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Abstract
In response to the marginalized, diminishing and flawed state of the church in Australia,
this thesis proposes an embodying Christ metaphor to encourage and direct the church
in fulfilling its task of revealing God’s reign in the world.

Rather than approaching the church with possible ways to reform its structures or attract
new members, an incarnational method is explored that focuses on bodies, individual
and corporate, in an Australian context where the body is often privileged and Jesus
accepted. Instead of looking for some ideal body, real bodies that are the basic
components of our created world are reclaimed with all their ambiguity. These bodies
are inclusive of all bodies, those of women, men, children, people with dementia, able
and disabled, and nature.

A concern for bodies offers a practical ecclesiology for all the various denominations
and groups in an Australian church and even speaks to those outside the church. The
attention on bodies is not confined to the bodies of members of the church but rather to
use such bodies as agents or instruments of God to care for all created bodies who are
recognized as kin and neighbours a church is commanded to love. This use of ordinary
ambiguous human bodies follows the way of God who entered our world as an
incarnate Jesus of Nazareth with a vulnerable human body to manifest God’s love for all
creation.

In order to identify and direct a church body in its life and task in the world, a relevant
image or metaphor is employed. This thesis argues for a body image that can encompass
the essence of Christ and what the church is, and has a robust and recognized
relationship with the life of real bodies in Australia. The well known biblical and
liturgical image of the body of Christ for the church is an obvious choice, but it has
weaknesses. A church as the body of Christ, implying a group of people who have
achieved perfection and gained status in the kingdom of God, sits uneasily with a
marginalized and obviously flawed Australian church with a guilty past and present. As
a result, the image of the body of Christ is re-presented as ‘embodying Christ’, which
better explains the organic nature of the church and depicts it, not as perfect, but on a
journey following a marginalized Jesus Christ and working for the well-being of
society.

7

An Australian church that is weak, ambiguous and flawed is associated with Luther’s
theology of the cross where a suffering crucified body of Christ is the means through
which God brings healing and transformed new life for all. Embodying Christ is argued
as the call to be church in Australia enabling God’s hidden ‘proper work’ of healing and
transforming creation to take place. This thesis proposes this is possible, not in spite of
the church’s brokenness but because of it.
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Chapter 1
Reclaiming the Body

Setting the Agenda
The aim of this thesis is to explore what it means to be the church in an Australian
context by developing and drawing on an image of the body. The body will be treated as
a physical body, individual and corporeal, with defined limits and located in particular
places. Although the metaphor of the body has many weaknesses, it will be reclaimed
and used to apply to the church in a variation of the well-established image or model of
the body of Christ. The proposal is for a dynamic model of embodying Christ. ‘Church’
itself is understood as an identity that has life-changing consequences for its members in
their following of Jesus Christ in the world. The goal is to offer purpose and direction
not just for Christians as individual bodies, but more importantly, for their communal
life and calling as members of faith communities, the body of Christ.

There is a need at this point to explain how the word Christ is used in this thesis to
permit a better understanding of the call to be church by embodying Christ, as well as
the relationship an embodied Christ has to the human person of Jesus. Christ is clearly
more than the identity of Jesus as claimed by Peter in Mark 8:29 “You are the Christ”,
or even Martha’s fuller declaration in John 11:27 “you are the Messiah, the Son of God,
the one coming into the world.” A divine Christ was embodied in Jesus as a first century
Jewish man in Palestine, a human being and part of creation, when “the Word became
flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14). Christ is linked to Jesus also as the risen Christ,
the cosmic Christ and the body of Christ. These uses of ‘Christ’ sometimes overlap or
merge, especially when referring to an embodied Christ in the world. A risen, ascended
Jesus Christ embodied in creation is imaged in Colossians as a cosmic Christ in whom
all things were created and “all things hold together” (Colossians 1:16-17). Trainor
explains, “God’s life permeates the cosmos through Jesus’ unique relationship with God
and the whole of the created universe” (Trainor, 2005, p.64). This cosmic Christ is also
described in Colossians 1:20 as the crucified Jesus through whom God reconciled all
things to Godself. The church as the body of Christ is called to participate with Christ in
the continuation of the work of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:18). Jesus who offered
his body in the broken bread to his disciples is claimed by the church to be embodied in
the church as the body of Christ, and in the Scriptures, Sacraments, and compassionate
and caring actions. The fact that Jesus identified himself especially with poor, needy
9

and outcast bodies (Matthew 25:35-36) confirms Christ’s presence embodied in a
contemporary Australian church, and also outside it among those in need. Embodying
Christ describes the presence of Christ being actively incarnated or embodied in and
between corporate and individual bodies in contemporary contexts where the love of
God, as revealed in the life of Jesus, is being manifested.

This thesis proposal is an inclusive one. It is not limited to any particular denomination
within the universal church. Nevertheless, I am aware that each denomination is a
particular context that will affect the expression of embodying Christ by Christians and
local churches. Sometimes these expressions will conflict or challenge one another
resulting in divisions. Different expressions can also be beneficial, especially if
members of the church believe they are part of the whole church, and are willing to
accept not only the joy but the responsibility and pain that will cause. I am an Anglican
born of Anglican parents and this identification influences what I write about
embodying Christ. But I write especially as a Christian who is concerned with what it
means to be a member of the church of God, Christ’s body, called to love God and
neighbour - in Australia. I understand the vocation of ‘being church’ as a call to every
Christian baptized into the body of Christ and every group of Christian believers. What
might it mean in practice, for example, in Australia to be a member of the church body
as an older Anglo-Celtic woman, or as a young man, a child, a sick or well person, an
Aboriginal or Korean person? Or what might it mean to embody Christ in a suburb
where the neighbour is a Muslim? What does it mean to be the body of Christ in rural
areas already experiencing the effects of climate change?

To discern ways of being church in Australia, it is necessary to examine an Australian
context or place. Douglas John Hall and John Inge are two theologians who are aware of
the significance of ‘place’ in general, and how the term covers geographical
understanding and a vast range of metaphorical meanings in the English language (Inge,
2003, p.1). Place contributes to the identity of people as individuals and as a society.
For Christians, place is where God/Christ is revealed and experienced in relationships.
Inge declares “that any conception of place is inseparable from the relationships that are
associated with it” (Inge, 2003, p.26). Australian Christians are continually being
shaped by the island continent where they reside, urban living, rural locations and even
their status in society. In the same way Australian faith communities and how they
express their Christian beliefs are also being influenced and formed by their context.
10

For instance, a church located on the margins of society in an Australian ‘down under’
context will find that such a place influences its way of embodying Christ.

The context described as Australian in this thesis is primarily the everyday place where
Australians live. It is where the Australian land and its many contexts and cultures
influence its residents. Australia is a defined place and its people are rightly termed
Australian although many recent arrivals who speak languages other than English and
express cultures other than the dominant British or Western culture feel as if they are
strangers or have a ‘hyphenated’ identity. 1 When an attempt is made to identify
particular Australian contexts, difficulties arise as all contexts influence and are
influenced by other contexts, and all are continually changing. For a thesis concerned
with contextual theology, there is also a need to consider the range of micro-contexts
within any given context where people, who view the truth of God subjectively, will
only experience or know part of the truth (Soskice, 1993, p.51).

In this case, to talk

about ‘an Australian context’ in relation to the church may seem problematic, but there
are reasons for doing so. From the perspective of the church, Christians in Australia
share an identity in Christ shaped by their past contexts, but also by experiences of daily
life where they are. Members of the church in Australia live in a particular
geographical, historical, political, social and religious location that forms and directs an
Australian theology and ecclesiology.

The current state of the church in this place which is Australia is one of diminishing and
ageing membership. National census figures in recent decades reveal a gradual decline
in the percentage of Christians in the overall Australian population. In 2001 68% of
Australians identified as Christians but by 2011 this proportion had dropped to 61.1%.
This decrease is apparent in many local churches, where fewer Christians are attending
church services and church property is being sold. Tom Frame contends, “Australians
individually and together are losing their commitment to formalized religion” (Frame,
2009, p.104). The dearth of young people in many traditional denominational local
churches in Australia is discussed by Steve Said in an article on emerging churches. He
explains that ‘Gen Xers’ growing up in a postmodern context are suspicious of
institutions. They are attracted instead to experimentation, reflection on these

1

A hyphenated identity is explained by Clive Pearson as indicating the truth of two or more discrete
identities or cultures such as being Tongan and Australian (Pearson, 2004a, p.9), and can be extended to
include gender, faith and other identifying marks.
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experiences, and a desire to encounter anew a historical Jesus who cares about the
marginalized (Said, 2005, pp.4-5).

A church declining in membership is also finding itself marginalized by society. Peter
Jensen has described this position arising from “the boredom, indifference or
antagonism that many people feel towards organised religion” (Jensen, 2005, p.10).
Census statistics of people claiming to have ‘No Religion’ increased from 15% in 2001
to 22% of the population in 2011 reflect this opinion. Further, a negative attitude
towards the church has been fuelled by the numerous reports of child abuse by the
church, culminating in the Prime Minister’s announcement on November 12, 2012 of a
national royal commission into institutional child sexual abuse. This disturbing situation
of the church in Australia has produced responses over recent years from church
leaders, committees, and publications such as Caroline Miley’s The suicidal church
(2002), Scott Cowdell’s God’s next big thing (2004), Tom Frame’s Losing my religion
(2009), Stephen Hale’s and Andrew Curnow’s edited Facing the future (2009), and
Chris McGillion’s edited A long way from Rome (2003).

Suggestions made by these Christians have included a stronger more rigid affirmation
of faith by church members, changes in denominational structures, a greater emphasis
on the Spirit or the Trinity, more lay involvement, equality for women, fresh
expressions of worship and commitment to mission. Instead of similar ideas, this thesis
is proposing a theological response focused on the body to guide Christians to be
church. It is one that involves finding and using an appropriate body metaphor in
relation to ecclesiology in a contemporary Australian context. During this process the
image will be tested in addressing two current issues: global warming and the Muslim
Other. These issues have been chosen because of their urgency and importance both
globally and for Australia. The concern for a contextual ecclesiology is thus shaped by a
double concern: the need to consider the very nature and being of ecclesiology and the
practical consequences of using appropriate metaphors, models and images.

In order to make use of a body image a number of discrete yet related tasks are
necessary. There is a need to recover the basic reality and reclaim the importance of the
body for Christian theology and praxis in spite of and because of its ambiguity. This
task is necessary if a body image is to be of value for ecclesiology in an Australian
context where the church is broken and marginalized. This agenda will explore relevant
12

biblical passages to do with the body, including most notably the Pauline body of Christ
image in the New Testament. A burgeoning literature on a theology of the body will be
sourced, with particular emphasis on how women approach the body, and reclaim the
body’s importance for both men and women.

The usual understanding of the body of Christ image applied to the church will be
extended by using a hermeneutics of suspicion. The resulting interpretations will
demonstrate the ability of the body of Christ to include all people - men, women,
children, able-bodied, disabled, old and young – and, importantly, nature. To enable the
body of Christ image to be more appropriate for an Australian context it will be represented as ‘embodying Christ’. From this perspective, embodying Christ will be
linked to ecclesiology through Christ in the Scriptures, the sacraments of baptism and
the Eucharist, and Christian praxis. Ethical behaviour will be demonstrated as
expressions of embodying Christ in the everyday life of Christians and the church. In
the case of contemporary Australia, questions will be asked as to what it might mean for
the lives of Christians, called to be church, embodying Christ in what Clive Marsh
(2006) calls a Christian ‘community of practice’. Being church will include being a
public church making public statements from a faith perspective on occasional issues
for the common good of all. A public church engaged in God’s mission will be a
missional church that works through public words and actions to reveal God’s reign in
civil society, particularly where it is located.

The way chosen in this thesis to reclaim the body by using a metaphor is in keeping
with other explorations of ecclesiology that draw on marks, models or images of the
church. These characteristic descriptions of the church include the traditional credal
marks, those suggested by Martin Luther and the 96 biblical models identified by Paul
S. Minear (2004). A focus on the image of the body and how it informs ecclesiology
connects particularly with the familiar body metaphor for the church, the biblical
Pauline image of the ‘body of Christ’. In the past this image has been used to identify
the church as the spiritual community or the mystical body of Christ (Dulles, 2002,
p.136). It is linked also to Paul’s description in 1 Corinthians 15 of a risen or spiritual
body in which Christians are joined to Christ (Minear, 2004, p.202). This thesis will use
the metaphor of the body in a different way. Instead of emphasizing the spiritual nature
of the body of Christ, it will privilege the incarnate and crucified body, the materiality
of all ambiguous created bodies and how they relate to each other and God. This change
13

in emphasis is assisted by the body of Christ being re-presented as ‘embodying Christ’.
Such a metaphor better images the church’s relationship to Christ, and earths its life and
task in the world in a realistic way allowing for growth, mistakes and development.

This interest in real bodies is consistent with recent work on the theology of the body
and embodiment. As far back as 1978 James B. Nelson published Embodiment,
followed in 1992 by Body Theology. Pope John Paul II delivered addresses from 19791984 on the meaning of the human body and sexuality, which were published as
Theology of the Body in 1998. 2 In 1992, members of the Anglican Australian General
Synod Commission on Doctrine published a paper, “A theology of the human person”
and responses to it. A report from The Doctrine Commission of the General Synod of
the Church of England entitled Being human: A Christian understanding of personhood
illustrated with reference to power, money, sex and time appeared in 2003. Finally a
collection of essays, Theology and the Body edited by Stephen Garner was published in
2011 and considered issues such as the body’s relation to technology in the twenty-first
century.

In the area of biblical scholarship, Stephen D. Moore focused on the body in God’s gym
(1996). Dale B. Martin’s The Corinthian body (1995), and Sex and the single saviour
(2006), along with Yung Suk Kim’s Christ’s body in Corinth (2008) explored the links
made by Paul between the Corinthian body and the image of the body of Christ. These
writings all pointed out the ethical consequences of a body of Christ image for the
church, an interest also of William T. Cavanaugh in Theopolitical imagination (2002)
and Being consumed (2008). A quest to liberate bodies of the poor from their suffering
directed the work of Latin American liberation theologians such as Gustavo Gutierrez,
Jon Sobrino and Leonardo Boff, and theologians in other Third World countries.

The close association made in Western culture and religion between women and bodies
has given rise to a number of books and articles by feminist theologians. These works
validate the body and challenge its assumed inferiority to and separation from reason
during the enlightenment. 3 Among the writings are Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendel’s I am
my body (1994), Elaine Graham’s Making the difference (1995), Lisa Isherwood and
2

These addresses delivered from the Vatican were published earlier in four separate volumes.
“Western culture and religion have a long, painful history of demeaning the female by identifying her
with the body and with nature, while elevating the male by identifying him with reason and spirit”
(McFague, 1993, pp. 14,15)

3
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Elizabeth Stuart’s Introducing body theology (2000), Isherwood’s The fat Jesus (2008)
and Marcia W. Mount Shoop’s Let the bones dance (2010). In addition, a theology for
disabled bodies has been offered by Nancy L. Eiseland’s The disabled God (1994),
which affirms disabled bodies that, along with women’s bodies, are also often judged as
different from or inferior to what is considered by Western culture as an ideal ‘abled
body’.

Actual physical bodies in all their diversity need to be reclaimed in Australia. Since
European settlement when indigenous bodies were considered inferior to those of the
newcomers, the colour and ethnicity of bodies have been significant. In recent years
changes in migration patterns have resulted in a cross-cultural Australia challenging
Australians to be hospitable not only to people of other races who ‘look different’, but
to those of different faiths who might behave differently. Helen Richmond and Myong
Duk Yang (Crossing borders, 2006), Tony Payne (Islam in our backyard, 2002) and
Clive Pearson in articles such as ‘Alienated neighbours’ (2008a) are among Christians
living in Australia who have engaged with this issue. These publications demonstrate
that the call by Christ to love one’s neighbour must be applied to all neighbours,
including Muslims who call Australia home.

In today’s world, attention to nature’s bodies has a high priority. Climate change is a
global problem but the affects of extreme climatic events of floods, droughts and fires
have made Australians particularly aware of the close connection between humans and
nature. Australian theologian Norman C. Habel is concerned for all the bodies of the
Earth community and, with other theologians in the Earth Bible Team, has examined
biblical texts from the perspective of Earth in the Earth Bible series (2000-2002). In An
inconvenient text (2009), Habel questions the role of human beings, particularly the
church, in relation to nature today. Denis Edwards has also produced significant
writings in this field, particularly Ecology at the heart of faith (2006). American Sallie
McFague’s publications, which include her radical proposal of the world imaged as ‘the
body of God’, affirm the importance of all bodies for Christians, especially those of
nature (McFague, 1993). This thesis is situated in the same body tradition as these
writers but focuses on the body and its use in metaphors related to ecclesiology.

Minear explored many images and metaphors of the church in the New Testament,
including the body of Christ. From his research he recognized the power and
15

effectiveness of images if they are, “the genuine product of a vital communal
imagination and when that imagination uses them to correct its own self-understanding”
(Minear, 2004, p.258). Avery Dulles confirmed and explained this assessment. “To
some extent they are self-fulfilling; they make the Church become what they suggest the
church is”, but again, they “must resonate with the experience of the faithful” (Dulles,
2002, p.13). The importance of theological metaphors that connect everyday life with
God is endorsed by McFague.

In a religious metaphor…the two subjects, ordinary life and the transcendent, are
so intertwined that there is no way of separating them out, and, in fact, what we
learn is not primarily something about God but a new way to live ordinary life.
(McFague, 2002, p.35)
This thesis argues, then, for a body image that can encompass the essence of Christ and
what the church is, and has a robust and recognized relationship with the life of real
bodies in Australia.

Yet a body image used as a metaphor for the church in Australia does have weaknesses,
and at times fails to meet Dulles’ requirement that it relates to the experience of all the
faithful. The body in Australia has a history of being abused because of its colour,
ethnicity or gender, and today bodies are often considered in need of cosmetic surgery
to improve them. In the church as a patriarchal institution, it is a male body that is
preferred in some denominations where church leaders and priests must be male.
Natalie K. Watson argues that “[t]his is an expression of the alienation which women
often experience in the church: they are required to deny their sexuality, their bodies,
their humanity, their womanhood in order to be regarded as part of the church”
(Watson, 2002, p.42). Even though Paul in 1 Corinthians 12 uses the human body as an
important image for the church, in 1 Corinthians 6 he regards the human body as weak,
prone to sin and needing to be controlled. The body, as a metaphor for the church,
emerges as ambiguous and its inherent goodness in need of reclaiming. It is, of course,
also a metaphor which is based upon a correspondence with the human body and is thus
anthropocentric and strongly influenced by culture. What might the implications of
these emphases be when bodies of other creaturely beings are at risk due to human
activity?

16

The proposal to reclaim bodies for ecclesiology is reinforced by the emphasis on the
everyday life of bodies in the writings of Marsh who identifies “Christ as a ‘community
of practice’” (Marsh, 2006, pp.68-75). Communities of practice can be local church
groups and also other groups where people have a common concern and interact for the
well-being of others. In such groups Christ is argued as present and experienced in fresh
and transforming ways in daily life (Marsh, 2006, pp.71-72). In this thesis, activities of
everyday life are not to be equated with what Michel de Certeau describes as “merely
the obscure background of social activity” (de Certeau, 1984, p.xi). Rather, they are to
be understood as the practice of the majority of ordinary humans who engage in daily
life by consciously or unconsciously using the ‘given’, grasping the potential and
possibility of whatever lies at hand, even when that might seems destructive. This
practice is explained by de Certeau as using a ‘tactic’. Such a tactic

is always on the watch for opportunities that must be seized ‘on the wing’.
Whatever it wins, it does not keep. It must be constantly manipulating events in
order to turn them into ‘opportunities’. (de Certeau, 1984, p.xix)

Jesus exemplified this everyday practice when revealing God’s love in his interactions
with people in the ordinary events of his daily life as a first century Jew in Palestine.
Sayings and parables such as “I have come to call not the righteous but sinners” (Mark
2:17) and the parable of the rich fool in Luke 12:16-21 were responses to questions or
chance remarks of bystanders. Identifying and loving neighbours was demonstrated by
Jesus using unexpected events such as meeting a Samaritan woman at a well, being
challenged to heal on the Sabbath and noticing a man up a tree. Even on the cross Jesus
responded to a chance cry from his ‘neighbour’. Finally we can say that God
demonstrated the same ‘tactic’ by using the death of Jesus in a way never intended by
the people who crucified him. For members of the church, following Christ involves
earthing Christian faith by responding positively to unexpected and incidental
opportunities to show love and compassion for others in everyday life.

The focus on reclaiming bodies does not represent an obsession with a body image.
Instead it is a concern for bodies in relationship with other bodies and God in the
particular places or contexts in everyday life. A body image from this perspective is a
pragmatic image which accentuates the close connection between ecclesiology and the
Christian life. It is seen, for example, at the end of the Eucharist when participants, the
17

body of Christ, are sent out to love and serve others. This thesis wants to bring together
‘being church’ as members of the body of Christ, and ‘being church’ as followers of
Christ in the world, in and through the daily life of bodies. It does this by using the
image of embodying Christ.

At face value the variant image of embodying Christ has advantages and disadvantages.
The most obvious benefit is the call to integration, describing the organic or growing
nature of ordinary bodies that embody Christ in success and failure, mistakes and
triumphs. When embodying Christ is applied to ‘being’ church, it changes the
understanding of ‘church’ from a static exclusive entity to an organic inclusive body in
the process of becoming. The church is depicted as on a journey with unforeseen turns,
or engaged in an ongoing dance which its members learn as they participate in it.
Christians are not expected to remain as they were at baptism, but to develop and work
towards a goal. Migliore explains that this growth in the Christian life is not a process
that develops in neat stages, but rather movement which is “neither quantifiable nor
predictable” (Migliore, 2004, p.240). It is a growth that necessitates openness to God
and openness to engage in love and service of others in the Christian community and in
society (Migliore, 2004, pp.239-245).

The growing and developing nature of a church’s embodying Christ finds support from
process thought, particularly when adapted by Christian theologians. Whitehead, quoted
by Pittenger, places a relational God firmly and actively in this world. “God is in the
world, or nowhere, creating continually in us and around us” (Pittenger, 1969, p.x ).
The close interrelationship described between all created bodies and the presence of
God pervading the universe indicates a cosmic Christ embodied in, and in the process of
embodying in and between created bodies. Process theology also affirms that
redemption of the world involves love and is something that God does in cooperation
with human beings. Isherwood explains process thought as seeing “the purpose of
creation as “developing the possibilities of loving relationships at every level”
(Isherwood, 2001, p.83). Humans are to engage in such relationships by following the
way of God. Instead of sheer power, “‘tenderness’ or love becomes the dominant
characteristic of deity” (Pittenger, 1969, p.30). As Isherwood explains, “the divine does
not burst into the world in cosmic splendour through unusual acts but rather unfolds
through love and intimacy” (Isherwood, & Stuart, 2000, pp.35-6). Individual Christians
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and faith communities embodying Christ are therefore affirmed in working for the wellbeing of the world through loving and caring relationships.

A significant disadvantage of applying embodying Christ or the body of Christ to the
church is that it can give the impression that the whole of Christ is captured in the
church. This is not so. A focus on the body of Christ image is not restricted to a church
body. It is equated by Marsh with where the reign of God is breaking into our world
(Marsh, 2006, p.132). I propose, therefore, an understanding of the church as the
intentional body of Christ. Such a church is aware of its Christic identity and call to
participate in God’s mission of revealing the reign of God in the world. As the body of
Christ or embodying Christ, the church continually brings its actions into conversation
with Christ’s in the Gospels and is strengthened by participating in the Sacraments. A
church as the intentional body of Christ accepts Marsh’s contention that an embodying
Christ is present outside the church in certain relationships, people and groups, as well
as in the church (Marsh, 2006, pp.22-46). In addition, if we accept the nature of Christ
as incarnating or embodying, then Christ’s presence is free to be present anywhere and
everywhere in the whole of embodied creation.

In today’s Australian ecclesial climate, arguing for a body image for the church requires
a brief consideration of other possible images. ‘People of God’, identified by Dulles as
“[t]he principal paradigm of the Church in the documents of Vatican II” (Dulles, 2002,
p.45), is favoured by the Roman Catholic Church. This metaphor emphasizes that the
church is of God and connected to God’s relation with Israel. “It exists as God’s elect; it
is based on a covenant established by God” (Inbody, 2005, p.255). The ‘people of God’
allows for the church’s reality as a body of people, “both holy and sinful, as needing
repentance and reform” (Dulles, 2002, p.46). By using the word ‘people’, equality
rather than hierarchy in the church is stressed, which could make it attractive to many
Australians. Yet in an Australian post-modern interfaith context a church imaged as the
‘people of God’ has weaknesses. It can imply a privileged exclusive community of
‘elected’ or ‘saved’ members in contrast with others regarded as ‘not saved’. In
addition, using ‘people of God’ to describe the church suggests that Christians are the
only people in close relationship to God, and has the potential to offend Jews and
Muslims, or just be meaningless. Who, as Minear asks, are the people of God, and who
are not (Minear, 2004, p.68)? Are not all people God’s? What ‘God’ are we talking
about?
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The current popularity among theologians of the Trinity presents another possible
model for the church. It has much to offer. Anne Hunt explains that the modelling of
equal relationships, communion and inclusion in the life of the Trinity makes it
attractive for women, a multi-cultural society and even helpful in a multi-faith context
(Hunt, 2005, p.163). 4 On the other hand, Catherine Mowry LaCugna notes that

[t]he highly abstract approach to Trinitarian theology has led some theologians to
reject the whole idea of a doctrine of the Trinity because it strikes them as a
presumptuous prying into something about which we know nothing: God’s inner
life. (LaCugna, 1991, p.2)
Instead, LaCugna argues for linking the Trinity with “the economy of salvation
(oikonomia), in the self-communication of God in the person of Christ and the activity
of the Holy Spirit” (LaCugna, 1991, p.2). The economic Trinity is certainly easier to
consider than the immanent Trinity, but there are still problems. 5
Aware of the limitations of an analogy between the immanent Trinity and the church, 6
Volf explains the connection between the perichoresis, the “mutually internal abiding
and interpenetration of the trinitarian persons”, and the church by turning to John 17:21
(Volf, 1998, p.208). He points out that

‘as you, Father, are in me and I am in you’ is continued not by ‘may they also be
in one another,’ but rather by ‘may they also be in us.’ Human beings can be in
the triune God only insofar as the Son is in them (John 17:23; 14:20); and if the
Son is in them, then so also is the love with which the Father loves the Son (John
17:26). (Volf, 1998, pp.212-213)
An embodying Christ who indwells the church through the Spirit is thus linked to the
Trinity. Volf proposes that it is this indwelling of the Spirit “that makes the church into
a communion corresponding to the Trinity, a communion in which personhood and
sociality are equiprimal” (Volf, 1998, p.213).

