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CHAPTER 5 

AND NO RELIGION , TOO: 

THE COLLAPSE OF THE RELIGION  PARADIGM  

 

Imagine there's no countries. It isn't hard to do. 

Nothing to kill or die for. And no religion too. 

John Lennon 

English Singer, Songwriter, and Composer, 1940-1980 

From άImagineέ 

 

Religion ï Definition 

re·li·gion [ri-lij -uh n] ïnoun 1. a set of beliefs concerning the cause, nature, and 

purpose of the universe, esp. when considered as the creation of a superhuman 

agency or agencies, usually involving devotional and ritual observances, and often 

containing a moral code governing the conduct of human affairs.  2. a specific 

fundamental set of beliefs and practices generally agreed upon by a number of 

persons or sects: the Christian religion; the Buddhist religion.  3. the body of 

persons adhering to a particular set of beliefs and practices: a world council of 

religions.
1
 

 

[Middle English religioun, from Old French religion, from Latin religiǾ, religiǾn-, 

perhaps from religǕre, to tie fast; see rely.]
 2 

 

The Last Layer of the Onion 

 

For the last several chapters we have been exploring the layers of paradigms that have 

accumulated around the core of the Church. These were paradigms that the Church adopted of its 

own free will because they seemed at the time to hold promise for the life of the Church, to move 

it forward in its mission or to maintain its unity. But over time these paradigms lost their promise 

and began to die, becoming like layers of dead skin which now need to be peeled away if we are 

to see what is underneath. 

 

The first dying paradigm we peeled back was the outermost and most recent layer, 

Foundationalism. Key to the Foundationalism paradigm was the idea that human understanding 

and knowledge could be made certain by establishing the indisputable foundational truths on 

which all else was based. The Church adopted the Foundationalism paradigm because it yearned 

                                                           
1
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for the unity that it thought such certainty could provide. But the promise of certainty proved 

elusive, foundering on the rocks of human nature and quantum physics, both of which eliminated 

the possibility of objective observation. Reneging on its promise to bring unity to the Church, it 

brought division instead, as the Church splintered into opposing camps over what to use as the 

foundation for religious certainty: inerrant Scripture or universal religious experience. 

 

After we peeled away the dead skin of Foundationalism, we discovered another dying paradigm 

underneath: Christendom ï a paradigm based on the assumption that the Church ought to wield 

power and influence in the culture in which it finds itself. In the beginning, this paradigm seemed 

to be a match made in heaven. The Church would safeguard the unity of the Empire, and the 

Empire spread the Church ï and thus the Gospel ï throughout the whole of civilization, while the 

Church influenced the Empire for good. But the marriage of Church and Empire proved 

poisonous the Church. Even though Christendom has been officially laid to rest, the Church still 

yearns for the influence it once exercised. 

 

Now we have one last layer of skin to remove before we arrive at the vital core of the Church: 

the dying paradigm of Christianity itself. How can we call Christianity a paradigm, and in what 

way can we say that the Christianity paradigm is dying? 

 

The Paradigm: Christianity as a Religion 

 

What I mean when I speak of the Christianity Paradigm is the paradigm of Christianity as a 

Religion. Ask anyone for a definition of the word religion, and what you get will sound a lot like 

the dictionary definition above. Most people think of a religion primarily as a set of beliefs (i.e., 

about God and the meanings of life and reality), and secondarily as a set of practices (i.e., rituals, 

devotional activities, and rules of life). Most people think about these beliefs and practices as a 

way to distinguish their religious group from other religious groups.  

 

The first problem with "organized religion" 

is that it's too organized. 

F. G. άaƻŜέ Cavin 

Banker and Seminary Trustee 

 

If this is beginning to sound familiar to you, itôs probably because it is very close to the 

dictionary definition of paradigm from Chapter 2: ñA set of assumptions, concepts, values, and 

practices that constitutes a way of viewing reality for the community that shares them.ò  

 

This is also the way most Christians think about Christianity. Over most of Christianityôs 

existence, Christians have defined Christian orthodoxy as assent to a set of beliefs. This is 

somewhat, because the word ñorthodoxyò literally means ñright praise,ò not ñright beliefs.ò Even 
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so, it has been on the basis of adherence to a broad set of beliefs that Christians not only have 

distinguished themselves for other religions, but from each other.  

 

Almost every schism in the Church and almost every denominational splintering has been over 

disagreement on what set of beliefs should be considered orthodox. Few of these splits have been 

over issues directly related to the core dogmas of the Church: the Trinitarian nature of God and 

the divine-human of Jesus Christ. Indeed, most of the early heresies ï Gnosticism, Docetism, and 

the like ï deal with logical consequents of those dogmas but not the dogmas themselves. Even 

the Great Schism between Eastern and Western Christianity was not over the dogma of the 

Trinity, per se, but over the precise mechanisms of the interactions of its three persons. And the 

vast majority of denominational splits have been over unrelated or, at best, secondary doctrines: 

unrelated issues such as age requirements for baptism, wine versus grape juice, and ordination of 

women, or secondary issues such as predestination and the mechanism of communion 

(transubstantiation, consubstantiation, et al). 

 

Religion as a Dying Paradigm 

 

Iôm Not Religious, Iôm Spiritual 

 

How can I say that the Christianity paradigm is dying. Consider the following quote: 

 

I'm not really religious but very spiritual. 

