Next Wave Interview by Mike Morrell

This month kicks off a 3-part interview with Frank Viola about his new book release, God’s Ultimate Passion.

In it Frank maps Christian spiritual it yrootedconsegthah i n | i gl
gets surprisingly little airplay. The book unfolds three guiding images depicting the eternal purpose between God,

humanity and creation: A Lover and a Bride, a House, al
You obviously care a | ot about the churchdés identity a:

the Medievalto-Renaissance mystical writers, as well as in some streams of the charismatic movement today.
How did you first become exposed to and intrigued by this bridal imagery?

A Bride for God’'s Son is one el ement of the grand narr
neglected in our day. Yet it was a big emphasis for the early church fathers. The early fathers rightly understood the

Bride to be a corporate entity. They understood her to be the ekklesia, the church, rather than the individual

Christian. Later, during the Medieval period and beyond, the theme of the Bride came to be applied to the individual

Christian. This, however, was a departure from the Biblical view. It is still with us today.

When | was 27 years old, | read a book by Watchman Nee called Holy and Without Blemish and it wrecked my life.
To borrow a BilbltihcealBrtiedrem,o fl Ghsraiwvst by —revelationl for
discovered that the bridal motif fills the pages of Scripture.

I was part of an organic house church when | read that book. And what was revealed to me inwardly by the Holy
Spirit through Scripture, 1 saw with my own physical eyes. It became experiential. | discovered how the church,
when she is free from human institutions and control, is a beautiful, free, and glorious woman in the eyes of God. |
also came to realize that the Bride has an organic expression that is native to her spiritual DNA. And that expression
is made visible when she is set free from organized religion.

My understanding of the Bride has al so beenlsbathri ched b
love fiction films, especially romance. They have played a part in my understanding of the Bride. | think God is the

author of romance. All romantic stories in human history—the basic themes at least—are the echoes of the sacred

romance that God Himself authored. So | draw on several romantic films in my book to help depict the love

relationship between Christ and His church.

Obviously there is plenty in Scripture to fund our imaginations in this as well. In your book you draw from
Adam and Eve, Rachel and Jacob, Isaac and Rebecca, the lovers in the Song of Songs, Paul’s allusions to the
first marriage (Adam and Eve) and the overt bridal imagery throughout the New Testament. The overall
effect is quite stunning: For some (certainly some in the post-Promise Keepers manly men’s movements!) this
might come as a surprise, that this motif—or more still, archetypical spiritual reality—is so prevalent in the
Bible. How does this way of seeing ourselves as “the Bride” affect us?

First, it forces us to discover that our God is a Romantic. Therefore, we cannot know Him fully theologically. We
must also know Him romantically. Our Lord is a Lover,
bridal theme fills the pages of Scripture, running consistently through it from Genesis to Revelation.

In my experience, understanding that we are part of thi
heartbeat, and His central intention. The net is that we begin to really learn whatitmeans t o | i ve —unto H
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not unto ourselves. But that living is one of love and freedom. Not duty, obligation, or guilt.

God, as it were, woos us to Himself as a lovesick bridegroom woos His beloved bride to himself. This is a neglected
aspectofmodern understandings of the gospel. But it is cent

In the fact, the public life of Jesus opens with a prophet introducing the heavenly Bridegroom to His beloved Bride
(see John 3:29).

Second, one of the most astounding effects is that we come to know, discover, and experience the incredible passion
that Jesus Christ has for us. And we begin to get a handle on what it means to see ourselves through His eyesight,

which is very different from our own.

For me, there are few things so entrancing as to grasp how we look in the eyes of God. This not only affects our love
for Him, but it also affects how we see and treat our fellow Christians.

I like what Andrew Jones said stuck out to him in his review o f God’' s Ul t—+Goadt @ sP asosniccerr:n e d

more than just getting the job done. I THidgarservikees a desi r
Many contemporary Christians, however, are concerned wi
done. Il But God is after something for Himself . . . sol

the bridal motif in Scripture helps us tremendously.

In short, the modern gospel message has been emptied of its romantic/passionate element. The first part of my book
is a stab at seeking to restore it.

You begin this book with a bold claim: That God has an eternal purpose, and that we can know it. How can
you be so sure?

Il m not interested in the philosophical debate over cel
has raged for centuries by t hse meovser blredn iraenstolmiendd.s S on
answering your gquestion with Paul’'s vocabulary using wt
readers decide what they mean.

