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THE CHURCH AS A COVENANTAL COMMUNITY
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By: CHING C. LAV

Another implication of the
priesthood of all believers is that
all Christians have been called to
serve one another as well as the
world at large in the same pattern
as Christ has served his disciples.
According to Thomas F. Torrance,
".. in constituting them as His
Body, baptized with His baptism
and partaking of His cup, Chirst
so assimilated them into His
diaconal life and service on earth
that He made diaconia an essen-
tial mark of the church redeemed
by Him and built up around His
own Person as Christ. They were
in Him a messianic community
anointed for service, through
sharing in His own anointing and
His own self consecration for
mankind. It cannot be doubted
that this diaconal character of
life and service in Christ is a basic
and permanent sign of the church
sanctified in Him, for it is here
that Christ’s own image and
likeness most clearly appear: in
the diaconia of the divine mercy
within the spiritual and physical
existence of man."18

Since we are to follow Christ’s
example in our service, what then
is the pattern of service which
Christ has instituted in Himself
for the church? Basically it is a
charge to be merciful as the
Father is merciful and a call to
follow Christ in the form of a
servant, The mercy referred to
here warrants some explanation,
As Torrance puts it, Christ min-
istered the mercy of God to man
at the sharpest point of his need
and misery, where he is not only
unmerciful but resents mercy, "It
is easy enough, as Jesus pointed
out, to be merciful to others when
it meets with some return, but to
be merciful without any hope of
return and without ever looking
for any return, to go on being
merciful in the face of unremit-
ting unthankfulness, and always
to make every act of ingratitude,
no matter how bitter and obdu-
rate, the very occasion for mercy,
is to minister a mercy that is quite

limitless. That is real mercy, and
that is what it means to be
merciful as God is merciful "19

Thus this mercy is not some sort
of cheap sympathy but it is
manifested in actively bearing
the burden and suffering. For
when Christ came to accomplish
the salvation of men through his
diaconal ministry, he did so by
first identifying with the sinful
man. ".. He was at work
reclaiming lost humanity, not by
accusing men in their sickness
and sin but by shouldering all
their asthenia upon Himself i.e.
not by throwing the responsibility
back upon them but by takin
their responsibility on Himself "2
This substitutionary aspect per-
meates throughout Christ’s min-
istry and culminates in His
crucifixion. Therefore a lesson
for us to learn is that truly
substitutionary love is, for the
sake of the brother, able even to
relinquish the salvation which
God has given and like Mosses and
Paul pray to God to reject me and
make my brothers blessed in my
place. To serve our brothers and
sisters according to Christ’s pat-
tern means "we enter into the
brother’s filth and shame in order
to help him out of his sins by the
power we have because God has
protected us. We become his fel-
low prisoners so that he may be
free, and we become companions
in his fall so that he may stand
up and walk."%1

Here again the church today has
fallen way short of the standard
set by our Lord. Christians are so
busy wrapped up in their own

personal interests tl'gat they
hardly spend time with other
members in church, let alone

sharing their lives with one
another. For those who are willing
to take the time to go to the
fellowship or small groups, their
experience is that the sharing is
too superficial. Many times I find
brothers and sisters sharing what
Christians ought to be thinking

but not what they are actually
thinking, thus reducing sharing to
a cerebral exercise. Too often we
fail to grasp the truth from the
parable of the good Samaritan
that "sharing does not come from
religiosity but from the heart,"22
If we are to strengthen our life
within the body, we must learn to
think from our hearts first. Only
then will we begin to see that we
need each other and only then will
sharing develop. What a beautiful
picture it would be when Chris-
tians share with one another their
personal problems and needs and
receive the support of others
through their intercessory pray-
ers and spiritual counseling.
Likewise, what a thrilling
experience for Christians to share
in the joy of others’ triumph over
personal struggles which have
been endured by the body
together.

‘Not only that mutual service
within the church is lacking, but
the service rendered by the
church to the world is also trag-
ically missing. In the case of
evangelical churches, the
tendency is to separate the pres-
byteral ministry through which
the Word and Sacraments are
dispensed from the diaconal
ministry through which the
responses of God’s people in
worship and witness or interces-
sion and mercy are guided and
prompted. This obviously has its
historical roots dating back to the
time when the church was busy
combating the influence of lib-
eral theology and its by product,
the social gospel. However, by
suppressing the diaconal ministry
while elevating the presbyteral
ministry, the church suffers grave
consequences. For these two
ministries are essentially com-
plementary and are mutually
dependent since each requires the
other for its proper fulfilment
and one is obstructed by the lack
of the other. Thus when the
ministry of Word and Sacraments



islefton itsown without the other
half, it has succumbed to the
temptation "to arrogate to itself a
false glory and to fulfil its
authoritative commission not by
obedient service but by usurping
control and mastergl over the
Lord’s inheritance."?¥ This is in
dire contrast to the example set
by Christ who refused adamantly
the temptation of using his power
and authority to accomplish his
mission rather than serving as a
humble servant.

This separation of the diaconal
ministry from the presbyteral
ministry also has disastrous con-
sequences for the service of the
church in its corporate capacity.
"For without the example of pure
service, which it is the office of
the deacon to set forth, the church
has fallen into the temptation to
give itself out as the patron of
goodness and welfare and to
assume worldly powers in order
to achieve success in its work of
relief, and thus has betrayed the
very nature of its ministry as
service of divine mercy to man-
kind. This has also meant that the
ministry of Christ clothed with
His gospel has been kept apart
from the ministry of Christ
clothed with the need and plight
of men, with the result that the
ministry of the Gospel has so

often lost its relevance to men in
the concrete actualities of their
existence, and the ministry of the
divine mercy has lacked its
penectrating power to strike into
the deepest root of human need
in man’s guilty estrangement
from God -- thus grave disorder
has appeared in the life of the
church and its mission is often
fraught with a deep sense of
futility."23

I was particularly struck by
Torrance’s statement that "dea-
cons act as representatives of the
people and as examples of the way
in which Christ identified Him-
self with their need, and there-
fore as sent by Him to engage in
a ministry of pure, unassuming
service without any commission
to exercise authority or pastoral
control."?3 [ have been a deacon
for six years and I must confess
that my role was just the opposite
to that described by Torrance. For
the deacon has always been
regarded as an authoritative
figure who is involved in the
decision making and thus the
governing of the church. Never
had I been taught that I was
supposed to be an example of pure
service to the congregation. In
fact, the board of deacons was so
involved in board meetings and
planning sessions that sometimes

we wonder if we were serving
people or mere managers. That is
why it is so reassuring to read
from "The Living Church" that
one of the fundamental concepts
is "the living church remembers
that it is people -- the people of
God."24

One can ponder a lot more on
the thoughts I have outlined. But
the fact remains that the church
is far from perfect. We still have
a long way to go in building up
the church as a covenantal com-
munity of saints according to the
blueprint set forth in Scriptures.
As 1 Peter 2:9 points out, the
imperative of the church is to
declare the wonderful deeds of
Him who called us out of darkness
into His marvelous light. How-
ever, until the church fulfils its
indicative of a called community
living in harmony and love, there
is no hope of fulfilling the
imperative. I agree wholeheart-
edly with MacNair that the
greatest incentive for individual
Christians to evangelize is their
experience of the reality of the
abundant life in the church.25
Without that personal fulfilment
as part of the Body, we are merely
preaching yet another empty
philosophy.

(The End)
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Sunday It is an exploration of one of the books MacDonald
School in the New Tuntamant. /
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