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SUMMARY

In recent decades, an increasing number of theologians
have discussed the consequences of the Western world’s
transition from the era of Christendom to an era of post-
Christendom. This transition implies that in Western
society the Christian Church now appears as a distinct

* * * *

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

In den letzten Jahrzehnten haben immer mehr Theologen
die Folgen des Ubergangs der westlichen Welt von einer
christlichen in eine nachchristliche Ara diskutiert. Dieser
Wandel bringt mit sich, dass die christliche Kirche in
der westlichen Cesellschaft mittlerweile als eine ganz
bestimmte Gemeinschaft von Menschen mit einer ganz
bestimmten Lebensweise und Weltanschauung angese-

* * * *

RESUME

Ces dernieres décennies, un nombre croissant de théo-
logiens se sont penchés sur les conséquences du passage
du monde occidental de I'gre de la chrétienté a une ere
post-chrétienne. Cette évolution a pour conséquence
que !Egllse chrétienne apparait désormais comme un
peuple a part, avec son style de vie différent et sa vision

* * * *

1. Introduction: The Christian Church in
a post-Christendom society

Today an increasing number of theologians are
discussing the consequences of the fact that
Western societies are no longer so-called Christian
societies, but can instead be seen as multi-religious
societies.! These theologi fi his shift as «
ocieties.! These theologians refer to this shift as a

people with a distinct way of life and worldview. This
article demonstrates the significance of liturgy for the life
of the Church in a post-Christendom society by focus-
ing on four central aspects of Christian liturgy, namely
gathering, sermon, sacrament and sending. It thus con-
tributes to a theological understanding of the Church’s
liturgical life in the modern world.

* * * *

hen wird. Der vorliegende Artikel zeigt die Bedeutung
der Liturgie fiir das Leben der Kirche in einer nachchrist-
lichen Gesellschaft auf. Er konzentriert sich dabei auf
vier zentrale Aspekte der christlichen Liturgie, namlich
Zusammenkunft, Predigt, Sakrament und Sendung. Auf
diese Weise tragt er zu einem theologischen Verstandnis
des liturgischen Lebens der Kirche in der modernen Welt
bei.

du monde différente, au sein de la société occidentale.
L‘auteur montre ici I'importance de la liturgie pour la vie
de I'Eglise dans une société déchristianisée en insistant
sur quatre aspects centraux de la liturgie chrétienne :
les réunions, la prédication, les sacrements et I'envoi. I
apporte ainsi un regard théologique sur la vie liturgique
de I'Eglise dans le monde contemporain.

* * * *

transition from the era of Christendom to an era of
post-Christendom.

The era of Christendom began with the legali-
sation of Christianity in the Roman Empire in the
fourth century. Previously, the Christian Church
had been persecuted, but over time it obtained
a powerful position in the Roman Empire. A
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number of theologians state that Church and soci-
ety over time merged into a cultural, political and
religious unity, which is sometimes called corpus
Christianum.> Thus, during the Middle Ages,
there existed a close link between the Church and
the emperors, kings and princes of the European
empires. In the era of Christendom, the Church
and the population were considered complimen-
tary entities, and the European empires were con-
sidered Christian.

A growing number of theologians now state
that the Western world is in transition from the era
of Christendom to an era of post-Christendom.
Defining post-Christendom, Stuart Murray states,

[It] is the culture that emerges as the Christian
faith loses coherence within a society that has
been definitively shaped by the Christian story
and as the institutions that have been developed
to express Christian convictions decline in influ-
ence.?

Today we find numerous examples of how Western
Christendom has been disestablished and the
Western world has entered an era of post-Chris-
tendom. A number of important political, cultural
and educational institutions have become secular-
ised and can no longer be regarded as Christian.
Thus, Christianity is no longer the foundation of
Western society. We may sum up the discussion
like this:

Church history contains two major shifts: the
first shift encompasses the church’s movement
from being marginalised to having an influen-
tial position in society; the second shift embod-
ies how the church is now losing its influential
position and therefore becoming increasingly
marginalised.*

