RADITIONS

TRAMPLE OR TREASURE?

When we understand the freedom God has given the
church, we are neither bound by traditions nor prone
to ignore their value. by Gene A. Getz

ho would think of be-

ginning a foothall

game without sing-

ing our national anthem,

or digging into a Thanksgiving

feast without roast turkey on
the table?

Tradition is a part of life, It's
school colors and college
cheers, “Yes, sir” and “Excuse
me,” worship at 11 and a pot-
luck in Fellowship Hall.

Some traditions are superfi-

cial and just for fun. Others |
operate at a mu‘cg/ j
deeper level. e

Peo-
ple i

14

all parts of the world develop
forms and structures to meet
their specific needs. And as so-
cial historians point out, over
time we fixate on particular
structures.

In the predominantly German
community in which I grew up,
much of what I thought was
“Christian” actually only reflect-
ed our ethnic culture. For ex-
ample, in church we used a
hymnbook that contained a
number of songs with only the

-~ —_words. To find

the musical score, you turned to
another section. [ used to think
this was a sacred book, “de-
signed by the Lord Himself.”

Though I had long since un-
derstood the traditional aspects
of this hymnbook, I was sur-
prised several years ago to dis-
cover a similar hymnbook while
worshiping in a Methodist
church in Frankfurt, West Ger-
many. And [ was nearly shocked
to find another similar hymn-
book in a Roman Catholic
church in Aachen.

This illustrates another phe-
nomenon. As time goes on, the

reasons behind our traditions
. are forgotten, but in many
) _instances we perpetuate
", them even though
. they no longer
* meet the needs

] that explain their origin. Some

people in this religious group to-
day still believe this particular
hymnbook, and its unique form,
1s sacred.

John W Gardner, past presi-
dent of the Carnegie Corp., has
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studied form and structures in a
more comprehensive sense and
concludes that “like people and
plants, organizations have a life
cycle. They have a green and
supple youth, a time of flourish-
ing strength, and a gnarled old
age.”

When this process takes
place, organizational structures
{or forms) have become more
important than the people who
make up the orgamization, and
people serve the organization
more than the objectives that
brought it into existence. In oth-
er words, “means” or “meth-
ods” have become “ends” in
themselves. Traditions have
turned to stone.

Christians are not exempt
from this process. We, too, are
people, albeit the people of
God. And because we believe
the Bible, we understand human
needs at a much more signifi-
cant level than people generally.
We know about the reality of sin
and the need for a salvation ex-
perience. Furthermore, we un-
derstand God’s provision of
salvation in His Son.

With conversion come new
relationships. God never intend-
ed for His children to function in
isolation. We are members of
the body of Christ, the church.
In this unique community, we
collectively develop forms and
structures to enable us to func-
tion as God intended.

We determine where to meet
regularly, for God says we
should not forsake “our own as-
sembling together” (Heb. 10:25
NAsB). We decide on the most

Dr. Getz is sentor pastor of
Fellowship Bible Church North in
Plano, Texas, director of the Center
Jor Church Renewal, and adjunct
Dprofessor at Dallas Theological
Seminary.

HOW TF
WE PRAY?

et us pray.”
Heads bow. Eves close. Hands

fold. But it wasn't always that !

Way.
Abraham fell on s face before God
(Gen. 17:3). The psalmist bowed 1n
worship (Psalm 95:6). Solomon stood
before the Lord with his hands spread
to heaven (1 King 8:22). Jesus knelt in
Gethsemane (Luke 22:41).

How then shall we pray? In the ab-
sence of a clear directive of
Seripture, traditions have
come and gone. Jewish
tradition allowed both
kneeling and standing po-
sitions for prayer, but
posture was the sub-
ject of unending rab-
hinic debate.

In the book of Acts,
kneeling emerges as the
most common position
(9:40; 20:36).

In a.p. 220, church father Tertulhan
set down some practical hints for
prayver. Uplifted hands were a common
practice of that dav. Thev need not he
washed every time before praver, Ter-
tullian said, because they were clean as
a result of baptism. Men need not lay
aside their mantles to pray, though
women and virgins should wear veils.