I 11 simply say that t her adfarmsediaChriseWhenrl wrigelaboupthatrpprpmse,e t hat |
I am standing on the shoulders of giants. Very few people have spoken on it, and there is precious little literature

that has been written about it. M will ignitepa eenewed intdrefted in - wh at |
the subject. I believe God’' s Kingdom desperately needs

In Ephesians and Colossians, Paul tells us that there was a mystery hid in God for ages. It is the mystery of His
—eternal purpodePdulAndo Gemalké eknewnl that mystery to hi

whole of Scripture is the unfolding of that purpose, which | elaborate on in the book.

There is a great deal of tal k abouénbetaheelthydhpbassiBot Dei t od

exactly what is that mission? | suggest it is none ot hi
To use Paul's Il anguage, we can —knowl and have —i nsi ght
of wisdom afddhatésvehnhati ancl aim of full understanding, f
glorious, and vast to be fully understood by mere mortals. Yet we can receiveanever-gr owi ng —i nsi ght |l it

The mystery of God’ s e ttetyddfired nor pystematically explainednFor thatreaboe, a d e q u a
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|l " ve chosen t of dremctrhirbeeudgh tiynwpesdg,orynal ogi es, parabl es,
main purpose of my book —to introduce the mystery.

In Ephesians 1, Paulsay s —wi th spiritual i nsight, He has made knowr
some sort of spectator, armchair knowledge. We're call q
some private mystical school; there is an active dimension to it, an outward as well as an inward aspect. Paul goes

further and says that the mystery of God’'s purpose i s |
through the church. 't s her wversplereabns k t o make it knowl

This makes sense to me, and | would love to sit you and Walter Wink together in a room to talk about the
“powers” and how God’s eternal purpose makes “an open shame” of them via the church, Christ’s bride.
One statement that I’d like you to expand is when you say that compared to God’s eternal purpose “helping
the poor” (among other things) pales in comparison to God’s eternal purpose. You elaborate by writing that
you’ve “discovered that the intangibles are where reality lies.” Can you unpack this a bit? You aren’t saying
that things like helping the poor aren’t important, are you?

Not at all. In the introduction of the book, I mention many things such as spiritual warfare, evangelism, signs and
wonders, etc. along with helping thepoor.Ima ke t he point that when | began to
all of those things in themselves took a backseat. They suddenly became integrated pieces of something much larger.

I unfold all of this later in the book, but to summarize: | believe that all religious duties and obligations, no matter
how good or noble, will |l ack spiritual and eternal val
purpose. A passion and purpose which is for God Himself.

Paul gives us some insight into this. In one of his letters, he says that a person can give all of his possessions to the
poor and even become a martyr, and yet still not please the heart of God (1 Corinthians 13:1ff.). This is just one
example of how service, no matter how beneficial to human needs, is not the supreme goal of the Christian life.

To my mind, our modern gospel is entirely centered on |
world. To be specific, it’s c e notsavinghtbodyifheabng kelpingghe man’' s s |
poor and oppressed, etc.). I n short, it's —human cent el

physical needs.

My book challenges this thinking entirely. It argues that there is something greater than meeting the needs of
mortals. There is a purpose in God and for God that was formed in Christ before the Fall ever occurred. The meeting
of human needs is a by-product of that—a s pont aneous outfl ow, i f you will. It

One of the major points in my book is that God did not create humans in need of salvation. Go back to the creation

project in Genesis 1 and 2, and you wil/ di scover that
consideration: What was God going to do with human beings if we had never fallen? That question is rarely asked

today.

I suggest that God’'s purpose has nothing to do with thi
wasn’'t determined or altered by it.

Tomy mind,the begi nning point of the Christian faith is to u
purpose? What is He really after? What was His original intention in creation and has He ever given it up?

|l " ve been invol ved i nvangalism, etmars that nsmjoréd im aotial acti@igmpandetters thah e



majored in spiritual gifts. All of those things were m
God’' s wultimate purpose. | n f act Theresdlthvas thatthoge activiids, pur posel
though good and noble, failed to meet the beating heart of God.

Let me give an illustration to try to explain this. A general contractor purchases 20 acres of land by which to build a
housing complex. After the houses are built, he wishes to have a landscape garden along the streets that run through
the housing complex. This is his goal. So he hires someone to plant beautiful trees. He hires another to lay large
rocks. He hires another to plant beautiful flowers. And he hires another to plant shrubs and bushes.

The person who plants the trees plants them randomly throughout the complex. The person who lays the rocks does
the same. So does the person who plants the flowers and the person who plants the shrubs and bushes.