In recent years, I have presented a theologi-
cal critique of the fusion of Church and society
known as corpus Christianum. 1 have also argued
that the Church, Corpus Christi, is a distinct com-
munity, which in various ways differs from the
society of which it is a part. My contention has
been to state that it is quite unusual to regard a
nation as Christian. Rather, the normal situation
of God’s people in the world is to be a community
living among other communities, a people living
among other peoples. There are rich and diverse
sources that can be employed when the Christian
Church seeks to understand its existence in a post-
Christendom society. For example, the Church can
recall Abraham, who promised that he would live
a life different from the people among whom he
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would lead his nomadic pilgrim life (Num 23:9).5
This leads John Howard Yoder to state:

The whole point of Hebrew identity since
Abraham is a call to be doing something else
amidst the world’s power arenas. It is only by
doing something different that Jewry in fact
has survived; it is only in order to be something
morally different that Jewry is called to survive.®

Furthermore, Yoder states that the Old Testament
expresses the expectation that God’s people have
a minority status.” Thus, in the Old Testament we
read how God’s people existed in foreign, often
hostile environments:

Assyria in the age of Isaiah, Babylon in that of
Jeremiah, Nineveh in that of Jonah, and then
Rome in that of the New Testament Apocalypse,
are in one sense all the same thing: the great
world city, oppressive, drunk on power, wor-
shipping idols, claiming to be the centre of the
world, persecuting the saints, and doomed to
destruction.®

This article is a continuation of my previous
work on understanding the role of the Church in
a post-Christendom society. Here I present a litur-
gical perspective on this important topic.” Doing
this, I particularly draw attention to the writings
of the American Mennonite theologian Yoder.'
Even though few regard him as a liturgical theo-
logian, it is appropriate to draw on his work, since
it contains theological perspectives that can help
us to understand how liturgy shapes the life of the
Church. It is not unusual among liturgical theo-
logians to operate with four pillars in Christian
liturgy, namely gathering, sermon, sacrament and
sending.'’ In this article, I will — based on these
four aspects of Christian liturgy — demonstrate the
significance of liturgy for the life of the Church in
a post-Christendom society.'?

2. The formative power of liturgy

2.1 Gathering

Sunday is a holy day for Christians but in a post-
Christendom society, this is not the case for
everyone.'” This means, among other things,
that Christians gather for worship on this day.
Christians may also gather on other days on other
occasions. These gatherings may also be formative
but here the focus is on the Sunday gathering for
worship. This gathering gives them a sense of unity.
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The New Testament indicates that when a person
accepts Christ as Saviour and Lord, this person
becomes incorporated in Christ and thus becomes
a part of the body of Christ, a distinct community
in this world."* This community belongs to Christ
and this fact must not be suspended by anything
in the world. Commenting on this, Yoder states,
‘No political nation, no geographical homeland to
which one belongs by birth, can take precedence
over the heavenly citizenship of'a Christian in one’s
new birth.”'® As expressed in the New Testament,
the Church possesses a citizenship which is not of
this world, and, as it is said elsewhere in the New
Testament, Christians must obey God rather than
humans (Phil 3:20; Acts 5:29).'¢ The Christian
community gathers to examine what it means to
belong to Christ, to follow Christ and to main-
tain its identity in Christ. Again, Yoder explains
this well:

The church is not just a certain number of per-
sons nor a specific gathering of persons assem-
bled for a particular religious rite. The church
is God’s people gathered as a unit, as a people,
gathered to do business in His name, to find
what it means here and now to put into prac-
tice this different quality of life which is God’s
promise to them.!”

Thus, when a person accepts Christ as Saviour and
Lord, this person becomes a part of a new social
reality in the world. Lesslie Newbigin believes that
God’s people are the new temple in which God
dwells today: “The dwelling place of God upon
carth did not end with the crucifixion. Out of that
defeat He fashioned a new temple, the Body of
Christ.”'® God is present in the Church and in the
lives in his people by his Spirit.'"* When Christians
gather for worship, when hymns are sung, when
prayers are prayed, when the faith is confessed,
when sermons are preached, these practices shape
the life of the Church, its social life and its way
of viewing the world. The liturgical life of the
Church is an initiation into the Christian- life.
Thus, Christians are not initiated into the Christian
faith by simply reading about the Christian faith,
but also through social interaction. Therefore,
Miroslav Volf states, ‘A person cannot be fully ini-
tiated into the Christian faith without being social-
ised into a Christian church.’?

