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STEPHEN REYNOLDS

Christendom is dead–I mean, the
way of things when the western
world identified itself with the

Christian religion, and Christian church-
es claimed whole societies and peoples
for their own. Christianity itself is still
alive, and I am reckless enough to think
that it has a future. But not as the religion
privileged by statutory law and social
custom, in a world where belonging to a
Christian church is an ordinary part of
belonging to one’s society and the sine
qua non of respectability. That was the
world of Christendom, and that world is
extinct.

What does the death of Christendom
have to do with the way we order our life
and worship? We are not hindered from
assembling in our churches on Sunday or
at any other time; Anglicans are as free to
perform their services of worship as Mus-
lims, Roman Catholics, Jews, Greek Or-
thodox, Buddhists, Presbyterians, or any
other religious group. So the end of Chris-
tendom does not appear to have any seri-
ous impact on our liturgy. And indeed,
governments and the courts have tended
to treat the internal life of the churches as
a “no go” zone. Neither the federal gov-
ernment nor the courts show any eager-
ness to compel the Roman Catholic and
Orthodox churches, or the Pentecostal
assemblies, to ordain women as well as
men; it seems unlikely in the extreme that
they will seek to regulate the number of
baptisms, or the proportion of eucharistic
celebrations to services of Morning
Prayer, that we Anglicans can perform.
So our liturgy would seem to be safe from

Baptism and communion

the consequences of Christendom’s de-
mise.

But the death of Christendom was not
a government initiative, nor was it the
result of a judicial conspiracy. The Par-
liament of Canada, the provincial legisla-
tures and the courts merely followed where
society at large led the way; and society at
large decided long ago that religion was a
wholly private matter, without any rele-
vance in public affairs. We are talking
about a social, a cultural revolution, not a
political program.

The proof lies in a much quieter phe-
nomenon than judicial decisions and gov-
ernmental policies, a phenomenon which

is taking place in the Christian churches
themselves, including our own. In the old
world of Christendom, baptism was not
only a religious obligation, it also had the
nature of a social entitlement. As a result,
mainline churches did not feel that they
had the moral (or, as is still the case for the
Church of England, the legal) right to
refuse baptism to anyone. Within the past
few years, however, we have begun to
notice the appearance of unbaptized adults
at our Sunday worship. They come as
inquirers, “checking out” our church and
the faith we confess to see if we and our
faith are really for them. These unbap-
tized inquirers are in their twenties, thir-
ties and forties–which means that their
parents saw no need for baptism and
church membership over a generation
ago. It is as if a full generation had to pass
before those who went unbaptized in the
1950s and 1960s could begin to show up
in our midst. For they had to grow up and
mature and come to realize for them-
selves that something might be missing in
their lives, and that the something might
be Christianity.

But the fact that it was missing at all
means that society had already lost the
reflexes of Christendom–that Christen-
dom had already failed–when they were
infants. The church now stands–and has
been standing for some time–in a society
where a great many people have, at best,
only a secondhand memory of any reli-
gion. To all intents and purposes, Chris-
tianity is new to them, and those who have
come to us as inquirers are reconnoitering
the Christian religion for the first time in
their lives. What we are seeing now are
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people coming out on the other side of
Christendom’s collapse, where Christian-
ity is not a settled expectation which
might as well be accepted, but a possibil-
ity which may be worth exploring. In
many respects, we are in a situation akin
to that of the primitive church, communi-
ties at the center of reality and on the
fringes of society. We are an ancient
option which, because of the failure of
Christendom, has once again become new.

The very fact that such inquirers are
showing up in our pews is, of course, a
very good sign. Christendom may be dead,
but there is (as I say) life in the old church
yet. The arrival of inquirers “not previ-
ously baptized” gives us reason to believe
that there is–and always was–more to
Anglicanism in particular than aerating

white Anglo-Saxon culture with the affla-
tus of religion. Their presence also chal-
lenges us to identify what is authentically
Christian about Anglicanism, what is at
the very center of our life together, for the
sake of welcoming them all the more
deliberately and including them all the
more genuinely.

But that is how the arrival of unbap-
tized inquirers, in itself a sign of hope,
may also be a problem for our church.
Identifying “what is authentically Chris-
tian about Anglicanism” is no easy task.
What makes it difficult, of course, is the
sheer diversity of standpoints that Angli-
canism harbors. This may be why, in
recent years, several parties within the
Anglican mix have sought to outflank the
diversity by forging a common front and
producing quasi-confessional statements
of “Anglican essentials.”1 Such statements
might make the parties involved feel bet-
ter about being Anglican, insofar as they
can project an Anglicanism which “stands
for something”–or rather against certain
things. But I am not sure that they will
make inquirers feel better about us and
our faith.

On the contrary, I suspect that confes-
sional formulas are more likely to puzzle
inquirers and put them off. For inquirers
are not yet part of the internal conversa-
tion (or debate) which has given rise to
the formulas. One has to be already “in
the loop” to figure out the point of the
exercise. I am all for the Anglican Church
of Canada “standing for something,” but
I tend to think that the Apostles’ Creed
and the Nicene Creed together provide a
sufficient statement of what it does in
truth “stand for” in the confessional sense.

To uphold the two creeds as sufficient
statements of faith is, of course, to sug-
gest that “authentic Christianity”–and
therefore “authentic Anglicanism”–will
include sound belief. But sound belief
itself is and always has been much, much
more than a matter of knowing and re-
peating the correct answers to certain
doctrinal questions. The church does not
have doctrines for the sake of making
everybody toe the same ideological line.
Doctrines are in place for the sake of
living: they are meant to enable the whole

community, and each of its members, to
grow toward God more deliberately, more
authentically and more fruitfully. It is a
matter of integrating the way we behave
with what we know of God in Christ–and
of knowing and loving God in Christ with
such consistency that our behavior mani-
fests a pattern of divine grace.

The primary locus of that integration
is the public worship of the gathered
Christian community. If our Sunday wor-
ship does not make it clear that we do
indeed “stand for something,” promul-
gating articles of religion will not help the
inquirer. But here we encounter the real
challenge posed by the presence of such
inquirers at our services of worship. We
want to make inquirers comfortable with
and in our community, so that they will
want to join us. Name-tags, “welcome
teams,” inviting visitors to stand up and
introduce themselves during the service,
after-service coffee hours all help, but
only up to a point. There is still the service
itself; and if this or that inquirer never
comes back after one visit, it is probably
not because we failed to be welcoming
enough, but because he or she found the
liturgy so hard to follow. At the same
time, of course, there will be other inquir-
ers who come back and stay with us
because of the liturgy, because the very
mysteriousness of the liturgy made sense
to them.

Nevertheless, the liturgy remains an
issue simply because our celebration of it
is how inquirers first experience us. Do
we try to celebrate “inquirer-friendly”
liturgy, that is, fit our services to the
presence of seekers in order to make them
feel more comfortable? Or do we try to
practice our worship with such integrity
that our very respect for the mystery we
celebrate will commend us to them? In
other words, just how far do we go in
welcoming inquirers?

This question has lately gained a very
particular focus around the issue of unre-
stricted communion, also known as the
“open table.” That is because celebration
of the eucharist has become the norm of
Sunday worship in most Anglican parish-
es. So the question arises: how far do we
go in welcoming unbaptized visitors and
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inquirers–even as far as inviting them to
share in communion?

Answering this question is complicat-
ed by the policy of the Anglican Church
of Canada. The official position of our
church is to welcome everyone who has
been baptized in the name of the Trinity to
receive communion. The presence of un-
baptized inquirers at our services has led
a good many clergy to query the condi-
tion. If we welcome everyone to our ser-
vices and invite all who show up to share
in our worship, how can we suddenly
withdraw the invitation at communion-
time, just because some of the visitors
may not be baptized? Isn’t it appropriate
to invite everybody present at a celebra-
tion of the Holy Eucharist to receive the
sacrament, whether they are baptized or
not?

Note the wording. The question is not
about sharing the eucharist with unbap-
tized people, if and when they happen to
present themselves for communion. In a
tacit, almost “closeted” way, we already
practice unrestricted communion. The
Anglican Church of Canada does not de-
mand that someone produce proof of bap-
tism prior to receiving communion, and
most clergy administer the sacrament first
and ask questions later (if at all). So the
problem is not–or at least, not immediate-
ly–unrestricted admission to communion.
The problem is the issuing of an unre-
stricted or condition-free invitation to
communion. It is one thing to share com-
munion with each and every person who
comes to the altar, without exception. It is
another thing to go out of your way to
invite everybody present to share com-
munion, without any conditions. The first
way, that of a tacit “open table” in prac-
tice, is to uphold the baptismal rule while
giving strangers in our midst the benefit
of the doubt. The second way, that of a
condition-free invitation, is to change the
rule itself. It is to alter the official policy
of the church–and behind that, the basic
identity of the church, what it means to be
the church.

There are, of course, several ways of
describing the identity of the church,
mainly in the way of analogies and meta-
phors. But none is so sociologically exact

as “the assembly of the baptized.” What-
ever the service of worship we have gath-
ered to perform–Eucharist, Morning or
Evening Prayer, a Service of Lessons and
Carols–the one constant has been the fact
that we have done so precisely as a soci-
ety of baptized people. That all changes if
baptism is no longer the one precondition
for communion. The church ceases to be
the assembly of the baptized. It becomes
instead a caucus of the religiously mind-
ed, in which the gospel of Christ may, but
need not, be proclaimed.

Advocates of the “open table” most
certainly do not intend or want such a
bland church.  On the contrary, they want
to make their parish churches more effec-
tive venues of evangelism. So far as the
advocates are concerned, requiring in-
quirers to be baptized in order to share in
communion–and excluding them from
communion until they are baptized–pre-
vents the creation of such an evangelistic
community. For if eucharist is a sign and
seal of the gospel promises, to exclude
anybody from it on any grounds would
seem to deny or even betray the gospel
which had just been proclaimed.

Not that the advocates of the “open
table” question the importance of bap-
tism; it is, they insist, still necessary–but
not as the one nonnegotiable condition
for eucharist. In effect, baptism would
cease to be a (much less the) rite of
initiation, for those inquirers who choose
to be baptized will have already initiated
themselves when they decided to receive
communion for the first time. Baptism
would be more on the order of confirma-
tion, a rite of ratification whereby candi-
dates publicly affirm a commitment al-
ready made and acted upon. In that case,
baptism could be taken at any point after
a person has entered full communion.