When the contractor observes what they have done, he' s
Instead, he sees that the flowers, rocks, trees, shrubs and bushes are all disconnected and scattered about
haphazardly.

Isitgoodtoplanttr e e s ? Yes. Il's the planting of flowers a positiyv
were not the contractor’s goal . He wanted a | andscape

That describes the Kingdom of God today.sulhamtagralgood dee:
What do you suppose the reason for this is? What have many Christians missed the greater purpose of God?

Part of the problem is that evangelicals have built their theology on Romans and Galatians (selectively). Many non-
evangelicals have built it on the Gospels exclusively (focusing on certain elements of it). And for both groups,
Ephesians and Colossians are but footnotes.

But what if we sought to begin, not with the needs of humans, but with the intent and purpose of God? What if we
took as our point of departure, not the earth after the Fall, but the eternal activity in God Himself before the
constraints of physical time?

In other words, what if we built our theology on Ephesians and Colossians and made Romans, Galatians, etc.

footnot es? Why Ephesians and Colossians? Because Ephesians
gospel with which Christ commissioned him. These two letters begin, not with the needs of post-Fall humans, but

with God’s timelems purpose before creat

| assert that if we did this, the Gospels, and the rest of the New Testament (let alone the entire Old Testament) would
fall into a very different place for us. And the centrality and supremacy of Jesus Christ and His counterpart, the
church, would dominate our understanding of everything physical and spiritual.

The Gospels are not the beginning point of the Christian faith. Neither is the Old Testament. Both give us the middle
of the story. Ephesians, Colossians, and parts of the Gospel of John are the introduction and the opening chapters of
this story. Those writings give us a glimpse into Christ before time and what His mission is all about. His life as
portrayed in the Gospels must be understood against that backdrop.

The gospel that most of us heard is like watching Star Wars Episodes 1V, V, and VI first (which is the way they
came out in the cinema). But for us to really underst al
Episodes I, 11, and I11.



Again, human beings did not come into this world in need of salvation. Saving souls, feeding the poor, and
all eviating the suffering of humanity was not in God’s
occurred.

Don’t misunderstand. Hi'mgss.otOm gtah en sad o mtnrya royf, tlh'em es ttr ong
purpose .. an —eternall purpose .. that humans were to f
of it. Everything else is and shtounfbldd be related to it.

I like how you put this: “I want you to contemplate this desperate and ’lonely’ God of yours. Truthfully, God
is perfectly adequate within Himself. But because God is love, He is not content to be adequate in Himself.
For this reason, God the Son wanted someone upon which to pour out the love that coursed within His
being—which is the very same love that the Father poured out upon Him. Thus the superabundance of God’s
love required a receptacle that was not within the Trinity.” Why do you think that the Christian faith we see
on TV, and hear in pulpits across America, seems so far removed from this centrally-motivating love?

Three reasons, | think.

First, Enlightenment thinking has stripped the gospel from its grandeur, mystery, wonder, and beauty. That would
include the romantic elements of passionate love that exists within the Triune God. Post-enlightenment Christians
have attempted to squeeze the gospel neatly into an Aristotelian system. But that approach has failed miserably, and
it has evacuated the message of Christianity from its vibrant and colorful elements.

Second, many evangelicals have lost touch with the grand insights that the early church fathers had on the

interchange (the peri chor es ihaswentan withintteal iuoeesoddedfore@eed , I as t |
In their understanding the entire creation—including humanity—poured forth out of an eternal interchange and

exchange of love and passion between the Father, Son, and Spirit. | seek to capture this insight using vivid, although

admittedly imperfect, metaphorical language.

Third, with the rise of the Frontier evangelists of the 18th century, the whole of Scripture was reduced to one single

motivation: the winning of lost souls. That eclipsed everythingelse. I’ s going to take awhile fo
their thinking on this point and to realize that God wants something more than simply the salvation of souls.
Salvation is the beginning point; it’'s not the goal . |

The same is true for every other religious activity we may be engaged in, including the exercise of spiritual gifts and
social justice. Again, | take nothing away from these things. But they are to be integrated in a living way to
somet hing much | arpger , God’s timeless pu

It seems that one of the places you see all of this really mattering is in our identity: “The Lord of creation has
an exalted view of you, and it is higher than anything we can imagine...you are His bride, not His slave or His
maid.” I love this. And yet it raises a practical question: How do we as the Church learn to hear God and
walk in the good works prepared for us beyond a “servant” paradigm?

| address this question in my book; it’s edpdopeeNe i nvol v
are all l'iving by a story, whether we realize it or nol
l i ves. lI't's a tired old story.

lvan Il lich brilliantly said, —Neit heiaty, ratheryoamusttel on nor |
a new powerful tale, one so persuasive that it sweeps away the old myths and becomes the preferred story, one so
inclusive that it gathers all the bits of our past and our present into a coherent whole, one that even shines some light



into the future so that we can take the next step forward. If you want to change a society, then you have to tell an
alternative story..|l

My book attempts to tell an alternative st oestgryof a —new
the sacred romance that every Christian has been swept into.

