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Abstract

The church exists as an alternative community, gaired around a message that
challenges and contradicts prevailing world views.n this context, preachers must
exegete and engage the surrounding culture, as wab define and cultivate the
alternative culture. This paper taps insights frommissiology, Christian ethics, the
early church, and NT Wright’s outline for world view analysis, to propose an
interpretive matrix and a creative process for shamjg a community’s culture
through biblical preaching.

Introduction

A handful of choices define every preacher. Franere will the message come? Will it
offer answers gleaned from the social sciencedjgapinion polls, celebrity talk show
hosts, or political dogma? Or will it flow frometacts and words of God discovered and
experienced in the Scriptures? What will the pheas sermons do? Will they instruct,
leading to better informed hearers? Will they offerspective, encouragement and
comfort, leading to better adjusted hearers? Ml admonish and exhort, leading to
better behaved hearers? Or will they seek tramsfbon, leading to simply better,

reborn, hearers?

These and other key issues fill the pages of egeog Homiletics textbook. One
guestion, however, which can, in subtle but powerfays, define and drive a preaching
ministry, is often overlooked: What is the preatheand the sermon’s, relationship to
culture? The answer to this question represefitadamental choice in the direction a
preacher’s ministry will take.

Some preachers see themselves as cultural wartides.the prophets of old, they
measure the values and practices of the surroursdicigty against the standards of
God’s Word, and find them wanting. Their sermoresaharacterized by indictment and
judgment. They sometimes lead their congregaionsrusades for cultural and social
holiness, engaging the enemy on the battlefielgsalet lines, political campaigns and
protest marches. They wage a desperate battlebrtgood and evil, which consumes
their entire preaching ministries, and which alsodimes the defining characteristic of
their congregations.

At the other end of the spectrum is the culturalifpst. Turned off by the activism of the
“warrior,” this preacher develops a conviction ttteg church’s responsibility is simply to
“go deep into the Word,” to “make disciples” withime confines of its own four walls, to



focus on the personal holiness of believers, rétiear the corporate holiness (or lack
thereof) of society. Sermons rarely mention, miesis address, issues from surrounding
culture. Only biblical knowledge, theological cectness and personal piety merit the
pulpit’s attention. This preacher assumes thatdnsaither will manage to create a
bubble in which to live, isolated from the cult@atelarge, or they will draw on their
biblical depth, theological understanding and syéi maturity, to figure out how to
respond to the culture’s challenges when they come.

Somewhere between these two poles, preacherstasatdiplomats engage culture in
peace talks. Their strategy is to identify thatethis good, or neutral, in surrounding
culture, as a starting point for a constructivdatjae. Points at which the prevailing
world view shows some affinity with Christianitydmme bridges across which a biblical
witness may pass. The cultural diplomat could sdeeral shapes. The preacher as
“cultural guru,” for example, insightfully analysearrent cultural products and artifacts,
giving up-to-the-moment Christian commentary onghevailing messages of society.
Another variation is the “cultural insider,” who@ats the look and the lingo of a
particular culture or subculture to gain a heanriiy its members, wrapping the
Christian message in a package that is attraativieem. Yet another diplomatic strategy
is the preacher as “cultural answer man.” In tlaise, the preaching ministry is built
around offering biblical answers to the questiohthe day. The strength of diplomatic
approaches is that they provide space for postingagement of culture. Their weakness
is that they may often allow culture to set therafgefor the conversation. If we engage
culture only on its own terms, we are always inghbsition of responding to its interests,
leaving us with a sense of being adrift and atntieecy of cultural currents. In the
process, we may miss the fact that the biblicaladveiew has an agenda of its own. The
ultimate danger, historically, is cultural captwaf the church.

The issue of preaching’s relationship to culturerigcal. At stake is the very nature of
the community that is to gather around the proctairword. Neither an isolationist
community nor a merely activist community wouldree® measure up to the ideal of the
church that Jesus builds. Nor are we satisfied eithurch that is culturally relevant but
captive. The people of God we long to see gathleyealr preaching is both engaging
and intentional in its relationship to culture. Want our sermons to nurture a missional
community. If this is to be, we must think serilyusbout the cultural strategy of our
preaching.

The above categories are, of course, simplifigtiénextreme, and most of us would not
identify ourselves exclusively with any of them.eWeek balance in our preaching
ministries, so we are sometimes warriors, sometipaesists, and sometimes diplomats.
Even our attempts at balance, however, point toésel for a coherent cultural rationale
for our preaching. To offer such a rationale & gioal of this paper. This will involve
shifting our metaphor from the language of war,geeand diplomacy, to the language of
architecture. | will suggest in these pages amagyh to preaching and culture that
focuses less on engaging culture, and more onibgil culture within an alternative
community that lives with purpose and mission amibregcultures of the world. We will
walk this path with the benefit of light shed frahe fields of Christian Ethics,



Contemporary Missiology, and Biblical Studies, d@nd to their contributions that we
now turn.

Ethics: Christ and Culture

In 1951, ethicist H. Richard Niebuhr published aloeo influential that its categories
and terminology have continued to appear in vityuahy conversation about
Christianity and culture (particularly in relatiém public ethics) for over a half-century.
Christ and Culturé attempted to offer a typology of historic respansewhat Niebuhr
called Christendom’s “enduring problem”: how toagacile loyalty to Christ with loyalty
to culture. The book had wide and lasting inflleefar at least two reasons. First, it
addressed a significant problem fof"20entury Christina thinkers: the relationship
between Christianity and culture. The preface odléection of articles published on the
100" anniversary of Niebuhr’s birth emphasizes the irtgree of this issue:

It is fundamental for every ethical issue, for tlogy, for hermeneutics, for
missions, and for Christian philosophy. It is abbatv the assumptions, values
perceptions, and understandings of society (cylppgaetrate us and influence
our understanding of who Christ is, what it meanftlow him, and what the
mission of the church is. Conversely, it is abooiv Christians are called to
withdraw from, or compromise with, or selectivel§iran and reject, or
transform, society and cultufe.