Tertullian felt it nappropriate to sit
when conversing with God in prayer.
Likewise he shunned kneeling on Sun-
days and Easter because they were
davs of celebration for the nisen Lord.

Clement of Alexandria, also in the
third century, prayed with uplifted
hands and eyes gazing toward heaven,

Celtic monks in the sixth century
stood and stretched out thewr arms hort-
zontally in the “crosshgell” position to
mirnic the crucified Christ.

In the 13th century, Christina the As-
tonishing (aptly named) prayed while
balanced on a hurdle. St. Patrick prayed
100 psalms with 200 genuflections.

After the Reformation, Protestants

EN SHALL

kneeling
rails com-
monly found
in the pews, re-
Jecting them as an overemphasis of man's
sinfulness rather than his jov in salvation.

Today, the attitude of reverence and
submission once conveved by prostra-
tion or kneeling 1s more commonly dis-
played by bowing in prayer.

Many Christians continue the prac-
tice of raising their outstretched arms
to heaven, a gesture begun in the first
and second centuries symbolic of re-
cetving the Holy Spirit.

The “praying hands” so familiar today
hecame a symbol of prayer thanks to a
drawing by Albrecht Durer.

No one knows who first closed his
eyes to pray — some suggest the disci-
ples in Gethsemane. Others are as-
sured that whoever it was, it wasn't a
parent with a two-year-old in the room.

Still, the practice remains as a means
to close out distraction while concen-
trating on worshiping the Father in one
manner clearly prescribed by Scripture:
1n spirit and in truth.

Amen. B
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convenient time to meet,
though most of us have chosen
the first day of the week be-
cause of the example of some
New Testament Christians.
Furthermore, early in church
history, Sunday was considered
“Resurrection Day,” and meet-
Ing on this day to worship be-
came an important tradition,
even though the Jew honored
the Old Testament Sabbath
(Saturday) as a day of rest.

In addition, some of us are
called Baptists. Others are
Presbyterians, Methodists,
Nazarenes, or some title re-
flecting independence, such as
Bible church.

We have developed titles for
our leaders that frequently re-
flect what we believe is impor-
tant in the New Testament. If
proclaiming the gospel is consid-
ered the most important empha-
sis when the church gathers, we
often call our leader “the
preacher.” If we believe the
church was designed primarily
to be a family for worship and
tellowship, we
y often call our

leader “broth-
er.” If we be-
lieve the church
meeting 1s a place

primarily to learn the Bible, we
may call our leader “the teach-
er.” Others use the term “pas-
tor/teacher” or “minister.”
Staying close to New Testament
language, we may use the term
“elder,” “bishop,” or “pastor.”

Somewhere along in our own
particular social histories, we
also developed certain meeting
structures, such as beginning
with a hymn, followed by a
prayer and perhaps another
hymn. Qur leader presents a
message or a lesson from the
Bible. If evangelism is a major
purpose, we always end with an
nvitation for salvation. And, of
course, to maintain the minis-
try, we give people an opportu-
nity to support the church finan-
cially. Some of us pass offering
receptacles; others put a box in
the back of the church building.
Some Christians, following a
more Jewish model, walk for-
ward and place their offerings
on a table.

The Biblical Way

We seldom acknowledge it,
but the way we do most things
in our churches do not have
their roots in biblical examples
and exhortations. Rather, we
have used the freedom of Scrip-
ture to develop forms and
Bl structures to carry

B out biblical
g activities,
% such as

I

evangelizing, teaching, praying,
giving, worshiping, singing, and
encouraging.

When, where, and how often
to meet and the order of our
services are not dictated in the
Bible. In fact, for the most part,
the way we do things in our 20th
century churches is not de-
scribed in Scripture at all.