Christina Aguilera (et al) 

American Singer, b. 1980 

 

The funny thing about this quote is how commonly it is used today. I added ñet alò to the 

attribution because there were literally hundreds of people to whom I could have attributed the 

statement or something very much like it.
3
 It came into usage in the mid-20

th
 century, and seems 

to have been popularized by members of the Alcoholics Anonymous movement as a description 

of AAôs 12-Step recovery program. Since that time its usage has grown steadily until now it is 

nearly ubiquitous. 

I like your Christ. 

I do not like your Christians. 

Your Christians are so unlike your Christ. 

Mahatma Gandhi 

Indian Philosopher, Teacher of Nonviolent Protest, 1869-1948 

 

                                                           
3
 Bob Smith and Bill Wilson (founders of A.A.), Albert Einstein, Roma Downey, Chris Graham, Lalah Hathaway, 

Jerry Uelsmann, to name just a few. 
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Clearly, something is going on here. People are beginning to turn away from the aspects of 

Christianity that they associate with organized religion ï officially sanctioned beliefs, approved 

practices, rigid traditions ï seeing them as irrelevant, unhelpful, or even damaging to their 

spiritual journeys. Yet many of the same people are appropriating some of those same beliefs, 

practices, and traditions informally and outside the auspices of the organized church. It is not 

unusual to hear un-churched or de-churched people speaking about their belief in Godôs grace, 

their relationship with Christ, or their practice of centering prayer, monastic chant, or walking 

the labyrinth. Despite turning away from Christianity, the organized religion, to which their 

families belonged, they donôt see themselves as less spiritual because of it. If anything they see 

themselves as more so, because they appropriated these things freely. 

 

Disputes Over Orthodoxy as an Increasing Source of Schism 

 

It is ironic that, while most people to think of their denominationôs particular set of beliefs as 

unifying principles, concern for the correctness of beliefs has become an increasing source of 

division within the Church. Most major denominations today are facing the possibility of schism 

over which beliefs define orthodoxy.  

 

Christian, n. 

One who thinks the New Testament is a divinely inspired book 

admirably suited to the spiritual needs of his neighbor. 
One who follows the teachings of Christ  

in  so far as they are not inconsistent with a life of sin.
4 

Ambrose Bierce 

American editorialist, journalist, short-story writer and satirist. 1842-1914 

 

While some might like to think that nondenominational churches are relatively immune to this 

problem, it is only because their schisms over orthodoxy tend to happen one person at a time. 

Even if larger numbers of people leave at one time, you donôt see congregations splitting one 

from another. As a friend of mine who was the pastor of a nondenominational church once said, 

ñNondenominational churches are really just single-church denominations.
5
ò  

 

In addition, based on the observations of my colleagues in denominations and associations of 

congregationalist bent, it seems that the likelihood of schism within any branch of the Church 

appears to be strongly related to the number of specific beliefs that particular body has included 

in its working definition of orthodoxy. It seems that the greater the number of beliefs which must 

                                                           
4
 Bierce, Ambrose. (1911). The Devilôs Dictionary. http://www.thedevilsdictionary.com/.  

5
 Woodward, Dick. (1979). In a sermon preached at Virginia Beach Community Chapel, which began in 1956 as a 

single nondenominational church in Virginia Beach, Virginia, but which since has birthed other Community Chapels 
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be affirmed to be considered orthodox, the greater the likelihood of a doctrinally-based 

disagreement on one of those beliefs, which in turn increases the likelihood of splits. 

 

Over the last several decades a number of issues have arisen ï or re-emerged ï which have 

forced the Church to examine some of its basic assumptions about how Church is supposed to 

work. These issues have forced the Church to look back toward its origins ï the primitive Church 

and the Scripture ï and reexamine them with critical eyes. As a result there have grown up 

opposing schools of thought which cut across denominational lines ï and even liberal-

conservative lines ï rather than between them: 

¶ Just War/Non-Violence.  

¶ Social Justice/Moral Values 

¶ Pro-Life/Pro-Choice. 

¶ Ordination of Women/Male Only Priesthood. 

¶ Inclusion of Gays and Lesbians/Homosexuality as Sin 

¶ Dominion/Creation Care. 

It is not my intention to argue either side of any of these positions, or even lay out the arguments 

of both. I have these ñfiled by titleò to illustrate three crucial points. 

 

First, in all of these issues, both sides have developed extensive arguments to support their 

positions. And both sides draw on scripture, theology, and the traditions of the Church to make 

these arguments. 

 

Second, the fault-lines created by these issues are not as uni-dimensional as one might think. We 

tend to think of each of these issues as having a liberal side and a conservative side. But it is not 

at all unusual to find people of faith who hold the conservative side on some of these issues, the 

liberal side on others, and on still others find themselves right in the middle. For example, I am 

tend toward inclusion on the sexuality issues, but am pro-life on the life/choice divide. I have 

colleagues who unabashedly in favor of the ordination of women, but view homosexuality as a 

sin. And I have Roman Catholic colleagues who take the pro-life and anti-war . . . and do not see 

these as contradictory positions. Clearly, the fault-lines donôt always even run in the same 

direction. 

