanger my head with 

the king.” 11 Then Daniel asked the guard whom the palace master had 

appointed over Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah: 12 “Please test your 

servants for ten days. Let us be given vegetables to eat and water to drink.  

13 You can then compare our appearance with the appearance of the young men 

who eat the royal rations, and deal with your servants according to what you 

observe.” 14 So he agreed to this proposal and tested them for ten days.  

15 At the end of ten days it was observed that they appeared better and fatter 

than all the young men who had been eating the royal rations. 16 So the guard 

continued to withdraw their royal rations and the wine they were to drink, and 

gave them vegetables. 17 To these four young men God gave knowledge and skill 

in every aspect of literature and wisdom; Daniel also had insight into all visions 

and dreams. 18 At the end of the time that the king had set for them to be 

brought in, the palace master brought them into the presence of Nebuchadnezzar,  

19 and the king spoke with them. And among them all, no one was found to 

compare with Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah; therefore they were 

stationed in the king’s court. 20 In every matter of wisdom and understanding   
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concerning which the king inquired of them, he found them ten times better than 

all the magicians and enchanters in his whole kingdom.  

21 And Daniel continued there until the first year of King Cyrus.  

 

 

NEW TESTAMENT PASSAGE ON FAITHFULNESS AND SERVICE 

Mark 10:32–45)  

 

32 They were on the road, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was walking ahead of 

them; they were amazed, and those who followed were afraid. He took the twelve 

aside again and began to tell them what was to happen to him,  

33 saying, “See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be handed 

over to the chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him to death; 

then they will hand him over to the Gentiles;  

34 they will mock him, and spit upon him, and flog him, and kill him; and after 

three days he will rise again.”  

35 James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came forward to him and said to him, 

“Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.”  

36 And he said to them, “What is it you want me to do for you?”  

37 And they said to him, “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your 

left, in your glory.”  

38 But Jesus said to them, “You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to 

drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized 

with?”  

39 They replied, “We are able.” Then Jesus said to them, “The cup that I drink you 

will drink; and with the baptism with which I am baptized, you will be baptized;  

40 but to sit at my right hand or at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for those 

for whom it has been prepared.”  

41 When the ten heard this, they began to be angry with James and John.  

42 So Jesus called them and said to them, “You know that among the Gentiles 

those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones 

are tyrants over them.  

43 But it is not so among you; but whoever wishes to become great among you 

must be your servant,  

44 and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all.  

45 For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a 

ransom for many.”  
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NOTES ON READINGS FOR ‘FAITHFULNESS AND SERVICE’ 

 
Old Testament reading –  

Daniel 1 

 

This opening chapter of the Book of Daniel describes how the Babylonians who 

sacked Jerusalem in 587BC carried off the leadership to retrain them in the 

service of the empire. Among them were Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah. 

 

Chapter 1 itemises the elements in the 3-year reprogramming strategy, all 

designed to inculturate them in preparation for their new positions. So they are 

taught a new language and culture (v.4), given a new diet (v.5) Babylonian names 

(v.7). Daniel resolved to resist (v.8), determined to retain his Jewish faith and 

culture; chapter 3 suggests that Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah (Shadrach, 

Meshach and Abednego) similarly saw the importance of the issue. 

 

Daniel’s request is double-edged.  It is a protest – an act of resistance.  It is also a 

conviction that, in preserving his distinctive culture, he can best serve the empire 

of his exile. Also relevant here is Jeremiah 29. While there were plenty of 

‘prophets’ attempting to console the exiles by assuring them they would soon be 

back in Jerusalem, Jeremiah warns them that their exile would be a full 70 years; 

in the meantime, they should settle down in Babylon and seek its greater good. 

The following chapters of Daniel portray him as living this out in a way that led 

him to one of the highest offices in the empire. 

 

Thus the former Archbishop of Canterbury, preaching from Romans 12:2 at the 

service marking the 60th anniversary of Queen ELIZABETH II’S accession to the 

throne, said:  

“... we’re not being encouraged to develop a self-punishing attitude, relentlessly 
denying our own goals or our own flourishing for the sake of others. What’s put 

before us is a genuine embrace of those others, a willingness to be made happy by 

the well-being of our neighbours.” 

