
F R A G M E N T I N G T H E B O D Y O F G H R I S T - O R U P B U I L D I N G I T ?
D o n a l d M c G a v r a n

Theory and theology of mission must deal wi th the quest ions of winning

n o m i n a l C h r i s t i a n s o f o n e B r a n c h o f t h e C h u r c h i n t o a n o t h e r B r a n c h a n d o f

s t a r t i n g n e w c h u r c h l y a s s o c i a t i o n s - n e w b a n d s o f C h r i s t i a n s , n e w d e n o m i n a ¬

t i o n s , n e w u n i t s o f s h a l o m , c a l l t h e m w h a t o n e w i l l . F o r e x a m p l e , a l l

a r o u n d t h e w o r l d R o m a n C a t h o l i c s w i t h o u t h e s i t a t i o n w i n P r o t e s t a n t s a n d a d d

t h e m t o t h e i r C h u r c h . A n d , i n L a t i n A m e r i c a a n d t h e P h i l i p p i n e s , P o r t u g a l ,

S p a i n , a n d N o r t h A m e r i c a , P r o t e s t a n t s w i t h o u t h e s i t a t i o n w i n R o m a n C a t h o l i c s

I n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s d o z e n s o f n e w d e n o m i n a t i o n st o E v a n g e l i c a l F a i t h .

h a v e fl o w e r e d . F o r e x a m p l e , i n 1 9 0 6 a b a n d o f w a r m h e a r t e d C h r i s t i a n s ,

g r i e v e d a t t h e n o m i n a l i t y o f t h e i r C h u r c h , p u l l e d o f f a n d s t a r t e d a n e w

d e n o m i n a t i o n w h i c h n o w n u m b e r s h a l f a m i l l i o n c o m m u n i c a n t s . I n A f r i c a a t

l e a s t 5 0 0 0 n e w d e n o m i n a t i o n s h a v e a r i s e n . I n L a t i n A m e r i c a m a n y s u c h

fl o u r i s h . W h a t d o e s t h e o l o g y o f m i s s i o n s a y t o a l l t h i s ?

S u c h a c t i o n i s n o t a m a t t e r o f ’ h o s t i l i t y ’ t o s o m e C h u r c h . A t i s s u e

i s t h e q u e s t i o n a s t o w h e t h e r f e r v e n t d e n o m i n a t i o n s h a v e a r i g h t t o w i n t o

fl a m i n g a l l e g i a n c e t o C h r i s t t h o s e o f a n y C h u r c h w h o a r e n o m i n a l a n d c o l d .

F o r e x a m p l e , i n P r o t e s t a n t J a m a i c a , d o f e r v e n t d e n o m i n a t i o n s a n d c o n g r e g a ¬

t ions have the du ty to ga ther nomina ls (Ang l i cans , Bap t i s ts , o r Method is ts )

i n t o v i t a l C h r i s t i a n c h u r c h e s ? T h e R o m a n C a t h o l i c s i n J a m a i c a a r e c a r r y i n g

o n v i g o r o u s m i s s i o n a t j u s t t h i s p o i n t a n d w i n n i n g m a n y n o m i n a l P r o t e s t a n t s

t o t h e i r d o c t r i n e s a n d t h e i r C h u r c h . I n B o l i v i a , d o a l l C h u r c h e s h a v e t h e

duty o f ga ther ing nomina l Advent is ts , Evange l ica ls o r Roman Catho l i cs in to

v i t a l c o n g r e g a t i o n s ?

As we ponder the rights and wrongs of such persuasion, we should beware

of the great e r ror -agreement be tween the es tab l ishments o f var ious denomina-

o i i c e w e h a v e a p e r s d r i o h b u r r o l l s , h e a n d h i st i o n s , g r e a t a n d s m a l l , t h a t
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ch i ldren and h is grandchi ldren are ours -and you must not touch them. I f

y o u I n c r e a s e t h e i r d e v o t i o n t o C h r i s t , y o u m u s t c o u n s e l t h e m t o r e m a i n I n

t h e i r o w n d e n o m i n a t i o n s . ’ T h i s c a r r y - o v e r f r o m t h e t o t a l i t a r i a n s t a t e C h u r c h e s

I s a n a n c r o n l s m a n d m u s t b e s e e n a s e r r o r .