Christ and Culturesucceeded also because Niebuhr’s categories prbeidar and
satisfying handles for talking about the varietywafys Christians might respond to
culture. “Christ against culture” represents tection of culture in favor of Christ’s
radical demands, leading to withdrawal from cultut€hrist of Culture” is the opposite
position, which sees Christ and culture as ineabfig linked. It's proponents would
interpret the culture through Christ, but alsotiptet Christ through the culture,
“selecting from his teaching and action ... such as seem to agree with what is best
in civilization.” This position, of necessity, would have to ignthre more radical
qualities and commands of Jesus’ ministry. Theltand fourth positions are situated
between the two extremes, attempting “both-andiitsmhs. “Christ above Culture” and
“Christ and Culture in Paradox” both acknowledge limitations of a culture marred by
sin. Each attempts to take seriously both theceddiemands of Christ and the necessary
demands of culture, resolving this fundamental itjuirough a kind of synthesis. The
“Christ above culture” position, holding a positibet realistic attitude toward culture,
believes that culture may lead us towards Christliat the goal towards which Christ
would lead us is beyond culture, attainable onlZhmwist. Christ, then, “is not against
culture, but uses its best products as instrumarts work of bestowing on men what
they cannot achieve by their own efforfsThe “Christ and culture in paradox” answer,
similar to the ‘Christ against culture” positiomes the culture as utterly corrupt, but
acknowledges that culture is the necessary coofendr lives. The solution is to speak
and live in paradox: “He is under law, yet not unidev but grace; he is sinner, and yet
righteous; he believes, as a doubter; he has amsura yet walks along the knife-edge
of insecurity.® Niebuhr favors his final type not only in orddmmesentation and in its
nature as the synthesis of syntheses, but indksdhany significant critique. “Christ the



transformer of culture,” or the “conversionist” jgam, combines the pessimism towards
culture of the “paradox” position, with the optinmigowards God’s work through culture
of the “above culture” position, to arrive at a piee attitude towards culture based on
God’s work of transformation. Its adherents bediévat “culture is under God’s
sover%ign rule, and that the Christian must canrgwtural work in obedience to the
Lord.”

While Niebuhr’s categories have indeed providedsBang and convenient terms for
discussing the relationship between Christ andicellin the decades since his writing, it
is the critique of his reasoning that proves me$pflal for our current conversation. One
early critic, John Howard Yoder, has pointed oat theibuhr’s failure to offer any
substantial critique of the “Christ Transformingl@ue” model not only gives away this
position as his preference, making his work as narchrgument as a typology, it leaves
the model itself with little specific definitionThe chapter on transformation proceeds on
a “higher level of abstraction” than the otherdeohg no criteria for recognizing or
evaluating the cultural transformation in questidrhis ambiguity, together with the
structure of the book, leads every reader to iflentost with the fifth option. It is likely
that all three of our imaginary preachers—the veasithe pacifist and the diplomat—
would see themselves as engaging in cultural toamsttion.

Yoder also notes that, while the last positiorhes @nly one without critique, only the
first position (“Christ against culture”) is sergly challenged. This is ironic since, by
Neibuhr’'s own description, this position is thesdst to Christ himself:

Niebuhr is saying with careful refinement and plistec respect, “Jesus would
have us turn away from all culture, but we prefetrto do this because of our
more balanced vision of the values of nature astbhi. Yet in our affirmative
attitude to ‘culture’ we do want to continue to sheome respect for the criticism
(or ‘transformation’) which flows from Christ’s di¢al attitude toward it®

Yoder observes that Niebuhr positioned Jesus asfahe poles of a dualism, leaving us
with the task of determining to what extent we Wile in allegiance to him, and to what
extent we will allow our allegiance to be tempebgdther values within the culture.
The conclusion is evident: “Jesus is very importantd he is not, if ‘Lord’ denotes an
ultimate claim.®

This slanted framing of the argument/typology sodbased on faulty understandings of
the key terms. Yoder maintains, first, that whaderstood in light of the entire
argument, Neibuhr’s concept of “culture’nsnolithic. He treats it as a “bloc” which
must be dealt with consistently, whether by witlieth accommodation, transformation
or paradox. Yoder argues that this assumptiomagpropriate, since “every morally
accountable affirmation of culture discriminaté®.Furthermore, Neibuhr sees culture as
autonomous Christ may critique or convert the values otward, but their rightness or
wrongness stands independently of Afm.



Yoder also contends that the meaning of “ChristNiabuhr’s argument has hardly any
resemblance to the classic Christian understarafimgho Christ is, or to the Jesus of the
New Testament. He sets up his argument in suchyaimat

Jesus must bey definitioninadequate. To do this, he has excised from his
picture of Jesus precisely those dimensions, glgaesent in the biblical witness
and in classical theology, which would have madeassible the interpretation of
Jesus as “pointing away” from the realm of cultaned thereby as needing the
corrective of a “more balanced” position. That t@érist” who is “against
culture” has been defined as a straw man, andsatsarious historical
possibility for real living people, is evident ing way this position is arbitrarily
distilled out of the New Testamefft.

Andy Crouch, in a more recent critique, wonderstkiad of book Niebuhr might have
written if he had chosen the titlesus and the Culture&Vhile “Christ” is a Greek
translation of a Hebrew concept, fraught with tbgatal meaning, “Jesus” is the Hebrew
name of a man who lived on the earth and redefinedneaning of that concept
(messiah) in his ministry of serving and teachihgthe process, he did not engage
“culture,” but many “cultures,” which contained anety of distinctives, to which he
responded in a variety of ways.

Herein lies the significance of Niebuhr’s work fmur current discussion. As Crouch
states it, “Niebuhr’'s motifs have worn grooves imriStian thinking, steering us toward
the assumption that there must be one right angher:Christ’ would always be
‘against’ or ‘in paradox with’ or ‘transforming’ ¢ire wherever and however it was
expressed™ All three of the preachers of our own typology-e-tharrior, the pacifist,
and the diplomat—would see their engagement oivibrdd in similar terms, even though
their strategies might differ. “Culture” is a maditisic, autonomous entity. “Christ” is a
distillation of religious beliefs and practicesadh preacher, believing strongly in a
particular approach to bringing the two togethexigions a transformation of culture, in
the name of Christ, on a grand scale. In the m®aach misses the simple truth that
Jesus is not an abstraction, but a person. Thiareus not a monolithic bloc, but a
myriad of social expressions, with varying quaditend values. That transformation
takes place, not on a grand scale, but in smaigrete ways through common and
creative encounters.