 

Third, even taking each of these issues individually, the divisions are not always as clean cut as 

one would imagine. Push a pro-life person far enough and you will find a situation in which they 

would not oppose an abortion. Push a pro-choice person far enough and you will find a situation 

in which they would find an abortion repugnant. Push hard enough in any of these issues and you 

will find nuances of position. 
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The Emerging Church Movement 

 

Another sign that the current paradigm of Christianity is in the process of collapsing is the 

growing Emerging Church Movement. From across the denominational and nondenominational 

spectrum, groups are forming that reject the current definition of what it means to be church.  

They focus much less on the specific set of beliefs and practices that defines them and focus 

much more on what unifies Christians across the theological spectrum and on the strengths that 

various Christian traditions might have to offer. 

 

It's an opportunity to reach more people with the message, 

especially a generation that isn't into organized religion, God, the Jesus thing. 

Kirk Franklin, b. 1970 

African American gospel, hip hop, and R&B musician 

 

This less rigid, more creative, cross-cutting way of exploring what it means to be Church has 

given rise to the popular term Generous Orthodoxy. Interestingly, the term Generous Orthodoxy 

was first coined by theologian Hans Frei in the 1980ôs to describe why he, an ordained Baptist 

minister, was drawn to the Anglican/Episcopal tradition, which he eventually adopted.
6
 As Frei 

later put it: 

 

"My own vision of what might be propitious for our day, split as we are, not so 

much into denominations as into schools of thought, is that we need a kind of 

generous orthodoxy which would have in it an element of liberalism ï a voice 

like the Christian Century ï and an element of evangelicalism ï the voice of 

Christianity Today. I don't know if there is a voice between those two, as a matter 

of fact. If there is, I would like to pursue it."
 7
  

 

Ironically, while the term Generous Orthodoxy was originally coined by an Anglican, it was 

popularized by an Evangelical. Brian McLaren, then pastor of Cedar Ridge Church in Maryland, 

would use the term to describe approach to orthodoxy of the movement within evangelical 

Christianity that would become the Emerging Church Movement. Only recently have mainline 

denominations like the Episcopal Church begun to warm up to the Emerging Church and its 

vision of Generous Orthodoxy. 

 

                                                           
6
 Frei, Hans W.(1980). The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century 

Hermeneutics. Princeton, NJ: Yale University Press. 
7
 Frei, Hans W. (1993). Theology and Narrative: Selected Essays, Eds. George Hunsinger and  William Placher. 

New York: Oxford University Press, USA. 
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The boundaries of denominations have begun to blur. The rents that are appearing in the fabric of 

the Church are over schools of thought about the nature of Church which cut across 

denominational boundaries. 

 

When Did Christianity Become a Religion? 

The Origins of the Christianity Paradigm 

 

It may come as a surprise that Christianity did not start out as an organized religion. In fact, there 

is no evidence that those we think of as its founders ï Jesus and the Apostle Paul, to name two ï 

ever intended to start a new religion. 

 

No Christian Religion in the Bible 

 

Search the Gospels from end to end. Nowhere does Jesus say to his disciples, ñGo forth and start 

a new religion and name it after me.ò He was born a Jew. He grew up in a Jewish family. He 

taught as a Jewish rabbi. He was executed for being a Jewish king (even though he never claimed 

to be one). His body was collected by a member of the Jewish Sanhedrin, who laid the body 

inside a Jewish tomb located in a Jewish burial site.  

 

Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; 

I have come not to abolish but to fulfill.8 

Jesus of Nazareth 

(Rabbi, Prophet, Messiah) 

 

Yes, he condemned the Jewish temple leaders, but he did so for not living up to the spirit of the 

laws God gave to the Jewish people. Yes, he argued against the Pharisees, but he did so as one 

brought up in the Pharisaic tradition. Yes, he healed Gentiles as well as Jews, but he did not try 

to convert them to anything. Yes, he called people, but he called them to be his friends and learn 

about him (ñlearnersò is literal meaning of the word ñdisciples,ò after all), not to form a new 

religion.   

 

You would think that if anybody wanted to start a new religion, it was the Apostle Paul. I mean, 

the guy was planting churches all over the Mediterranean. But he never called any of them 

ñChristianò churches, nor did he ever utter the word ñChristianityò in any of his letters. The 

closest either of those words ever came to Paul was in the Book of Acts,
9
 when he was being 

interrogated by Herod Agrippa. Agrippa was amused by the fact that even in chains Paul was 

preaching to him about Jesus. And so he taunted Paul sarcastically, saying "Are you so quickly 

                                                           
8
 Matthew 5:17. 

9
 Acts 11:26; cf. Acts 26:28. 
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persuading me to become a Christian?" Agrippaôs was the typical usage of the term ñChristian,ò 

a sarcastic term used to refer to Gentile followers of Christ, best translated as ñLittle Christsò or 

Christ-ettes. The derogatory term for Jewish followers of Christ was ñNazarenes,ò which had a 

similar diminutive meaning.
10

 Meanwhile, most followers of Christ, rather than calling 

themselves by either of these terms, instead preferred to call themselves followers of ñThe 

Way.ò
11

 It was not until somewhat later that, in a bold reversal, they took on those derogatory 

terms as a point of pride, as many oppressed groups have done in modern times (e.g., the within-

group use of the term ñQueerò by gays and lesbians, and the ñN-wordò by African-Americans). 

 

Without the way, there is no going; 

without the truth, there is no knowing; 

without the life, there is no living. 

