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The Answer “Yes & No qualified” 
to the Question of Christ Engaging Culture 

DRAFT (footnotes not edited or completed) 
 
Introduction: 
Tim Keller makes the point in Center Church (2012) that lurking behind the diverse array of intramural debates 
within Christendom is the question of how “Christians should relate to the culture around us.” He observes:  

The church is fragmenting even beyond its old divisions of denominational and theological traditions. 
Within each of the bodies of Baptists, Presbyterians, Anglicans, Lutherans, Methodists, and Pentecostals 
lie deep divisions over how to engage culture. In fact, there may be no more divisive issue in the 
contemporary American church today. 1 

Keller’s observation sets up what may be the greatest challenge to contemporary missional ecclesiology.  It calls 
into question the very meaning of “mission” itself and the inter-related issue of missional strategy with respect to 
the church of Jesus Christ.   And contrary to the “straw men” like trajectories that are too often implied in such 
debates, it should be stated that there is relative consensus about what the answer is not.   
For instance:  
Virtually every sect of traditional Christianity stands apposed, at least theoretically, to various gnostic like 
tendencies that would diminish a holistic understanding of salvation and the kingdom of God, whether by affirming 
neo-platonic “body-spirit” dichotomies or various aspects of “sacred-secular” dualisms.   
That is, most Christians within gospel centered and historically orthodox traditions affirm that Christian’s should be 
actively involved in the “public square” as informed by Christian mission and values. There is relative uniformity 
that such engagement ought to be at once counter-cultural, involved in culture and for the benefit of culture 
consisting of people of all faiths and none.   
Moreover, most Christians will affirm that the gospel is holistic as to involve the redemption of both the outward 
and inward person in the transformative power of the gospel.   Reconciliation with God impacts every aspect of 
the curse upon sinful humanity—socio-economic, physical, emotional and relational—beginning within this life and 
completed in the life to come.  Furthermore, relative to various recent expressions of Christian engagement with 
culture, we concur with Keller and other  “emerging church proponents” a rejection of “the cultural obliviousness of 
pietism, the triumphalism of the Religious Right [and Left], and the lack of reflection and depth of most seeker 
churches.” 2   Respecting all the above, it is here assumed! 
Assuming then such agreement within the gospel centered and missional church movement about what the 
answer is not, the object of this study is to again concede with Keller that we “have not agreed on what the ideal 
model for relating to culture should be.3   
I. A Challenge to H. Richard Niebuhr’s Christ and Culture  
Before transitioning to a proposed answer, it should be acknowledge that looming large over the debate and 
arguably one of the significant contributors to the confusion is H. Richard Niebuhr’s Christ and Culture (1951). For 
when the question of cultural engagement is enjoined, it is almost guaranteed that this classic and highly 
influential typology of cultural engagement is referenced.   
To be sure, we would ordinarily sympathize with the sentiments of public theologian Martin Marty, that since 
                                            
1 Keller, Timothy J. (2012-09-04). Center Church: Doing Balanced, Gospel-Centered Ministry in Your City (p. 181, 188-189). Zondervan. 
Kindle Edition. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
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“Niebuhr has been dead for forty-three years, the statute of limitations on implicating him in crucial debates ought 
to have been long in force.”  And yet, as Marty also acknowledges,  “his [Niebuhr’s] own personal reputation, 
status, and relevance are seen to rise and fall and rise again,” so that, “those who comment on American public 
life offer new wrinkles that warrant debate.”4   Here again, one such “wrinkle” and within the gospel centered 
tradition is Tim Keller’s revaluation in Center Church.   
To his credit, Keller offers a thoughtful re-examination together with the pro’s and con’s of each of Niebuhr’s five 
types (revised by Keller to four).5  However the Niebuhrian categories still prove formative as to dominate Keller’s 
lengthy discussion on the issue of cultural engagement in so far as assuming Niebuhr’s categorical orientation.     
This in turn raises a couple of questions.  Do these categories even do justice to more nuanced attempts at the 
kinds of biblically informed answers that cross over the traditions?  Or ought we simply view Niebuhr’s five types 
as rhetorical “straw-men” in so far as the caricatures themselves bias toward the Niebuhr’s proposed transformist 
position? 
By Niebuhr’s own admission, his five types are presented as “hypothetical schemes” and “partly artificial” lacking 
the nuance fitting historical realities.  He further concedes that his typology doesn’t do justice to the “rich 
complexity of individual events” or describe the manner in which one “historical figure” will at times “show 
characteristics that are more reminiscent of some other family than the one by whose name he has been called.”6    
This in turn begs the question of legitimacy of the types themselves, other than perhaps their rhetorically 
usefulness?  For what real Christian tradition would actually confess to any one of the other four types, if “nothing 
but” that type, other than Christ transforming culture?  Would any Christian actually confess to “nothing-but” the 
seemingly militant position of Christ against culture,” or to “nothing-but” the seemingly compromised position of 
Christ of culture, or to “nothing-but” the seemingly “irrelevant” position of Christ above culture, or the somewhat 
paralyzing position of nothing-but” Christ and Culture in paradox?   
In the end, it may be wondered if Christ and Culture is at its best a brilliant rhetorical scheme, less historical reality, 
that argued for Niebuhr’s peculiar, if not erroneous, interpretation of the Calvinist tradition per his paradigm of 
“Christ transforming Culture (sometimes described as conversionist or world-formative, paradigm).”  
To Keller’s credit, he correctly stipulates: “the use of models helps us by their very inadequacy. Many people and 
groups do not fit into any one category because they sense (rightly) that no one model can do justice to all of the 
important biblical themes.”7 But here again, the question this begs concerns whether or not a different paradigm 
from an all together different perspective would make better sense of the historical nuances in all the various 
attempts at being biblically faithful than is conceded even by Niebuhr?   
Are the nuances themselves suggestive of a more dialectical form of engagement in scripture?  What other 
theological axis or dimension might be discovered that could unify a “both-and” answer to all five types even? 
                                            
4 See more at: http://divinity.uchicago.edu/sightings/niebuhrian-irony-and-drones-%E2%80%94-martin-e-marty#sthash.16QvFVpE.dpuf 
5 c.f. Center Church Part 5.  Niebuhr’s “five” types are summarized by Keller as follows, together with the nomenclature of Keller’s 
revised “four” noted parenthetically:  

1. Christ against culture: a withdrawal model of removing oneself from the culture into the community of the church.  
(Counterculturist)  
2. Christ of culture: an accommodationist model that recognizes God at work in the culture and looks for ways to affirm this. 
(Relevance) 
3. Christ above culture: a synthetic model that advocates supplementing and building on the good in the culture with Christ. 
((Relevance)  
4. Christ and culture in paradox: a dualistic model that views Christians as citizens of two different realms, one sacred and one 
secular.  (Two Kingdoms)  
5. Christ transforming culture: a conversionist model that seeks to transform every part of culture with Christ. 
(“Transformationist”)    

 
6 H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (Harper and Row: NY, NY, 1951), p. 42-43 
7 Center Church, p. 195 
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More substantively still, in so far as the five types are oriented to their respective relation to culture, what is 
categorically dismissed or falsely assumed by way of a biblical reference point that might significantly change the 
typological categories themselves 
The answer to these questions are embedded in yet another rather ominous admission by Niebuhr in his preface.  
Although rarely addressed by those influenced by Christ and Culture, what are the hermeneutic implications that 
the “Christ’ of “Christ and Culture” is left undefined relative to the ways Christ is actually represented or mediated 
in culture in the present age?  And to be fair, Niebuhr was quite intentional about this ambiguity for the sake of 
argument.  He explained that by the abstract use of “Christ,” he sought to make room for all manifestations of 
Christianity “whether defined as church, creed, ethics, or movement of thought.”8  And this gets to the heart of our 
thesis.    
In one full swoop, any explicit attempt at discerning the question of Christian engagement with culture from the 
vantage point of a biblically informed Ascension Christology applied then to missional ecclesiology (the nature and 
mission of the church in its own right) is exempted. The sum effect is to bias the question of Christ and Culture 
from the vantage point of social history for cultures sake (however rhetorically manipulated) less anything 
inherently worthy of consideration relative to Christ and/or the church for their own sakes. 
The great challenge relative to missional ecclesiology therefore is not to go on assuming the five (or Keller’s four) 
categories such as to deliberate their respective virtues and vices.  Rather, the credibility of the categories 
themselves, and the degree to which they should be allowed to determine the answer, needs unveiling.    
Consequently, the contention here is that even if one were to carefully nuance a unified position based upon the 
pro’s and con’s of Niebuhr’s five type, the church and even Christ as of their own vantage points are lost in the 
discussion.  And especially, to dismiss the issue of Christology in relation to ecclesiology is to forego the first order 
question, “how best is God glorified in the world?   
And doesn’t this resonate with the perspective observed throughout redemptive history wherein, such statements 
as by God are made:   

“Therefore say to the house of Israel, Thus says the Lord GOD:  It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, 
that I am about to act, but for the sake of my holy name, (Ezek. 36:22) 

And by Christ even if to shape his redemptive mission:  
When Jesus had spoken these words,  he lifted up his eyes to heaven, and said, “Father,  the hour has 
come;  glorify your Son that the Son may  glorify you. (John 17:1) 

Wherein:  
in everything  God may be glorified through Jesus Christ 1 Peter 4:11 

More than the casual cliché, the glory of God is the ultimate purpose of salvation and subsequently the driving 
force in how, in Christ’s name,  culture ought to be engaged.    
Likewise, as per the missional ecclesiology thesis itself, often lost in the question of cultural engagement is the 
possibility that just the church being the church is a mission in its own right in relation to glorifying God, even then 
to have a collateral impact upon social transformation.  More than a mere source of mission for the benefit of 
culture, in what sense can it be said that the church is the mission in her own right  in so far as the church is 
identified as the very “body of Christ” on earth during Christ’s ascension ministry, even if to the benefit of culture?  
Lesslie Newbigin makes this very point when he affirms the how the church is “ not merely a source of witness, it 
is the locus of witness.”  He further explains:  

Just as we insist that a Church which has ceased to be a mission has lost the essential character of a 

                                            
8 Ibid. p.1.  
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Church, so must we also say that a mission which is not at the same time truly a Church is not a true 
expression of the divine apostolate.  An unchurchly mission is as much a monstrosity as an unmissionary 
church.”9 

Clearly for Newbigin, and at the heart of missional ecclesiology, is this idea that the visibly organized and 
apostolic church is a value in its own right such as to invoke a unique set of questions and categories relevant to 
the issue of cultural engagement.  The organized church as such is posited as having an infinitely more lofty 
conception and nature than merely what it can do for culture, however startling this may sound in the present 
debate.  And yet, in so far as the church is the locus for mission, it may well prove to be a compelling strategy for 
social transformation as well?   So argued!   
II. A New Proposal:  
In the February 13, 2013 blog “Movement NYC”, Tim Keller writes (underlines are his):    

As much as possible, Christians should live, serve, and be deeply involved in the lives of our largest cities. 
They need to be involved in the life of the whole city, not just their own particular enclave. If you can live 
and serve in the city. 
The Christian church must concentrate the great portion of its resources on ministry to the city. It is our 
“reasonable service”. To fail to render it is as foolish as it is disobedient.i 

For the sake of argument, these two statements are noted as more or less normative of the growing trend in 
missional ecclesiology and gospel centered spirituality.  Our thesis then is to answer the above two statements 
with a “yes- and no,” albeit with two important qualifications.    
Our proposal will be to answer the above statements by (depending on how you frame it)  “Yes & No,” which can 
as readily be stated as “both-and.”  The argument is twofold:  
First we will consider the issue from the vantage point of “first things” concerning Christology applied to 
missional ecclesiology.  That is, what is important relative to the nature and mission of Christ and His church 
that must be considered in cultural engagement?    
What exactly is the nature of Christ’s presence in the world during his ascension ministry today? And especially, 
how does this relate to the “ecclesial first things” such as to determine the second things of cultural engagement 
by consequence?    In so far as it is discovered that the church as the body of Christ is an essential element of 
Christ’s presence and redemptive order in the world, the question is raised concerning the nature of the church 
and her mission.   Is it Christ in/with/through the church acting jointly (qua the local church organized by positive 
institution in scripture)?  Or is it Christ in/with/through the church acting severally (qua the church acting severally 
through church members and the various subsidiary and para-church organizations)?  And how might this then 
qualify cultural engagement as Christ acting directly, or indirectly to engage culture?    
Already then, two very different paradigms are beginning to emerge—the paradigm of indirect/direct engagement 
and the paradigm of church organized by divine law/the church unorganized yet present through her members.  
And how does it change the conversation relative to the extent and limits of church power and mission? In what 
sense is the organized church acting jointly regulated differently than how an individual member acting severally is 
regulated by scripture?  But then, what different categories toward the formation of a new kind of typology might 
this entail, even if to re-orient some or all aspects of Niebuhr’s five types along a very different axis of orientation?   
As then related to the church acting severally and jointly:   

                                            
9 Lesslie Newbigin, Household of God, p. 147.  Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralistic Society, p. 120. 
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To Keller’s first statement, we respond “yes in relation to direct engagement with culture by the church 
acting severally.”10  
To Keller’s second statement, we answer “No in relation to a direct engagement with culture by the church 
acting jointly.”  
Another way to say the same thing is to answer “yes and yes” or “both-and” cultural engagement as qualified:  

• Yes in relation to direct engagement with culture by the church acting severally  
• Yes in relation to a indirect engagement by the church acting jointly.    