It is the task of Christian ministry to tell the new si
detached from the tired old story. But telling the new story is not enough. Christian ministry is also responsible for
equi pping God's people on how to enact the new story, |

Let me share a piece of the new story to make this more concrete. The Bride of Christ possesses the very life of her
Husband. Before the creation project, she was inside of Christ, but now He is inside of her as well.

It is one thing to try to be servants by our own human
our heavenly Bridegroom. In this way, service becomes something He does, not something we do.

I believe this is a missing note in a great deal of Chi
—servedl and there’s a att roergv iear.h aButs toma t—i ani h alt fi ntgH e |
that He could do nothing of Himself. There was another life that He was living by.

So how do we |live and serve by Christ’s indwellfePi ng | i f «
That question must be explored. I't shifts the issue frq
question in Will the Emerging Church Fully Emerge?)

The beauty of this question is that God did not change the way the Christian life is to be lived after Jesus left the
earth. The New Testament repeats the point that we can live and serve the same way that Jesus did. He lived it as a
human being indwelt by His Father and anointed by His Spirit. And we, together, live it exactly the same way. To
unfold this in a practical way opens up an entirely new world for most Christians.

The WWID —what would Jesus dol theol ogywilllsndikot the gos|
practitioners into human pride or guilt-based failure.

On that point, let me insert a word about the Kingdom of God. There has been a lot of airplay given to the Kingdom
of God today among emerging church folk. And rightly so. I applaud this emphasis very much, as the Kingdom is a
centr al part of God’' s eternal purpose. But it’s not thi

The Kingdom, as many conceive it, is the work of scattered individuals doing good works in the earth. In this model,
the church is viewed as the place where these scattered individuals congregate to get motivated to do those good
works.

| believe this is a flawed construct. If we make the Bride, the Body, the House, and the Family the core narrative of
Scripture, as | believe they are, then we will understand the Kingdom in a new light.

I n his seminal theological work, Theology for the Commi
appropriateness of the Kingdom concept, alone it is insufficient to provide the integrative motif for theology . . .

community is important as an integrative motif for theology not only because it fits with contemporary thinking, but

more i mportantly because it is the central to the mess:
observationthat God’' s wul ti mate intent is wrapped up with the i
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I n this light, the Kingdom becomes -l@godunter-cuttutel e experi en
community. That community is not an abstract concept. Neitherisita f acel ess —cyberll communit
internet’'s been gtedbd xtlo fallendfs wg Jestusilde |1t s a phys
visit-able local community of believers in a given place.

The Kingdom is the authority, the dominion, and the rule of God exercised by an entity called the local ekklesia, or

gathering. The church, then, is a Kingdom community. She reflects the Kingdom and exercises its spiritual authority

in every city where she exists. The church then becomes more than a meeting place. She becomes the very extension

of the Triune God operating in the earth - the earthly community bearing the image of the heavenly Community.

And this isn’t just her theology. I't’s her experience.

I explore the relationship between the Kingdom and the church in the second section of the book, which I believe is
the subject of our next interview.

It is indeed. Thanks for talking to us today, Frank, and I’ll see you in a month!

Morell: In this section you begin with a description of “a homeless God” embodied in the “Son of Man who
has no place to lay his head.” Painting with really broad brushstrokes for those who haven’t read this section
in God’s Ultimate Passion, can you trace God’s search for a place to call home across Scripture?

Viola: The story line is fascinating. In the Genesis project (Genesis 1 and 2), we are introduced to a very special

garden and a very special tree. The gardenisajoining-t oget her of God’s space and man’
of God and humans, if you will. God and human beings are dwelling together. But . . . God is not dwelling in man.

Not yet anyway.

The tree of lifeinthecenterof t he garden contains God’'s I|ife, and man i
clear: God wishes to dwell, not only with human beings,
become disjointed and the Lord re-ignites His quest for a habitation within humanity.