4

Hunt believes that “a Trinitarian approach undoubtedly affords Christian theology a much broader and
more generous and gracious horizon within which to reconsider questions concerning the other world
religions, compared with that afforded by more traditional fulfilment theologies, wherein the world
religions find their fulfilment in the mystery of Christ” (Hunt, 2005, p.163).
5
These problems surface when Karl Rahner explains how Jesus’ incarnation confuses the immanent and
economic trinity. Only the second person of the Trinity is a human being. The incarnation of Jesus
occurred outside the divine life in the world. “There has occurred in salvation history something which
can be predicated only of one divine person” (Rahner, 2002, p.23).
6
“Human persons are always external to one another as subjects” (Volf, 1998, p.211).
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The linking of the communion of the Trinity and the communion of the church by the
Holy Spirit suggests also exploring an image for the church related to the Holy Spirit.
Further, the Holy Spirit with its indigenous and historical connections has strong
credentials for an Australian church. Indigenous people have always known and
experienced a spiritual presence in the land, and it is often thought that Australia was
named by explorer Pedro de Quiros in the early seventeenth century as “The South Land
of the Holy Spirit”. 7 It is noteworthy that Muriel Porter in 1990 entitled her book, which
examined Australian religious experience, Land of the Spirit? Miley, writing more than
a decade later, suggested that particularly among younger people it is spirituality and
not religion that is sought by Australians (Miley, 2002, p.50). This predilection for
spirituality is corroborated by Gary Bouma after examining responses in the 2001
census concerning religious affiliation 8 (Bouma, 2006, p.62). The emergence and
successful rise of Pentecostalism, especially in mega churches such as Paradise in
Adelaide and Hillsong in Sydney, 9 along with the popularity of the 2000
MindBodySpirit festival in Sydney, noted by Cowdell (2004, p.56), also favour the
Spirit rather than the body.

The relational model of the church as the ‘communion of the Spirit’ (Migliore, 2004,
p.133) offers a sense of belonging in a community where authority is shared, and racial,
gender and class divisions are broken down. Elizabeth A. Johnson explains that for the
Spirit, “[r]elationality is intrinsic to her very being as love, gift, and friend both to the
world and within the holy mystery of God” (Johnson, 2002, p.148). But, as Johnson
hastens to add, “the Spirit is essentially free” (Johnson, 2002, p.148). To offer
belonging and freedom to Christians responds positively to the desire for togetherness
and individualism found among Australians. It also speaks of a quality of love that is
elusive, a gift, and a necessity. But such harmony and love only comes through the
striving of bodies. Nancy M. Victorin-Vangerud identifies the need to affirm the Spirit
in the midst of the “hard work of struggle against domination and toward mutuality”
(Victorin-Vangerud, 2000, p.186). It is the embodied work of the Spirit that is seen

7

This name given by the Portuguese mariner, Pedro de Quiros, was probably given to the New Hebrides
and not Australia (Porter, 1990, p.ix).
8
Science fiction films such as Star Wars, with their urging to be guided by the ‘Force’ were particularly
popular.
9
ABS, 2011 Census of Population and Housing, Religious affiliations, noted a slight increase of
Pentecostals among Christians; from 1% in 2001 to 1.1% in 2011. Retrieved June 22, 2012, from
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@nsf/Lookup/2071.0main+features902012-2013
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active in the wrestling of Jesus in the desert and the garden of Gethsemane, and his
gentleness with Peter who denied him.

Despite the strengths of a communion of the Spirit metaphor there are also weaknesses.
An over-concentration on the faith community can lead to the neglect of the well-being
of all bodies in the society of which the church is a part. Also, we can only know and
experience God and God’s Spirit in bodies. This is the reason for the incarnation, when,
as Migliore explains, “Jesus prayed, spoke, acted, and suffered as a real human being”
(Migliore, 2004, p.174). The Spirit indwells the church as it indwelt the body of Jesus
of Nazareth. It is the Spirit, as Ruth Sheridan argues, that “unfolds the significance of
the words and works of Jesus” for the church (Sheridan, 2007, p.140). A church
embodying Christ does not turn away from the Spirit but like Christ is guided and
empowered by the Spirit. Helen Bergin suggests that we understand the Spirit not just as
life-giver, but also as life-giving (Bergin, 2010, p.206). In this thesis we can say that the
Spirit is life-giving in the many relationships where Christ is present.

The embodying of Christ by Christians and the church is that which informs and shapes
a theology explaining a Trinitarian God and the Spirit of God. It is only through the
experiences of bodies in conversation with the gospel narratives of Jesus that abstract
concepts such as the ‘Trinity’ and ‘communion of the Spirit’ can begin to be
understood. Hall explains, “Christian belief in God is from the start bound up with this
specific human being, this particularity, this historical man, this story, this unique
individual” (Hall, 2003, p.120). The incarnation of Jesus Christ demonstrates God’s use
of a human body to reveal God’s love in the world. This has two important outcomes. In
his introduction to John Paul II’s theology of the body, Adam Cooper discerns that “the
Christ event is not simply a revelation of God. It is a revelation of humanity” (Cooper,
2011, p.12). The basic nature of Christianity as a religion of the body is testified by
Isherwood and Stuart in their statement; “Christian theology has always been embodied
theology rooted in creation, incarnation and resurrection, and sacrament” (Isherwood &
Stuart, 2000, p.11).

The reclaiming of the body created and pronounced ‘good’ by God requires a
consideration of its potential, and what it signifies for all creation and for the church.
Bodies are by nature inclusive of all individual people and groups of people in the world
regardless of ethnicity, faith or culture. In this world all bodies are kin and to be
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respected. For the church other bodies are also ‘neighbours’ we are commanded to love.
In today’s ecologically conscious world, it is important that bodies as kin and
neighbours include the non-human bodies of nature. The general organic nature of
bodies, their differences and similarities, their relation to God and their interconnection
with one another, are all of interest to this thesis. The call to the church to be church by
‘embodying Christ’ is a global call, but is here considered in its an Australian locus.

Bodies
The first step to reclaim bodies is to define what they are. For creatures of earth, bodies
are basically physical structures which interact with other bodies to maintain life in our
universe. But they are more. Isherwood and Stuart explain that “[t]he body is deeply
symbolic in human culture, the means by which and through which the person and the
community express themselves” (Isherwood and Stuart, 2000, p.10). Bodies and their
relationships with other bodies are also important for Christian theology. Elaine Graham
argues that the embodiment of humans is fundamental for theology because “it points us
to the performative, incarnational nature of all theology” (Graham, 1999, p.109).
Christianity is revealed as based on the revelation of God in the human body of Jesus of
Nazareth and the salvation of all through a bodily death and resurrection.

But incarnation cannot be limited to Jesus or humans. Nelson joins feminist theologians
by affirming that, “for those who believe in God’s continuing manifestation and
presence, the incarnation is not simply a past event. The Word still becomes flesh”
(Nelson, 1978, p.8). Further, Niels Henrik Gregersen’s contends that God’s incarnation
in Christ is part of the evolutionary story and “can be understood as a radical or ‘deep’
incarnation, that is, an incarnation into the very tissue of biological existence, and
system of nature” (Gregersen, 2001, p.205). All creation, including human and nonhuman bodies, is involved in God’s incarnation. McFague affirms that God who is both
transcendent and immanent is present to us “in and through all bodies, the bodies of the
sun and moon, trees and rivers, animals, and people” (McFague, 1993, p.133).

The daily media reports of violence and abuse between individuals and groups of
people, along with descriptions of acts of compassion and thoughtfulness for others,
reveal that bodies are ambiguous. Similarly, in the Bible the body is sometimes praised
while at other times condemned for its weakness and potential for evil. The Pauline
image of the ‘body of Christ’ applied to the church, especially in 1 Corinthians, brings
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the body and Christ together to form a corporeal body, divine and human. Also, this
body is shown to be exalted and sinful, capable of bringing all into unity in Christ, and
able to divide and destroy itself and others. Even in the celebration of the Eucharist
when the church body participates in, and as, the body of Christ its weakness is exposed
in 1 Corinthians 10-11, and will be discussed more fully later in this chapter.
Nevertheless, ambiguous bodies, individual and as church bodies, are argued in this
thesis as the vital matter through which Christ is present and active in Australia. In
particular, Christ is revealed in relationships between such bodies.

Anne Manne (2008) contends that it is as bodies relating with other created bodies, we
humans experience birth, death, friendship, enjoyment, love, knowledge and suffering.
We need other bodies for our life and growth. It is generally accepted that for the wellbeing of children a loving relationship with a parent figure that positively affirms bodily
presence and elicits a similar response is essential (Manne, 2008, p.43). Adults also
continue to develop and mature through mutual relationships in which sensual actions
of the body are an integral part. Marcia W. Mount Shoop confirms how basic our body
and its relationships are to our living. “We depend on the body for our own formation;
and our body, in turn, depends on all that is around it. We are, at bottom, creative and
created in a constant sense” (Mount Shoop, 2010, p.23).

Bodies are sometimes considered as objects or instruments controlled by our minds, yet,
as we know and Elizabeth Moltmann-Wendell points out, “If we are sick, unwell, tired,
have a pain – we get blocked. The body takes over our will, our understanding”
(Moltmann-Wendell, 1994, p.1). Lately doctors have become aware of the mysterious
power of bodies to heal through regular physical exercise. 10 The potency of bodies is
also demonstrated when music is played and old and young bodies involuntarily begin
to move with its rhythm. Ingrid Shelley argues that there “seems to be something very
corporeal about our responses to music that suggests we may be hard-wired for
rhythmical and melodic stimulation” (Shelley, 2011, p.5). The body, an object we take
for granted and use as we wish, is also a subject directing and even ruling the seemingly
spontaneous things we say or do. Bodies give us life, pleasure and even at times
protection by ‘shutting down’ when pain is too intense. But we know that the same
bodies harm others, suffer and die.
10

This applies to general health and to the treatment of diabetes, heart disease, depression and cancer.
Retrieved June 11, 2012, from http://www.abc.net.au/catalyst/stories/3515000.htm
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The degraded place often assigned to women’s bodies in many cultures is revealed in
stories like that of Pandora in Greek mythology, and Eve in Genesis. Both curious
women are blamed for the presence of evil in the world and the consequent suffering of
human beings. Christianity, growing out of Judaism, struggled to follow Jesus and give
women equality with men in the church, but eventually cultural pressures were too
great.

Consequently,

Isherwood

and

Dorothea

McEwan

acknowledge

“that

discrimination on the grounds of race, sex and class was and is a reality within Christian
history” (Isherwood & McEwan, 2001, p.27). In Western society this attitude was
encouraged by Descartes’ body/mind dualism which connected women and nature with
the body needing to be controlled by a masculine mind.

The weaknesses in dualism have been exposed particularly by poststructuralists. If we
are to counter such ingrained thinking, Diane L. Prosser MacDonald suggests that we
adopt a new imaginary. We need

a subversion of the imaginaries forged out of binary modes of thinking and being,
and the opening up of a space for something ‘other’ to appear, something that
speaks out of a radically different kind of subjectivity and relational ontology.
(MacDonald, 1995, p.xi)
The deconstruction work of Derrida demonstrates the instability of identity labels and,
in particular, those applied to minds and bodies, male and female. ‘Inferior’ can be
shown as ‘superior’ if looked at from another perspective, and words are exposed as
having multiple meanings within various texts. Subverting and destabilizing concepts
are ways adopted, particularly by feminist theologians and biblical scholars, to reclaim
the value of the female body and nature. 11

In Western society the efforts of women working towards their emancipation have been
shadowed by feminist theologians. Angela Pears discerns in feminist theologies “two
main impulses, the first in the late nineteenth century and the second beginning in the
late1960s and 1970s” (Pears, 2004, p.10). The basic focus of these movements was
11

An example of how dualities identified in Matthew 15:21-28 can be deconstructed and re-presented is
given by Anita Monro using a ‘poetic reading’ method. Both Jesus and the Canaanite woman are ‘out of
place’ or on the margins where their ambiguous relationship is constantly moving. Even the male/female
duality changes in the story. “The re-privileging of the character of the woman in the reading of the story
allows a reading of ambivalence to occur where the gender roles become confused” (Monro, 2006,
p.153).
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opposing Christianity’s complicity in social injustices to women and the use of biblical
texts to sanction gender based injustices (Pears, 2004, p.12). The male domination
manifested in the church’s attitude to women’s bodies is described by Isherwood as
having “dictated, often brutally, our position in the world from trophy to tart to
invisible” (Isherwood, 2002, p.52). Isherwood and Stuart respond to dualism by
validating bodies generally, particularly those of women, from a theological
perspective. Isherwood forcefully contends that “until the body is liberated from the
patriarchal ties that bind it…creation will never understand the truly liberating power of
incarnation” (Isherwood & Stuart, 2000, p.32).

The patriarchal culture of the church has often been justified by the central position of a
male Jesus Christ in Christianity, but this argument has been and is challenged.
American Letty M. Russell, for example, uses a ‘table principle’ method to bring the
experiences of women’s bodies into conversation with biblical texts and credal
statements. This allows a theological understanding of Christian faith to emerge for
women (Russell, 1993, pp.30-32). Such a method questions biblical and church tradition
and offers “new insight into the meaning of the gospel as good news for the oppressed
and marginalized” (Russell, 1993, p.31). Eiesland, drawing on a similar contextual
theological method, connects the lived experiences of people with disabilities with the
church and Christ and proposes a fresh understanding of Christ as the disabled God. For
those with broken bodies, perhaps all people, meeting Jesus Christ as the disabled God
“enables both a struggle for justice among people with disabilities and an end to
estrangement from our own bodies” (Eiesland, 1994, p.105).

In this brief overview of bodies, male and female, able and disabled, their experiences
are shown as contributing to meaningful theology. The linking of bodies to the incarnate
life of Jesus Christ allows for all bodies to ‘embody Christ’ within their own developing
identity wherever they are located.

Bodies in an Australian Context
Attention to bodies is pertinent to an Australian context where the climate generally
favours outdoor activity. Regardless of the danger of skin cancer, hot summers
encourage swimming or relaxing at the beaches and have done so for many years as
Leonie Huntsman has well documented (Huntsman, 2001). Playing sport can be driven
by the desire to win or socialize with others, but it is frequently undertaken because the
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experience is pleasurable to the body and contributes to the well-being of the whole
person. Gordon Preece has identified the existence of a “spirituality of sport, of bodily
enjoyment of God and creation as an alternative to the constraints of modern,
professionalised, technologised sport” (Preece, 2009, p.48).

The attentiveness of

athletes to any slight changes in their bodies is probably only matched by the sick, and
people aiming for an ‘improved’ body image. The health of a body can be enhanced
when an ill or wounded body is recognized as a subject, and loved, respected and
appreciated with its physical defects (Moltmann-Wendel, 1994, p.24). Alternatively,
when a body is treated as an object, Christine Ledger argues, “it becomes increasingly
difficult for us to accept our very mortality and finitude” (Ledger, 2007, p.159).

A body regarded as an object can be deigned to need colonizing to become more
acceptable in certain circles. Cosima Marrina, writing in The Sydney Morning Herald in
2007, reported a concern by health professionals, social commentators and politicians
for the growing number of young people using cosmetic surgery to convert their ‘poor’
body image into some imagined ‘ideal’ (Marrina, 2007, p.28). Reinforcing this article
were the findings of a 30,000 strong survey by Mission Australia in late 2007,
documented and summed up by Greg Callaghan. “Body image is now the number one
concern for the under-25s, ahead of the environment and family issues” (Callaghan,
2008, p.14.) Further, in 2011 Kate Spicer reported that a “non-invasive fat fighting
technology”, new to Australia and offered to those of normal weight obsessed by “fat
phobia” and a desirable body shape, is gaining popularity (Spicer, 2011, p.24).

‘Improving’ the body is argued by sociologist Hugh Mackay as a response made by
Australians feeling overwhelmed and out of control by national and global issues
(Mackay, 2007, p.252).

It is no accident that the fitness craze, the tattoo craze, the body-piercing craze and
the cosmetic surgery craze all coincided with the period of disengagement from
‘out there’ issues and an increasingly narrow, inward and self-indulgent focus.
(Mackay, 2007, p.253)
Consumerism and materialism also contribute to a focus on bodies by encouraging the
belief that bodily indulgence is the way to achieve happiness. A random brief search of
commercials on a television channel in 2012 revealed luxury furniture promoted by
attractive young Anglo-Celtic women, the latest car delicately associated with the legs
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of, again, a young Anglo-Celtic woman, and a holiday offered where the body is
pampered. All advertisements were more concerned to attract the buyer, usually a man,
by using a woman’s body as an object rather than by describing the good qualities of the
item or experience for sale.

The use of beautiful young Anglo-Celtic women’s bodies, suggests that advertising
strategies in Australia encourage a hedonistic and racist society. Such an attitude
ignores the body’s inherent goodness and the variety of human bodies in Australia. On
Australia Day in 2008 something closer to the truth appeared; a large composite
photograph entitled All of us was erected in Melbourne’s Federation Square (Fairhurst,
2008, p.3). Michel Lawrence created this work in response to the Cronulla riots in 2005.
Bodies of every age, ethnic background, gender, sexual orientation, and physical and
mental ability were photographed. 12

These bodies were human bodies, biological

entities, on which events and experiences in past and present contexts had left their
marks. They demonstrated Elaine Graham’s description of “how abstract forces of
economic, religious, cultural and political power may … be written on our bodies; how
the texture of embodiment renders tangible the texts of social construction” (Graham,
1999, p.117). The art work identified Australian society, at that particular time, as a
multiplicity of diverse and interconnected individual bodies telling their own unique
stories.

An embodied Australian identity is particularly significant for Australia’s indigenous
people. Stories have traditionally been painted on their bodies, and then sung and
danced by those same bodies. Mourning for a family member is still indicated among
some traditional Aboriginal people by the use of white paint on their foreheads. 13 In the
history of British settlement in Australia, the skin colour of Aboriginal people often
determined their treatment and position in society. Today indigenous bodies reveal past
and present injustices by their average life expectancy as approximately 20 years lower,
and their presence in jails, in 2006, as thirteen times higher, than non-indigenous
Australians.

An Australian society, made up of many cultures and facing issues such as domestic
violence, racism, ‘improving’ the body, the Muslim Other and global warming, needs to
12

In 2007 “50 per cent of us were either born overseas or have at least one parent born overseas”
(Mackay, 2007, p.137).
13
Described in an extended family at Yuendumu, N.T. The Weekend Australian (2010, October 2-3, p.1).
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reclaim the body, including its ambiguity. The church in Australia also needs to reclaim
the body. Today the church struggles with internal problems of its own ‘domestic
violence’ towards bodies, in the areas of the sexual abuse of children, and gender and
sexual inequality.

The Body in the New Testament
A church embodying Christ and reclaiming bodies in an Australian context is led to
examine the body in the New Testament. In this first century context, ambiguous bodies
are again revealed as the means through which God’s love is manifested in the world. In
addition, the case for reclaiming the body for Australian ecclesiology is strengthened in
the New Testament by the body’s relation to an incarnated and incarnating God.

The statement in John 1:14, “the Word became flesh and lived among us”, is a clear
endorsement of the goodness of bodies. Jesus was incarnated or embodied when born as
a human baby. Although New Testament texts are mostly silent concerning Jesus as a
child, his body was nurtured, fed, washed, rested and grew in relationship with other
bodies. Luke provides a glimpse of Jesus growing up by noting that “Jesus increased in
wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor” (Luke 2:52). An adult human
Jesus is described in the four Gospels as engaging in a ministry focused on proclaiming
good news for bodies in this world. His parables opposed injustices experienced by
bodies and his healing miracles indicated a desire for bodily health. The many meals
Jesus shared with others demonstrated concern for the physical and social needs of
bodies. Finally, his death on the cross reclaimed abused and tortured bodies located in
despised and marginal situations. After Jesus’ death, the worth of the body was again
affirmed when his wounded human body was raised to new life, witnessing to its ability
to bring about reconciliation with God for all creation. As Isherwood states, “[b]y
reclaiming Jesus’ humanity we also declare our own and emphasize the dignity of being
human” (Isherwood, 2002, p.54).

It all sounds very positive but a shadow-side of Jesus’ physical body and how he used it
also exists. Jesus’ body was suspiciously conceived “from the Holy Spirit” out of
wedlock (Matthew 1:18, 19), thought to be mentally unstable (Mark 3:21) and
frequently rendered unclean by crossing pollution boundaries (Matthew 8:2, Mark 5:27,
etc.). Stephen D. Moore views Jesus’ body from the perspective of a biblical critic
examining and dissecting the corpus of Scripture, and suggests that Jesus offers a
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questionable way to salvation. Jesus is ghoulishly presented as a divine bodybuilder
who promotes a “no pain, no gain” slogan by demanding that his disciples “take up the
cross” (Matthew 10:38) and follow his way of suffering to enter into glory (Luke 24:26)
(Moore, 1996, pp.102-103). The bodybuilder connection is further strengthened when
Moore describes God and the Lamb/Christ in Revelation 4-5 silently “engaged in a
posing exhibition” and receiving adulation, mirroring that of posed pumped up
bodybuilders (Moore, 1996, pp.121-126). This interpretation of reclaiming Christ’s
physical body, and bodies generally, is explained by Moore as having “nothing to do
with romantic love, much less divine love, and everything to do with submission and
control” (Moore, 1996, p.139).

Stephen Pattison argues for a dark side of Jesus’ ministry hidden in the gospel story
produced by a church that idealized Jesus. Instead of seeing flaws as detracting from
Jesus, Pattison contends that a less than perfect Jesus is “a real, credible human being
who is allowed for once to have a shadow side and negative effects like the rest of us”
(Pattison, 1995, p.66). Pattison claims that the crucifixion, where Jesus’ words and
actions attracted some but aroused aggression in others, is a clear example of Jesus’
shadow side. “The force of the aggression towards him was provoked by his own
actions and he therefore had a part, possibly unconscious and complicit, in his own end”
(Pattison, 1995, p.62).

The centrality of the body in Jesus’ life and ministry appears to diminish gradually
among disciples in the early years of the church. Moltmann-Wendel has suggested that
the earthiness of the bodily life of Jesus repelled potential followers. The setting aside
of purification laws by Jesus was possibly too upsetting of traditional social
relationships to be wholly adopted, especially by men, as it implied a raised status for
women (Moltmann-Wendel, 1994, pp.38-39). Was the accepted cultural world-view too
powerful and repressive to allow Christians to change their basic attitudes? Or did the
influential Hellenistic dualistic philosophies, which separated a decaying body from a
soul destined for eternal life, prevent change (Isherwood & Stuart, 2000, p.64)?
Fortunately, belief in a bodily resurrection deterred most Christians from accepting a
fully dualistic attitude towards the human person (Isherwood & Stuart, 2000, pp.64-65).
For whatever reasons, when we come to the Pauline epistles we find that Paul does not
actually refer to the historical body of Jesus, but to the crucified and resurrected body,
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and the corporate body of Christ. When discussing the human ambiguous body, Paul
acclaims it, but also regards it as weak, prone to sin and needing to be controlled.

Paul was a product of both Jewish and Hellenistic cultures, and wrote to people who
were also influenced by these cultures. It is necessary, therefore, to note briefly the
Greek and Hebrew understanding of ‘body’. Eduard Schweizer has listed several ways
the body was understood by Greeks. It could be a physical body, the whole world or
cosmos as a giant body (with God as the head, mind or soul), a coherent unity of people
or things, or a public meeting of gathered individuals (Schweizer, 1965, pp.12-13). In
Stoic philosophy, dominant in the first century, a person was believed to have a fleshly
inferior body which was permeated by a divine body, the soul. This psychical body also
spread through the whole world (Schweizer, 1965, p.11). The Hebrew perception of a
body was relational and therefore quite different from the Greek understanding. There
was no concept of a person’s body because people were understood primarily in their
relationship with God and with their family or tribe, and not as individuals. A person
was therefore always flesh and always soul because of the relationship with God. The
body is “created by God and brought to life by God’s breath; it is a living soul”
(Schweizer, 1965, pp.17-20).

The consequences of the Greek and Hebrew concepts of the body coming together in
the New Testament are explained by Schweizer.

When speaking of the unity of Christ’s people, the New Testament will bring
together both the Hebrew insight that man [sic] necessarily is incorporated into his
[sic] people and into God’s history with his [sic] people, and the Greek term
‘body’ depicting such a unity in the image of a human body. (Schweizer, 1965,
p.22)
These Hebrew and Greek understandings of the body are reflected in Paul’s somewhat
confusing use of σωµα, body and σαρξ, flesh, at times making them almost identitical.
Joseph A. Fitzmyer understands Paul’s use of σαρξ as describing flesh, the physical
body, a human body prone to sin and the status of Christians before having faith in
Jesus Christ (Fitzmyer, 2008, pp.161-162). Σωµα, although also defining a human
body, refers to one which has a particular relationship with Christ. For example, the
bodies of the Christians in Corinth are “‘members’ of Christ’s body, united to him as his
limbs etc., and their corporate existence in him makes him known in the world”
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(Fitzmyer, 2008, p.266). This difference between σαρξ and σωµα tends to degrade
‘flesh’, but Fitzmyer notes that in 1 Corinthians 6:15-20, the bodies, σωµατα, are
definitely physical bodies prone to sin “because the topic being discussed involves such
a body” (Fitzmyer, 2008, p.266). Isherwood and Stuart also affirm Paul’s acceptance of
the physicality of bodies by pointing out that without embodiment, there can be no
transformation of or redemption for humans. “What believers did with their bodies was
therefore an intrinsic part of Christian witness for Paul” (Isherwood & Stuart, 2000, p.
63).

Although Paul’s theology is embodied, in the Pauline epistles the focus is on models of
a human body and the ‘body of Christ’. This choice is both helpful and unhelpful. A
concentration on an objective image of the body can result in a drift away from a living,
touchable, flesh and blood body with which human beings can relate; but it also frees
the image from a physical identification with the male Jewish body of Jesus of
Nazareth.

Today the body needs to be reclaimed theologically for what it is and what it can do.
This theological work is neither straightforward nor easy. The fact that bodies in the
Bible, including the body of God, Jesus and the church emerge as problematic makes it
a formidable task. Isherwood and Stuart describe approaching the body from a
theological perspective as trying “to make sense of a difficult, slippery and ambiguous
reality in the light of faith” (Isherwood & Stuart, 2000, p.77). Nevertheless, the
presence of ambiguity in bodies, including the church as the body of Christ, can be
argued as a mysterious gift that allows for openness to change and produces the
unexpected.

The Church as the Body of Christ
A body of Christ model for the church may be considered by Australians generally as
presenting a church remote from daily life and denying the reality of the known church.
Even for Christians the choice of the body of Christ metaphor for an Australian church
raises questions and requires a case to be argued. Reclaiming the body by considering
the body of Christ model must start by discerning what body of what Christ we as
Christians are a part of when we are baptized and become members of the church. Our
understanding of the body of Christ we join will determine how we relate to Christ, to
one another in the church and to those outside the church. It is of particular importance
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to women who are anxious to ensure their full inclusion in the body of Christ, as
women. Such women refuse to embody a male Christ and become ‘quasi men’, or “a
living male spirit” as suggested in Saying 114 of the Gospel of Thomas (Patterson &
Robinson, 1998, p.32). 14 Instead they want to be valued as contributing female members
of the body of Christ for its benefit, the world’s, their own and God’s.

