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The Church of Jesus Christ is a mystery,
because it partakes of the mystery of Jesus’
redemptive work and the wonder of the new
community and new humanity which is the
Body of Christ.

Throughout history, church leaders and
theologians too often have reduced the
wondrous mystery of the Church to more
human-size models - seeing the church as a
building, a hierarchy, an institution, a
business enterprise, or even a political
force. We do better when we stay closer to
biblical models.

The Church is called to concentrate on what
it most essentially and uniquely is: The
Body of Christ and the community of God’s
people. Only in this way can churches have
the kind of redemptive impact on society
which God intends.

Whenever in history the Church has failed
to make a culturally-transforming impact,
fhe reason can be traced back to an
insufficiently biblical model of the Church.
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by Howard A. Snyder

Part of the mystery of the Church is due to
its complexity. | mean this term in the
sense in which it is used today, for instance,
in the study of the ecology of living systems.
Complexity and complexity theory are, in
fact, a newly-emerging science. Perhaps
this perspective can serve as a gentle
reminder of the wonder and mystery of the

Church. '

THE CHURCH

Most non

reductionistic in some harmful way. That is,
they reduce the Church to only one part of
its reality, then blow that one part up all out
of proportion. This distorts the Church and
hampers it from being and doing what God
intends.

The study of complexity has been described
as “the emerging science at the edge of
order and chaos.” This new science studies
the way order seems suddenly to emerge
from apparently chaotic systems. It looks at
the highly complex interaction of multiple

(Cont. on pg. 27)
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(Cont. from pg. 22)

factors in such systems as weather patterns,
economics, or living cells. A complex
system is one in which “a great many
independent agents are interacting with
each other in a great many ways.” Mitchell
Waldrop writes, “Think of the quadrillions of
chemically reacting proteins, lipids, and
nucleic acids that make up a living cell, or
the billions of interconnected neurons that
make up the brain, or the millions of
mutually interdependent individuals who
make up a human society” [M. Mitchell
Waldrop, Complexity: The Emerging
Science at the Edge of Order and Chaos
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992), p.
11].

What has this got to do with the Church?
Just this: If we look at the Church as a
complex system, perhaps we will stop
reducing its reality to simply a social service
agency, or a church-growth machine, or a
religious entertainment center.

The study of complexity grows in part out of
the study of life itself, and the complex
systems that make up our environment. In
this sense, you might think of it as the
merging of ecology, life sciences,
economics, and cybemetics. Modem
computer power is making the study of
complexity possible.

1 am not proposing a new model for the
Church when | speak of it as a complex
system. That would simply be a new form
of reductionism. Rather, | am suggesting
that complexity theory may give us some
new insights into the fundamental dynamics
of the basic biblical models. If anything,
what complexity theory is _discovering
reaffirms the nature of the Church as Body
of Christ and Community of God’s People.

If we apply complexity theory to the Church
- whether a local congregation or the Church
in a larger sense - we discover five insights,
especially, that are relevant to the life of the
Church today:

1. The Church is a totality of complex
factors, not a linear cause-and-effect
system. Since the rise of modem science,
we have been conditioned to think in a
linear cause-and-effect fashion. This
happens because of that. Everything has its
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cause, and we can trace back (or even
perhaps, ahead) the chain of causes and
effects. Much of modem society is built on
cause-and-effect rationality, from the
ideologies underlying both  classical
capitalism and Marxist communism, to the
logic that led to the development of the
computer.

But this is changing as Westemn society,
especially, shifts from modemism to
postmodemism. It is changing even in
computer science, as people begin to study
“nonlinear systems” and “fuzzy logic.”

Far too much church programming assumes
that the Church is a linear cause-and-effect
system. That is, if you will just adopt this
program, the Church will succeed. It may
be a program in evangelism, Christian
education, worship style, small-group life, or
anything else. Behind these proposals is
the faulty assumption that the Church is a
simple machine, and that Churches are
pretty much the same everywhere.

Many of us have felt intuitively for years that
this approach is wrong. Complexity theory
helps us to see why. The life of the Church
- any Church - is simply made up of too
many factors to give us any confidence at
all that a method or program developed in
one context will work in another.