All this is relevant to our theme of culture, whether you subscribe to the 

historicity of the Book of Daniel in its setting at the beginning of the 6th century 

BC, or whether it is an inspirational story written for a later period, when the 

Jews continued to fight battles of resistance against the cultures of a succession of 

occupying superpowers. 

 

 

 



P a g e  | 27 

 

NOTES on New Testament reading on Faithfulness and Service –  

Mark 10:35-45 

 

In this encounter with James and John, Jesus throws down the challenge to 

embrace and live out a counter-cultural model of Christian discipleship. They 

may have been reflecting popular conceptions of what would follow from the 

coming of the Messiah and the Kingdom of God. 

Nor was this a peculiarly Jewish cultural expression. Notions of kingship 

throughout the ancient Near East had often involved claims to divinity and 

tyrannical rule. Roman emperors and their provincial agents would have been 

viewed in much the same light: brutal and tyrannical.  

 

It was therefore a radical departure for Jesus to define greatness in terms of 

servanthood. Slaves were clearly socially inferior, notwithstanding Jewish rules 

which required that slaves be well treated. 

 

By calling himself a “servant” and defining his mission as “giving his life a ransom 

for the many,” Jesus is usually understood by commentators as identifying 

himself with the suffering servant of Isaiah 53:10–12. This is also to be seen 

against the background of Israel’s failure to be a servant nation (e.g. Isaiah 41:8; 

43:10; 44:2, 21; 49:3). Philippians 2:1-11 shows how all this is, in Paul’s mind, to 
be reversed. 
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SOME QUESTIONS AND DISCUSSION STARTERS  

ON FAITHFULNESS AND SERVICE 

Each of these five studies includes a range of questions and discussion starters. 

There is no expectation that everyone will use all of them. Each person/group 

should use this material in whatever way they find most helpful.  

 

1. To what extent did Daniel resist the Babylonian culture? (see v.4, v.8., v.17). Is 

there a discrepancy between this and his subsequent rise to power in the 

empire (chapters 2-6)? 

 

2. How much of our thinking is geared towards “seeking the peace of the city” 

and how much is about survival – making sure we “keep the church going”? 

 

3. Ordination is firstly to the diaconate (from the Greek diakonos = servant). Do 

we see clergy as being servants or as wielding power? Do we find it easy to 

think of ourselves as servants? If we did, what changes might result in church 

life? What impact might this have in our relationships with those “outside” the 

church? 

 

4. Can you think of ways in which Jesus’ teaching in the gospels challenges or 

calls for resistance against the 1st century Jewish culture of his day?  
 

5. In what particular way(s) might the question of Christian identity and 

resistance to opposing elements in secular culture challenge those embedded 

in particular sub-cultures in Ireland today: 

• Your own church context, which may be one of the following: 

• Rural/agricultural community 

• Middle class suburban community 

• Working class urban community  

• Transient student/young professional community 

• Immigrant community. 

 

6. In what particular ways do you consider 21st century culture un-Christian? 

What forms of resistance can you think of? Are they positive in content or 

merely negative, appealing or unappealing? In what ways, if they are lived out 

and proclaimed, could they benefit others “outside” the church? 

 

7. Once again, we ask one another: Where do we go from here? 
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Study 5 Study 5 Study 5 Study 5 ----    Lifestyle And ProclamationLifestyle And ProclamationLifestyle And ProclamationLifestyle And Proclamation    

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“People pay attention when the church is real.”  (Archbishop Justin Welby) 

 

“Preach the Gospel at all times and when necessary use words”     (Francis of Assisi) 

 

“People’s opinions should be used to shape not the Christian message itself but the 

way in which it is embodied in and communicated to an unfamiliar culture. This can 

be done by locating and using genuine ‘contact points’, by employing language that 

connects with rather than alienates people, by developing worship and liturgy that 

inspires rather than bemuses participants, and by telling stories that enthuse rather 
than bore listeners.”  (Nick Spencer,  Beyond the Fringe, Cliff College, 2005, p.177f.) 

 

What St. Francis stresses is obvious: any Christian proclamation is worthless if it 

is not matched by and demonstrated in authentic Christian living. So we need to 

ask again how Christian living spills out of the church building, into the streets, 

homes and gathering places of our culture. The attractional model of church 

(“open the doors and they will come in”) can no longer be relied on. Too often, it 

simply doesn’t work. We need to ask ourselves why. 

