The Church Community as Messenger and Message of the Reign of God

Hunsberger identifies the church as representing the community, the servant and the messenger of the Kingdom of God.  This paper will focus on just one aspect of this triad - namely what it means for the church to be the messenger of the Kingdom of God.  For the church to be the messenger of the Kingdom of God presupposes a message that needs to be communicated and an audience to which this message is to be communicated to.  This paper will explore the relationship between the messenger, the message and the means by which this message is to be communicated.

Sometimes, there is a conscious decision to make a distinction between the messenger and the message.  This occurs in phrases like "Don't shoot the messenger [bearing bad news]".  Others choose not to make this distinction, making the messenger synonymous with the message that is being communicated.  To recast McLuhan's often quoted phrase
 "the messenger is the message".   In short, there are two options immediately available - [1] to view the church community as distinct from the message of the reign of God or [2] to view the church community as an integral part of the message that needs to be communicated.

The decision to make a distinction between the messenger and message usually arises because of the dissonance between the messenger and the actual message. Yet at a fundamental level, the gap between the message the church brings and the church as messenger will never be completely bridged.  There is only one Messenger who is truly consonant with the Message.  This Messenger is Jesus Christ, the Message of God.   Nevertheless, just as Jesus was the messenger who completely embodied the message, the church as messenger is also called to embody the message.  Jesus is the model that the church is required to emulate.

Before proceeding, it is worth identifying what the message is.  According to Guder, it is the fact that the reign of God has come amongst us and that we are to receive it and enter into it
.  This reign of God has come through the coming of Jesus into the world.  The church is called to be a messenger of this message.  

Guder's View of Community

This reign is to be both proclaimed in words as well as lived out in deeds.  As Guder writes, "The Church's being and doing are irretrievably tied to its proclaiming."
. He thus links both the theme of [1] the church as community (the being aspect) and [2] the church as servant (the doing aspect) together with [3] the church as messenger (the proclaiming aspect), making the triad complete.  If the community life of the church is deficient, it will hinder the message it seeks to proclaim.  And yet without a clear proclamation of the gospel message, the life of the church community and service the church renders, remains ambiguous to the onlooker.  Guder writes, "It is important to hold these three facets of the church's mission together in synoptic vision, to look as it were, through all three lenses at once in order to see mission whole."

Note that Guder uses the term "messenger" more in the sense of "proclaiming through words".  And he seems to distinguish this from "community" which is the "being aspect of the church".  Guder links both these ideas together in his theology viewing them as both essential.  However, he does not explicitly state that community itself can be the message. 

There are both verbal and non-verbal forms of communication. The message of the reign of God can be communicated through both these means.  With our words we can say that reign of God is open to the participation of the whole world - "It's free! The community is open! You are welcome!
"  And yet, it is not enough to say these words.  Our communities need to be open to welcome these individuals.  And our communities should not place additional requirements for entry that God has not proscribed.  The community speaks the message.  This message is an invitation to community.  The closer the community is aligned to the message it seeks to communicate, the clearer the message will be heard. The message of a God who welcomes people needs to be heard in a welcoming community.  The message of a God who reconciles people to Himself needs to be heard in a reconciled community.  The message that God is a holy God is seen in the lives of those in the community which are distinct from that of the world around.

Rather than use the categories of "verbal" and "non-verbal" communication, Guder uses the terms "announcing"
 the reign of God  and "sign"
 of the reign of God.  Thus the concept of "community itself being the message to be communicated" is actually contained in the phrase by Guder that the "church is the sign of the reign of God". 

Neighbour's View of Community

Neighbour emphasizes that the (cell group) community as the place where ministry occurs.  During cell group gatherings, members of the community are to minister to one another as well as to non-Christians in their midst.  As such, Neighbour appears to view community as the context in which the gospel message is heard. The message is not merely broadcast to an individual while in a roomful of strangers but is communicated to an individual while that person is involved with a caring community
.  This concept is very similar to Guder's themes of the church as community and servant.  Whereas Guder has a triadic view of the church as messenger, community and servant, Neighbour sees the dual roles of evangelism and ministry for the cell group community.  These dual roles of evangelism (proclamation of the gospel) and ministry (both to Christians and non-Christians in the cell-group community) are inseparable.  Either one is insufficient on its own.  The ministry of the cell group validates the proclamation of the message.  The proclamation of the message explains the ministry of the community.