For example, what is the bib-
lical way to deliver a sermon?
Shesld=it-be a verse-by-verse
exposition of the Scriptures or a
topical message? Should “the
preacher” raise his voice when
he speaks or deliver the mes-
sage conversationally? Should
the presentation be based on
three major points or a series of
connected ideas? Should he al-
ways end with an mwvitation for
salvation?

Speaking of invitations,
should people be invited to
“come forward” or be encour-
aged to “accept Christ” while
they quietly deal with this issue
in their hearts? Should a profes-
sion of Christ always be made
public before the whole church,
or should it be expressed to one
or two people after the service?

These practices are not
spelled out in Scripture or even
lllustrated. They represent pat-
terns and methods we've devel-
oped over the years to carry out
what we believe are priorities
based on biblical principles.
They are traditions.

Let’s take this issue a step
further. In some churches, the
communion service is a highly
guarded experience that follows
specific procedures. It must be
done at a prescribed time using
a certain kind of “bread” and
“wine.” It must be served by
designated leaders and always
in the church building. To de-
viate from these forms is often
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oday, few churches would hold
a worship service without a
choir dressed in the familiar
ankle-length robes with bell-like
sleeves. Though the early church
fathers might not recognize them,
these robes are really just stylized ver-
sions of the garments church people
were wearing in the Roman Empire.
The early church highly valued
equality in Christ. Church leaders
were intolerant of divisions between
rich and poor, slaves and freeborn, and
clergy and laity. As late as 428, one
wrote, “We should distinguish our-
selves from the people by our doctrine
rather than by our dress.” To ensure
that equality, Christians purposely
dressed in the plain white tunic com-
mon to the average man-in-the-street.

HEAVENLY TUNES
& COMMON TUNICS

After the fall of Rome 1 476, the
old Roman dress gradually fell into
disuse. Church leaders, however,
stubbornly clung to the civilized Ro-
man ways and refused to give up

their garb.

Soon that old garb was accept-
ed as proper attire for the cler-
gy, including those who sang 1n

chorrs, and various councils 1n-
sisted they be worn at the al-
tar. By 589, most chomrs were
dressed in knee-length turics
with short, fitted sleeves over a long
linen robe with narrow sleeves.

Choir members also wore a long,
narrow scarf-like vestment, called a
stole, designed from the Roman orar-
wm, a handkerchief-like cloth used for
wiping the mouth, face, or hands.

Over the next 400 years, choir
robes were mandated throughout Eu-
rope, mostly by papal decree. Only
properly robed acolytes, monks, and
members of parochial schools were al-
lowed to sing in the medieval choirs.

In northern Europe, winters were
hitter and religious celebrations seem-
ingly endless in unheated churches.
Choir members’ old robes wouldn't fit
over their warm fur garments, so they
started wearing a more ample robe
with bell-like sleeves. By the 14th cen-
tury, this fuller robe, called a surplice,
was established throughout western
Europe as the essential choir habit.

Although the Reformation had little
mmpact on the robes (the Reformers
were interested in theology, not cloth-
ing designs), the 17th century Puritans
condemned choir robes as “popish
rags.” Puritans believed that there
should be no distinctions between cler-
gy and laity, and that church vestments
and clerical robes were evil. For a
short time they succeeded in purging
the church of its robes.

But by the early 1800s, Puritanism
had died out. Attempting to regain
some of the abandoned high liturgical

traditions, the Oxford Movement re-
mtroduced choir robes in the Church of
England,

The movement soon spread to the
United States, and in 1836 the first boys
choir was robed. Americans, however,
weren't quite ready for this renovation.

When the prince of Wales wrote to
notify New York’s Trinity Church that
he would be attending service on Oc-
tober 7, 1860, everyone buzzed with
excitement. It would be an occasion to
celebrate with due respect. But choir
robes? Should the church robe its choir
as the Church of England had been do-
ing for vears?

“Yes!” some argued. Choir robes
are beautiful remnants from the old Ii-
turgical traditions. “No!” others ar-
gued just as vehemently Choir robes
are nothing less than vestiges of Cath-
olic idolatry, unbiblical inventions to
discriminate between laity and clergy.

