Thoughts on restoring the church: confessions of an amateur

Louis Labuschagne

P.O. Box 99400 

Garsfontein-East 

0060

South Africa

Email: labusle@lantic.net 

Chapter 2

Restoration: What it is, what it is not, and why we need it

So what then is restoration, or more to the point when in these notes we talk of restoration, what do we mean? The word itself is easy enough to grasp. It implies that at some point in history there was a stage when things were somehow "better", and it refers to a process whereby measures are put in place and practices altered, in an attempt to change the status quo to bring it more in line with "the way things used to be". But what exactly are we restoring, and what are we trying to restore it to?

When in these notes we refer to restoration, we will be referring specifically to the restoration of the church, and nothing else. When using this term we never mean uplifting or improving secular society. Restoration as we use it in this book has NOTHING to do with improved healthcare, better education, job creation, security, and so on. Our interest here is specifically in the health and well-being of the church as a community of God's people. This may seem callous at first, but lets be clear about one thing:

The kingdoms of men, this entire world system of ours, is in rebellion to God and stands condemned already (Ps 2). It belongs to an era that is in the process of passing away, and when Christ returns, it will finally come to an end. The kingdom of God has already come though not yet fully. When Christ returns this kingdom will come in all its fullness, and will last for all eternity. Now for a while we live between the times with these two kingdoms co-existing side by side in tension. However the two cannot mix. You cannot take the kingdom of God and make it part of something that is passing away. In the same way, since this world system is already condemned and passing away, it cannot somehow be redeemed by incorporating it into the kingdom of God. God is busy shaking this earth and will continue shaking this earth until only that which cannot be shaken remains. 

In this situation where the two kingdoms live in tension alongside each other, the life in church should be a sample of the life in the next age. It should be an example of the kingdom life that will be experienced more fully when the kingdom of God comes in all its fullness at the return of Christ.  However often this is sadly not the case. Often the church loses this perspective of being part of a different kingdom, and when this happens it is all too commonplace for the church to start adopting the ways of the nations around us, and thereby lose its distinctiveness. This then is my interest here: the extent to which the church reflects the life of the kingdom of God. When I talk of restoration, I will be referring to the practices and structures WITHIN the church, and will understand a process of putting in place measures, and of altering these practices in such a way as to bring them more in line with biblical patterns. Ultimately the aim is to have a church which more completely reflects the life of the Kingdom of God, and wherein the Holy Spirit would feel truly welcome.  Rather than attempting to reform society, our interest here is reforming the church so that it will truly be an eschatological community of God's people. 

But why all the fuss? Is this really necessary? The church seems to be doing alright. Do we really need restoration? In truth the task of restoration will not end until Christ returns. The prevailing culture and norms of secular society change all the time. Because of this measures that may have been very helpful in encouraging the life of the kingdom 30 years ago, may not be so effective 3 decades later. Of course biblical principles NEVER change. But the way these principles are applied in secular society may change as secular society changes. Consider for example Paul's ruling regarding the length of hair, and of the use of head coverings in 1 Cor 11:3-16. The objective of this ruling was propriety in worship. This has not changed and should still be the objective of all churches. However society has changed, and because of this focussing on head coverings and the length of our hair is no longer the most appropriate way to ensure propriety in worship.

So what has changed? What challenges have appeared to necessitate another wave of restoration in the church? (These observations are of course intensely personal and subjective.) 

· Among those shifts that have occurred in secular society, is an increasing notion that truth itself is relative. What is true for me, may not be true for you, and if I believe something passionately enough, then it is true for me. This in turn has of late given rise to increasing superstition.

· In fact there is almost a distrust of objective truth! Part of the reason for this may well be the advent of the information age, with a people being confronted with an overwhelming mass of information on a daily basis. Due to the fact that it is well nigh impossible to control all the information that gets posted on the web, this information mass confronting modern individuals, is often conflicting. This overexposure has to a large extent contributed to the abovementioned distrust.

· In fact with ever more information being presented in multi-media formats which effectively “do everything for you”, both the attention span and reading ability of the average individual seems to have declined. The ability to think abstractly also seems to be taking a downward turn.

· Related to the distrust of objective truth, there is also an increasing distrust of institutional authority.

· Hand in hand with the above, there is also a very strong shift from the rationalism of an earlier age to emotivity. If I feel something passionately enough, then that somehow makes it real and justifies all my actions.

· The intense individualism and introspection that has been a characteristic of the western world for so long is still with us, but with the move towards emotivity, it has been given new wings. 

· One of the consequences of the above, are very self-centred lives. In the 70’s and 80’s this self-centred focus manifested itself in the so-called me-generation.

· Consumerism is also still alive and well and very much with us. If only I have enough money, I will be able to buy my way out of everything. 