Thomas a'Kempis 

Monk and mystic, 1380-1471 

 

One could make the case that the writers of the New Testament viewed religion as an irrelevant, 

obsolete category. For example, today the word ñChurchò evokes for most of us images of 

organized religion. Yet this was not inherent in its New Testament usage. ñEcclesia,ò the Greek 

word which is translated as ñChurch,ò literally means ñcalled outò or ñthe called out ones.ò 

Similarly, the word ñconvert,ò as we think of it today ï that is, as a proselyte or person who has 

changed religions (e.g., ñEpaenetus, who was the first convert in Asia for Christ
12
ò) ï did not 

originally carry that connotation. The Apostle Paul, for example, employed several different 

words to describe new believers, the literal meanings of which were distinctly non-religious 

(e.g., ñnew planting,ò ñnew sproutò). On the other hand, the terms ñJewò and ñGreekò (as in ñin 

Christ there is neither Jew nor Greeké
13
ò) did, in fact, carry religious connotations. 

 

The Road to Religion 

 

So if Christianity started as a way of life, a movement centered on the person of Jesus Christ, 

when and how did it become an organized religion? 

 

One thing is certain: Christianity did not become a religion overnight. The change came in small 

steps as the people and leaders of the growing Church made the ongoing choices and took the 

ongoing actions necessary to survive and thrive. Year after year the Church faced a growing 

tension between dynamism and stability, between fluidity and structure, Jesus movement and 

Christian religion. It was a lot easier for the Church to exist as a dynamic, fluid, Spirit-driven 

                                                           
10

 Acts 24:5. 
11

 Acts 9:2; 18:25,26; 19:9,23; 24:14,22. 
12

 Rom. 16:4. 
13

 Gal. 3:28; cf. Rom. 10:12; Col.3:11. 
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movement when they expected Jesus Christ was coming back in their lifetimes. But when it 

became clear that they were in for a much longer wait, other concerns began to creep into their 

considerations. For example, how could they be sure that this movement to which they belonged 

survived their own passing? How could they preserve their own precious experience to pass 

down to their childrenôs children?   

 

The threats to the nascent Churchôs existence were very real. The wolf outside the door was the 

Roman Empire, which sought to destroy the movement. The Roman authorities believed it was 

subversive to the social order, an anti-religious and anarchist movement. There were also threats 

from the inside from those who sought to change the nature of their experience into something 

unrecognizable. For example, adherents of Gnosticism (a first-century religious ideology based 

on the concept of hidden knowledge) within the Jesus movement, wanted to change the Jesus 

movement into a kind of mystery religion, a religion of hidden truths withheld from the masses 

and known to a select group of initiates. 

 

Both the external and the internal threats the nascent Church faced tended to push it away from a 

more fluid movement organized primarily around the relationship experienced with the risen 

Christ and more toward the structure and rules that constitute an organized religion. From the 

Empireôs point of view, the more the Church became an organized and predictable structure, the 

less alien and threatening it appeared, providing, of course, that it did not set itself up as a power 

structure opposition to the Empire. So the more the Church moved in this direction, the less 

persecution it was likely to face.  The internal threats were more subtle, but no less existential. 

The kind of closed and secretive religious structure the Gnostics were seeking to develop was 

very rewarding for those initiated few who were ñin the know.ò  But it would be very unlike the 

kind of open community of love the disciples had experienced in the risen Christ. The task of 

defining what the authentic (i.e., orthodox) experience was and was not also pushed the 

movement in the direction of organized religion. Even so, it is worth noting that in its original 

usage, orthodoxy (literally, ñright praisingò) spoke more to defining authentic experience than it 

did to enumerating official beliefs. 

 

The Church dealt with these issues in three major ways, which some have called the ñThree 

Pillars of the Faith,ò namely: (1) the creation of ordained ministry (i.e., authorized 

leaders/teachers), (2) the organization of a canon of Scripture (i.e., authorized holy texts), and (3) 

the formation of a rule of faith (i.e., authorized tradition).  It is worth pointing out that there is no 

record in the New Testament Scriptures of any of these institutions being established or even 

called for.  One can argue that they are presaged in some texts, but none of them existed before 

the Church created them. Rather, these institutions evolved out of the emerging needs of the 

Church.
14

 

                                                           
14

 Ferguson, Everett (2005). Church History Volume One: From Christ to Pre-Reformation: The Rise and Growth of 

the Church in Its Cultural, Intellectual, and Political Context. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan; Comby, Jean, and 
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Organized religion 

is always having to say you're sorry 

for misunderstanding God's will in the past. 

Alan M. Dershowitz 

American lawyer and law professor, b. 1938 

 

Ordained Ministry  

 

The earliest Christian communities were not organized around what became the traditional three-

fold pattern of deacons, priests/presbyters, and bishops. Rather, the first communities were 

organized around the charismatic leadership of various founding apostles (e.g., Paul, Peter, John, 

etc.) or on the model of the synagogue. However, as the Apostles went the way of all flesh, the 

Church spread out of the Holy Land and through the predominantly Gentile Mediterranean 

civilization, and began to adopt divergent forms. 

 

The familiar three-fold order did not begin to emerge until the early second century: first in 

Antioch (107 C.E.) and then in Rome (115 C.E.). By 150 C.E. it had spread to nearly all 

Christian communities throughout the Mediterranean area. Yet the forms of those ministries 

were still very much in flux.  We see elders (Greek presbyteroi, from where we get the words 

presbyter and priest) occupying pastoral roles in congregations (healing, exorcism), but not yet 

fully functioning as the priests that the role would eventually become. We find deacons 

functioning as permanent administrative assistants. And bishops at this time seemed to have 

originated as the ñpresidentò of the local community of presbyters. 