The challenge is to find new ways of expressing authentic Christian living in the 

wider world. Some are already doing this – and there are many parishes 

committed to new styles of communication. You can find details of these 

resources listed at the end of this document. 

St. Francis’s much-quoted maxim should be taken with a pinch of salt. It could 

easily be taken to suggest that we never need to use words. While in the world of 

Christendom this may have been true, that world has long since vanished, and the 

section of our population that has any real knowledge of the content of the 

Christian faith is rapidly diminishing. This leads to some weird 

misunderstandings of the gospel and what Christians are all about. 

So how do we express the Gospel in words? In general, the days of the high-

powered evangelistic bash, or “mission”, have also gone. But there are all sorts of 

good practices out there. Nick Spencer’s book Beyond the Fringe points in one 

potentially fruitful direction. 

All this assumes, of course, that Christians are willing to learn more about their 

faith, learn to express its truth convincingly, and seek to share it.
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OLD TESTAMENT PASSAGE ON LIFESTYLE AND PROCLAMATION 

 

Isaiah 2:1–4  

1 The word that Isaiah son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem.  

2 In days to come the mountain of the LORD’s house shall be established as the 

highest of the mountains, and shall be raised above the hills; all the nations shall 

stream to it.  3 Many peoples shall come and say, “Come, let us go up to the 

mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob; that he may teach us his 

ways and that we may walk in his paths.” For out of Zion shall go forth 

instruction, and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. 4 He shall judge between 

the nations, and shall arbitrate for many peoples; they shall beat their swords 

into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up 

sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.  

 

NEW TESTAMENT PASSAGES 

Acts 2:42–47   

42 They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the 

breaking of bread and the prayers. 43 Awe came upon everyone, because many 

wonders and signs were being done  by the apostles. 44 All who believed were 

together and had all things in common; 45 they would sell their possessions and 

goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. 46 Day by day, as they 

spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate their 
food with glad and generous hearts, 47 praising God and having the goodwill of 

all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were 

being saved.  

 

Acts 17:16–34  

16 While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was deeply distressed to see 

that the city was full of idols. 17 So he argued in the synagogue with the Jews and 

the devout persons, and also in the marketplace every day with those who 

happened to be there. 18 Also some Epicurean and Stoic philosophers debated 

with him. Some said, “What does this babbler want to say?” Others said, “He 

seems to be a proclaimer of foreign divinities.” (This was because he was telling 

the good news about Jesus and the resurrection.)  

19 So they took him and brought him to the Areopagus and asked him, “May we 

know what this new teaching is that you are presenting? 20 It sounds rather 

strange to us, so we would like to know what it means.” 21 Now all the Athenians 

and the foreigners living there would spend their time in nothing but telling or 

hearing something new. 22 Then Paul stood in front of the Areopagus and said, 

“Athenians, I see how extremely religious you are in every way. 23 For as I went 

through the city and looked carefully at the objects of your worship, I found 
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among them an altar with the inscription, ‘To an unknown god.’ What therefore 

you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you. 24 The God who made the world 

and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in shrines 

made by human hands, 25 nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed 

anything, since he himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things. 26 

From one ancestor he made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted 

the times of their existence and the boundaries of the places where they would 

live,27 so that they would search for God and perhaps grope for him and find 

him—though indeed he is not far from each one of us. 28 For ‘In him we live and 

move and have our being’; as even some of your own poets have said, ‘For we too 

are his offspring.’ 29 Since we are God’s offspring, we ought not to think that the 

deity is like gold, or silver, or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination 

of mortals. 30 While God has overlooked the times of human ignorance, now he 

commands all people everywhere to repent, 31 because he has fixed a day on 

which he will have the world judged in righteousness by a man whom he has 

appointed, and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.” 

32 When they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some scoffed; but others 

said, “We will hear you again about this.”  

33 At that point Paul left them. 34 But some of them joined him and became 

believers, including Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris, and 

others with them.  
 

Colossians 3:12–17  

12 As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, 

kindness, humility, meekness, and patience.  

13 Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive 

each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive.  

14 Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in 

perfect harmony.  

15 And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were 

called in the one body. And be thankful.  

16 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one another in 

all wisdom; and with gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual 

songs to God.  

