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By	various	acts	of	divine	calling	and	providence	(of	which	I	have	to	remind	myself	most	Mondays),	
we	find	ourselves	as	the	chief	architects	of	a	local	church	body:	communities	that	we	believe	are	
the	 very	 mediatorial	 presence	 of	 Christ	 in	 our	 cities	 and	 the	 ordinary	 locus	 of	 salvation.	
Communities	that	contain	battered	and	bruised	image	bearers	of	God	looking	for	healing	and	
hope—looking	for	God.	And,	in	most	cases	for	us	with	Mission	Anabaino,	we	are	not	building	on	
the	foundation	of	another	(Rom.	15:20),	but	building	from	the	ground	up	the	structures	through	
which	our	people	will	engage	the	most	vital	questions	of	human	existence:	who	is	God?	Who	am	
I?	What	does	it	mean	to	be	a	Christian	in	the	church,	in	the	world?	These	are	weighty	matters,	
and	it	is	obviously	incumbent	upon	us	that	we	build	with	care	and	skill.	But,	what	blueprint	are	
we	following?	What	design?	Towards	what	end?						
	
My	 conviction	 is,	 in	 the	 ancient	words	 of	 John	Cassian,	 “There	 is	 no	 arrival	 unless	 there	 is	 a	
definite	plan	to	go.”1	There	must	be	a	wisely	chosen	telos	of	the	Christian	life,	and	the	structures	
of	the	church	must	be	designed	to	facilitate	that	telos	in	the	lives	of	our	congregants.	The	purpose	
of	 this	paper	 is	 to	argue	that	union	with	Christ	 is	 this	 telos,	and	to	consider	 implications	 that	
follow	for	how	we	design	and	build	the	structures	of	our	churches’	communal	life.	
	
First,	 note	 the	 relationship	 between	 telos	 and	 practice.	 Every	 church	 is	 consciously	 or	
unconsciously	embracing	a	certain	telos	for	the	Christian	life,	and	this	can’t	help	but	to	shape	the	
church’s	practice	of	 community.	 The	 church	 that	 sees	 the	 telos	of	 the	Christian	 life	 as	moral	
transformation	will	have	a	heavy	emphasis	on	practices	that	facilitate	sanctification	toward	that	
end:	spiritual	disciplines,	accountability	groups,	one	on	one	discipleship,	etc.	Mission	for	these	
churches	becomes	the	moral	rehabilitation	of	the	individual	and	the	culture.	The	church	that	sees	
the	telos	of	the	Christian	life	as	theological	education	will	 implement	 intensive	Sunday	School	
curricula,	 conferences,	 lengthy	 sermons	 that	 lean	 towards	 lecture,	 and	 so	on.	Mission	 in	 this	
church	is	to	be	a	pillar	of	truth,	to	oppose	heresy,	and	to	propagate	right	theology.	The	church	
that	sees	the	telos	of	the	Christian	life	as	social	restoration	will	design	church	structures	around	
the	mercy	and	justice	of	God	and	the	church’s	participation	 in	social	 issues.	My	goal	 is	not	to	
caricature,	 but	 to	 illustrate	 the	 relationship	 between	 a	 church’s	 teleological	 convictions	 and	
communal	practices.	
	
Part	of	the	challenge	is	that	there	is	not	universal	agreement	in	the	Church	as	to	what	the	telos	
of	the	Christian	life	 is.	Simon	Chan	doesn’t	see	this	as	a	negative	thing.	“Different	spiritualties	
may	appeal	 to	Christians	of	different	 temperaments	or	even	 to	 the	 same	person	at	different	
times,”	 he	 notes.	 “No	 single	 type	 of	 spirituality	 satisfies	 everyone.	 In	 fact,	 diverse	 Christian	
spiritualities	are	a	gift	of	Christ	to	his	church.”2	We	have	all	probably	seen	this	dynamic	at	work	
in	the	lives	of	our	people.	A	person	who	is	burned	by	a	church	with	one	spirituality	finds	new	life	
																																																								
1	quoted	in	Simon	Chan,	Spiritual	Theology,	p.	18	
2	Simon	Chan,	Spiritual	Theology,	p.	20-21		



in	a	church	of	a	different	spirituality,	and	is	thus	enabled	to	continue	to	endure	with	Christ	and	
his	church.	This	is	to	be	celebrated.	
	