The conditioning of years of a patriarchal church has resulted in the body of Christ
identified primarily as a male body. Watson points out that the male identity “suggests
that women are required to deny their own bodies and become part of a new, different
and male body in order to obtain salvation” (Watson, 2002, p.43). The maleness of
Jesus Christ is also used as an argument in some parts of the church to forbid leadership
and priestly roles to women. 15 Further, McFague exposes the unreality of the classic
perfect organic male model of the church as the body of Christ “pictured in Leonardo da
Vinci’s drawing of a male figure with arms and legs outstretched to the four corners of
the cosmos” (McFague, 1993, p.30). Such a male body is exclusive of women, children,
people of ethnic groups other than white, those who are disabled, wounded, elderly, and
Jesus of Nazareth. McFague declares that this ‘ideal’ human body is anthropocentric
and androcentric, with one head deciding for the whole and offering “only one point of
view” (McFague, 1993, p.36).

The inferior place of women in the church in Australia reflects their position in
Australian culture where, in spite of legislation making gender discrimination illegal,16
domestic violence is common 17 and women are frequently treated as subordinate to men
in the workplace and paid less for the same work. 18 Instead of working to liberate
women from these injustices, the church is often lagging behind society. Assumptions
concerning the inferiority and shame of women’s bodies in the church are exposed in
the denial of communion in the Orthodox churches to menstruating women, and the
14

“Simon Peter said to them: “Let Mary go away from us, for women are not worthy of life.” Jesus said:
“Look, I will draw her in so as to make her male, so that she too may become a living male spirit, similar
to you” (Patterson & Robinson, 1998, p.32).
15
For example, the doctrine of in persona Christ is used by some denominations to argue that only men
can represent Christ by presiding at the Eucharist (Pitman, 2010, pp.66-67).
16
In Australia several acts refer to gender discrimination, including Sex Discrimination Act 1984 and
Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Act 1999.
17
The Personal Safety Survey, Australia, 2005, conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2006)
“estimated that 35% of men and women had experienced physical assault since the age of fifteen”. Most
victims of domestic violence are women, and many do not report this violence to police. (ABS, 2006).
18
Catford states that “[w]omen remain significantly under-represented in most influential roles in
Australian life…At the end of 2009 of the 1474 board directorships for asx200 companies 128 were filled
by women and 106 boards had no woman director. Women make up 27% of lower house MPs and 35%
in the Senate which puts us on par with Afghanistan” (Catford, 2010, p.15).
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refusal to allow the ordination of women to the priesthood in the Roman Catholic and
Orthodox churches, and parts of the Anglican Church.

In 2012 a proposed form of marriage vows by a Sydney Anglican diocesan panel asked
brides to “honour and submit to” their husbands, “as the Church submits to Christ”.
This suggestion, when reported by Kelly Burke in The Sydney Morning Herald,
attracted considerable criticism from inside and outside the church (Burke, 2012).
Christ’s headship and authority over the church described in Ephesians 5:24 were
applied to that of men over women. Dorothy A. Lee responded by raising four problems
with such a vow including its contradiction of Galatians 3:28. She ended her response
by perspicaciously asking, “What is it about the nature of men that associates them with
leadership and authority, which is lacking in women?” (Lee, 2012, p.12). We can also
ask where the freedom is for women to experience the promise by Jesus in John 10:10
to bring abundant life for all his followers.

Feminist theologians such as Moltmann-Wendel and Rita Nakashima Brock, in their
search for an inclusive ‘Christ’, turned to the embodied stories of Jesus in the Gospels,
especially Mark’s Gospel, and explored Jesus’ relationships with women (MoltmannWendel, 1988, pp.121-132; Brock, 1991, pp.81-87). Discerned in these narratives is a
Jesus with whom women have a mutual relationship or friendship that engenders a
power of loving able to enrich and develop the lives of the participants. Jesus Christ is
argued as present within these kinds of relationships today. They are a way people of all
ages and cultures embody Christ in everyday life.

Although controversial among Christians because of Gnostic connections and a close
association with pagan earth goddesses, Wisdom/Sophia is another possible
Christological body image or symbol suggested by Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza and
others (Schussler Fiorenza, 2000, pp.150-152). A weakness, pointed out by Isherwood,
lies in its closeness to a male ‘heady’ Logos image (Isherwood, 2002, p.125). Wisdom’s
bodily actions in biblical texts such as Proverbs 8 and 9 avoid this by relating to all
creation through sharing meals, offering friendship, delight and life. It allows Edwards
to claim that, “Jesus the Wisdom of God can be seen as inclusive of both female and
male, and of both human and nonhuman creation” (Edwards, 2006a, p.57).
Jesus/Sophia, incarnated in practical bodily wisdom, is then ‘Emmanuel’ for all the
bodies of creation.
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Having established the need for a truly inclusive body of Christ, the next step is to
decide what ‘Christ’ the church is to embody. ‘Christ’ is just one of the many titles in
the Bible used to identify Jesus of Nazareth, but it is significant and frequently used in
the life of the church. Richard Grigg uncovers difficulties with identifying ‘Christ’ and
argues for Christians to “distinguish between historical Jesuses on the one hand and
Christs of faith on the other” (Grigg, 2000, p.ix). These Christs of faith are identified by
Grigg as “imaginary”, but not “unreal”. Although Christs of faith are related to the
biblical Jesus, they are constructed from experience and knowledge, which as Grigg
points out “involve some degree of imagination” (Grigg, 2000, p.11). For finite human
beings to embody any idea of, and relationship with, an infinite God, even an incarnated
one, imagination is necessary. “[T]he mind cannot simply mirror the reality round about
it, but must to some degree construct that reality” (Grigg, 2000, p.11). For Grigg, the
imagination is the faculty which allows the human subject to ‘adhere’ to the gospel. Yet
not all Christs may be accepted as reflecting the character of Jesus Christ in the
Gospels.

In today’s climate of contextualisation a statue of Jesus Christ as a Solomon Island man
stands outside the Anglican Cathedral in Honiara, and a sculpture of the torso of a
woman hangs on a cross in a church in Australia. We might well ask, are there any
limits to ‘Christ’? Faced with such a situation, is the church to accept all the various
Christs as genuine when it models itself on the body of Christ? Grigg offers three
criteria by which to determine genuine ‘Christs of faith’.

First, genuine Christs of faith should bear a clear family resemblance to the
Christs found in the New Testament. Second, genuine Christs of faith must reflect
the traditional confession that Christ is God. Third, genuine Christs need to do
justice to the claim that Christ provides redemption. (Grigg, 2000, p.44)
This Christ-testing, although problematic, is a start. 19 For this thesis an additional
fourth criterion is required; an incarnate Christ needs to relate to the members of the
church and the faith community in the contexts where they are located. The Christ
being embodied by the church must be one with us, whoever we are, wherever we are; a
contextual Christ and a genuine Christ of faith.

19

Who, for example, will judge which ‘Christs’ meet these criteria and which do not?
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Members of faith communities in many countries are producing a variety of ‘Christs’ in
their search for a contextual Christ who relates to them where they are. Isherwood has
cited “Asian Christs, Latin American Christs both male and female, queer Christs and
gay and lesbian Christs, Christ Sophia and disabled Christs” (Isherwood, 2008, p.1). To
this list she has added “the Fat Jesus, or the corpulent Christ” discerned when affirming
the importance of shared meals in Jesus’ ministry, and a place for fat women “as
honoured guests at those tables of love, community and the sacred” in Christian life
(Isherwood, 2008, pp.1, 7). When all these different Christs are scrutinized by Grigg’s
criteria that identify genuine Christs, some complement or overlap one another, while
others challenge those of their neighbours or remain in unresolved tension. Grigg
suggests that diverse Christs of faith reflecting the bodily experiences of believers may
be held together because

they are all rooted in and help to inform the life of the church in which I
participate. They have a concrete, pragmatic unity insofar as they are all
manifestations of the one Christ whose body is the Christian community and who
is realized in that unified community. (Grigg, 2000, p.98)
Such a view encourages an acceptance and appreciation of the many embodied Christs
of local churches, loosely held together, often messily and perhaps painfully, as being a
true expression of the unity of the church as the body of Christ.

A body of Christ that is argued as gender and contextually inclusive and which can be
expressed in relationships of love and compassion reclaims the body and supports the
use of a body image for the church in an Australian context.

Bodies in Baptism and Eucharist
To assist the church in reclaiming the body, the body must be examined in relation to
the sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist which are fundamental to the church’s life.
The act of baptism, when bodies are symbolically immersed in water or have it poured
over them, affirms the importance of all created bodies for ecclesiology. Ledger
explains how linking baptism to Christ can reclaim bodies.

In baptism, we have the possibility of nurturing an attitude to our bodies shaped
and informed by our life in Christ. Rather than idolising our bodies or regarding
them as personal objects for control, we are more likely to respect and care for our
own and each others’ bodies as creatures of God. (Ledger, 2007, p.162)
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Bodies joined to Christ in baptism are also, as Migliore points out, the means whereby
Christians are united “with each other, and with the people of God in every time and
place” (Migliore, 2004, pp.282-283). Baptism into Christ’s body signifies the relational
nature or kinship of bodies in their immediate families, the family of the church and the
family of God’s creation. Yet baptism also reveals an ambiguous view of the body. The
words and actions in the service can be understood as denying the inherent goodness of
human bodies by assuming the need for them to be cleansed from sin 20 before re-birth
into the body of Christ.

Further, from the perspective of women and other groups marginalized because of their
bodies, the sacrament of baptism does not always deliver the oneness and equality
promised in Galatians 3:27-28. Paul declares that all baptized Christians are clothed
with Christ, and, regardless of nationality, class or gender, are “one in Christ Jesus”.
This seems clear, but the phrase “no longer male and female” in verse 28 has been
interpreted in various ways throughout history. 21 Dale B. Martin notes that possible
understandings of the text include, the female sex being subsumed into the male body,
ascetic asexuality, gender equality in Christ, and, more recently, gender equality but
with sexual difference (Martin, 2006, pp.87-88). Martin himself offers two additional
somewhat whimsical although arguable possibilities; all male bodies in Christ are to be
female, and Christians are urged to become male and female by developing both
characteristics (Martin, 2006, pp.89-90). An ambiguous body now claims a gender
inclusive body! Galatians 3:27-28 attests that bodies of men and women, regardless of
whether they are homosexuals, lesbians, hermaphrodites, transvestites, heterosexuals or
bisexuals are equally valued in Christ, and are full participants in the life of the church.
If this happened as a result of a church embodying Christ, then the church could truly be
as Watson suggests, “the space where human beings, as particular sexual human beings,
make Christ’s presence real for each other” (Watson, 2002, p. 81).

The relationships between bodies in Christ, begun at baptism, are maintained and
strengthened in the life of the church by the participation of believers in the Eucharist.
From the re-birth of bodies in Christ, the church makes the natural move to feeding and
nurturing the bodies of its members. Migliore explains the Eucharist as a sacrament in
20

“Baptism with water signifies the cleansing from sin that Jesus’ death makes possible, and the new life
that God gives us through the Holy Spirit” (A Prayer Book for Australia, 1995, p.51).
21
Martin sees the verse as originally addressing division and not equality in the church (Martin, 2006,
p.87).
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which life is shared not just among the members of the church but with non-members
and all creation (Migliore, 2004, p.295). Such a claim regards all bodies as kin whose
pain and well-being is shared. The Eucharist is where all the bodies gathered as the
body of Christ are the body of Christ sharing the one bread, the broken body of Christ
(1 Corinthians 10:16, 17), in order to be broken and share their lives with others.

In this explanation of the Eucharist the body appears to have a high standing, but once
more there is another side. Watson exposes the ambiguity of this meal for women.

While on the one hand, the sharing of bread and wine designating Christ’s body
and blood symbolizes the openness of Christ’s table fellowship to all who wish to
receive it, the Eucharist has also been an experience of exclusion for women.
(Watson, 2002, p.88)
In parts of the church where only men, or only celibate men, are given authority by
church leaders to preside at the Eucharist, female bodies are proclaimed as inferior or
flawed. The acceptance in many cultures of the preparation and serving of meals as the
work of women makes the rejection of women in any role but as receivers unacceptable.
In addition, if women are traditionally closely related to nature, then it would seem in
these ecologically conscious times right for women to take their place presiding at the
Eucharist as women. Ali Green sees the benefits of both men and women presiding at
the Eucharist.

Where women and men preside together, they offer a wholeness in symbolic
possibilities for our image of God, for ourselves in the image of God, and for the
way we relate to God and to each other. (Green, 2010, p.110)

The nature of the body of Christ as relational and earthy is demonstrated in the
enactment of the rituals of both baptism and the Eucharist. Real bodies feel and touch
real water at baptism. They are then often carried or walked through the congregation to
be welcomed by smiles, clapping and even touch. In the Eucharist, each person actually
eats bread and drinks wine at the meal, and shares the peace by shaking hands or bodily
embracing. Bodies, with their need for relationships, are reclaimed as important in these
sacraments. The significance of touching and being touched is explained by Sallie
McFague as the way we know ourselves, not so much as individuals, but in relation to
others, human beings and nature (McFague, 1997, p. 91). Nathan Mitchell picks up how
this happens in the Eucharist when he clarifies that for Paul in 1 Corinthians 11:29,
38

“[t]he meal not only brings believers into the domain of Christ’s death; it also
implicates them in each other’s lives” (Mitchell, 2000, p.59). We can conclude that
relationships between bodies in baptism and the Eucharist in the body of Christ reclaim
the body for ecclesiology and the well-being of the world.

Bodies in Discipleship
A focus on the body in baptism and the Eucharist seems to be on the internal life of the
church, but that life has a purpose. The body is reclaimed to follow Christ by
embodying the proclamation of the gospel in the church body and the world. Paul
declares in 1 Corinthians that Christians who have entered new life in Christ in baptism
and participate in the Lord’s Supper are called to reveal their Christic identity in their
bodily behaviour towards each other. The quarrels and divisions between the members
of the Corinthian community cause Paul to remind them that they have the ‘mind of
Christ’, νουν Χριστου, (1 Corinthians 2:16). 22 Michelle V. Lee has examined Paul’s
use of this phrase and understands having the mind of Christ as directing the
Corinthians in actions that unite and build up the body of Christ. “Paul calls them to
consider the nature of their corporate existence and to apply the mind of Christ so they
may properly build the community according to the wisdom of the cross” (Lee, 2006,
p.166). Living out ‘the mind of Christ’ involves applying the wisdom of the cross,
willing to be weak and foolish and die to self for the sake of others and the unity of the
community body (Lee, 2006, p.166).

The emphasis on ‘the mind of Christ’, if linked to being “transformed by the renewing
of your minds” in Romans 12:2, suggests a superior reason, even if a transformed one,
controlling an inferior body. To counter such a possibility, Clive Marsh turns to
Philippians 2:5: “let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus”. Marsh explains
having the mind of Christ as “being shaped both by the kenosis (self emptying) and
exaltation of Jesus Christ the servant” (Marsh, 2006, p.135). It is an understanding
similar to Lee’s linking of the mind of Christ to actions of bodies where people die to
self, referred to above. Raymond Collins also argues that in 1 Corinthians 2:16, “Paul is
urging an ethical outlook, attitudes and a consequent pattern of behaviour that are
shaped by attentiveness to Christ” (Collins, 1999, p.138). ‘Having the mind of Christ’ is

22

The word ‘mind’ in this verse can be linked to ‘Spirit’ because of the connection in Isaiah 40:13.
Barrett notes a possible confusion (Barrett, 1968, p.78).
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firmly earthed by these biblical scholars in the words and actions of Christian bodies
following Jesus Christ.

Marsh takes a further step in this examination by drawing on a socio-cultural theory. He
proposes that having the mind of Christ is visible in particular social groups that he
names “communities of practice”. Thus, “[h]aving the mind of Christ means partaking
in Christ’s mind as that mind is shared among those who do, or seek to do, the will of
God” (Marsh, 2006, p.140). Participating in Christ, or we might say, embodying Christ,
is described by Marsh as taking many forms and not confined to Christians or church
groups consciously desiring to ‘be Christ’. “Christ is discovered in the context of the
various practices of groups that contribute to the formation of human persons” (Marsh,
2006, p.142). The self-sacrificing love exemplified by Christ’s disciples embodying
Christ makes Christ known in relationships where people are “being encountered and
discovered by Christ” (Marsh, 2006, p.142). Bodies, individual and corporate, are thus
reclaimed as sites where the mind of Christ is revealed in love, and Christ is present in
everyday life.

Bodies in Ethics and Ecology
The same reclaiming of the body needed for followers of Jesus is found in the
disciplines of ethics and ecology. The affirmation of the inherent goodness of bodies
and the demand for respectful behaviour between bodies is a basic ethic and
foundational for communal living. Nelson connects the whole of bodies with ethics by
suggesting that an ethic which respects our own and the bodily integrity of others can
also affirm sex and sexual pleasure. “It will be an ethic whose principles apply equally
and without double standards to persons of both genders, of all colors, ages, bodily
conditions, and sexual orientations” (Nelson, 1992, p.21).

A practical example demanding an ethical and Christian response arose from the antiIslamic video produced in America by Christians and placed on the internet in
September 2012. In many Muslim countries the video, judged as insulting the prophet
Muhammad, triggered anti-American violence. In Australia, on Saturday 15 September
2012, several hundred Muslims protesting against the video engaged in a violent clash
with police in Sydney (Cubby & McNellage, 2012, p.1). For a church embodying Christ
what was required when both Muslims and Americans are recognized as kin and
neighbours to be loved? Perhaps an appropriate response would have included not just
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respect, but solidarity with the suffering, and discerning the issues behind the protest
and how they might be addressed.

More than just respect is also demanded by nature’s bodies which are being damaged by
global warming caused, at least in part, by human beings. Norman Habel argues that the
command in Genesis 1:28 for human beings to “be fruitful and multiply, and fill the
earth and subdue it and have dominion over…every living thing that moves upon the
earth” was heard by Christians and obeyed in a disrespectful way. It is now necessary
for people, especially Christians, not only to respect earth, but confront the force of
human domination in this passage. We are to “ask ourselves how we plan to deal with
the challenge it poses in the current environmental crisis” (Habel, 2009, p.9).

Bodies, just by their age, gender, poverty, race or status, often attract violence, rejection
and abuse. These bodies can be human or non-human and the two are sometimes linked.
Miguel A. De La Torre has researched the everyday experiences of marginalized bodies
suffering from the use of American chemicals in warfare. He found that those
particularly targeted were also oppressed by social and political structures (De La Torre,
2004, p.17). Using case studies, De La Torre demonstrated how the suffering of the
poor and disadvantaged is often connected to the land on which they live (De La Torre,
2004, pp.134-139). Such a link exists at Maralinga in South Australia where atomic
bomb tests in 1956 and 1957 have had a devastating and lasting effect on the bodies of
the land and the indigenous people connected to it (Parkinson, 2007). A more recent
example was the Orica plant at Newcastle where three chemical leaks in 2011 affected
people on low incomes in seventy homes nearby. 23

Heather Eaton has linked “the oppression and domination of women and the oppression
and domination of the earth” (Eaton, 2005, p.2). She explains how women are
frequently the ones responsible for supplying food and water for families, and in third
world countries this is becoming increasingly difficult. Poor women in industrial
countries are living in an environment “where cancers, respiratory illnesses and a host
of environmental sicknesses are affecting a large proportion of people” (Eaton, 2005,
p.28). Such a situation challenges the body of Christ to work for economic justice, clean
water, and health for women and our planet (Eaton, 2005, p.10).
23

These occurred on August 8, November 9 and December 8, 2011 causing the plant to close down
operations until February 29, 2012. Retrieved May 10, 2012, from
http://www.smh.com.au/environment/orica-restarts-work-at-newcastle-plant-20120229-1u2fn.html
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The global spread of suffering in 2012 exacerbated by violence in the Middle East and
parts of Africa, the prevailing economic situation, and climate change, demonstrates
how easily the whole world is affected by what happens in a few countries. The
significance of the close relationship between bodies is highlighted by Esther D. Reed
(2000) who makes a somewhat shocking connection between body ethics and the
Eucharistic community in which eating guides the relationships of participants. She
links the ‘body’ part of the ‘body of Christ’ image of the church to Bakhtin’s treatment
of embodiment in Rabelais and His World. Through grotesque images of carnivalcommunity feasting, Reed takes us into a world where the body is privileged and how it
eats, ingests, defecates, dies and gives birth is important. In the midst of the feasting a
Christian ethic based on Jesus Christ is revealed, which opposes selfishness and
exclusiveness by encouraging participation in a social body, open to ‘the other’, giving
and receiving, and eating food together (Reed, 2000, pp.229-230). Through her
description of a community of bodies talking, laughing, 24 feasting, and sharing death
and new life, Reed reclaims for Christians and all people an interrelated earthed human
body.

The body is not a closed structure in relationship to the world outside itself but a
consuming body which ingests the body and blood of Christ, thereby enjoying
mysterious communion with God through Christ who is ‘the bread of life’ (Jn
6:35). In becoming one with Christ, the participant in the eucharist becomes part
of a community whose ethos is based on eating, becoming one in body and blood
with all who are united with Christ. (Reed, 2000, p.230)

Cavanaugh also focuses on the Eucharist from an ethical perspective and identifies it as
changing our relationship with our fellow-citizens (Cavanaugh, 2002, p.50). He, too,
affirms that the feeding of Christians by Christ requires that the church as the body of
Christ feed others. What we have also belongs to the ‘other’ and is to be shared because
of the unity of all bodies in Christ. By turning to Aquinas, Cavanaugh states plainly, “in
the body of Christ, your pain is my pain, and my stuff is available to be communicated
to you in your need” (Cavanaugh, 2008, p.56). The ethical understanding of communion
and the interrelationship of created bodies in Christ presented by Cavanaugh challenges
24

Reed points out how laughter, allowed in church during Christmas and Easter seasons in the Middle
Ages, undermined authority and hierarchy in the church, mocked pretence and liberated truth, achieving
for a moment an egalitarian oneness of all (Reed, 2000, pp.193-194). This laughter can be argued as an
example of de Certeau’s practice of everyday life (de Certeau, 1984).
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the attitude of Christians towards others. The same understanding also witnesses to a
body of Christ with pervious and uncertain boundaries when ‘your need’ means the
need of all bodies, human and non-human.

In an effort to affirm the essential place of nature in the life of human beings and the
world, the contributors to the Earth Bible Series made a paradigm shift from an
anthropocentric view to approach biblical texts from the perspective of Earth. They saw
it as a deliberate move

to recognize our kinship with all members of the Earth community, and to assume
a posture of empathy and partnership with Earth, rather than assume dominion
over Earth in partnership with a hierarchical deity represented as being above
Earth. (Earth Bible Team, 2000, p.42)

The same need to confirm the close relationship between human beings and nature led
McFague to reclaim the body by proposing a model of the universe as the body of God
(McFague, 1993, p.vii). She constructed this body by joining an organic or pantheistic
model of God with an agential model, which allowed for a God or centre of being “not
exhausted by or completely identified with the world or universe” (McFague, 1993, p.
140). The resulting panentheistic model avoids pantheism by explaining God’s being as
spirit or breath which gives life to and permeates the embodied universe, but also exists
apart from the universe. McFague contrasts the privileged place of the body in relation
to God in her model, with its treatment in the traditional monarchical model as
portrayed in the Hallelujah Chorus from Handel’s Messiah (McFague, 1987, p.64).
McFague points out that this popular model has three major flaws. “God is distant from
the world, relates only to the human world, and controls that world through domination
and benevolence” (McFague, 1987, p.65).

There is no suggestion of a loving

compassionate suffering God who is Emmanuel for both human and non-human created
bodies. McFague admits that her model has limitations, but it does offer Christians a
valuable non-hierarchical body space where it is possible to inter-relate with all other
bodies in the ‘web of creation’ (McFague, 1993, p.157).

Support for McFague’s model and the close connection between all bodies is found in
process theology and the work of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. Norman Pittenger states
that A. N. Whitehead argues that experience and observation affirm ‘process’ as basic
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for the world as it continually changes in ways that are linked with the past (Pittenger,
1969, pp.21-22). He emphasizes the interrelationship of each body in creation, the
uniqueness of each relationship and the affect that each body has on the other in
evolving and becoming.

The cosmic process, then, is characterized for Whiteheadian thought by change,
dynamism, inter-relationships or organic inter-penetration, the presence of heights
and depths of ‘importance’, and the quality of tenderness or love. (Pittenger, 1969,
p.26)
Pittenger explains how Whitehead connects love particularly with God and also Jesus
Christ. In spite of the difficulty, process theology contends that ultimately God can be
trusted to make the best of everything, “even though he [sic] and the world must suffer
in that making” (Pittenger, 1969, p.27). Teilhard de Chardin is more Christ centred and
sees an inter-relation between all creation and Christ, in whom everything is becoming
and proceeding towards its divine source and goal. Speaking of earth, Teilhard
poetically describes how she has “become for me, over and above herself, the body of
Him who is and of Him who is coming. The divine Milieu” (Teilhard de Chardin, 1960,
p.153).

One important axiom common to process theology, Teilhard de Chardin’s vision and
McFague’s model is that they all insist on or imply the intrinsic value of all created
bodies and their close divine association. This association connects human beings with
the image of God and presents them as co-reconcilers with God, participating with
Christ in bringing all into union with God. Is it as Teilhard de Chardin suggests, that
because of “the interrelation between matter, soul and Christ, we bring part of the being
which He desires back to God in whatever we do…that is to say, we bring to Christ a
little fulfilment” (Teilhard de Chardin, 1960, p.34)? Or is this too fanciful? Whether or
not we agree with these theologians, their strong affirmation of bodies reclaims the
body from any inferiority suggested by Cartesian dualism. The body, human and nonhuman, emerges as demanding not just respect but love. This love, a love for kin and
neighbour, recognizes each body as interrelated with all bodies and is to be expressed
through care, compassion and advocacy. A church called to embodying Christ is thus to
engage with the world by working for the salvation, healing and well-being of all
bodies.
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Conclusion
Human bodies are ambiguous and easily slip from revealing the glory of God and the
presence of Christ in acts of life-giving love, to becoming agents of abuse and death.
Even the church as the body of Christ, is problematic. When we turn to the body of
nature that can inspire and nurture us, it too reveals ambivalence in its seeming vagaries
which can destroy us. On the other hand, bodies are essential for life on our planet, and
the only means whereby we come to know ourselves, others and God. They are capable
of heroic actions, and above all, have been reclaimed by an incarnating God. Further,
the ambiguity of bodies is not necessarily a weakness, it allows for uncertainty,
mystery, surprise and an openness to change and the work of the Holy Spirit which
gives hope for the church. In the loving actions and relationships of local faith
communities and their members, bodies are reclaimed as sites where Christ becomes
present and the reign of God is proclaimed. Both the ontological goodness and
ambiguity of bodily actions affirm the use of a body metaphor for the church.