17 And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord 

Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.  
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NOTES  ON READINGS FOR ‘LIFESTYLE AND PROCLAMATION’ 

 

Old Testament reading  

Isaiah 2:1-4 
 

This reading is commonly used at Services of Remembrance every November. It 

speaks of a culture totally transformed in its attitude to violence and war. Note 

what is transformed:  the means of war  (beat their swords); the practice of war 

(take up their swords); the mentality of war (train for [= learn] war). 
 

What precedes this, in Isaiah’s vision, is that the nations come to realize that the 

prospect of the reign of God (“the kingdom of God”) is attractive. So all flock to 

“the mountain of the Lord’s temple”. 

 

New Testament readings  

These three readings (feel free to use any or all of them) highlight different 

aspects of authentic Christian lifestyle and proclamation which may point us to 

the dynamic of engaging with the culture that surrounds the Church in Ireland: 

Acts 2:42-47 

Here the emphasis is on a counter-cultural attitude to money and possessions, in 

which voluntarily - (this is not an exercise in early communism!) - the Christians 

in Jerusalem set aside the idea that the use of their possessions and money was a 

purely private matter; their lifestyle took in a vision of practical help to the poor. 

This was a lifestyle that was outward- rather than inward looking. 

Acts 17:16-34 

Paul, agitated in Athens as he waited for Silas and Timothy to arrive, is stirred to 

proclaim the gospel in a very public place, where religious and philosophical 

debates abounded. Their initial mockery does not deter him. He engages with 

their culture, being able to quote their own writers. In calling them “religious” 

(v.22) he may be complimenting them; some commentators think this is an 

exercise in sarcasm (an alternative translation being “superstitious”). There is no 

reason to suppose this is his full sermon (if so, it would be quite short!); Luke is 

highlighting some of what was distinctive about it. 

Colossians 3:12-17 

Christian culture(s) should express the reality of transformed Christian 

character. How far do church members see this as something to seek earnestly, 

and to express in wholesome and attractive mutual relationships? Note also how 

this transformation is fed by attending to the scriptures and to worship (v.16). 

The stereotypes are sometimes very different; Christians are often written off as 

hypocrites – sometimes, sad to say, with good reason.
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SOME QUESTIONS AND DISCUSSION STARTERS  

ON LIFESTYLE AND PROCLAMATION  

 

1. Do these passages suggest (in broad terms) any ways in which a Christian 

lifestyle might be modelled that is attractively different: 

at home … at work … socially … in church?  
 

2. Where is Mars Hill (Acts 17:16-34) in my/our locality? 

the local club . . . the pub or wine bar? . . . the college course? . . . the 

workplace? . . . the supermarket? . . . the gym? 
 

3. How do we model a different material lifestyle characterized by: 

• contentment and simplicity (e.g. Philippians 4:10-13; 1 Timothy 6:6-19) 

• thanksgiving and generosity (e.g. 2 Corinthians 8,9) 

• hospitality(e.g. Romans 12:13; Hebrews 13:2; 1 Peter 4:9)  
 

4. Where could “proclamation” encounters take place today and … 

• Why are we so reticent? 

• How to make a start? 
 

5.  Nick Spencer talks about learning to tell stories. Here is one of mine: 

In November 2006 I had emergency major abdominal surgery. The operation was 

successful but the wound refused to close up properly. Sustained treatment at the 

local health centre was to no avail. One Sunday evening the following March I asked 

members of the congregation to pray over me at the Holy Communion rail after the 

service had ended. The following morning it looked as if the wound was beginning 

to close. Ten days later it was closed completely. 

Here are some questions which flow from my “story”: 

• can I tell this story? 

• would anyone be interested? 

• where and when might I tell this story? 

• what might this lead to? 

• what story(ies) do you have that could be told?? 

• Think of Jesus’ parables (e.g. Luke 15:11-32). Why did Jesus tell this story 
rather than discoursing on the compassion of God? 

6.   Our parish men’s group had an evening putting “religious questions” to me 

and our lay reader. It was very stilted… until someone asked if church should be a 

place where we can be free to express emotion. The rest of the evening was a 

roaring success! What might we learn from this? 
 

7.  For the final time, the question: Where do we go from here? 
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OTHER RESOURCES  

   

These are too many to list here; everyone could undoubtedly add to this list. But 

since you have to start somewhere … 

Materials produced by the London Institute for Contemporary Christianity 

including EG magazine (www.licc.org) 

The Damaris project, which discusses modern books, films, TV from a Christian 

point of view (www.damaris.org) 

Thoughtful material on living well in a consumer culture (www.ruthvalerio.net) 

Fresh Expressions (www.freshexpressions.org.uk).  'Fresh expressions of church' 

is a term coined by the Church of England report ‘Mission-shaped Church’ and 

used in the Church of England and the Methodist Church for the last several 

years. 