The	question	remains,	however,	whether	greater	unity	on	the	telos	of	the	Christian	life	is	not	of	
a	greater	good	than	Chan	acknowledges.	For	we	are	the	one	body	of	Christ,	and	Jesus	prayed	
that	we	would	be	one	(John	17:21).	Greater	unity	on	the	telos	of	the	Christian	life	would	be	an	
expression	of	this	unity,	and	in	practice	would	demonstrate	a	greater	catholicity.	But	even	our	
own	confessional	documents	are	vague	as	to	this	telos.	“The	chief	end	of	man	is	to	glorify	God	
and	 to	 enjoy	 him	 forever.”3	 Does	 anyone	 really	 know	 what	 this	 means	 in	 practice?	 In	 my	
experience,	there	is	usually	more	emphasis	on	the	word	“glorify”	than	“enjoy,”	and	this	translates	
in	practice	into	some	vague	notion	that	humans	should	“decrease”	and	God	should	“increase,”	
or	a	fear	of	anything	“man-centered.”		
	
Consider	 our	 children’s	 catechisms.	 I	 am	 always	 fascinated	 by	 what	 the	 first	 questions	
communicate	about	God,	about	us,	about	telos.	In	First	Catechism:	Teaching	Children	Bible	Truths	
(which	is	widely	used	in	our	circles)	the	first	question	asks,	“Who	made	you?”	In	the	questions	
that	follow,	God	is	introduced	as	Creator	who	made	all	things	for	his	glory,	and	we	glorify	him	by	
loving	him	and	doing	what	he	commands.4		Compare	this	to	the	opening	questions	of	Belonging	
to	God:	
	 Question	1.	Who	are	you?		

I	am	a	child	of	God.		
Question	2.	What	does	it	mean	to	be	a	child	of	God?		
That	I	belong	to	God,	who	loves	me.		
Question	3.	What	makes	you	a	child	of	God?	
Grace	--	God's	free	gift	of	love	that	I	do	not	deserve	and	cannot	earn.5	
	

Telos	is	incredibly	important,	and	from	our	children’s	catechisms	on	we	are	at	best	divided	and	
unclear	about	the	telos	of	the	Christian	 life,	which	 impacts	our	church’s	communal	design.	As	
noted	above,	the	telos	I	believe	most	faithful	both	to	the	Scriptures	and	to	the	Church’s	centuries	
of	 reflection	 on	 spirituality	 is	 union	 with	 Christ.	 Chan	 even	 acknowledges	 that	 our	 varied	
spiritualities	are	all	pointing	to	this	greater	reality:	“The	Christian	life	is	an	intentional	process	
aimed	at	 a	 goal	 that	 is	 variously	 called	union	with	God	 (Catholic),	 deification	 (Orthodox)	 and	
glorification	 (Protestant).”6	 Rankin	Wilbourne’s	 excellent	 book	 on	 this	 subject	 is	 a	 gift	 to	 the	
Church	in	the	task	of	recovering	this	vital	doctrine	as	its	telos.	He	first	reminds	us	that	this	is	the	
language	of	the	New	Testament	itself.	Whereas	the	word	Christian	is	only	used	three	times,	the	

																																																								
3	Westminster	Shorter	Catechism	1	
4	First	Catechism:	Teaching	Children	Bible	Truths	(Great	Commission	Publications)	
5	Belonging	to	God:	A	First	Catechism	(Witherspoon	Press)	
6	Simon	Chan,	Spiritual	Theology,	p.	18	



phrase	 “in	Christ”	 is	used	165	 times.7	 Furthermore	 it	has	enjoyed	a	 central	place	 in	our	own	
Reformed	Tradition:	Rankin	quotes	Calvin8,	Edwards9,	Robert	Reymond10,	Packer11	and	Murray.12			
	