In this thesis, the call to be church by embodying Christ is earthed in Australian
contexts where bodies are particularly significant. Reclaimed ambiguous bodies, even
that of Jesus Christ, cannot exist apart from their contexts. It is in contexts that bodies of
Christians and the church are shaped, formed and follow Christ by loving God and
neighbour. For the sake of a contextual ecclesiology, the place of bodies will be
explored, particularly in an Australian location.
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Chapter 2
Locating the Body

Introduction
In the quest for an Australian ecclesiology, a reclaimed body needs to be located in a
definite time and place. Locating the body requires attention to two matters: the
discipline of contextual theology and the location of Australia. It means taking places or
contexts seriously in the way they affect not only individual bodies but also the bodies
of local church communities, their ontology and phenomenology, theology and
ecclesiology. The concern for context fits with the importance of the body and a focus
on a body metaphor for the church. Physical bodies by their very nature always occupy
a place or context that contributes to their identity and influences how they relate to
others. A corporate church body, especially one imaged as the body of Christ or
engaging in embodying Christ, is likewise affected by its context. An Australian context
shapes the church and its members, and directs the way they relate to God and follow
Christ by loving God and neighbour.

The tendency of most published writings on the church has been to examine Australian
ecclesiology from a denominational rather than a geographical or contextual
perspective. Scott Cowdell explains that God’s next best thing was inspired by the
Anglican situation in Australia and reflects his own identity, not just as an Australian,
but as “a ‘High Church’ Anglican priest and theologian” (Cowdell, 2004, p.5).
Similarly, Caroline Miley’s experience of the disconnection of the Anglican Church
from its host culture motivated her to write The suicidal church (Miley, 2002, pp.2-3).
The title of Chris McGillion’s edited anthology, A long way from Rome: Why the
Australian Catholic Church is in crisis (2003), declares the book’s denominational
focus, its Australian context and the reason for its being written. By focussing on a
particular denomination there is an inclination not always to give the influence of an
Australian context the attention it deserves. An Australian contextual approach crosses
boundaries of denomination and demonstrates how diverse expressions of being church
can work together in following Christ when addressing local issues. Such an attitude is
in keeping with the status of the church in Australian society where all Christian
denominations now share a similar marginal place. It also embraces Christians known
as ‘switchers’, who ignore denominational divisions in their search for a Christian
community “they feel they can belong to” (Kaldor et al, 1999, p.38).
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Contextual theology has received impetus from recent global religious, economic and
political changes. Andrew F. Walls has explained in general terms the effect of these
changes on Christianity.

By the end of the twentieth century, a massive recession in the West, especially in
Europe, and a massive accession in the rest of the world, and especially Africa,
has transformed the cultural and demographic distribution of Christianity. (Walls,
2008, p.198)
In the middle of the twentieth century, the population movement from Europe to other
countries, 25 which had been taking place for about 500 years, reversed. People from
Africa, Asia, and Latin America began to move to Europe and North America (Walls,
2008, p.194). These migrants included Christians taking with them a faith received
originally from European missionaries but now coloured by their particular cultures and
contexts. A similar change has taken place in Australia where Christians have arrived
from Africa, Asia and the Pacific. With the decline in Western Christianity, Christianity
is today “a predominantly non-Western religion” (Walls, 2008, p.199). Its image and
beliefs are confused. As a result, historian Philip Jenkins has written of the need for
Western Christianity to learn from Christian theology emerging from Asia, Africa and
South America (Jenkins, 2011, pp.134-170). Likewise, Cathy Ross declares, “we must
engage with living theology from the now many centres of Christianity around the
world” (Ross, 2008, p.xv).

Although all theology is contextual, the first to use the term ‘contextualisation’ and
explore it in relation to missiology was Taiwanese Shoki Coe in 1972. 26 Since then the
importance of contextual theology has been recognized and developed by theologians
such as Kosuke Koyama, Robert J. Schreiter, Angela Pears, Douglas John Hall, Stephen
B. Bevans, Gideon Goosen and Clive Pearson. They are concerned with the knowledge
of God gained from Scripture, tradition, and experiences of Christian communities and
their members in local contexts and cultures. The relationship between contexts and
theology may have been identified only recently but it is readily discernible in the

25

Identified by Walls as the “Great European Migration” (Walls, 2008, p.193).
“In 1972 at a World Council of Churches consultation, Shoki Coe formally introduced
‘contextualisation’” Retrieved March 18, 2013, from http://www.lausanne.org/en/documents/all/haslev1997/307-cpntextualisation-theory-in-euro-american-missiology.html
26
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particular presentations of Jesus of Nazareth in the four Gospels, 27 and in Jesus’ own
life and ministry. Migliore explains how the incarnation of Jesus Christ powerfully
directs the church to contextual Christology as the way to understand and express
theology:

Just as God’s decisive self-communication is through incarnation in a particular
human life, so the transmission of the gospel message by the church makes use of
concrete and diverse languages, experiences, philosophical conceptualities, and
cultural practices. (Migliore, 2004, p.198)

An Australian contextual theology that recognizes the connection between an Australian
context and theology has only appeared since the 1960s. Pearson notes that, “[w]ell into
the second half of the 20th century there was little in the way of theology that was
emerging out of the distinctively Australian experience” (Pearson, 2002a, p.604).
Gradually, in a climate where Australians were beginning to recognize and value their
own unique identity, theology began to develop in relation to a variety of local
Australian contexts such as indigenous, feminine, and ecological. Publications appeared
such as The cultured pearl (Houston, 1986), From here to where? (Dutney, 1988),
Developing an Australian theology (Malone, 1999) as well as many articles in journals.
Related monographs on Australian spiritualty including A new imagining (Kelly, 1990),
Edge of the sacred (Tacey, 1995) and The Aboriginal gift (Stockton, 1995) were also
published. In 2000 Gideon Goosen’s Australian theologies explored the progress of
Australian theologies so far, identifying main themes, and analysing writings “from a
methodological point of view” (Goosen, 2000, p.16). What was missing were theologies
from the growing cultural diversity of Christian migrants and their local church
communities arriving in Australia from Africa, Asia, and Oceania. This lack began to be
addressed by Pearson’s Faith in a hyphen (2004a).

Theologies discerned by Goosen in Australia were not abstract conjectures, but were
based on real places and related to actual Australian people. Goosen explains that
because of their contextual nature, theologies “articulate themselves in a way that shows
that they have taken into consideration the culture of the people for whom they write”
(Goosen, 2000, p.27). The overview of contextual theologies by Goosen ranges from
27

Brendan Byrne argues that Matthew’s Gospel, for example, reflects the struggles of a group of
believers “for the heart of Israel that many groups within the wider Jewish commonwealth were engaged
in during an era of change and conflict” (Byrne, 2004, p.7).
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Aboriginal spirituality in contact with Christianity, through traditional themes of
theology, to theology arising from everyday life, nature, women, and wealth/poverty.
Goosen unites these theologies by colour coding them using the colours of a rainbow
which are all contained in white light, arguing that “the range of topics about which we
theologise should cover the full spectrum of life” (Goosen, 2000, p.17).

Pearson focuses on cross-cultural theologies. He explores these using autobiographical
narratives of Christians seeking a Christian identity in and through their experiences of
dislocation, crossing boundaries and being ‘other’. These identities, that fit neither their
past nor their dominant host culture, are discerned by using imagination to produce
images which link bodily experiences to biblical texts to produce new theologies.

The issue at stake was how to negotiate the construction of a diasporic identity
with an understanding of the Christian faith that bears the marks of the two
cultures joined together by a hyphen, neither of which adequately defines who
you are. (Pearson, 2004a, p.37)
Robin Yang described how his two worlds, Korean and Australian, collided in the
church services he had to attend which were always conducted in Korean. It was not
until he was invited by a friend to a church where the service was in English that the
gospel message spoke to him.

Thus began the long and difficult journey of discovering church within a KoreanAustralian second-generation context. It was difficult and painful because it meant
changing the traditions of the Korean church. (R.Yang, 2004a, p.51)

Attention to contexts in theology opens doors to fresh understandings of God, but it also
raises questions and produces tensions between and within Christian communities.
Schreiter identifies some of these as related to varying cultural opinions, and “how to
ascertain fidelity to the scriptures and church traditions in theologies of markedly
different form from what we have known in the past” (Schreiter, 2002, p.ix). The gospel
needs to speak to each Christian and local church body in their particular place or
context; it also must be in dialogue with the gospel as expressed by Christians and
Christian communities in other contexts.
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Jesus Christ, who revealed the love of God in a first century Palestinian context by
being Emmanuel in his living and dying, needs to engage in the same way with contexts
today. Hall states, “Jesus must and does participate in the predicament of humanity if he
is also to be understood as the one who liberates” (Hall, 1996, p.530). When Christ is
found in our particular contexts, sharing with bodies in their suffering or oppression,
their salvation or healing can be achieved. Locating Christ in contexts means that a
church body embodying Christ as part of an Australian context is called to engage with
that context and work for the well-being of all bodies in it.

Contextual Theology
The location of bodies is important for a thesis focused on bodies, as all bodies, human
and non-human, are both formed by, and in turn, form contexts. Elaine Graham explains
how bodies are “active agents in the construction and mediation of our world; the
creators as well as the creations, of human social relations” (Graham, 1999, p.115). This
close relationship between bodies and contexts flows naturally into theology where God
is acknowledged as the creator, sharer in and redeemer of creation, and consequently
involved in all bodies and their contexts where theology is ‘done’.

If theology is to mean anything to Christians, it needs to relate to particular places and
times where their bodies are located and their experiences occur. Hall has explained that
the place where theology is ‘done’ can be interpreted quite broadly. It can be a state, “as
in the phrase ‘knowing one’s place’”. It can also be a contextual place, “a certain
geographic area, or a certain shared condition (gender, race, ethnicity, economic status,
war)” (Hall, 2003, p.44). Places influence bodies in quite basic ways. For example, in
Australia the extreme heat of the sun can mark the skin of bodies, cause cancers, and
affect energy levels and behaviour. In a desert, human bodies may feel the freedom of
open space or the terror of exposure, while a forest may generate comforting feelings of
protection or stifling oppressiveness. People living in the inner city with the continuous
hum of traffic and closeness of buildings can feel overwhelmed or exhilarated. Dwelling
in a house on a small block of land in the suburban sprawl may be relaxing for its
residents, or challenging when they find themselves with neighbours who are culturally
‘other’.

Asking a question such as “Where are you from?” immediately connects time with
place. Pearson explains that such a question is “experiential and is concerned with what
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we bring with us from the past to this moment and every subsequent moment” (Pearson,
2004c, p.214). The place where a person finds himself or herself is strongly influenced
by past and present contexts which can dictate identity and affect behaviour. In the past,
radical Australian nationalism “with its emphasis on the bush tradition and the digger”,
ignored women, Aborigines, children and many men (Walter, 1992, p.14). An
Australian context today is a different place as well as time. Bernard Salt, commenting
on the results of the 2011 Australian census, identifies a contemporary Australian
society as being in transition. He sees it moving from “Anglo to Asian, from
homeowner to renter, from believer to non-believer, from English to Mandarin and from
families to singles” (Salt, 2012, p.17). Yet Salt also notes a geographical stability
provided by the demographics of where people choose to reside. 28 An Australian
context today emerges as embracing contexts inhabited by people with unstable, mixed
and ‘hyphenated’ identities.

Just as contexts influence the physical and social lives of bodies, so they influence the
understanding and embodying of theology. James Nelson explains the need for theology
to start with our bodies and where they are located. “We experience our own
concreteness as body-selves occupying space in a concrete world. We experience the
world only through our body-selves” (Nelson, 1978, p.20). The next logical step is to
accept that it is through the experiences of our bodies encountering others in the world
that we come to know and love ourselves, others and God. This emphasis on the
contextual experiences of bodies is affirmed by Bevans who contends, “[i]t is the
honouring or testing or critiquing of experience that makes theology contextual”
(Bevans, 2011, p.9). Past and present experiences in particular places are sources of
theology that need to be brought into conversation with Scripture and the traditional
understanding of Christian beliefs. Further, Bevans declares, “The contextualization of
theology – the attempt to understand Christian faith in terms of a particular context – is
really a theological imperative” (Bevans, 2002, p.3).

The way experiences of people and particular contexts shape theology and the
knowledge of God is clearly demonstrated in the Bible. The exile in Babylon taught
Jews of God’s continuing care for them regardless of their sinfulness and defined their
28

Salt claims that “deep down, the thinking and way of life that underpin the Australian nation and people
remain as they will always remain for decades to come, shaped by the five tribes of Australia’s
demographic plate tectonics”. These demographic groupings are named; the inner city elite, the
suburbanistas, the seachangers, the rural heartlanders, and the outbackistans (Salt, 23-24 June, 2012,
p.17).
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task in an alien place (Jeremiah 29:7). Israel, within an enemy nation, is to be “a
blessing there to those they live among by seeking and praying for their welfare”
(Wright, 2006, p.100). In the New Testament, the revelation of God and God’s
relationship with Israel continued in and through the experiences of people. In particular
God was revealed in the experiences of Jesus in first century Palestine. The only way
embodied human beings could know and experience God was in the world where they
were located. And this knowledge, Bevans explains, had to be communicated by God
“in a way that human beings could fully grasp, a way that expressed the reality of what
this invitation into friendship and relationship was all about” (Bevans, 2002, p.12). God
becoming flesh in a specific place and time indicates how a church embodying Christ
knows God and is to make God known in contexts today.

Bevans, like Nelson, reminds us “the doctrine of the incarnation proclaims that God is
revealed not primarily in ideas but rather in concrete reality” (Bevans, 2002, p.12). It is
in the embodied words, actions and relationships of Jesus recorded in the gospels that
something of God and God’s love for us is manifested. There are many accounts of
Jesus in particular places, meeting people along a road, healing the sick in a synagogue,
discussing faith at a well, and eating meals with others in houses or at a picnic in a
deserted place. Bevans argues,

If the ordinary things of life are so transparent of God’s presence, one can speak
of culture, human experience, and events in history – of contexts – as truly
sacramental and so revelatory. (Bevans, 2002, p.13)

Contextual theology is not something new. All past theology was contextual.
‘Contextual theology’ today differs from most of past theology in its conscious
awareness of the influence of context. People’s experiences and locations are
recognized as important theological sources, along with Scripture and tradition. Even
words and concepts of Scripture and tradition have been determined by experiences of
people in past contexts and are interpreted today by people influenced by present
contexts. The close connection between the daily life of bodies and theology means that
everything that contributes to a context whether it is place, past history, present
experience or culture is a valid source of theological expression (Bevans, 2002, p.4).
The subjective dimension which influences how human beings understand themselves,
their world and God is an essential part of a relevant theology. Further, context is more
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than a passive resource for theology; it is a force that can direct theology. Bevans
asserts, “Context not only shapes the content and method of our theologizing. It also
determines the questions we ask and highlights the things we see as important” (Bevans,
2011, p.12).

In spite of the recognition of the importance of contextual theology, it has weaknesses.
The experimentation by bodies located on the margins of the church and its traditional
theology can lead to a syncretism between Christianity and local cultures. Such a
combination may produce beliefs and behaviour that are no longer Christian, or do not
demonstrate God’s love. It is a danger explained by Bevans as mixing “Christianity and
culture in a way that does not enhance but compromises and betrays Christianity”
(Bevans, 2002, p.22). Also, when contextual theology focuses solely on its own context
it is likely to repeat the behaviour of colonial Western Christian theologians, either
ignoring theology that emerges from other contexts or condemning it as false. To
overcome such weaknesses local communities of believers must be in conversation with
theologies of other communities, and classical theology based on the Scriptures and
tradition of the church. Migliore reminds us of these two requisites from the perspective
of contextual Christology. First, “we must recognize that none of us possesses all the
truth that is in Christ and that we must have the humility to listen carefully to unfamiliar
voices bearing witness to Christ” (Migliore, 1995, p.251). Second,

[e]very reimagining of Christ and salvation must be tested by the scriptural
witness to Christ and by the extent to which it enriches the faith of the ecumenical
church in the gracious God who is decisively present and active for the salvation
of the world in Jesus Christ. (Migliore, 1995, p.251)

Local and Universal Theologies
Locating the body in particular contexts exposes the need for contextual theologies and
the inadequacies of universal statements of belief. Theology that arises from the
experiences of Christian bodies relates to them as they are and where they are. When
people in Africa, Asia and the Pacific began struggling to throw off the restrictive
remnants of colonization, some Christians in those countries questioned the theology
given to them by Western Christian missionaries. They started to look at the world and
God from where they were, with their particular local experiences and culture. The
Samoan theologian Ama’amalele Tofaeono is one such person. In the past, religion and
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culture were inseparable in Samoa. Knowing this, Tofaeono sought to retrieve
traditional Samoan beliefs concerning nature that were rejected by Christian
missionaries and connect them to Christian doctrines. He argues that the separation of
these two theological sources is “at the heart of the theo-ecological problem” in
contemporary Samoa. In other words, Tofaeono believed that

the misappropriation of indigenous beliefs and the insensitivity to religio-cultural
values in developing an understanding of the relation of God to human beings,
and to all parts of creation, is the basis of the ecological crisis in Samoa.
(Tofaeono, 2000, p.18)

Such new contextual theologies often encounter opposition when local people reject
them, preferring to cling to past theologies linked to Western cultures and seen as
universal. 29 An example is given by Peter Phan. He describes the celebration of the
Eucharist in a local church in a mountainous region of South Vietnam where the
Christian community in a matriarchal society is led by a woman. She prepares the
people for the male priest who can only visit this area once every few months. The
priest is described as putting on his Western type Eucharistic vestments, and then
celebrating the Mass using wafers and wine “imported from Europe at great cost”

30

(Phan, 2004, p.245). The reasons given for the use of wafers and wine, the clothes worn
by the priest and who presides are because they are believed to unite this local group of
Christians with the Church 31 throughout the world. An additional difficulty appears
when the ‘colonial’ theologies have altered back ‘home’ in changing Western contexts.
For many years the Book of Common Prayer for Anglicans was a sign of unity, as was
the use of Latin by Roman Catholics celebrating the Mass, but not today. Phan asks how
much uniformity is needed to support unity (Phan, 2004, p.246). This concern for what
contributes to the unity of the church is important for a thesis proposing embodying
Christ as a unifying ecclesiological metaphor. Can ‘embodying Christ’ be a universal
call to the church of God, across denominations, in a variety of Australian places,
uniting local church bodies while affirming their cultural diversity in Christ?

29

In Australia the conflict may be with theologies brought by migrants from their own countries.
Tofaeono also criticizes the use of bread and wine in Samoa, but gives an additional reason. “The use
of local elements not only exempts us from buying the foreign items of wine and bread, but it can be a
means of appreciating the gifts of creation in their very naturalness” (Tofaeono, 2000, p.282).
31
This refers to unity within the Roman Catholic Church.
30
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The essence or truth of the gospel message revealed by Jesus and emanating from God
as creator, life-giving, redeemer and goal of all, is a universal one which needs to speak
to all people. Yet problems arise when trying to identify and re-root ‘the essential
elements’ of the Christian faith from one context to another. Jione Havea warns
particularly of the difficulty of separating the ‘essence’ from the experiences and culture
of one context which influenced that ‘essence’, when applying it to another context
(Havea, 2011, p.44).

Each local church needs to accept that its knowledge of God and the Christian faith is
limited and subjective. When all theology is recognized as contextual, truth presented
by humans is still only an encounter with truth limited by time and place (Hall, 1991,
p.93). Hall explains:

For finite human beings there can be no possession of infinite truth. There can
only be attempts, more or less faithful, more or less compelling, to describe the
mystery of God and of the world as faith perceives this mystery here and now.
(Hall, 1991, p.95)

Stephen Sykes believes that difficulties in claiming truth are inevitable. He
demonstrates that “a faith which is spread by appeal to the teaching and example of
Jesus has certain inherent ambiguities which will give rise to different interpretations”
(Sykes, 1984, p.23). Consequently, Sykes argues that the reality of disagreement and the
necessity of robust but constructive dialogue in establishing or holding in tension
differing embodied expressions of Christian faith must be accepted (Sykes, 1984, pp.2326). Support for this view comes from Bruce Kaye, who declares that being Christian
will result in difference because different people from different backgrounds, “each of
which have been touched by the providential creativity of the divine, are brought by a
divine vocation to follow a common Lord” (Kaye, 2006, p.287). As Christians we are
influenced but not separated by our different places. Kaye turns to how Paul in 1
Corinthians 12 moved a social issue of the Corinthians to a theological one, by insisting
that the “different contributions to Church life made by the Corinthians are in fact gifts
given by God” (Kaye, 2006, p.287). The linking of divine presence and diversity with
the vocation of Christians in different places is understood by Kaye as meaning “that
the Christian Gospel prompts argument. So instead of the selfish arrogance of simple
disagreement we have to embrace each other in argument” (Kaye, 2006, p.288).
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Feminist theologians propose a view of unity based on the bodily interaction of
hospitality to others who are in different places. Russell describes it as “an expression of
unity without uniformity, because unity in Christ has as its purpose the sharing of God’s
hospitality with the stranger, the one who is ‘other’” (Russell, 1993, p.173). She
explains how it “creates a safe and welcoming space for persons to find their own sense
of humanity and worth” (Russell, 1993, p.173). Russell is focussing particularly on the
mission of the church, but it can also apply to life within the church where its members
are all in various places. In this sense, it is illustrated by Elizabeth Moltmann-Wendel’s
account of a women’s theological biblical group in which she accidentally began
reading about the woman who had been haemorrhaging for twelve years, instead of
Jairus’ daughter. The story provoked many personal stories, comments and arguments.

When the gong went for lunch, we had been talking together for three hours
without wanting to convince others, without wanting to arrive at a result, without
drowning one another out, without wanting to be right. (Moltmann-Wendel, 1997,
p.73)
Each person, by providing a place where the opinions and experiences of others were
heard and many aspects of ‘truth’ were expressed, enriched the understanding of those
present and the whole as a community. Such an experience sounds exciting and full of
potential. But does the acceptance of so many divergent contextual interpretations of the
gospel result in common theological truths disappearing in the multiplicity?

Christiaan Mostert’s response to such a question is to suggest that “the theological
pendulum has swung far to the local ‘contextual’ side, with a consequent neglect of a
theology that is intended to speak for (and to) the whole church” (Mostert, 2000, p.119).
He argues for the value of general truth statements that can apply to the global church
and not just particular local churches. This argument affirms the unity of local believing
communities “sharing essentially the same faith and recognising other churches to be
part of the one Body of Christ” (Mostert, 2000, p.125). Yet Christian faith is based not
on static truth-statements but on the life, death and resurrection of a human Jesus Christ
revealing God’s love in a particular context. Universal theology can only be
experienced and understood by particular human bodies in local contexts where it is
presented in a rich variety of particular theologies that continue to grow and develop.
Mostert admits that truth is not to be “handed ‘down’ from some authority on high
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which claims to possess it. It is essentially a dialogical matter” (Mostert, 2000, p.129).
He is also aware that, “all theological formulations are incomplete, provisional, and
reaching for their truth rather than capturing it” (Mostert, 2000, p.130).

This ‘provisional’ nature of theological statements is demonstrated by Volker Kuster’s
description of his version of the hermeneutical circle, where temporary contextual
theologies continually arise in dialogue between the biblical text and context and are
replaced.
They are open systems with no claim to permanence or universal validity. They
constantly react to the facts of the moment, and remain necessarily fragmentary.
Each of these interpretations of the text is fixing the meaning at one point but does
not exhaust the reservoir of meaning of the text. (Kuster, 2001, p.26)
Kuster claims that the different explanations that emerge do not necessarily undermine
truth but offer new perspectives on the text which are then open to discussion (Kuster,
2001, p.28).

The connection between truth and place was succinctly summed up by Janet Martin
Soskice when she entitled a conference paper, “The truth looks different from here”
(Soskice, 1993, p.43.). She argued that “a concern for ‘that which is certain in itself but
subjectively uncertain to us’ will continue to be at the heart of the Christian message”
(Soskice, 1993, p.51). This means that when people are seeking truth through dialogue,
sometimes it will be necessary for two opposing views arising from different places to
be held in tension for truth to be revealed. At other times one or both may need to be
modified to allow more of the truth to emerge. Such flexibility is needed because, as
Hall points out, the truth of God in Christ cannot be contained in words, even those of
the biblical text. Instead, the substance of belief “is not that the Bible is true, but rather
that that to which the Bible points us is true” (Hall, 1991, p.120). Such a view is
reinforced by Winifred Wing Han Lamb, who explains that

truth has a transcendent dimension that exceeds our social and cultural
construction of it, addressing us from the outside and resisting our attempts to
domesticate it. (Lamb, 2004, p. 260)

Migliore confirms that the incarnation of Jesus of Nazareth in a particular body in the
particular location of first century Palestine demonstrated for contextual theology that
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“God’s way to universality is through the particular” (Migliore, 2004, p.198). Yet the
difficulty expressed by Schreiter remains; “how to be faithful both to the contemporary
experience of the gospel and to the tradition of Christian life that has been received”
(Schreiter, 1985, p.xi). Mostert’s response is to connect a trans-contextual theology to a
‘context-specific’ theology. The two would then be in dialogue, with the context
specific stories demonstrating a universal theme (Mostert, 2000, p.122). In this
understanding, “[c]ontext specific and trans-contextual theologies are not radically
opposite species; they belong together and neither can exist in permanent isolation from
the other” (Mostert, 2000, p.122). Mostert’s argument encourages local bodies of
Christian believers to express the universal theme of the gospel in and through their
bodies in their particular location.

The need to explain the connection between the local and the universal, or Christ and
contexts, is also addressed by Daniel W. Hardy. He uses an image of intertwining or
braiding, derived from the etymological meaning of ‘context’, to describe “the
interwovenness of human beings, their cultures and the natural world” (Hardy, 1993,
pp.22-23, 42). To demonstrate this interweaving Hardy draws on Bonhoeffer’s image of
the cantus firmus in Bach’s music, and looks for the unifying Spirit of life among “the
turmoil of conflicting voices and national layers of voices” (Hardy, 1993, p.32). The
task of Christian theology then becomes discovering the presence of God; discerning
“wisdom in practice” in all embodied expressions of compassion and love in the
interweaving relationships of people and cultures and nature (Hardy, 1993, pp.35-36).
The cantus firmus to be expressed by a church embodying Christ in particular contexts
becomes the giving of self in love for others in the power of the Spirit, as seen in the life
of Jesus and the Trinity.

Bevans approaches the relationship between the local and universal from an
understanding of the catholic nature of the church. He argues that a truly catholic church
will not fearfully cling to a monochrome understanding of the gospel. Instead it will be
open to discussion between a diversity of ambiguous cultures and how they “interact
with God’s offer of friendship and relationship in Jesus Christ” (Bevans, 2002, p.15).
From this perspective the many local theologies arising from third world countries are
to be welcomed. Yet there is a danger; differences of belief held by local communities
can lead to a rejection of the beliefs of others, or a passive acceptance of being in
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disagreement with others. 32 By being open and welcoming in robust dialogue,
theologies have the possibility of being challenged and enriched. In addition, as Bevans
points out, “Only as the church enters into serious dialogue with every culture can it be
a witness to the ‘Pleroma’ that is Jesus Christ” (Bevans, 2002, p.15). And this witness
will always be unfinished.