Missiology: Culture, Contextualization, and Communty

These are truisms for missionaries, who have lonmggled with issues of culture and
communication. As preachers face ever more culjulaverse and secular hearers, we
will find the insights of missiology to be ever neaelevant to our task. James Nieman
and Thomas Rogers, two homiletics professors wipbygpinciples of missiology and
cultural anthropology to a quest to equip preacteesidress multicultural audiences,
offer three key insights gleaned from their studiEsgst, culture is @rocess.Far from a
stable force binding societies together, it isonstant flux. Second, cultureptural.
Even people groups that we might assume to be hensayis are actually made up of
multiple cultural systems that influence and borfosymn one another in a global cultural



network. Third, culture iparadox,a place of struggleWhile it may sometimes refer to
the consensus people reach, it is currently mdaenat realm in which a variety of
meanings compete with one another for predominaasce# American debates about
“family values.™ Culture as process, plural and paradox precludésgte, one-size-fits-
all posture of engagement. Like cross-culturalsmisaries, who spend years studying
the language, customs, and worldview of a peoemin order to craft an appropriate
presentation of the gospel, and to cultivate aveeiechurch, preachers in the North
American context must see the field with missiotagjieyes. We must exegete our
culture as well as our text, and preach with calturtentionality, contextualizing our
message and envisioning the church that must beigat if the Gospel is to have a
transforming impact in our setting.

The world of missions has provided two provocatifiallenges in recent decades that
have stimulated the conversation about the chundrcalture. The firstis a
missiological observation; the second is a theahlageorientation. The missiological
observation came from an Anglican bishop, Lesskavbigin, who returned to England
from a 38-year missionary career in India, to fihdt the home culture to which he
returned was as resistant to the gospel as angdericountered elsewhere. In the mid-
1980’s, he posed a question, launching a discuslsaircontinues two decades later:
“What would be involved in a missionary encountetveen the gospel and this whole
way of perceiving, thinking, and living that we lcahodern Western culture’?® He
observed that most thinking and writing about Glarsty and culture in the western
context had, to that point, been done by theolagiaanch as Niebuhr and Tillich, who,
though profound in their insights, did not have ¢ixperience of having attempted the
communication of the Gospel from one cultural baokgd to a radically different one.
He contended that the time had come to begin applyie insights of missionaries who,
in their struggles in the trenches of cross-cultaoanmunication, had wrestled with the
fact that much of what they had perceived as “gbspas actually their own culturally
conditioned perception of the gospel. He calledhakers and practitioners to develop
a missiology for western culture.

This provocation, termed by some the “Newbigin Ghatyi*’ has yielded a plethora of
writing on both sides of the Atlantic, treating we¥s culture as a cross-cultural mission
field. In North America, a significant body of wohas been produced by a community
of researchers called “The Gospel in Our Culturefeek.”*® These writers, stimulated
and led by Newbigin himself, have focused largeiytlte consequences that two major
shifts in current western culture have had for eomorary mission in the West. First,
the shift from a modern to a post-modern epistegyolas left us with the need for new
approaches to communication and apologetics. $etoa shift from Christendom to
post-Christendom has left the church in need afa rationale for its life and work—or
perhaps more accurately, a rediscovery of its greas&ndom way of being in the world.
One of the dominant themes of this movement isdlaionship between church and
mission.

This leads us to the “theological reorientatiordttbontemporary missiology contributes
to our discussion: that the church is, by naturissionary. The church does not have a



mission; God has a mission, and he sends the clmutoithe world to complete it. A key
voice at this point was South African missioloddstvid Bosch. Having traced the
historic development of the theology of mission ahdrch, Bosch gave expression to a
fresh ecclesiology he saw emerging in th& 2@ntury:

The church is not the sender but the one sentnitision ... is not secondary to
its being; the church exists in being sent anduilding up itself for the sake of

its mission. ... Ecclesiology therefore does not pdecmissiology. Mission is

not “a fringe activity of a strongly establishedutth, a pious cause that [may] be
attended to when the home fires {are} first brighilirning ... Missionary

activity is not so much the work of the church imspdy the Church at work.” It

is a duty “which pertains to theholeChurch.” Since God is a missionary God
... God’s people are a missionary peaple.

The fleshing out the meaning of the church’s misarg identity has become a key task
in the efforts to articulate a missiology for trentemporary West. Newbigin himself,
even before the publication of Bosch’s work, conediof the missionary process as a
three-way conversation between the gospel, thechhand a particular culture. Each
partner in the conversation encounters each obtiers, forming three axes, each of
which is essential for the dynamic and integritytef missiorf°

Gospel

Conversion
Encounter
Axis

Reciprocal
Relationship
Axis

Culture T— Church

Dialogue
Axis

Triangular Model of Culture-Gospel Relationships

The “Conversion Encounter Axis” represents theadjak between the culture and the
gospel, in which the gospel encounters the culisra “challenging relevance.” It is
relevant insofar as it is embodied (contextualize@ way that makes sense to the
people of the culture. It is challenging in thatalls the culture to a completely new
direction, a “radical discontinuity” with its pastays. George Hunsberger notes that
“embodiment without challenge would lead to synisrat challenge without
embodiment would be irrelevarft™” The “Reciprocal Relationship Axis” represents the
dialogue between the church, as community of tHeemed, and the gospel. The
church, in a process of active discipleship, engagea “hermeneutical circle” with the
Scriptures. The reading and re-reading of the glagmtinually shapes the church’s self-
understanding, even as its daily living of the gigthapes its understanding of its book.
This circle itself becomes a hermeneutic for theldy@an embodiment of the gospel.



The “Missionary Dialogue Axis” is the conversatibatween the church and a local
culture. Here, the church’s way of living in thend its fleshing out of the self-
understanding derived from its conversation with glospel, becomes the substance of its
dialogue with the culture.

This diagram, presented in the first chapter offitts¢ book of the “Gospel in Our
Culture” series, offers a general, clear and badrxueprint of what the network’s
members mean by a “missional church.” The ternms$minal,” promoted by the leaders
of this movement, seems to have become a buzzwonddely used among Evangelicals
as to become subject to the law of diminishing ificence. Any outreach or service
activity of the church, from door to door evangelig cooking soup for the homeless is
likely to be called “missional” these day, yet, ehihese activities may well be a part of
a missional church, they are not the parcel. Huby d&terature as well, as the most
recent literature, of those whose quest is to meraumissionary church would indicate
that they aim for something more than increasea@eigstic and service activities; they
want to nurture a radically renewed chuctifture 2

If preaching has a role in cultivating such a comityg—if we would be “missional” in

our preaching—we should likewise seek a considaneilbalanced understanding of
what this means. Such preaching might includectimeersation to be expected along the
“Conversion Encounter Axis,” embodying a challermggospel in relevant ways before a
secular culture. It might also include sermons tinge Christians to talk about Jesus, to
engage in community service, or to see their seeubakplace as a place of ministry and
witness. Missional preaching, however, in the saisurturing a truly missionary
church must be much more than any of these, and exan than their sum. It must be
preaching that gathers a community with a mission#ure.