It needs to be mentioned that the points mentioned above represent both the paradigms of an emerging post-modernist society, and that of a possibly fading materialistic society. Hence the contradictory nature of some of them. Be that as it may, all represent a threat to the church. As redeemed believers we are not of the world, but we do live in it, and as such are exposed to its paradigms and philosophies. If we are not ever vigilant, these will infiltrate and compromise the church. 

So how has the above affected the church? Firstly the erosion of the notion of objective truth has contributed to an erosion of biblical truth as such. Over the past few decades there has been a marked decline in interest in systematic bible study. Somewhat subjective inspirational texts are preferred to commentaries. Easy to digest how-to recipes are preferred to principles. With an increasing emotivity in society, more trust is put in emotional experiences as a basis for faith, than in objective biblical truth. All of this has had its effect on the style of preaching in the modern church. Systematic biblical exposition is ever more rare. Instead one finds many more inspirational sermons, often based on very questionable exegesis. Sermons are also more brief, perfunctory, and superficial (possibly in part due to the audience’s declining ability to concentrate). In my opinion there is moreover an increasing focus on entertainment and "how it makes you feel" in sermons, rather than confronting people with objective biblical truth. Rather than a revelation of God's objective truth (that needs to be grappled with), the bible now becomes some sort of magical crystal ball, with passages being interpreted in a very subjective way. 

To some extent this erosion of biblical truth has also lead to an erosion of morality itself. If truth itself is seen to be somewhat subjective, and if the most important aspect is how something makes me feel, then it is all too easy to conclude that something is morally permissible if it makes me feel good and if I feel that God won’t really mind.

One aspect of the erosion of biblical truth, is a kind of a loss of confidence in the completeness of the bible. The church is ever more open to turn to the secular world for help and guidance. When it comes to models for managing and governing the church, we are not averse to consulting corporate management manuals for ideas. If people have significant emotional and spiritual problems, we are also not averse to referring them to the "professionals" in the form of secular psychologists -- as if secular science was better equipped to help them than the revelation of the Creator himself.

Shifting paradigms have affected the times of worship in song as well. The most noticeable change here has been the shift from declaration to experience. A very important aspect of worship in song, is the declaration of God's truth, His attributes, and His mighty deeds. Instead one finds an increasing number of songs that focus almost exclusively on "how it makes you feel". Instead of songs declaring God's truth, we have more and more songs devoted to how the worshipper FEELS when confronted by God. How passionate he is for God, and how he is going to serve God forever. In short we spend more time singing about ourselves, and less about God. For the sake of obtaining a song that makes you "feel good", doctrine in some of these songs is also often careless and superficial.

The self-centredness of modern society has also contributed to a very self-centred christianity in the modern church, with a very strong focus on "how can the gospel improve my life and make me happier now". Rather than us serving God, we want the gospel to serve us. We thus end up with a faith that effectively trusts in Christ for this life only (1 Cor 15:19). If not altogether lost, the eschatological aspect of the gospel whereby in the present we do have a living hope, but still may have to suffer all kinds of trials (1 Pe 1:3-6), is much faded. Rather than a future hope, we have a demand for present gratification.

Lately one has seen an explosion in cyber-relationships. Note for example the surge in popularity of internet facilities like facebook and mxit. I do not think these facilities are "bad" per se, and have no qualms about repudiating those who do make such claims. Such facilities are a useful tool enabling us to use the latest technology to stay in touch with our friends. However the human heart is deceitful above all things and always open to corruption. So although these facilities are by themselves innocuous, we can turn them into a stumbling block by the way we use them. The fault then is not in the facilities themselves, but in our hearts, in what we make of them. So what is the problem here? What has happened is that the internet has enabled us to form a very large number of superficial somewhat surreal relationships. Often we communicate not with a real person, but with a website or email address. The interpersonal aspect of human society ends up being diluted. In view of this, whether we want to admit it or not, these cyber-tools actually have very limited value as a tool for advancing the Kingdom of God. The fact of the matter is that things like the proclamation of the gospel and the life of the kingdom of God, are things that should happen on a deeply personal level. To see this note that God's chosen means for spreading the gospel is through interpersonal communication (Ro 10:14-15), and that interpersonal relationships in the fear of God is part of the very glue that holds the church together (1 Jn 3:11-24). If this is sacrificed in favour of a more modern "cyber-based church" and "cyber-based proclamation of the gospel" -- where the  interpersonal aspect is sure to be far more superficial, -- it is sure to have a debilitating effect on the church.