But such a view prompts two observa-
tions. First of all, whatever some advo-
cates of the “open table” may have said, it
will surely become increasingly awkward
to justify the necessity of baptism. If the
sacrament no longer initiates people–if it
does not grant new birth, even new cre-
ation, but only ratifies a status previously
adopted by the candidate through recep-
tion of communion–why bother with it at

all? For we would no longer be doing
what our baptismal liturgies (both in The
Book of Common Prayer and in The Book
of Alternative Services) say that we are
doing. Could we then celebrate those
liturgies with integrity? Better, it would
seem, to suspend or suppress the baptis-
mal liturgies altogether, at least when the
candidates are adults, and use (with ap-
propriate modifications) the rites of con-
firmation.

The divine welcome

Many might wonder why I am
making such a fuss about this
issue. If we already give com-

munion to those who (we suspect) are
unbaptized, what is the problem with is-
suing a condition-free invitation? Who’s
kidding whom? The doors of our church-
es are open to anyone and everyone. If we
practice an “open door” policy and wel-
come everybody to our services, why not
practice an “open table” policy and wel-
come everybody to communion as well?
Indeed, since we welcome everybody to
our services, don’t we have an obligation
to make them completely welcome? Sure-
ly, Jesus himself practiced unrestricted
communion, in the sense that he ate and
drank with tax-collectors and sinners. Can
we, the body of Christ, be any less hospi-
table and welcoming to seekers who lack
(as yet) only a baptismal certificate? Does
baptism have to be “the one thing need-
ful” for communion?

Paul. I do not for a moment believe
that such questions arise from a low re-
gard for the sacraments. They arise from
a high regard for our duty to welcome and
include everyone who comes into our
midst, and this sense of duty itself arises,
I am sure, from a high regard for one seam
of the gospel. In this seam, the scriptures
bear witness to the inexhaustible abun-
dance of divine mercy and to the God who
seeks out and welcomes sinners.

Now, it was the argument of Saint Paul
that all human beings, without exception,
are sinners (Rom. 5:12). If that is true,
some would extend his argument and say
that there can be no difference between
baptized Christians who regularly share

Continued on following page
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in the worship of the church and unbap-
tized inquirers who are wondering if our
God is for them. According to Paul, of
course our God is for them, for “there is
no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised
and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian,
slave and free; but Christ is all and in all”
(Col. 3:11). As Bishop Rowan Williams
has said, God does not forgive our sins in
order to make us welcome; God forgives
our sins because God has already wel-
comed us in Christ.2 Forgiveness is a con-
sequence, not a cause, of the divine wel-
come. In other words, God’s welcome
comes with no strings attached. So where
do we get off attaching a baptismal rider
to our own eucharistic welcome?

As it happens, we get it from Paul–the
same Paul who argued that Christ has
broken down all the barriers which sepa-
rate humans. For if “all of you are one in
Christ Jesus,” it is because “as many of
you as were baptized into Christ have
clothed yourselves with Christ” (Gal. 3:27-
28). The barriers which separated Greek
and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised,
barbarian, Scythian, slave and free, male
and female, were not broken down–and
the divided individuals did not become
one–until they had actually “clothed them-
selves with Christ.” And baptism was that
clothing.

Paul was not a closet universalist. He
certainly believed that God’s invitation
was unrestricted when it came to race,
ethnic origin, gender and social class. But
he also argued that the divine invitation
came with a condition. The condition was
faith. For unless the invitee believed in
the message of the gospel, the invitation
was thwarted. Paul, of course, did not
think that God could ever be finally thwart-
ed. This is why he spoke of God’s call
rather than of God’s invitation. Humans
did not come to Christ because they them-
selves happened to think it might be a
good idea; they came because God had
chosen and called each one of them by
name (Rom. 8:28-30). Nevertheless,
whether we speak in terms of call or
invitation, it is designed to elicit the re-
sponse of faith. Paul himself focused on
the fiduciary dimension–faith as personal
trust in and commitment to God. This

trust-and-commitment was not a warm
fuzzy; it had specific doctrinal content.
You committed yourself to God because
you trusted in the good news that God had
raised Jesus from the dead.

So far, so good. Here, however, we
need to be wary of anachronism. Living in
a North American culture, we take it for
granted that faith, like religion, is a pri-
vate matter, something between you and
your conscience (and perhaps your God)
alone, and nobody else’s business. Paul,
living in the Roman empire around the
middle of the first century, did not share
this opinion. For him, faith was a public
act. Not public in the sense of making a
spectacle of it or buttonholing strangers
on street corners, but public in the sense
of professing that faith in the midst of the
community of believers.

We might call it face-to-face faith,
where each believer is known as such to
other believers by name. How else do we
explain the way Paul addresses the church
at Corinth, most especially in regard to
the way they ate the Lord’s supper? When
they came together, several groups re-
mained separated from the rest, “not dis-
cerning the Lord’s body” (1 Cor. 11:29).
In other words, such groups treated other
believers in the same assembly as if they
were faceless, not really there. The scan-
dal for Paul was not their lack of hospital-
ity so much as their failure to recognize
the faith of the brother or sister for whom
Christ died. For it was not the mere fact of
humanity that made all believers equal in
God’s eyes, and as a consequence in the
community. It was faith that made them
all equal–and faith not only attested in the
individual believer’s conscience but also
acknowledged in each believer by the
community in whose midst she or he
professed it. There could be no such thing
as an anonymous believer.

In Paul’s teaching, then, the divine
invitation was to be welcomed by a public
commitment to Christ in faith; and God,
having enabled the responding welcome
of faith, always welcomed the believer
who had accepted the invitation. Now,
Paul also saw this divine call or invitation
as a calling out–out of the ordinary run of
humanity, where divisions, rivalries, vio-

lence, and ghettos prevailed–to a new
unity where the called were conformed to
the image of Christ Jesus. And this con-
formity to the image of Christ was accom-
plished through baptism. For Paul under-
stood baptism to be the means by which
humans are embodied into the passover
of Christ: by immersion in the water one
was buried with Christ, and one was raised
out of the water as a sharer in Christ’s
resurrection (Rom. 6:3-4). If we follow
Paul’s lead, then, God’s invitation is an
unrestricted invitation to baptism, for the
sake of sharing in the risen life of the
crucified Lord.

The Synoptic Gospels. The church
has often seen Paul as having an authority
second only to that of Jesus Christ. Some
may see that as precisely the point–Christ’s
authority comes first, Paul’s second. So
we appeal from Paul’s teachings to the
teachings and practices of Jesus himself.
We have already noted how the Lord
welcomed himself into the lives of strang-
ers in order to welcome them into the
kingdom of heaven. He barged unbidden
into the lives of Simon and Andrew and
bade them follow him (Mk. 1:16-18 /
Matt. 4:18-20 / Lk. 5:1-11); he sauntered
past Levi’s tax booth, called him, and
stayed for dinner (Mk. 2:13-17 / Lk. 5:27-
32); he walked up to Zacchaeus sitting in
a sycamore tree and invited himself to
stay at Zacchaeus’s house (Lk. 19:1-10).
Jesus initiated the welcome so that others
could welcome him into their lives.

But perhaps the term welcome is not
quite right; it implies a certain passivity at
odds with the initiative that Jesus normal-
ly displays in the gospels. The problem
with portraying Jesus as one who initiated
a welcome is revealed when we consider
the curious fact that the reverse did not
always hold true. According to the gos-
pels, certain individuals took the initia-
tive and tried to welcome themselves into
Jesus’ life, only to get a stiff demand in
response. In Matthew’s gospel, for exam-
ple, we hear of “a scribe” who came to
Jesus and said, “Teacher, I will follow
you wherever you go.” Jesus replied, “Fox-
es have holes, and birds of the air have
nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to
lay his head.” An unnamed disciple said
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to Jesus, “Lord, first let me go and bury
my father.” Jesus told him, “Follow me,
and let the dead bury their own dead”
(Matt. 8:19-22). Likewise in the story of
the rich young man: he ran up to Jesus,
knelt before him, and hailed him as “Good
Teacher”–and was slapped down, told to
do what he been doing since his youth,
and called to sell everything he owned
and give the proceeds to the poor (Mk.
10:17-22 / Matt.19:16-22 / Lk. 18:18-
25).

It is almost as if no one could welcome
Jesus until he had welcomed them. When
he had the initiative, as in the cases of
Simon and Andrew, Levi, and Zacchae-
us, his invitation was unconditional. When
others took the initiative with him, he
immediately reversed it and charged them
to test themselves. These stories show the
flip-side of Christ’s “welcome,” or rather
his call: it was a proactive decision to
embrace particular persons by name, not
a passive acceptance of just anybody who
showed up.

The evangelists do, of course, tell oth-
er stories in which Jesus relents when
others take the initiative. Perhaps the most
spectacular of these other stories is the
one which recounts Jesus’ encounter with
“a Gentile woman of Syrophoenician or-
igin” (Mk. 7:24-30 / Matt. 15:21-28). As
a Gentile she was by definition a “sinner”
(cf. Gal. 2:15), and the accounts of the
episode in Mark and Matthew imply that
she herself recognized the fact. Neverthe-
less, she came up to Jesus and begged him
to heal her daughter. He ignored her. She
persisted, and, in Matthew’s version of
the story, Jesus was finally moved to tell
her, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of
the house of Israel.” When the woman
still persisted, “he answered, ‘It is not fair
to take the children’s food and throw to
the dogs.’ She said, ‘Yes, Lord, yet even
the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from the
masters’ table.’” Such an insight, arising
from the faith that Jesus had all too rarely
met among his own people, moved him to
relent and grant her petition. This was the
happy denouement of a story in which
Jesus for the most part (we may think)
behaved rather badly. His mission was
only to “the lost sheep of the house of

Israel”–that is, exclusively to Jews and
more particularly to those Jews who had
sinned against God’s unique covenant
with their people. Levi and Zacchaeus, as
tax-gatherers, were not representatives of
generic humanity; they were “lost sheep
of the house of Israel”–Jews who had
gone wrong as children of Abraham. In
other words, Jesus originally confined his
welcome to persons of his own religion
and ethnic heritage.3