Respect for the Church of England
and the prince of Wales finally won out,
and the choir was vested. To minimize
the awkwardness, choir members
wore their robes on the Sunday before
the prince arrived. As the choir sang,
however, two gunshots sounded out-
side. Though no one was hurt, a mus-
ket ball did fall into one of the pews.

In the Episcopal Church, laymen bit-
terly resisted choir robes for vears. At
the general convention of 1868, a
group of New Jersey laymen even pro-
posed a canon: “And no Ecclesiastical
vestment shall be worn on occasions of
Divine Worship or Church ceremonies,
by Choirs or other assistants therein.”

That same year, an Ohio clergyman
was asked to disband his surpliced
choir. He refused and was brought to
trial for having violated church doctrine
and breaking his ordination vow.

Despite the resistance, robed choirs
grew 1n popularity. By 1895, they
were in such vogue that almost every
big-city church choir had to advertise
carefully that it was clothed in robes, B
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SF
SUNDAY EVE

rowds continue to throng Lon- o
don’s Bedford Baptist Chapel on >

Dinsworth Street every Sunday
evening. Outside, children perch on
their fathers’ shoulders or hang from
the shutters.

As the hour approaches 7 o'clock, a

man walks from a door near the "
podium, carryinga rod with a flick- & <

ering flame at its top. He proceeds
up the steps onto {
the platform and fi§
touches the tlame !’
to the glass globes fy
on the wall. Each
immediately begins
to glow with the §
brightness of many § kA
lanterns. As the man ;'F"
continues around [}
the sanctuary, the room becomesNeXa.
brighter until finally it 1s almost like S
the noonday sun. i =
In 1792, these newly invented coal- | %
gas lights began to pull people out of ”‘

-DDING LIGHT ON THE

‘/ o )
Kenneth D}
E} Harris /

lighting
g was mnstalled in
£ Pall Mall, the
lights llumined
J London’s facto-
ries, stores, and
other public places.
” Coal-gas 1ghts were
"~ still too expensive for

" most homes.

Quick to see the possibili-

tles, some mimsters began n-

their homes during the early evening
hours. At the turn of the century, Scot-
tish engineer William Murdock, who Is
credited with the first development of

coal-gas illumination, was commis- |

stoned to nstall gas lighting in London.
From then until about 1820, when gas

Kenneth D. Harns is pastor of Calvary Bible
Church i Placernlle, Cabf

== stalling the lights in churches.
And behald, there was born the Sunday
eVening Service.

Few religious zealots were among
those first attenders. They were mere-
ly curious. Ministers rightly began
preaching the simple gospel message.
Sunday evening became an evangelistic
outreach — a time to invite the un-
| saved family member or friend. W

considered a deviation from the
Word of God.

The facts are that New Tes-
tament Christians did not par-
take of a token meal as we do in
most of our churches today.
They had a supper, and the
“bread” and “wine” that was
used to remember the Lord’s
death was part of the meal.
These came to be known as
“love feasts” (see 1 Cor. 11:23-
26; 2 Peter 2:13b). In the first
church in Jerusalem, Christians
remembered the Lord's death

daily as they ate together from
house to house (Acts 2:42-47).
Believers changed this form
because 1t became impossible to
partake of a full meal, especially
when they started meeting in
church buildings rather than in
homes. Consequently, they
went to a token meal (@ small
piece of bread and a sip of juice)
to remember the Lord, which

- most of us still call a “supper.”

In this sense, ever since the
first century, most churches
have been out of harmony with

the way New Testament Chris-
tians remembered the Lord.

Is this wrong? Certainly not.
Christians changed the form of
communion to be able to re-
member the Lord m a cultural
situation that made 1t difficult to
have a full meal together.

In a discussion of this matter
with a group of students at Dal-
las Theological Seminary, one
young womarn from a different
culture told of her experience
with the communion meal. She
said believers passed an ear of
corn. Each would bite off a ker-
nel. Then they passed a cup of
juice taken from a root that was
a primary drink in their culture.
In this way they remembered
the broken body and shed blood
of the Lord Jesus.