The sum effect then is to render the church acting jointly as “a-political” (vs. non-political or political” and the 
church acting severally as political in so far as there is the possibility of engaging both special revelation in 
scripture as given to the church and natural revelation in nature as given to all people of all faiths and none. The 
a-political church (jointly) may will speak and act in a politically/socially relevant way, but only in so far as can be 
derived from good and necessary inference from scripture.  
And to be sure, this raises the possibility that in addition to the remedial and common grace activity of God acting 
under the jurisdiction of the city-state, there is also a redemptive and special grace activity of God acting under the 
jurisdiction of the church albeit acting indirectly as a kingdom “not of this world” (jointly) and directly “in the world 
for the world” (severally).11  Perhaps one way to envision the discussion is as follows:.   
 

Christ Engaging All Culture 
 Church Acting Jointly Church Acting Severally 
Yes 
Directly  

  

Yes 
Indirectly  

  

 
Second, we will want to consider the issue of Christ and culture as a social strategy.   Having applied 
ascension Christology to the “ecclesial first things” we will want to consider whether or not our “yes-no qualified” 
answer is compelling even for the sake of culture itself as a social strategy. The so-called “post-liberal” tradition 
will be invoked to suggest, contrary to Niebuhr, that yes-no to cultural engagement is consistent with the 
Calvinistic, and even more broadly Augustinian-Reformed and Scoto-American tradition as well.  
By way of conclusion, it is hoped that per the question of cultural engagement, it will be shown how from both the 
perspective of Christ and culture—the “yes-no qualified” proposal offers a win-win solution wherein in all things 
                                            
10 Note also that we will want to strike the term “largest” and modify Keller’s use of the word “city” in order to contain it to a 
theological versus one or another socio-demographic description.  In other words, by the use of “city” in the above statement 
we would see it as related to God’s common grace activity on earth and on behalf of all people of all faiths and none vis-à-
vis the institution of the civil state (or here “city”).  Such was the promise given to Cain (Gen 4) and later again to Noah (Gen 
8:20-9:17) and reaffirmed in the New Covenant (Jn. 18:36, Rom 13).   The “city” then could just as well be labeled the 
“common grace kingdom of God” since it is no less a sphere of God’s activity as the “special grace kingdom of God,” with of 
course all sorts of implications relative to Christian engagement!    And defined this way, the “city” can as much be related to 
rural, suburban and urban contexts, however this all may be relevant to a missional strategy.    
11 We will return to this later, but to be clear, as by the definition of “special” grace as distinguished from “common” grace, redemptive 
activity is only by the supernatural power of God acting through the means of grace under the single jurisdiction of the organized church, 
even as it begs for a consummation by God’s supernatural and eventual cataclysmic intervention at the return of Christ. All that is here 
being suggested is that the church is acting not only jointly, but severally.     
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Christ is glorified in/with/through his church even to the salvation and restoration of culture, at least eventually!    
II.  The “First Things” of Ascension Christology Applied To Missional Ecclesiology 
By “ first things,” it is meant the church as a value concept in her own right warranting definition and description in 
relation to Christology applied to the church.  Such a conception envisions the church as the “locus” of witness 
rather than a mere “source” of witness.  It infers that the power of Christ’s ascension ministry is inherently tied to 
the church just being the church as true to herself as missionary by her very nature as defined and empowered in  
Christ’s mediated presence by the Holy Spirit.      
Herein begs the question of authentic presence that will draw upon a carefully designed and regulated social 
organization for the sake of mission reflective of Christ as her only head and king. For only the church carefully 
regulated by divine institution can be a true and faithful mediation of Christ.  Therefore, the “first things” pertaining 
to the relation of Christ and culture is to construct from scripture an informed and biblical ecclesiology.      
A) The Nature Of The Church As The Mediatorial Temple Of God And Regulated By Divine Law In 
Scripture 
The scripture defines the institutional church as BOTH Christ’s salvific presence “mediated, “fleshed out” and  
“templed” among us (c.f. John 1:14, Eph.2:18ff or participatione divina ecclesiology) AND as Christ’s covenantal  
institution explicitly and positively organized by “divine law”  (Mt 16:18ff, Eph. 1:22, 2:20 or jure divino 
ecclesiology).   Together, this two-fold trajectory of God’s saving activity can be discerned throughout the whole of 
redemptive history.  It has been described by Jonathan Edwards as the saving activity of God in both heat and 
light.  Likewise, Meredith Kline described it as God’s “power (of presence) and paradigm” (of law).    
1) The church as divine presence: How would it change the discussion about Christ and culture if the socially 
organized visible church were the very temple-presence of God?  What are the tragic conditions wherein the 
scene of God leaving his temple in Ezekiel 10:18-22 is invoked?   How is God’s presence acting through and 
under the direct authority of the church distinct, if never separate, from God’s presence acting through and under 
the direct authority of the state? 
We begin with the realization that there was never a time in all of redemptive history when salvation was not 
transacted apart from divine presence as mediated in/with/through the temple-church. In the Old Covenant for 
instance, Salvation History in the Old Testament was accomplished with such words as dwelling place and 
tabernacle, even as covenants were initiated and sealed through rites whereby God manifested his saving, albeit 
mediated, presence to his people. (Cf. Gen. 15; 26:24; Exod. 29:42; Deut. 12:5; Lev. 22:3; Ps.76.2; Num. 35:34).  
The description, God in the midst of us (Ps 49), was the single most coveted reality, even as “excommunication” 
was the most feared curse (Gen.3) 
Likewise under the New Covenant, the gospel is not a transition from temple presence to “no temple presence,” 
but rather to temple presence fulfilled and then mediated by Christ during his ascension ministry. For instance, 
Paul described salvation with the promise “I will dwell with them” (2 Cor. 6:16) just as under the Old Covenant.  
And lest this “dwelling” be confused with a private experience, Paul, in 1Cor 3, dares to assert “Do you not know 
that you (plural) are God’s temple and that Gods Spirit dwells in you (plural)?  Therefore, throughout the New 
Covenant, words like “temple” and “tabernacle” and “dwelling place” describe God’s saving presence as pertaining 
to the “household of God” or “the church of the living God” no less than it did under the Old Covenant context (c.f. 
Eph. 2:18-22, Rev. 21:3). 
As specifically applied to the first things of ecclesiology, the visibly organized church (Eph. 2:21) as built upon the 
foundation of the apostles (Eph.2:20) becomes the “dwelling place of God by the Holy Spirit” (Eph.2:22).   By a 
transaction of participation in holy communion in/with/by this church, it is said that we become “partakers of the 
divine nature  (2 Peter 1:4).  The salvific presence must necessarily be qualified as “not necessarily, and not 
necessarily immediately,” which is to affirm an otherwise fallible church this side of heaven that is always 
predicated upon  the sovereign activity of the Holy Spirit (John 3:8).  And yet, the scripture speaks of this church 
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with such transactional power as to “bind and loose on earth what is bound and loosed in heaven (Mt 16). Or as 
Christ’s commission to the church in John 20:21ff 

Just as the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you.”  And when he had said this, he  breathed on 
them and said to them,  “Receive the Holy Spirit.   If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if 
you withhold forgiveness from any, it is withheld.” 

In the words of Cyprian, the church can be compared to a mothers’ womb wherein we are “conceived, nourished 
and by her spirit animated.ii  Or as Augustine once explained from Ephesians 1:22, “to the flesh of Christ is joined 
the church, and there is made total Christ, head and body.”iii  And again, as Calvin described about the church in 
agreement with Cyprian and Augustine, “no extent of space interferes with the boundless energy of the Spirit, 
which transfuses life into us from the flesh of Christ.”iv    
More recently, Thomas Torrance contends that “the Christian Church is what it is because of its indissoluble union 
with Christ through the Spirit, for in him is concentrated the Church and its ministry… there is only one ministry, 
that of Christ in his Body.”12  The sum implications of this is profound, as John Calvin stated it:   

“Beyond the pale of the Church, no forgiveness of sins, no salvation, can be hoped for … the paternal 
favor of God and the special evidence of spiritual life are confined to his peculiar people, and hence the 
abandonment of the Church is always fatal.”13 

Such is the “value” of the church in its own right, in need of careful regulation as to preserve her fundamental 
charter and efficacious power.   And to be sure, can you imagine a scenario wherein the temple was not carefully 
designed and regulated as to preserve the light and efficacy of God’s mediated presence in the world as witness 
to his exclusive Lordship?  A cursory survey of Israel’s history presents judgment upon judgment oracle against 
Israel,  not so much for worshiping other gods, but worshiping Yahweh in a manner like the nations worshipped 
their gods (cf. Exodus 3 and Dt. 12:7 with Hos.4:15, Ezekiel 20:27-32).  Creativity, at least on the elemental level 
relative to the extent and limits of the temples activity was not a virtue!  This then brings us to the second 
trajectory of ecclesiology in redemptive history—the church by divine institution and the so-called regulative 
principle.   
2) The church under divine law:  How would it change the discussion about Christian engagement with culture if 
the visibly organized church (the church acting jointly) was actually defined and regulated by divine law according 
to the positive institution of Christ?   What are the extent and limits of church power?  This last question is in order 
both to preserve the exclusive crown rights of Christ as head and king over everything concerning church teaching 
and action, but also to preserve the Christian liberty of conscience?  In so far as a Christian is morally bound to 
participate in the church of Jesus Christ unto the fullness of Christ who fills all in all, can the church then, acting 
jointly, just do anything it wants?  Think then of the implications of this.   
Today, most people have lost any real conviction that the actions and mission of the institutionalized church are 
presented and regulated in the apostolic tradition.  In fact, most argue today that the problem with the church is 
that it is too “organized.”  I would suggest the opposite!  The real problem is the church not organized enough.  In 
so far as an explicit ascension Christology applied to ecclesiology has been either assumed or denied, the extent 
and limits of church power and authority has been unregulated in submission to the apostolic foundation and 
arguably one of the great reasons so many have felt abused/manipulated leading to a low view of the church 
today.    
How can a house succeed if it is divided among itself? And how can the house be unified unless it limit itself to 
those things wherein all members can participant in by command of Christ? And again, this is not to be confused 
                                            