And yet the point of the story of the
Syrophoenician woman remains–that
even Gentiles, who did not belong to “the
house of Israel,” could have saving faith.
In a sense, then, this story marks the
moment when Jesus’ mission turned out
to be universal and his message of salva-
tion became a message for all humanity.
But only in a sense. For the gospels show
no sign that Jesus followed up on that
encounter with the Syrophoenician wom-
an in any consistent way. He never sought
out a Gentile and invited her or him the
way he invited (or welcomed) himself
into the lives of Simon and Andrew, Levi,
and Zacchaeus. His relations with such
Gentiles as the gospels report him en-
countering were acquiescent rather than
active, and his response to them did in-
deed take the form of “crumbs that fall
from their masters’ table,” rather than
full-blown admission into the covenant of
salvation.4

This may help to explain the most
curious aspect of Jesus’ encounters with
Gentiles–the fact that none of those Gen-
tiles is ever named. The Syrophoenician
woman, the Gerasene demoniac (Mk. 5:1-
20 / Matt. 8:28-9:1), the centurion at
Capernaum (Matt. 8:5-13 / Lk. 7:1-10),
the Samaritan leper (Lk. 17:18)–all re-
main anonymous, unlike Simon and An-
drew, Levi, Zacchaeus, Jairus, Mary and
Martha. It is hard to see how one could
make someone else a full partner in a
covenant without naming her or him, or
practice genuine “commensality” (table
fellowship) with the anonymous.5 In this
light, then, Jesus did not welcome Gen-
tiles so much as make this or that individ-
ual Gentile an exception to the rule of his
mission–and that rule was, “I was sent
only to the lost sheep of the house of

Israel.”
To be sure, the gospels also recount

episodes where Jesus dealt with Jews,
children of Abraham, who are never
named–not only the various scribes and
Pharisees who challenged him but also
those who had faith in his power to heal
them and were healed, like the paralytic
let down through a hole in the roof (Mk.
2:3-12 / Matt. 9:2-7), the woman who had
suffered hemorrhages for twelve years
(Mk. 5:25-34 / Matt. 9:20-22 / Lk. 8:43-
48), the deaf man with a speech impedi-
ment (Mk. 7:31-37), the blind man at
Bethsaida (Mk. 8:22-27).

So the evidence of the gospels regard-
ing Jesus’ invitation (or welcoming) of
others is rather more ambivalent than we
might have expected or wanted it to be.
We may take his willingness to consort
with sinners and outcasts of the Jewish
nation and, filtering it through the gospel
according to Paul, apply it across the
board to all humanity. After all, this is
precisely what the church has done ever
since the council of Jerusalem (Gal. 2:1-
10; cf. Acts 15:1-19).

But this resolution of the ambivalence
in Jesus’ attitude towards Gentiles is a
post-resurrection event. Remember that
the great commission in Matthew–“Go
therefore and make disciples of all na-
tions, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit, and teaching them to obey every-
thing that I have commanded you”6–is a
word of the risen Jesus. The resurrection
was the watershed from which the apos-
tolic church saw the stream of salvation
flow out of “the house of Israel” to “every
tribe and language and people and na-
tion” (Rev. 5:9). We thus find ourselves
coming back into the orbit of Paul. For it
is Paul’s interpretation of what Christ
means for humanity that allows us to
resolve the ambivalence of Jesus’ rela-
tions with Gentiles (as opposed to his
relations with “the children of Abraham”)
and to assert the universality of God’s
saving love in Christ.

As I argued above, Paul sees God’s
love in Christ as an initiative which ex-

Continued on following page
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pects the response of faith. It is a cove-
nant-making initiative and a covenantal
love. That is to say, it is a love which calls
for, even as it enables, the beloved to
make a public commitment of faith in the
community of believers. Even if Jesus
himself did not baptize people, he did
expect and often demand a commitment
of a very public sort when he invited
himself into a person’s life.

Paul also expected and demanded such
a commitment; and what is more, he im-
plied an intimate connection between that
commitment and baptism, as in Romans
6. There Paul blasted those who said (or
accused him of saying) that we should
“continue sin in order that grace may
abound.” This was impossible, Paul re-
torted, because believers have “died to
sin.” How? By means of baptism: “Do
you not know that all of us who have been
baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized
into his death? Therefore we have been
buried with him by baptism into death, so
that, just as Christ was raised from the
dead by the glory of the Father, so we too
might walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:1-
4). I do not think that I am pressing Paul’s
argument too hard if I say that, in this
passage, he considered baptism to be
something more than a symbolic repre-
sentation or confirmation of a person’s
prior (and private) commitment to Christ.
It actually made that person a participant
in the life of the crucified Lord who is
risen again.

Baptism and eucharist

I f Paul saw baptism as making a per-
son to be a participant of the life of
Jesus Christ, what relation does it

have to the Lord’s supper? The question
might be dismissed either as purely spec-
ulative or as simply futile, because Paul
himself nowhere made an explicit con-
nection between the two. But such a dis-
missal goes too far. It is not a summons to
responsible exegesis; it is the despair of
all exegesis and undercuts the legitimacy
of preaching. For theological exegesis is
not merely a matter of thinking the same
things as Paul, in the same way as Paul. It

is a matter of thinking with Paul, of dis-
cerning the principles of his thought and
teasing out their implications for issues
which confront us in our day. So it is
possible to look at Paul’s handling of
baptismal themes and his discussion of
the Lord’s supper, then see whether the
two concerns have any thread in com-
mon. I suggest that they do, in the way
Paul deployed the theme of soma Chris-
tou, the body of Christ.

In Romans and in 1 Corinthians, Paul
used the image of the body to deal with the
problem of discerning the unity of the
church in the face of its members’ all too
obvious diversity (Rom. 12:4-8; 1 Cor.
12-14; cf. Eph. 4:1-16). One solution to
the problem, which seems to have been
the favored option at Corinth, was to
reject diversity and insist that the posses-
sion of one or another quality alone deter-
mined who was a real Christian. 1 Corin-
thians 12-14, where Paul exploited the
image systematically, is directed against
a group which had identified speaking in
tongues as the one and only necessary
quality.7 Paul would have no truck with
such reductionism. He insisted that the
unity of the church was to be known
precisely in the diversity of its members’
gifts and ministries, even as a body was
known to be single entity in (not despite)
the variety of its organs and limbs. And he
specifically linked this unity-in-diversity
with baptism:

For just as the body is one and has
many members, and all the members
of the body, though many, are one
body, so it is with Christ. For in the
one Spirit we were all baptized into
one body–Jews or Greeks, slaves or
free–and we were all made to drink of
one Spirit. (1 Cor. 12:12-13)

Baptism incorporates believers into the
body of Christ, with the same life’s-breath
(pneuma, spiritus) that animates his risen
body; and it is only as the body of Christ
by baptism that the diversities which di-
vide humans–such as ethnic heritage
(“Jews or Greeks”) and social condition
(“slaves or free”)–are reconciled in a new

principle of unity, namely, Christ’s own
life.

Now this same image occurs in Paul’s
earlier discussion of the Lord’s supper.
As I have already noted, he was outraged
by the way certain groups at Corinth ex-
cluded other believers when the whole
church “came together . . . to eat the
Lord’s supper” (1 Cor. 11:20). Some
gorged themselves on the contents of
well-stocked hampers, while others
munched on dry bread and still others
even went hungry. Paul then reminded the
Corinthians of what the Lord Jesus did
“on the night when he was betrayed” (1
Cor. 11:23-26). This account of the insti-
tution of the Lord’s supper is one of the
most frequently quoted and analyzed pas-
sages in all of Paul’s letters. But it is the
preamble to his argument, not the point of
it. The point is:

Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or
drinks the cup of the Lord in an un-
worthy manner will be answerable for
the body and blood of the Lord. Ex-
amine yourselves, and only then eat of
the bread and drink of the cup. For all
who eat and drink without discerning
the body, eat and drink judgement
against themselves. (1 Cor. 11:27-29)

Modern Christians tend to dislike this
passage for its menace. Paul intended it to
be menacing–but not in such a way as to
discourage Christians from receiving com-
munion at all. His purpose was to over-
bear the exclusionary practices of certain
groups at the Lord’s supper.

In this light, Paul’s remarks about eat-
ing and drinking “in an unworthy man-
ner” and “discerning the body” take on a
broader, inclusive meaning. The body in
question is certainly Christ’s body, but
that body is the whole community of
believers gathered for the Lord’s supper.
So “discerning the [Lord’s] body” means
recognizing the one Christ in each and all
of his members, and an “unworthy” eat-
ing of the supper means any behavior
which denies the worth, and thus the dig-
nity, of anyone who has been made a
member of the body of Christ. And we
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have seen that Paul considered baptism to
be the means by which someone is made
to be a member of Christ’s body.

If this interpretation is faithful to Paul’s
teaching, it is not hard to tease out the
implicit relation between baptism and the
Lord’s supper. Since baptism makes the
individuals be members of the body of
Christ, baptism is what allows communi-
cants to discern the body–and thus to eat
and drink the Lord’s supper in a worthy
manner. Whether baptized people always
do discern the body is another matter.
Clearly, by Paul’s account, several groups
in the church at Corinth had failed miser-
ably in this respect. But in Pauline terms
their sin was not want of hospitality; it
was their betrayal of the baptismal truths
of their lives as members of Christ’s body.
It is as if Paul were saying: “Baptism has
made you members of the body of Christ.
So be members of that one body when you
come together to eat the Lord’s supper
with other members of the same body.”
Baptism had given them the power to
discern themselves and all other baptized
persons as belonging to Christ; but they
had flipped the breaker of that power and
so had thrown the Lord’s supper into
darkness.

This is on the negative side. If we took
Paul’s strictures to heart, so far from
debating whether we should invite every-
body to communion, we would be debat-
ing the terms for admitting anybody to
communion, including ourselves. But
what about the positive side of Paul’s
teaching? In Pauline terms, I said, bap-
tism is what gives communicants the pow-
er to “discern the body” and thus to make
“a worthy communion.” Paul does not tie
communion-worthiness to repentance and
faith, as the prayer book tradition has
done. For Paul, communion-worthiness
is tied to discernment of the Lord’s body
in the assembly of the baptized communi-
ty as its members eat the bread which “is
a sharing in the body of Christ” and drink
the cup which “is a sharing in the blood of
Christ” (1 Cor. 10:16).