This quest can be traced | ike an unbroken | ine from Ge
see it in the tabernacle of Moses, we see it in the temple of Solomon, and we see it (most clearly) in the tabernacle of

David. We also get glimpses of it in the Davidic psalms and in the enormous temple that Ezekiel saw in his vision.

The theme of God’'s quest for a house runs consistently

When Jesus Christ enters the scene, the dwelling of God takes on human flesh. The house of God becomes
i ncarnational . Al of what was written in the Ol d Test:
Carpenter.

But the story doesnGotd’ esndgutehsetr ef.orT hae htohuesnree iosf t raced th
until its glorious climax in Revelation 21 and 22, where the dwelling of God and the dwelling of humanity become

one. That’'s a brief snapshot histimerintgreat detail andl tiesGtallddgesher Ul t i mat «
in a free-flowing narrative.

Morell: How do you feel that this quest has been settled today? How is it still unsettled?



Viola:l t ' s settled in this way. Th avery@soa who receivedthe Losdt by t he

Jesus. But it’'s unsettled in that God’s dwelling place
To borrow Peter’s |l anguage, every Christian is a |livin
stonesontheearthh He wants a house that is —built togetherl (to
every locale. In short, the Lord is looking for authentic community among His people where He holds the place of

absolute centrality and supremacy.

Today,there i s a great emphasis on saving souls in evangelic
to save as many people from hell as possible has wide
dwelling. A scattering of livingst ones t hat fill s the planet -ogetherof not meet
those stones that God is after.

The other area where it’s not settl ed i-spariclarhitohe ar ea of
charismatic, Pentecostal, and revivalistic varieties—h ave t he i dea that church is a pl
up in a movement where every service began with a past
that movement spoke much about visitations from God.

But the Lord is not interested in being an invited gue:
He wants to own His church. God is looking for more than being the guest of honor. He wants to make the decisions

in His own house. | expound on this point quite a bit throughout the book, drawing practical examples.

Morrell: When did you first realize that God’s house was more than a house of worship one attends?

Viola: It happened a number of years after | left the institutional church, when I began to experience what the house

of God was all about.

Before | l eft traditionatexhungh,ahdwaeafiangl yhadBpbl af
Christian community, however, gave me an entirely new context by which to interpret Scripture.

The late Gregory Bateson used the following story to illustrate what goes on in the mind of a schizophrenic. A
schizophrenic walks up and down the hall of a T Tmesychiat
door to the office is closed and a sign appears on the
The schizophrenic reads the sign, knocks on the door, then walks off down the hall. He then comes back to the door,

knocks on it, then walks off again. He does this repeatedly.

Finally, the doctor opens the door and says, —What do

me to knock. Il

What happened? According to Bateson, the schizophrenic had lost the context that gives language meaning. A

person who doesn’t suffer from schizophrenia understani
door. The sign simply means that if one wishes to enter into the office, they should first knock and wait for a

response. The schizophrenic, however, has lost this context. So he misinterprets the sign.

The meaning of any statement depends on the context in which that statement operates. The great majority of the
New Testament was written to Christian communities that were experiencing Body life. That was the context in
which the vast bulk of New Testament statements were made. The majority of the New Testament was not written to
individuals.



Consequently, the many verses that we Khheyiwsré¢ i ans | i ke |
addressed to Christian communities. They have very little individual application to you or me. They instead find

application in Christian community.

Therefore, when one lives in that same context (authentic Christian community), many of the statements in the New

Testament take on new meaning. The New Testament becomes a brand new book, and most all of what it says

applies like never before. The reason: The context is now understood in a fresh way. This is my testimony regarding

the house of God.

Morrell: You mention three Old Testament journeys — fleeing the city of bondage, leaving the city of religion

and exiting the desert of waste. Could you explain?

In the Old Testament, Egypt speaks of the principalities and powers, the world system. Babylon speaks of organized

religion. And the wilderness speaks of spiritual transition, among other things. (In the book, | explain how I derived

this understanding.) Al Christians have beeypt del i ver e
hasn’'t |l eft all Christians.

Many of God’'s people are living in Babylon (organized |
in the wilderness. They are in transition. They have a high vision of what God wants for His church, and they long to

be a part of it. But they can’'t seem to find an expres:
and alone.

Most of my mail comes from people who have left organized religion and are now living in the wilderness. Their

stories sound identical, so much so that | believe God is at work in our time in a special way. In the book, I discuss

one’s options for all/l three | ocations.