“Why We Can’t Change the World”

Before we move on to a model for understandingtanidling culture, we should tap the
insight of another recent author on the subjeatdyACrouch has offered his own
typology of Christian responses to culture, ortstyees for engaging culture, based
primarily on the record of Evangelicals in the pasttury. We might, firsgondemn
culture, as Fundamentalists of the earl§} Z&ntury, withdrawing from cultural
institutions ranging from the entertainment indystr politics. This strategy, while
perhaps temporarily protecting ourselves and oudrem from the influence of culture,
will likely have no effect on culture, since people not give up cultural goods simply
because someone condemns them. Another stratedy ba tocritique culture,
engaging the culture in a conversation akin to ti&trancis Schaeffer and others in the
middle of the 28 Century. Crouch contends that this strategy,evbérhaps valuable
for understanding and conversing with culture, &las limited effect, since it falls into
the erroneous academic assumption that once yaudralyzed a thing, you have
changed it. A third strategy e®pyingculture, imitating it by taking its forms and
replacing its offensive content with content of own, as seen in the practice of
Contemporary Christian Music. This strategy, hogretends only to feed a Christian
subculture, with little or no real effect on thdtate at large. The fourth strategy is to



consumeculture, even strategically, in an effort to irghce cultural markets in positive
ways. This strategy also proves ineffective inabetemporary global marketplate.

Crouch’s analysis rings true, but his best contridms to our discussion are two insights
for moving forward. First, he calls us to distilgjubetween “gestures” and “postures”
toward culture. A “gesture” is an appropriate m@sge to a particular cultural artifact or
good. Some artifacts should rightly be condemmebtathers should be critiqued.
Copying some cultural goods and consuming otheats@s appropriate, depending on the
nature of the goods themselves. These respon§ebemome inappropriate when they
become habits, or “postures” toward all of culttfte.

The second insight is that the only way to changeice is to create culture. Each
cultural artifact affects the world around it, poking a response, giving way to other
cultural goods, changing the horizon of that whghossible. This change may be
minute, but it is change nevertheless, and itesafly way that culture changes. The
appropriate “postures” for Christians who wouldueihce culture, then, are cultivation
and creativity—cultivation of that which is goodanr culture, and creation of new
artifacts to lend a meaningful Christian presemncthé larger culturé

Crouch concludes that it is impossible to “charfgeworld,” because, first, culture is
only changed by the creation of new cultural goaasl, second, no single cultural
artifact has changed the world on a global scAlewe can change is the culture right
around us. We can only change our world when “igjgathe world’ becomes shorthand
for ‘change the culture at a particular time aratpl”2°

The Cultural Task of Preaching

What, then, would we say to the warrior, the patifand the diplomat? What is the
preacher’s best cultural strategy? The culturatiaamust recognize that we cannot
change (transform) the world (culture) with oumsens, because culture is not a
monolith, but a plural, a paradox, a process. Jdwfist must realize that we cannot hide
from the world, because the church before whictstaad to preach is by its very nature
mission. The diplomat must see that we cannotvatt® world to set the agenda
because, when we do, we can only respond with eondgon, critique, imitation, or
consumption—mere gestures with no missional effect.

We preachers must become cultural creatives, pmgwtltural goods
(sermons/ministry) that expand the contours ofsvoall corner of the world (a local
church) so as to create a space for God’s peomadage in a vital conversation with the
gospel and with the world. Our strategy must beudure a community of cultural
creatives, indeed to create a culture that contpels daily to produce their own cultural
contributions, and change the world, one small eoat a time.

For this we need a map, a blueprint, to guide ochiigecture. For such a map, we turn to
the one who, in a three-year ministry, construetedlture among a small, rag-tag
community of peasants that would ultimately ture World upside down.
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Jesus the Culture-Maker

Jesus of Nazareth, like every other man, was bdma culture. Throughout his life, he
continued to observe the customs, and to consueneutture, that he received from his
cultural tradition. Most of those who gatheredwera him and his message shared the
same heritage, and participated in the same toagiti To all the world, they seemed like
a normal band of Palestinian Jews. His own dissiplssumed, throughout his public
ministry, that he would simply fulfill the prevaily messianic expectations of their
society. But even as Jesus observed the tradiied$abits of his received culture, he
subverted it. In subtle ways, he planted an aégusiorld view in the minds and hearts
of his followers, and undermined many of the chextsassumptions, as well as the
political powers, of his society. This subversitimugh subtle, was significant and
apparent enough that it led to his death. It Wwss effective enough that the result was a
distinct culture, a new community, that over tharse of a few hundred years, in the
face of persecution and poverty, proceeded to peterand transform the collection of
cultures known as the Roman Empire.

Was this an accident? NT Wright believes it wats ide demonstrates in two significant
volumes that Jesus knew exactly what he was ddtag his culture-creating work was
not only effective, but intentional. He builds his analysis primarily around four tjgn
which he says a worldview typically does. Thegegaries will provide us not only with
an understanding of Jesus’ work as a culture makeralso with the blueprint we need
for our own work of cultural architecture.