12 Thomas Torrance, “Justification: Its Radical Nature and Place in Reformed Doctrine and Life,” Torrance, Theology in Reconstruction, p. 
151.  Quoted in Purves, p. 134.  
13 Calvin, Institutes, 4.1.4.  Again, Calvin would no doubt qualified—not necessarily and not necessarily immediately per the mediated 
nature of this salvific transaction.   
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with the extent and limits applied to Christians acting individually in the world which then sets up a whole new 
realm of admissible activity utilizing yet another source of God’s revelation not contained to the church’s 
jurisdiction (or natural revelation as discerned through the arts and sciences).    
Biblically therefore, and like our previous affirmation concerning the temple,  we can say that there was never a 
time in all of Redemption history when salvation was transacted apart from a covenant such as to satisfy God’s 
Divine Law in preserving both his Lordship, the efficacy of the temple-churches power, and the freedom of 
conscience for God’s people.    In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word for “covenant” (berith) is used at least 289 
times. It is explicitly used to summarize the whole of the Genesis history in Exodus 2:24 and the Old Covenant 
“Bible” itself was called the “book of the covenant” in Exodus 24:7.  And to our point, it would be hard to miss that 
the temple, acting corporately, was carefully designed and regulated by the covenant as defined by its distinctively 
prophetic and priestly role (c.f. Leviticus)    
In the New Covenant, the covenant figures prominently as well:  “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law 
or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.   For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth 
pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished. “(Matthew 5:17-18)  Christ is 
later described as the ”mediator of the new covenant” (Heb 9:15, 12:15) by his own atoning “blood of the new 
covenant” that is specifically related to the meaning and practice of the Eucharistic meal in the church (Luke 22:20, 
1Cor.11:25). 
We discern this explicitly in Matthew 16:18-19, and it is further explained by Paul who describes Christ as 
covenant “head over all things regarding the church” in Eph 1:22.   Paul further elaborates how the institutional 
elements themselves are carefully regulated upon the “foundation of the apostles with Christ as the cornerstone” 
in Eph 2:20.  The very efficacy of Christ, in the mediatorial sense, is tied to the church BEING nothing more, 
nothing less, that the church of Christ as such as for Christ to be her exclusive head and king in determining the 
extent and limits of church teaching and activity.    
Often described as the “regulative principle in ecclesiology, it has throughout the history of the church been the 
consensus across most self-consciously confessional traditions including the Westminster Confession of Faith 
Chapter 1 section 6:  

The whole counsel of God concerning all things necessary for his own glory, man's salvation, faith and life, 
is either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and necessary consequence may be deduced from 
Scripture: unto which nothing at any time is to be added, whether by new revelations of the Spirit, or 
traditions of men.    

The regulative principle is important both for the sake of preserving the exclusivity of Christ’s authority over the 
church and for the sake of Christian charity and Christian liberty of conscience.   For instance, the regulative 
principle as articulated in WCF 1: 6 is specifically applied to the freedom of Christian conscience in chapter 20, 
“On Christian Liberty,” section 2: 

God alone is Lord of the conscience, and hath left it free from the doctrines and commandments of men, 
which are, in anything, contrary to his Word; or beside it, if matters of faith, or worship. So that, to believe 
such doctrines, or to obey such commands, out of conscience, is to betray true liberty of conscience: and 
the requiring of an implicit faith, and an absolute and blind obedience, is to destroy liberty of conscience, 
and reason also.  

AS applied then to the “joint” and “several” distinction, wouldn’t it be true, that in so far as Christians acting 
severally wouldn’t necessary bind conscience (in that a person is not morally and efficaciously bound to 
participate in another Christian’s personal activities) that there would be corresponding freedom to do things that 
while not contrary to scripture or beside it (such as the things involved in remedial and common grace)?   But as 
well, wouldn’t it be equally true that when the church acts jointly both in her worship and mission, and given the 
biblical obligation of Christians to support and participate in the church to the best of their ability, the church acting 
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jointly must further regulate the extent and limits of her teaching and activities such as to not only do nothing 
contrary to scripture, but also beside it.   Such distinction are characteristic of the confession church for the 
duration of her two thousand year history beyond even the redemptive history to that effect in scripture.14   James 
Bannerman in his classic Church of God makes this point well:   

Like the state, the Church is an ordinance of God; and is vested by God with a certain measure of 
authority of its own kind, which entitles it to claim and receive a certain measure of obedience from its 
members.  The Church, for example, has power in matters of faith, not indeed arbitrarily to dictate a new 
truth or new doctrine of its own, but to declare the doctrine and truth of Christ; and in doing so, to 
determine and decide for its own purposes upon the faith and profession of its members.  Such decisions 
in regard to controversies of faith, and such declarations of the truth of Christ, if consonant with the Word 
of God, are to be received and submitted to by its members, not only or merely because they are 
consonant with His Word, but because of the authority by which they are made being an ordinance of 
God for that end... In other words, there is a certain obligation which Church power carries with it, 
because its acts and decisions are agreeable to the Word of God; there is a second and additional 
obligation which Church power carries with it, because it is itself an ordinance of God, appointed 
expressly for such ends.15 

Along the lines of Rom. 14, T. David Gordon summarizes,  
Charity requires the church not to do anything which induces another believer to act contrary to 
conscience.  [the church acting jointly]   
 
These two passages do not teach that we must agree with the scruples of another's conscience, nor even 
that we must act consistently with the scruples of another's conscience. [the church acting severally]   
 
Rather, the texts teach that we must not say or do anything which we know will induce another to act 
inconsistently with conscience.”16   

As related then to how freedom of conscience works out relative to a Christian’s moral obligations:  

1) A person ought not be obligated to participate in or support the church beyond that which Christ has 
instituted by good and necessary inference from Scripture (positive institution by divine law).  

2) A person ought not be prevented from participating in or supporting other Christian causes for the 
sake of cultural engagement unless contrary to the scripture only.  

That is to say, The church acting jointly is “regulated” by positive command of scripture such as to assume the 
double burden of “not contrary to our beside.”    However, the church acting severally is assumes only the burden 
of “not contrary to scripture” and can rely upon general revelation as a source to inform cultural engagement as 
well.  
B. The Mission of the Church In The World:  Church Acting Jointly Distinguished From the Church Acting 
Severally 

                                            
14 C.f. WCF 1.6, 20.1, WCF 31.3 
15 James Bannerman, The Church of God, Vol. 1.  p. 237)  
16 John Murray, "The Weak and the Strong," found in the fourth volume of his collected writings, and also in the twelfth volume of the 
Westminster Theological Journal (1950) 
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So far we have assumed for the sake of argument a “joint” versus “several” distinction relative to the manner in 
which the church is manifest in the world.   By way of argument, one can discern in scripture this distinction 
between the Christian citizen of the organized church in her exclusively spiritual mission acting jointly on behalf of 
Christ and the Christian citizen of the civil state in her church acting severally through her members and their 
related subsidiary and para-church organizations wherein they function as Christian informed citizens of the civil 
state.    
Paul distinguished between the things that are “lawful” (as per spiritual jurisdiction—applicable to his authority 
acting jointly) and the “things that are helpful” (as per spiritual influence—applicable to his authority to counsel 
severally (c.f 1 Cor.6:12, 1 Cor 10:23). One discerns the distinction in Matt. 18:15-16 and the power of the church 
acting severally through her individual members when seeking to restore a person in fellowship, compared to the 
‘binding and loosing” jurisdictional power (c.f Mt 16) attributed to the church acting jointly in Matt. 18:17-20.    
The distinction between the church acting jointly and the church acting severally has been historically recognized 
throughout church history.  For instance, the Scottish Second Book of Discipline (1578) distinguished between 
potestas ordinis and potestas jurisdictionis, or the power of order (acting severally) vs. the power of jurisdiction 
(acting jointly).  It further explained that “these two kinds of power have both one authority, one ground, one final 
cause, but are different in the manner and form of execution.” The one is by “by power of mutual consent” (the 
church acting severally as not to bind conscience) and the other is by “power ecclesiastical” as pertaining to 
“jurisdiction” (the church acting jointly as to bind conscience in so far as participating in the visible church of God).   
The same distinctions can be readily discerning in more recent polities such as the PCA Book of Church Order (c.f. 
BCO 1:5, 3:2, 8:1). 
The crucial distinction was once described by Stuart Robinson in the context of the American Civil War with 
special relevance to his own congregational situation in the border state city of Louisville KY.  

Individual members of the Church have their responsibilities as citizens and as politicians and their duties 
are of a totally different sort from those of the church collectively. Their religion should indeed make them 
better citizens; but their citizenship in this world is one thing, and their citizenship of the great church is 
another thing.  The church owes no allegiance to any earthly power since there is no divided loyalty in it, 
and no part of the church, in Jerusalem or Antioch, in England or America, on earth or in heaven owes any 
allegiance which all the other parts do not equally owe.  The mistake of confounding the duty of the 
individual citizen and church-member, with the duties of the church, has led to the most fatal errors in this 
country.v 

Notice that this was NOT a position of Christian pacifism in so far as cultural engagement or politics was 
concerned.  Nor was it a position describing the church acting jointly as necessarily “non-political” since the 
church was free to preach and act as enjoined by scripture, however political, or not, it might be.   Rather it was a 
position that was both “high church” and “high state” in so far as their mutual jurisdictions were both by “divine 
institution yet distinguished”.  Individual Christians properly functioned under both God-ordained jurisdictions.   It 
then concerns the proper jurisdictional authority of the church and state as ordained by positive institution by God 
that determines the way Christ engages or disengages culture.    
1) The Church Acting Severally:  The Paradigm of Engagement Under the State For Remedial, and as qualified, 
with overlapping redemptive influences:   

“As much as possible, Christians should live, serve, and be deeply involved in the lives of our largest 
cities. They need to be involved in the life of the whole city, not just their own particular enclave. If you 
can live and serve in the city, you should.” 

Our contention is to agree with Keller here, albeit as to redefine “city” as pertaining to human civilization of all 
peoples of all faiths and none regardless of socio-demographic description and in so far as we are speaking of the 
church acting severally.    
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That is, it must be affirmed that there IS A Biblical mandate for cultural engagement.  Most every Christian 
tradition will concede to that kind of cultural engagement that is remedial (vs. redemptive) such that I will not here 
engage this issue. 17 Rather, the question is raised, however, in so far as Christian’s actions in culture can be 
redemptive. Along these lines, the carefully nuances description by Meredith Kline is instructive in summary of the 
“priestly mission of sanctifying culture:”  

Like the Sethite covenant community, the church too operates in temple building only at the reality level of 
the people-temple (cf. Eph 2:21,22; 1 Tim 3:15; 1 Pet 2:5)… the priestly mission of sanctifying culture as it 
comes to expression in the building of the holy people-house of God …but what would it entail with 
respect to the common city of man?   
Positively, it must be recognized that the whole life of God’s people is covered by the liturgical model of 
their priestly identity.  All that they do is done as a service rendered unto God.  All their cultural activity in 
the sphere of the city of man they are to dedicate to the glory of God.  This sanctification of culture is 
subjective; it transpires within the spirit of the saints.   
Negatively, it must be insisted that this subjective sanctification of culture does not result in a change from 
common to holy status in culture objectively considered.  The common city of man does not in any fashion 
or to any degree become the holy kingdom of God through the participation of the culture-sanctifying 
saints in its development.  Viewed in terms of its products, effects, institutional context, etc., the cultural 
activity of God’s people is common grace activity.  Their city of man activity is not “kingdom (of God)” 
activity.  Though it is an expression of the reign of God in their lives, it is not a building of the kingdom of 
God as institution or realm.  For the common city of man is not the holy kingdom realm, nor does it ever 
become the holy city of God, whether gradually or suddenly.  Rather, it must be removed in judgment to 
make way for the heavenly city as a new creation. 