A question then arises. What kind of
discernment is this? Paul, of course, does
not address this question. A hint–and

only a hint–of how he might have dealt
with it comes in 1 Corinthians 12, when
he applies his metaphor of the body to the
life of the Christian community. “In the
one Spirit,” he wrote, “we were all bap-
tized into one body.” So discerning the
body is an act of inspiration by the Holy
Spirit.

In this case, inspiration does not mean
the bright-eyed “Aha!” of sudden discov-
ery, such as we commonly (and for the
most part naively) associate with writers,
composers, artists, inventors and scien-
tists. No, in this case inspiration is more
like the act of breathing than the sudden
spark of imaginative genius. Call it inspi-
ration-in-ordinary.

Such seems to be the point of Paul’s
opposition of “flesh” and “the Spirit of
Christ” in Romans 8. “You are not in the
flesh,” he wrote; “you are in the Spirit,
since the Spirit of God dwells in you.
Anyone who does not have the Spirit of
Christ does not belong to him.... If the
Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the
dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ
from the dead will give life to your mortal
bodies also through his Spirit that dwells
in you” (Rom. 8:9,11). The Spirit is now
the element, so to speak, that the spirit of
the baptized person breathes. At the res-
urrection God will complete the process:
our physical bodies (somata) will be trans-
formed according to the Spirit from the
inside out and become somata pneumati-
ka, “spiritual bodies,” bodies entirely
animated by the Spirit (1 Cor. 15:42-53).
But Paul’s whole argument turns on his
conviction that those who are baptized
already have the Spirit breathing within
them, as a kind of down payment on the
resurrection. And it is this divine life’s
breath that enables the baptized to discern
and honor of the body of Christ when they
gather to share the Lord’s supper.

“You receive your own mystery”

But what is “the body of Christ”
that we are supposed to be dis-
cerning? A very long history con-

ditioned Christians to focus almost exclu-
sively on the eucharistic elements and to

talk about the presence (or absence) there-
in of the individual body that was born of
Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was
crucified, died and buried, and rose again.

The relation of “the eucharistic body
of Christ” to “the historical body of Christ”
is indeed an unavoidable issue, and not
merely because Reformation controver-
sies continue to shadow our ecumenical
dialogues. At the same time, the western
tradition itself bears witness that the body
of Christ has a third dimension beyond
the historical and sacramental. If the real
body of Christ himself is sacramentally
present, it is for the sake of mediating
corpus Christi mysticum, “the mystical
body of Christ.” This third dimension is
the final, fulfilled significance of the eu-
charist–and if the theological tradition
followed its own rules, this should mean
that the corpus mysticum provides the
category which should govern discourse
about the eucharist.

Such was certainly the case for Augus-
tine, bishop of Hippo in North Africa
from 395 until his death in 430 and argu-
ably the single most influential theolo-
gian in the western tradition. No other
teacher of the faith did more to shape how
Catholics, Anglicans, and Protestants
spoke and thought about the doctrine of
the Trinity, the doctrine of grace and
predestination, the doctrine of baptism,
and the nature of theological discourse
itself. Curiously enough, though, his treat-
ment of the eucharist has not had anything
like the same impact. Part of the reason is
that Augustine never devoted a whole
treatise, much less a series of treatises, to
the topic; he discussed the eucharist only
when a text, a correspondent, a line of
argument or a festival gave him occasion.

Another and perhaps more telling rea-
son is that, even when he did talk about
the eucharist, Augustine had little interest
in the issues which would come to obsess
the later tradition. Not that he denied the
presence of Christ’s body in the sacra-
ment. “The bread which you see on the
altar,” he once told a class of the newly
baptized, “when it is sanctified by the
word of God, is the body of Christ. The
cup, or rather what the cup contains, when
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it is sanctified by the word of God, is the
blood of Christ.”8 But Augustine refused
to stop there or even to dwell on the point;
he always moved on into the communion,
into what the communion itself signified.
“If you wish to understand the body of
Christ,” he told another group of newly
baptized on Pentecost a few years later,

hear the apostle speaking to the faith-
ful: You are the body of Christ and
members of him [1 Cor. 12:27]. If you
are the body of Christ and members of
him, your own mystery is placed upon
the Lord’s table. You receive your
own mystery. To that which you are,
you respond “Amen”–and by your
response you give your assent. For
you hear, “The body of Christ,” and
you respond, “Amen.” Be a member
of Christ’s body, so that you may
speak a true “Amen.”9

In this same sermon, Augustine immedi-
ately went on to explain in what sense we
“receive [our] own mystery” by reference
to 1 Corinthians 10:17 (“There is one
bread and we, being many, are one body”).
“Who is this one bread?” he asked. “The
many who are one body.... Be what you
behold, and receive what you are.”10 In
other words, Augustine was striving to
maintain Paul’s broader, more inclusive
understanding of soma Christou. The
eucharist signified, and was identical with,
the body of Christ, yes–but the body of
Christ included all the members that had
been baptized into the body. Augustine
expressed it in his Discourses on the
Gospel of John:

Let us therefore rejoice and give
thanks: not only have you been made
Christians, but Christ. Do you under-
stand, do you grasp the grace of God
that is upon us? Stand in awe and be
glad: we have been made Christ! For
if he is our head, we are his members;
the whole human being is he and we....
The fullness of Christ is therefore
head and members.  What is it, this
head and members? It is Christ and
the Church.11

Whatever may have been true of Jesus in
the days of his earthly sojourn, there is
now no other Christ–Christ has no other
body–but Jesus and the community of the
Church together, living one common life.
That is what the eucharist signifies, and
that is how we receive our own mystery
when we receive the eucharist.

Here we may see the true basis of the
church’s rule that one must be baptized in
order to be eligible for communion. A
sign is not a discrete reality; it depends on
the reality which it signifies. Thus, if the
eucharist signifies “the whole Christ”–
Jesus and his members together–it de-
pends upon the communicants’ being real
members of the whole Christ; and we
have seen how Paul bears witness that
baptism creates–makes be–that member-
ship, that participation of Christ and mu-
tual relation with him. The eucharist sus-
tains and nourishes what baptism has cre-
ated anew. If one has not been “born of
water and Spirit,” the new creation that
the eucharist is designed to feed is not
there to receive the nourishment.12 Bap-
tism, then, generates the condition which
makes it possible for a Christian to dis-
cern and actually share in the body of
Christ. This, in turn, suggests that the
eucharist, considered as a sign, not only
depends on the reality of the whole body
of Christ, but also depends upon baptism,
considered as a sign which effects new
birth into the order of the new creation
that is the body of Christ.

In this light, the call for condition-free
invitations to communion–and, a fortiori,
for the “open table”–become question-
able. For what then are we saying about
the eucharist? That it signifies the whole
Christ, the mutual integrity of Jesus and
those who have been baptized into his
paschal life? Or that it signifies a sort of
holy Sunday brunch where the Christian-
ly minded attest their warm fellow-feel-
ing by sharing blessed bickies and sips of
prayed-over plonk? I am not sure who is
being served in this way. Are we doing
ourselves any but transient favors? Even
more to the point, are we doing honest and
honorable inquirers any favors? For they
come to us seeking “a still more excellent

way” for their lives and, perhaps, for their
children’s lives–a way which practices,
even as it enables, true integrity in the
world whose structures deceive and culti-
vate self deceit. If we do not practice the
eucharist with integrity, if we do not cel-
ebrate the mystery with its meaning in-
tact, what are we doing but deceiving
ourselves and, worse still, the very inquir-
ers who have come to us because we
promised authenticity to them?

Condition-free invitations to commun-
ion and “the open table” may not be the
way to revive Christianity; they may only
be the final rattle of Christendom.

Notes
1 Editor’s note: An allusion to the Cana-
dian alliance amongst evangelicals, char-
ismatics, and the Prayer Book Society
which has attempted to claim the mantle
of orthodoxy and promote “family val-
ues.”

2 In an address delivered during the clergy
conference of the Diocese of Toronto,
University of Guelph, June 1999.

3 Paul appears to recognize this very point
at Rom. 15:8: “For I tell you that Christ
has become a servant of the circumcised
on behalf of the truth of God in order that
he might confirm the promises given to
the patriarchs.”

4 As John P. Meier remarks concerning
Matthew’s presentation of Jesus and Gen-
tiles: “The few Gentiles who do come into
contact with Jesus are not objects of Jesus’
missionary outreach; they rather come to
him unbidden and humble, realizing they
are out of place” (A Marginal Jew: Re-
thinking the Historical Jesus, 1: The Roots
of the Problem and the Person [New
York: Doubleday–Anchor Bible Refer-
ence Library, 1991], p.64).

5 The term commensality, designating ta-
ble-fellowship without conditions, restric-
tions or rankings, gained currency (and
even a kind of vogue) as a result of John
Dominic Crossan’s best-selling tome, The
Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediter-
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ranean Jewish Peasant (San Francisco:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1991). Crossan ar-
gued that commensality was part of Jesus’
attempt to inaugurate “the brokerless king-
dom.”

6 Matt. 28:19-20.  The Matthean great
commission is, of course, a commission
to unrestricted baptism, paired with a
commission to teach. The same may be
said about the story of Peter’s vision at
Joppa and its consequences (Acts 10:9-
11:18). Neither is to the point when we
are discussing a policy of invitation to
communion without conditions, prior to
baptism.

7 It is worth noting that at the very start of
the same letter (1 Cor. 1:11-17) Paul
lambasted several rival factions, each of
which made the apostolic genealogy of
their baptism (“each of you says, ‘I be-
long to Paul,’ or ‘I belong to Apollos,’ or
‘I belong to Cephas,’ or ‘I belong to
Christ’”) the sole defining quality of a
real Christian.

8 Augustine, Sermon 227.1; cf. Sermon
272.1: “What you see [on the altar] is
bread and a cup.  This is what your eyes
report to you, but your faith asks to be
instructed about the meaning of what you
see. The bread is the body of Christ, the
cup is the blood of Christ.”

9 Augustine, Sermon 272.2.

10 Ibid., 272.3.

11 Augustine, Discourses on the Gospel of
John 21.8. Cf. Augustine, Homilies on
the First Letter of John 10.3: “The chil-
dren of God are the body of the only Child
of God; and since he is the head and we
are the members, there is but one Child of
God. So whoever loves the children of
God, loves the Child of God; and whoev-
er loves the Child of God, loves the Fa-
ther–and it is not possible to love the
Father unless one loves the Child. Who-
ever loves the Child, also loves the chil-
dren of God. And who are the children of
God? The members of the Child of God.