And what about our prayer
and praise patterns? In some
churches, Christians stand for
prayer; in others, they kneel.
Bowed heads and closed eyes is
the prayer posture in many
churches; in other churches,
believers raise their hands and
look upward. All of these pat-
terns are described or alluded to
in the New Testament church,
but no particular pattern is bind-
ing and absolute for everyone.

Perhaps the most emotional
issue is music, because it
touches the depths of our inner
being and brings with it emo-
tional memories, some of which
are not spiritual but carnal. Mu-
sic is also cultural. It relates to
what we feel comfortable with in
our particular social structures,

The Bible tells us to “speak
to one another with psalms,
hymns and spiritual songs”
(Eph. 5:19; see also Col. 3:16).
These “psalms, hymns and spir-
itual songs” or odes refer to the
content of music. Furthermore,
Paul clearly stated the purpose

18
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of this content: to give thanks
and to make melody in our
hearts to the Lord.

The Bible says nothing, how-
ever, about the musical forms
and structure we should use for
our expressions of praise,
thanksgiving, and testimony.
Paul made no reference to
rhythm, harmony, counter-
point, key, etc. In fact, the mu-
sical forms used by first century
Christians in Middle Eastern
culture would be unacceptable
to most 20th century American
Christians.

The reason we are often dog-
matic regarding what is right
and wrong in the use of music
lies in our understanding of what
is absolute and non-absolute, of
what is cultural and supracul-
tural, together with our biases
and weak consciences. What
makes some uncomfortable, pri-
marily because of emotional
memories, ministers to others.

However, even though the
Bible allows freedom in form,
the forms we choose must be in
harmony with biblical functions.
Musical forms should not work
against the message we are at-
tempting to communicate. If
this happens, cultural traditions
have become more important
than biblical truth.

A Personal Journey

While traveling in the eastern
part of the United States a cou-
ple of summers ago, I picked up
a book titled Amish Society by
John A. Hostetler. Though my
own religious cultural roots did
not begin for nearly three centu-
ries after Menno Simons and
Jakob Ammann launched Men-
nonite and Amish history, I dis-
covered the source of many of
my church’s traditions.

In 1836, Samuel Froehlich

HOW WE CAME TO
COME FORWARD

ne church
historian
called 1t

“one of the great-
est verbal confu-
sions in the his-
tory of the Chris-
tian church.”

The object of
his consternation?
The “altar call.”
When and how an
“altar” was ver-
bally erected in
Protestant Chris-
tianity 1s un-
known. One of the
earliest appeat-
ances of the
phrase was 1n
1847 by a Meth-
odist lay evange-
list named Phoebe Palmer, apparently
with reference to Romans 12:1,2.

The practice of calling inquirers for-
ward in the meeting place, however —
a particularly American custom —- can
be traced back to the open-awr camp
meetings held toward the end of the
18th century. Who gave the first call is
unknown, but the “mourners bench”
was a well-established part of the Meth-
odist frontier revivals.

From the journal of Jesse Lee, a
Methodist preacher, October 31, 1798:

“John Easter proclaimed aloud, ‘I
have not a doubt but God will convert a
soul today." The preachers had request-
ed all that were under conviction to
come together. Several men and wom-
en came and fell upon their knees, and

gasaw the preachers for
some time kept
singing and ex-
horting the mour-
) ners . . . till the
cries of the
mourners became
truly awful. Then
prayer was made
in behalf of the
moutrners, and
two or three
found peace.”

While the altar
call became an in-
delible part of the
American reli-
gious scene, 1t
was not welcomed

elsewhere. A
Weslevan confer-
ence 1n England
in 1807 denounced altar calls as “highly
mproper” and “likely to be productive
of considerable mischief,” despite the
practice’s firm roots in Methodism.

The summons forward found its per-
fection m the revival work of Charles
Finney, who saw thousands find Christ
on the “anxious seat.” His carefully or-
ganized meetings chmaxed in his call to
the congregation.