Ecumenism at I ts best Is ahearty feel ing of cooperat ion between denom¬

inations, aconvict ion that other denominations are val idly I f not quite

c o r r e c t l y C h r i s t i a n . T h i s I s a d m i r a b l e a n d w i t h i n w i d e b u t c l e a r l i m i t a t i o n s

(non-Chrlstlans must not be counted as of Christ) may be followed,

this ’hearty feeling of cooperation’ must not be held to mean that all

H o w e v e r,

Christians are branded at the time of baptism (Infant or adult) with their

owner's name and any subsequent change of conviction Is basically wrong.
A s s i s t i n g C h r i s t i a n s t o c h a n g e c o n v i c t i o n s I s n o t o f t h e d e v i l ,

trary, with hearty cooperation must go the complete willingness for Christians

to change their minds, enter other denominations, and for Christians to teach

other Christians ’the way of the Lord more perfectly’,

denomination has anything to fear In this process,

bring amember of mine to amore accurate knowledge of Christ and more yield¬

ing o f se l f t o H i s w i l l . I t and my denomina t i on a re bo th benefl t ted .

In terp lay of persuasion and counter persuasion must be the ru le ,

casual ty In the process Is the pr ide o f denominat ions, who would l ike to

O n t h e c o n -

( A c t s 1 8 : 2 6 ) . N o

I f s o m e d e n o m i n a t i o n c a n

F r e e

T h e o n l y

p reserve the i r numbers , no t by fo rce o f t ru th , bu t by naked po l i t i ca l and

e c c l e s l o l o g l c a l p o w e r .

F ree In te rp lay o f pe rsuas ion on the bas is o f the au thor i t y and Insp i ra¬

t i o n o f t h e S c r i p t u r e , w i l l w o r k f o r t h o s e d e n o m i n a t i o n s w h i c h a r e f e r v e n t

a n d o b e d i e n t , a n d a g a i n s t t h o s e w h i c h a r e n o t . A c r o s s t h e b o a r d . I n t h i s

world of thousands of denominations, God uses such free persuasion to renew

a n d r e v i v e H i s C h u r c h e s . T h e R e f o r m a t i o n r e n e w e d t h e M e d i e v a l R o m a n C h u r c h .

T h e d e r i d e d ’ f u n d a m e n t a l l s t l c ’ m i s s i o n s a n d C h u r c h e s o f L a t i n A m e r i c a - a n d
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n o t t h e E c u m e n i c a l M o v e m e n t - h a v e b e e n t h e m o s t p o w e r f u l s i n g l e f a c t o r I n

t h e r e m a r k a b l e r e n e w a l o f t h e R o m a n C h u r c h t h e r e . T h e s e c e s s i o n o f c o n g r e ¬

g a t i o n s a n d I n d i v i d u a l s f r o m a n y d e n o m i n a t i o n o p e r a t e s p o w e r f u l l y t o l e a d I t

t o m e d i t a t e o n I t s w a y s a n d . I f n e e d e d , t o r e c a l l I t t o I t s M a s t e r a n d

S a v i o u r .

T r u e , f r e e p e r s u a s i o n c a n b e a n d o f t e n I s m i s u s e d . U n e d l f y l n g c o m p e t i ¬

t i o n f o r m e m b e r s a n d m i n i s t e r s I s r e p r e h e n s i b l e . S o m e d e n o m i n a t i o n s I n t h e

U n i t e d S t a t e s r e c r u i t a l a r g e p e r c e n t o f t h e i r m i n i s t e r s f r o m ' c o n v e r t s '

f r o m o t h e r d e n o m i n a t i o n s - a n d s e l d o m a s k w h e t h e r h i g h e r s a l a r y s c a l e s a n d

lush fr inge benefits play adetermining part In the 'conversion'. M i l l i o n ¬

a i r e s r e c e n t l y e x c o m m u n i c a t e d f o r a d u l t e r y I n s t r i c t d e n o m i n a t i o n s b e c o m e

m e m b e r s o f l a x d e n o m i n a t i o n s w i t h e a s e .