Herein, we see that holy temple building for redemptive purposes can express itself through individual members 
via the priestly service of common grace activities that are for the common good, but are having a “sanctifying” or 
even “redemptive” influence.  But to be clear, this influence necessarily falls short of “redemption” apart from the 
special grace intervention of Christ as provisionally being mediated via the church acting jointly and 
consummately at the return of Christ bodily to earth in the age that final and cataclysmic  presence of Christ into 
haven on earth itself!  
This is inferred by Christ’s parable of the Good Samaritan in response to the scribal question “who is my 
neighbor?”   The question was clearly related to the great command of Leviticus 19;18, “you shall love your 
neighbor as yourself?”  In so far as the parable serves to define  “neighbor” to include those of other races, 
classes and even faiths, this encourages Christian to engage culture and to do justice and mercy with/for those 
outside of the church on behalf of Christ!    Likewise, in Galatians 6:10, even as Paul establishes as a priority that 
Christians  do justice and mercy for those who are  “especially the household of faith,”  he likewise  exhorts 
Christians to  “do “good to all.”   
The language of “resident-aliens” is often invoked as related to a Christian individual duty to the “city.”   We think 
of the precedent setting circumstances of Israel living in exile wherein they are commanded in Jeremiah 29:7 to 
“seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and  pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare 
you will find your welfare.”  As commented by Tim Keller,  

                                            
17 The “two kingdom” view which this paper mostly affirms, limits Christian cultural engagement of remediation as along with God’s 
common grace applied to the “common grace kingdom of God.”   (c.f. David VanDrunnen, Living In God’s Two Kingdoms: A Biblical 
Vision for Christianity and Culture  (2010).  What is hear being explored is the degree to which cultural engagement with culture might 
also be cauterized as redemptive, albeit with the qualification that such activitywould at best be get people the world to the door of 
salvation without actually saving it apart from the means of grace under the jurisdiction of the church in the present life awaiting the 
consummation of salvation by supernatural intervention of Christ return in the life to come.  
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God commands the Jewish exiles not to attack, despise, or flee the city — but to seek its peace, to love 
the city as they grow in numbers. God is still primarily concerned with his plan of salvation. He must 
establish his people; the gospel must be proclaimed; human beings must be reconciled to him. Yet he 
assures his people that serving the good of this pagan city is part of this very plan: “If it prospers, you too 
will prosper” (Jer 29: 7). Loving and serving the city not only shows love and compassion; doing so also 
strengthens the hands of the people of God, who bear the message of the gospel to the world.”  

The key here is that this activity does “bear the image of Christ” such as to engage culture with redemption, if 
however not being able to “seal the deal” as it where.    
Likewise, 1 Peter also envisions Christians living in the present world as resident aliens in so far as their true 
homeland is heaven.  And again, the exhortation is:  

 Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles  to abstain from the passions of the flesh,  which wage war 
against your soul.  Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they speak against 
you as evildoers,  they may see your good deeds and glorify God on  the day of visitation. (1 Pet.2:11-12)  

As again properly commented upon by Tim Keller, “It is no wonder that Christians seeking to obey Christ and Paul 
have over the centuries worked to abolish slavery, repeal child labor laws, and open voting rights to all citizens, as 
well as to begin thousands of programs and ministries that help the poor and needy.”  And again to the present 
point, there is here states a relation between such activity and “the day of visitation” relative to both God’s 
salvation and judgment.   
And so Christian’s ought to be concerned and involved with social justice and mercy on behalf of the church 
acting severally-- both as individuals and by means of the various subsidiary types of organizations that can be 
formed seeking the common good.  To be sure, it would NOT be the thesis here that  “we should instead simply 
work at ‘being and building up the church’ and avoid any efforts to change or renew culture.”18 
2) The Church Acting Jointly: The Paradigm of Disengagement as Distinguished From the State 

Keller:  The Christian church must concentrate the great portion of its resources on ministry to the city. It 
is our “reasonable service”. To fail to render it is as foolish as it is disobedient.vi 

From the perspective of missional ecclesiology and understanding “church” as “church acting jointly”, we propose 
the answer  “no.”  In so far as we consider the church acting jointly” as organized by apostolic design, its mission 
is discovered as distinguished from the state such as to avoid redundancy and respecting the their inherent 
aptitudes best fit their functions in society.  
In a biblical defense of this position, Meredith Kline has argued that the institutional separation of church from 
state can be traced as far back as the promise of common grace given to Cain in Genesis 4:11-17. Kline 
summarized it this way:   

Common grace was introduced to act as a rein to hold in check the curse on mankind and to make 
possible an interim historical environment as the theater for a program of redemption. 

Kline further distinguished the  “prophetic cult” or “redemptive city” whose function is purely “priestly and prophetic” 
positioned in, but not of, the “Remedial City” described as “bestial but legitimate” and therefore “legitimate but not 
sanctified.” We see therefore how the remedial is distinguished from the redemptive in so far as the extent and 
limits of power and jurisdiction are concerned.19  
In the New Covenant, the argument most often begins with the teaching and example of Christ.  

                                            
18 Keller, The Bible on Church and Culture (April 2008). 
 
19 M. Kline, Kingdom Prologue, Two Age Press, 2000, pp. 161ff.)   
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Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were from this world, my 
followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews. But as it is, my 
kingdom is not from here.”    John 18:36 
Show me the coin used for the tax.” And they brought him a denarius. Then he said to them, 
“Whose head is this, and whose title?” They answered, “The emperor’s.” Then he said to them, 
“Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are 
God’s.”    Mt. 22:19-22 

In both of the above teachings, the example of Christ is evident.  For the great question of His day was the 
same question of our day – it was the question of loyalty to a particular geo-political-economic vision for 
cultural transformation in a branch of partisan politics.    This was the issue with which they tried to entangle 
Him.  And what he modeled was both an individual Christian’s duty of obedience to the civil authorities (c.f. 
Rom 13), while refusing to decide the question acting as head of the church.   
During the American civil war from within the context of a border state, Stuart Robinson described it this 
way:  

 As Christian citizens, church members are to "render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar's" 
and as members of Christ's Kingdom, they are to "render unto God the things that are God's." 
Christ was a citizen, and, as such, conducted Himself as one obedient to the laws of the land.  But 
as the Head of His own Church, and as the example of His own people, He utterly refused to do 
anything nor to be any thing, as a decider of matters, either legal or political.  Nor did He ever teach 
any thing, nor did He allow His disciples to do or teach any thing looking in that direction.   

As pertaining to the church acting jointly, it is therefore significant that in “great commissions” given to the 
apostles as the founders of the church, it was an exclusively spiritual mission as related to the single 
command to make disciples in Matt. 28:19-20. This was to be accomplished explicitly to express Christ’s 
prophetic, priestly and kingly offices by the word (“teach them),  sacraments (baptize them) and ecclesial 
shepherding or government (“to obey”).  This is the exclusive business of the church.  By positive institution, 
to do or teach as the rule of faith and practice for the church anything “contrary to or even beside” this 
commission is to exceed the limits and extent of church authority acting on behalf of Christ.     
Likewise, throughout Acts and the epistles, we see perfect conformity to Christ’s teaching and example as 
founder and head of the church with respect to it’s mission.  For instance, not withstanding the serious 
cultural and political issues that confronted individual Christians as citizens of Rome in their day, there is an 
amazing silence with respect to engaging these issues, except in so far as to teach the rule of faith and 
practice as pertaining to divine law.  
For instance, Paul does not hesitate to define the equal status of women and servants with respect to a 
God who is no respecter of persons (Gal 3:28), even if this teaching stood apposed to the social customs of 
his day.  And yet issues not directly related to an ecclesial formation (taxation debates, etc) as to divert 
focus from mediating the gospel are avoided.  It is instructive that  where there is a summation of the 
apostles ministry in acts, it is always spelled out in reference to the church, not any one paradigm in cultural 
engagement. (Acts 16:5).  
As noted by Richard Hayes, there is an “ecclesial basis and orientation” in Biblical ethics.vii  He explains:  

Paul nowhere sets forth a systematic presentation of "Christian ethics." Instead, he responds ad hoc to the 
contingent pastoral problems that arise in his churches… he is seeking to shape the life of a particular 
community in accordance with his vision; his exhortations are aimed at defining and maintaining a corporate 
identity for his young churches, which are emphatically countercultural communities. Thus, his letters 
should be read primarily as instruments of community formation…  Indeed, the focus on community is a part 
of the gospel itself. How so? If we ask, "What is God doing in the world in the interval between resurrection 
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and parousia?"  The answer must be given, for Paul, primarily in ecclesial terms: God is at work through the 
Spirit to create communities that prefigure and embody the reconciliation and healing of the world.viii 

Notice again that this vision is not, as some have portrayed it, “church against the world.”   Rather, the language 
of ecclesial “polis” highlights the idea that the church must be both, and at the same time, separate but public, or 
“disengaged AND engaged” with culture.   While respecting and even enjoining respect for and submission to all 
lawful civil authorities (c.f.  Rom 13, 1 Peter 2:13-17, etc,), the church acting severally is instructed to live as 
“exiles” (1 Peter 1:1, 17) and “sojourners” (1:11) as per the manner in which the Old Covenant in relation to a 
foreign culture  and spirituality in exile (Heb.11:13).   
The concern was that the church not be assimilated into the cultures of the world, even if they must live in the 
world without loosing their Christian identity and witness.  And key to this commissioning according to Peter was 
that they must view themselves as those being “built up as a spiritual house (elsewhere ecclesial language) as to 
be a holy priesthood“  (1 Peter 2:5).  The church as such was commissioned in such a manner as to be a 
“Kingdom not of this world” (disengaged) even as Christians were called to live in the world and for the world even.    
He later further explains that as “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation,  a people for his own 
possession” (2:9), they should “keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they speak 
against you as evildoers,  they may see your good deeds and glorify God on  the day of visitation (vs. 2:12).  
In 1 Peter, this citizenship is defined in priestly and prophetic terms as related to their being a holy temple 
presence of God, corporately, in the midst of an otherwise unholy, non-priestly/prophetic world.   The polity itself is 
not of this world in so far as it is a polity of word, sacrament and government as executed under the authority of a 
separate constitution (Apostolic Foundation). Paul’s subsequent instructions seems to focus mostly upon ecclesial 
formation and ecclesial ethics, albeit all together postured toward culture in a counter-cultural manner (do not 
partner with them”), yet for the sake of witnessing light to them amidst the prevailing culture of darkness (Eph. 5:7-
14).    
It is the church that maintains its unique Christian identity of being corporately and ethically not of this world, while 
its membership participates “in the world” and for sake of the world that best represents the biblical picture. Such 
a vision will stress the a-political (vs. non or anti political) nature of the church when acting in its joint or corporate 
capacity.   Such a church, it is believed, stands to have the greatest social-political impact through its informed 
and reformed membership who are acting severally and actively within society for social change.   
Peter’s instructions correspond perfectly with Paul’s in Eph 2:11ff and then Eph 5.   One the one hand, he gives 
rather elaborate instructions about the Christian duty to the apostolically organized church as to preserve its 
fundamental integrity as a separate and holy “city” or polity.    They are to become:  

fellow citizens with the saints and  members of the household of God, built on the foundation of the  
apostles and prophets,  Christ Jesus himself being  the cornerstone, in whom the whole structure, being 
joined together, grows into  a holy temple in the Lord. In him you also are being built together  into a 
dwelling place for God by  the Spirit. 

In short, we discern how the two jurisdictions (acting jointly) were as two planets orbiting the sun, assigned by 
God with two distinct purposes, if never separate-- the one “spiritual, not having a temporal head on earth as 
pertaining to the household of God, and the other “civil” having a temporal head on earth as pertaining to the 
commonwealth for all people of all faiths and none.  
The distinction in “powers,” is historically distinguished throughout church history as representative of the 
apostolic foundation.  
The Scottish Second Book of Discipline stated it this way:  
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This power and policy ecclesiastical is different and distinct in its own nature from that power and policy 
which is called the civil power and appertains to the civil government of the commonwealth; albeit they 
are both of God, and tend to one end, if they are rightly used: to wit, to advance the glory of God, and to 
have godly and good subjects. (c.f. Westminster Confession of Faith Chapter  31, Book of Church Order 
Preface II.1, 7, chapters 3:2,3,4).   