The Church really is complex system. Stop
and think of the complexity of a Church of
only 50 people. You have, first of all, the
complexity of the interaction of all these
people. Secondly, there is the relation of
each one to God, with no two relationships
being precisely the same. Throw in the
complexity of personality types, cultural
backgrounds, family experiences, job
involvement, physical health or illness,
denominational traditions, and the multitude
of choices each person makes daily, and
you begin to get some sense of the
Church’s real complexity. The Church is
composed of a complex ecology of spiritual,
physical, social, political, psychological, and
economic dimensions.

We should rejoice in the Church's
complexity and allow the Church to be the
Church. We should not try to squeeze it
into some foreign framework. We should
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concentrate on the basic things, which
means following carefully and closely the
biblical instruction conceming the Church
and its life.

The point is that the Church is a Body, not a
machine or a corporation. The Church is
not an army. An army functions by forcibly
restricting the complexity of human
interaction, programming it into a strict
chain of command. Any army is, therefore,
an unnatural community - very effective for
one purpose, but not for building a healthy
community. The Church is a Body, and the
body is a complex system.

Perhaps this perspective can help us to
relax and appreciate the Church for what it
is in all its complex beauty - even in the
strange mix of faithfulness and
unfaithfulness that so often makes up the
Church. This seems, in fact, to be the
biblical perspective. We get in trouble when
we try to “program” the Church, just as we
do when we try to program a teenager, or
the love between two people, or the life of a
family. Human relationships are too
dynamic for that.

2. Complexity theory illuminates long-range
significance of small actions. An Amish

farmer in Pennsylvania, USA, had this
motto: “Remember the importance of small
things done at the right time.” I'm beginning
to understand what that means. The
Church is a complex network of many small
things: Times of secret prayer, a word fitly
spoken, an unexpected hug, a telling
sermon illustration, a fight and reconciliation
between two Church members, the quiet
testimony of Christian example.

In the Church, we should remember the
importance of small actions and events.
Why is Brother B - a fine Christian and
Church member today? Because when he
was six, a caring Sunday school teacher
took interest in him and showed him Christ.
That one action had life-long results. Yet
from a complexity perspective, we
understand that that was but one of many
influences over many years. None of us, in
fact, knows the whole story. Often we can
identify critical events and tuming points,
but not how they fit into the complexity of
the larger story.

What does this mean practically for the
Church? For one thing, it means we should
recognize and celebrate the many small
things that constitute the Church’s vitality -
as well as watching for the small things that
destroy life, whether a lying tongue, an
unkind word, unresolved conflict, or a
seemingly “innocent” outdated tradition.
More basically, it means we should
understand the vital importance of Christian
character and community in the life of the
Church.  For character is made up of
multiple small choices and events.
Behavior flows from character more than
character flows from behavior. Yet too
often in the Church we focus on trying to get
people to do things rather than on helping
them to become the disciples God intends.

Vital churches and ministries today will

focus on the multiple small actions that
collectively give visible expression to the
life of Jesus Christ in the world. In all their
planning and programming, they will ask:
How does this affect people’s real growth?
Does it provide an environment for them to
come to know Jesus Christ ever more
deeply and serve him more surely?

3. The complexity perspective underscores

the vital role of interrelationships and
structure in the Church. Complexity theory
is fascinated by the way that complex
systems often appear to be self-organizing.
Out of seeming chaos, order emerges. It is
not clear yet all that this means. But what it
does indicate, at least, is that there is a
structure that is natural and organic to
complex systems, and that this structure
arises out of the sea of interrelationships.

Intuitively, ! think we have always known
this about the Church: The importance of
interrelationships among people and their
relationships with God, and that somehow
this must be basic to all our structuring. But
in practice we often forget it. We put
structure ahead of relationships, or we over-
structure, over-complicating our
relationships. This is my concem with the
so-called “Cell Church” approach, and with
some varieties of small-group programming
promoted by Meta-Church advocates. It is
clear that any vital church will have some
kind of cellular or small-group life. No
church can really be vital without it. But
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there is no magic formula or perfect
program, and small groups should not be
overprogrammed.

Structure is important in the Church, as it is
in all life. But structure must be compatible
with the system in which it is found. There
must be a resonance, a harmony between
the system and its structure. For the
Church, this means that structure is both a
functional question - what structures help
the Church really be the Church - and it is
also what we might call an emergence
question. That is, what structures seem to
emerge naturally from the nature or
character of the Church itself?

