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When historians of the future look back at the 1970’s, they will doubtless see this as an era of chaotic change in the Church, a day of new beginnings, and a strange mixture of despair and hope, frustration and boldness, disillusionment and expectancy….This is the day when the Church is “totally irrelevant”; “rediscovering its mission”; “as archaic as the furniture of our ecclesiastical past”; “alive and pregnant with the hope of tomorrow.”  

Depending on what voice you may listen to, the Church is at its worst, at its best, in total mediocrity….Somewhere in this confusion of sound, the voice of God is speaking an authorative word – and we must listen for THE VOICE to guide and direct us in the days ahead.

We hear a sound of hope, a calling forth of a newly emerging Church, a demand for priority and commitment, and a word of instruction as to what the Church is to be.  That voice among the voices says little to use about structure, institutional form, and traditional patterns.  It speaks rather of new goals, considerable resources, and fresh strategies for the 1970’s.

Whatever new forms are freshly given for the Church now a-borning will be an instructional albatross for the Church of a decade hence.  We must not worship the new simply because it is new.  Neither can we keep our eyes on the past simply out of respect for tradition.  This introduces a key word…”and”.  Whereas the heady polarities of our day seek to divide us into an either-or camp, the mark of the emerging Church will be its emphasis on both-and.  For generations we have divided ourselves into camps: Protestants and Catholics, high church and low, clergy and laity, social activists and personal piety, liberals and conservatives, sacred an secular, instructional and underground.

The emerging Church will not choose up sides in such a fashion.  Rather, it will affirm what is valuable on each emphasis, bringing together the most helpful of the old and the best of the new, blending the dynamic of a personal Gospel with the compassion of social concern.  The Church of the 1970’s will find its ministry being expressed by a whole people, wherein the distinction between clergy and laity will be that of function, not of status or hierarchical division.  In the emerging Church, due emphasis will be placed on both theological rootage and contemporary experience, on celebration in worship and involvement in social concerns, on faith and feeling, reason and prayer, conversion and continuity, the personal and the conceptual.  

We are not talking, therefore, about renewal.  Renewal is a concept foreign to the emerging Church.  Renewal implies that the Church was once what God intended it to be and that our task is to bring back that golden age.  From its earliest beginnings until now, the Church has been in the process of becoming, and it shall always be so.  If the Church is true to its Lord, it may never properly say that it has “emerged.”  In both the past and the present, the Church is in a process, moving toward a fulfilment of its calling.  We have nothing of perfection to which we may return; we have no golden age to which our deepest longings draw us; we have no plumb line from the past which is adequate for the Church of the future.  Not renewal but a new thing is our concern as we begin to witness God’s fulfilment of God’s own word spoken through the prophet Isaiah:  “Remember not the former things, nor consider the things of old.  Behold, I am doing a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?” (Isaiah 43:19)

That “new thing” must find its own authentic form, life-style, and purpose, whether in a small group meeting in a home, a remote rural church, a beleaguered inner-city congregation, or a great cathedral parish.  Wherever there are a few individuals willing and ready to be Christ’s people in their own situation and place, there the emerging Church is coming into its own.  “Do you not perceive it?”