However,	despite	its	obvious	emphasis	in	scripture	and	our	tradition,	it	remains	a	challenge	to	
emphasize	in	our	ministries	because	it	is	a	doctrine	better	imagined,	illustrated,	and	lived	than	
defined.	The	Bible	itself	describes	union	with	Christ	in	images	of	a	vine	and	it	branches,	a	husband	
and	his	bride,	a	head	and	its	body,	a	temple	and	its	stones.13		It	requires	imagination.	Even	Calvin	
said	he	would	rather	feel	it	than	define	it.14				
	
Regarding	 the	 question	 of	 the	 personal	 implications	 of	 union	with	 Christ,	 I	 have	 found	 John	
Owen’s	 Communion	 with	 God	 enormously	 helpful.	 First,	 it	 will	 necessarily	 be	 a	 Trinitarian	
communion	with	God	the	Father,	Son,	and	Holy	Spirit,	 for	this	 is	who	God	 is.	Owen	bases	his	
analysis	primarily	on	the	Trinitarian	benediction	in	2	Corinthians	13:14,	“The	grace	of	the	Lord	
Jesus	Christ	and	the	love	of	God	and	the	fellowship	of	the	Holy	Spirit	be	with	you	all,”	and	argues	
persuasively	that	these	represent	the	chief	attributes	of	each	person	of	the	Trinity.	The	Father	of	
love,	the	Son	of	grace,	the	Spirit	of	fellowship.	To	commune	with	the	Father	of	love	is	to	come	to	
trust	him.	If	“we	have	come	to	know	and	to	believe	the	love	that	God	has	for	us”	(1	John	4:16),	
then	it	will	bear	the	fruit	of	trusting	him	in	all	things.	To	commune	with	the	Son	of	grace	is	to	
treasure	him.	To	be	continually	arrested	and	in	awe	of	his	person	and	work	is	to	bear	the	fruit	of	
treasuring	Christ.	And	to	commune	with	the	Spirit	of	fellowship	is,	to	use	the	Bible’s	language,	to	
walk	in	him,	to	be	aware	of	his	presence	and	power	in	all	situations.	
	
I	have	attempted	so	far	to	demonstrate	that	union	with	Christ	 is	a	fundamental	doctrine	that	
must	shape	our	teleological	vision	of	the	Christian	 life.	This	 is	a	challenge	because	union	with	
Christ	 is	 an	 abstract	 description—a	 challenge	 to	 describe	 and	 even	 harder	 to	 apply.	 It	must,	
however,	begin	with	a	commitment	to	take	the	shape	of	its	content,	which	is	the	Trinity.	
	
The	 question	 remains,	 however:	 how	 do	 we	 design	 our	 church	 structures	 to	 facilitate	 our	
member’s	growth	and	participation	in	their	union	with	Christ?	If	union	with	Christ	is	something	
that	is	better	felt	and	experienced	than	defined,	then	what	if	the	primary	way	we	experience	our	
																																																								
7	Rankin	Wilbourne,	Union	with	Christ,	p.	13	
8	Ibid.	p.	35	“That	indwelling	of	Christ	in	our	heart…that	mystical	union	[is]	accorded	by	us	the	
highest	degree	of	importance.”	
9	Ibid.	p.	36	“By	virtue	of	the	believer’s	union	with	Christ,	he	doth	really	possess	all	things.”	
10	Ibid.	“Union	with	Christ	is	the	fountainhead	from	which	flows	the	Christian’s	every	spiritual	
blessing.”	
11	Ibid.	p.	37	“Communion	between	God	and	man	is	the	end	to	which	both	creation	and	
redemption	are	the	means.”	
12	Ibid.	Nothing	is	more	central	and	basic	than	union	with	Christ…	it	is	the	central	truth	of	the	
whole	doctrine	of	salvation.”	
13	Ibid.	p.	22	
14	“Let	us	therefore	labor	more	to	feel	Christ	living	in	us,	than	to	discover	the	nature	of	that	
intercourse.”	Ibid.	p.	43.		