It is clear from the nature of the Church as
Body of Christ and Community of God's
People that vital Church structures will be
highly relational, will provide the context for
growth and discipleship, and will be
adaptable to different contexts and
changing circumstances.

4. Viewing the Church as a complex system
teaches us that size is always a function of

other factors. It is never a question in itself.
Therefore growth is never an end in itself.
There is no perfect size for a church in any
abstract sense, and a large church in not
necessarily better than a small one. Size is
purely and completely a question of more
basic issues: Purpose, vitality, mission, and
what we might call a healthy homeostasis.

We know this from nature. There is a kind
of natural, functional proportionality in all
Earth's living creatures. A housefly, if ten
times larger, would have to be structured
differently. An elephant could not, in fact,
be as small as a mouse. It wouldn't work.
There is a normal size range for every living
creature. And it may be that same thing is
true of the Church.

We are pleased to see our children grow up
to be adults. But we would be worried if
they didn’t stop growing when they reached
adult stature. A human being 20 feet tall, or
100 feet tall, would be hopelessly ungainly.
Such things make good movie plots, but not
livable reality.

This is an especially important point today
because of all the attention being given to
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mega-churches and meta-churches. There
is any underlying assumption, sometimes
stated but more often simply assumed: The
bigger the church is, the better. Wrong.
Nothing in the Bible suggests this. Nothing
in the biblical models of the Church gives
this idea. By the same token, a Church is
not necessarily better for being smaller.
Size is simply the wrong question. It's like
asking the question, how big should a
building be? Or how big should a tree be?
For the Church, the only valid answer to the
question would be: The Church should be
whatever size is best in order for it to fulfill
its mission and “grow up into Christ.”

Perhaps, however, there is a natural
proportionality to church size. I'm intrigued
by the fact that throughout history, most
living, vital congregations seem to have
been somewhere in the range of 50 to
perhaps 300. Maybe there is a natural
spiritual ecology to church size. Perhaps
our goal should be to have churches that
number, on average, around 100 or 150, but
that are committed to mission and
evangelism as well as to inner spiritual
development. The goal would be to spin off
new daughter churches from time to time
rather than growing beyond their prime size.

Or maybe the natural ecology of church life
means there will always be a great number
of small to medium-sized churches and a
scattering of very large churches. It
appears to me that the dynamics here are
inner spiritual ones relating to the life of the
Church more than they are dynamics of the
surrounding culture. If so, mega-churches
will always be the exception, though they
may have a very significant role to play. On
the other hand, cultural factors probably
play a part in determining church size.

The practical lesson here is simply that we
should not be preoccupied with size. This
means both that we should not use size as a
measure of success, and we shouldn't
permit small size to be an excuse for not
doing mission. We are called to faithful
witness and discipleship, not numerical
growth. But faithful discipleship will, in most
cases, inevitably lead to growth in numbers
as well.



30

5. Finally, complexity theory suggest that
“*emeragent structures” arise from the
Churches _complex vitality as they are
needed. That is, the growth of the Church
in vitality, ministry, and numbers will often
itself give rise to the necessary structures.

This does not mean we don't need long-
range planning, or that we shouldn't try to
anticipate future needs. Complexity theory
stresses, however, that it is simply
impossible to predict very far into the future
because of the multiplied number of
variables which increase exponentially with
the passage of time. (The handiest
illustration of this is the weather report,
which is generally inaccurate if projected
more than a few days into the future.)

Complexity theory is thus distrustful of long-
range planning. | think the Church should
be, too. Vital systems, and vital Churches,
are marked more by flexibilty and
adaptability to changing circumstances than
they are by long-range plans. They are
marked more by eschatological vision than
by detailed strategies.

This is not an either/or issue, of course.
God has given us the ability to think and
plan and analyze, and we should use it.
Churches, and especially urban churches,
should be alert to demographic and other
trends which will affect their life and ministry
in years to come. But this kind of alertness
and planning can never take the place of
present vitality, faithfulness, and
discipleship. The ecclesiastical landscape
is littered with the skeletons of churches
which had exiting long-range plans but no
power to carry them out.

In a vital church, functional structures
emerge naturally out of the church's life,
provided there is alert, sensitive leadership.

The Church, | have suggested, should focus
on what it does best. What is that? When
empowered by the Holy Spirit, what the
Church does best is love God with all its
heart, soul, strength, and mind, and its
neighbor as itself. What it does best is build
a community of Jesus’ disciples. Its calling
is to really be the Body of Christ.