 

It was not until the third century that the offices began to settle into something more like the 

traditional three-fold ordained ministry. Bishops became more monarchical. Priests took on more 

of an actual oversight role in congregations. The office of deacon became a permanent 

appointment. It would not be until the ninth century that the deaconate became a transitional 

office on the way to priesthood.
15

 

 

Scripture 

 

Christian Scripture emerged from a similar developmental process. For most of the first century 

there was nothing like the New Testament as we know it. When the Apostle Paul and other first 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Shelley, Bruce L. (1996). Church History in Plain Language. Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson; Comby, Jean. (1985). 

How to Read Church History Vol. 1: From the Beginnings to the 15th Century. New York: Crossroad; Gonzalez, 

Justo L. (1984). The Story of Christianity: Vol. 1: The Early Church to the Reformation. New York: HarperOne. 

15
 Ibid. 
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century Christian writers spoke of Scripture, they were speaking of the Hebrew Scriptures: the 

collection of Holy Books that many Christians today call the Old Testament, though they would 

have thought that term strange, if not offensive, since these were the only Scriptures available to 

them at that time. 

 

By the first half of the second century, we find a very fluid mix of oral and written stories and 

written correspondence. Those communities that were either geographically or traditionally close 

to Christianityôs Jewish roots tended to prefer the oral tradition, while those communities with 

more Hellenistic roots tended to prefer the written forms. But by the second half of the same 

century, we find the written texts becoming the more authoritative of the two.
16

 

 

Meanwhile, two main schools of thought were developing over the inspiration of Scripture, both 

of which held the Scripture to be inspired, but interestingly enough, neither of which viewed it as 

inerrant. Both held that it was true in what it intended to communicate. The ñAlexandrian 

schoolò tended to believe that the Bible often spoke metaphorically. The ñAntiochine schoolò 

tended to take the Bible more literally. Yet it acknowledged that there were apparent errors 

which were placed in the text by Godôs inspiration in order to drive the reader to a deeper level 

of consideration and understanding.
17

 

 

Adam and Eve are like an imaginary number, 

like the square root of minus one... 

If you include it in your equation, 

you can calculate all manners of things, 

ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƛǘΦέ 

Philip Pullman 

English fantasy writer, b. 1946 

 

It was not until the third century that the New Testament emerged in something much like its 

current form, but it was not given the status as canon until the fourth century. The main criterion 

for acceptance of books into the canon was that they be in common use by all Christians 

everywhere. Another way of stating this might be to say that the criterion for exclusion of books 

was that they had a schismatic impact on the Church. If a book tended to be a source of disunity 

                                                           
16

 These preferences were deeply ingrained in the cultures of Hebraistic and Helenistic culture, reflected even the 

terms the used for ñGodôs word.ò  The Hebrew Dabar means Godôs active, creative, living word, while the Greek 

Logos means Godôs wise and ordering word.   
17

 Ibid. 
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in the Church, then it was excluded.  Yet even today there are a few minor books of the 

canonical New Testament which a few branches of the church do not accept.
18

 

 

Tradition  

 

Perhaps we are beginning to see the pattern here. Yes, tradition ï what one might call the rule of 

Christian faith ï also developed over time. From the time it became clear that Jesus would not 

return in the lifetime of the Apostles, the question arose: What, then, shall we hand down ï 

through our preaching, teaching, liturgy, and worship ï to the next generation? Or put a different 

way: When we pass on the story of Christ, what are the things that must be a part of that story, 

which if they werenôt present, would result in a fundamentally different story. 

 

In the first century, the community of Christôs followers coalesced around specific saving events 

connected to Jesus. Early in the Book of the Acts of the Apostles, within months of Jesusô 

resurrection, we find Peter laying the foundation of baptism in his sermon to the gathered 

community in Jerusalem.
19

 Then in the Paulôs Letter to the Church in Corinth, we read of the 

Apostle, just a few years later, first articulating and passing on the basics of communion.
20

  

These basic sacraments took root and spread quickly, albeit with much variety, through the rest 

of the century. It was not until the second century that they began to take on the clearer, more 

traditional sacramental forms of Baptism and Eucharist with which we are familiar today. 

 

In essentials, unity. 

In non-essentials, liberty. 

In all things, love." 

St. Augustine of Hippo, 354-430 

 

We also find the Church struggling with the question of which would be the core doctrines ï or 

kerygma (lit. ñkeyò) ï that form the foundation of the faith. The early leaders of the Church had 

powerfully experienced Christôs divinity in the midst of his undeniable humanity. But how 

would they express this paradox in a way that made sense, and in a way in which they could pass 

on to the next generation? They had also experienced the unique power and personality of the 

Holy Spirit. This presented them with yet another holy paradox: how could the One God exist in 

three persons? They had to find the words to describe and pass this on, too. But how could they 

even come close to fully explaining this? As one of my seminary professors once told me, ñIf 

                                                           
18

 Ibid. The Revelation of John has never been included in the official lectionary of the Greek Orthodox Church, and 

the New Testament canons of the national churches of Syria, Armenia, Georgia, Egypt (The Coptic Church), and 

Ethiopia all have minor differences, containing one or more books not in the biblical canon of the Western Church. 
19
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20
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you can describe the Trinity in a way people can understand, you are probably speaking 

heresy.ò
21

 

 

In this effort to describe the paradoxical nature of God, we find the Church yet again leaning 

toward the test of unity ï what all Christians everywhere believed ï to define orthodoxy. In the 

end, according to most scholars, the earliest formulations of kerygma boiled down to these basic 

statements: 

 

¶ God in Christ fulfills the scripture. 