And by loving each makes himself a mem-
ber, and through love comes to be in the
structure of the body of Christ–and there
will be one Christ loving himself. For
when the members love one another, the
body loves itself.”

12 Jn. 3:5; cf. 2 Cor. 5:17 (“So if anyone is
in Christ, there is a new creation: every-
thing old has passed away; see, every-
thing has become new!”).
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JOHN W B HILL

Conformity or intentionality?

In the New Testament, baptism was
something that happened for converts,
for example, people who heard Peter

on the day of Pentecost, the Ethiopian
befriended by Philip, the household of
Cornelius visited by Peter. They heard
the news of what God had done through
Jesus, they opened their hearts to accept
its implications, they joined the commu-
nity of disciples, and they began to expe-
rience the power of the Spirit. And bap-
tism was the sign and seal of this conver-
sion.

Over the first three centuries or so, the
Christian movement continued to devel-
op its wisdom and skill in making disci-
ples, in a process they called “catechu-
menate,” a process that climaxed in bap-
tism. Christian contacts with non-believ-
ers were cultivated with compassion and
in response to their spiritual interest, and
inquirers were helped to understand some-
thing of the story and lifestyle of believers
and the costliness of it. If they still wanted
to know more and were prepared to un-
dertake the basic disciplines of the Chris-
tian life, they were inducted as apprentic-
es–called “catechumens”–and shared the
company of the believers who gathered
week by week, hearing the scriptures read
and taught. The Christian friends who
first connected with these apprentices
would become their sponsors, testifying
to the seriousness of their interest, and
then as the apprentices grew in faith and
obedience to the way of Christ, the spon-
sors would have to testify to the authen-
ticity of their devotion. Only then they
could be accepted as candidates for bap-
tism, once it was clear they were ready to
make a lifelong commitment.

Candidates would then begin to pre-
pare for baptism through prayer and fast-

What meaning has infant baptism
in a post-Christian world?

ing and the testing of their hearts. Cus-
tomarily, this would come to a climax at
the Great Vigil of Easter; they would be
baptized and brought into the community
as full members, sharing at the Lord’s
table. Evidence suggests that parents
would also bring their children with them
to baptism, a family solidarity that the
church had always recognized and sup-
ported. During the weeks immediately
following their baptism, they would be
guided into an appreciation of the sacra-
mental life which they now shared.

Such was the care the church exer-
cised in making disciples. By the time
candidates got as far as a decision about
baptism, their intentions were usually very
clear–something of no little importance
considering the weighty responsibility
they bore as witnesses to Christ in a
hostile society.

But then, as if by some special grace of
God, the Roman emperor converted, ap-
parently deciding that the Christian faith
was the best tool available for uniting his
empire. He actively encouraged the pub-
lic acceptance of the Christian faith, and
soon it was no longer costly to be a
Christian–in fact it became costly to hold
out against it! Soon, candidates for bap-
tism were no longer being scrutinized
concerning their real intentions; they were
being accepted in droves because confor-
mity had become the new Christian vir-
tue.

Needless to say, it was not long before
the majority of baptismal candidates were
infants; all the adults had already been
baptized. Eventually, baptism became a
matter of conformity, and laws were en-
acted to ensure that people did not hesi-
tate to bring newborns to the font. This
made a lot of sense when the whole cul-
ture was professedly Christian. Why leave
out the children, when they were loved by
God as much as anyone else? In the early
middle ages, children were also commu-

nicants, until clergy began to think that
the sacrament of the table was holier than
the people who came to eat it, and started
worrying about children spitting out the
bread or spilling the cup.

But with the Enlightenment, things
began to change in the so-called Christian
world.  There was a growing rebellion
against the authority of the church, and
more and more people opted out of the
Christian faith, some by degrees, some by
wholesale rejection of its teachings. It
became fashionable to be skeptical, and
skepticism was one of the foundations of
the emerging new authority: the authority
of science. By our own day it has become
clear that conformity no longer leads peo-
ple into church membership; people no
longer have to opt out of the church. In
fact, they have to opt in, consciously and
intentionally, if they are going to be Chris-
tians in the modern world. We are back to
the position of the early church, at least in
this respect. It is vitally important that the
way we celebrate baptism should reflect
and support this new reality: that people
become Christians and members of
Christ’s church not by conformity but by
choice and intention.

Life-stage sacraments
(conformity)

The pattern of sacramental life we
inherited is one shaped by the long
centuries of Christendom and re-

shaped in the sixteenth-century Reforma-
tion. The historic Book of Common Prayer
(including the 1962 BCP of the Anglican
Church of Canada) offers us an image of
human civilization ordered by God’s
grace: morning and evening prayer, by
which daily life is sanctified; weekly re-
membrance of the Lord’s death which
won for us this Christian civilization; and
a series of pastoral offices: Baptism, Con-
firmation, Matrimony, Churching of
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Women, Ministry to the Sick, and Burial
of the Dead, all of which are geared to the
ages and stages of life, sanctifying the
times and seasons of our lives from cradle
to grave.

The difficulty for us in using such an
order today is its assumption of a Chris-
tian civilization, in which every citizen
will of course share this sanctified cycle
of life. When baptism and confirmation
are life-stage sacraments, the assumption
is that they are celebrated automatically
when a person is of the right age. Babies
are baptized just because they are babies,
even when their parents apparently have
no intention of living as members of Christ
and his church. Young people are con-
firmed just because they are the right age,
even if their greatest concern happens to
be conformity to the youth culture. All of
this happens in the radically altered con-
text of a post-Christian culture. In the
process, the authentic character of Chris-
tian discipleship is quietly betrayed, over
and over again, until no one, not even the
faithful, really believes what we say any
more.

A conversion sacrament
(intentionality)

One of the seldom observed char-
acteristics of The Book of Alter-
native Services and of other con-

temporary revisions of the prayer book, is
that the order of Holy Baptism has been
moved out of that series of pastoral ser-
vices that is tied to the life-cycle and now
stands as the first of the two gospel sacra-
ments that define the life of the church.
What will our sacramental practice look
like if it expresses and celebrates the very
real phenomenon of the Gospel taking
root in people’s lives? What will have to
change in our practice of the sacraments
if they are to express intentionality in-
stead of conformity, response to God’s
call instead of capitulation to the pressure
of grandparents?

We know we cannot go back to the
practice of the early church and pretend
that we are a mysterious little movement
distinguished for its courage of faith and

its stamina under persecution. Inquirers
do not bring great curiosity about the
source of this mysterious power; instead
they bring a lot of baggage of expecta-
tions from past experience or hearsay,
and more often than not, they bring wildly
corrupted notions of both the church and
the Gospel. So we cannot respond to them
in the same way the first Christians re-
sponded to inquirers. Nevertheless, some-
thing like the ancient church’s care and
thoroughness in making disciples is go-
ing to be essential in our ministry from
here on in.

Some of us have been working very
hard over the past few years to recon-
struct the shape of that ministry, a con-
temporary catechumenate, in the expec-
tation that the day will soon come when
inquirers will once again approach us to
find an experience of God’s grace. They
will be people disillusioned with the rat-
race of consumer culture and the empty-
headed spirituality of new-age trendiness;
they will be suspicious of our institutions,
to be sure, but hungry for true wisdom and
healing power in their daily living. We
need to know how to serve them faithful-
ly, how to guide them beyond cynicism to
open-hearted trust in the way of Christ,
how to incorporate them, step by step,
into a community of faith. And that is
what a catechumenal ministry is all about.

In the meantime, this vision calls into
question our inherited patterns of minis-
try to people who bring their babies for
baptism. The problem is not theirs, for we
taught them the path of sacramental con-
formity. The problem is ours: it is we who
must learn to do better and offer these
young parents a path toward responsible
participation in the community of the
covenant.

Some very large hurdles confront us,
however. For one, unless our congrega-
tions can share this vision, we will only be
spinning our wheels. But involving mem-
bers of the congregation in sponsoring
young families for baptism can certainly
help to rebuild the vision within the con-
gregation.

Another hurdle is the clash of expecta-
tions. Let me name just two. First, there
will often be the clash between the expec-

tations of the parents, who want to know
when the baptism can be scheduled, and
our expectations that they may need to
explore the meaning of discipleship first.
Second, there will be the clash between
our expectation that we must incorporate
them, by hook or by crook, into our com-
mon life because we cannot turn them
away, and the Gospel’s expectation that
only those who take up a cross can follow
the way of Christ.

Household Christendom

Another change which The Book
of Alternative Services has
brought to the tradition of the

BCP is that instead of having two rites for
baptism (one for children and one for
“such as are of riper years”), it provides
one rite only, although it shows us how to
modify the rite when the candidates are
too young to answer for themselves. What
this makes clear is that normally candi-
dates are expected to answer for them-
selves. When this is not possible, we must
face some major questions.

Of course, the prayer book knew this
all along. In the 1662 BCP catechism, the
explanation of baptism applies only to
adult baptism, and the question that im-
mediately follows is, “Why then are in-
fants baptized?”  The catechism goes on
to offer a rationale, but clearly, infant
baptism (even if it is the commonest form
of baptism) is seen as an exceptional
practice, the normative form being the
baptism of those who can answer for
themselves.

Of course, as we all know, in infant
baptism, the parents and sponsors answer
for the child, something which they cer-
tainly cannot do unless they can first
answer for themselves. So our ministry to
families bringing children to baptism must
begin by preparing the parents to reaf-
firm their own baptismal covenant.

However, my argument for the appro-
priateness of baptizing all infants during
those long centuries of Christian civiliza-
tion was that you couldn’t grow up in that
culture without sharing in the Christian
world-view; you couldn’t be a non-Chris-
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Books edited by Elizabeth Morris Downie
tian unless you opted out! Nowadays,
nobody grows up that way unless they
live in a household that has a distinctly
Christian culture! Is it possible to imagine
such a household whose daily life is so
shaped by the Christian story, Christian
prayer and Christian assumptions that a
young child growing up there cannot even
imagine not being a Christian? I propose
to call this phenomenon “household Chris-
tendom.” And I want to propose that a
child born into such a household Chris-
tendom cannot conceivably be left out of
the Christian covenant. That is the situa-
tion in which infant baptism is entirely
justified. It is not, however, merely a
household in which the parents happen to
be churchgoers.