At this point, we must pause for an overdue taslefanition of “culture” itself. Each of
the authors we have considered would define iedgfitly. For Niebuhr, culture is “the
artificial, secondary environment which man sup@ases on the natural,” consisting of
“language, habits, ideas, beliefs, customs, sacgdnization, inherited artifacts,
technical processes, and valu&.Newbigin defines it as “the sum total of ways of
living developed by a group of human beings andladron from generation to
generation.® He likewise includes language, arts, technolodés, social and political
organization in the realm of culture. Andy Crouemphasizing the tangible aspects of
culture, defines it as “what we make of the worl@tiough he emphasizes the “product”
aspect of culture, and specifically distinguishdsom “worldview,” he does
acknowledge that it is “making sense” of the watdwell as “making something” of it,
concluding that culture “is the activity of makingeaning.*® For the purposes of our
study, | would propose the definition of Niemardd&ogers: “Culture is a human
construct that includes both gpatterns of meaningnd ourstrategies for actiofi** All

of these authors, defining culture with their vase@mphases, include elements of both
meaning and action, significance and product. Tarsesponds generally to what Wright
calls “worldview.” Though he emphasizes that waesis have to do with the
“presuppositional, pre-cognative stage of a cularrsociety,®? his description of
worldview includes tangible aspects of culture lsas customs and artifacts. The
distinctions are significant on a theoretical Ie\®lt for the purposes of our discussion,
we will use the terms “culture” and “worldview” abst interchangeably, recognizing
that “culture” is nuanced more toward tangible pratd, including language and social
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structures, while “worldview” is nuanced more tod/aneaning. The two cannot easily
be separated, and they both figure significantly jamtly into our discussion of “cultural
architecture”

The four tasks of a worldview, in Wright's analysisclude both meaning and practice.
First, the worldview provides tretoriesthrough which we see reality.” Second, it
provides answers to four basic worldview questioviso are we, where are we, what is
wrong, and what is the solution? Third, the woidslv defines the symbols of a
society—atrtifacts and/or events that representilltboundary markers.” Observance
or non-observance of these symbols would definelvener not a person is an insider or
an outsider. Finally, a worldview includes praxasa people’s way of being in the
world >3

Symbols

A

\ World View
Questions

Stories <

V,
Praxis

Every task of the worldview relates to every oth€he horizontal line between “Stories”
and “Questions” is the basic axis of meaning, wthikevertical line between “Praxis”
and “Symbols” defines the realm of practice, oiact But the Symbols derive their
meaning from the Stories and the answers to thddiMew Questions. And Praxis is the
living out of these in the life of the community.

Wright analyzes the culture in which Jesus tauglhight of these four tasks. The stories
that defined Israel’s view of the world told of @@&who had rescued his people from
slavery, and had placed them in the promised Iginéhg them the Torah as a definitive
guide for living. The symbols that marked the badanes of their society were the
Temple, the Torah, the Land itself, and their radeantity as the people of God. These
stories and symbols were fleshed out in a praasititluded Sabbath worship and
festivals, study of the Torah, and obedience td_the. If asked the four worldview
questions, ¥-Century Jews would have answered that they weaellghe chosen people
of God, that they were in the Holy Land, physicallyt of exile, yet in exile still, because
they were ruled by pagans, compromised Jews, diwtbiegds. The solution they
expected to this problem was a true sort of rgeen by God, who would reestablish
the true rule of God in the larid.

Jesus and his followers shared this cultural hgeitaut within a few years of Jesus’
ministry, a clear culture had immerged which wakaally different. In praxis, they
celebrated none of the Jewish festivals, worshipgged Sunday instead of Saturday,
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practiced Baptism and the Lord’s Supper in steaghohal sacrifices, adhered to a code
of conduct that was not a distinctive mark of asghorace, but the way of life of the
people of God of all races. In stead of striving éooking for revolution or the
establishment of an earthly rule, they launched amssion of proclamation of a new
kingdom. Their symbolic world revolved around tlress, with Christ himself seen as
the locus of God’s presence, completely substigutire Temple. Racial identity was
supplanted symbolically by the church itself, aspeople of God. The Torah was
replaced by a new body of belief, a gospel to lelpimed about the nature and activity
of the true God. Who were they? A new group,ng#tnew, because they were the
people for whom the God of Israel had always beeparing. Where were they? In the
world God had created, but which does not yet askedge him. What was wrong?
Paganism, persecution, heresy, and lust, whiahegitl to be subjected to the rule of God.
What was the solution? Israel’s hope had beeieszhin Christ, victory had been
initiated, and would be completed when the Kingime¢d to judge the world. The story
they told was the same story, with a different agdiGod had acted finally and
climactically in Jesus to fulfill his promises trael®

How did such a radical transformation take plade3us appeared on the cultural scene
as a Jewish apocalyptic prophet, telling a stor§gofi’s kingdom that seemed familiar,
yet which subverted the prevailing telling of iy, kedefining its terms and its
expectations. He introduced, in the Sermon orMbent, a praxis of the kingdom
reflective of this new story. He undermined thenbylic world of £-Century Judaism

in a way that provoked such controversy that itmadtely led to his death, and the
creation of the most powerful symbol of the new ommity. He offered new answers to
the Worldview Questions. Who are we? We arene Israel, finally in the process of
being redeemed by God. Where are we? We areimgddm that is not limited to the
Holy Land, but which embraces all of creation. \Wikavrong? The ultimate enemy of
God'’s kingdom is not Rome, but Satan, and enemymwhst be defeated. What is the
solution;}?6 Jesus proclaimed that in his own lifd amnistry, the kingdom was being
fulfilled.

This brief summary of hundreds of pages of analysthe texts and background of the
New Testament hardly does justice to Wright's réa@ble work. My purpose here,
however, is to offer a broad picture of Jesus’ sty as a possible paradigm for our
approach as preachers to the cultural architecfuoer communities. The framework of
Wright’s analysis not only gives us a retro-engimeeeschematic of the cultural
transformation that Jesus’ ministry achieved, i us categories for thinking about our
own preaching ministries, as we seek to nurtueraditive communities that would
assume creative, transformational postures towerawltures in which they live.

Story, World View Answers, Symbols and Praxis magehe essential structure of any
culture, including the culture of a local churdihile the preaching ministry of a church
is not the only tool for culture-building, it iseHirst and most visible, and a church’s
culture is not likely to develop independently loé tmessage it proclaims. From the
earliest days of the church, the “ekklesia” of Gopéople gathered around the
proclamation of a culture-defining message. Ifwaaild, in our preaching, build a
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church culture that offers a distinct and viablerative to the cultures of the world
around us, we would do well to give careful ancabakd attention to each of these four
categories, both for our exegesis of prevailingurel and for the definition of the culture
we wish to build.

Story: Redemption and Reign

Story composes the foundation of any culture. Stbey of God and his people that we
have received in the Scriptures is, without questibe narrative upon which the culture
of the church must stand. This story encompadkbaraan existence, from our pre-
history to our final destiny. It offers a comprab&e and absolute way of understanding
ourselves, the world, and ourselves in the world.