As them summary of the distinct, if never separate nature of church and state, Thomas Peck, also provides a 
good summary of the relation from his Notes on Ecclesiology:  

1.  In relation to God: the state is an ordinance of God considered as the creator, and, therefore, the 
moral governor of mankind, while the church is an ordinance of God considered as the saviour and 
restorer of mankind.  The state is ordained for man as man; the church for man as a sinner in a condition 
of inchoate restoration and salvation.  The state is for the whole race of man; the church consists of that 
portion of the race which is really, or by credible profession, the mediatorial body of Christ. (275) 
2.  In relation to constitution: The next point of difference between church and state is in the rules by 
which they are to be respectively regulated in the exercise of their functions.  The rule of the church is the 
word of God, the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments.  This is the statute book of the visible 
kingdom of Christ.  The rule for the state is the “light of nature,” or the human reason.  
3.  In relation to power:  The power of the church is, strictly and only, “ministerial and declarative”; the 
power of the state is magisterial and imperative.  The church has no power to make laws, but only to 
declare the law of God.  All her acts of government are acts of obedience to her Head and King.  The 
state has the power to make laws as well as to declare them; has a legislative as well as a judicial power.   
4. In relation to Form: Hence, the form of government for the church, the regulative and the constitutive 
principles of her organization, are not matters to be determined by human reason, but to be derived from 
the Bible as the constitution and statute-book:  while, in the state, these are matters to be settled by the 
history and condition of political communities.  The life of the state is natural, and it is left to assume an 
organization for itself.  The life of the church is supernatural, and God prescribes an organization for it. 
(281) 
5. In relation to sanctions:  church and the state differ in their sanctions, as well as in their authority and 
their rule.  The sanction of ecclesiastical government is moral, appealing to the faith and the conscience, 
a parental discipline, designed for the good of the offender.  Its symbol is the “keys.”  The sanction of civil 
government is force, appealing to the bodily sensibilities of the subject or the citizen; a penal 
administration, designed to vindicate the majesty of justice and the supremacy of law, with a very 
incidental, if any, reference to the good of the transgressor.  It symbol is the “sword.” (287) 

And by consequence the implications regarding the focus of church ministry is specified by James Bannerman as 
follows:  

The power of the Church has for its aim and end directly the general benefit and spiritual good of the 
Church as a body.... such power is instituted for the interests and spiritual edification of the whole Church 
and not for the advantage of the few who administer it... the spiritual edification of the whole body of 
believers is the one end and aim of Church power." (p. 252, 254)  2 Cor. 10:8; 13:10;  Eph. 4:11-16; 2 
Tim. 2:24-2 

The importance of this survey for the individual Christian is again the reality that an individual Christian will at 
times act in service to the Common kingdom of God under the state, and at other times in service to the interest of 
the Special Kingdom of God under the church.  In so far as there is a redeeming aspect per the church acting 
severally (special grace) that overlaps the remedial aspect of Christians acting as citizens of the state, the activity 
is at its best as “witness” and incomplete unto salvation apart from the means of God’s special grace under the 
jurisdiction of the church.   And yet as it pertains to the remedial, common grace, functions of Christians acting in 
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the world, the Christian works along side of none Christians in so far as they both have access to the same 
common grace encounter with God in general revelation, such as through the arts and sciences that derive from 
God.   
III. THE YES & NO ANSWER TO CULTURE ENGAGEMENT AS A SOCIAL STRATEGY 
Having made an argument for a more nuanced “yes-no” answer to the question of Christ’s engaging culture from 
the vantage point of Christology applied to missional ecclesiology, it is worth noting how this can be viewed as a 
social strategy by consequence.  If briefly, a consideration of the so-called “post-liberal”  or (counter-reformation) 
position will demonstrate the relevancy of this discussion for the sake of cultural transformation,  even as will be 
suggested in perfect harmony with the Augustinian-Calvinist position.    
In his seminal work, The Politics of Jesus (1972), John Howard Yoder re-examined the slogan of the 1948 WCC 
Amsterdam Assembly “let the church be the church.” More specifically, Yoder was arguing for the “centrality of the 
church” as a “social strategy.” According to Yoder, to the degree that the church becomes a “restored society,” it 
does so for the sake of an authentic witness in the greater society. 

The church must be a sample of the kind of humanity which, for example, economic and racial differences 
are surmounted.  Only then will it have anything to say to the society that surrounds it about how those 
difference must be dealt with. 20    

Since Yoder penned his idea concerning the centrality of the counter cultural church as a social strategy, the 
church in the West is beginning to understand its new situation as a disenfranchised minority in an increasingly 
post-Christian and post-liberal world.  And while the social significance of northern hemisphere Christianity is 
undergoing a steady decline, there is an emerging rediscovery of the critical role of the local and counter-cultural 
positioned Christian congregation for the sake of ethical formation and even public contribution. David Fergusson 
has observed that “the emergence of pluralism and secularism in the late-twentieth century have led to the 
breakdown of any clear Christian consensus under girding the standards, assumptions, and policies of multiracial 
and multi-religious societies.”  He further acknowledged that the present social predicament “has led to calls for 
greater Christian authenticity “ wherein “we can no longer assume that Christian ethics simply endorses what 
everyone recognizes to be good for human beings qua human being.”  And to the point of this present essay, 
Fergusson contends: 

The time has therefore come to bear witness to the specific virtues of the Christian life through reference to 
its setting within the church under the guidance of Holy Scripture and the lordship of Jesus Christ.  Christian 
witness in this social context bears the character not of seeking common ground with those who dwell extra 
muros ecclesiae [outside the walls of the church] but of articulating a vision that is distinctively and 
sometimes counter to the prevailing culture.”21    

There has therefore been a rediscovery of the counter cultural (as distinguished from anti-culture) church as a 
social strategy in the context of a post-Christian world.   Such as vision has all but abandoned the idea of 
Christendom and the eschatological vision of modern liberal millennialism. It is argued that these programs sought 
to “correlate the moral ethos of the church and civil society” leading to the demise of “ecclesial identity” and 
subsequently “a failure in Christian witness.”22  Moreover, and contrary to H.R. Niebuhr’s depiction inChrist and 
Culture, a brief survey of the Calvinistic tradition will make the case for a distinctively “reformed” pedigree of the 
post-liberal idea of “Christ and Culture in Paradox,” even if for the sake of transforming culture indirectly.   
By way of argument, in a recent lecture at Yale University, Stephen Carter observed how “conflict is the principal 
way in which religion and democracy relate, and may be the principal way in which they should relate.”  What 

                                            
20 Yoder, John Howard, The Politics of Jesus, 2nd Edition (Eerdmans: Grand Rabids, Michigan, (1972), p. 150-152.  
21 David Ferguson, Community, Liberalism and Christian Ethics, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998),  p.1-2.  
22 Ferguson, Community..., p. 5.  
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Carter didn’t mean was that religion is opposed to the state, or necessarily to any one vision of society per se.   
Rather, as he further explained about the American context, “American styled separation owes its origin not to a 
sense of the danger of religion but a sense of the importance of religion.  They were separated because a mixing 
of the two had a tendency of corrupting the true faith.”23   
To be sure, anyone who is familiar with Stephen Carter’s writing knows that his point is not to rid the public square 
of the religious voice or influence.24   Rather, Carter’s concern is to preserve the authenticity and clarity of the 
religious voice and influence.  And more specifically, his point is that to loose the integrity of the “true faith” from 
the context of an alien (relative to the state) communal context is to loose the integrity of that very witness that is 
the single most vital hope in the maintenance of a good state and society even.  It is the danger of a totalitarian 
nation state, even if expressed vis-à-vis the populism of a sovereign electorate and its corresponding political 
rhetoric, that warrant the preservation of a distinctively “other” voice in society.   
Illustrative of Carter’s concern and in support of cultural disengagement, Stanley Houerwas has lamented that  
modern liberalism became the context for the  “social gospelers,” and “the ethics of Christianizing the social order.” 
As such, he elaborates how “the social gospel spawned ethicists who became social scientist, or at least read 
social science in the interest of social transformation.”  “In this mode,” says Hauerwas, “Christian ethics continues, 
but it [became] increasingly difficult to say what makes it Christian.  Indeed, the effort to discover the relationship 
between policy questions or basic moral principles and theological warrants now preoccupies many ethicists.” 25    
It should be observed that this description can occur on either side of political or social ideology.   It could as 
readily be demonstrated that the language of “Christian” can be co-opted in the interest of either red or blue 
America agendas. As then to Carter’s earlier point, a totalitarian theocracy can exist whether in the context of a 
partisan monarchy or a partisan democracy, whenever the agenda is primarily to Christianize the social order as 
to tie the Christian voice to one or another social vision necessarily.26  Carter’s concern is that in American styled 
partisan politics, “Christian” is increasingly loosing anything distinctive with respect to its own “politic” and “polis” 
as it where.   
It was into the liberal context of cultural transformist oriented “Christian ethics” movement within the vantage point 
of Christendom that Yoder’s The Politics of Jesus was introduced.  And yet his concern is as much relevant to the 
present day orientation of  many right leaning contexts as well. Yoder’s ethical vision emphasized how “both the 
subject and the audience of Christian ethics ought to be Christians -- the people who are constituted by that polity 
called church.”27   
Is further description of the church disengaging culture paradigm, David Ferguson argues that the “Christian future 
will be a sectarian one.”  He explains:  

The primary task of the church is not to baptize whatever elements of secular culture seem most religiously 
promising.  Its task is to make greater Christian authenticity possible by socializing its members into a new 
way of life.  This way of life is structured by the canonical texts of the community and the ways in which 
they recite the stories of Israel and the church. These stories, as they are read and followed by the church, 

                                            
23 Stephen Carter, The Role of Religion in a Political Democracy,  
24 c.f Stephen Carter,  
25 Stanley Hauerwas, “John Howard Yoder's The Politics of Jesus.”  It could be observed at this point that the so called “social gospel”, 
while often identified with social and even theological liberalism, was historically an outgrowth of evangelical revivalism. C.f. George 
Marsden.  As Marsden has pointed out, the relation of “social transformation” and the church is the same, whether reflecting the agenda 
of the political “right” or “left.”   AS a theological/ecclesial topic, it concerns the church in so far as it has as its mission the tranformation 
of society directly through political and social activism that is shared on both sides that Yoder and Hauerwas are concerned.   
26 c.f. for the distinction between theocratic monarchy and theocratic populism, see below the Scottish reformation compared to the 
American Civil war.  
27 Stanley Hauerwas, “John Howard Yoder's The Politics of Jesus” 
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have the communal power to shape belief, experience and action.28 
Christian ethics, from this perspective, is inherently ecclesial in orientation.  As noted by Richard Hayes, 

there is an “ecclesial basis and orientation” in Biblical ethics.29   Apart from the fundamental “ecclesial” character 
in Pauline ethics, “Paul's ethic can only appear to be what many critics have thought it to be: a haphazard 
conglomeration of moral notions drawn eclectically from the commonplaces of his time.”30  Instead, Hayes states:  

Paul nowhere sets forth a systematic presentation of "Christian ethics." Instead, he responds ad hoc to the 
contingent pastoral problems that arise in his churches… he is seeking to shape the life of a particular 
community in accordance with his vision; his exhortations are aimed at defining and maintaining a corporate 
identity for his young churches, which are emphatically countercultural communities. Thus, his letters 
should be read primarily as instruments of community formation…  Indeed, the focus on community is a part 
of the gospel itself. How so? If we ask, "What is God doing in the world in the interval between resurrection 
and parousia?"  The answer must be given, for Paul, primarily in ecclesial terms: God is at work through the 
Spirit to create communities that prefigure and embody the reconciliation and healing of the world.31 

It should be observed from the above descriptions that a post-liberal ethic  is not, as some have portrayed 
it, “church against the world.”    Rather, the language of ecclesial “polis” is crucial to this vision, as it highlights the 
idea that the church must be both, and at the same time, separate but public.  It is the church that maintains its 
unique Christian identity of being corporately and ethically not of this world albeit while its membership 
participates in “in the world” and both for sake of the world in so far as the Church is “witness” and the individual 
Christian functions directly as an activist-transformer of culture.  Such a vision will stress the a-political (vs. non or 
anti political)nature of the church when acting in its joint or corporate capacity.   Such a church, it is believed, 
stands to have the greatest social-political impact through its informed and re-formed membership who are acting 
severally and actively within society for social change.  Whereas the church acting jointly is as “witness,” vis-à-vis 
its own communal expression and practice,  the church dispersed through its membership is acting severally and 
directly and even politically for the sake of whatever vision for social mercy and justice is inspired by the Christian 
witness of the church.  Along these lines, David Fergusson in his recently published Church, State and Civil 
Society describes the post-liberal “counter-cultural church” this way:  