¶ God became incarnate in Jesus Christ. 

¶ Christ was crucified. 

¶ Christ was buried. 

¶ Christ rose again. 

¶ Christ was exalted to God. 

¶ God gave us the gift of the Holy Spirit. 

¶ There will be a day of judgment. 

¶ Therefore, repent.
22

 

 

If this begins to sound familiar, it is because these went on to become the basic building blocks 

of the Apostles Creed sometime in the second century, which was further developed into the 

form of the Nicene Creed by the fourth century, and further refined in the Chalcedonian Creed in 

the fifth century.  If you read even these later documents carefully, you will find they map out 

the outside boundaries of orthodoxy rather than specifically defining it. 

That which tended to be divisive ï either in its impact on the body of Christ or in its 

understanding of the nature of Christ or the nature of the Godhead ï tended to be excluded from 

the kerygma. One example: the Gnosticsô idea of two Gods: a perfect God over the perfect 

heavenly/spiritual realm and an imperfect God over the imperfect earthly realm. 

  

Take, for example, the two core dogmas of the Christian faith: the dual nature of Christ and the 

triune nature of God (neither of which are mentioned in Scripture, by the way).  Christ must be 

both fully human and fully God, without confusion, change, division, or separation: two natures 

(Greek: ousia) together in one person (Greek: prosopon) and one essence/underlying reality 

(Greek: hypostasis).  

 

                                                           
21
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22

 Dodds, E. R. (1936). Humanism and technique in Greek studies: An inaugural lecture delivered before the 

University of Oxford on 5 November 1936. Broadbridge, UK: The Clarendon press. 



The Death & Resurrection of Christianity December 13, 2007 

©2007 K. W. Howard ɀ All Rights Reserved ɀ Not for Reprint without Permission Page 14 

 

Similarly, God was recognized as a complex unity ï three distinct persons (or personalities) 

within one undivided Godhead. But precisely how these paradoxical states are achieved again 

was left an undefined and indefinable mystery. Perhaps it was precisely because the Church 

Fathers knew they were dealing with an essentially indefinable mystery that they decided to 

explain these things in terms of essential criteria rather than atomistic definitions.
23

 Perhaps this 

is why another of my seminary professors once offered this tongue-in-cheek operational 

definition of dogma: ñThis is as good as itôs gonna get, so letôs stop arguing about it.ò
24

 

 

A Mistake Made Holy? 

 

A few years ago, at a training session for clergy at my former seminary, we were asked to 

describe our personal theology of church and ordination. As those around the circle of my small 

group gave their answers to the question, I listened and pondered, turning the question over and 

over in my head. When it was my turn to speak, I gave this response: ñA mistake made holy.ò 

 

After a long, awkward silence during which I noted a few raised eyebrows, the facilitator asked 

me to explain. The answer I gave then is the answer I would give to the above question. ñAs far 

as I can tell, there is no clear biblical mandate for either the church or the ordained ministry,ò I 

said. ñIt may well be that Christ had something else in mind. However, I believe that God has 

blessed this invention of ours, that God has sent the Holy Spirit to the Church as Companion, and 

has made the Church the body of Christ.ò 

 

We tend to make one of two mistakes when we think about the history of the Church. Either we 

place the Churchôs traditions on a pedestal of God-given perfection or near-perfection, or we tell 

ourselves that if we could only sweep aside the traditions of the Church and discover how the 

primitive Church operated, we would find there the God-given perfection we seek. However, if 

we explore without preconceptions the development of the early Church, we find that neither of 

these assumptions is true.  

 

The Primitive Church: More a Movement than a Religion 

 

The primitive Church of the first century was anything but monolithic. Not only was there was 

no ordained leadership, there was no agreement on how the Church should be governed. 

Individual churches and groupings of churches generally tended to adopt leadership, 

organizational, and liturgical structures which reflected the cultures out of which they emerged. 

There was no Scripture but the Hebrew Scriptures, and even the these Scriptures were in flux, 

not to be canonized by the rabbis at Yavneh until the early part of the second century. Nor, 
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obviously was there any tradition at this point except for those the early Church members 

brought with them from their faiths of origin.  

 

Faith is an act of a finite being 

who is grasped by, and turned to, the infinite. 

Paul Tillich 

German Theologian, 1886-1965 

 

What did exist was more a movement than a religion, than a Church as we know it ï a diverse 

movement of people out of widely different religious and cultural backgrounds centered on the 

person of the risen Christ; bound together and empowered by the Holy Spirit; all asking 

themselves the same question: ñIf Jesus, than what?ò What difference does the risen Christ make 

in their individual lives, their corporate lives, and their lives lived in the cultures in which they 

found themselves. 