I n A f e r l c a s l a s o m e p e o p l e m o v e m e n t s t o C h r i s t h a v e b e e n r u i n e d b y

R o m a n C a t h o l i c s , A d v e n t i s t s , a n d o t h e r d e n o m i n a t i o n s r u s h i n g I n t o c a p t u r e

N e v e r t h e l e s s , d e s p i t e t h i s m i s u s e , f r e e d o m I s g o o d .t h e h a r v e s t . T o s e e

how good I t I s , one has on ly to Imag ine the s i tua t ion resu l t ing f rom lack

o f f r e e d o m . S u p p o s e , f o r e x a m p l e , t h e C h u r c h e s w e r e t o r u l e - a s t h e c a s t e s

I n I n d i a d o - t h a t o n e I s b o r n I n t o t h e m a n d t h e g r e a t e s t s i n o f a l l I s t o

change one 's heredi tary denominat ion. T h e s t a g n a t i o n , c o m p l a c e n c y o f m i n ¬

i s t e r s a n d p e o p l e a l i k e , f o r m a l i s m , l o s s o f I n i t i a t i v e , a b s e n c e o f I n n o v a ¬

t ion, and the speedy quenching of those heated In rev ival can scarcely be

exaggerated. The greater the monopoly the greater the s tagnancy.

The b ib l i ca l In junc t ion to use f reedom wise ly mus t be app l ied . ' Yo u

were cal led to freedom, brethren; only do not use your freedom as an oppor¬

tunity for the flesh, but through love be servants of one another",

were written to two quarreling parties In the churches of Galatia (5:13) but

T h e w o r d s

apply on many levels. Freedom Is good. Those who do the stagnant Roman
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Catholic Church in Latin America most good, are not the professional ecu-

menicists who exhort Protestants to love all Roman Catholics, but those who

c r e a t e l i v i n g c o n g r e g a t i o n s o u t o f t h o s e w h o m t h e R o m a n C h u r c h f o r 4 0 0

years has been content to leave in avast nominality.

stagnant denomination (Roman or Evangelical) most good are those who create

units of shalom, units of Christ's Body, gathered congregations, out of

the "born Christians", nominals, and marginal adherents.

Those who do any

T h e s e v i t a l e c c -

lesiae may be created inside the stagnant denomination -as Campus Crusade

and o ther organ iza t ions a t tempt to do.

w i t h o u t b l a m e - - b e c r e a t e d o u t s i d e i t .

Th e y m a y a l s o - l e g i t i m a te l y a n d

H e l p i n g c o n g r e g a t i o n s b e c o m e v i t a l

Creating vital congregations in existing denominations is good.

Creating vital congregations in anew denomination is good.

The Church of Jesus Christ owes atremendous debt to those who have

i s g o o d .

loved Him so fiercely that they have left the safe shelter of some respectable

and somnambulant or moribund denomination (Roman, Greek, German, English, or

American) and formed anew fellowship -aGathered Church made up of those

w h o d e l i b e r a t e l y i n t e n d t o b e C h r i s t ’ s d i s c i p l e s a n d s e e k t o b e fi l l e d w i t h

H i s S p i r i t ,

We beg our brothers in the Ecumenical Wing of the Church to cease

p o u r i n g v i a l s o f s c o r n o n t h e G a t h e r e d C h u r c h e s w h o h o l d t h e i r c o n v i c t i o n s

with such intensity that they remain separate and exclusive. I t i s n o t

e n o u g h f o r t h e E c u m e n i c a l M o v e m e n t t o h o n o r a n d i n c l u d e G a t h e r e d C h u r c h e s

which broke away from parent denominations ahundred and fifty years ago

and now regard their or ig inal ardency as schism and s in. T h e E c u m e n i c a l