At the beginning, I recalled what the
New Testament tells us about the circum-
stances in which baptism was first admin-
istered. People heard the news of what
God had done through Jesus, they opened
their hearts to accept its implications,
they joined the community of disciples,
and they began to experience the power
of the Spirit. And baptism was the sign
and seal of this conversion.

Likewise, infant baptism is the sign
and seal of the Christian identity of a child
who hears, from its earliest days, the story
of what God has done through Jesus,
whose heart is led to explore the implica-
tions of that story, who is physically in-
cluded in the community of disciples, and
who experiences in a child’s way the
power of the Holy Spirit. This, I believe,
is the meaning of infant baptism in a post-
Christian world, and this meaning must
replace the popular notion of baptism as
inoculation against God’s wrath.

Thus, the other dimension of ministry
to parents who bring their children to
baptism must be a ministry that guides
them in the quest for a Christian house-
hold, one in which their baptized infant
will grow up with a Christian imagina-
tion, conscious of being a child of God
and a follower of Jesus Christ, and unable
to imagine not being a Christian.

John Hill, a priest of the Anglican Church
of Canada, is a member of Associated
Parishes Council.

Giles, Richard. Re-pitching the Tent:
Reordering the Church Building for Wor-
ship and Mission. Revised and expanded
edition. Collegeville, MN: Liturgical
Press, 1999. Xv + 255 pages. $29.95
(paper).

I  read Re-pitching the Tent with a
mixture of delight, enthusiastic inter-
est and discomfort. It wasn’t my friend

Richard Giles’s text that made me un-
comfortable, but
musings the book
provoked on the
sad state of litur-
gical reform
among us practi-
tioners. I think the
discomfort was
useful.

Giles has writ-
ten an important
book for anyone
who cares about
Christian liturgy. It is accessible to a non-
expert (and would make a useful study
text for a parish committee working to
develop liturgy and mission in new ways).
The presentation is appealingly provi-
sional, lively, pragmatic and suitably opin-
ionated. With courageous lay and clergy
leadership to follow up on it, a parish
study using Re-pitching the Tent could
lead to well considered pastorally and
evangelically appropriate change in a
congregation.

Will the people who should read this
book read it? My strong impression is that
many of our liturgist colleagues (clergy,
musicians and lay planners of liturgy)
regard concerns for church architecture
as a pastoral luxury and an irrelevance to
mission. In the 1960s and 1970s, build-
ings were dismissed, as our most outspo-
ken leaders dreamt of church communi-
ties without buildings. At the turn of the
millennium, the judgment of luxury has a
note of discouraged “realism” about how
much change is possible. In fact, such
dark “pastoral pragmatism” haunts every

aspect of liturgical reform and practice,
so I hope that readers of OPEN who
dismiss questions of liturgical space as
irrelevant to their own liturgical practice
will read on (and read Giles’s book).

Richard Giles is the energetic and ap-
pealingly controversial Dean of the Epis-
copal Cathedral in Philadelphia. He was
invited from England to transform and
enliven a tiny downtown congregation of
thirty or so people meeting in a collapsing
building (a literally collapsing floor in a
building that cried out for new vision).
Along with his English parish and dioce-
san responsibilities, he had an at-large
assignment from the Archbishop of Can-
terbury as a missioner and congregation-
al consultant for such work. “Reorder-
ing” as he uses the word in his subtitle and
throughout the book is the usual Church
of England term for remodeling church
spaces.

How many AP members are ready to
engage a bold, creative conversation
about the actual spaces we use for wor-
ship? How many times have we heard
someone say, “Don’t fight the building,
the building always wins?” Louis Weil is
the source of that valuable warning; he
didn’t intend it as a counsel of resignation
or despair, but as an imperative to face the
problem of the church building’s implicit
messages and liturgical limitations and to
remake the building for gospel communi-
ty.

When Weil was professor of liturgics
at Nashotah House, he led worship in the
Red Chapel, an alternative, flexible space
that allowed that community to develop
and share an interactive, transformative
experience of eucharist. Weil shared lead-
ership among imaginative colleagues (or-
dained and lay), included children wholly
in the gathering, and clustered everyone
close around the table. He tells of that
community’s discovery of how radically
a holistic enactment of liturgy could touch
and change people’s lives. In like vein,
Giles asserts that church space that serves
liturgy will transform community.
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Giles writes convincingly of the cost
we pay in mission for the huge effort we
put into maintaining worship spaces that
do not serve our real work. He writes
practically about how to teach a congre-
gation to look at itself, to see and talk
about its work and its space. He offers
enough concrete suggestions about how
to accomplish change that reading this
book generates quite specific local
thoughts and a path for one’s own congre-
gation. Giles is a liturgical optimist who
believes in the possibility and power of
larger changes than most congregations
have yet seen. He believes that the public
rituals we enact in our public spaces drive
the work of church. He believes that the
liturgy can embody God’s holy trans-
forming power and can embolden and
train our people to act for justice, com-
passion, creativity, peace-making and joy
throughout their lives.

Repitching the Tent is a call to patient
but relentless practical steps toward trans-
forming ourselves through renewing our
liturgy. The questions in it could easily
stir up conflict and bring confusion and
pain. Along with confusion and pain, con-
flict leads us toward process, education,
conversation and discovery. Giles ob-
serves (with Speed Leas, Nancy Ammer-
man and others) that clergy who are un-
trained in managing conflict and become
conflict-averse cannot touch the healing
and creative potential of conflict or work
for positive change.

I recall  many occasions when col-
leagues, people who care deeply about
liturgy, have gone quickly to one of two
stopping points–“Been there, done that;
we moved our altar twenty years ago”; or
“Our space is a terrible problem, but
there’s nothing more we can do until
certain people die.”

These are not remarks about church
furniture or architecture, they are decla-
rations of our commitment (or lack of it)
to the power of liturgy to shape and change
people’s lives and experience of God.
The familiar dispirited refrains raise grave
questions about liturgical reform. Do we
trust its practical, spiritual and evangeli-
cal value? Are we committed to making
our liturgy a place for people to discover

together new, braver, more creative selves
by meeting God present in the holy com-
munity at prayer? Or are we content with
sacraments that offer only therapeutic
and individualistic comfort and encour-
agement, or a theological significance
that hardly anyone can actually discern?

The 1979 prayer book is an unfinished
work of reform. It was a textual reform
that did not systematically address prac-
tice. It is a verbal reform of sacramental
prayers with little or no systematic ad-
dress of the matter of sacrament. Inherit-
ed spaces shaped the 1979 texts toward
old 1928 models. In buildings that se-
verely limit participation, we continue an
old liturgy that valued ideas and interpre-
tation of experience over experience it-
self.

Most Episcopal liturgies are observed
passively from a distance by all but the
few vested leaders. Reasonably progres-
sive, well-intentioned, Rite II Episcopal
congregations symbolize or represent the
liturgy they actually intend to present.
Visible actions of the clergy and assis-
tants “on the altar” symbolize invisible
(theoretical? imagined? symbolized?)
actions of the whole people. How can our
wholly delegated and physically distanced
ritual re-present or even symbolize ac-
tions of the whole people? When do our
people speak? When do they touch one
another or sacred symbols? How do they
move? What is the dynamic between
scripted and unscripted words and ac-
tion? When in our usual liturgy do we
experience the whole people gathering
and moving together into Christ?

Space is not ultimately about taste or
ideas. People experience and respond to
space with feelings and behaviors; the
implicit flow of eye and traffic, the light
and sound of particular space change the
character of the assemblies in the space.
Think of how flat a liturgy in a carpeted,
windowless hotel conference room can
feel. Compare spaces that seem to invite
prayer, movement, singing, spaces in
which strangers look promising and fa-
miliar people look more alive. Good space
opens an assembly’s readiness to partici-
pate in God’s acts of salvation. Difficult
space does not prevent us from meeting

God, but can significantly impede our
readiness, our response, our listening.

Giles argues that intentional ordering
of space and furniture marks the authen-
ticity and faithfulness of Catholic Chris-
tians (since in every previous generation
since we first had buildings, we have
remade church buildings to serve our
theology and mission). And he argues
that buildings which do not empower us
to enact our mission will hinder us (and
even more hinder our visitors) from expe-
riencing it. Serious missionary sense won’t
leave us content with buildings that se-
verely compromise our effectiveness as
missionaries. Given our church’s huge
capital investment in buildings and the
enormous annual commitment we make
keep them up, our choice is literally pay-
ing to support mission or paying to ham-
per it.

I strongly recommend this book for
any church leader or any congregation
that cares about the vitality and integrity
of congregational life. Read it whether or
not you think you are interested in space
and architecture. It is a book about com-
munity, about experience in liturgy, and
about the whole enterprise of bringing
community to life by good liturgy. Rich-
ard Giles’s writing voice is compassion-
ate, quick, contradictory, witty, impas-
sioned, opinionated, persistent, curious,
observant and intuitive. Occasionally he’s
funny, always interesting, but alongside
his helpful effort to captivate us, Giles
never falters in arguing on historical and
theological grounds that reordering space
will be a priority in any truly missionary
church.

Re-pitching the Tent isn’t the last word.
Other tastes and other cultural sensitivi-
ties might teach us startling different les-
sons, and there are evident gaps such as
no real discussion of natural acoustics or
natural light, and no arguments pro and
con about amplification. Other gaps I
noticed included one mislabeled photo
(Pennant Malangel in Wales, bottom of p.
108, is identified as St. Paul, Willington
Quay, Wallsend). The index doesn’t al-
ways help find ideas and places I had
already read and wanted to find again. My
sense is that the book was created with a
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suitable sense of urgency and is meant to
engage and challenge us to do our own
work. I hope Re-pitching the Tent is an
early new word in a large conversation
and larger project, the project of fully
enacting our uncompleted reform of the
liturgy.

DONALD SCHELL

Rector
St. Gregory of Nyssa Episcopal Church

San Francisco, California

d’Aquili, Eugene, and Newberg, Andrew
B. The Mystical Mind: Probing the Biol-
ogy of Religious Experience. Theology
and the Sciences. Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1999. 240 pp. $20.00 (paper).

Some books provide a structure for
insights still unfamiliar or which
lie just beyond the reach of one’s

grasp. Other books offer a careful struc-
ture and a versatile vocabulary for what is
known intuitively or experientially. Less
frequently a book may lay bare new per-
spectives, perhaps even chart novel ap-
proaches. This remarkable little book–
comprising just 210 closely written pag-
es, with 18 more for endnotes and index–
does all that and more.