  

The Religion that Emerged: The Church as We Know It 

 

The ñPillars of the Churchò as we know them were not God-given, at least not in any literal 

sense. God did not hand them to the Church fully formed, did not give the Church an instruction 

book, did not dictate them to the Apostles. The religion that emerged over those first several 

centuries ï Christianity in a form something like we know it today ï did so as a partnership 

between the body of believers and the power of the Holy Spirit that empowered them and 

connected them to God and to each other. The Church that emerged over those first several 

centuries did not believe any of its ñPillarsò to be perfect ï not its traditions, not its ordained 

leadership, not even its Scriptures. But while it did not view the Scriptures to be perfect, it did 

believe them to be inspired.
25

  

 

Inspired but not perfect? Isnôt this a contradiction in terms? Not really. As we learned in Chapter 

Two, scriptural inerrancy is a relatively new innovation which arose during the Enlightenment 

when some Christian philosophers utilized the now-discredited Foundationalism paradigm to 

develop an indisputable, self-evident foundation for Christianity. Inspired but not perfect: when 

you think a little more deeply and logically about it, you realize it is only our unfamiliarity with 

that way of thinking that makes the phrase sound so odd in the first place. If the Holy Scriptures 

were truly co-created as a joint effort of the Holy Spirit and the human followers of Christ, then 

there is no reason to expect that the input of the Holy Spirit would overpower the input of the 

human authors ï not if we are to retain anything remotely like the concept of free will.  
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Imagine for a moment that you are back in your high school chemistry class. Your teacher gives 

you two large beakers: a large beaker filled with pure distilled water and one with a very small 

amount of saline solution. The teacher instructs you to pour a small amount of the distilled water 

into the beaker containing the salt water, and then taste it. The result: very salty water. The 

teacher then asks you to double the amount of distilled water into the salt water beaker and taste 

it again. The result: a little less salty, but still salty. Finally, the teacher tells you to pour all the 

remaining distilled water into the saline solution. The result: a lot less salty, but you can still 

detect the faint taste of saline. You see what Iôm getting at. No matter how much of a pure 

substance you add to an impure subtance, you can never make the impure completely pure. Close 

. . . but no cigar. 

 

 
 

The same would have to be true of any collaboration between the perfection of the divine and the 

imperfection of fallen humanness. The result might approach perfection ï might be as close to 

the complete truth as imperfect humans can express and understand ï but it could never be 

absolutely perfect. Put another way, the result of inspiration is another kind of verisimilitude: a 

way to allow fallen humanity to glimpse as close an approximation of truth as is possible without 

taking away our humanity. 

 

Disappointing? Perhaps in a way. But in another way, itôs kind of a relief. The downside of 

believing that Scripture must be inerrant if it is inspired is that, of all the seemingly infinite 

variations of Scriptural interpretations available, at best only one could be true. If inspiration 

really meant inerrancy, than any time there was a minor disagreement about any jot or tittle of 

Scripture, the Church would split. Come to think about it, thatôs exactly what has been happening 

to the Church with ever-increasing frequency over the last several centuries. Is that what Jesus 

would have wanted? Is that what the Apostle Paul envisioned as the modus operandi of the 

Church when he spoke of it as the body of Christ ï so much possibility for conflict built in to the 

body of Christ?  

 

Perfect Imperfect? 
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But if inspiration functions as a sort of holy verisimilitude, the result would be exactly the 

opposite. Godôs Spirit would infuse the writers of Scripture in their writing and the readers of 

Scripture in their reading. The Spirit would work through the writersô humanity, their freedom of 

will , and their creativity rather than overpowering it. It would coax out of each writer a unique 

approximation of the Truth that was as close as that writer could possibly produce.  

 

Inspiration would be at work at the receiving end as well. Godôs Spirit would infuse the minds of 

the readers or hearers of the Scriptures in their reading and hearing, bringing each one to 

understand a unique approximation of truth that was as close as was humanly possible for that 

one to comprehend. Godôs Spirit would also infuse the bringing together of the community of 

readers and hearers to share their unique approximations of the Truth in such a way that the 

result of that exchange would provide the Church with a more complete approximation of the 

Truth than any of them could in isolation.  

 

The result would be a Church that is a true body of believers, in which all the parts depend on 

each other, driven into active partnership with each other and the Holy Spirit in their search for 

the Whole Truth. Without this collaboration of the Holy Spirit and the gathered Church ï past 

and present ï the Bible is just another book. 

 

What Remains When Religionism Falls? 

Letting Go of Perfection, Rediscovering Wholeness 

 

When we look at the early history of the Church with open eyes and without anachronistic 

preconceptions, what we find is not as definitive as we might like it to be. What we find is more 

ambiguous than we would like. Whether we call ourselves liberal or conservative in the current 

controversies, we will not find there the knock-out punch that would pronounce our own point of 

view the winner and eliminate the other side from competition. What we find is more a 

movement than a religion ï a movement focused on the person of the risen Christ and 

empowered by the Holy Spirit, confident in the reality of the resurrection experience, yet 

struggling in awe and great humility to understand it.  

 

Moses at the burning bush was faced with the paradox of the bush that burned yet was not 

consumed and realized with God-given clarity that he was standing on Holy Ground. Like 

Moses, the Church must wrestle with a new reality that defies complete understanding, yet which 

it is driven understand as well as it can so that it might teach it, preach it, and pass it on. The 

Church today would do well to emulate this paradoxical combination of confidence and humility. 

The following are some thoughts about where this would leave us. 