union	with	 Christ	 is	 through	 our	 union	with	 his	 body?	What	 if	 it	 is	 an	 embodied	 experience	
through	the	agency	of	the	church?	What	if	union	with	Christ	is	not	designed	to	be	primarily	an	
individual	 experience,	 but	 a	 lived	 experience	 in	 the	 communion	 of	 the	 saints?	 This	 is	 the	
ascension	ministry	of	Christ	at	its	finest.	For	we	are	made	for	union	with	our	Head,	who	is	Christ,	
who	has	gone	before	us	into	heaven,	and	will	one	day	come	again	to	consummate	our	union	in	
the	flesh.	But,	until	then,	the	way	we	commune	with	our	Head	is	to	commune	with	his	body	that	
is	integrally	connected	to	our	Head.			
	
If	this	is	true,	then	the	greatest	threats	to	our	member’s	experience	of	union	with	Christ	are	our	
own	 dualistic	 and	 individualistic	 tendencies.	 I	 fear	 that	 we	 unwittingly	 preach	 and	 practice	
Gnosticism	in	Christian	clothing.	We	tell	the	young	single	struggling	hard	with	loneliness	that	the	
answer	is	to	be	satisfied	in	Christ	while	they	wait.	This	leads	to	a	white-knuckled	personal	attempt	
to	appropriate	what	Jesus	has	done	enough	to	curb	their	loneliness,	which	is	disembodied	and	
unsatisfactory.	But	God	places	the	lonely	in	families	(Psalm	68:6)	where	the	tangible	affection	of	
the	family	of	God	is	the	embodiment	of	the	love	of	God	in	Christ.	We	tell	married	people	that	
idolatry	is	not	just	doing	bad	things,	but	loving	good	things	too	much	and	turning	them	ultimate	
things.	This	makes	some	nervous	about	loving	their	spouse	or	children	more	than	they	love	Jesus	
rather	than	seeing	them	as	the	embodied	gifts	and	provision	of	God	through	which	we	taste	our	
union	with	him.	We	tell	the	grieving	that	God	will	comfort	them,	but	how	else	will	God	comfort	
them	except	through	the	words,	the	touch,	the	presence	of	the	body	of	Christ	on	earth?		
	
We	know	that	people	can	experience	God	in	more	extraordinary,	unmediated	ways.	But,	the	Lord	
himself	asked	Saul	of	Tarsus,	“Saul,	Saul,	what	are	you	persecuting	me,”	 (Acts	9:4).	There	 is	a	
mystical	union	between	Christ	and	his	body	such	that	to	hurt	them	is	to	hurt	him,	and	to	receive	
from	them	is	also	to	receive	from	him.	So	let	us	affirm	that	the	more	ordinary	way	God	meets	his	
people	is	through	the	mediated,	embodied	experience	in	the	community	of	the	church,	which	is	
both	astonishing	and	terrifying,	and	explains	why	the	hurt	is	so	bitter	when	people	are	wounded	
by	the	church,	and	why	the	fellowship	is	so	sweet	when	they	are	blessed	by	the	church.				
	
What	does	this	principle	look	like	in	the	concrete	life	of	the	church?	In	conclusion,	let	me	offer	a	
few	suggestions:	
	