The authors, colleagues and profes-
sors, one of psychiatry and the other of
radiology and psychiatry, at the Universi-
ty of Pennsylvania Medical School, har-
vest twenty-five years of research in the
neuro-physiology of religious experience
to offer this engaging study of the biolog-
ical realities that underlie and shape reli-
gious experience. How does the mind
experience the sacred? Why does the
mind create myth? What makes some-
thing spiritual? Why are religious experi-
ences so powerful? Is myth-making, even
engagement in ritual, a necessary–per-
haps even predictable–moment in the
evolution of human knowing, or of hu-
man being?

The study begins with a surprisingly
perceptive overview of theology and its
universal quest for answers to the ques-
tions: “Why are we here?”; “How does
the universe work?”; “What determines
good and evil?” Having outlined the pa-

rameters of the theological enterprise in
careful, broad strokes, the authors pro-
ceed, using scientific language accessible
to patient and thoughtful liturgists, to
discover how the brain is involved in
mystical experiences, mapping the func-
tions of the brain and exploring the bio-
logical structures relevant to experience,
emotion and cognition.

There is much here with profound
implications for our understanding of rit-
ual, the shaping of liturgy, and the cere-
monial nurture of the human spirit. Chap-
ters on myth-making, ritual and liturgy,
meditation and near-death experiences
attempt to understand what is happening
in the brain and to measure the changes in
the rest of the body that accompany the
various brain states involved.

Practitioners (for good or evil) in ev-

We’d hate to see you go!

We regret that for a number of members this will be their last
copy of OPEN.  Please take a minute to check the address block on
the back cover.  The top line gives the month and year of your
membership expiration.  For a number of readers it says “LAST
COPY”.

Given the part-time nature of the Coordinator position and the
press of other business, renewal notices are mailed in the anniver-
sary month, and there is no other follow-up.  Please don’t lose
your membership by inadvertence or mail error.  Please check the
address with each issue and renew in a timely fashion.

There are important issues facing the Church on which you will
find OPEN of use and interest.

ery age and place have known the power
of myth and ritual. For the most part they
have used their instincts, intuitions and
guesswork more or less consciously to
shape the religious experience of their
peers. This exhilarating and fascinating
book provides parameters to challenge
and hold accountable those of us who
share the custody of the people’s ritual
life, it offers a vocabulary that goes far to
keep us honest in the service of that cus-
tody, and it keeps us aware in a refreshing
and poignant way that we are mystery in
the face of the tremendous and spellbind-
ing mystery whom we approach, fascinat-
ed and trembling.

 BRUCE JENNEKER

Associate Rector
Trinity Church

Copley Square, Boston, Massachusetts
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Music by Mark A. DeW. Howe

Christmas is about to end as I write
this, and last night the choir I
direct had its first practice of the

new year. They’re a committed bunch,
and they have a considerable degree of
consensus as to the demands of their
vocation as a musical ensemble: prayer,
praise, heightened corporate expression
of joy or sadness, and the capacity of sung
words to be more precise than spoken
ones. In early No-
vember we were
able to sing J. S.
Bach’s early funer-
al cantata Gottes
Zeit ist die aller-
beste Zeit (God’s
Time Is the Best) in
the context of
Evening Prayer for
the feast of All
Faithful Departed,
and in early December we offered the
community a sung liturgy reflecting on
Advent themes. The point of these events
was not to present one dazzling and hero-
ic musical show after another, but rather
to invite others to join in sung prayer.

The liturgies, and the public response
to them, were exhilarating. But preparing
for them was exhausting, both to me and
to the choir, many of whom had commit-
ments to family, to other arenas of parish
life, and to the wider community. The
common reservoir of energy that we would
need to prepare for Christmas was sorely
depleted, and by mid-December atten-
dance at rehearsals was down. Nor could
I find instrumentalists to play on the
evening of December 24. I had, in fact,
planned quite a lot of elaborate music for
the late-evening service–music that was
to be accompanied by a small orchestra.
To make matters worse, the constant com-
mercial soundtrack of Christmas music in
the air (beginning, as we all know, before
Advent) seemed to wear more abrasively
on me this year than it usually does.

Members of the parish were persistent
in asking me what the Christmas Eve
repertoire would be, and I was grouchily

unwilling to answer their queries until I
was sure I had the necessary forces lined
up. Musical expectations are high in this
cathedral parish; after all, people travel
from all over the state to St. Paul’s on
Christmas Eve and on Easter morning to
hear “the glorious music.” What irked me
was not the fatigue, either of me or the
choir, but the twice-a-year commodity-
consumers appearing for a concert; what
I wanted, rather, was to help people pray.

While talking to some friends about
this, one said to me, “Mark, quit com-
plaining about the Christmas-and-Easter
crowd. People will come to a show if a
show’s what you’re putting on.”

Oof! That stung! Yes: I had to admit
that the best way to encourage the con-
cert-consumers was, in fact, to put on a
show. Conversely, the best way to en-
courage deep prayer at the mystery of
God’s incarnation was to keep things
uncomplicated. It was easy to invite peo-
ple into sung prayer outside of the major
feasts, but until this conversation I’d been
assuming that Christmas and Easter were,
in fact, occasions for concerts.

So I changed plans. We did not have a
string orchestra this year, for the first time
in anyone’s memory, nor did we do an
overblown program of music. We sang
good, nourishing and simple fare from
The Oxford Book of Carols, a Russian
setting of the Song of Mary, a rousing
chorus from early 20th-century France, an
austere setting of an early English carol.
And, of course, the choir and congrega-
tion together sang favorites from the hym-
nal and other sources.

There were, as usual, plenty of visitors
and home-comers in the congregation that
evening. I don’t know whether anyone
missed the orchestra, though one choir
member told me the other day that it was
much easier to focus on prayer this Christ-
mas Eve. The liturgy was no less festive
than it might have been otherwise: festive
does not necessarily mean elaborate; cer-
tainly for the choir I directed on Christ-
mas Eve, festive meant direct, unfussy
and competent.

_____________________________________
VISIT OUR WEB SITE

www.
associatedparishes.

org
_____________________________________

This combined winter-spring issue of
OPEN comes to you very belatedly, with
apologies from your editor. The summer
issue now underway will include the San-
ta Fe Statement from the April meeting of
Associated Parishes Council, along with
articles exploring the issues raised by the
statement. The statement is now available
on the AP website:

http://www.associatedparishes.org

It is my hope with the summer and fall
issues to return to a more regular schedule
of publication.

Editor’s note
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NIGEL RENTON

Last year’s conference of the Asso-
ciation of Diocesan Liturgy and
Music Commissions (ADLMC),

in Bloomington, Minnesota, close to the
Minneapolis/St. Paul airport, had a rela-
tively small attendance, but the business
meetings were certainly lively.  We had
much to talk about.

With over one hundred attendees in
some years, registration fees could pay
travel expenses, registration and hono-
raria for the keynote speaker and several
presenters.  Those days appear to be over.

The 2000 conference was originally
scheduled to be held at Kanuga in beauti-
ful western North Carolina, but the staff at
Kanuga could not meet ADLMC’s re-
quirements, hence the return to Minneso-
ta.

In heated discussions over the years,
and with various resolutions, one faction
had virtually demanded the comforts of a
pretty good hotel in a hub city, while
others preferred less expensive board and
lodging at a conference center, usually
out of town.

Developments reached a critical point
last year. The prospect of a lower atten-
dance meant either an early decision to
increase the registration fee to a point of
diminishing returns, or reducing the num-
ber of those paid to attend as speakers or
workshop leaders, the chosen solution.
The problem with having no guest speak-
ers is that there is then even less incentive
for folks to attend. No figures have been
released yet, but it was expected that the
recent conference would be a money-
loser, as there were fewer than fifty regis-
trants.

There are several reasons why num-
bers have been falling at ADLMC’s annu-
al meetings, including:

1. Return visits to dioceses that have
previously hosted meetings. One of the
joys of earlier meetings is that we would

A change of direction for ADLMC?
be invited to different dioceses, especial-
ly ones where there was an opportunity to
meet Episcopalians who were glad to
hear the word about the 1979 prayer book.

2. The disbanding of liturgy and music
commissions in some dioceses as the 1979
prayer book became better known and
more widely used.

3. Increasing expense, especially when
the conferences are held in hotel space.

4. Less willingness by some bishops and
dioceses to fund travel to attend confer-
ences in these days of list-serves and
other “virtual” conferences.

Increasingly, those attending the con-
ferences have been individual members
with an abiding passion for liturgy, and
fewer and fewer attendees accredited as
representatives of their dioceses.

Meantime, at the Executive Commit-
tee’s 2000 meeting in Dallas, a new vision
emerged.  The newsletter which followed
treated the Executive Committee conclu-
sions as a fait accompli.  One paragraph
read:

This is a new organization now with a
new purpose. This calls for a new
name. It is “Transforming Common
Worship.” The Executive Committee
will now become the Council.

The change was symbolized in the news-
letter’s letterhead, with “ADLMC” shown
in faded type and the new name imprinted
on top of it. Underneath that were the
words “Formerly The Association of Di-
ocesan Liturgy and Music Commissions.”
The President became Convenor.  Under
the heading New Name...New Look...New
Vision... was a clearly-worded mission
statement:

We are called to be Christ’s body in
the world–

a people of justice and truth
created in baptism and held in life-

giving relationship by our baptismal
promises

a feasting and rejoicing community
gathered around the table to be nur-

tured and transformed by Word and Sac-
rament

We are the Church.
The mission of Transforming Common
Worship is to embody this vision and
equip the church to fulfill it.
Our ministry is to create for those with a
passion for worship a safe context for
dialogue, collaboration and mutual en-
couragement through

annual gatherings
curriculum development
electronic and print communications
consultation teams
grassroots efforts

There isn’t very much in this with which
any active member of Associated Parish-
es would wish to disagree. However, it
does make one wonder whether we need
two parallel organizations to accomplish
similar goals.