This means, it seems to me, four things in
particular:

1. The Church must focus on the genuine
worship of God.

2. The Church must focus on building vital,
accountable community.

3. The Church must show the compassion
of Christ visibly in the world.

4. The Church must provide people with a
functional, livable biblical worldview.

revolutionary than the Church of Jesus
Christ. The Gospel of Jesus Christ is still
the power of God unto salvation for all who
believe. We can still say: “Where sin
abounded, grace did much more abound.”
We can find this true in our own lives and
Churches today.

Howard A. Snyder Is Professor
of Evangelization and Church
Renewal at United Theological
Seminary in Dayton, Ohlo, USA.
Formerly a misslonary to Brazll,
Howard is the author of The
Problem of Wineskins and The
Community of the King.

The church must recover the message of Matthew
25: the place of Jesus is with the poor and marginal
people, living on the edge, in economic insecurity.
This is the desert today.

No image is less attractive to most of us than that of
the desert: barmen, stark, without comforts or
security. Men and women once went to the
wildemess to seek God. In the desert, God's love
and grace must be sufficlent. Now we have
abandoned the search for God, and the wildemess
is in us,

Even many who have shown their opposition to the
system, slowly, over time, make small compromises
with it and make thelr peace with the established
order. So deep is our need for comfort and security
that when our souls are not filled with the relentless

pursuit of God, that need will always fill the empty =

spaces.
Jim Wadllace, Revive Us Again. (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1983).
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Abandonment is, in fact, the Key to the inner
court — the Key to the fathomless depths.
Abandonment is the Key to the inward spiri-
tual life.”

“Become abandoned by simply resigning your-
self to what the Lord wants, in all things, no
matter what they are, where they come from,
or how they affect your life.

Abandonment is forgetting your past, it is
leaving the future in His hands; it is devoting
the present fully and completely to your Lord.
Abandonment is being satisfied with the pre-
sent moment, no matter what that moment

Jeanne Guyon (1648-1717)
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It has been ten years since | became a
Christian. During these ten years, there
were moments that | really felt the existence
of God, His comfort, and His being with me.
| enjoyed every bit of those moments.
However, those wonderful moments did not
last and there were so many ups and downs
in my spiritual life that my daily devotions
became a constant struggle. Even though |
knew that spending time with the Lord was
good for me, | did not experience what He
promises in the Bible. | was not more Jjoyful
than the people around me and my life was
not that much more ‘abundant’ than my non-
Christian brother. When | asked for power, |
remained as powerless as before. Why?
Was there something wrong with the Bible?

About one week before the retreat, God
responded to my question. He pointed out
to me that the reason for not being able to
maintain a constant relationship with Him
and not being joyful and strong was because
of a sin .. a sin which | had become
accustomed to as a result of watching lustful
television and videos. Under a normal
family setting, it was not too bad because
there was not much of a chance for me to
sin. But when | was alone and away from
home for business trips, | was easily
subdued by lustful scenes on television in
my hotel room. Every time | committed the
sin, | felt very sorry and eventually turned to
God for forgiveness. | knew that His
forgiveness was always there when | asked
for it and He never disappointed me,

However, | did not really repent from what |
did, because | would commit the same sin
again in the next available opportunity, and
this pattern went on and on for many years.
I finally realized that this sin has been
preventing me from claiming God’s
promises. | started to pray about my
situation and asked God to help me to get
out of the sinful pattern. | went to the retreat

with the expectation that God would do
something about this. And He did.

When the speaker talked about one of the
major barriers to spiritual renewal being
unconfessed sin, | knew God was talking
directly to me. As we sang ‘Spirit Song’, “O
give Him all you tears and sadness, give
Him all your years of pain®, God was
sending the invitation to me to cast all my
sorrows and pain on Him. | could not resist
His love any longer. | spent a couple of
wonderful hours with God confessing my
sin. That was the deepest confession | ever
made in my life.

As | came in front of Him, | suddenly
realized that He was so great and superior.
| recalled what David exclaimed in Psalm
8:4, ‘what is man that you are mindful of
him, the son of man that you care for him?'
| was so unworthy. | felt so bad about
myself that | could not even accept myself.