It exists not to withdraw people from the surrounding society but to transform it.  Hence it is not 
detachment that is advocated but a more dialectical form of engagement.  Descriptions of the so-called 
sect churches, for example in Troeltsh and H. Richard Niebuhr, tend to overlook the point that a selective, 
critical, appraisal of society is called for on distinctively Christian grounds.32 
Along these lines, Fergusson advocates for a kind of modification in post-liberal ethics wherein through 

the formation of “subsidiary” (or intermediary) faith based organizations, there is a organized presence that can 
mediate the church vision into the social context without compromise to the ideal church or state.   This 
intermediary (in American terms, separate 503(c) regulated organization) is capable of exploring the social and 
political ramifications of the Christian vision that stand between the   ecclesial witness of the corporate counter-
cultural church and the Christian activist (individual) as a transformer within society.  Such organizations are 
inspired by the social vision it sees and understands from within the church, albeit outwardly focused on the needs 
outside the church.  He explains, for instance, the role of intermediary organization on behalf of social welfare as 
follows:   

                                            
28 David Fergusson, Community, Liberalism and Christian Ethics p. 35 
29 Richard Hayes, Ecclesiology and Ethics in 1 Corinthians, p. 4 
30 Ibid, p. 1. 
31 Hayes, p. 1-2. 
32 (p, 100) 
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The inclusion of the voluntary sector may also be seen as another expression of subsidiarity.  Its value 
resides not only in enhancing welfare provision but also in promoting social capital, facilitating local forms 
of community, providing fora for debate, and fostering skills in citizenship.33  

In short, the post-liberal vision for the counter-cultural church for the sake of the culture transcends the kind of 
Neibuhrian and Troeltsh depictions of the counter cultural church.  Richard Hayes, for instance, has observed how 
“theological ethics in the Niebuhrian tradition rendered Jesus and the gospels mute and irrelevant and thus left the 
church free to conform itself to the political and economic conventions of its surrounding environment.  Once the 
diagnosis was made, the remedy was clear: the church should be directly guided by the teaching and example of 
Jesus, not by prudentially calculated approximations of the ideals of love and justice.” Hayes further confesses 
with respect to his own conversion to a post-liberal way of thinking:  

I began to grasp more fully that Jesus was not a figure who preached religious ideas that might or might not 
have political implications; rather, he called followers to a way of life that necessarily entailed the formation 
of a new polis. The kingdom of God was not merely a figure of speech; it was a claim about the concrete 
manifestation of divine sovereignty in the world.34 

And to be clear, even if disengaged from culture, Ferguson again restates how the local congregation “seeks to 
distance itself from the prevailing culture in order to make a distinctive contribution to its self understanding and to 
provide agents better equipped to contribute to its well-being.”  Contrary to the characterization Niebuhr’s “Christ 
and Culture in Paradox,” the “mission of the church is directed toward the world” says Fergusson, even if by 
remaining institutionally “out of the world” so that its impact is by indirect contribution rather than by direct 
contribution!35    
Having reviewed the so called “post-liberal” or counter-reformational argument for a church disengagement with 
culture perspective, it is wondered if such a vision is not incompatible with the Calvinistic tradition.  And to be sure, 
and perhaps largely due to the widespread influence of Niebuhr’s Christ and Culture, the post-liberal vision for 
Christian ethics is most often identified as a “sectarian” emphasis in relation to the counter-reformation vision of 
“Christ against culture” traditions.  Again, one thinks of John Howard Yoder, Richard Hayes,36 William H. Willimon 
and perhaps most popularly Stanley Hauerwas as those who would credit the counter reformation with at least 
some of their way of thinking.37   And perhaps too one could broaden the theological pedigree to include the 
Lutheran “two kingdom” view or Niebuhr’s “Christ and Culture in Paradox.”  Again anecdotally, one thinks of 
George Lindbeck38 and Hans Frei of the so called “Yale school” in narrative theology, and even Lutheran 
sociologist Peter Berger,39  
 But what of the Reformed tradition?  Can one locate a vision for the counter-cultural church as a social strategy 
for social transformation within the reformed tradition, or cultural disengagement qua church acting jointly? In 
support of a “yes” answer, we ought to remember the 20th century reformed theologians Karl Barth40 and Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer amidst Nazi Germany and their “confessing church” movement, or the 19th century Presbyterians 
                                            
33 Ferguson, p. 145. 
34 (Richard Hayes, Gospel and Community 
35 Fergusson, p.100 
36 Richard Hayes, The Moral Vision of the New Testament: Community, Cross, New Creation (San Francisco: Harper SanFrancisco, 
1996.), The Mennonite Quarterly Review 587 Embodying the Gospel in Community. 
37 Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Willimon.  Resident aliens, life in the Christian colony : a provocative Chrisitian assessment of 
culture and ministry for people who know that something is wrong Nashville : Abingdon Press, c1989.  Stanley Hauerwas, Christian 
existence today : essays on church, world, and living in between. (Durham, N.C. : Labyrinth Press, c1988). After Christendom? : how the 
church is to behave if freedom, justice, and a Christian nation are bad ideas, (Nashville : Abingdon Press, c1991). Unleashing the 
scripture : freeing the Bible from captivity to America, Nashville, Tenn. : Abingdon Press, c1993  
38 Lindbeck, George, The Church in a Postliberal Age (London: SCM, 2002) 
39 Berger, Peter, “The Descecularization of the World; A global Overview” in Peter Berger (ed.) The Desecularization of the World World: 
Resurgent Religion and Global Politics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999). 
40 Barth, Karl, “The Christian Community and the Civil Community”, Against the Stream: Shorter Post-War Writings (London: SCM, 1954) 
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during the American Civil war, or the 17th century Presbyterians during the Scottish Reformation, or John Calvin’s 
vision of church and state in Geneva of the 16th century, and even  St. Augustines “two cities” vision during the 5th 
century under the Roman context?41   Each of these context can more than sufficiently suggest an arguably 
reformed pedigree for the so called cultural disengagement qua church acting jointly vision, albeit with the 
collateral impact of “Christ the transformer” by means of the counter-culturally positioned local congregation acting 
severally through its members.42   
Without rehearsing all the above mentioned pedigree (c.f Addendum #3 attached), it is worth noting 16th century 
Calvin if to refute Niebuhr’s depiction.  Moreover, against those who would decry the Yes-No position as culturally 
irrelevant, again the reformed answer during the  20th century context of the Confessing Church movement in Nazi 
Germany is noteworthy.     
As noted by David Fergusson about the 16th century  “the idea of state neutrality is still a long way off.  It is not 
possible to conceive of a society which does not favor one form of religion or another.” This makes all the more 
significant that while in Geneva, Calvin articulates a distinction between civil and religious jurisdiction and even 
ethics that is reminiscent of Luther and may have been set out as corrective to the more theocratic model in 
Zurich.   
For instance, in the Institutes (IV.20) it can be argued that Calvin established a mediating position that attempts to 
accentuate the transformist and separatist impulses in Zwingli and Ana-Baptist respectively, a position that is 
much closer to Luther than is typically acknowledged.   For in Calvin’s Geneva, the magistrate was a viable 
Christian vocation as related to the common good and ordained by God for the purpose of civil peace and justice, 
even as the magistrate was authorized in the exercise of force to maintain a civil society as per Romans 13.  And 
yet, contrary to a “strict theocracy” as some have confused it, Calvin clearly articulated a “two sphere” conception 
of ethical vision as per the church and state respectively. Here is the way Calvin articulated it:   

Having shown above that there is a twofold government in man, and having fully considered the one which 
placed in the soul or inward man, relates to eternal life, we are here called to say something of the other, 
which pertains only to civil institutions and the external regulation of manners… he who knows to distinguish 
between the body an the soul, between the present fleeting life and that which is future and eternal, will 
have no difficulty in understanding that the spiritual kingdom of Christ and civil government are things very 
widely separated.  Seeing, therefore, it is a Jewish vanity to seek and include the kingdom of Christ under 
the elements of this world, let us, considering, as Scripture clearly teaches, that the blessings which we 
derive from Christ are spiritual, remember to confine the liberty which is promised and offered to us in him 
within its proper limits.43 

Like Augustine, the church sphere was uniquely concerned with the so called “spiritual” concerns as related to 
Augustine’s “heavenly city.”  John Calvin specifically distinguished the aims and mission of the civil and ecclesial 
polis in terms of the respective temporal and spiritual jurisdictions.   Calvin’s use of “spiritual” (perhaps derived 
from Augustine) pertained to the extent of ecclesiastical power and mission as distinguished from the uniquely 
temporal power and mission of the civil state.   
Jumping forward to the  20th century context, the cultural  disengagement qua church acting jointly position and 
with collateral advantage of cultural transformation is perfectly illustrated by Karl Barth and Deitrich Bonhoffer 
under the regime of Nazi Germany, and most especially as articulated in the Barmen Declaration.  For by 1934, 
the escalation of Hitler’s powers made Germany look much like Orwell’s society, wherein most sectors of 
Germany-- the business communities, the universities, the cultural groups and even the churches-- had almost 
without exception capitulated to the Nazi vision.  

                                            
41 cf. Dietrich Bonhoeffer's Life Together, The Cost of Discipleship (London: SCM, 1948) 
42 C.f Addendum: Reformed Pedigree for Cultural Disengagement qua Church Acting Jointly 
43 John Calvin, Christian Institutes, 4.20.1.  
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 Likewise, In the church there was the formation of the German Christian Party.  It’s emblem, of all things,  was a 
Christian Swastika represented by the  synthesis of cross and swastika symbolizing the “coordination” of the 
church with the National Socialist government!  For prior to the event of the Holocaust, and many who would say 
making way for the Holocaust even—the principles of nationalism and Christianity were blurred as to combine a 
vision for a new Christian society with a political partner!  
And yet there were dissenters!  Largely in reaction to the excesses of the “German Christians” this other group 
called themselves the Bekenntnis Kirche (the Confessing Church), and was formed chiefly out of the Lutheran and 
Reformed churches wherein the Barmen Declaration was drafted at its initial synod in May 1934.  As the primary 
architect of the Barman Declaration, Karl Barth, later explained, the core idea was to distinguish the church from 
the state in order to resist subsuming ecclesial ethics to a nationalist agenda.  In his essay, “The Christian 
Community and the Civil Community,” he therefore distinguished between the “Christian community” (by which he 
meant the jurisdiction of the organized church), and the civil community (by which he meant the jurisdiction of the 
State).  He explained. “the equating of the state and the church on the one hand and the State and kingdom of 
God on the other is therefore out of the question.”44  Sounding very much like Augustine before him concerning 
the counter-cultural positioning of the church, Barth writes:  

the church waits for ‘the city which hath foundations, whose builder and maker is God (Heb.11:10) It 
trusts and obeys no political system or reality but the power of the Word, by which God upholds all things 
(Heb. 1:3; Barmen Thesis No. 5) including all political change.45  

Based then on this careful distinguishing of the ecclesial and civil spheres, Barth further articulated a kind of 
Christian ethic that was confessionally grounded, even if communally experienced, and yet for the sake of public 
witness!   To be sure, Barth was no pacifist if by this it is meant anti-transformationist!   His doctrine of the church 
was very much tied to his concern for why the church failed to speak, or why its members failed to resist the 
“nationalist” party of Hitler.   Barth’s point is that individual Christians, and even the church when speaking 
corporately, would have been less compromised if the church as such had sufficiently distinguished itself by its 
confession vs. its social-political agenda that had become wed to a political party.    

In this sense, therefore, the existence of the Christian community is political…  the object of the promise 
and the hope in which the Christian community has its eternal goal, consists, according to the 
unmistakable assertion of the New Testament, not in an eternal Church but in the polis built by God and 
coming down from heaven to earth, and the nations shall walk in the light of it and the kings of the earth 
will bring their glory and honour into it (Rev. 21:2, 24)... The church must remain the church. It must 
remain the inner circle of the kingdom of Christ.  The Christian community has a task of which the civil 
community can never relive it and which it can never pursue in the forms peculiar to the civil community... 
The Christian community shares in the task of the civil community precisely to the extent that it fulfils its 
own task. 46  

In other words, as Barth further reflected in another essay, he argued that the errors that led to church 
compromises during the Nazi regime were directly traced to the tragic loss of the  “marketable doctrine of the 
separation of the “two kingdoms.”  He further lamented, “it was hardly any longer being defended with the old 
inflexibility even on the Lutheran side.”47  In relation then to the Barmen Declaration, he remembered how when 
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the church defined itself by its spiritual confession and not by it partisan nationalism, it was able through the 1934 
Declaration to purify its witness: 

not only to protest in due and proper form against the doctrine of the totalitarian State that was then 
officially valid, but it reminded men in positive terms of “God’s Kingdom, God’s commandment and 
righteousness and of the responsibility of governors and governed. 

