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The Church as a Covenantal Community

Throughout this course and the reading materials,
a resounding theme emerged that caught my
attention, namely, that the church is a covenantal
community of saints. When we make up our mind
to become a Christian, not only are we entering
into a covenant with God with Him as our Lord
and Savior but also a covenant with other chris-
tians to become a people of God, Thus in the words
of Michael Griffiths, "when we are born again, we
are born into the family of God."!

Becoming a christian is supposed to be a lot like
getting married. We get a family in the bargain.
The wedding may leave us with blurred memories
of new faces. But gradually the faces become
familiar, and we begin to develop a bond with
some of the relatives. When we [irst commit our
lives to Christ, we might feel pretty much alone.
But then we discover that we have become a
member of a whole community of people who are
also committed to Christ.

Jesus taught his disciples to pray by saying, "Our
Father who .." (Mt 6:9). When we receive Christ
as our Savior, we become "children of God" (Jn
1:12).If God is our Father and we are his children,
then all other believers are our brothers and sisters.
Jesus said that "whoever does the will of my Father
in heaven is my brother, and sister, and mother"
(Mt 12:50).

Despite its solid Biblical foundation, the concept
of the church as a community has been grossly
overlooked in today’s churchés. In fact the word
‘community’ can carry different meanings in
different denominations. For some it means
committed christians who have forsaken their idols
and to others it could mean nominal christians who
have some affiliation to the church. No wonder
this original sense of a community as in the
Apostles’ time has been so diluted in the twenticth
century. It is such a shame to witness that Luther
has emphasized with so much fervor during the
Reformation has now largely faded into the
background. It hurts me greatly to read from the
response to a recent sermon on the priesthood of
all believers that the New Testament model of a
covenantal community of saints is an illusive
dream that belongs only to the Apostles’ time and
not to be fulfilled in this day and age.
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By Ching C. Lau

Gone is this concept that as much as our salvation
is individual, the purpose of God’s delivering us
from the bondage of sin is to become part of this
everlasting body which is the church. How many
christians today actually understand that the life
of God, "though poured by the Spirit of Christ into
individual souls, is given to them as members of
the church."?

Iagree with many of the authors that evangelical
churches have perhaps but too much emphasis on
individual commitment of each christian to the
extent that the corporate identity of the church
has been diluted. Thus when a christian is called
into full time ministry, he could be making the
decision entirely on his own without even seeking
the advice and counsel of the leeaders of the
church. When and only after the decision has been
made would the intention to become a minister be
made known to the church. At that point, he is
merely asking for the endorsement of his decision
and perhaps is requesting financial support to
attend seminary. Such is a common mentality
among the evangelical circles as I see it. I confess
that I myself had a tendancy to commit the same
kind of mistake when I was in the United States.
Seldom had I been taught to seek the will of God
for the whole congregation over and above His
will for me as an individual. Yet according to
Luther it is the responsibility of the church as
community to call individuals into the ministry
and not just to act as a rubber stamp for approval
as is often the practice today. It almost seems {00
dictatorial for the church to ask christians to
consider the needs of the church as a whole and
ask how we as members could direct our lives and
goals so as to fit into this corporate will of God.
Perhaps we have been influenced too much by the
emphasis on human rights in the secular world. We
have been given a free hand to choose the will of
God for ourselves and the church leaders merely
hope that the will of God for individuals secked
entirely separate from each other somehow fit
together for the benefit of the church. How far
removed we are from the New Testament pattern
on thi¢ matter when we read Aets 13:1-3 to see how
Paul and Barnabas were called to minister to the
gentiles.

Even in baptism we put too much emphasis on
the individuals’ faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.
The few questions asked immediately before
baptism focused primarily on the confession of
the candidate’s commitment to follow Christ. Very
little is being asked regarding his commitment to
the church he is being baptized into. William
Willimon says it well in his book "Worship as
Pastoral Care". "Baptism must be a communal event



because the identity it confers is socially struc-
tured and communally derived. It is an identity
that is not only given by the community but that
is forever responsible to and dependent upon the
community."® He went on to say that "In baptism
the church is saying to the candidate "you must
never again think of yourself as ‘on your own’,
Your are ours, and we are God’s. As we claim you
and as God claims you through us, so also your
new brothers and sisters will make claims upon
you. Your are now a part of the Body."® I was
particular touched by the example of the seven
year old who asked after the baptism of a baby,
"Where is this baby that belongs to me now? If I'm
going to be looking out for him, I've got to know
exactly what he looks like". This example will put
many christians to shame for we seldom think that
Erc' should be responsible for one another’s well
eing.

Eucharist is another example where the emphasis
has been misplaced. Instead of looking at this
sacrament as, in William Willimon’s words, "a
process of building a community",4 it is often
taught as a time to renew our individuoal pledge
of allegiance to the Lord. That the Eucharist should
be looked at in the context of building the com-
munity can be best illustrated in Paul’s exhortation
to the Corinthian church. Just like many churches
today, lack of community was at the heart of the
Froblcm in Corinth. The Corinthian church was a

ragmented church. Even the gifts of the Spirit
had become a source of division rather than unity,
It was in this context that Paul turned to teaching
about the Lord’s Supper as a means of healing
Corinthian brokenness.

Starting at I Cor 11:17, Paul discussess the
Corinthian’s abuses of the Lord’s Supper. The
division notes elsewhere have even corrupted the
Eucharist, Some eat and drink to drunkenness
while others are shamed because they have nothing
to eat. "When you meet together, it is not the Lord’s
Supper that you eat” (17:20), Paul tells them, They
have invalidated their Eucharist by Ffactions,
selfishness, and humiliation of others.

They have despised the common life and,
in so doing, they have failed to "discern
the body". The "body", of course, does not

refer to the elements of communion here but rather
to Paul’s favorite analogy of the church as the
"body of Christ". The Corinthians’ problem is not
that they do not take the Eucharist with enough
seriousness. Their problem is that they misun-
derstand that the focus of communion is not upon
some magical, heavenly food but rather upon
Christ and their brothers and sisters around the
table who have been saved, called, and gifted by
Christ and formed into his body. Thus the abuses
arose because the Corinthians thought the sacra-
mental food was a substance as in other mystical
religious meals. Each ate for himself. This
pneumatic individualism destroyed fellowship.
Paul does not appeal to the Corinthians to recog-
nize the sacramental significance of the saving
food -- they do that already. They should rather
understand that the sacrament takes place in the
context of the church and is this to be actualized
by the realization of their community.

Another indication of the community concept
having been eroded is seen in the lack of partic-
ipation in this community by its members. This is
particularly obvious among many Chinese
churches in North America whose members are
mostly from the upper middle class. These chris-
tiansare usually financially independent and have
been living in relative abundance for sometime.
Thus this sense of self-sufficiency is quite pre-
vailing and no wonder it is so difficult to convince
these christians that as members of the same body,
we are supposed to be interdependent. It is only
during major crisis when this sense of self-
sufficiency is temporarily suspended and such
christians become receptive to the help of others.
It is unfortunate that it takes disasters in our lives
for us to experience and appreciate the reality of
"communio sancorum”,

(to be continued)
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