Morrell: You believe that in God’s New Covenant inaugurated in Jesus, people can now access God

anywhere, “in spirit and truth.” By your lights, in what sense is God “at home” in the entire cosmos, “Lord of

heaven and earth,” and in what way does God still have specific places that are especially “home”?

Viola: One of the things I trace in the bookist he phrase —t he God of heaven and ea
whenever God's people were in the | and of Canaan, they
weren’t in the Il and, they called Hi ahprireiplbteree God of heavel

In short, whenever a group of Christians today are living in spiritual Canaan together — in authentic community
under the practical headship of Jesus Christ, then God feels at home. And in a spiritual sense, His kingdom has come
to that place.

Morrell: In one place in this section, you speak about Jesus and you write, “Earthly Jerusalem was not the
Lord’s home. Whenever Jesus visited that city, He always left it before sundown and lodged in Bethany.
Bethany was the closet thing to “home” for Him. He was welcomed, loved, and received there.” Can you
expound on this?

Viola: When Jesus Christ was on this earth, He was rejected in all quarters. The town of Bethlehem rejected Him
(there was no room to give Him a proper birth), His hometown of Nazareth rejected Him, His own siblings rejected

Him, the Jews rejected Him, the Samaritans rejected Him, and the city of Jerusalem rejected Him.

But there was one exception. The only place on earth that received Jesus and made Him feel welcome was a little



village called Bethany.

The Gospels present us with four encounters that Jesus had with this little town. The spiritual lessons bound up with

those encounters hold tremendous signi fi cmeahane Thisor us t
past May | wrote a little eBook that explores those four encounters in Bethany. It can be freely downloaded at
www.ptmin.org/bethany.htm

Morrell: In a way what you seem to be advocating here is the practice of hospitality; not only to strangers and
angels, but hospitality to God.

Viola:Absol utely. There is something in God’'s heart that
corporately. In the book, I unfold what this means practically.

To my mind, there is a lot of talk today about authentic community. Not a few theologians have written about this
subject. It seems to me, however, that one of the chief problems we have is that very few believers today are

fleshing out the community life of the church. Especially in the West Christians don’'-tifeunder st
in Christ looks |Iike. We are so highly independent and
flippantly.

| believe the Lord is urging His people to explore what community really means both ecclesiologically and
practically. And this will require, in many cases, a change of lifestyle.

The good news is that wherever this exploration is hap]
is taking place, God is at home. And the words of Paul in Ephesians 2:21-22 become more than col d

the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being

built together to become a dwelling in which God I|lives

Inthis last sectionof God 6 s Ul t i ,mauspeak &geest deal about the church being the family of God
the Father. How can we reorient our churches to be more like families (in the positive sense) and less like
Fortune 500 companies or dysfunctionalfamilies, which tend to be insular bless-me clubs?

Frank: | think a key ingredient is to understand what the church as family looks like and how it operates in the earth.
The New Testament as well as early church history gives us a decent glimpse. In the book, | seek to put a
microscope on that glimpse and blow it up.

To my mind at least, one of the major things that chokes the family life of the church is the institutional structure
found in most present-day churches. That structure is a cross between a business corporation and a spectator event.
It s not conduci ve f or taficelenmentstha markbealthyl familypifa. Likewise,i pat or vy, i

hierarchical, top-down, chain-of-c o mmand | eader ship structures kil t he ch
typical audi ence church —s e-tofadecomriiunitf. s a spectator sport
Few Christians would disagree that the church is a fami

admit that most churches operate as businesses and not as families.

If I can be candid, | find it amazing how some Christians are clear thinking and quick to reconsider inherited
theological views and practices on the missiorof the Christian life that are rooted in human tradition, conflicting
with the biblical story . . . yet when it comes to those human traditions concerning the practice of the church, they
dig their heels in and defend those traditions against any voice that would expose or challenge it against the biblical
story.



Mike: What do you mean, exactly?

Frank: Many Christians today believe that the church has over-adapted to modern Western culture in its theology.
But they don’'t seem t o n-addpteddoanodéroWestecnaultuee)in itdplaciides. i t has al

To me, this is a double standard. If we are going to rethink, reimagine, and deconstruct the modern Western
influences on the church using the biblical narrative as an essential guidepost, it should be across the board. Church

practices included. As John Stott once put it, —The hal
repetition of old traditions, but the willingness to submit every tradition, however ancient, to fresh Biblical scrutiny

and, if necessary, reform. I

I n short, I believe there’'s a great need to rherturn to

that dominates that expression is the family. The New Testament authors use the family metaphor for the church far
more frequently than any other.