When the changes were discussed (at
great length) at the conference in Novem-
ber, there were many voices. The main
criticism of the Executive Committee was
that it had taken decisions beyond its
assigned role, and that the exciting new
vision should first have been brought to
the conference, with all the necessary
planning to make proper changes in the
organization’s bylaws. The chief concern
about the new mission statement was that
it seemed to leave very little place for
diocesan commissions. While the point
that there were fewer and fewer dioceses
sending representation was well taken,
nevertheless there were a number of folk
present whose way was being paid by
their diocese; to them, and to those whose
dioceses had not seen fit to furnish fund-
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ing, it seemed important to retain that
aspect of ADLMC’s previous life.

After a good night’s rest, a sensible
conclusion was reached on the last full
day. The Executive Committee agreed to
do some further thinking at its forthcom-
ing meeting and to bring back specific
recommendations, notified in advance, to
the 2001 conference. Many apologies
were made and accepted graciously, and
the conference then voted overwhelm-
ingly in favor of a motion of confidence in
the actions of the Executive Committee.

On a personal note, having attended
twenty-five consecutive annual confer-
ences, I should be greatly distressed if
they should come to an end; and I pray
that those we have charged with the re-
sponsibility of resolving the organiza-
tion’s problems will find the inspiration
to continue these annual gatherings in
some form or other.

Following the winter meeting of the
Executive Committee, a newsletter was
published and the website updated. Plans
are underway for ADLMC/TCW to meet
jointly with the Standing Commission on
Liturgy and Music over the weekend of
November 9-11 and then to continue with
its own meeting until the following Tues-
day.

Nigel Renton is a member of Associated
Parishes Council.

postmodern, suspicious of all motives
and all claims of truth, dismissive of all
statements except the most limited  “I
feel...” or ”I think...” comments. In face
of such skepticism, there is a temptation
to pull up the drawbridge and circle the
faithful. The challenge is to remember
that this is the age to which we are called
to proclaim the Good News of faith, hope
and love. Wright observes:

And how long must it be before we
learn that our task as Christians is to
be in the front row of constructing the
post-postmodern world? The individ-
ual angst of the 1960s has become the
corporate and cultural angst of the
1990s. What is the Christian answer
to it? The Christian answer is the love
of God, which goes through death and
out the other side. What is missing
from the postmodern equation is, of
course, love. The radical hermeneutic
of suspicion that characterizes post-
modernity is essentially nihilistic, de-
nying the very possibility of creative
or healing love. In the cross and resur-
rection of Jesus we find the answer:
the God who made the world is re-
vealed in terms of a self-giving love
that no hermeneutic of suspicion can
ever touch; in a Self that found itself
by giving itself away; in a Story that
was never manipulative, but always
healing and recreating; in a Reality
that can truly be known, a Reality that,
being known, reveals a new dimen-
sion of knowledge, the dimension of
loving and being loved.
We have a chance, as this century

draws to a close, to announce this
message to the world that so badly
needs it. I believe we have this as our
vocation: to tell the story, to live by
the symbols, to act out the praxis, and
to answer the questions in such a way
as to become, in ourselves and our
mission to God’s work, the answer to
the prayer that now rises, not just from
one puzzled psalmist, but from the
whole human race and indeed the
whole of God’s creation: “O send out
your light and your truth; let them lead

me; let them bring me to your holy hill
and to your dwelling.”2

The entire set of lectures bears search-
ing out and reading. In his two big books,
Wright has drawn a convincing picture of
the first-century world of Judaism and
Greco/Roman paganism in which Jesus
as portrayed in the synoptic gospels can
be seen and understood (without the arti-
ficial skepticism of the Jesus Seminar and
some other contemporary writers) as the
one who fulfills Israel’s vocation and
God’s promises through dying where,
when and as he died. The lectures given at
Sewanee show that the resurrection is
truly cosmic in the same manner (pace the
fundamentalists who try to make it a sim-
ple resuscitation of a corpse and the mod-
ernists who dismiss its historical value
and cosmic character in other ways). We
don’t have language to picture or de-
scribe what happened, but Wright makes
a strong case that the church and its mis-
sion from earliest days can be understood
best as based on some such event.

The church is called to show this kind
of new life in its worship and fellowship
and to empower the individual believer to
incarnate such a vision in everyday life.
Then we would reach people as the early
church reached people and draw them
into the new life. Such a vision would
demand a different attitude to the sur-
rounding society and a different way of
being the church and individual believers
in the world. This is already happening in
some places.  I hope that AP and its
members can point to such new visions
and provide tools to build such a new
church. With this kind of renewed story,
this kind of transformed vision, and wor-
ship which incarnates such newness, the
mission of the church can move forward.
Doubling in size may be too little!

Notes
1 Sewanee Theological Review 41 (1998):
142.

2 Ibid., pp. 154-5.

Ron Miller is Coordinator of Associated
Parishes.

Continued from page 20
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Water, element and elemental,
paired with Triune name—

so unspeakable a gift:
pure grace.

Splash of promise; watery embrace; wet kiss of welcome—

wet, yet fire-filled
reflecting dove’s descent and blazing tongues
Spirit put within

—by God
—and we are Spirit-born.

Spirit-laced, this saving flood.

A celestial flood:
the watery demarcation

of vice’s end
and virtue’s start,

the pool of reconciliation
for a parched world,

     the water-walk
of newness.

The purifying wave
a bath in blood,

a washing like no other:
a holy dipping in God-sprinkled water

 that cleanses
skin

and soul
and heart.

And so we enter the living fount,
the source of all glories,

the womb for sacramental birth,
the holy, certain flow

from tide of death
to splay of life.

We enter that we may die and live;
we enter that we may know Resurrection:

that, dripping like Christ,
drenched with Christ,

  dripping Christ,

we may rise again—

          anew,
awash in grace,

our spirits freshly born.

Anne Kirchmier, a recent graduate of Seabury-Western Theological Seminary, Evanston, Illinois, is a participant in the
“Transition into Ministry” program at Christ Church, Alexandria, Virginia.
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______ AFTERTHOUGHTS
A collection of columns, visionary, daring, and often outra-
geous,  by the late Henry Breul.

______ ASSOCIATED PARISHES AND THE MAKING OF
THE 1979 PRAYER BOOK
History of AP, by Michael Moriarty.

Price
1-19 copies $3.00 each postpaid
20-49 copies $2.50 each postpaid
50+ copies $2.00 each postpaid

$ __________ q Enclose check to Associated Parishes
q Charge to credit card:
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q $30 Regular Member, 1 year q $1,500 AP Publisher, funds one issue of Open
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Name_______________________________________________________ Diocese ___________________________
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City _________________________________ State/Province _____ Zip/Code____________ Country ___________

Phone _______________  Fax_______________  E-mail __________________________________________________

Associated Parishes publishes a series of brochures.
Please indicate the quantity you want:

______ HOLY BAPTISM: A Liturgical and Pastoral Commen-
tary
A redoing of the earlier Ministry I—Holy Baptism, provid-
ing detailed discussion of the pastoral, theological, and
practical concerns of Christian initiation.

______ PARISH EUCHARIST
A redoing of AP’s first brochure to reflect the present prayer
book, emphasizing the primacy of the eucharist as the central
act of every Sunday in parish life.

______ THE CELEBRATION AND BLESSING OF A MAR-
RIAGE
A practical and theological guide to the rite of holy matrimo-
ny. Revised 1996!

______ THE BURIAL OF THE DEAD: A Commentary
A guide for burial using the insights of the prayer book to
redeem Christian dying from its captivity by the funeral
industry.

______ HOLY ORDERS: The Ordination of Bishops, Priests,
and Deacons
A brochure discussing the rites as presented in the Book of
Common Prayer and in the Canadian Book of Alternate
Services.

______ THE PARISH WORSHIP COMMITTEE
A guide to the selection, formation, and operation of the
committee.
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RON MILLER

The Denver General Convention called on the Episcopal
Church to commit itself to double in size by 2020.
Success at this challenge will transform the church, but

such success will come only through a new way of thinking
about and living out the Gospel. I suspect that the church is
indeed on the brink of a new period of life with great potential
and with a great need for the renewal of its life and of its mission
in the world Christ came to save.

AP’s full name is the Associated Parishes for Liturgy and
Mission. For much of our first fifty-five years, major attention
was focused on the renewal of corporate worship, its practice
and its resources. Although such attention to the renewal of
worship will continue to be necessary, it seems to me important
for us to focus on the “mission” part of our title.

“Living the Covenant,” the 1999 conference cosponsored by
Associated Parishes, gave valuable attention principally to
ministries in the church, with less attention to mission in the
world. We still need to rethink the ministry of all the baptized as
we move into this new century, but there is also need to rethink
and reformulate the basis of those ministries we are called to live
out and the message we are called to proclaim in this new world.
Who are we as God’s people, how are we called to live, and what
are we to say to those who ask, “Why we are the way we are?”
Questions like these have a renewed urgency as the old liberal
convictions lose their certainty. I found some answers in N. T.
Wright’s “The Resurrection of the Messiah,” the William
Porcher DuBose Lectures given at Sewanee in October 1997
and reprinted in the Easter 1998 issue of the Sewanee Theolog-
ical Journal. He has also covered much of the same ground in
his recent book, The Challenge of Jesus, but the argument is
clearer in the Sewanee lectures.

20/20 vision?
There seems to be a failure of nerve in understanding how

and why we should address the contemporary world and a lack
of vision of what makes us different as Christians. Wright
describes the modernity which many of us, myself included,
absorbed with our education in college and seminary, and shows
why this was challenged by what came after modernity. I quote
from his third lecture, “Resurrection and the Postmodern Di-
lemma”:

Modernity implied a narrative about the way the world was.
It was essentially an eschatological story... the industrial
revolution and the philosophical enlightenment would burst
upon the world, bringing a new era of blessing for all...
Modernity [now] stands condemned of building a new tower
of Babel. Postmodernity has gone on to claim, primarily
with this great metanarrative as the example, that ALL
metanarratives are suspect. They are all power games.
Collapsing reality, deconstructing selfhood, and the death of
the metanarrative–these are the keys to understanding post-
modernity. It is a ruthless application of the hermeneutic of
suspicion to everything that the post-Enlightenment western
world has held dear.1

Many of us have plugged away in parish ministry and life in
general as though the old certainties still worked. No one stands
up during sermons and accuses us of “modernity” or of being
“old-fashioned” (and these terms now mean the same thing), but
there is an occasional attitude among the younger clergy and
laity in the church that the church doesn’t “get it.” What then
must those outside the community of faith believe about us? One
sometimes wonders if “getting it” is understood to mean being

Continued on page 17