On this whole issue of biblical truth, I think it is time that we heard the message of 2 Ki 1. Lets take time to review that now. The Philistines were a very advanced refined society. Hence the tension between the God of Israel and the god of Ekron, is akin to the tension between the living God and the god of the civilised world. The real question in this passage, is then "In whom or what do you trust when the chips are down? The God of Israel, or the god of secular society?" We need to be like our father Abraham. His God was a personal God, a God of glory, power, grace and majesty, who had made a covenant with him and with whom he cultivated and nurtured a personal relationship. His trust was ultimately in his relationship with this divine person. God wants the same for us. He wants us to know Him personally, and to trust in His character and the relationship we have with Him. To guide us in this endeavour we have the Holy Spirit and the written word.

The problem is that often we don't rely on the character of God. Often we prefer a formula to a relationship. Faced with a problem, we look for a recipe or formula that will fix it: "Follow these easy steps and all will be OK". Rather than appealing to the favour of a personal God, we trust in secular financial advisers to care for our needs, we trust in secular psychology for guidance regarding relationships, etc. At times we even use secular corporate management structures as models for leadership structures within the church. However sometimes the problem is more subtle than an obvious reliance on worldly wisdom. Here you will have to allow me a bit of leeway to try and make my point. 

Of late there has been an increase in courses aimed at teaching some aspect of biblical truth. Many modern christian books even feature an appendix explaining how this book may be used in such a course. Whilst there is certainly room for courses, I think that at times they do more harm than good. Ideally a course should highlight how the bible applies to a specific issue, and then equip and encourage you to go and work out the details yourself from scripture through prayer, meditation, and seeking God's face. In other words it should point you back to scripture and a personal relationship with God. Often this does not happen, with courses becoming self-referential sub-biblical formulas and recipes for fixing your life. Instead of relying on the favour of a personal God, we end up relying on recipes with many people running from course to course with each new problem, looking for the specific recipe that will fix their unique problem. So we end up trusting in the recipe of Joe Soap, the recipe of Timothy Atkins, etc. When in this way christianity is allowed to deteriorate into a collection of recipes and formulas, it is no longer the God Israel we are serving, but the god of Ekron. At such times we need to be reminded what it means to be children of Abraham. We then need to hear the cry "Is there not a God in Israel that you need to trust in these things?"

In 2 Kings 1 we see Ahaziah trusting in the god of the civilised world as opposed to the God of Israel. God frustrates his attempt to consult this foreign god, and then also frustrates his subsequent attempt to suppress His word spoken through His prophet Elijah. The authority of God's word is underlined by the fact that it was only the captain who recognised the authority of God's word over that of secular authority, that was spared. The futility of chasing after foreign gods is underlined by Ahaziah's fate; with his gods unable to save him, he dies leaving 

absolutely no legacy or heritage.

There is a well known poem by Rudyard Kipling called "The road through the woods".

 

They shut the road through the woods
Seventy years ago.
Weather and rain have undone it again,
And now you would never know
There was once a road through the woods
Before they planted the trees.
It is underneath the coppice and heath,
And the thin anemones.
Only the keeper sees
That, where the ring-dove broods,
And the badgers roll at ease,
There was once a road through the woods. 

Yet, if you enter the woods
Of a summer evening late,
When the night-air cools on the trout-ringed pools
Where the otter whistles his mate.
(They fear not men in the woods,
Because they see so few)
You will hear the beat of a horse's feet,
And the swish of a skirt in the dew,
Steadily cantering through
The misty solitudes,
As though they perfectly knew
The old lost road through the woods. . . .
But there is no road through the woods.

Let us not through neglect allow the biblical paradigm for the church, to suffer the fate of the road through the woods. Once before biblical truth had reached a point among the people of God where it became somewhat like the road through the woods. See 2 Chron 34:14-21. Through a forgotten copy of the book of the law and the actions of a devout king, truth was restored for a season. Lets not wait until we reach such a low point again.

Ultimately of course restoration is not an end in itself. Restoration of the church, should lead to a strengthening of the church. (I am at this point deliberately avoiding the use of the word revival, because through over-use, it has somewhat lost its meaning.)  Strengthening/revival of the church should then in turn lead to a great in-gathering, a great awakening or harvest of souls. However true revival leading to a great awakening, cannot be superficial. Superficiality never changed anyone, but only seeks to delude and impress. If it is true revival we desire, the axe needs to be laid to the root of the tree. Fundamental change and restoration is needed. Compare for example Etosha pan in Namibia, and Lake Baikal in Russia. During the rainy season, Etosha pan covers a vast expanse. However it is extremely shallow, and with the first dry sunny season, that very impressive expanse of water disappears. By comparison Lake Baikal covers a relatively small surface area. Yet because of its immense depth, it contains fully 20% of the entire globes fresh water. We need a revival that resembles Lake Baikal, not Etosha pan.