 

Confident of I nspiration yet Skeptical of Perfect Understanding. The experience of the 

emerging early Church can inform both sides of the current controversies. Those with liberal 
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sensitivities can appropriate the confidence of inspiration without taking with it what they 

perceive as the arrogance of pretending that oneôs understanding is the complete and final word.. 

Those with conservative sensitivities can embrace the truth of their own humanity, admitting to 

incomplete understanding, without giving up the confidence of inspiration. 

 

 

The thing that still irks me about all organized religion 

is their claim how confoundedly right all of them are. 

Bill Wilson 

founder of Alcoholics Anonymous, 1985-1971 

 

The Heart of Orthodoxy is the Love of Christ. When we begin to understand that beneath all 

of our attempts at doctrinally defining orthodoxy is the goal of offering ñright praiseò of a person 

whom we love ï Jesus Christ ï we are reminded that the underlying truth of Christôs love is a 

more deeply complete truth than any we doctrine humans can devise. And are reminded that it is 

the power of the love of the risen Christ that binds us together the body of Christ, not our 

doctrines. 

 

I pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, 

what is the breadth and length and height and depth, 

and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, 

so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.26 

Paul of Tarshish 

Apostle and Tentmaker, d. 64-67 

 

The Purpose of Orthodoxy: Unity in the Essentials. We begin to understand that our creedal 

statements of orthodoxy are intended to be descriptive of outer boundary criteria for our 

understanding of God, rather than definitive or explanatory. In fact, we have learned that it was 

the attempts of early Church thinkers to be too clear and categorically definitive in their 

descriptions of the nature of God that got them into trouble. We therefore should be humble in 

our use of orthodoxy, using it as a tool to unify the Church rather than a weapon to exclude 

people from the Church, and never elevating anything outside of the creeds to the status of 

orthodoxy.  

 

 

                                                           
26 Eph. 3:18-19. 
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The Core of Orthodoxy is Paradoxy. We would do well to remember that the doctrines that lie 

at the core of our faith are ultimately indefinable paradoxes. We would do better to contemplate 

and celebrate these mysteries and try live as though we truly believe them rather than use them to 

sort people into ñusò and ñthemò based on a level of understanding that we finite human beings 

cannot have. 

 

I set about to produce my own heresy, 

but by the time I had put the finishing touches on it, 

I discovered it was orthodoxy. 

G. K. Chesterton 

English writer and Christian apologist, 1874-1936 

 

The Nurturer of O rthodoxy is Orthopraxy.  The early Churchôs view was very much like this 

ancient Jewish saying: ñWe do not seek to understand God so we might follow God, but rather 

we follow that we might understand.ò While our doctrinal understandings of God do influence 

how we worship and follow God, there is at least as strong of an influence in the opposite 

direction. Our understandings of God are strongly shaped by our worship of the risen Christ, our 

seeking and following of Christôs call, and our serving the world in Christôs name. 

 

The Test of Orthodoxy is Unity  (Not Uniformity ). It should be instructive to us that the early 

Church was extremely diverse in many ways yet very committed to its unity. An important 

criterion in determining what was normative for the Church was what held it together, rather than 

divided it. We should pay close attention to whether our attempts to define what is normative for 

the Church produce unity or schism. We should be wary of elevating to importance things that 

produce the latter. 

DIDACHE             
(Teaching & Tradition)

DOCTRINE                    
(The Creeds)

DOGMA                     
(Paradox Core Doctrines)



The Death & Resurrection of Christianity December 13, 2007 

©2007 K. W. Howard ɀ All Rights Reserved ɀ Not for Reprint without Permission Page 20 

 

The task of organized religion 

is not to prove that God was in the 1st century, 

but in the 20th. 

Samuel H. Miller 

Former Dean of Harvard Divinity School 
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Biblical Reflections 

 

Matthew 5:17-18 

"Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but 

to fulfill. For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a 

letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished.ò 

 

If Jesus never intended to start a new religion, what does it mean to follow Jesus Christ? 

 

Luke 9:49-50
27

 

John answered, "Master, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop 

him, because he does not follow with us." But Jesus said to him, "Do not stop him; for whoever 

is not against you is for you."  

 

John 10:16 

I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to 

my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd. 

 

What are the implications of these two texts for defining Christianity? 

 

 

Matthew 5:48 

Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. 

 

The Greek word for ñperfectò literally means ñbrought to completion or fulfillment 

according to oneôs intended purposeò or, slightly less literally, to be made ñwhole.ò 

What is the different between being made perfect and being made whole? 
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Questions for Group Discussion  

1. If our faith in Christ is not about being made perfect (in the sense of having no flaws or 

impurities) but rather being made whole (in the sense of being completed and fulfilled 

according to your true purpose in life), what difference would that make in your life of 

faith? In the life of your congregation? In the life of your denomination? 

2. Write down the ten most important beliefs of your faith on sticky-notes. Now stick them 

on to one of three sheets of newsprint labeled: Dogma (the Churchôs core, mostly 

paradoxical beliefs), Doctrine (the Churchôs Creeds), and Didache (the Churchôs 

traditions and doctrines).  Discuss why each participant placed their sticky-notes where 

they did. Attempt to come to a consensus about the placements. Discuss the implications 

for yourselves, your congregation, and your denomination. 

3. For those items listed as Dogmas in question two, imagine what it would be like to live as 

though you believed in them utterly and completely. What difference would that make in 

your life of faith? In the life of your congregation? In the life of your denomination? 