But God still cared for me and accepted me.

| did not understand why God's love was
upon me. Then | heard a voice within my
saying, ‘You don't have to understand, just
accept it’.  During the following hour, the
Holy Spirit prompted confession and a real
repentance which was very different from
just asking for forgiveness.

Then | expected God fo show His mercy to
me in a special way since my confession
was so honest and so true. | waited and
waited. God was silent for quite a long
period of time. | thought that there might be
other areas of my life that needed cleansing
too. So, | re-examined myself and searched
for things that needed to be brought in front
of God. However, | could not think of
anything significant. | was puzzled and a
little bit disappointed.

Then it dawned on me. God's forgiveness
had already been granted without me
realizing it. He did exactly what He
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promises in | John 1:9, ‘If we confess our
sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive
us our sins and purify us from all
unrighteousness'.  But for me, it was too
good to be true and | could not accept this
fact for a brief moment. All that burden of
the sin which | had carried for so long was
lited in such a calm and peaceful way.
Then the song, ‘What a friend we have in
Jesus' came to my mind. | picked up the
retreat song book and started singing.
When | sang the words 'O what peace we
often forfeit, O what needless pain we bear’,
my eyes were flooded with tears because it
exactly described my conditions prior to this
encounter with God. | praised Him for His
love, His faithfulness, and His comfort. |
thanked Him for not only being the Almighty
God but also a dear friend who listened to
me and cared for me.

Then, He taught me one of the biggest
lessons of my life. In the past, | was such a
‘sophisticated’ Christian that | knew God
would forgive every single time | confessed
my sin. The forgiveness was so easy and
natural that | was confident that He would
forgive even before | sinned. " | took
confession very casually. The resuit was
that | lost the ability to mourn over sin and
easily bowed to temptation. But this time,
God showed another dimension of His
mercy - the cost behind His forgiveness.

The Holy Spirit prompted me to read Isaiah
53 and to remind me of what Jesus had
done for me at Calvary. ‘Surely he took up
my infirmities and carried my sorrow, ... But
he was pierced for my transgressions, he
was crushed for my iniquities; the
punishment that brought me peace was
upon him, and by his wounds, | am healed.
l, like sheep, have gone astray, | tumed to
my way; and the Lord has laid on him the
iniquity of me ... He was oppressed and
afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he
was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as
a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he
did not open his mouth .. for the
transgression of mine he was stricken’.

Jesus did not have to be despised and
rejected ... He did not have to be pierced to
the cross ... His biood did not have to be
poured out from the cross ... He did not
have to be crushed without opening His
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mouth. Jesus endured all this for one and
only one reason. He did these because of
MY SIN. My mind went blank and | fell on
my knees. | was completely enguifed by the
love of God and the only thing | could utter
was ‘| am not worth it, the cost is too high'.

| really thank God for healing me during the
retreat. | dare not to say | will not commit
the same sin again. My prayer is that when
temptations come, | will be reminded of the
premium cost that Jesus has paid for me on
the cross.

Simon Tam Is an electrical
engineer working for an electric
power company. He Is mamied
with 2 children and is a member
of Chinese Christian Church &
Center in Philadelphia.
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Introducing:

THE CHINESE STUDY BIBLE

— The lowest-priced study Bible in simplified
Chinese script zpeciaffy rfe;‘ifnecf to help the pastors,

evangelists and church leaders in China

The Bible League began working on the
Chinese Study Bible in 1957. This complete

Bible includes a topical index and concordance.

You

It has maps, historical outlines and 230 pages 0. h

of Bible outlines for preaching and sermon mlg 4 t
call it a

preparation. The cost of this 2,110 pages Bible

R pocket-sized seminary.

HOW TO PURCHASE
You can purchase the CHINESE STUDY BIBLE directly from The Bible League, 16801 Van Dam
Road, South Holland, Illinois 60473, U.S.A. Tel.708-331-2094 or 800-334-7017.

FREE DISTRIBUTION SERVICE

The Bible League also offer free distribution service for you. They can, on your behalf, place your order
of the CHINESE STUDY BIBLE into the hands of pastors, evangelists and church leaders in China.
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Moscow Chinese Church established, April 21, 1994,

Eight new believers baptized by five Chinese ministers.
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St. Petersburg Chinese Church established, April 24, 1994.

Among 260 attendants, 250 accepted Christ in the evangelistic dinner meeting.