The New Testament also states that the
Christian Church is an eschatological commu-
nity.*! It is a foretaste and a sign of the kingdom
of God, which has broken into the world. In the

Church, Jews and Gentiles are united and thus this
community serves as an eschatological sign of the
gathering of people from all nations that will take
place when the kingdom of God shall one day be
fully established. Thus, the Christian Church is
made up of various people, poor as well as rich,
young as well as old. It is a people who are deter-
mined by an identity definition that runs deeper
than any other given or chosen identity.”? In other
words, the Church is a social reality in which all
social and cultural barriers are transcended. Thus,
when the Church gathers for worship, this points
towards the day when God will gather all who
accept Christ as Saviour and Lord. Not only the
Christian Church, but also Christian liturgy is
eschatological by nature.

When the Church gathers to pray, worship and
celebrate communion, it performs liturgical prac-
tices, and the participation in these liturgical prac-
tices shapes the life of the Church. In the Church’s
liturgical life, Christians are participating in the
Christian tradition. Thus, Christians are part of a
community which is part of an unbroken tradition
which goes back to the early Christian congrega-
tions. Hence, the gospel is not communicated as a
disembodied gospel, but is represented by a com-
munity that lives by it and invites others to live by
it. This leads us to take a brief look at the impor-
tance of the sermon in the life of the Church.

2.2 Sermon

Yoder can help us to understand how liturgy shapes
the life of the Church by drawing our attention to
the significance of Holy Scriptures for the Jews.
He notes that since a new temple in Babylon could
not replace the temple in Jerusalem, the Jews
began to gather in synagogues for prayers and the
reading of their holy Scriptures.?® Furthermore, he
mentions that the earliest version of the Talmud
was collected in Babylon and this collection of
Scriptures was for the Jews what the canonical col-
lection of apostolic writings is for Christians. The
Talmud provided for the Jews a fulcrum — mor-
ally and philosophically outside and politically
and geographically within the Hellenistic system
— whereby they could determine what might be
considered as acceptable compromises and unac-
ceptable betrayals of their faith in the Babylonian
exile.** The Old Testament was also collected in
Babylon and these writings also helped them to
understand their lives in Babylon.? According to
Yoder, here the Jews discovered this:
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There was within their tradition more of what
it takes to survive than they had been aware of
while they had been focusing their hopes on
an imminent return to Jerusalem. There was,
for instance, the set of hero stories stretching
from Joseph through Ester to Daniel and his
three friends. These Israclites in pagan courts
had all stood up victoriously for the one true
God, disobeying non-violently, amidst a hostile
pagan culture.?¢

Understanding sermons as reflections of the
message of the biblical scriptures, one could argue
that when the local Christian community gath-
ers for worship, sermons help it to understand
its existence in light of a Christian understand-
ing of the world. Therefore, the intention with
Christian sermons is not a return to the same doc-
trinal statements over and over again purely with
the intention of doctrinal preservation. Rather,
Christian sermons should be dynamic interpreta-
tions of the Christian life in this world.?” Not only
sermons but also hymns and prayers interpret the
Christian life. In fact, liturgical practices express
a communication of the Christian kerygma which
helps and trains Christians to live faithfully in this
world.?® The Christian Church can be regarded
as a social tradition that is embedded in history.
Thus, Christian sermons can be regarded as an
expression of an understanding of the situation of
the local congregation in the light of the Christian
Scriptures, the Christian tradition and their local
context. Thus, for Christians, the Bible is not a
book like any other. It has a normative status for
the Church, which reads the biblical Scriptures
within and as part of the Christian tradition.*
Thus, when Christians gather to worship, they
listen to sermons which shape their social practices
and understanding of the world. These sermons
inform Christians on how to raise children, live in
marriage, deal with sickness and death, deal with
money, etc.