Church Army (www.churcharmy.org.uk) Church Army’s vision is to be a leading 

organisation in the training, equipping and deploying of evangelists, to develop 

appropriate and relevant forms of Christian community for pioneering situations.  

Willowfield parish church, Diocese of Down (www.willowfieldchurch.co.uk). 

Willowfield have blazed a trail in living out their strapline: “In the community, for 

the community; in the city, for the city”. 
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APPENDIX 

 

FOR REFLECTION ON OUR PARISHES’ ATTITUDE TO THE MISSION OF THE 

CHURCH: 

One possible starting point is provided by a series of questions asked by L.T. 

Tisdale (In Preaching as Local Theology and Folk Art. Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press 1997, p.84)  

Does your congregation have an identifiable attitude to the mission of the 

Church? If so, would it best be characterized as: 

• activist (with strong emphasis on the congregation’s own engagement 

with social, political, and economic issues), 

• civic (encouraging church groups to study public issues and encouraging 

individuals to become involved, while avoiding corporate stands as a 

church body), 

• evangelistic (with primary emphasis upon the call of individuals to 

salvation and eternal life), or 

• sanctuary (providing a place in which its participants can withdraw 

from the trials of societal life and find a safe haven)? 

 

Would the congregation’s own self-image for social ministry best be described as: 

• survivor church (reacting to the crises of an overwhelming world); 

• crusader church (proactive in seeking out issues and championing 

causes); 

• pillar church (anchored in its community and taking responsibility 

for the community’s well-being); 

• pilgrim church (caring for immigrants with ethnic, national, or racial 

roots), or 

• servant church (caring for and supporting individuals in need)?] 
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SOME PRAYERS FOR GROUP USE* 

God of unchangeable power, 

when you fashioned the world the morning stars sang together 

and the host of heaven shouted for joy; 

open our eyes to the wonders of creation  

and teach us to use all things for good, 

to the honour of your glorious name. 

 

God, you have made our world and seen that it is good; 

grant to us, created to complete your work, 

the bright delightful vision that makes us care for what we do. 

 

Christ, you are the second Adam, 

the first in a reborn humanity; 

take from us our inborn greed and pride 

and make us whole. 

 

God, our ruler and guide, 

when we come to the place where the road divides, 

keep us true to the way of Christ, 

alive to present opportunities, 

and confident of eternal life. 

 

Keep your church alert, Holy Spirit, 

ready to hear when you are calling 

and when you challenge us; 
ready to hear your voice in unexpected places, 

and ready to obey. 

 

Jesus, your ways are not our ways. 

You are the Jewish boy, 

you are the questioning child the parents lost. 

Make us willing to listen 

and humble in what we believe to be right. 

 

Almighty God, you alone are our true judge, 

for you know what we are, 

You know what we should be, 

and with you there is mercy. 

Give us a feeling for what is right, 

and set us on fire to see that right is done. 
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God of the unexpected, 

when we come to our senses like the prodigal son, 

give us grace to repent and turn to you again, 

for where else can we go? 

 

God our light, 

make your Church like a rainbow 

shining and proclaiming to all the world 

that the storm is at an end, 

there is peace for those who seek it 

and love for the forgiving. 

 

Abba God, we call you Father  

and your care for us is motherly as well. 

Protect our power to love and be loved, 

and make us glad to be called your children, 

one family in Christ. 

 

Give us, we pray you, gentle God, 

a mind forgetful of past injury, 

a will to seek the good of others 
and a heart of love. 

 

Save us, Lord, 

from the worship of power or science. 

Save us from making you in our image, 

and keep us humble. 

 

God, you are working still, 

breaking down and building up; 

open our eyes to discern you hands, 

so that we may take our place 

as labourers together with you. 

 

Everlasting God, 

you have sent your messengers 

to carry the good news of Christ into the world; 

grant that we may know the hope of the gospel in our hearts 

and show forth its light in all our ways, 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 
*from The New Zealand Prayer Book - He Karakia Mihinare o Aotearoa, 1989, offered by kind permission of the 

copyright holder. 