“Without new measures it i Impossi-
ble that the church should succeed in
gaining the attention of the world to reli-
gion, " Finney said of his bold approach.

In time, the walk to the front of an au-
ditorium developed far beyond its ongi-
nal purpose of merely separating out
inquirers and became identified by many
as a saving act of faith. M
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HOW TE

ook for more information in the
narthex after the service,” the
pastor announced.

Narthex? 1 wondered. What's
that? 1T was new at going to church.
Churches were supposed to have
pews, a pulpit, stained glass, and a bell
tower, but what’s a narthex?

A little investigation showed me that
a narthex looked surprisingly like a lob-
by. Maybe it had something to do with
being on the north side of the church:
north exit? That didn't seem Presbyteri-
an enough.

But a narthex is non-sectarian, the
dictionary said: “the portico of an an-
clent church” or “a vestibule leading to
the nave of a church — see basilica il-
lustrations.” I knew about St. Peters
Basilica in Rome, hut that was about it.
Did Bear Creek Presbyterian have a
nave too?

We did. I'd even been sitting there,
along with all the others who called it a
sanctuary This ancient term for where
the congregation assembled originally
meant “ship.”

But the original meaning for the
Greek word narthex compounded the
mystery; it referred to the giant fennel
plant. How did a herb that tastes hke
licorice get connected with church
buildings? The only biblical spices [
knew were munt, dill, and cumin.

Digging mto Brifannica unearthed
more information about the porch and
the plant, but did nothing to put the
two together.

Fennel and its giant cousin, the
narthex, are grown throughout the
Mediterranean world, primarnily for fla-
voring and scent. Dried stems of the
narthex, which may grow to 10 feet,
are sometimes used for tinder. A
Greek myth claims that knowledge
came to man from Olympus in the form
of a hurming ceal in a fennel stalk — the
only hint of a religious connection.

[ learned that basilicas go back a lot
further than St. Peter's or even the

L NARTE
GOT ITS NAME

saint himself. This style of
long, rectangular building
was as common throughout
Roman cities as temples that
looked like the Parthenon. But ba-
silicas were secular, used for meeting
halls and law courts.

After Christianity became a legal
religion early mn the fourth century,
congregations began to outgrow the
houses where they’d been meeting,
and their building commuttees picked
the basilica as the perfect design.

The broad, central aisle (nave),
along with two side aisles, gave room
for the congregation. At the far end,
the chancel, where the judge sat, be-
came the place for clergy and the com-
munion table. The narthex was re-
served for catechumens — converts
not yet baptized.

Eventually the restriction lapsed,
but the room remained. New elements
became vital to church design: bell
towers, stained glass, and additions
called transepts that gave the floor plan
a cross, or cruciform, shape. European
churches were built with the altar on
the east side, facing Jerusalem, so the
narthex became the west entrance.

But the underlying reason for the
narthex’s name seemed beyond my
grasp. My curiosity flickered out, only
to be rekindled a few vears later on a
study tour to the ancient church sites
in Turkey.

In Ephesus, our group explored the
rums of St. John's Basilica, built in the
sixth century. With accented English,
our Turkish guide, Unut Baykal, gave
a running comrentary:

“This is the gate of narthex,” he said.

Could Umit know the answer?

“This was a plant which was very
useful, because this people, even the
Ephesians at the church settlement .
had being used this plant.”

So how were they using if in church?

“During the daytime, during the
night time, they were putting some

narthex plants over the gate. They
were making it burn, so they were get-
ting an eternal fire,” Umit explained.
“In this way the gate of the basilica be-
came the gate of narthex. And that’s
the reason that most of the churches’
entrance name became narthex.”

But why did Ephesians start burming
the plant day and night outside a basili-
ca? That afternoon at the Ephesus town
hall site, Umit again gave an answer.

Burning above the building’s en-
trance, a continual narthex fire sig-
naled to ship captains in the harbor. “If
light was on here, everything was OK,”
he explained. “But if light wasn't on
here, that was meaning that something
was wrong like a war, like malaria.”