Mike: Is anyone else saying this these days besides “house church” people?

Frank: Well, firstoff, Iwoul dn’t consider myself a —house churchl per
churchesll are not organic nor do they express the fami/l
has an eternal purpose, which is the reason for any church to exist.

Some of the greatest theologians of our time—Stanley Grenz (Created for Community; A Theology of the
Community of GodXevin Giles (The Trinity and Subordination; Jesus and the Fathfolfhart Pannenberg
(Systemaitc Theoloyylurgen Moltmann (The Trinity and the Kingdoynand Miroslav Volf (After Our Likeness;
Godds Li fleingiamongTheni—have dgng superb work in demonstrating a core truth: Namely, that the
church is rooted in the eternal Godhead.

For me, this core truth takes us down a very radical path as it concerns church practice. | believe that the Triune God
is the paradigm for the church’s organic expression. A
expression looks like when it hits the visible realm.

Therefore, if we take the Triune God as the model and fountainhead for our church life, our churches will look a
whole lot more like an extended family and face-to-face community than a business corporation or a spectator
event.

Mike: Switching gears to the “Body of Christ”—wow! You make the audacious claim that as Jesus was, so we
are...and more! You say that John 15’s analogy of the branch and the tree is instructive here; though there is
distinction, there is no separation. Care to unpack that?

Frank: 1 n t he third section of the book, I unpack the t heme
narrative chronological order. I n so doing, | seek to
church. While He is distinctfromi t ( He' s t he Head of the Body), He by no
many places in the New Testament, it’'s as if He doesn’

Let me give just a few examples from the book of Acts. Luke uses the same exact language to describe the birth of
the church in Acts 2 as he does when he describes the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem. Point: Luke envisioned the birth
of the church as the second incarnation of Jesus Christ.

In the opening verses of Acts, Luke states his purpose for writing, saying that he wrote his Gospel to tell the story of
all that Jesus —beganll to do and teach. His purpose in
do and teach through His Body.



Throughout the entireboo k o f Act s, Luke exchanges the phrases —and
some were added to the church. Il This demonstrates that
of Tarsus’' dramati c e x p eandther exemple. Wile Sauhveas persecatidg the ahurcB a ma s c u s
in Jerusalem, Jesus saidmé&lb Thhense Whg jauet youf epwreasxampl
same thread throughout the entire New Testament without break.

Mike: “The Body of Christ: It’s More Than Just a Good Idea!”

Frank: Right. As | seek to unveil this spiritual reality to others in person, | discover one common thing time and time

again. Most Christians take —the body Buotfithatnbr i stll as a
staggering implications on how they live, how they see themselves, how they see God, or how they see their fellow

Christians. Nor does it have much of an influence on how they practice church.

On the other hand, a revelation of what the body of Christ really is in the eyes of God constitutes no small revolution
in the Chri stcihamgliinfge eviethts &nldi ie ' s a maj or piece of

Mike: Just as in the dimension of the Bride of Christ as female, you see in the Body of Christ the “one new
man,” which you envision as a new species entering and flourishing here, bringing heaven to earth. This is a
potentially volatile question, but—spiritually speaking—what do you see as the overlaps and the differences
between the “masculine” and “feminine” ways of the Church’s functioning?

Frank: I m not sure how to answer your gquestion, but |’
sacred romance of the ages. As such, she is to discover how to receive the love of Christ and return it back to Him.
This can be a very practical thing. It’s not just good

In my experience, our sisters in Christ teach us how to do this well. As a general rule, they know how to love God
from the heart and be sensitive to Him better than us men. On the other hand, the church is also a fighting army who
wages war against God’ s enemy in times of spiritual wa l

To my mind, it’s vital ndwonsentoftedlydunction, therebytshowirg Lsalvaspdosto t h  me n
of the counterpart of Jesus Christ.

Mike: You see our existence as the new man being a re-incarnation of God in Christ, with a message that—to
quotefromGo d 6 s Ul t i -mia“ideeplyRhalkrgingo lhconfronts the status quo. It flies in the face of
all cherished tradition—Dbe it political, social, or religious. More surprising, [this new man] becomes the
champion of outcasts, some of which are notorious. He gravitates toward the marginalized, the poor, the
oppressed, and the down-trodden...the ‘scum of the earth,’ if you will. His message is scandalously inclusive.
It exudes no one, except for those who deliberately resist it’s radical inclusivity.” Wow, Frank! I want to
become part of this kind of community!