2.3 Sacrament
In this article, I am not occupied with the devel-
opment of a theological exposition of how we
should understand communion, but I am inves-
tigating how sacramental practices impact the life
of Christians.*® Thus, my interest is: What does it
mean that the sacrament plays such a central role
in the life of the Church (notwithstanding that the
sacrament actually plays a different role in different
church traditions)? Much could be highlighted,
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but here I will present two aspects of communion.

Firstly, it is worth noting that communion is
a distinctive social practice that characterised the
carly church. In the early church, communion was
a proper meal, and thus an economic act. In this
way, it was normal for the first Christians to share
their goods with each other. They lived together
like families and communion was an expression
of community, of caring and responsibility for
others.?! Communion was also an expression of
economic sharing and community in the early
church; there was a social and economic dimen-
sion.*> When communion is practised today as
it was in the early church, the Christian Church
express economic sharing and community. Thus,
communion is a central practice of the Church
which helps to determine how Christians should
act towards one another. This sacramental practice
is clearly social.

Secondly, the central role of communion in
Christian liturgy expresses how Christians acknowl-
edge the reality of sin and their need for forgive-
ness. In fact, communion is a key indication of the
fact that the congregation knows about its own
brokenness and need for forgiveness. Thus, com-
munion is a bulwark against the Church becom-
ing triumphalistic. Although Christians claim that
God is present in their midst and even though the
Christian Church claims that it partially reveals the
kingdom of God, the Church at the same time
acknowledges that it hides the kingdom of God
and contradicts the love of God which it is called
to embody. Hence, the Christian Church has con-
cepts that can cope and deal with guilt and forgive-
ness.* This sacramental practice is social but also
personal.

2.4 Sending

At the end of the service, the congregation is sent
out into the world — to which we now turn. Robert
Martin-Achard claims,

The evangelization of the world is not primarily
a matter of words and deeds; it is a matter of
presence — the presence of the People of God in
the midst of mankind and the presence of God
in the midst of His People.**

Christians are sent into the world to serve others
and to proclaim the good news to all of crea-
tion and to invite others to become part of the
Christian Church.?

The liturgy is a celebration of God, but the life
after the liturgy is also intended to be a celebration
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of God. Christian life as a whole is intended to
honour and praise God (Rom 12:1-2). The liturgy
ends, therefore, with Christians being sent out
into the world to practise an everyday life liturgy,
so to say. The Christian liturgy helps Christians
to live in the world, helps to practise a liturgy
after the liturgy, as Orthodox theologians like to
put it. Thus, Christians are sent to the world as
Christians, as humans who have been transformed
by the Christian liturgy. Thus, Christians are sent
to the world as people who belong to a distinct
community, who acknowledge their own broken-
ness and need for salvation and who understand
themselves in light of the Christian kerygma.3

Again, it is possible to learn from the Jews
exiled in Babylon. Here the Jewish people existed
to promote the peace and welfare of the places
where God had sent them (cf. Jer 29:4-7). The
Jews were, not only in Babylon but wherever they
were called to live, called to live for the nations.
This leads Yoder to posit that Christians, like the
Jews, are scattered to exist for the world. Yoder
also notes that diversity of culture and language
is considered as positive in Paul’s missionary ser-
mons (cf. Acts 14:16-17; 17:26-27).% Alain Epp
Weaver writes, ‘The continuity of this exilic vision
with Yoder’s ecclesiology should be clear: The
church is the community called to go out into
the world, into diaspora.”®® The Christian liturgy
informs Christians about how to act when the lit-
urgy has ended.® Thus, at the end of the church
service the congregation is sent out in the world
to serve others.

The mission of the Church should also be
understood against the background of the media-
tion of salvation in the communion and sermons,
and also against the background of the blessing of
the Church. T expand on this insight below.