We might consider such an all-encompassing stobeta liability in the face of a
postmodern culture which, by definition, consistSincredulity towards
metanarratives> Standard apologetics for postmodernity callsousiake a case for the
“antitotalizing” nature of the Christian metanaivat® or for its nature as a revealed faith
narrative3® or for its tendency to critique and challenge etfese who tell if° as
opposed to the oppressive, rationalistically-coetti self-legitimizing metanarratives of
modernity. While these emphases might bolstempatogetic dialogue with culture, for
our purposes of cultural architecture, our besttsgyy is simply to tell the story. We aim,
after all, to create aalternativeculture. We would not, then, attempt to tell story in
such a way that would accommodate the culture’®prFaces, or diffuse its objections,
making our story more palatable, less offensive.tl@ contrary, we will emphasize that
which is distinct, which defines us as a commutiigt is unlike any other in the world.
Many aspects of the biblical story could serve phugpose, but | would suggest two
which should be at the core of the story and thei@iof a Christian community.

First, the Christian metanarrative is a story adferaption. Were we to divide the biblical
story into three acts, they might be titled “F&Lest, and Redemption.” In the inciting
incident, man’s sin upsets the beauty of God’s gwedtion, plunging him into a state of
separation from his creator, with destructive irmgions in the spiritual, social, and
material realms. In the story’s quest, God inigadong, painful and often frustrating
process for bringing his creation back into rigilationship with himself. The climax

and resolution of the story reveal God’s ultimateveer to the problem: he graciously
offers redemption in his crucified and risen sdime theme of redemption and grace,
evident in the metanarrative of the Bible, also esrto life in the smaller stories that
make up the larger story, from the faltering yeteemed lives of Old Testament
patriarchs, kings and prophets, to the encountetgarables of Jesus. It is also the story
of each member of the Christian community. Simdgibrokenness. Grace redeems and
restores. Whatever the unique characteristiceypthurch, the story of redemption
provides the fundamental underpinnings that makedhristian community.

The Christian story is also, at its core, the stirihe reign of God. At no time in our
narrative does God lose control of his creatior sgeaks the world into being. He
defines the parameters of life. He pronouncesexiedutes judgment. He causes
kingdoms to rise and fall. He delivers his peaplhis time and in his way. He rules
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over history to bring about his purposes. Onlygigs come to fulfillment. In the end,
only his will is done, and only he receives glofiyjhe church, built on the underlying
story of God'’s reign over history past, present futdre, lives in the world with a unique
combination of humility and confidence.

In a culture driven by the stories of self-helpusimins and individual autonomy, the story
of God’s redemption and reign stands in strikingtcast. To the extent that this story lies
at the foundation of the church’s culture, thistcast will also be evident in its life. The
metanarrative of redemption and kingdom may andilsh@eave its way into many
facets of the community’s life, but no aspect beaose of the responsibility than the
pulpit. If the church is to present an alternatuéture to the world, preachers must
clearly tell an alternative story.

World View Questions: Identity, Location, Sin, Soldion

While a culture’s narrative is fundamental to itglarstanding of the world, cultures do
not exist on story alone; they also require cleewaers to significant questions. We
must abandon notions of a dichotomy between stodypaecept if we would seriously
engage the task of cultural architecture. Theystaust be told, and it must lead to
precept. Precepts must be clear, and they mustfftam the story. The key questions
that every world view must answer, according toghfriand others, have to do with
identity (Who are we?), location (Where are weiP)(¥/hat is wrong?), and redemption
(What is the solution?).

In the broadest sense, the answers a Christian aoimyymust offer to these questions
have not changed significantly since the earlieagsdf the church. Our answers must be
restated and renewed with each generation, butawtdwdo well to begin at the
beginning, and to take our cue from the churchliiat a radically new culture in the

first century. As noted above, Wright's analysistpays a community which saw itself
as a new-but-not-new people, heir to the heritdgeoal’s work among the people of
Israel, yet composed of the redeemed of all themsit They saw their location as the
world God had created, marred by sin. The proliley saw was rampant paganism and
disbelief, a world that had yet to be subject ®riktign of God. The solution to the
problem was the kingdom of Christ, initiated analimed in Jesus’ death and
resurrection, awaiting final completion at his retu

Our contemporary version if these answers willegtfour engagement with our times,
and the heritage of the early church as well astyveenturies of Christian history. Who
are we? We are the people of God, living betwaertimes, redeemed, called, indwelled
by God'’s Spirit, sent on mission in the world. \i#hare we? We submit to the reign of
God, yet we live in a world that does not acknowkethat reign. Our current context
might lead us to emphasize that our location isenfidiaspora” than “Christendom,” that,
like the earliest Christians, we are once agaitucail outsiders, representatives of a
radically new kingdom among the kingdoms of theldioiwWhat is the problem?
Individuals, families, and society are broken by, separated from God, spiritually
crippled and destined for a lost eternity. Whahessolution? Christ has provided
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redemption, and we can proclaim it freely, offerintp a lost world, in anticipation of
his final return.

These answers flow naturally from the Christiananatrative. They are neither new nor
innovative. Yet we must build them into our pracktion as essential materials in our
cultural architecture. To continue our metaphiosiary is the foundation of our culture,
these world view answers are the supporting stractivery practical element we might
work into our culture-building must be shaped bgst fundamental structural
understandings.

Many years ago, at the age of thirty, | assumeg#storate of a thriving suburban
church. In those days, a high percentage of tiestibooks about pastoral leadership and
church growth had the word “vision” in the titleychalmost all of them, drawing from

the best thinking and practice in the businessdvatthe time, called for a well-crafted
“vision statement” as a guiding principle for tHaucch’s life. This statement should
clearly and memorably state the church’s uniquérdmrion, and serve as the chief
criterion for the decisions and the direction therch might take. Ideally, it would be
posted prominently throughout the church’s fa@éti Every member could, if asked,
state it from memory. If the preacher was doirg)jbb as a visionary leader, the vision
statement would make its way into every sermon.

Since | wanted to be such a visionary leader, Figbtt to work defining my new

church’s vision statement. We discussed it atttemgth the staff and key leaders of the
church. It made the agenda of the meetings ofhinech council, the deacons, and other
important committees. We ran surveys and focusggdo get the widest possible input.
Finally, we unveiled our vision: “We at HBC areledl to excellence in ministry to
growing families.”