Frank: From God’'s standpoint, you have already been bol
it.) However, you may or may not be part of a local fellowship of believers that is experiencingr expressinghat
reality.

The reality of the body of Christ and the family of God is one thing. But the practical expression of it is quite
another.

An i mportant question that must be answer edHisietanal How do
purpose—a concrete, livable, experiential reality on this earth in our local assemblies?

Mike: Well...have you come up with any answers?



Frank: Some. After twenty years of gathering with Chri
some oftheingre di ent s that seem to foster church |ife that ref
and seeking solutions to those problems that seek to hinder it.

I "' d | ov e -dnonetne with everysaekéng heart and group of Christians who are pondering similar
questions so we can hash things out together. And in fact | do spend a good deal of my time in living rooms and
conferences around the world doing just that.

I will simply say that the first step is to be open to drastic changeinhow we do this thing call ed
willing to have open, non-hostile conversation over the topic.

Mike: I hear you. I think that for many of us out here, we want to see the church function as a family and as a
body. Even those of us allegedly in these ground-breaking emerging or house churches often feel like there’s
something big missing; namely, this vine-to-branch union with God in Christ! How do we experience the
vitality and guidance of the Spirit in our churches? And how do we prevent this experience from being an end
into itself, but instead steward it just like God does—to go forth and express?

Frank: To rightfully answer this question, I need nine weeks with a group of believers.

Our mentality concerniwg ormpihliigh afl ort htiwmag smii rsu t—ars .clr oBwat
don’t work that way. A |l arge part of my ministry is to
wish to be church together, and to show them what | know about how to experience Christ in the Spirit together.

This can’t al/l be put in a book. It has to be demonstr

for practical ways to know and experience Him together.

Mike: So this quest can begin with reading, but climaxes, ideally, in a relationship with a flesh-and-blood
guide who can come alongside and help midwife a group’s spiritual journey?

Frank: |I’'d add the word —guidesl (plural). But yes, |
step is to realize that God has a purpose, or as | put i
felt-needs of humans. This is very difficult for the evangelical mind to grasp.

Let me give you an example. Recently, | heard a famous fundamentalist preacher argue against the idea that Jesus

came for something more than to take us to heaven. He |
seek and save that which was | ost . I e$whdredesugssitHengl y, He
came for a different purpose. Granted, Jesus did come to seek and save the lost. But that was only oneof His

purposes i n c oulimategpyrpose.t wasn’'t Hi s

Mike: Could you unpack that?

Frank: Suppose a mother is going to take her 6-year old son to a school recital where he will publicly display his

incredible singing voice. The recital begins at 7pm. At 5pm, the boy is playing outside. When his mother calls him,

he's coverdckdtdntadd.rtThehelmoy’s mot her has an i mmedi ate g
for the recital. But that’'s not the mother’s ultimate (¢
publicly display his matchless voice.

Mike: Ahh, I think I see where this is going...

Frank: I hope so. Jesus statement that He came to seel
giving us fallen mortals a bath and dressing us up. But this was mid-range planning, if you will—an intermediate
goal necessary so we could fulfill His ultimate intention . . . which is wrapped up in something for Himself.



The second step, Il think, is to understand that we are
such, we have a native habitat that God has designed us for. In addition, our species was created to eat a certain kind

of food and drink not native to this earth. It is by eating that food and drinking that drink that we outwardly express

the life of that nourishment together as a community.

This is a very different approach to the common idea t|
I't’s one that rather says, —This same Jesus.|litheseliBn wn
habitat for living that |ife and there’'s a way to part
Mike: Less a slavish imitation of the historical Jesus and more a participation in the living Christ.

Frank: Exactly. Jesus Hi msel f put it this way: —As the living Fath
eats me shall l'ive by me. |l

Whi |l e | hear a |l ot of talk about —doing the stuffl that
arena, t he —howl is often overlooked. And yet it’'s a basi
human lives.

So finding our native habitat, living in it, and eating and drinking the food that is made for our species are the basic

ingredients for the out-living of the new man on earth. So it seems to me. These concepts are developed in the book.
The good news i s t hchair philosomhys Ehey tah lie exgersenca todayn if wie arewilling to
pay the price to obtain them.

Mike Morrell is a freelance writer and editor living with his wifesminin Raleigh, North Carolina.He is part of
anintentional housechurch communityand is an avid reader of comic books, church history, and current events.
Mike spends altogether too much time maintaimiagcarnate.coman alt.Christian cornucopia documenting roads
to Jesus lessaveled.
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