So if your church has a narthex, be
sure to check that the light's on before
you go inside. ANDREW SCHEER

20
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broke from Switzerland’s state
Reformed Church and founded
the Congregation of Evangelical
Baptists (now called the Apos-
tolic Christian Church of Amer-
ica). He preached in churches
founded by the followers of
Menno and Ammann. Many of
the traditions Froehlich passed
on to succeeding generations
had much in common with these
earlier groups.

For example, men sat on one
side of the church and women
on the other. And once a young
person officially joined the
church, dating was forbidden
(marriage proposals were com-
municated through church lead-
ers to the parents).

I had come to understand that
many of these traditions were
cultural and not biblical, but this
historical journey helped me to
appreciate more fully the free-
dom God has given us in form
and structure. As a pastor in-
volved in the church renewal
movement since the early
1970s, 1 developed even more
freedom as 1 understood more
clearly the source of my reli-
gious traditions.

That freedom works in two
directions. On the one hand, we
have freedom to keep traditions
that are meaningful and in har-
mony with biblical principles. On
the other hand, understanding
the cultural source of our tradi-
tions gives us freedom to give
up those that are no longer rele-
vant or out of harmony with bib-
lical principles.

Adventure
Church Planting

When my wife and I, along
with several other couples,
launched the first Fellowship Bi-
ble Church in Dallas in Novem-
ber 1972, we determined we

would not do things the way
they have been done before just
because they have been done
that way. But we also deter-
mined we would not change
things just to be different.

We based our strategy on
three perspectives:

First, we wanted to launch a
church based on biblical prin-
ciples — principles that we be-
lieve are absolute and supra-
cultural.

Second, we wanted to learn
from the past — to eliminate
what has been out of harmony
with biblical principles, and to
use traditions that have been in
harmony with biblical principles
all along and are still relevant.

Third, we wanted to consider
carefully our own cultural situa-
tion. Just as Jesus understood
the cultural differences of the
Samaritan woman and adjusted
His methods accordingly, and
just as Paul understood the
mindset of the Gentile commu-
nity and also adjusted his ap-
proach accordingly, so we
wanted to bring biblical princi-
ples to bear upon Texans living
in Dallas.

The result has been freedom
to be creative in form and struc-
ture and yet security in being
firmly grounded on those great
truths that should never
change — the absolute and en-
during principles of Scripture.

For example, we've struc-
tured services so we can make
multiple use of the church build-
ing. We've had a Friday night
church, a Sunday morning
church, a Sunday afternoon
church, and a Sunday night
church. In addition to building
permanent facilities, we've
leased warehouse space, recre-
ational centers, school build-
ings, college auditoriums,

Christian school chapels, and
hotel conference rooms.

We've also developed a small-
group ministry that we call
“mini-churches,” which have re-
placed traditional adult Sunday
school classes. We've length-
ened the traditional worship
service to allow more time for
creative worship, praise, shar-
ing, and teaching. Simulta-
neously, a learning center for
children focuses on creative
learning activities. We elimi-
nated the traditional Sunday
evening and Wednesday night
services to make room for our
small-group ministries and to
implement a Sunday evening Bi-
ble institute.

Our small groups are encour-
aged to share a meal together in
various homes and to have com-
munion with the meal to en-
hance relationships with God
and one another. Assigned lay
pastors lead these small groups
and have the freedom to baptize
people in swimming pools, in
lakes, or — if they like — in
the church building. I've wit-
nessed a lay pastor baptize
fathers, who in turn baptized
their wives and children.

Once we understand the free-
dom God has given us in form
and structure, and at the same
time we are committed to bibli-
cal absolutes, we are neither
bound by traditions nor prone to
ignore those that are relevant
and meaningful.

This, indeed, is true free-
dom, and I thank God for it. I've
seen this kind of freedom bring
new life in Christ to many peo-
ple who had determined that
“traditional” religion was no
longer relevant to their lives. In
essence, these people have
learned the difference between
“churchianity” and Christianity. B
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