1.	Worship	
I	may	be	preaching	to	the	choir	here,	but	it	is	common	in	our	day	for	the	weekly	gathering	of	the	
church	 to	be	 co-opted	by	other	 agendas,	whether	 they	be	evangelistic	or	otherwise.	But	 the	
weekly	gathering	of	the	saints	is	the	experience	of	our	union	with	Christ	through	our	union	with	
his	body	par	excellance.	Worship	is	where	the	people	experience	the	hospitality	of	Christ	through	
the	 hospitality	 of	 his	 body	 that	welcomes	 and	 invites	 them	 in.	Worship	 is	where	 the	 people	
experience	the	forgiveness	that	 flows	from	their	union	with	Christ	as	a	minister	stands	 in	the	
flesh	and	pronounces	audibly	the	forgiveness	of	sins.	Worship	is	where	the	people	experience	
the	embodiment	of	 their	peace	with	Christ	as	his	body	physically	embraces	 them	and	speaks	
words	of	peace	to	them.	Worship	 is	where	the	sacraments	are	given	and	received,	which	are	
themselves	physical	signs	and	seals	of	our	union	with	Christ	given	to	the	physical	church	for	our	
weekly	 spiritual	nourishment.	 In	his	essay,	 “The	Eucharist	Makes	 the	Church,”	Hans	Boersma	



beautifully	articulates	how	the	Eucharist	brings	together	the	historical	body	(born	of	the	Virgin),	
the	Eucharistic	body	(signified	by	bread	and	wine),	and	the	ecclesial	body	(the	Church).15		At	the	
very	least,	we	should	prioritize	worship	as	the	most	important	thing	we	do	in	our	communal	life,	
and	go	to	great	lengths	to	help	our	people	see	the	meaning	of	these	embodied	practices.	
	
2.	Abiding					
One	of	the	chief	images	of	our	union	with	Christ	is	the	image	of	the	branches	abiding	in	the	vine	
in	 John	15.	This	means	one	of	 the	chief	experiences	of	our	union	with	Christ	 is	 resting,	being	
instead	of	doing,	and	being	vitally	 connected	one	 to	 the	other.	 I	 think	we	underestimate	 the	
communal	practices	of	the	church	that	simply	allow	us	to	abide	together.	There	seems	to	always	
be	pressure	to	be	doing	something	in	the	church:	teaching,	equipping,	serving,	etc.	and	these	are	
all	important.	But	what	if	we	equally	valued	and	intentionally	designed	times	for	the	church	to	
just	 be	 together,	 and	 not	 just	 do	 together?	 In	 our	 cultural	 moment	 where	 loneliness	 is	 an	
epidemic,	what	 if	 our	 community	 groups	 (or	 equivalent	 small	 group	 gatherings)	were	 places	
where	people	could	abide	through	the	intimacy	of	shared	food,	fellowship,	and	lives?	What	if	we	
designed	our	life	around	the	feasts	and	fallows	of	the	church	year	that	we	would	learn	regularly	
to	abide	with	one	another	in	lamenting	and	in	rejoicing,	in	fasting	and	in	feasting.	As	we	abide	
with	one	another,	so	we	abide	with	Christ.	
	
3.	Mission.			
Lastly,	this	can’t	help	but	to	shape	our	mission	to	our	cities:	how	see	our	non-believing	neighbors	
as	those	who	are	restless	until	they	rest	in	God16,	how	we	do	evangelism	by	inviting	our	neighbors	
into	hospitality	of	Christ	himself	mediated	through	his	body,	and	how	we	measure	the	success	of	
our	ministries	not	through	statistics	but	through	presence.	I	have	a	document	on	my	computer	
that	I	reference	frequently	to	remind	me	what	success	looks	like	in	church	planting:	to	establish	
the	mediatorial	presence	of	Christ	in	urban	and	university	Madison.	Nothing	more.	Nothing	less.		
If	we	are	forming	communities	that	are	aimed	properly	at	the	telos	of	the	Christian	life—union	
with	Christ—and	are	experiencing	the	embodiment	of	that	union	in	the	local	body	of	Christ,	and	
have	a	profound	sense	that	wherever	they	go	in	the	city,	Christ	goes	in	them	to	bless	and	to	invite	
the	strangers	in	to	the	union	for	which	they	were	made,	then	this	is	the	church	being	the	church		
it	was	designed	to	be:	the	very	mission	of	the	ascended	Christ.																
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16	Augustine,	Confessions			