Our vision statement did, indeed, help us to famwsattention and energies. It became a
rallying point for the church, and helped us maksevand intentional decisions about
how we would use our resources. | sometimes siedggowever, with a nagging sense
that the vision was too small, that defining a @t for our church and calling it our
“vision,” was not worthy of the church of Jesus 8tir Some of my friends in the

ministry opted for broader visions, like “We ExistWorship God and Disciple the
World.” At the time, though | admired the greaseope of their visions, | found them

too generic. What's the point of having a visit&tement, | thought, if it could be the
vision of any church?

Now, nearly two decades later, | recognize a masedilaw in the entire exercise: we
were attempting to answer the cultural questiorsuofchurches without reference to the
metanarrative of the Gospel. We defined our idgily that which we believed we
could do best. We defined our location by therfieléds in our community. We defined
the problem as whatever barriers existed to gefiewple into our church. We defined
the solution as that which we were capable of dtongeet the needs of people, to
overcome the barriers, and to attract people taburch.
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| include this rather humbling confession becausavie a sense that | am not the only
one, and because it points to a crucial decisiont jio the path to culture-building. A
community understanding of identity, location, amd solution are essential for the
culture of a church. The answers to the world vigiestions should be as internalized
and readily discussed as the most well-craftedristatement. But they must also be
theologically and biblically grounded, flowing fro@od’s story. We are God’s people,
subjects of his kingdom, living on mission in adan rebellion against him. Sin
cripples, destroys, divides, alienates. Redempmtmnes only in Christ. These truths
will fill the minds of every member of a truly missal community. When they do, it
will likely be because a preacher has effectivelg atentionally planted them there.

Symbols: Bridges between Meaning and Practice

If story and world view questions make up the “pattof meaning” axis of our culture,
symbols and praxis define the “strategies for actioVe address symbols first, because
they provide the logical transition from meaningttion. David Scotchmer sees the
understanding and analysis of symbols as esséntiah evangelical encounter with
culture, because they “embody the meaning of ceiltund serve as vehicles and
repositories of meanindg® He draws on the work of Clifford Gertz, an anfiotogist
who, he claims, delivered the field of anthropoldgym both mentalism and materialism
by conceiving of them as having been brought tageathsymbols. He maintains that
“symbols express a worldview and join it to an stiroways that make it both
meaningful and coherent, given the vagaries anddnum of human existencé®

Symbols, then, embody the meaning of story anddwagw in a tangible way, making
them visible in the life of a community. Therenis culture without symbols, and
preachers who would take on the task of culturethigecture must also explore and
define the symbolic world of the culture they wislcreate. Our Christian tradition,
beginning with the New Testament, has already plexVius with the foundation. The
Lord’s Supper portrays the essence and the meaiithg story of redemption. Baptism
embodies the identity of the believer as a creatlivern, regenerated, redeemed, and
sent forth into a new life. These provide the costanes of the symbolic boundaries of
Christian culture, and merit the pulpit’s attentidévery observance is an opportunity to
clarify meaning, and to portray practice. But eeandays when these ordinances are not
observed, they stand as an embodiment of our wagld which we can tap in our
preaching.

The cross is an example of a symbol that requing®iog definition. In the early days of
Christianity, the church gave new meaning to th&grument of execution, making it a
central embodiment of Jesus’ work of redemptionyels as his call to sacrifice and
discipleship. Today, we must do a similar job efinition, reclaiming a symbol that has
become to many a fashion statement, a cultural i¢dmwever, even in the process of
reclaiming this symbol, we have opportunity to $peaboth meaning and practice in our
preaching.

Such traditional symbols are an undeniable paouofsymbolic world, but are not
limited to these. We may still appropriate objeantsl practices in the world around us, or



17

in our community life to join meaning and practio&.Portuguese friend of mine has
taken the image of the Caravela, the small wootdenisvented by his people in the
Thirteenth Century to explore the world, as a synatbthe church, or the network of
churches he seeks to plant. Resistant, lightdrapd versatile, this little ship could reach
its destination even in contrary winds, could cleaogurse on a moment'’s notice, and
carried in its bow the best and bravest of its egtsculture®® My friend Paulo has
spoken of the Caravela so often in sermon and ¢eatren that, for the community
whose culture he is creating, every mention obiwrembodies in their minds the
meaning of the kind of church God intends for thterbe, and the inspires their hearts
toward the mission to which he has called them.eMimeaning and practice are thus
joined, a symbol has emerged as a powerful elemighih the cultural architecture of a
community.

Praxis: Our Way of Being in the World

While praxis may come last in our thought processdiscussion of cultural

architecture, it comes first in the perceptionhtafde who will observe and experience our
culture. We have painstakingly worked throughgigmificance of our story, our world
view answers and our symbols, to ensure that axipstands on firm, coherent and
consistent footing. We do this because the wadrdd watches us reads the entire process
in reverse, from practice to meaning.

As is usually the case with the application secioha sermon, the praxis quadrant of
culture offers the most latitude for creativity aamthptation. This is the point at which
we might undergo a kind of “vision statement” exsg¢ as described above, beginning
with the foundation of meaning established in semmyg world view, and embodied in
symbol, to define the unique ways of a given comityuhiving out the meaning of the
Gospel in a given context.

Certain general categories of praxis will be esaenWe will need to define how we will
live in community with one another. Since the vieeginning, the church’s impact on
the world around it often came as a result of is@le the body life of its members.
Related to this, we must address the ethical andlmmonduct of those who make up the
people of God. What consequences do our idemwtitlyredemption, and our mission
have on the choices we make in daily life? We alglb need to define our way of living
in relationship to the world. How do we relatehe tultures around us? What does it
mean for us to be on mission in their midst? Last,not least, we must address our
praxis before God. How do we define and practioelite of worship, corporately and
individually? What does it mean in practice tosbdisciple, a follower of Christ?