In addition to proclamation, Neighbour also emphasizes the use of spiritual gifts, such as prophecy and the word of knowledge/wisdom (within the setting of a cell group community) in order to demonstrate the revelation of God
.  Thus the message that is communicated is not merely cognitive but also supernaturally revealed.  According to Neighbour, this message is not just a declaration of the reign of God (as Guder suggests), but also a tangible demonstration of the immediacy of this reign.  This message usually has a content that is specific and addresses a relevant issue or a felt need of an individual present in the group. 

Whereas Neighbour does not make an explicit link between the community as both the message and messenger of the kingdom of God, he does see the necessity for the community to both minister to the needs of those it is in contact with, as well as the necessity to proclaim the gospel and confirm the message through supernatural signs. Here, he finds agreement with Guder
.

The emphasis on the church community as a sign and foretaste of the reign of God also gives a sense of immediacy to the reign of God in another sense.  The reign of God is not merely a spiritual reality, but a physical reality that can be encountered and experienced.  Neither is the reign of God merely something to be hoped for in the future.  Rather, it can be experienced in the present (albeit not in its complete fullness).  The tangible presence of the Christian community provides a palpable sense of the present reality of God's reign.  This visible demonstration of the reign of God is as powerful as the verbal proclamation of the reign of God.

Summary of Guder's and Neighbour's Views of Community

Both Guder's and Neighbour's theologies implicitly contain the idea of the community as both messenger and message of the reign of God, although they use different terms to express this and they have slight differences in emphases. They both tend to make a distinction (perhaps out of desire for clarity) between [1] the proclamation
 of the reign of the kingdom of God and [2] life
 under the reign of God.  However, there is slight difference in both their usage of the term "community". Neighbour tends to view community in terms of the "cell group community"
 which typically has around 10 people.  This cell group is the expression and experience of community for the individual Christian.  Guder seems to have a larger group in mind when he uses the term "community".  However, Guder's comments are easily transferable to Neighbour's cell group communities.  And vice versa.

Requiring that the community be both messenger and message shapes the way the message is communicated and understood.  When the community is the messenger, the task of communicating the message is no longer seen as the responsibility of a gifted individual.  It is not the case where a gifted individual takes center stage and the remainder of the community plays a supporting role.  Rather, it is the community that takes center stage in the communication process.  

Without the tangible presence of the community,  the message itself is diminished, since  the community is part of the message.  

The Call to Christ and the Call to Community

Sometimes, the commitment to follow Christ and the commitment to be belong to a church are seen as two distinct commitments.  When the community is both message and messenger, these two commitments are seen as inseparable.  Unless the individual is able to experience the community, that individual has not fully heard the message.  Unless the individual is part of the community, the individual has not fully accepted the message.  The commitment to follow Christ is also a commitment to be part of His community.

There is also the possibility that the community can (non-verbally) communicate the message while at the same time not be consciously aware that it is doing so!   Communication is not always intentional and direct.  It can be unconscious and indirect.  When the message of the kingdom has been internalized into the life of the community, this message will be broadcast through the life of the community, whether the community is aware of it or not.  Perhaps, it could even be suggested that unless this message of the kingdom becomes an instinctive component of the lives of the members of the community, the community has not completely learnt the message it needs to communicate.

The community is constantly in the process of learning the message that it needs to communicate even as it is communicating the message.  It is learns by imitation.  Unfortunately, both healthy and harmful patterns are learnt this way.  The community needs to develop healthy patterns of relationships between individual members.  To develop healthy ways of dealing with conflict. To develop healthy ways of accepting differences.

Risk of Being Misunderstood

Yet, the community is often in a dilemma.  Unless the community is able to live up to the claims of the message, the community as messenger is likely to discredit the message.  Unfortunately, the community will never be able to fully live up to the claims of this message. The message the community communicates will always be a garbled utterance spoken with an awkward tongue.   Thus, there is always risk in being misunderstood.  How so?

When the community itself is the message, the individual need to be in the community in order to hear the message.  The community will often seek to welcome the sinner into the community before requiring the sinner to change.  The invitation first is to directly experience what life in the kingdom of God is. The first message is the message of God's unconditional love and acceptance.  This needs to be heard whilst in the welcoming community.  After this message is heard, is the call to repentance issued.  Now to the observer, it can be misunderstood that the Christian community appears to be tolerant of sin when it welcomes the sinner.  It could appear that sin is being compromised and that God's grace and forgiveness has been overemphasized.  The community can be seen as hypocritical when the casual observer looking from the outside (who being unable to distinguish between those who are in the kingdom and those who are at the kingdom's edge) sees sin present in the lives of those who are in the community.  But this is the risk the community needs to take.  