3. Conclusion: the significance of liturgy
for the life of the Church

With the disestablishment of the old Christendom,
the distinctiveness of the Church has become more
evident. Today, the Church in the Western world
increasingly emerges as a distinct people (ecclesi-
ology) embodying a distinct way of life (social
ethics) and a distinct understanding of the world
(epistemology). This article has provided four per-
spectives on how Christian liturgy shapes the life
of the Church in the world. First, in the past, the
Western world followed the Christian liturgical
calendar but this is often no longer the case. Thus,

Christian liturgy promotes a distinct way of life and
also promotes a sense of unity among Christians
when assembled (cf. section 2.1 above). Second,
the Christian Church has its own narratives, as
other communities may also have their own defin-
ing narratives. Once the biblical narratives were
important stories for the Western world but this
is no longer the case, or at least not to the same
extent. When the Christian Church gathers, it
understands itself in the light of its holy Scriptures,
and thus the life of the Church is interpreted in a
distinct way (cf. section 2.2 above). Third, com-
munion is an expression of how Christians should
act towards one another, and thus it promotes a
distinct way of life. However, if we only state that
the Church is a distinct community with a distinct
way of life and a distinct way of viewing the world,
we miss out on something important: it is crucial
to grasp that the Church exists because of God’s
intervention alone and that it is totally depend-
ent on the grace of God (cf. section 2.3 above).*
Fourth, as we have seen, Christian liturgy also
impacts the lives of Christians after the worship
service has ended. At the end of the service the
congregation is sent out into the world to serve
others (cf. section 2.4 above).

There are numerous ways in which liturgy
shapes the Christian life. In this article, I have just
mentioned a few examples. Also, this article has
not suggested how liturgy should be designed
or conducted in order to be formative. Rather,
the article proposes that all liturgies — formal or
informal — are in one way or another formative.
I have selected a useful fourfold categorisation of
Christian worship under the headings gathering,
sermon, sacrament and sending to demonstrate
how liturgy may impact the life of the Church in a
situation of post-Christendom.

In the theological discussion of the conse-
quences of the shift from Christendom to post-
Christendom in the West, the distinctiveness of
the Church is a recurring theme. As I have stated
carlier:

With the collapse of the old Christendom,
the need for theological inquiry into the dis-
tinctive identity of the church and its role in
modern society has become more and more
urgent. While much of traditional ecclesiology
has been developed in a context where ecclesial
hegemony was presupposed, and where society
was characterised by strong social coherence, a
number of ecclesiological contributions have
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been recently developed that no longer take this
for granted.*'

Here I would like to add: Previously, we have scen
substantial theoretical-theological expositions of
an understanding of the Church’s distinctiveness.*?
However, we also need to see, as I have done in
this paper, more practical-theological analyses
ot how we should understand the Church’s dis-
tinctiveness. Thus, in this paper I have proposed
that liturgy should play a more important role in
ecclesiological contributions which no longer take
the old Christendom for granted.

Finally, I would like to point to an avenue for
further studies on liturgy in line with the thoughts
developed in this article. Ludwig Wittgenstein has
been crucial for the inauguration of postliberal
theology, even though it was George A. Lindbeck
who really introduced postliberal theology with
his book The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and
Theology in a Postliberal Age (1984).%3 As I have
stated elsewhere:

The late Wittgenstein demonstrated that lan-
guage is always embedded in a social context,
that language and social practice cannot be
detached from each other. Lindbeck argued
that the Christian faith is embedded in a
social tradition, which is called the church.
Stanley Hauerwas has done for ethics, what
Wittgenstein did for our understanding of lan-
guage and Lindbeck for our understanding
of dogma: He has argued that the Christian
ethics is embedded in a social context, and that
Christian ethics and the Christian church can
not and should not be separated.*

Hauerwas has criticised the restless attempts of
liberal theologians to make the Christian Church
and Christian theology relevant to the modern
world. Instead, he believes that theology should
be conducted first and foremost for the sake of
the Church. Thus, a postliberal understanding of
liturgy will state that the intention of Christian lit-
urgy is not primarily to be relevant to the world,
but first and foremost to interpret and shape the
lives of Christians; in doing so, the life of the
Church will be relevant and a witness to the world.
Wittgenstein’s  cultural-linguistic ~ understand-
ing of language, Lindbeck’s cultural-linguistic
understanding of dogma and Hauerwas’ cultural-
linguistic understanding of ethics all have impli-
cations for our understanding of liturgy, because
the language of the Christian faith, the doctrine
of the Christian faith and the Christian way of life
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cannot be separated from Christian liturgy, which
is essential for the Christian Church. Thus, post-
liberal theology points toward a cultural-linguistic
understanding of liturgy which has not yet been
fully explored.
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