Movement - to be rea l ly ecumenica l -shou ld welcome a l l who love Chr is t as

Lord and Sav iour accord ing to the Scr ip tures . O u r E c u m e n i c a l b r o t h e r s

shou ld cease f rac tur ing the Body o f Chr is t by ru l ing out o f i t re form move¬

ments which feel ca l led of God to separate themselves. The ardent denominat ions
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- s c o r n f u l l y c a l l e d s c i s m a t l c s a n d s e c t s - a r e n o m o r e s e p a r a t i s t l c t h a n

the Ca lv in is ts and Lu therans in the s ix teen th cen tu ry o r the Franc iscans

a n d D o m i n i c a n s i n e a r l i e r t i m e s .

V i c t o r H a 3 w a r d i n t h e A p r i l 1 9 7 1 I n t e r n a t i o n a l R e v i e w o f M i s s i o n s

w r i t e s :

"As regards the fragmentation of Protestantism, Iwas Increasingly

appa l led a t the number o f evange l i ca l Chr i s t i ans (90 percen t o f a l l

Protestants in Latin America) who seem to think they can be the

Church o f Jesus Chr i s t wh i l e pay ing no a t ten t i on to the i r f e l l ow
tC h r i s t i a n s ,

In as imi la r ve in Edward F. Murphy advocat ing the organ iza t ion o f new

urban congregat ions in the work ing c lass bar r ios o f the great La t in Amer ican

c i t i e s , w r i t e s ,

I t A l l conver ts shou ld immed ia te ly be o rgan ized in to ind igenous loca l

c h u r c h e s , T h e s e m u s t b e b r o u g h t i n t o a l i v i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e

o t h e r e v a n g e l i c a l c h u r c h e s f o u n d i n t h e a r e a . T o h o l d t h e m a l o o f

f rom the rest of Chr ist ’s Body is aviolat ion of Scr ipture, asin

aga ins t God , and ev idence o f sp i r i t ua l p r i ce and sec ta r ian i sm, "

COpportunitles and Guidelines for Urban Evangelization p. 6)

These we l l spoken words vo ice apar t o f the t ru th . C e r t a i n l y a s e n s e

o f t he who le Chu rch i s apa r t o f be ing Ch r i s t i an .

Paul’s sterm demand that the Galatian Christians regard themselves as utterly

Ye t o n e c a n n o t f o r g e t

o the r t han the Juda ize rs who ho ld to ad i f f e ren t gospe l , pe rve r t t he Gospe l ,

a n d a r e t o b e a c c u r s e d . Ye t t h e J u d a i z e r s w e r e b a p t i z e d C h r i s t i a n s i n e x c e l ¬

l e n t s t a n d i n g i n t h e M o t h e r C h u r c h a t J e r u s a l e m . N e i t h e r c a n o n e f o r g e t

that had the Franc iscans not formed themselves in to an u t ter ly separate

denomination, the rare insights of Francis would have proved ephemeral
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i n d e e d . And had the small group of reformers led by John Knox quickly

es tab l i shed gen ia l re la t ionsh ips w i th the res t o f the Church led by Mary

Queen of Scots and her c lergy . . . . But why labor the point? H o n e s t s e p ¬

a r a t i s m m o t i v a t e d b y a d e s i r e t o i n c a r n a t e p u r e d e v o t i o n t o J e s u s C h r i s t h a s

p l a y e d a m o s t s i g n i fi c a n t p a r t i n t h a t c o n s t a n t r e f o r m a t i o n o f t h e C h u r c h

wh ich marks i t o f f so c lea r l y f rom the g rea t e thn i c re l i g i ons o f mank ind .

The ecumenica l movement - to be rea l ly ecumenica l -shou ld inc lude both those

who are wi l l ing to cooperate and those who refuse to cooperate. I t s h o u l d

c o u n t t h e m a l l C h r i s t i a n . E c u m e n i c l s t s s h o u l d p e r h a p s b e s p e c i a l l y r e s p e c t ¬

fu l t oward those who , i n o rde r to ho ld the i r doc t r i ne pu re , s tay separa te

f r o m t h e m u l t i t u d e o f t h e d e n o m i n a t i o n s .