To explain the catholic nature of the church, Schreiter turns to an eschatological
understanding of “a new catholicity” which draws from the Christian goals of “a new
humanity, genuine peace, reconciliation as a new creation” (Schreiter, 1997, p.131).
These goals express the longing of many people, Christian and non-Christian, for life in
this world. Such a faith vision can guide the church’s orthodoxy and orthopraxis within
the church. It also directs its proclamation of the gospel in relationship with others in a
different place in a multi-faith, post-Christendom and postcolonial world. It is a concept
of catholicity that embraces an inclusive body of Christ not restricted to the church, and
challenges a contemporary global society where, although time and space have
contracted, gaps have increased between poor and rich (Schreiter, 1997, p.133).

A unity centred in Christ and lived out by the church in different places in many
incomplete ways that are still evolving affirms that a call to embodying Christ can hold
such diversity in unity. The experience of the church over the centuries shows that
theological beliefs are not going to achieve universal agreement. It is better for the
church to welcome challenges and hold concepts in tension rather than strive for clearly
defined acceptances or rejections. Alan Cole, writing from a biblical and missionary
perspective, reminds his readers that local church communities in the New Testament
argued vigorously over doctrines but did not cut themselves off from one another as a
result of difference. It was believed that such an act would be impossible as there can
only be one body of Christ (1 Corinthians 1:13), one Spirit and one baptism (Ephesians
4:4-6). Christians were to be known by their love for one another (John 13:35) and Cole
finds in this love the source of unity. It is “the unity that will convince the world - a
oneness of love, that springs from a sense of mutual ‘belongingness’ to Christ” (Cole,
1964, p.83). The unity was demonstrated each week when the believers came together
in one place for the Eucharist and ate of the one bread. Love is revealed as a unifying
action and identity for Christians across different locations in the world.
32

Geoff Thompson has highlighted the detrimental use of the phrase “Well, that’s just your perspective”
to close a theological discussion (Thompson, 2011, p.17).
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Contextual Christology
An examination of contextual theology reveals that often the first three doctrines
explored in a contextual theology are: Jesus Christ, the church, and what it means to be
human. Contextual theology continually turns to an incarnate Jesus of Nazareth who
demonstrated embodied contextual theology in his words and actions in a first century
Palestinian context of time and place. Migliore claims that

[a] doctrine of the real incarnation of God in the particular person and history of
the first-century Jew named Jesus of Nazareth is the basis for a theology and
ministry that takes the risk of entering deeply into the particular and diverse
situations of life in order to communicate the good news of God’s salvation in
Christ. (Migliore, 1995, p.243)

A risen Christ, who promised his incipient church “I am with you always, to the end of
the age” (Matthew 28:20), was Emmanuel for the first disciples and is Emmanuel for
the church today wherever each local body of the church and each member of it is
located. The church and its members are therefore called to incarnate or embody Christ
and express a contextual Christology in individual and corporate bodies through
contextually appropriate words and actions in everyday life. Individuals and groups
following Jesus by relating in love to God and neighbours in a contextually appropriate
way manifest a true humanity in Christ.

One way of approaching contextual Christology proposed by Migliore is drawing on
“the twin images of Christ as gracious host who offers God’s hospitality to all, and
unexpected guest who awaits our hospitality” (Migliore, 1995, p.251). Migliore’s
suggestion recognizes Jesus in people and groups of people in need, and in welcoming
others in need. Pearson has noted that Migliore realizes that many contextual theologies
arise from people’s actual human experiences of “pain, suffering and, one might add,
the trauma of silence” (Pearson, 2000, p.307). By turning to Christ, bodies located in
difficult and oppressive contexts find solidarity and healing, and are given voice. In
Australia this is witnessed by theologians such as Elaine M. Wainwright who reads
Scripture from the perspective of women using a hermeneutics of suspicion, and the rereading of texts from the perspective of Earth by Habel and the Earth Bible Team.
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From a feminist perspective, Graham describes how women are reclaiming their bodies,
humanity and voice in the church by speaking of God in the stories of their own life
experiences of suffering and joy. Their practical theology tells stories of embodiment
which “affirm the centrality to Christian life of Word and sacrament as a concrete,
tangible expression of the divine-human encounter” (Graham, 1999, p.113). This
‘divine-human encounter’ is incarnated by women in practical expressions of giving and
receiving care where they are. It is in such everyday encounters that a church
embodying Christ is called to explore Bonhoeffer’s question by asking, who or what is
Jesus Christ for us today in our context? (Bonhoeffer, 1959, p.91).

Answers to ‘who is Jesus Christ for us’ will be shaped by our particular contexts. As
Marcella Maria Althaus-Reid explains, contextual Christology can guide us “to
construct a Christ who will go beyond the limitations of Jesus’ historical consciousness”
(Althaus-Reid, 1999, p.49). It can be an indecent Christology that locates Christ in risky
and new places. One such place depicted by Althaus-Reid is that of the poor women
lemon venders of Buenos Aires. She describes how these women might envisage Christ
who speaks to them of the reality of their daily life in the margins. Such a Christology
would embrace the struggling economic life of the Peruvian Coya women and their
sexual life, “revealing the reality of being a woman at prayer and at meal times, and at
the moment of sexual pleasure as well” (Althaus-Reid, 1999, p.51). Searching for Christ
in all contexts is necessary if a church is to respond to a call to truly embody Christ.
Isherwood realizes this and challenges her readers

to incarnate the transgressive Christ, the one who plays with existing categories
and breaks boundaries, the aim being a freer and more creative space for all in
which aspects of incarnation not yet thought of can take root. (Isherwood, 2002,
p.127)

In a completely different context, K.S. Inglis presents two vignettes from
commemorations of Anzac Day in Australia where Christ is discerned as incarnated in
‘edgy’ Australian places in a typical Australian way. The quiet comments of the war
veterans recorded by Inglis take place on the margins of actual Anzac Day services.
They demonstrate restrained, almost secret but real, expressions of love.

‘It wasn’t a religious service, it was a commonsense service’, says a veteran in
praise of Sydney’s dawn ceremony. ‘Tree’s OK’, murmurs an old man outside
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Melbourne’s Shrine, peeling off after the march, not attending the service,
assuring himself that the tree planted in honour of comrades of his unit is in good
condition and expressing an Australian-accented perception of last things, a sense
that informality and understatement and improvisation are all ingredients in the
quest for the right way. (Inglis, 2005, p.471)

The presence of Christ, sharing the lives of the poor women of Buenos Aires and the
Australian war veterans, witnesses to a local or particular presence of Christ found in
unexpected places. Such a presence is identified by the universality of Christ’s
preference for the poor and suffering, and in expressions of love.

The diverse expressions of God’s love which connect local and universal theologies are
also present in Christology. Migliore explains that “there is necessarily a catholic
(universal) and a local (particular) dimension to the confession of the person and work
of Christ” (Migliore, 2004, p.199). As with faith statements, the truth of God’s love,
revealed by Christ in human bodily relationships, will sometimes appear different when
viewed from various perspectives and in particular contexts. For example, the love of
homosexuals and lesbians is often judged as different from that between a man and a
woman. This difference needs to be acknowledged by a church called to embody Christ
in everyday life where God’s love is revealed in relationships between people whose
bodies place them in particular contexts. In such situations differences that cannot be
resolved may need to be held in tension, perhaps painfully. Jesus preached and
witnessed to an inclusive love of God for all, to be revealed by an inclusive church
(John 13:34-35). The good news of contextual Christologies is that they have the
potential, as Migliore tells us, “to show that the gospel of Jesus Christ addresses human
life in all its historical and cultural diversity and that nothing genuinely human is alien
to the gospel” (Migliore, 2004, p.200).

In his concern for a contextually relevant Christ in everyday life, Graham Ward
recognizes that “the Christological question begins not with who is the Christ or what is
the Christ; it begins with where is the Christ” (Ward, 2005, p.1). It is not Christ’s
identity that is important but where Christ is made known or relates to us in our context.
For as Ward explains, “[w]e have no access to a Christ who has not already been
encultured” (Ward, 2005, p.21). Christ comes to us biblically and in the church’s
tradition, immersed, embodied and subjectively interpreted in contexts. Dale B. Martin
confirms that the Christ we meet when reading and interpreting the Gospels is already
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influenced by the subjective bodily experiences of others in another context before it
engages with our own (Martin, 2006, pp.157-8).

Ward’s claim regarding access by humans only to an encultured Christ raises questions.
For instance, is an embodied Christ in the church and individuals so firmly encultured in
a past culture that a new Christ in a fresh culture or context cannot be accepted? What
Christ is a church community called to be embodying? History and experience tells us
that contexts or cultures are continually emerging and developing. Therefore an
embodied Christ that is encultured in a past context and firmly believed in by a church
or individuals may no longer be relevant in a contemporary time and place. When
groups or individuals within the church have the veracity of their encultured
‘traditional’ embodied Christ questioned by other Christians who have encountered
Christ in a different culture, there is likely to be conflict. The same conflict also arises
within individuals who struggle with a traditional embodied Christ within them, and a
newly discovered Christ which reflects their everyday experiences. The influence of
culture over the Christ believed in by Christians is strong. Christ in the Gospels is not
only compassionate and challenging; he is also ‘wild’, strange and free, found embodied
in unexpected places upsetting fixed opinions and beliefs. When fresh views of Christ in
other cultures emerge, Pearson explains, “sometimes we will get angry – we will get
cross – because there are power plays at work within the church” (Pearson, 2004a,
p.197). People may act out of a desire to defend the faith or in fear of the consequences
of change. And yet by daring to be open and hospitable to new embodied contextual
Christs, the church can benefit and be enriched. Exciting examples of Christ discerned
by Christians in new hyphenated and other contexts are described in Pearson’s Faith in
a hyphen. It is in a variety of contemporary Australian cultures, that an embodied and an
embodying Christ will be discovered by Christians who is Emmanuel for them.

When Australian theologians began to consider contextual theology, a need was
recognized to go deeper by linking contextual theology to Jesus incarnate in the
particular context of Australia. Eugene Stockton stated that the search was

not simply to discover an ocker expression of the gospel but, at the deepest level,
to find and proclaim an Australian Jesus. Such a proclamation is not only a set of
words, but a realisation in ourselves of a Jesus who comes to us (or comes about
in us) in our own land. (Stockton, 1999, p.249)
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Goosen notes that some tentative work on contextual Christology appeared in the 1980s
(Goosen, 2000, pp. 151-158). In “Postmark Australia” (1988), Andrew Dutney invited
Australian theologians to consider both the universalities of being ‘in Christ’, and the
particularities of being ‘in Australia’ (Dutney, 1988, p.4). By the 1990s theologians
realized the need for a dialogue between gospel and Australian culture. Wainwright in
1997 responded to Jesus’ question, “Who do you say that I am?” by exploring Matthew
11:2-19. From this text Wainwright identified Jesus as both Christos and Sophia,
“within both the prophetic and wisdom traditions shared by John and the new basileia
movement” (Wainwright, 1997, p.172). This dual Christic identity breaks with gender
identification and invites further naming. In particular Wainwright declares that

Jesus will be found, will be imaged, will be proclaimed, and the basileia vision
lived, from within and among the variety of traditions which constitute Christian
Australia and from the varieties that constitute those traditions shaped by concerns
that are ecological, ethnic, feminist and many others. (Wainwright, 1997, p.172)

Significant essays on contextual Christology have been published in Peter Malone’s
Developing an Australian theology (1999), and in Mapping the landscape, edited by
Susan Emilsen and William W. Emilsen (2000). Among those in Mapping the
landscape were Pearson’s exploration of the phrase ‘down under’, offering an
Australian (and Aotearoa-New Zealand) theological view privileging “a Christology
from below” (Pearson, 2000), and Stuart Piggin’s essay on “Jesus in Australian history
and culture” (Piggin, 2000). Since 2000, articles on contextual Christology have
appeared in Australian Christian journals, and in The earth story in the New Testament
(Habel & Balabanski, 2002) and Faith in a hyphen (Pearson, 2004a) as well as Robert
Barry Leal’s monograph Through ecological eyes (2006). These writings have offered
practical examples of contextual Christology being worked out by individual Christians
mindful of their particular location.

Contextual Christology focuses attention on the body and its location by describing the
many ways an incarnating and redeeming Jesus Christ is present in locations. Local
church communities embodying Christ are called to follow Jesus Christ by being
involved in the incarnating and saving action of God’s love where they are located.
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Constructing Models of Contextual Theology
A theological consideration of the location of bodies leads to exploring models of
contextual theology that indicate how Christian bodies might relate to contexts. Such
models are usually constructed with a Christological orientation which relates to
contexts from either an incarnational or redemptive perspective. Feminist and ecotheologians emphasize the inherent goodness of bodies and are drawn to an
incarnational or creation-centred approach. For them Jesus is recognized primarily as
incarnated in the world. This incarnational approach begins with the context of
everyday life where bodies in relationships experience the mutual love, care and support
that can nurture and heal. Bevans describes how a creation-centred approach “sees the
world, creation, as sacramental: the world is the place where God reveals Godself”
(Bevans, 2002, p.21).

Protestant theologians who emphasize a theology of the cross are inclined to read the
narrative of Jesus from a soteriological position. Bevans explains it as “characterized by
the conviction that culture and human experience are either in need of a radical
transformation or in need of total replacement” (Bevans, 2002, p.21). Jurgen Moltmann
uses this approach, but in a particular way. He examines contexts looking for their
‘underside’ which reveals that which requires Christ’s salvation or healing. He
identifies this need as “the therapeutic relevance of Christology” (Moltmann, 1993,
p.43). Moltmann is less concerned with Christ’s salvation being that of individual
people’s acceptance of faith in Christ, and more focused on a “soteriological
Christology” for all bodies in all contexts. He explains soteriological Christology as
confronting “the misery of the present with the salvation Christ brings, presenting it as a
salvation that heals” (Moltmann, 1993, p.44). This ‘misery’ is identified in a particular
location and includes physical sickness, guilt, anxiety, loneliness, fear, violence and
poverty. Such a concept of salvation applies to all contexts, human and non-human. In
the face of nuclear disasters, still real in 2013, 33 Moltmann declares, “God’s salvation is
the healing and survival of the whole threatened earth and all individual created beings,
in their common peril” (Moltmann, 1993, p.46). From this understanding, Jesus Christ,
his life, death and resurrection become good news and the means of salvation when
addressing people’s immediate contextual needs.

33

Nuclear disasters are not just the result of the use of nuclear weapons, but also from damaged nuclear
reactors such as at Chernobyl in 1986 and Fukushima in 2011. There is also the constant threat of North
Korea engaging in nuclear warfare hanging over the world.
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Latin American liberation theologians discern the presence of Jesus in the context of the
poor, and take actions that liberate the poor from unjust suffering. The cross, Migliore
explains, is understood as the consequence of Jesus’ ministry rather than something
necessary to achieve the world’s reconciliation to God, while resurrection provides hope
for victims in this world and not just in the next (Migliore, 2004, p.202). Such a
perspective neither blames people for being in oppressed situations, nor does it leave
them there. Along with a stress on ‘Emmanuel’, liberation theology underlines Jesus’
proclamation of liberation and justice for people now.

These two approaches, incarnational and redemptive, need to interconnect at some point
depending on the contexts involved. For example, when considering people on the
edges of dominating cultures, a start could be made using an incarnational approach,
affirming their marginal context and increasing their self-esteem and empowerment.
Their context might then be examined for what needs healing. But there is a danger.
Focusing on one’s marginalized place in society can make it an exclusive place offering
a narrow view-point. By approaching a marginal place theologically, the recognition of
Christ’s presence in such a location and elsewhere negates both its marginality and any
possible exclusiveness; borders are crossed undermining defined marginal and central
places. Jung Young Lee explains that Christ’s presence “creates an engagement with
others in community.” The marginal place becomes “inclusive and open-ended” (Lee,
1995, p.171). Each marginal body following Christ is in solidarity with others who are
marginalized neighbours with whom it must engage. In addition, such bodies have a
responsibility for the healing of those in the ‘centre’ who cause injury and who are also
neighbours to be loved.

In First World countries, such as North America, a redemptive approach may be a
preferred starting point. From the perspective of a theology of the cross, Hall asks what
sickness of the ‘human condition’ needs to be addressed; from what do people need to
be saved in this place (Hall, 2003, pp.129-130)? In Australia, Pearson declares that this
question must relate to the identity of our particular context, and thus “Who is Jesus
Christ for us today?”, relates to ‘us’ as Australians who are often ‘Australien’ in our
country (Pearson, 2004a, p.197). As Australians we might ask who is Christ for us
where, in spite of an apology, we still harbour an unresolved guilt of white invasion and
black victimization? Even with Australia’s increased migration from many countries,
Gerard Moore points out that “its melange of inhabitants continues to wrestle with the
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demon of racism and the on-going effects of war and violence” (Moore, 2009, p.150).
Further, the need for healing must include the land, water and even air polluted by
increasing mining activity and excessive greenhouse gas emissions. This situation leads
to asking what it is about us as Australians “that manifests our need for healing,
wholeness, reconciliation, forgiveness and integrity” (Pearson, 2004b, p.202). The
incarnation of Christ as Emmanuel in an Australian context is linked to Christ’s
salvation that heals the particular soteriological necessity of Australian bodies in their
Australian location (Pearson, 2004b, p.202).

Both an incarnational and a redemptive approach to contexts come together in Jesus
Christ. There can be no redemption for the world without the incarnation of Jesus as
‘Emmanuel’ in solidarity with creation. And the incarnation cannot save us except
through Jesus’ death and resurrection, again as ‘Emmanuel’. God’s love for us in our
particular contexts is revealed through both the bodily incarnation and redemptive act of
Jesus Christ. For a local church community deciding on its initial approach to its host
context, the particular context and the issues in it that need addressing will determine
whether to start from emphasizing incarnation or redemption. Eventually aspects of
both will be expressed in bodily relationships within contexts by a church following and
embodying Christ.

Contextual Theologians
The exploration of constructing models of contextual theology raises questions
concerning the human bodies engaged in shaping such theology; who they are, where
they might be located and how they might express theology. Contextual theology, by its
nature, cannot be limited to an academic context or sermons in a church service. It
benefits from being expressed in stories, art, music, literature, hymns, films, and so on.
The diverse ways of presenting theology and the many micro-contexts involved suggest
that all Christians should be encouraged to reflect on their experiences of Christian
living and be theologians in their particular contexts. Yet there will still be an important
role for a trained theologian, both from within the same context and outside it. The
function of such a theologian is explained by Bevans as

articulating more clearly what the people are expressing more generally or
vaguely, deepening their ideas by providing them with the wealth of the Christian
tradition, and challenging them to broaden their horizons by presenting them with
the whole of Christian theological expression. (Bevans, 2002, p.18)
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A theologian outside of a particular context cannot speak for or to the people in it out of
a shared experience, but can still make a valuable contribution. Bevans cites several
cases, such as those prepared to learn the language, listen to and read about its history,
or have had a related experience that can be helpfully shared (Bevans, 2002, pp.18-21).
Someone on the edge or outside a particular culture can often see things that are hidden
from those immersed in it, both its defects and riches. Importantly, when there is mutual
sharing between people across contexts, and an openness to learn from the other, all
benefit. Bevans explains that real contextual theology “can indeed grow out of genuine
dialogue between the participants in a particular culture and the stranger, the guest, the
other” (Bevans, 2002, p. 21).

Schreiter also argues for members of the local Christian community as contextual
theologians on the grounds that theology is, in the first instance, intended for “the
community itself, to enhance its own self-understanding” (Schreiter, 1985, p.16). He
explains that the entire community in a local context should be engaged in dialogue to
understand their faith in relation to where they are and the issues they face. The role of
professional theologians is as a resource to assist in articulating and developing
theologies, and sharing theologies among local communities (Schreiter, 1985, pp.1819). An example of this relationship is shown in the description of Basic Ecclesial
Communities in Brazil.34 These base Christian communities are made up of mostly poor
people living out their Christian faith. They demand a particular ministry from their
bishop, a person from outside. Jeanne Gallo quotes Aloisio Lorscheider, the archbishop
of Fortaleza, describing his role.

‘I should be there only to serve at the moment when they felt a need for the
service I could give, or when I felt, in the spirit of love, that I could be a help to
them on their way. I was no longer the teacher or instructor, but one animator
among a lot of animators.’ (Gallo, 1988, p.109)

When all members of the local church are engaged as theologians, a need arises for a
standard by which to judge interpretations of Christian faith to prevent it from
disappearing in a sea of pluralism. Bevans, quoting Jose De Mesa and Lode Wostyn,
34

Basic Ecclesial Communities are particular forms of base communities (Gallo, 1988, p.96).
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suggests “three criteria for orthodoxy” (Bevans, 2002, p.23). They should support the
basic Christian proposal of ‘God is love’, be actions of orthopraxis, and be generally
accepted by the church as a whole (Bevans, 2002, p.23). 35 Yet, there are difficulties.
For example, regarding the last criterion, what is judged as ‘the church as a whole’?
Some feminist theologies and those that accept homosexuals can easily pass the test of
the first two criteria but will fail the third because certain sections of the church do not
accept them. An alternative might be to differentiate between what are theologies and
what are rules or regulations of an institutional Christian denomination, although the
problem of who decides will still exist. Bevans concludes that contextual theology will
continue to seek for some common criteria, “always mindful that the gospel can only
really be faithful to the past if it is in touch with the present” (Bevans, 2002, pp.24-25).

Models of Contextual Theology
How Christian bodies might best relate to their locations is assisted by models devised
by theologians which suggest ways of presenting the gospel in particular contexts.
Although gospel and context can never be completely separate, a church can be guided
in approaching contexts theologically by drawing on models such as those proposed by
H. Richard Niebuhr (1952), Schreiter (1985), and Bevans (2002). These models are not
symbolic images but are, like Bevans’ models, “models of operation, models of
theological method” (Bevans, 2002, p.31). Such models are only guides and not the
only ways of approaching contexts. Also, like human bodies, these models are
contextually influenced.

Before examining these theological models, it is useful to return briefly to Goosen’s
colour coded types of theology. They are not models, but rather a catalogue of
Australian theologies. Goosen explains his work as a descriptive and analytical process
through which he hopes “to provide thematic and methodological insights into
Australian theologies, and to inspire others to continue theologising in Australian
contexts” (Goosen, 2000, pp.16-17). Of particular interest is Goosen’s linking of
Australian theologies to Bevans’ contextual theological models. In Australian contexts
Goosen discerned that the synthetic model, which engages with other disciplines such as
sociology, literature, ecology and science, predominated. The anthropological model
was favoured particularly by theologians involved with Aboriginal culture. Not
35

There is some similarity here with Grigg’s effort to identify genuine Christs among all the imaginary
ones and the difficulty in applying criteria (Grigg, 2000, pp.41-75).
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surprisingly, Goosen linked feminist theologies with Bevans’ praxis model and the need
for liberation, particularly when women “write from their lived experience of a certain
ecclesiology” (Goosen, 2000, p.230). Theologians concerned about the inequality of
wealth distribution in Australia also drew on a praxis model and often moved into the
area of public theology to work for the well-being of society. Demonstrating the
limitations of Bevans’ models, Goosen notes an historical/doctrinal method used by
Ursula Jane O’Shea to retrieve or reclaim a Quaker doctrine that supported equality of
men and women (Goosen, 2000, p.235).

Writing in the mid twentieth century, Niebuhr was concerned with what he termed ‘the
enduring problem’, the relationship between Christianity and civilization, or, as he put
it, “Christ and Culture” (Niebuhr, 1952). He attempted to answer the question, how does
the gospel message relate to the culture of Christians today? This difficulty, Niebuhr
pointed out, has existed since the historical Jesus Christ was seen by the Jews of the first
century as not reforming Jewish culture but ignoring that which held together the Jewish
nation (Niebuhr, 1952, p.19). In the Gospels, Jesus is described as moving between
criticizing his culture, and loving and appreciating it. This ambiguous relationship
between Jesus and his context is exacerbated when Ward reminds us: “If all things exist
in Christ, then the cultural is not something entirely separate from him” (Ward, 2005,
p.22). It is a tension that is repeated wherever Christians confront contexts which will
always contain good to be affirmed, and evil or injustice to be challenged.

Contexts are the places where bodies experience and discover who they are and who
God is. The models of Schreiter and Bevans, like those of Niebuhr, take seriously the
close connection between bodies and their contexts. Such an integrated relationship
directs a church to examine its own past and present contexts as well as those of other
bodies to better understand its own identity and theology, and appreciate that of others.
How a church body or an individual body might relate to a context is important. When
applying models of contextual theology, it is necessary to look for God/Christ in a
particular context. In Niebuhr’s two extreme paradigms ‘Christ in culture’ and ‘Christ
against culture’ (Niebuhr, 1952, pp.53-54), Christ can be easily identified in one
context, and seems missing in the other. Ward’s statement above suggests that even in
Australian contexts in which alcohol and drug abuses dominate or domestic violence is
normal, Christ’s presence can be detected and bodies reclaimed. Similarly, in Niebuhr’s
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three other possible relationships - Christ above culture, Christ and culture in paradox,
and Christ the transformer of culture - Christ needs to be sought as a first step.

Schreiter’s models reflect his awareness of changes in global cultures. These changes
include past and present expressions of Christianity, the dislocation of refugees moving
from rural to urban locations or from one country to another, and a youthful world
population influenced by modern technology yet suffering from poverty and oppression
(Schreiter, 1985, p.13). The three broad categories or types of Schreiter’s models are
labelled the translation, adaptation and contextual (Schreiter, 1985, p.6). His contextual
models are of particular relevance to a multi-cultural Australia where many families
have been dislocated or divided, and people are searching for their identity. Schreiter
reflects in his models the social change taking place in most global contexts, and notes
that this change “is not only rapid but it is oppressive and dehumanizing” (Schreiter,
1985, p.13). The current increasing migration and emergence from colonization relate
particularly to Schreiter’s two contextual models. The first emphasizes ‘ethnographic
approaches’ concerned with reconstructing cultural identities that have been denied or
regarded as inferior, while the second concentrates on ‘liberation approaches’ focused
on the need for social change (Schreiter, 1985, p.13).

The six models of Bevans, range from an anthropological model stressing the good in
culture, to a countercultural model that challenges a context from the perspective of the
gospel. The boundaries of these models are artificial, and benefit, as Bevans indicates,
by overlapping and drawing from one another. In fact, he asserts, “that no one model
can be used exclusively and an exclusive use will distort the theological enterprise”
(Bevans, 2002, p.32). In an Australian context where many feel their identity is
uncertain, Bevans’ affirmation of a variety of contexts and the way they cross and
intersect with one another is attractive.