The essential thing here is to observe how the document was in protest against the Nazi-supported "German-
Christian" movement, not so much against a theocracy per se, but against a church that had formed a partisan-
political alliance in order to accomplish its supposed ends.  It was a protest against the merger of an extreme 
nationalism with Christian faith—one that is as much applicable to Nazi Germany, in theory, as to the politics of 
modern America!  As again noted by  Heinrich Vogel “the fateful history of synthesis had brought us face to face 
with the attempt to force the Church to coordinate the word of God with the power and myth of human ideology.”    
He then warn:  

None of us today… are safe from the temptation to enter into new synthesis with the ideologies prevailing 
here and there.  We must not take it for granted that the synthesis with its mixture of truth and lies will be 
seen through and cut through.   What does it mean to say “no” to the synthesis of God’s word with 
socialism and collectivism, but also “no” to the liberalism and individualism, “no” to the synthesis with 
common sense humanism, which so many people today think to be the essence of Christianity?  Yes, we 
must see what ever few recognize today, that he synthesis can also be “Anti-anythingism.”  

By then even a brief review of history, once can readily discern a “reformed” pedigree for what is today often 
presumed to be a sectarian and therefore counter-reformational emphasis in ethics.   Whether under the concept 
of “two cities,” the “spirituality of the church” or simply “the confessional church”, the idea is basically the same in 
support of the maintenance of an a-political (as distinguished from non-political) church whose primary focus is 
the formation of a counter-cultural (as distinguished from against culture) community  as “witness” to the nations.  
Conclusion:  

Behind this whole argument for a  “Yes-No approach to Christ’s engagement in culture is perhaps an attempted 
“both-and” unification of traditions past in so far as they have even I believe falsely disoriented, by Niebuhr five 
types.   More currently, the above may well offer a way forward that reconciles the two most prominent paradigms 
within the broadly defined gospel centered, missional branches of the reformed tradition—the  “two kingdom” and 
“new-Calvinist” views respectively.   

For a nice summation of the two perspectives, the introduction contained in David VanDrunnen’s Living In God’s 
Two Kingdoms: A Biblical Vision for Christianity and Culture  may prove helpful if admittedly biased toward the 
“two kingdom view.”48  

The position here has been to demonstrate how perhaps, while not diminishing many of the significant difference, 
there is at least greater harmony between the two  than has typically been acknowledged, IF  and WHEN a more 
nuanced application of Christology to ecclesiology is constructed.  That is to say that if the two kingdom view has 
sought to preserve the church side of the question, and the neo-Calvinist has tried to preserve the culture side of 
the question (both gross overstatements), then  the Yes-No answer has as well presented a both-and response.    

Again, the most difficult issue is not whether or not Christians should be engaged with culture as a “common 
grace kingdom of God” is equally affirmed.   That is, both sides admit to a common grace activity of God in the 
world that warrants Christian activism and engagement if just for a remedial purpose for the common good and 
“soil” for the preaching of the gospel.   The more difficult question has been whether or note that Christian 
                                            
48 David VanDrunnen, Living In God’s Two Kingdoms: A Biblical Vision for Christianity and Culture  (2010).   See also Tim Keller’s 
analysis both pro and con in Center Church.   
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engagement can be considered “redemptive.”   Our “yes-no” might well get closer to both while garnering criticism 
by both. But our contention is that this more nuanced position gets closer to scripture, even if the “slippery slope” 
and “straw-man” manner of argument has been suspended in so far as they are arguments “beside scripture.”   
WE admit to an infinitely more complex reality in scripture than can be contained to such typologies.    

In the end, there is some consolation regardless of the outcome here that both sides affirm the universality of 
Christ’s Lordship over heaven and earth,, even as to distinguish that Lordship over the Common grace Kingdom 
of God and the Special grace kingdom of God under the mediating jurisdictions of the state and church 
respectively.   

Otherwise, for those wanting to pursue more of the practical implicaitons of the “Yes-No” position, the attached 
addendum’s 1 & 2 may be helpful.   For those wanting to consider this position as within the broadly Calvinistic 
tradition (contra Niebuhr’s depiction), see Addendum # 3. 
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Addendum 1: (From Issue #2 of Vision Anabaino) Total Christ Christianity through Gospel Centered 
Empowerment 

 “Mission Anabaino (“I am ascending) is mission greater things” relative to the incredible expectations that Christ 
promised for his ascension ministry today through church planting (John 14:12).   Such expectations inspired 
Augustine in the 5th century to talk about Total Christ Christianity.  One important ramification of a Total Christ 
Christianity is the way we seek to avoid the either-or dichotomies that are so prevalent in modernist facing 
Christendom such as to experience the “fullness of him who fills all in all in/with/through the gospel centered 
church (Eph 1:22-23).   Modernist facing Christianity tended to be fundamentalist such as to reduce Christianity to 
nothing but this or that emphasis, often in political reaction to another emphasis.  We envision greater things!    

For instance:  

A Total Christ effort will avoid the EITHER “old school” church focused Christianity OR “new school” gospel 
centered and missional focused Christianity (what for me during my early Christian years translated to an either 
institutional-church OR a spirit-filled para-church kind of dichotomy).    However, we seek total Christ in being a 
both a gospel centered and church movement—or the church that by her very nature, when built upon the 
carefully designed foundation of the apostles, IS THE very missional, gospel centered presence of Christ as 
“fleshed out” in every cultural context.  This is what Christ envisioned as the “greater things” when he explained 
that it was better for him to ascend into heaven such as to send the Holy Spirit wherein his temple presence could 
by mediated in every Christ centered and apostolic founded temple-church now in many places at the same time 
around the globe!     

And again, a Total Christ effort will want to avoid a Christianity that is EITHER didactic/declarative (prophetic)  OR 
contemplative/sacramental (priestly) OR life-on-life-/communal (kingly).  Rather, we seek Total Christ wherein we 
participate in Christ as our Prophet, Priest AND King, ALL, by participating in the life of Christ vis-à-vis the spirit 
filled church.   Rather than a reactive philosophy of ministry we seek a balanced and total Christ experience of 
Christ’s presence in our lives.    

And, to our focus in this volume of Vision Anabaino, a Total Christ effort will avoid an either-or relation between 
“spiritual/evangelistic” and inward focused ministry in relation to gospel centered transformation ORa  
“social/material” outward focused ministry in relation to  economic, vocational and medical empowerment.  That is 
to say, we want to avoid any idea of humanity that is not concerned for the whole person, both inward and 
outward as related to a more holistic conception of persons who are being fully restored in the image of God. 
Such is the picture we get in the early church when in Acts 2, after describing a holistic participation in Christ’s 
mediated ministry of apostolic word, sacrament and spiritual shepherding and government, we read: And all who 
believed were together and  had all things in common.   And  they were selling their possessions and belongings 
and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need. (Acts 2:44-45).   And here again, we encounter the “greater 
things” envisioned by Christ,  even as the result is exactly as Jesus anticipated it would be wherein day by day,  
attending the temple  together and  breaking bread in their homes, they received their food  with glad and 
generous hearts, praising God and  having favor with all the people. And the Lord  added to their number  day by 
day those who  were being saved (Acts 2:46-47).  

Concerning then a holistic focused, transformational AND empowerment focused mission and ministry, did you 
know that it is our commitment in Mission Anabaino that in every church we plant, we include a church based and 
gospel centered empowerment initiative?   And to be clear, the “outer person” that is being targeted can be 
economic poverty, but it can also be mental and psychological poverty in relation to mental health, it can be a 
poverty of leadership confidence as related to taking responsibility for church leadership, and on and on it goes—
its any area of a persons life wherein they feel powerless to become self-sustaining and God reliant.    
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Now as it concerns empowerment ministry, we need to begin with a good dose of honestly.    Whereas the  
"compassion industry" is almost universally accepted as a virtuous and constructive enterprise, its outcomes are 
often questionable, especially in so far as distinguishing “empowerment” vs. “entitlement” which then leads to 
“enablement” and powerlessness.  This powerlessness is a very dangerous thing in that it puts people into a 
dependent relation with many of the potential “idols of our own destruction” that prevent a sustained dependence 
upon God.   And so the question all this begs is: what exactly does gospel centered empowerment entail?   Very 
briefly, it consist of at least three very important concepts:  

Concept #1:  Gospel Centered Empowerment distinguishes crisis from chronic related mercy and seeks to target 
the later for the sake of true empowerment.       That is, true empowerment is not merely to rescue someone from 
a crisis, but to set a person free from the spiritual, mental and physical bondage to crisis.   It is to target human 
self-reliance in relation to the fear and oppression concerning the things of this world, albeit in dependence upon 
God.   This of course involves a whole range of transformative activity as related to spirit, mind and body.    In a 
simple way, Paul states the goal of empowerment, however much it can be applied to all sorts of vocations and 
callings, as being enabled to “work with [our] own hands so that [we] may be dependent on no one.” (1 Thess. 
4:11-12).  Paul’s vision is not against charity, just charity that would put another person into a dependent relation 
with respect to his/her being empowered to be all that they are called to be in Christ.   The key then to 
empowerment is to  proactively target  whatever spiritual, mental, social and physical  issues that inhibit self-
sustaining and systemic changes.  Our commitment then is an asset-based community development (ABCD). 
Strategically which means:  

• Never do for the needy what they can be empowered to do for themselves;  
• Limit one-way help to emergencies and seek for mutual two way one-anothering instead.   
• With respect to financial empowerment--  we seek to empower the needy through employment, micro-

lending, micro-enterprise development, and training, using grants sparingly to reinforce achievements.   
• Focus on leadership development with an intentional strategy for training and steps of transfer as needed.   
• Target long term and sustainable solutions over quick fixes 

 

Concept #2: Gospel Centered Empowerment is Church based empowerment.   As per our “Total Christ” 
understanding of Christ’s ascension ministry today, we believe the church IS an essential element of the gospel 
centered gospel.  It takes spiritual- cognitive/social/moral transformation for a person to truly flourish even as 
being worked out holistically in both the inward and outward person.  As an empowerment concept, a church 
based strategy is a glass-half-full strategy that focuses on a church community's strengths more than its needs.  
It’s to play with a full deck as it where in human restoration and empowerment.    It takes seriously the gifts and 
talents that exist within a given communal context such as to provide a system of social reinforcement and 
accountability as carefully designed in the apostolic church. It results in a community oriented empowerment with 
one another approach rather than for one another approach, thus protecting people's dignity leading to 
sustainable self-reliance.  Strategically, this means:  

• The “target group” of gospel centered empowerment are members in good standing of a local,  gospel 
believing and practicing church.  

• The power of gospel centered empowerment should require participation in all the means of God’s grace 
in word, worship and communal one anothering and shepherding.       

• Each participant is helped not only to be served but to serve, recognizing that while ech of us have gifts 
that differ, they are all important assets in a holistic ministry of Christ through the local church.     

Concept #3: Gospel Centered Empowerment recognizes the close inter-dependent relation of the gospel as 
applied to both the inward and outward person. For instance, “spiritual depression” as spiritually treated (inward) 
is often (if not always) linked to “psychological depression” as medically treated  (outward).   Therefore, gospel 
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centered Christian counseling with communal reinforcement (inward)  may need  medical treatment (outward). 
Economic poverty is often related to issues in identity such as to require both micro-enterprise (outward) and 
instruction in Christ centered identity reformation such as is related to our adoption and justification  in Christ, as 
again lived out within a communal context of reinforcement (inward).   As these two examples Illustrate, the 
outward  aspects of a holistic empowerment based ministry might involve a range of micro-enterprises such as to 
include all sorts of cooperatives as to include housing and mortgage cooperatives, general store cooperatives, 
medical cooperatives, job training, church leadership development and training, etc.   Such initiatives, in so far as 
they don’t come under the spiritual jurisdiction and instruction of the church directly, might require the 
establishment of church based subsidiary organizations that are specifically designed to  serve the interest of 
holistic church based ministry, but that involve non-church kinds of activies that are not directly related to word, 
sacrament and spiritual shepherding, both as to protect the church acting as church and para-church acting as 
mortgage lenders, vocational school, medical clinics, etc. and all the related secular and civil interactions that this 
will require.   