C a n w e n o t b e r e a l l y e c u m e n i c a l ? C a n w e n o t a l l o w a n d I n d e e d e n c o u r a g e

such freedom in the Body of Chr ist that Chr ist ian orders and fervent denom¬

ina t ions and exc lus i ve Churches a re a l l coun ted va l i d l y Chr i s t i an p rov ided

o n l y t h a t t h e y a c c e p t J e s u s C h r i s t a s G o d a n d S a v i o u r a n d t h e B i b l e a s t h e

a u t h o r i t a t i v e r e v e a l e d W o r d o f G o d . W h y i m p o s e o n o t h e r s o u r o w n s t a n d a r d

of to le ra t ion? Maybe God has taught them someth ing d i f fe rent .

Our Ecumenical brothers do not read the Roman Church out of the Body

because i t systemat ica l ly conver ts Protestants to Roman Cathol ic ism whenever

i t c a n . Why then scorn conservat ive Evangel icals for convert ing Roman

C a t h o l i c s ? Could i t be that our brethren, swayed by the power and r iches of

the Church of Rome, despise the weakness and poverty of the new fervent

b r a n c h e s o f t h e C h u r c h U n i v e r s a l ? And why a re some Eu ropean ecumen ica l s .

who are so to lerant of the 5,000 new Afr ican denominat ions, so cool toward

the few dozen new thoroughly b ib l ical , American denominat ions? I s i t b e c a u s e

they are American?

N o t a l l t h e i n t o l e r a n c e i s o n t h e s i d e o f t h e c o n c i l i a r d e n o m i n a t i o n s .

Can Evangel ical denominat ions al low such freedom in the Body of Chr ist that
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'culture Churches' (which have ceased to excommunicate members for fault) m a y

be coun ted as va l id l y Chr i s t ian , p rov ided on ly tha t they accep t Jesus Chr i s t

a s G o d a n d S a v i o u r a n d t h e B i b l e a s t h e a u t h o r i t a t i v e r e v e a l e d W o r d o f G o d ?

Why Impose on others precisely our own understanding of Bibl ical obedience.

Maybe the Holy Spir i t real ly teaches them something di fferent f rom what we

b e l i e v e H e t e a c h e s u s . O u r E v a n g e l i c a l b r o t h e r s d o n o t r e a d t h e F r i e n d s o u t

of the Body of Christ for cooperating in acity-wide evangelistic campaign.

Why then read the ecumenlcists out for including in their fellowship some for

whose theological convictions they (the ecumenlcists) have scant respect?

Could it be that some Evangelicals are swayed by love of independent action

more than by earnest desire for the welfare of the people of God?

the Evangelical Movement so very tolerant of nominality in some illiterate

And why i s

P r o t e s t a n t s i n A s i a a n d A f r i c a a n d s o h a u g h t i l y i n t o l e r a n t o f t h e i l l i t e r a t e

n o m i n a l s i n t h e C h u r c h o f R o m e ? Could i t be because nominal i ty in your Church

looks so very much more evil than nominality in my Church?

Whatever the answer to the questions in the last two paragraphs may be,

the time has come to recognize that all denominations (large and small,

Pentecostal or Roman Catholic) do make and will make their own laws accord¬

ing to which they evangel ize . Tha t such evange l i sm and m in i s te r ia l rec ru i t¬

ment often look like raiding to other denominations is beside the point.

They do happen and will continue to happen. The time has come on 'high

theological grounds, to quit fighting free persuasion though of course each

congregation and denomination will Inevitably do all it can to hold its own '

!

m e m b e r s . The time has come cheerfully to admit that winning nominal members

of one Branch of the Church to more ardent love for Christ in another is

r i g h t e o u s b e h a v i o u r . I t i s a d u t y n o t a s i n ,

builds the Body rather than fragments it.

I t i s p l e a s i n g t o G o d , I t