The cultural context and actual experiences of ordinary human beings in a culture are
where Bevans’ anthropological model begins (Bevans, 2002, p.58). The anthropological
model is basically creation-centred or incarnational, affirming the fundamental
goodness of all contexts as created by God (Bevans, 2002, p.21). It is a good starting
point for many Australians needing to discover Christ in their particular context.
Schreiter’s ethnographic approach connects with this model by valuing men and women
belonging to a marginal culture that is considered inferior by a dominant culture.
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Contexts in Australia which might benefit from using an anthropological model include
those of indigenous people, asylum seekers, lesbians and homosexuals, and for this
thesis, the Muslim Other and nature.

Bevans’ countercultural model has similarities with Niebuhr’s ‘Christ against culture’
model. It is not anti culture but presupposes that all human contexts need to be
examined from the perspective of the gospel, and then, if necessary, challenged by the
gospel’s liberating and healing power. The body to do this work, he believes, is the
church. The church’s task is not to replace a context but to engage with it, and in it
prophetically proclaim the truth of the gospel in word and action (Bevans, 2002, p.119).
Theology here is done from a redemption perspective in which the presence of Christ
must be brought to the culture if it is to be saved (Bevans, 2002, p.22). Yet sometimes
what is needed is for Christ within the culture to be uncovered, released and encouraged
to develop.

The first of Bevans’ other four models, the translation model, safeguards the basic
Christian message being planted in a new culture. The kernel of the gospel is identified
and clothed in an appropriate and relevant outer husk for a particular culture, but that
culture is always considered subservient to the gospel (Bevans, 2002, p.40). Two
difficulties with this model are reducing the gospel to its essence and having it accepted
in contextual ‘clothes’. Bevans believes that a translation model can be helpful in both
missionary and multi-cultural contexts, but suggests that when cultures are already
strongly influenced by Christian values an inclusive synthetic model is more appropriate
(Bevans, 2002, p.140).

Among the works of Australian theologians who drew on science, sociology, literature
and other sources within an Australian secular context, Goosen identified the frequent
use of Bevans’ synthetic model. Bevans formed this model by bringing together his
anthropological, translation and praxis models with insights from his countercultural
model (Bevans, 2002, p.88). Such a comprehensive model aims to balance present
bodily experiences within contexts with Scripture and tradition. All cultures, including
biblical ones, are brought into continuous dialogue enabling God to be revealed
(Bevans, 2002, pp.88-89). A synthetic model encourages a Christian community to
engage its host culture and work with other groups to proclaim the good news of God’s
love in and for the world.
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Bevans’ praxis model is also appropriate for many Australian contexts. The model uses
a redemptive approach, often demonstrated by liberation theologians, particularly
feminist theologians. Schreiter’s liberation approach in which experiences of oppressed
people are listened to and examined in the light of biblical texts equates with this model
(Schreiter, 1985, p.15). The basis of a praxis model is a continuous dialogue between
faith and action (Bevans, 2002, p.70). As in the anthropological model, God is
identified in everyday life, but in addition there is reflection on that presence and on the
active human response made. The result involves a church embodying Christ working
towards healing and liberating bodies by opposing and transforming abusive structures
in a context/culture. For example, structures that privilege the rich, are unjust towards
asylum seekers, and encourage the domination of men over women in the church and
society need to be challenged, and, if possible, changes effected.

The theologian is the focus of Bevans’ final model, the transcendental model. It begins
with “the interior world of the human person”, which is the product of a particular
cultural history and faith history of Scripture and tradition (Bevans, 2002, p.104).
Contextual theology is argued as emerging as people struggle to understand their faith
by bringing together their own experience of who they are in their context and their
experiences of God. Such theology can be expressed in literature, dance, paintings and
other art forms as well as sermons and hymns (Bevans, 2002, pp.105-7). The strength
of the transcendental model is “its emphasis on theology as activity and process rather
than theology as a particular content” (Bevans, 2002, p.108). Such a focus reflects a
church embodying Christ rather than claiming to have already embodied Christ. It also
encourages all Christians to be theologians for the good of the whole church and the
world. A significant weakness is that it is too abstract. It is difficult to think about
theology as “the actual activity of seeking understanding as an authentic believer and
cultural subject” (Bevans, 2002, p.108). The emphasis on subjectivity can also make for
problems. Just how authentic and stable is our identity? A transcendental model may be
usefully combined in Australia with a synthetic model.

Contextual paradigms and models indicate how a church body might engage in a
missional approach to contexts and even examine its own context. The models are open
to change and addition, and often benefit from dialogue between them. The strong link
between Christ and culture in the models stress the importance of human experiences
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along with Scripture and tradition to produce new theologies. The centrality of
experience for contextual theology is affirmed by Bevans in his statement: “It is the
honouring or testing or critiquing of experience that makes theology contextual”
(Bevans, 2011, p.9). Therefore, if these contextual models are to be of any use, they
need to be tested by real bodies seeking Christ and the well-being of all bodies in real
locations or contexts.

Models Applied to Bodies Seeking Faith in Australian Contexts
The narratives cited below of bodies in their particular Australian locations are in the
first instance quests for an Australian identity shaped by their contexts. Sometimes, as
with those whose stories appear in Pearson’s Faith in a Hyphen (2004a), an appropriate
image or symbol is imagined that relates to this identity. The identity revealed is further
explored as a ‘Christian identity’ by being brought into conversation with biblical texts,
usually the life of Jesus Christ in the Gospels. Using this association Christians discover
who and where Jesus Christ is for them where they are located in time and place.
Models of contextual theology are related to both individual Christians and the
particular sub-contexts to which they belong, suggesting how various bodies, including
a local church body, embodying Christ might witness to the gospel in Australian
contexts. When applying models, generally Bevans’ models are used here but
occasionally Schreiter’s approaches are drawn on. Because contexts are seldom clear
cut and separate, but often cross, overlap or merge with others, at times several models
will relate to the one context. The dominance of Bevans’ anthropological, praxis and
synthetic models, which Goosen revealed, is confirmed (Goosen, 2000, pp.78-80).

Among Pearson’s anthology (2004a) of autobiographical stories of migrants searching
for identity is that of Myong Duk Yang. Experience, imagination and biblical images
are brought together to discover Christ as Emmanuel for him. 36 M. D. Yang recalled
living in several cross-cultural places: in his own Korean village close to an American
army base, in Australia, and in China (M. D. Yang, 2004a, pp.39-42). Instead of feeling
a confused person moving in and out of different contexts and cultures, he drew on two
images, a suitcase and a wrapping cloth. Although one was more restrictive than the
other, both enabled belongings to be carried safely, allowing for swapping from one to
the other. The flexibility gave M. D. Yang the freedom to accept that God had given
36

The use of this method is based on that which Pearson outlined in Faith in a Hyphen to work towards
an Australian Christology (Pearson, 2004a)
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him and others like him, a multiple identity, identifying them with Jesus who crossed
boundaries and was a bridge-builder (M. D. Yang, 2004a, p.43). M. D. Yang’s
theological work is in part an example of Schreiter’s ethnographic approaches
(Schreiter, 1985, p.13). In addition, the discovery by M. D. Yang of a new identity
relates to Bevans’ transcendental model where a search is made for “authenticity of
expression of one’s religious and cultural identity” (Bevans, 2002, p.108).

Robin Yang, a second generation Korean Australian living in-between two cultures,
invented a ‘Kim-Chee-Pie’ to symbolise his identity. For him it depicted his experience
of being different from and yet having elements of both Australian and Korean cultures
(Yang, 2004a, pp.48-52). He found himself in a liminal place where he needed a
relevant theology that could give his identity value and meaning. A theology emerged
when Yang brought his identity and context into conversation with the biblical account
of the Israelites entering the Promised Land under Joshua. “For Korean-Australian, onepoint-five and second-generation young people it is they who will occupy and make this
nation their home” (Yang, 2004a, p.52). Yang accepted his new context as basically
good and trustworthy, and so demonstrated Bevans’ anthropological and synthetic
models. He then connected it to the Scriptures where it received more affirmation and
direction as to how he might feel ‘at home’. Yang could have linked his story to Jesus’
life. For example, he writes, “We were the marginalised in the temple of God, given
restrictions about where, when and how to worship God” (Yang, 2004a, p.51). Could
this have led him to identify with Jesus cast out of the synagogue in Nazareth in Luke
4:28-30?

The indigenous peoples of Australia with their traditional culture may be considered as
having no problems with identity and belonging to their place. Yet a basic need noted
by Baptist missionaries in their relationships with the Warlpiri people in Central
Australia was their need to belong. They may be certain of their own identity in their
own culture but feel aliens in a dominant Australian culture (Jordan, 2003, pp.21-27).
An obvious illustration is their treatment by the Federal Government’s Intervention
Program which began in 2007 and was extended in 2012. 37 Aboriginal people in remote
communities in the Northern Territory have complained of a lack of consultation by the
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Everingham, Sara. Federal funding continues for NT intervention (mark II), April 2, 2012. Retrieved
March 18, 2013, from http://www.abc.net.au/worldtoday/content/2012/s3468728.htm
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government with themselves, the people most affected. Bevans’ anthropological,
synthetic and praxis models all have relevance in this context.

Several of Bevans’ contextual theological models are demonstrated by Ivan Jordan’s
account of relating the gospel message to the culture of the Warlpiri people. The
missionaries began where the people were, listening to and dialoguing with them
(Jordan, 2003). 38 The eventual unfolding of the gospel message started with creation
rather than Jesus, in response to the demand by the Warlpiri people to know Jesus’
family history and origins. Reflecting Bevans’ translation model, the gospel was then
trimmed down to its essence as far as possible and jargon words removed. The next step
was to search ‘the receptor situation’, as Bevans describes it, “for the appropriate terms
or action or story to rewrap the message” (Bevans, 2002, p.40). The difficulty of these
steps was recognized and the missionaries were conscious of making subjective
decisions from their own Western cultural background. Once some of the Aboriginal
people had grasped the gospel story, they told it to others by drawing it on the ground
using their own dot and symbol iconographic style (Jordan, 2003, p.96). Later, in 1977,
the people presented the Christmas story using body painting, singing and dancing in a
corroboree (Jordan, 2003, p.119). The people had now not only heard the gospel
message but owned it by relating it to others through their bodies. In content and the
medium of communication, aspects of Bevans’ anthropological and synthetic models
gradually supplanted the original translation model.

Aboriginal people in cities and country towns are often located or placed by others in an
in-between and degraded location, physically and/or metaphorically. They have
frequently lost their language, land and many of their customs, yet are not part of the
Australian Anglo-Celtic dominant culture. This dislocation can result in an appalling
situation. As Harry Walker states, “Aboriginal identity is very important. If we do not
know who we are, then we are nothing” (Walker, 1996, p.110). Cynthia Rowan agrees
and describes how Aboriginal people who have lost their identity feel “unworthy,
unloved and unwanted. Their spirituality is eroded to such a stage that there is no sense
of belonging” (Rowan, 1996, p.19). Perhaps, as for second generation migrants, there is
a need for such people to be theologians and find an image for their identity that can

38

As I understand it, there was an effort made to make some difference to a situation where Christianity
was held in juxtaposition to Aboriginal spirituality, rather than influencing it.
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foster an appreciation of their particular place and culture in which caring for extended
family members is significant.

The identity of Anglo-Celtic Australians involves combining a past culture from their
country of origin with a present Australian culture, but invasion accusations lurk in the
shadows and threaten to undermine it all. Budden explains; “Invasion is about land and
country, social location, power, place in the world, and meaning” (Budden, 2011, p.62).
Anglo-Celtic Australians need to deal with the pervasive guilt and anxiety that arises
from the history of their contested place of residence. Meanwhile, the domination of
their culture is being challenged by a changing Australian context, especially in capital
cities with the growing numbers of immigrants from Europe, Asia and Africa. The racist
behaviour by some Anglo-Celtic Australians indicates a need to break down rigid
cultural walls and attitudes if we are to benefit from the cultures of our neighbours. In
such a context Schreiter’s liberation approaches could have value. Bevans’
anthropological model is required to affirm what is good in an Anglo-Celtic culture,
while a critical countercultural and praxis approach is needed to redeem it.

As an Anglo-Celtic woman, I share in the general guilt and anxiety in an Anglo-Celtic
culture in Australia. This feeling is exacerbated by experiencing the discrimination
against women in Australian society which surfaces in domestic violence, and some
business and church contexts. As women we know what it is like to be ‘second-class’
because of our bodies. Veronica Brady has noted the importance for women of turning
to Christological reflection. It is not just to find an image that identifies with our needs,
but to discover for us as women “new possibilities for our humanity” (Brady, 1993,
pp.124-125). Such a search points to affirmation from Bevans’ anthropological model,
and liberation through Bevans’ praxis model. As a member of an Anglican, not Roman
Catholic, Religious Community, I also often feel on the edge of society and the church,
not fitting in anywhere. It is like being a piece of a jigsaw that is either the wrong shape
or colour to slot neatly into place. This image in relation to the life of Jesus connects me
to a Jesus who did not marry, and the marginalized nature of his ministry which he
described as “[f]oxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man has
nowhere to lay his head” (Luke 9:58). This association points again to Bevans’
anthropological model as appropriate, along with his transcendental model.
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Instead of an ethnic or social context, Ingrid Shelley (2011) has identified a music
context in which sympathetic listeners immerse themselves and experience God. She
explains how generation X’ers often start by engaging with the music and then
identifying their life experiences, including negative ones such as depression and drug
abuse, with those described in the lyrics. Their relationship with this culture reflects
Bevans’ synthetic and transcendental models. Shelley explains that songs were used by
generation X’ers whom she interviewed “to reflect on life, self and others, in
relationship with God” (Shelley, 2011, p.10).

By discerning the good in a music

context, Shelley demonstrates once again Bevans’ anthropological model. Music allows
barriers between so called secular and sacred contexts, and cultural boundaries, to be
bridged, echoing actions of Jesus crossing social and religious boundaries by touching
lepers, playing with children and initiating a conversation with a Samaritan woman at a
well.

Having looked at the locations of human bodies, it is necessary to briefly mention the
non-human bodies in an Australian context that are both influenced by and influence
humans. In the past, indigenous Australians and European settlers in this country
exercised different attitudes towards nature. Today, traditional indigenous people
understand the land to which they are closely connected as a subject that is now deeply
troubled, damaging both the people and the land. The Rainbow Spirit Elders tell of how
“[h]ighways have crossed the land and erased the trails of our ancestors. Mines have
been dug deep into the land and desecrated our home countries” (Rainbow Spirit Elders,
1997, p.44). Non-indigenous Australians are also becoming aware of nature as a subject
with precious agricultural land being destroyed, air polluted and extreme weather
patterns experienced. Although Australians are learning to respect nature, traces of
seeing it as alien and an enemy to be controlled and defeated still exist. In 2011 after the
devastating floods in Queensland, headings noted in a newspaper were, “The
untameable torrent” (Lunn, 2011, p.1), “Wall of water: Brisbane’s Western Front”
(Zubrzycki, 2011, p.3). Bevans’ anthropological model encourages Christians to accept
all of nature’s ambiguous identity, affirming its inherent goodness declared by God in
Genesis 1 and demonstrated by the incarnation of Jesus Christ who became flesh (John
1:14) as part of creation. The image of the cosmic Christ in Colossians 1:15-20, Romans
8:18-25, and the words of Jesus in Luke 12:6-8 concerning God’s care for sparrows,
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imply that liberation and healing for human beings also apply to nature. 39 Bevans’
praxis model encourages Christians to follow Christ by speaking on behalf of nature,
reducing their own output of greenhouse gases, and working with others and nature for
the healing of the planet and the well-being of all life in/on it.

The examination of bodies located in these Australian contexts indicates that
Australians on the whole are not overly self-confident, but rather lack a strong positive
identity and sense of belonging to their place. Anthropological and synthetic models
that affirm the goodness of bodies in contexts or cultures and an incarnational approach
based on Jesus being Emmanuel for us where we are located are often required. A
redemptive approach is also needed, such as Bevans’ praxis model and Schreiter’s
liberation approaches, to heal and liberate bodies suffering from fear and guilt, and
challenge contexts of injustice and violence. An Australian church embodying Christ
that understands the influence of location on bodies, including its own, will be
encouraged to share God’s love with others from an alongside marginal position and
work with them for the common good.

Conclusion
For the sake of locating the body in an Australian context, a variety of micro- or subcontexts have been explored demonstrating how they influence bodies and theology,
and how theology is embodied by individual Christians and the church. When contexts
and the experiences of bodies are brought into conversation with the life and ministry of
Jesus Christ, contextual Christology emerges. A church embodying Christ in particular
contexts is then guided by the way Jesus’ revelation of God’s love was shaped and
formed by his first century Jewish culture and context. An incarnate Christ directs a
church to affirm its context, looking for and affirming the good in it. Participating with
a redeeming Christ guides a church to discern and address that which needs opposing,
healing, liberating, reconciling or saving in its context. In a multi-cultural and multifaith Australia, contextual theological models indicate how bodies might understand
themselves in relation to their contexts, and offer a perspective from which to discern
Christ present in their cultures and contexts. From such a place a church embodying
Christ is led to engage with others, and, as Bevans suggests, “dialogue between and
among cultures, ethnic identities, and social locations” (Bevans, 2011, p.11).
39

Edwards argues that the God who cares about individual sparrows, “in some way takes them into the
divine life” (Edwards, 2006b, p.115).

79

In this chapter reclaimed ambiguous bodies earthed in their everyday Australian
contexts are shown to need affirmation and/or healing in and of those contexts. When
these bodies and contexts are brought into conversation with the life and ministry of
Jesus of Nazareth, a contextual Christology is shaped which leads to a local church
body embodying a contextual Christ. This movement guides the expression of an
Australian ecclesiology in which bodies are directed to love God and the bodies of kin
and neighbours in a way relevant for the particular places where they live.
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Chapter 3
The Character of Australian Ecclesiology

Introduction
An Australian church body, like all human bodies, is influenced by its context. In its
context, through relationships and actions, an Australian church develops and displays
the character of Australian ecclesiology. Such a character is important in shaping the
way an Australian church follows Christ. Discovering the character of an Australian
ecclesiology involves exploring the geographical, historical, and social contexts which
have influenced and are influencing an Australian church. It also means making use of
insights from Australian theologians in dialogue with their own context. When the
experiences of Christian bodies in particular places are linked to the life of Jesus Christ,
they throw up images or metaphors which express an understanding of Christ for the
people in those places. This same Christic focus applied to the corporate body of the
church results in a metaphor of the body, especially embodying Christ, directing an
incarnational form of ecclesiology.

From an incarnational perspective, the discipline of ecclesiology is concerned with the
being and task of the church in the world. The word ecclesiology comes from the word
ekklesia in first century secular Greek, which defined a gathering or assembly of
citizens in a self-governing city like Ephesus (Cross & Livingstone, 1997, p.344). In
Paul’s epistles, ekklesia appears early in the life of the church among Greek speaking
Christians to describe a local Christian community (Galatians 1:2, 1 Thessalonians 1:1,
2:14), and the whole Christian church (1 Corinthians 12:28). Ekklesia has a close
connection in Paul’s theology with the ‘body’ used as an image to explain the
relationship between members of the church community and between the church and
Christ. For the purposes of this thesis, the ekklesia is the church, the body of Christ, a
corporeal body. 40 It represents “communities of those who are ‘called out’ in order to be
sent back ‘into’ the world” (Hall, 1998, p.101).

As the identity and actions of human bodies are influenced by their contexts, so are the
identity or public face and actions of the church. Because of the changing nature of both
bodies and contexts, the relationship between a church body and its context is fluid.
40

Fitzmyer notes the close association made by Paul between the ‘body of Christ’ in 1 Corinthians 12:27
and the ekklesia in the following verse, 28 (Fitzmyer, 2008, p.482).
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Time and place are never stationary. Even history changes as fresh eyes interpret that
history from a different time and place. These ever changing factors cause the identity
or character of a local ecclesiology to have a sense of temporality as it is continually
being shaped and modified by its context. Nevertheless, it will be argued that past and
present relationships between Australian contexts and the church have produced a
recognizable character of an Australian ecclesiology. It is a character that points
towards the metaphor of embodying Christ.

Images or metaphors are often used to identify the character or identity of a person,
nation and also an ecclesiology. For an ecclesiological body called to incarnate Christ in
its world, images can link aspects of Jesus to a local church in a particular context. This
connection between Jesus and a context suggests the need to ask again not only, Who or
what is Jesus Christ for us today, but also to consider the question raised by Ward and
Marsh, Where is Jesus Christ for us today? Asking where Christ might be found,
implies that Christ requires identification in particular contexts and may be located in
unexpected places (Marsh, 2006, pp.22-23).

The search for Christ in the world is guided by an incarnated Jesus Christ who revealed
the love of God in the everyday relational life of a particular Jewish man in first century
Palestine under Roman occupation. From the historical Jesus there is a need to move to
the risen Christ, where there are no limitations of time and place and Jesus fulfils his
promise to be with us, his followers, “to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20). Christ
will be found incarnated in the church and in its everyday context. Marsh explains that
God’s Christ-like presence is discernible where “the shapes of human living present in
the story of Jesus Christ are repeated, and are recognizable, in contemporary life”
(Marsh, 2006, p.23). From biblical evidence these shapes emerge not just in people or
communities who intentionally reflect aspects of Christ, but in loving relationships of
friendship, healing, reconciliation, compassion and hospitality that make the reign of
God visible. Christ’s presence in bodies and relationships will thus be found inside and
outside the church.

Identifying features of the character of Australian ecclesiology will direct and shape, but
not always determine, exactly how a church might act in relation to the world. At times
people and groups of people, expressing their human freedom, will choose to act in
ways that seem ‘out of character’. Time and the changing nature of places and bodies
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that inform character, along with the existence of mystery, surprise and ambiguity,
ensure that we can never be certain what a person, a church body, or even God, will do.
Nevertheless, there can be discerned a stable inner identity of the church as the body of
Christ which links it to Christ and his Spirit. This thesis will search for that inner
identity of Christ found in the church’s historical outer presentation in an Australian
context.

In order to discover the character of an Australian ecclesiology, the history of the
church in Australia will be explored from a theological and Christological perspective.
Previous studies of Australian ecclesiology have mostly concentrated on the church’s
history.

Such works include Ian Breward’s A history of the Australian Churches

(1993), Roger C. Thompson’s Religion in Australia (1994), Hilary M. Carey’s Believing
in Australia (1996), those concerned with individual denominations, and John Harris’s
One blood (1990), a history of Christianity’s encounter with Australian Aboriginal
people. Stephen Pickard’s recent work, Seeking the Church (2012), is a general rather
than an Australian introduction to ecclesiology. Other writings have focussed on the
weaknesses of the Australian church, especially within denominations, and how those
faults might be addressed. Consequently, there can be no following or critically
examining of a theological landmark work on Australian ecclesiology. Yet there are
publications such as Gary Bouma’s Australian soul (2006), Stephen Burns and Anita
Monro’s anthology Christian worship in Australia (2009), and articles in theological
journals that provide glimpses of Australian ecclesiology. These sightings describe
engagements between the church and Australian society, such as Cowdell’s addressing
of ‘civil baptism’ drawn from his own practical experience (Cowdell, 2009a, pp.156166). They present the character of an Australian ecclesiology emerging out of
pragmatic experiences of the church, both in terms of place and time.

The Influence of Place and History on the Australian Church
The significant influence of place and history on the character of an Australian
ecclesiology necessitates a brief survey of the history of the church in Australia. The
state of the church when it arrived, the difficulty it had in finding God’s presence in an
alien land, and being silently complicit in the country’s invasion have resulted in a
flawed and troubled Australian church. These experiences, as well as many later ones
involving distance and increased immigration, have formed the character of an
Australian ecclesiology which will be argued as connected to an embodying Christ
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metaphor. Images suggested for the church such as ‘wounded shore’, ‘suffering servant’
and a hospitable ‘lei’, which bring together its inner and outer identities, confirm such a
Christological metaphor.

When the church arrived in Australia, the distance between the colonies and Britain
developed both independence and resourcefulness within the church, fostering both a
clinging to past traditions and a sense of inferiority. The belief of being inferior to
England was evident particularly in the Church of England’s preference for English
born bishops, and in the way Australian theology was regarded as non-existent, or “not
real theology” as Goosen reported (Goosen, 2000, p.15). Initially God was not
recognized in this alien place but was believed to have to be introduced by the new
residents. Eventually a national desire for an Australian identity influenced a church that
realized the significance of its location for its life.

The importance of an Australian place for the church can be linked to the Jewish roots
of Christianity where specific places take on theological significance as meeting places
between God and humans. Such meeting places are where God is revealed to people at
particular sites such as Shechem, Bethel and the temple in Jerusalem. W.D. Davies
argues that in the New Testament holy space is wherever Christ is or has been, such as
Jerusalem or the Sea of Galilee, “[b]ut, as Living Lord, he is also free to move wherever
he wills” (Davies, 1974, p.367). 41 Geoffrey R. Lilburne observes that, although the early
Christians accepted that “God was to be worshiped in the places where they found
themselves”, certain places became spiritually important as “places where Jesus lived,
ministered, died, and was resurrected” (Lilburne, 1989, p.65).

John Inge’s study of a theology of place offers a relational view of place which sheds
light on “the complex interaction which characterizes the manner in which people
interact with the places they inhabit” (Inge, 2003, p.xi). He explains that

places and people are irrevocably linked, and just as an appreciation of holy
places is a result of divine encounter, so, in our ordinary human experience, places
exert themselves on us by human encounter and culture that derives from it. (Inge,
2003, p.130)

41

Davies also expounds how “life ‘in Christ’, abiding in him, taking the yoke of the kingdom – these
signify in the New Testament the fulfilment of the hope for that fullness of life in the land, that Judaism
had cherished” (Davies, 1974, p.374). The reign of God is to be experienced in this world.
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If places have this strong involvement in our relationship with God, then all deserts,
beaches, mountains, cities, buildings and streets where God’s presence has been or is
discerned are ‘holy places’ for some people and contribute to their identity. In Australia
there are places recognized by Aboriginal people as spiritual and sacred to particular
groups. Non-Aboriginal Australians also feel a heightened awareness of themselves as
human beings and part of creation in certain places. If as Christians we affirm
Lilburne’s statement that “people of faith find God is with them in the places they find
themselves” (Lilburne, 1989, p.69), Christ will be discerned in those places where our
true humanity is experienced. But the presence of Jesus Christ was not generally found
in the ‘down-under’ place of Australia by the British settlers. The buildings where
Christians worshipped and how they worshipped were transferred from another place;
the body of an Australian church was not ‘at home’. The character of an Australian
ecclesiology was revealed not just by its immigrant nature and distance from
England/Europe, but by the church’s rejection of the land and its indigenous people.