In light of Andy Crouch’s insight that we can ordlgange culture by creating it, | would
suggest here that any culture that seeks to infliéme world must include a praxis of
cultural engagement and productivity. A commumitth a truly missional ethos will
nurture the creativity of every member, encouragind equipping them to see the
secular settings in which they live and move asl$i®f mission, and the everyday
products of their lives as acts of witness. Thensgynificant praxis of a missional
culture is lived out not in the confines of the rthy but in the marketplace of the world.
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Preaching to Create Culture

| have attempted to explore an alternative to “ase’f as the paradigm for cultural
engagement in preaching. My premise is that theathcan have its most powerful
impact on culture not by fighting it, ignoring dr even merely conversing with it, but by
presenting it with an alternative—a culture thabenlies God’s truth in consistent
practice. | contend that a key player in this pgscmust be the preacher who
intentionally and carefully constructs a culturattheflects truth both in its patterns of
meaning and its strategies for action.

Neglecting either axis in our preaching would resuh less viable and effective culture.
The preacher who emphasizes the axis of meanitiggtoeglect of praxis may have
hearers who have a good grasp of a biblical waddrybut an alternative culture will not
have emerged. A preacher who presents a strateggtion without providing the
foundations of meaning may have, for a time, aivaend well-behaved congregation,
but signs of decay and deterioration will inevitappear. A viable alternative culture
will be marked by right belief as well as rightiact

For the sake of practical application and posdildeussion, | would offer two examples
of how this rationale might work itself out in oemgagement of culture in two very
different areas: environmental conservation anddrusexuality.

Secular environmentalists have a culture that geduall of the elements we have
discussed. This culture has a story: The eadhdkaeloped over billions of years,
through a process of evolution and chance, totaifous yet delicate balance of systems
that sustains life as we know it. Environmentadigture also offers answers to the world
view questions: Who are we? We are human beingllyhevolved organisms, who

have appeared at just the right place and the tiglet for our existence to be possible.
Where are we? We are on mother earth, a plaretmfisite beauty and delicate
balance. What is wrong? Human beings have ravagegdlanet, throwing it out of
balance and threatening the existence of life akneav it. What is the solution? We
must change our ways, and treat our planet with, car that she may recover and sustain
our children and grandchildren as she has our torseand ourselves. The key symbols
for secular environmental culture are the ear#ifitand possibly the scientists who
study it. The proposed praxis is an aggressivgrara of conservation that includes
recycling, limitation or elimination of fossil fugl promotion of alternative and
sustainable sources of energy, political activisbgervance of earth day, and any
number of other initiatives.

How should the Christian community respond to gn@wving and influential culture?
While we may see nothing wrong with recycling oaper goods or buying a more
efficient automobile, the axis of meaning is incatiple with our own world view. One
solution is simply to adopt the praxis of enviromtaism, since we may actually agree
that the earth is in danger, and it seems righdbtso. We might even be motivated by
the desire to give a good witness to our envirortaiesh friends, and not to offend them.
However, if we stop here, we have not providedlzeocent alternative to which they can
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respond. We have only responded with a gestureagying” the culture. We have
created nothing.

A more consistent response would be to begin withstory: God created the heavens
and the earth and everything in it. Seeing thaa$ good, he entrusted it to the
stewardship of human beings, whom he had creatbis iown image. We will also offer
different answers to the world view questions: Véhe we? We are the handiwork of
God, created in his image. Where are we? We dtesiworld that He also created and
entrusted to us. What is wrong? The world is maukesvery way by our own sin—
spiritually, socially, materially. Our wastefulédabusive lifestyle has scarred God’s
creation as well as our own lives. What is theisoh? Jesus has redeemed us,
transformed us, cleansed us. He has recreatettdugiveen us the ability no longer to
live selfishly, but to become the stewards of mesation that he intended for us to be, in
anticipation of yet another creative act of Godeav heaven and a new earth. The
symbols of a Christian environmentalist will inctuthe symbols of redemption
discussed above, with perhaps the added symbobd&@reation as an alternative to the
evolutionary vision of the planet Earth. In prastigere may be very little difference
between the culture of a Christian and that a ofilse environmentalist. However, the
meaning to which the praxis points is entirely @iéint, presenting a genuine cultural
alternative.

Our response to prevailing culture surroundingaessaf human sexuality, however, will
involve both a different system of meaning andfeecént praxis. The temptation of the
“warrior” preacher in the face of contemporary ssixuores and all the societal evils
they create might be to focus primarily on the p-axto condemn sex outside of
marriage, homosexuality, and abortion. This gesttaondemning” culture, would, in
fact, be appropriate. However, if we fail to offee foundation of meaning for a
different praxis, we have not offered a culturéadative. Far from creating culture, we
have succeeded in portraying ourselves as condgmmanalizers who simply hold to
outdated standards of behavior. Our message melate story and world view
answers: that God created us for authentic intinvaty Him and with others; that we are
his children, living in a world where true intimaisypossible when we live according to
God’s purposes. However, many people live aliahhtes, even as they seek
fulfillment through merely physical pleasure, besathey are abusing others and being
abused by them as they search in the wrong waykdbrmhich God intended. The
solution is that Christ can make us new and rests® intimacy with God, opening the
way to righteous intimacy with others. The indtdn of marriage itself stands as the
defining symbol for this intimacy, the God-centeréeal for human sexuality. This
pattern of meaning will lead to and sustain a sgyabf action that is a distinct and viable
alternative to the self-indulgent sexual culturehaf world.

Conclusion

Shifting epistemologies and the end of Christendlothe West have called the people of
God to a missional posture—to see our culture wmigsionary eyes, and to engage it
with missionary intent. This calling demands twatmove beyond cultural warfare,
pacifism and diplomacy. It requires us to engagtioe, not as a monolithic and static
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bloc, but as a dynamic plurality of systems. Warfpacifism and diplomacy are
inadequate strategies for this task. Cultural eamuhtion, critique, imitation and
consumption may all be appropriate gestures adicetimes, but as postures, they fall
short of the transformation the gospel requirese st create. We must not only
address culture; we must be culture. We must lbécculture of our communities with
the intentionality of an architect. Preachers hitresunique opportunity to shape this
culture according to a biblical and theologicaligesdefining weekly for God’s people
our patterns of meaning and our consequent stestdgi action. We can lay the
foundation of the Christian story, erect the stuetof a biblical worldview, mix the
unifying mortar of our symbolic world, and pointagraxis that offers the world the
visible exterior of a culture that stands as algamd coherent alternative to the cultures
of the age. A missional people proclaims in botrdvand product a different way of
seeing the world, being in the world, and relatmghe creator of the world. If our
communities are to become such a people, we presachest lead the way.
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