And it is a risk that needs to be taken more often.  Because there are those who will never be able to hear the message of the kingdom unless they are able to participate in the life of the kingdom in community.  To them, verbal proclamation is meaningless unless it is combined with the 

non-verbal witness of the community.  This is the risk that Jesus took when He identified Himself with sinners and outcasts and was seen by the religious establishment of His time as a sinner by association.  When the community as messenger identifies itself with the message, the community identifies itself with Jesus.  The imitation of Christ is not just required of individuals, but also required of by communities as well.

The true church is not always the pure church.  There is a need to recognize that there will always be weeds mixed with wheat. That there are birds that nest in the shade of the mustard tree.  That there is yeast mixed in the batch of dough.
  And this is the way it has to be, in order that those not yet in the kingdom may at some point in time become part of those in the kingdom.  If the community first seeks to preserve purity it will close itself from those who need it the most.  The image of the wheat in the field surrounding the weeds.  The image of the branches of the tree sheltering the birds.  The image of the dough enveloping the yeast.  This is the image of the community embracing the sinner.   The message of the kingdom of God needs to carried by the community and be made manifest in the life of the community which includes and welcomes sinners into its midst.

Risk to the Community

But there is not just the risk of being misunderstood and misheard.  There is also a personal cost to the members of the community.  There is always risk in accepting into our communities people who are different from us.  People who are not only different, but difficult.  People who have been hurt.  People who are sick.  People who are poor.  We look with distrust at the stranger. We are afraid of those with criminal records.  We are overwhelmed with the demands of the chronically ill.  We are uncomfortable with the poor.

Yet we are not called to do ministry as individuals alone.  The task of welcoming strangers, the task of visiting prisoners, the task caring for the sick, the task of helping the poor, are tasks that the community is called to fulfil. No single individual is capable of this task alone.  This responsibility falls on the community as a whole. And when the community is able to do this, it speaks a powerful message concerning the kingdom of God.  It is a sign that the reign of God is present in the lives of its members
.  It will also be acting in accordance to the instructions given by St. Francis of Assisi to "Preach the Gospel all the time - If necessary, use words."
.   This is what it means for the community to be both messenger and message.  

Risk Involved in Confronting Sin

The message of the kingdom of God includes a message to repent from sin.  There is always risk involved in confronting sin.  We do not like to see the faults in ourselves, preferring to identify faults in others.  And yet the community of God is called to be a holy community.  And the message that the community speaks is a message urging people to enter into life in the kingdom of God and repent from sin.

Before the message can gain acceptance, the messenger needs to be accepted and trusted.  This trust needs to be demonstrated by the loving community.  And this message needs to be seen in the messenger.  In Martin Buber's delightful phrase, "God is seen in the spaces between people."  It is not just the actions of the community in service of others that demonstrate the presence of the kingdom of God.  It is also in the interactions between the members of the community that demonstrate that the kingdom of God is present.  We need to create opportunities for 

non-Christians to see our communities at close range, before imposing strict requirements for admission to our communities.  For when non-Christians see our communities, they see God
. 

The acceptance of the individual into the community affirms the worth and value of the individual.  When this is done, the call to repentance can be issued with a reduced risk of being misunderstood.  The individual is in a better position to hear the tone of concern and care in our message, rather than the tone of judgement and condemnation.  The community is also able to communicate by modeling correct behaviour and attitudes as well as provide an environment where the individual is able to find support and encouragement as they strive to turn away from sin and lead a holy life as members of the kingdom of God.

Conclusion

The community is both the messenger and message of the kingdom of God.  The community communicates this message by verbal proclamation, through the relationships between its members as well as the service it renders to others.  The community communicates the immediacy of the kingdom of God - it is present in the very lives of its members.  Because the community is more than a messenger, but also the message to be communicated, the effectiveness of the community in communicating the message is dependant on the degree in which the community conforms to Christ.  Additionally, the message of the kingdom of God cannot be heard in its entirety by those who are not participating in the life of the community.  It is in the community of God that the individual catches a glimpse of the nature and being of God.  It is in the community that the individual is challenged to repentance.  It is in the community that the individual is taught how to live as a citizen of the kingdom of God. To enter the kingdom of God entails a commitment to participate in the community of God.  This is the message the community as messenger seeks to communicate.
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