An Australian geographical place provides its residents with a national identity and
sense of belonging. It is where open space and the ubiquitous eucalypt 42 greet us when
we return from overseas. For Australians, native title claims, land rights, the desire to
own a house on a small block of land, and the ‘loss of place’ experienced by refugees
(Inge, 2003, p.xi), all raise the significance of place. Australia is where we Anglo-Celtic
Australians feel comfortable in ‘our place’, yet at times feel ‘out of place’, awkward
intruders, such as at Uluru, which has been returned to Aboriginal ownership. J. M.
Arthur describes it as ‘settler anxiety’ linked to “unease at being part of an occupying
culture” (Arthur, 2003, p.4). From another perspective, Aboriginal woman Cynthia
Rowan has written about the pressures to conform to an alien European culture and the
subsequent pull to periodically return to one’s country. “You need to go back to
strengthen your spirituality…just quietly sitting there and feeling the Spirituality of the
land and all it holds” (Rowan, 1996, p.19).

In an effort to strengthen a sense of an Australian identity, Anglo-Celtic Australians like
to claim ‘unique’ Australian characteristics. These might include “courage, compassion
and resilience” noted by Kevin Rudd of people involved in the Victorian bushfires of
2009 (Bryant, 2009). When examined, these traits are not peculiar to Australians but
42

“No other country’s vegetation is so dominated by a single group of plants”. The Weekend Australian
Magazine, November 6-7, 2010 in a review on John Wrigley and Murray Fagg’s publication, Eucalypts:
A celebration.
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have much in common with people living a similar way of life in other Western
countries (Glynn, 1992, p.239). Yet there are differences. For those in the northern
hemisphere, Australian seasons are upside down, as Tony Kelly points out (Kelly, 1990,
p.2). Gerard Moore identifies a laconic flavour to Australian speech derived from a
preference for “down-to-earth speech, direct but colourful” and “an ongoing
undercurrent of irony” (Moore, 2009, p.144). 43 Mackay explains that artists have
sometimes inspired us with a national identity “from our distinctive environment – the
land, the sea, the sky – and sometimes from the very tensions inherent in the process of
creating a cultural amalgam out of a highly eclectic collection of immigrants” (Mackay,
2007, p.156). An Australian character or identity can be argued as problematic,
indefinite, and continually developing. It is composed of many aspects common to
people in other countries, but does have some distinctive traits arising from its physical
and social place.

The specific nature of the Australian continent is said to influence the bodies of its nonhuman and human residents, 44 including the church body. 45 Scientist Mary E. White has
succinctly described its geographical character:

Australia is an ancient landmass. It has been stable through enormous lengths of
geological time. Its land surfaces and its rocks have undergone continuous
weathering under sun, rain and wind. It has some of the most ancient landscapes
preserved anywhere in the world. (White, 1997, p.43)

The indigenous peoples of Australia have built up a close relationship with this ancient
land over more than 40,000 years resulting in strong spiritual connections with
particular places. A member of the Rainbow Spirit Elders explains:

This land owns me. The only piece of land I can claim a spiritual connection with
– a connection between me and the land – is the piece of land under the tree where
I was born, the place where my mother buried my afterbirth and umbilical cord.
The spiritual link with that piece of land goes back to the ancestors in the
Dreaming. This is both a personal and sacred connection – between me and the
land, me and my ancestors. (Rainbow Spirit Elders, 1997, p.12)
43

Non-Western migrants may wish to question this identification of language.
Historian Richard Waterhouse suggests that the musical Bran Nue Dae “located the roots of Australian
character not in the values of a nineteenth-century European tribe but a much older and more complex
Aboriginal culture” (Waterhouse, 2005, p.272).
45
Gerard Moore points out that “[t]he key Christian festivals have no clear connection with the life and
rhythms of this continent” making traditional meanings irrelevant (Moore, 2009, p.146).
44
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Such a spiritual connection was not recognized in 1788 when the First Fleet arrived
from Britain bringing convicts, soldiers, public servants and the Christian Church.
Instead, Arthur has identified words used by colonists that illustrate how the
‘indigenous place’ was viewed as inferior and an enemy needing to be conquered.

As part of the conquest, the relation with land may sometimes be described in the
language of domination – the land must be ‘subdued’, the forest
‘subjugated’…The coloniser and the country are written as opponents; they are ‘at
war’. (Arthur, 2003, p.123)
The claiming of land belonging to, and spiritually connected to, indigenous people,
instilled within the invaders an uneasy guilt. Roger Herft rightly states that for the
church, “Terra nullius was not only a legal claim but a spiritual one as well” (Herft,
2009, p.142). Such an attitude was reflected by the church viewing Australia as a place
where Western civilization and Christian faith should be introduced like an exotic pot
plant. An ecclesiology was revealed that rejected the culture of indigenous people and
discounted any suggestion of the present of Christ in their beliefs.

John Harris in his comprehensive history of Aboriginal encounter with Christianity
commented that “[l]ittle attention was given by the British to any right of occupation the
Aborigines might have had” (Harris, 1990, p.36). The church identified any culture of
the indigenous people, including language, as needing to be replaced. Nevertheless,
Harris notes the existence of “uneasy consciences from time to time, some theorizing
about natural justice, a few lonely prophets, even some strong words from the pulpit”
(Harris, 1990, p.36). Some failed attempts were made to civilize or convert Aboriginal
people, but “[b]y 1819 Marsden had reached the conclusion that neither was possible”
(Breward, 1993, p.22). In spite of such an assessment, in 1821 Christian missionaries
began to work among Aborigines in Australia, but with the body of Christ expressed by
the church dressed in, or we might say sewn into, European clothes. Guilt and shame, in
spite of a national apology in 2007, continues to influence both Aboriginal and nonAboriginal Australians, and an Australian ecclesiology.

The colonists, like most immigrant groups, endeavoured to reproduce in their new
country the culture they knew, including their Christian faith. Reflecting the state of the
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church in England, it was almost at the last minute that the church was officially
represented by a Church of England chaplain, Richard Johnson, “appointed by the
lobbying of some influential Evangelists” (Breward, 1993, p.13). Bouma has described
the church in eighteenth century Britain as being at a low point, mostly out of touch
with the urban poor, many of whom were among the convicts (Bouma, 2006, p.39). It
was, in Bouma’s opinion, “a period of greatest indifference to religion on the part of the
commoner and greatest indifference to the commoner on the part of the religious
organisation” (Bouma, 2006, p.40).

Although the Church of England was not officially ‘established’ in the colony, Anglican
chaplains in the colony were responsible for the moral and social order, which
witnessed to a questionable Australian ecclesiology, especially among convicts.
Edmund Campion points out that “one in ten of all convicts transported from England
was a Catholic, half of them born in Ireland” (Campion, 1988, p.3). These were often
forced, along with the other convicts, to attend Church of England services. Breward
concludes, “[t]he Christian religion was experienced as part of the pervading
oppression” (Breward, 1993, p.13).

From the perspective of the free settlers, the

institutional church had little authority, and the presence of clergy among them was at
times controlled by finances made available or withheld by the settlers themselves. A
church heavily influenced by its past history and present situation struggled not only to
discern Christ in its new location, but also to reveal Christ. Yet, a few individual
Christians, such as Caroline Chisholm, did embody Christ in acts of social welfare, and
the church became heavily involved in providing education (Thompson, 1994, pp.1314).

The church’s low status and weak faith in an alien Australian place were exacerbated by
distance. Geoffrey Blainey argues that distance, “whether isolation from the outside
world or isolation within Australia – was vital in shaping its history” (Blainey, 2001,
p.368). He contends that distance from Britain was responsible for prolonging the male
dominance in the penal settlement, encouraging drunkenness, the idea of ‘mateship’, an
egalitarian society, and even the popularity of sport (Blainey, 2001, pp.173-175). From
an ecclesiological perspective Bouma suggests that distance shaped a religious
expression which emerged from belief in a faraway God.
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The influences and effects of Australia having long had an absent ultimate
authority in political, economic, social and cultural life can be seen in the distant,
indistinct, low-expectation relationship with the transcendent that I have come to
consider characteristic of Australia’s religious and spiritual life. (Bouma, 2006,
p.42)
Distance was also responsible for independent Australian colonies, later ‘states’, which
were united at Federation in 1901. This unity was strengthened by the involvement of
Australians in the 1914-18 World War and the annual commemoration of Anzac Day
every April 25th. Breward notes that Anzac Day was also important for annually
replacing a church irrelevant to the everyday lives of people (Breward, 1993, p.110). 46
Support for Breward’s view comes from Inglis who contends that commemorations of
Anzac Day are examples of ‘civil religion’. Increasing numbers of people “choose to
gather on at least one day of the year for the conduct of activities properly called
religious” (Inglis, 2005, p.470). Services at War Memorials have become more than
remembering those who fought in wars. They are places and times where Christ is
present as pacifists long for peace, women remember raped victims of war, migrants
mourn close relatives and all reject the horrific killing of human beings. The noninvolvement of the church in the everyday anxieties of people was again shaping the
character of an Australian ecclesiology.

During the 1930s local church communities responded to the Great Depression with
acts of social welfare for the poor, but failed to address the social problems that lay
behind it. Breward observes that, “[f]ew Christians had any long-term solutions to offer,
or asked whether there might be fundamental flaws in Christian theology and social
ethics” (Breward, 1993, p.126). World War 2 followed the economic depression and
once more became “a common national cause which brought church and state together”
(Frame, 2002, p.111). After the war, Frame noted, at least in the Anglican Church, an
inward focus on families and parish life, and a failure to discern Christ in the needs of
its host culture (Frame, 2002, p.123). By the 1960s, Frame contended that the Anglican
Church

was more committed to issues such as divorce law reform and the availability of
alcohol than it was to debates over defence and foreign policy and the
management of immigration policy. In this respect the church contributed to
conditions that would later lead to its marginalisation. (Frame, 2002, p.123)
46

Celebrating a day that remembers a failure to invade another nation’s land is an important indicator of
an Australian identity.
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The post-war years brought large numbers of refugees and migrants to Australia. These
people changed the face of society and increased diversity in the Australian Church.
British migrants swelled the numbers of Anglicans, while Italian, Middle Eastern and
later Asian migrants “helped to make the Roman Catholic Church the largest single
denomination” (Breward, 1993, p.135). These immigrants not only increased traditional
Christian denominations, but forced the church to be hospitable to different ‘others’. In
1978 the government replaced an assimilation policy with a multi-cultural policy which
recognized the reality of Australian society. But Australia was now not only multicultural but multi-faith, creating a new challenge for the church and another place where
it might find Christ.

Significant social changes occurred throughout the Western world during the second
half of the twentieth century. The effect of these social changes on the Australian
religious scene was discerned by David Hilliard as “a mood of impatience and selfcriticism that was beginning to permeate every major denomination” (Hilliard, 2002,
p.125). Carey concludes, “Religious belief has become one of the truly democratic
choices available, liberated from the constraints of tradition, class and family” (Carey,
1996, p.195). This new freedom resulted in the actions of Christians of different
denominations coming together, and also allowed many to desert the church.

The growth of ecumenism that affected Australian ecclesiology was encouraged by the
reforming decrees of the Second Vatican Council (1962-65), the work of the Australian
Council of Churches and a desire for an Australian identity. With congregations
diminishing Breward notes that “a start was made on addressing the serious religious
changes of the 1970s – together, not apart” (Breward, 1993, p.202). An obvious
example was the publication of the Australian Hymn Book in 1977, 47 described by Brian
H. Fletcher as “one of the most important Australian exercises in ecumenism and bore
testimony to the new spirit at work within the Christian church” (Fletcher, 2008, p.200).
In a later book by the same ecumenical committee, Together in Song, “additional words
and music by Australian authors and composers were used and the imagery of

47

The committee responsible for the Hymn Book for Australians with Australian input was formed by
Presbyterian, Methodist , Anglican and later Roman Catholic clergy and musicians. A companion
volume, with a Catholic supplement was published at the same time.
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traditional hymns was modified so as to relate them to the Australian environment”
(Fletcher, 2010, p.3).

In the 1960s, traditional Christian denominations began embodying an Australian Christ
not only in hymns but also in their organizations, disclosing a more Australian
ecclesiology. Bruce Kaye has described how the Church of England in Australia moved
“from a position of patronage, privilege and power through succeeding defeats and
compromises to confusion and uncertainty” (Kaye, 2003, p.81). Distance between
colonies, which had resulted in separate dioceses with direct links to certain parts of the
Church of England, had shaped the faith and organization of the Anglican Church in
Australia (Kaye, 2002, pp.171-172). Eventually the Anglican Church of Australia
united, claiming its autonomy in 1962 and its present name in 1981. An Australian
Prayer Book was authorized by the General Synod in 1972 followed by A Prayer Book
for Australia in 1999, not replacing but as alternatives to the 1662 Book of Common
Prayer! The fragile unity of the Anglican Church in Australia today holds together a
theological and experiential diversity, and expresses an independent Australian
character.

Chris McGillion has described how the migration from Europe and Asia in the twentieth
century changed the Roman Catholic Church in Australia from “a predominantly Irish
Catholic tribal grouping to a more pluralist and culturally diverse community of the
faithful” (McGillion, 2003, p.12). In the 1960s reforms begun by Vatican II and Pope
John XXIII were adopted in Australia. The Second Vatican Council

called for renewal of Church structures and ritual, in line with the ‘sign of the
times’. This was a radical challenge to the old hierarchical-dogmatic model of the
Church, which was nowhere stronger than in Australia. (McGillion, 2003, p.xx)
In spite of some opposition, the changes were taken up with surprising enthusiasm by
many in Australia. Language used for worship changed from Latin to the vernacular,
clergy faced the people when celebrating Mass, and celibacy and patriarchal church
structures were challenged. The distance from Rome, which once encouraged a strict
adherence to rules, now worked to free people from those same rules. A survey of
priests in 2010 by Chris McGillion and John O’Carroll revealed that 70% believed that
the Vatican often failed to understand the nature of the church in Australia (McGillion
& O’Carroll, 2011, p.167). A tension now exists between the Vatican’s authority and
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many Australian Roman Catholics desiring more independence. This tension is
affecting the character of Australian ecclesiology.

The Second Vatican Council also brought radical changes for Religious Orders that
have altered the face of the Roman Catholic Church in Australia. For years men and
women Religious staffed educational and health institutions in cities and country areas.
A survey in 2009 revealed that although the general population had increased, numbers
of Religious had dropped to fewer than half that in 1976 with the median age 73 (Reid,
Dixon & Connolly, 2010, pp.7-12). Significantly, as Religious continue to decrease and
age, their ministries are diversifying and entering non-Roman Catholic work-places.
Religious Orders in other denominations such as the Anglican Church have undergone
similar changes. At the same time, new innovative forms of Religious Life have
emerged. One example is The Community of the Transfiguration which is an
ecumenical community of men and women, celibate and married with children, living
according to Orthodox monastic ideals and belonging to the Baptist Union of Victoria.
Is Christ in an Australia Church being freed from rigid institutions and being embodied
in new ways better able to relate to the changing needs of society?

The creation of the Uniting Church in Australia on June 22, 1977, brought together
Congregationalists, Methodists and some Presbyterians. An important document
entitled Statement to the nation was issued on 1 July 1977 declaring what had occurred
and the connection between the Uniting Church and an Australian society. Breward
explains the Uniting Church as understanding itself as “the first ‘Australian’ church and
that it must be sensitive to its Australian context, not imprisoned by the weight of its
several histories” (Breward, 1993, p.182). The Uniting Church integrated the cultural
heritage of the participating denominations, while asserting that the basis of the union
was “built upon the one Lord Jesus Christ” (Uniting Church in Australia, 1992, p.6). Its
Australian credentials are confirmed by its declaration that “we live on land that was
and is Aboriginal land and that a critical relationship in this land is the relationship
between First and Second peoples” 48 (Chris Budden, 2010, p.2).

The cross-cultural and hospitable character of the Uniting Church is shown in its
affiliation with Protestant Churches from Asia and the Pacific with their particular ways
48

This claim was verified by the Assembly of the Uniting Church of Australia in 1994 when the church
entered into a covenantal relationship with the United Aboriginal and Island Christian Congress.
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of worship and developing theologies. The Uniting Church in Australia’s statement, The
Uniting Church is a Multicultural Church (1985), explains this action by declaring that
“the Uniting Church unites not only three former denominations, but also Christians of
many cultures and ethnic origins” (1 May 1985). Holding together such diversity in
unity is seen as a gift of God to the Uniting Church, and a way of embodying Christ in
an Australian location. An authorized worship book of rich resources, Uniting in
Worship, was published in 1988, followed in 2005 by Uniting in Worship 2 (Gribben,
2009, p.91).

The fast growth of Pentecostalism and the charismatic movement in the 1970s in
Australia is attributed by Carey as offering an attractive alternative for Christians when
traditional denominations were struggling with internal problems (Carey, 1996,
p.190). 49 This movement exposed weaknesses in an Australian ecclesiology of the time
and contributed an emphasis on the Spirit that was lacking. The enthusiasm of members
of Pentecostal churches and the importance of experiencing the gifts of the Spirit
penetrated traditional denominations. Carey identifies the appeal of its meetings to
“their lively atmosphere, promise of healing, acceptance of newcomers and sense of
belonging” (Carey, 1996, p.189). In an interview in 2006 with two young women
attracted to ‘Hillsong’ 50, Amanda Lohrey found them searching for “a meaningful
explanation for their lives and a moral compass to guide them through the hormonal
wars of adolescence” (Lohrey, 2006, p.14). It is noteworthy that the women claimed
their attendance at church services has “nothing to do with ‘religion’ and its all about
Jesus” (Lohrey, 2006, p.29). By 2011, Australian Census figures indicated that the
growth of Pentecostal Christians had stalled, with members remaining 1.1% of the
Australian population, the same percentage as in 2006.

The history of the relationship between the Christian Church and indigenous Australians
included many negative aspects which resulted in a slow acceptance of Christianity.
Today, the spirit world which impregnates their land influences the way Aboriginal
people understand and know the Holy Spirit in their lives, and interpret dreams and
visions (Jordan, 2003, pp. 34, 96). An Aboriginal theology with an emphasis on the

49

The Roman Catholic Church was concerned with changes brought about by the Second Vatican
Council, Anglicans, the ordination of women, and the Uniting Church was busy being formed (Carey,
1996, p.190).
50
Hillsong is a mega church associated with “Assemblies of God”.
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Spirit, land and symbols and a fundamental relationship with place, reveals an aspect of
an Australian ecclesiology that locates an embodying Christ in Australian soil.

The history of the Australian church discloses that traditional denominations share
similarities which can be traced to contextual influences and manifest the character of a
developing Australian ecclesiology. These similarities include the initial poor state of
the church on its arrival in Australia, a reluctance to discern Christ’s presence in an
Australian place, the effect of distance, and guilt from the invasion of Australia. On the
positive side, changes to the church begun in the 1960s have allowed a marginalized
church to explore innovative ways of being church and relate to neighbours from an
alongside position. Different expressions of the Christian faith and migration have
challenged the church to encompass diversity within its borders. In recent years
denominations have often drawn together to support one another, and work together in
God’s mission in an Australian context. The church body in Australia, like human
bodies generally, is exposed as organic and ambiguous.

In spite of recent changes, the Christian church is not generally popular today among
Australians. Past history, patriarchal structures, sexual abuse by its leaders, and the
disparaging way women and homosexuals are often treated have resulted in many
Australians leaving, distrusting or marginalizing the church. On the other hand, Piggin
points out that the church’s welfare and educational work, subsidized by the
government, is highly visible, appreciated and necessary in society (Piggin, 2009, p.9).

The decision by Australians to turn away from the church is not necessarily a denial of
Christianity. Frame cites Philip Hughes’ conclusion after a survey;

‘there are increasing numbers of people in Australian society who want to identify
themselves as Christian but do not want to identify with any particular
denomination. A significant part of the movement is a rejection of Christian
institutions rather than a rejection of Christianity itself’. (Frame, 2009, p.93)
The number of Christians who weekly attend church services may be fewer than 10%,
yet in the 2011 census Christianity was claimed by 61.1% of the Australian
population. 51 Bouma contends that this lack of engagement indicates disinterest in
51

Figures from the 2011 census reported 61.1% of the population identified with a Christian
denomination; a progressive decrease from 68% in 2001 and 63.9% in 2006. Retrieved June 22, 2012,
from http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@nsf/Lookup/2071.0main+features902012-2013
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neither religion nor spirituality (Bouma, 2006, p.212). Support for Bouma’s view is
given in a newspaper article in October, 2010. Dr Laura Beth Bugg is quoted as saying
that the interest in Mary MacKillop “shows that for all our avowed secularism,
Australians still look to religion for a sense of meaning” (Maley, 2010).

Interpreting and Responding to the History of an Australian Church
The history of the church in Australia and reasons for its general decline requires
questions to be asked. For example, what Christ is such a church called to embody
today?

The public face of an Australian church today appears in some areas as alive and
vibrant; while elsewhere it seems tired and dying as small groups of mostly elderly
people gather on Sundays to participate in quaint rituals. Cowdell succinctly sums up
this decline of the church in Australia.

No longer are Churches and their leaders the repository of moral value, chief
agents of social cohesion, the focus of nurture and compassion, or the key
provider of ritual reinforcement at life’s turning points - be they personal,
communal or national. (Cowdell, 2004, p.41)

Most church leaders and members, at least of traditional denominations, recognize that
something needs to be done to reform and reinvigorate the Australian church. One
possible response to the current situation of the church is to turn to the work of Dutch
theologian and sociologist Johannes van der Ven. The social paradigms of van der Ven
can be used to analyse the various forms of a post-Christendom Australian church, and
discern how they might relate to their host context. The church in Western society is
identified by van der Ven as having moved from Christendom or a ‘Church’ model, to
that of a ‘denomination’, ‘sect’ and ‘cult’ (van der Ven, 1996, pp.22ff). Van der Ven’s
‘denomination’ paradigm describes a social institution that members can choose to join.
Unlike a universal ‘Church’, it has “a pluriform interpretation of religious
understandings and moral values” and a “greater emphasis on personal commitment and
engagement” (van der Ven, 1996, p.23). The ‘sect’ or ‘basic community’ is
“characterized by a minimum of bureaucracy”, and stresses “conversion, repentance,
expectations for the future, or esoteric knowledge” (van der Ven, 1996, p.24). The ‘cult’
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term is restricted to a religious group in which “individual spirituality plays a central
part” (van der Ven, 1996, p.23).

Having identified forms of church, van der Ven suggests ecclesiological models that
define how a church might relate to society. Two models are associated with a
‘denomination’. The first, a ‘modern denomination’, accepts modernization in the world
and sees the church as “an institution among other institutions with its own religious
function” (van der Ven, 1996, p.28). The other, a ‘critical-modern denomination’,
believes in only a partial identification with its context which allows for faithfulness to
its mission in the world (van der Ven, 1996, pp.28-29). Turning to ‘sects’, van der
Ven’s model described as an ‘amodern basic community’ depicts a small exclusive
group of believers that isolates and protects itself from a society it rejects. Its
contrasting model is a ‘critical-modern basic community’ which accepts its small size
but enters society “actively and critically with an aim to change it and reshape it with
the perspective of the kingdom of God” (van der Ven, 1996, p.30).

The most common shape or form of a church in Australia is a marginalized voluntary
institution in the position of a ‘denomination’ relating to society as either a ‘modern
denomination’ or a ‘critical-modern denominational’ model. A church merging with
secular society as a ‘modern denomination’ reflects the relationship between the church
and society in Bevans’ anthropological theological model. Such a church in Australia
affirms the good in Australian society, but ignores any missionary task in the same
society. A church relating to society as a ‘critical-modern denomination’ follows Christ
by discerning and challenging what needs healing or liberating. This way of engaging
an Australian context is similar to Bevans’ praxis and counter-cultural theological
models, it encourages listening to and working with those who are ‘voiceless’,
oppressed and/or abused.

‘Sects’ in an Australian church relate to society either as an ‘amodern basic community’
or a ‘critical-modern basic community’. The repudiation of society by an ‘amodern
basic community’ rejects not only society but an incarnate Christ and a God who desires
all creation to experience Divine love. On the other hand, house churches and Christian
communities that relate to society as ‘critical-modern basic communities’ have an
important place in Australian ecclesiology. Alan Cadwallader has argued for the value
of small groups that maintain a loose attachment to the institutional church
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(Cadwallader, 2006, p.283). They provide a place for those disenchanted with the
institutional church and who desire a more “God-focus” on life. Further, these small
groups may occasionally develop an interior authority that can “bring change in a larger
entity that has become so routinised into its own preservation that tolerance of
difference and dissent has expired” (Cadwallader, 2006, p.283). Such small believing
communities in the form of Religious Communities or emerging churches embodying
Christ may be empowered to relate to those outside the church, and to breathe new life
into rigid hierarchical church structures.

From his sociological perspective van der Ven defines an outer and inner identity of a
church as an ‘association’ and a ‘community of believers’, and argues for God’s
presence in both. A church as an ‘association’ affirms that “God works in and through
the cooperation of people…gives them the power to be a community” (van der Ven,
1996, p.40). As a ‘community of believers’ “the church as a social formation is rooted
in the belief in God” (van der Ven, 1996, p.41). Van der Ven contends that it is
important that these two views of the church are brought together so that “both may be
supplemented and enriched” (van der Ven, 1996, p.40). The church identifying itself as
a ‘community of believers’ is reminded, that as an ‘association’ it must be orientated
towards the common good of society. As an ‘association’, the church’s recognition of
itself as a ‘community of believers’ with faith in God confirms the basic religious
identity of all its members in the one body of Christ (van der Ven, 1996, pp. 43-45).

Van der Ven’s paradigms applied to the Australian church are helpful in understanding
its structures, identifying its identities, and offering possible ways a church embodying
Christ might address its weaknesses. Yet more is needed in responding to a church
which history exposes as a flawed immigrant church in the southern hemisphere,
burdened by guilt, confronted by a multi-cultural and multi-faith society and generally
cast aside in the public arena as marginal and irrelevant.

Traditional denominations and small groups have responded to the church’s position by
attempting to release the grip of past history and focusing on new ways of attracting
members. Following Vatican II, the Roman Catholic Church and many Anglican local
churches moved altars forward to allow clergy to face the people and locate the action
of the Eucharist in a more central position. Yet, moving furniture has not resulted in
more Christians attending church services. If worship is to be incarnated in the culture
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of young people, Cowdell suggests the Eucharist might need to be celebrated as “a
multimedia event” with participants bodily moving or dancing (Cowdell, 2004, p.136).
The influence of an Australian place in liturgy has been taken seriously by the
contributors to Christian Worship in Australia (Burns & Monro, 2009). Perhaps as well
as a multimedia celebration of the Eucharist there is a need in Australian worship for a
relaxed silent space, echoing the experiences of people sitting on a log in the bush or on
the beach looking out to sea. Experimental services focused on attracting families or
children, such as Messy Church (Moore, 2011) and Godly Play, are being tried in some
local churches. Anglicans have produced a resource book, Building the Mission-shaped
church in Australia (Nichols, 2006), that directs churches wanting to engage with
people of different ages and backgrounds.