In short, a  gospel empowerment vision for Total Christ Christianity is a vision wherein the church, just being the 
church, is a transformational presence of holistic restoration in the world, if not of the world, for the world.   In all of 
this, I’m reminded of a book titled The Politics of Jesus (1972) by John Howard Yoder that re-examined the slogan 
of the 1948 Amsterdam Assembly “let the church be the church.”  Yoder was arguing for the “centrality of the 
church” as a “social strategy.”  According to Yoder, to the degree that the church becomes a “restored society,” it 
does so for the sake of an authentic witness in the greater society. He notes:  

The church must be a sample of the kind of humanity which, for example, economic and racial differences 
are surmounted.  Only then will it have anything to say to the society that surrounds it about how those 
difference must be dealt with. 49    

I hope you will enjoy reading about the empowerment initiatives that are going on through Mission Anabaino 
already in this current addition of Vision Anabaino.   They involve such micro-enterprise ventures  as chicken 
farming in Haiti, a general store and housing cooperative in the Hill community of New Haven, and the communal 
one anothering targeted home restorations  and soccer camps during New Haven impact week.       

 

Addendum 2: Sample Vision, Faith, Core Values Of A Inter-Denominational Cooperative Respecting the 
Principles of This Paper 

A Statement of Vision, Faith and Values  
“TBD” 
DRAFT 

 
TBD’S VISION 

Imprisoned and faced with the ultimate cost of Christian discipleship, John the Baptist sent his disciples to inquire 
of Jesus, “Are you the one who is to come or shall we look for another?’”  When John’s disciples found Jesus, his 
answer was as relevant then as it is today.  Busy healing the sick, giving sight to the blind and casting out evil 
influences to those who were hopeless, Christ invoked the expectations of the prophets as validation of his 
messianic authenticity.  

                                            
49 Yoder, John Howard, The Politics of Jesus, 2nd Edition (Eerdmans: Grand Rabids, Michigan, (1972), p. 150-152.  
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 Go and tell John what you have seen and heard:  the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers  are 
cleansed, and  the deaf hear,  the dead are raised up,  the poor have good news preached to them. (Luke 
7:22, Mt 11:5; cf. Is 35:5f, 61:1) 

John’s question then is no less the question of many today in New Haven even if raised by the faithful and cynic 
alike.   TBD envisions the embodiment of the same response under his ascension ministry, both in word and deed, 
as validation to the relevancy and power of Jesus Christ. We see the day when the name of Christ and the power 
of the gospel of God’s grace and forgiveness is manifested in the life changing empowerment that is related to a 
poverty that is at once inward (spiritual) and outward (temporal). We see the city of New Haven being transformed 
by a collaborative effort of Christ-centered churches, word-and-deed ministries and private foundations wherein 
“in Christ’s name, the many ethnicities and nationalities, both rich and poor as are represented in New Haven, will 
again hope in his name. (Mt 12:21) Therefore, for Jesus Christ and the greater flourishing of New Haven:  

• TBD’s mission is to mobilize ministry and to transform the city of New Haven for the glory of God and the 
common good of its people.   

• We will do this via a radical and sustainable partnership of Christ-centered churches, word-and-deed 
ministries and private foundations, cooperating with individuals and institutions of all faiths and none for 
the common good when consistent with Christ’s values.   

 
TBD’S FOUR FAITH-BASED COMMITMENTS50 

I. TBD is committed to the scripture of the Old and New Testament as our only rule of faith and practice unto 
which nothing should be added or taken away, whether by new revelations of the Spirit or human traditions. 
Notwithstanding our high regard for that kind of wisdom that may be derived from the light of nature and 
providence, we are committed to the sufficiency of Holy Scripture for all wisdom pertaining to the fullness of 
salvation (2Tim.3:16, 2Pet.1:19-21, Heb.1:1, Rev.22:19).    

II. TBD is committed to the historicity and efficacy of Jesus Christ alone for our salvation as the second person of 
the holy Trinity sent by God the Father and in the power of the Holy Spirit.   As such, we are unreservedly 
committed to the Christ-centered tenants of Christian faith as reflected in the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds (1 
Tim.2:5, Col 1:3-8, 2 Cor.11:3).  

III.  TBD is committed to the gospel of Jesus Christ wherein all humanity may be set free from the fear of God’s 
condemnation and rejection, not by reliance upon our own moral perfection or performance of the law of God, but 
by reliance upon Christ’s moral perfection and performance on our behalf as received by faith alone.   It’s in this 
gospel that God is glorified in all things through Jesus Christ in our salvation (1Peter 4:11). We believe that human 
flourishing begins and ends with being united to Christ’s love by faith alone, faith itself being a free gift of God’s 
grace by the Holy Spirit for those who receive him. (Jn 1:12-13, Eph. 2:1-10).  

IV.  TBD is committed to local church based ministries acting as the mediatorial body of Christ on earth in the 
power of the Holy Spirit, an essential element of Christ’s ascension ministry today. TBD affirms the local church in 
holistic gospel-centered ministry acting both jointly as organized into various denominations upon the foundation 
of the apostles and severally through various word and deed ministries, inter-denominational cooperatives and 
para-church ministries.   As such, TBD is committed to a local church-based strategy in holistic ministry wherein 
God, “Gave him as head over all things to the church, which is his body,  the fullness of him  who fills  all in all. 
(Eph 1: 22-23, Eph.2:19-21).   

                                            
50In subscribing to these faith commitments, the members of TBD are not declaring that these faith-commitments are a comprehensive representation of 
their own personal views or the views of their sending organization, but that in so far they participate in the policies and actions of TBD, they are willing 
to work together within these faith commitments.  
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TBD’S STRATEGIC VALUES 

TBD values giving preeminence to Christ in all things since in all things God is glorified in Jesus Christ.  We will be 
unapologetically Christ-centered, even if we can work with people and organizations of all faiths and none for the 
common good when in harmony with Christian commitments.     

Colossians 1:8b--In order that Christ might in everything be first!  

1 Peter 4:11--In order that in all things God may be glorified through Jesus Christ, To him is the glory and 
the power forever and ever, Amen. 

TBD values gospel-centered ministry such as to keep the first things first in proclaiming the good news of 
reconciliation with God by free and unmerited grace through saving faith in Jesus Christ.   This is to treat as of first 
importance salvation from Sin, capital “S”  (justification) as then a precondition to a person’s conversion from sin, 
small “s” (sanctification).  For the sake of the gospel TBD will be less concerned in uniting for the sake defeating 
any one single issue.  

Rom. 1:16  For  I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is  the power of God for salvation to everyone who 
believes.  

1 Cor. 2:2 For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. 

John 18:36  Jesus answered,  “My kingdom  is not of this world. If my kingdom were of this world,  my 
servants would have been fighting, that  I might not be delivered over to the Jews. But my kingdom is not 
from the world.” 

TBD values a holistic gospel of word and deed wherein reconciliation with God through faith in Jesus Christ 
(spiritual need) and life empowerment in the life of Christ (outward needs) are rightly joined together as the focus 
of Christ’s ascension ministry today in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Eph 2:8-10  For  by grace you have been saved  through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift 
of God, not a result of works,  so that no one may boast. For we are his workmanship, created in Christ 
Jesus  for good works,  which God prepared beforehand,  that we should walk in them. 

James 2:14-17  What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith  but does not have works? 
Can that faith save him? If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food,  16  and one of 
you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” without giving them the things needed for the 
body, what good  is that? So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead. 

TBD values cities and the city of New Haven especially.  As an urban concentration of humanity in cities, we are 
realistic that because of the continued reality of human sin, cities can at times draw out the worst in the human 
soul.   But likewise, we are optimistic that because of the continued reality of God’s common grace acting through 
people of all faiths and none, and especially the reality of God’s special and life transforming grace of the gospel, 
cities can also draw out the best of the human soul.   We therefore love both the ideal of “city” under God’s grace 
and love New Haven with an ambition to seek her physical, social and spiritual renewal (c.f. 1 Peter 2:9, 11-2).  

Micah 6:9 – The voice of the Lord cries to the city.  
 
Jer 9:7-- But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and  pray to the LORD on its 
behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare. 
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TBD is strategically committed to empowerment focused versus enablement-focused ministry. We believe that at 
the heart of all true poverty (emotional, relational, temporal and spiritual) is an ethic of hopelessness.  Poverty is 
not merely the lack of outward or inward resource, poverty is the lack of options which renders one HOPELESS 
and POWERLESS and in need of a hope informed ethic of life!  The target of empowerment-based ministry is 
described in terms of helping people out of their sense of  "shame, inferiority, powerlessness, humiliation, fear, 
hopelessness, depression, social isolation, and voicelessness. (And it can be noted that these are words of 
“poverty” that know no socio-economic boundaries, even if they are expressed in different ways, albeit temporal, 
psychological, social and/or spiritual).   TBD is therefore committed to the following strategic values for 
empowerment-based ministries:51  

• Never do for the poor what they can do for themselves;  
• Limit one-way giving to emergencies and quickly as possible transitioned into chronic focused 

empowerment; 
• Empower the poor through employment, lending, and  investing, using grants sparingly to reinforce 

achievements;  
• Subordinate self-interest to the needs of those being served;  
• Listen closely to those you seek to help;  

 
TBD values collaboration in church based ministries of empowerment. We understand that the whole church in 
our city has tremendous resources to bring when united by a Christ centered focus in mission together.  As an 
“umbrella” organization, TBD seeks to unite the church(es) and to connect its resources with those of other 
sectors to transform our city.  Such unity of faith for the good of the city will give credence to the reality of the 
universality of Christ’s lordship over against a mere sectarian perception of Christ. (Galatians 6:10)  Our 
commitment to a mission focused unity is motivated by our Lord’s giving the world permission to judge the 
authenticity of our discipleship by our love for one another. (Jn 13:35). It is also motivated by one of our Lord’s 
final prayers for his church during his ascension ministry today (Jn 17:21). We recognizes that such a 
collaborative unity will require listening, respecting, and the avoidance of impugning the motives of others across 
denominational lines.   The kind of unity that we seek is as follows:52  

• TBD recognize that for the perfecting of the life of the whole body, the churches and Christian 
ministries of  New Haven need the heritage of each of the uniting Churches,  

• Each of those Churches and ministries will, it is hoped, not lose the continuity of its own life, but 
preserve that life enriched by the union with itself of the other Churches.   

• Our collaborative unity is thus formed by a combination of different elements each bringing its 
contribution to the whole, and not by the absorption of any one by any other.   

It is, therefore, also a comprehensive Church; and its members, while firmly holding the fundamentals of the faith 
and order of the Church universal, are allowed wide freedom of opinion in all other matters, and wide freedom of 
action in such differences of practice as are consistent with the general framework of their local Church of original 
jurisdiction as an organized body of Christ 

                                            
i Understanding The City , By Tim Keller, Movement NYC Feb 21, 2013 (http://movementnyc.org/understanding-the-city-by-tim-keller/) 
ii Cyprian, Treatise 1, On the Unity of the Church.  (A.D 250)  
iii St. Augustine, On the Epistle of John 1.2. 

                                            
51 Resources include:  Bob Lupton, Toxic Charity, Why The 'Compassion Industry' Is Not Helping The Poor., Brian Fikkert, When Helping Hurts: How 

to Alleviate Poverty Without Hurting the Poor...and Yourself (2nd Edition), The Chalmers Center (www.chalmers.org) and especially "Helping without 
Hurting: The Next Step" Seminar  

52 This is an adaptation of the subscription language penned by Lesslie Newbigin in a similar missional union of the Church of South India in 1959.  C.f. 
Lesslie Newbigin, The Nature of the Unity That We  Seek.   
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iv John Calvin, Corpus Reformatorum, 37: 48. 
vTP "Wise and Profound Words of Caution from a Secular Journal," May, 22, 1862.  
vi Understanding The City , By Tim Keller,  See more at Movement NYC Feb 21, 2013 (http://movementnyc.org/understanding-the-city-
by-tim-keller/) 
vii Richard Hayes, Ecclesiology and Ethics in 1 Corinthians, p. 4 
viii Hayes, p. 1-2. 
 
 