Fresh expressions of the church appearing in Australia demonstrate a church learning
“to respect a variety of approaches as different ways to connect with our varying
contexts” (Wilkinson-Hayes, 2005, p.18). Such groups take the body of Christ into new
places and meet people often ignored or avoided by traditional institutional
denominations. Stephen Said, a leader/servant of ‘missio dei’ in Melbourne, described
“[c]ritical contextualization, observation, theological reflection, experimentation” as
characterizing the emerging missional church in Australia (Said, 2005, p.5). The
church’s marginal location, which might appear to confirm a dying church, also
provides exciting opportunities for various forms of church, both as a ‘denomination’
and as a ‘sect’. A marginalized church is well placed for embodying Christ in offering
and receiving mutual expressions of love in relationships with people of no faith, other
faiths such as Islam, and an abused nature.

In some Anglican dioceses, the church is being encouraged to engage more intentionally
with Australian society in mission. In 2010 Philip Freier, the Anglican Archbishop of
Melbourne, announced a three year program calling Christians “to make the Word of
God fully known”, starting in 2011 with the theme, “‘Seeing the Parish with fresh eyes’.
Who are the people who live and work in your geographical parish? Who might become
partners in Gospel ministry with us?” (Freier, 2010, p.3)

Criticism is frequently levelled against what are regarded as outdated or irrelevant rules
of the church’s institutions in Australia, especially in Roman Catholic and Anglican
denominations. McGillion and O’Carroll’s survey of Roman Catholic priests found that
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many were critical of “the trend towards the restoration of a more centralised,
conservative and rigidly disciplined church over the last thirty years” (McGillion &
O’Carroll, 2011, p.85). A majority favoured opening the priesthood to married men and
some even to women (McGillion & Carroll, 2011, p.154). Anglican Muriel Porter also
desires “a Church in which all people who humbly seek the living God are welcomed,
respected and included, regardless of their gender, race, status or sexual identity”
(Porter, 2006, p.158). Caroline Miley blames the declining numbers of church-goers and
gulf between the Anglican Church and Australian culture on “the hierarchical
organisation of the church and its middle-class ethos” (Miley, 2002, p.162). More
involvement by the laity is argued as essential by Cowdell. He images the laity in the
Anglican Church as a ‘sleeping giant’ that needs waking not just to serve the
institutional church, but to fulfil its ministry “primarily in the secular world of work and
everyday responsibilities” (Cowdell, 2004, pp.152-154). 52

All these experiments and strategies in the Australian Church are commendable, but
solutions focused only on changing the outer identity of the church are not enough. It is
necessary to examine what is driving or shaping the outer identity or character of an
Australian ecclesiology. This thesis argues for the church to turn to its inner theological
identity of the body of Christ. This Christ will not be just any Christ but Emmanuel for
the church in Australia, incarnating in an Australian context.

Bringing Together the Ontology and Phenomenology of the Church
The church embodying Christ that brings together the whole of its identity, inner and
outer, will reclaim its ambiguous body in an Australian location, and through it reveal
God’s love. Migliore states that “the call for the reform and renewal of the church today
does not derive from a ‘craze for modernity’ but from a fresh apprehension of the
gospel that gave the church life” (Migliore, 2004, p.251). Such an ontological approach
mirrors his study of ecclesiology after the doctrine of God, Jesus Christ and the Holy
Spirit in Faith seeking understanding (2004). Inbody, in his introduction to theology
(2005), likewise deals at length with faith in God and faith in Jesus Christ, before
focussing on the Holy Spirit and then ‘The Community of Faith’. Although the church
has many problems, Migliore contends that they must be addressed by the inner being
or mystery of the church reflecting the life of the Trinity in its task in the world.
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Cowdell appears to neglect the theological and other contributions of the laity to the life of the church.
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The mystery of the church is that it is called to bear witness to and participate in
the trinitarian love of God, the God who gives existence to others, shares life and
power, and lives in the mutual giving and receiving in love. The church is called
to be the beginning of new human life in relationship, solidarity, and friendship
beyond all privatism, classism, racism and sexism. (Migliore, 2004, p.251)

From this perspective, Migliore sees the church proclaiming the reign of God’s
trinitarian love in the world through human relationships. Russell from her feminist
perspective describes the inner identity or nature of the church as
a community of Christ, bought with a price, where everyone is welcome. It is a
community of Christ because Christ’s presence, through the power of the Spirit,
constitutes people as a community gathered in Christ’s name (Matt. 18:20; 1 Cor.
12:4-6). (Russell, 1993, p.14)
Other images applied to the church in the New Testament and identified by Minear
(2004) include “body of Christ”, “people of God” and “communion in the Holy Spirit”
while the descriptive marks of the church in the Nicene Creed regularly proclaimed by
Christians are “one, holy, catholic and apostolic”.

These impressive descriptions of the church’s identity are hard to reconcile with an
Australian church’s embodied outer character. Inbody contends that the difficulty arises
from Christians “believing too little or too much about the church” (Inbody, 2005,
p.251). He explains that some Christians see themselves as just members of a voluntary
organization and do not accept their divine identity as the church. On the other hand,
there are Christians who identify the church with “the kingdom of God on earth”; an
invisible spiritual reality in contrast to a visible church which “is corrupt and consists of
people who are not true Christians” (Inbody, 2005, pp.251-252). Inbody brings these
two aspects together by declaring that the church is “both a theological reality and a
human institution; but it is a people with its institutions, not an institution that benefits
people” (Inbody, 2005, p.253).

The tension between the ontology and phenomenology, or the inner and outer identities,
of the church is real. The church is the body of Christ empowered by the Holy Spirit,
and the church is also an ambiguous body of human beings who often fail to manifest
God’s love for others. Oliver O’Donovan presents three possibilities to resolve this
issue. The first is that the inner identity is an invisible form of the church which
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contrasts with an outer or visible presentation of the church (O’Donovan, 2007, p. 185).
In other words, Anglican women in Sydney diocese must accept that they will not
“minister to men, and certainly not teach them in any church capacity” (Porter, 2006,
p.98), instead their gifts are to be hidden and invisible in the church. A second
possibility is that the two identities relate to “what is already and what is promised”
(O’Donovan, 2007, p.185). When earthed in the Roman Catholic Church in Australia,
Christians are to accept “[t]he leadership’s refusal to deal comprehensively with
sexually abusive clergy” (McGillion, 2003, p.36). Victims of abuse are not to complain
of their treatment because all will be well in the next life. The church’s inner identity is
an eschatological promise, not a reality now. 53 Finally, O’Donovan suggests that the
outer and inner identity of the church is a contrast “between the Church local and the
Church universal, or catholic”; between local flawed Christian communities which fail
their members and society, and the witness of God’s world-wide church (O’Donovan,
2007, p.185). From this perspective the local church’s relationship with God is missing,
along with its inner identity. The local church is only van der Ven’s ‘association’. None
of these proposals are acceptable because they separate the two identities of the church
which need each other. Failure or refusal to hold the ontology and phenomenology of
the church together may avoid tensions but it undermines the use of the church’s body
as an instrument of God in mission, and prevents a church from embodying Christ or
growing from using tension creatively.

Moltmann brings the outer and inner identities of the church together in his explanation
of the four credal marks of the church. Because the church exists through the activity of
Christ, Moltmann argues that the marks are “characteristics of Christ’s activity first of
all” (Moltmann, 1977, p.338). From this perspective “the attributes become the
inalienable signs of the true church, which is to say the church in the truth of God”
(Moltmann, 1977, p.338). Such a description takes O’Donovan’s abstract invisible
church, focussed on the inner being of the church, and binds it to the outer reality of the
church’s body in and through which Christ is active in the world. In other words, the
church is presented as van der Ven’s association and community of believers.
Moltmann claims that the marks of the church depict the inner life of the church and
orientate the church’s engagement with the world today. “They are not merely
important for the internal activities of the church; they are even more important for the
witness of the church’s form in the world” (Moltmann, 1977, p.342).
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This attitude is changing in 2012/ 2013.
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Each mark of the church is linked in turn by Moltmann to Christ and the church’s task
in the world. Briefly, the unity of the church is the uniting activity of Christ which
gathers all Christians together and is inclusive of oppressed, abused and marginalized
people and nature. Christians united in Christ must seek the unity of all in the reign of
God. The church’s holiness is located in Christ and is present particularly when the
church acknowledges to God its sin and that of all people, and asks for forgiveness. The
catholicity of the church describes the relationship of the church in and through Christ
to the whole world, desiring its inclusion in God’s love. An apostolic church
participates in the mission of God, carrying out its task in the weakness and poverty of
Christ. Such a church follows Christ by taking up its cross, and being crucified and
raised to transformed life (Moltmann, 1977, pp. 342-361).

Following Moltmann’s example, an Australian church embodying Christ will bring
together its inner and outer being. The church’s Eucharistic worship will be identified as
Christ’s Eucharist, in which the church as the body of Christ is invited to participate in
communion with Christ and each other. Moltmann describes such a Eucharist as a meal
where “the crucified one” offers an open invitation or hospitality to all to participate in
his supper.

The fellowship of the table is the visible sign of the church’s catholicity. But
because this catholicity is messianically open for the uniting of mankind [sic] in
the presence of God, the fellowship of the table is open to the world too.
(Moltmann, 1977, p.258)
The presence of an embodying Christ, human beings, and bread and wine, ensures that
the worship is inclusive of the bodies of all people, regardless of gender, sexual
preference, age and ability, and all creation. Stephen Burns argues from the word
‘liturgy’ defined as the work of the people, that for every kind of Christian worship,
“worship is a communal event” (Burns, 2012, p.23). It involves the whole body of the
church and is open to experiments, innovative acts and music that incarnate the worship
of the body of Christ in particular contexts. Christ’s table is open particularly to those in
need and so the meal directs the outer bodily work of the ekklesia in the world.
“Between the feast with Christ and the great banquet of the nations in the kingdom of
God lies the world’s hunger and misery” (Moltmann, 1977, p.260).
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The outer identity of a patriarchal and hierarchical church institution, with rules
demanding celibacy for clergy, no ordination for women, and limiting contributions
from the laity, is contradicted by its inner Christic identity. The body of Christ
metaphor, as explained by Paul in 1 Corinthians 12, clearly indicates that all parts of the
church are equally important; all have gifts needed for the good of the whole, with no
one part dominating another. To make this a reality, church leaders and laity need to
dialogue, along with society, to discern what rules are essential for the organization of
the church and what are not in an Australian context. Anglican Stephen Hale calls for
adaptive leaders in the church who can “work with their people to find new ways
forward together” (Hale, 2009, p.187). By crossing religious boundaries to heal and
feed bodies on the Sabbath, Christ directs his church to discard rules when they prevent
love and care for neighbours.

The guilt of the church in Australia, complicit in an act of invasion and abusive of many
people including children, needs to be addressed. When this brokenness is brought to an
embodying Christ confession is demanded, forgiveness requested and some form of
reparation given to victims. Christ invites such a broken church to align itself with the
broken body of Christ on the cross, and thus offer hope and holiness to other
perpetrators from a shared position.

The marginal place of the church body in Australian society can result in the church
being either an exclusive ‘individual’ body concerned only with its inner identity and
life, or an inclusive body participating with Christ and others in revealing God’s reign in
the world. Bouma describes how with the first possibility “churches may become
subcultures unrelated to other groups, espousing an increasingly arcane lore with
decreasing relevance to the society in which they are located” (Bouma, 2006, p.139).
The alternative is following the way of a marginalized Christ, working with others who
are marginalized and addressing common issues from a ‘down under’ perspective.

By bringing together the ontology and phenomenology of the church, particular aspects
of the outer character of an Australian ecclesiology are qualified by the presence of
Christ. Christ is being embodied in the church’s acts of compassion, hospitality for
different others, and also in its guilt, failures and marginal place where redemption is
taking place. Shadows may have a negative connotation for a church in the northern
hemisphere, especially in winter when people long for warmth and light. But in the hot
103

Australian summer sun, shadows and darkness are places that offer welcome relief and
life to bodies and the body of Christ. A church embodying Christ in the shadows reveals
an important aspect of the character of an Australian ecclesiology. Such an
understanding of Australian ecclesiology resonates with Pearson’s “Ecclesiology in a
minor key” (2002b), in which a wounded church, with its shadows and hope, is
qualified to speak with and for, a wounded, suffering and grieving society.

Relating Models and Images to an Australian Ecclesiology
Relating models and images to an Australian ecclesiology based on embodying Christ is
an important way to link the experiences and relationships in and of an Australian
ekklesia with the life of Christ. Influences such as land, distance, cultural diversity,
language, and even inflicting abuse on others are marks inscribed on the church’s body.
These marks, along with the mark of the cross received by the bodies of its members at
baptism, disclose the character of an Australian ecclesiology. Identifying and using
images as entry points is a traditional way of describing and exploring ecclesiology.
Through a variety of forms such as literature, art and music, images are able to convey
truths concerning the identity of a local church, and its relationship with God and the
world. Goosen explains that “all religious language is symbolic” and assists in
communicating theology (Goosen, 2000, p.43). Further, the ability of a religious image
to offer a range of possible meanings allows Goosen to claim that “[l]iteral doctrine
divides, symbolic doctrine unites” (Goosen, 2000, p.43). These statements imply that an
image relating to an Australian church has the potential to speak to and unite quite
different ecclesiological expressions.

A search for metaphors to express the inner and outer identity of an Australian church
follows the work of Australian writers and artists. These people have for many years
used metaphors and images to convey their experiences and reveal aspects of an
Australian identity. Pearson is aware of this work when he writes, “It is noticeable that
poets, novelists and artists were much quicker to seize the initiative and mediate an
Australian reality” (Pearson, 2002a, p.608). Fear, grief, loneliness and even humour are
found in an Australian character. 54 Tony Kelly believes an Australian viewpoint from a
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Aboriginal humour was beautifully demonstrated in 2006 in the film Ten Canoes by Rolf de Heer and
the people of Ramingining. Historian Inga Clendinnen concludes at the end of her work on the meeting
of the Aborigines and British settlers, “we are more like each other than we are like any other people. We
even share something of the same style of humour, which is a subtle but far-reaching affinity”
(Clendinnen, 2003, p.288).
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‘down under’ position is a genuine perspective from a place which exists and needs to
be claimed as part of an Australian identity.

In an unusually inarticulate way, we sense that being Australian belongs to the
integrity of what we are as human beings. Compared to ‘over there’, it is neither
superior or inferior…Simply, matter of factly, it is experience of reality from
where we are. (Kelly, 1990, p.4)

Because of the close relationship between Western civilization and Christianity, much
of the literature, art, drama and music produced by Australians contain references to
Christian faith in God. The connection is sometimes slight and deliberately covert,
confirming Bouma’s identification of an Australian characteristic as being true to one’s
experience and presenting belief in God as “a shy hope in the heart” (Bouma, 2006,
pp.1-2). This particular relationship with God is discerned in Les Murray’s Anthology of
Australian Religious Poetry (1986). Some poems focus on the church, its failures,
earthiness and life-giving mystery, while others are concerned with what it is to be
human in Australia. Experiences and relationships in these latter poems, when carefully
examined, are also found to speak of the mystery of life and God.
Creative artists in Australia act as prophets 55 who clothe theology and ecclesiology in
Australian attire. This activity is observed in hymns that combine “words and music in a
way that embeds them permanently in the memory” (Fletcher, 2010, p.1), so they
become important vehicles through which the character of Australian ecclesiology is
revealed. Images in hymns such as Elizabeth J. Smith’s “Where wide sky rolls down
and touches red sand” speak of a church in which Christians of different cultures and
races gather in an Australian place to praise God (Smith, 1999, No.188). Other hymns
envisage the church not so much focussed on a victorious vision in heaven, as in “The
church’s one foundation”, but rather on grief. The grief and shame in Australian
ecclesiology is addressed by Robin Mann in his hymn based on Isaiah 40 (Mann, 1999,
No. 647) which talks of tears as rivers running and eyes seeing only darkness. An
Australian ecclesiology that is earthed in this world is simply affirmed by James
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Ian George identifies artists as the ‘prophets of today’. He writes, “Artists…are the prophets of today
and speak to us of trends of thought and spirit in our society long before most of us are aware…Artists are
daily in the act and presence of creation, redemption, revelation and proclamation in ways that most of us
do not perceive. They are ‘theologising’ all the time” (George, 2010, p.27).
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McAuley when he asks, “How can we love God above and not each other?” (McAuley,
1999, No. 464).

In the New Testament, the many images of the church such as “branches of the vine”,
“exiles” and “people of God” reflect the context of first century Palestine and the
Roman Empire. Likewise the ecclesiological images and models offered below draw on
a contemporary Australian context to reveal an Australian ecclesiology. The images are
gathered loosely into related groups. The first group concerns place; where the church
is, has come from or might be moving towards. Australian land and distance are taken
into consideration. The second group considers how a church facing accusations of hurt,
betrayal and abuse can embrace and use its brokenness and vulnerability to better
engage with others. A third group focuses on the potential of a hospitable church that
nurtures its members, and manifests Christ’s love and reconciliation to others. Cultural
diversity within the church and a multi-cultural Australia demands actions of mutual
hospitality. This hospitality slips easily into portraying the ‘catholic’ credal description
of the church. A final sculptured model gathers together several of the images,
overlapping and merging them.

These Australian images connect readily with the four credal marks of the church. The
oneness of the church is reflected by the identification of the beach as the ‘wounded
shore’, the common brokenness of the church and all society and the meals or mutual
hospitality, where all are welcome and none dominate another. The sculpture portraying
the bodies of people, a cow and objects, also depicts a fragile interrelated unity. Place as
a beach location of reconciliation, and the mystery of a suffering servant image with its
close association with forgiveness and healing manifest an Australian expression of
holiness. Bruce Kaye’s description of catholicity encompasses the rich cultural diversity
within the church and its denominations in Australia (Kaye, 2006). These differences
can raise conflict, but when each is given hospitality by another, the tensions between
them hold them open to the one Holy Spirit.

The apostolic nature of the church with its call to service is demonstrated by all the
images. Images concerning place offer opportunities for a church marginalized by
society to minister to and with other marginalized people and groups, including the
environment. A church body knows itself as wounded, but instead of focusing on its
own needs it is called to see others as kin and, like itself, in need of healing. A
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hospitable Australian church is asked to care for the needy, the poor, those suffering
from natural disasters, and refugees or asylum seekers fleeing from violence. The
discernment of Christ as guest and host and the understanding of the church’s credal
mark of catholicity direct how others might be generously welcomed. The final image
reminds the church that in its journey through life it is embodying Christ in ever
changing everyday contexts and finding Christ there. The images will now be discussed
and compared with van der Ven’s sociological models (1996), Pearson’s In praise of
exile, (2004c) and images offered by Migliore, Watson and others.

Models and Images of an Australian Ecclesiology
The formative influence of place on ecclesiology encouraged Stephen Pickard to look to
Philip Drew’s architectural ‘verandah’ metaphor to depict a marginal place where the
Anglican Church of Australia might be located (Pickard, 2006). The Church of
England’s transplanting or ‘dis-placement’ to Australia and the struggle of the Anglican
Church to be relevant to its present context are illustrated by a verandah added to a
typical British house (Pickard, 2006, p.196 n.50). A verandah becomes for Pickard a
point of intersection between the outer world and the inner house, a breezeway where
the Holy Spirit can flow and the church can intersect with its host environment (Pickard,
2006, p.197).

A verandah image reflects the influence of past history, but questions arise when
Pickard suggests that “perhaps a verandah ecclesiology is precisely what is required for
the Anglican Church” (Pickard, 2006, p.196). We might ask, should the church as the
‘body of Christ’ reside in a “safe and hospitable place” (Pickard, 2006, p.197)? The
birth, life and death of Jesus militate against such a safe, semi-withdrawn, ‘verandah’
place for a church. There is no suggestion of a church experiencing the tensions
discussed by Pearson as a “form of Fumitaka Matsuoka’s idea of ‘holy insecurity’”
(Pearson, 2004c, p.227) when relating with its host culture from such an ambiguous
liminal place. Nor does it reflect a church following Jesus by being imaged as “the salt
of the earth” (Matthew 5:13) immersed in society. Instead a verandah place becomes an
example of van der Ven’s church as a ‘denomination’ manifesting an attitude of a
‘modern basic community’ model towards its host society. One can choose whether or
not to be interrupted by or to venture into society from such a verandah ‘comfort zone’.
Tracy Spencer observes that in the early colonial years of Australia, the verandah was
not where non-indigenous and indigenous people met. It does not have a history of
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being a neutral place where wrongs of the past are healed and redeemed or even “the
contested and shared space of a contact zone” (Spencer, 2006, p.327).

An alternative in-between marginal space for an Australian church is the ‘beach’ which
is closely associated with vulnerable bodies. It is the contested place where British
settlers or invaders first engaged with Aboriginal residents challenging their ownership.
Leone Huntsman has researched in paintings, poems and novels “how the beach has
influenced the development of Australian culture and the sense of our national identity”
(Huntsman, 2001, p.5). The beach is situated between the sea that encircles Australia
separating newcomers from their cultural and physical past, and the land where they
now live. In his drama Beach: A theatrical fantasia, Timothy Daly describes how the
beach for many people is a sacred space, ‘a wounded shore’, where they can bring their
worries, and find some sort of reconciliation and the possibility of a fresh beginning
(Daly, 2006). Such a place connects with Mann’s hymn where tears of the church are
imaged as an ocean which separates and drowns, or rivers in a land where rivers flood
and destroy, or run underground and cease to flow, hiding grief. Can a church
embodying Christ in a liminal ‘beach’ place associated with the risen Christ sharing
breakfast with his disciples in John 21 become a place of hospitality and reconciliation?

Christ present on a ‘wounded shore’ readily moves to Australian literature where the
‘suffering servant’ outcast in Isaiah 53 can be discerned. In Patrick White’s novel Voss,
Veronica Brady discerns “a sense of vulnerability and humility” in colonial society
(Brady, 1996, p.144). The humiliating bodily sufferings of the characters Ellen and
Laura enable them to experience community with others who are also vulnerable and
different. Brady explains this suffering as the wound into which we non-Aboriginal
Australians “need to enter if we are to come to terms with Aboriginal people and culture
and with what we have done to them and, in that, to ourselves” (Brady, 1996, p.144).
The mystery of the ‘suffering servant’ image of Christ is applied by Brady to both
Aboriginal people and the land. She argues that their stories challenge non-Aboriginal
Australian Christians to “the change of heart, the death and resurrection which is the
preliminary to genuine faith, the move into the centre which has always fascinated yet
also frightened us as a people” (Brady, 2000, p.16). The Rainbow Spirit Elders, too,
connect the suffering of Aboriginal people and the land to Christ on the cross, and also
to the Christ who frees (Rainbow Spirit Elders, 1997, p.74). Cowdell also claims
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‘wounded healer’ as a relevant image for an emerging church body journeying towards
Christian maturity (Cowdell, 2004, p.90).

When the images of ‘wounded healer’ and ‘suffering servant’ are applied to both
indigenous people and non-indigenous members of the Australian church, the question
must be asked: Can the perpetrator of the wounds also be the healer, or must our
wounds first be healed by those we have wounded? Djiniyini Gondara believes that both
the oppressed and oppressor need to be set free. He explains,

[w]e have been telling Australian churches that Jesus Christ has set us free and we
want them to be free from the spirit of disempowering us and give us the freedom
that we have in Jesus Christ. (Gondarra, 1988, p.181)
Yet, if the church focuses only on its wounds and their need for healing, it could fail to
take up its cross and follow Christ in service to and with others. The example of
Migliore’s ‘therapy-oriented’ community only concerned with itself warns of such
danger (Migliore, 2004, p.257). On the other hand, by accepting and entering its
wounds, a church is embodying Christ and can become a channel for healing. Perhaps
then, the church could portray Luther’s “mark of the holy cross” (Hall, 1998, p.91),
even when its wounds are self-inflicted.

The church’s body can be discerned as also wounded and marked by the cross in other
ways. Andrew Dutney points out that in many Australian congregations there are
physically and mentally impaired people who are ‘wounded’ members of the ‘body of
Christ’ (Dutney, 2001, p.18). Statistics state that one person in four over the age of 80 is
suffering from dementia (Hudson, 2004, p.126). Are these ‘lost’ people, who have
become aliens and strangers to themselves and their families where Christ can be found
deserted and nailed to the cross? Can these people be ‘wounded healers’, a means of
redemption for us all? Watson argues that on the cross “Christ himself enters into the
experience of separation, abandonment and betrayal” (Watson, 2010, p.226). The shared
encounter in John 19:26-27 of Mary and the beloved disciple with Jesus is seen by
Watson as identifying the church as a body called “to hold the tension between its actual
members and does not disregard the experience of suffering, rejection and betrayal of
any of them” (Watson, 2010, pp.226-227). We may not understand why suffering
occurs, but it exists and must have the possibility of redemption. Rosalie Hudson argues
that dementia sufferers witness to the bodily need we have for each other, and that in
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our essential embodied being we are united to one another and Christ (Hudson, 2004,
pp.123-142). It is then possible for such people to be wounded healers for the church
and others.

Migrants to Australia, such as members of a Korean church, are wounded from abuse,
an inability to speak English, economic hardship and marginalization in a dominant
Anglo-Celtic society. A Korean minister, Kil Bock Hong, claims that like Jesus,
“migrant Korean ministers are wounded leaders from head to toe” (2004, p.262). But he
goes further when he realizes that both leaders and laity are wounded patients together,
sharing their symptoms and experiences to comfort each other while waiting for the
healing of Jesus Christ (Hong, 2004, p.263).

The church’s brokenness that can engender a sense of community leads to images of
hospitality between bodies. Minear identifies mutual hospitality in the Bible as “a sign
of the existence of a new kind of community where every image was destined for
incarnation” (Minear, 2004, p.65). Current issues in Australia concerning the land,
racism, asylum seekers and the ‘Muslim Other’ make images of the church such as
Geoff Wraight’s ‘neighbourhood barbecue’ (2000) and Seforosa Carroll’s ‘lei’(2004a)
particularly relevant. A barbecue allows people to satisfy their bodily hunger and social
needs by meeting in a neutral place where no one dominates and boundaries are fluid
(Wraight, 2000, pp.66-67). As a woman, I am more comfortable with an image of a
kitchen table around which, in everyday life, women gather to drink tea or coffee and
exchange stories. Sharing meals reflect not only the many meals in which Jesus
participated, including the Last Supper, but also Jesus’ instructions to his followers to
receive from and provide hospitality to others (Matthew 10:40-42). A church prepared
to listen to others, might also, as Cowdell suggests, “hear the voice of God in the
world’s own voices” and through participation in Christ “find the truth of God”
(Cowdell, 2004, p.96).

Carroll’s lei placed in welcome around the neck of a guest is an image of hospitality
woven with sweetly scented frangipani flowers from where she has come. It is the
symbol of a first generation Australian from the Pacific and highlights how we are all in
some way strangers from a social norm. Individual Christians are imaged as carefully
picked flowers held together by the thread which is Christ “the stranger, alien,
sojourner, guest and host” (Carroll, 2004a, p.156). Carroll has developed a theology
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from the margins, which incorporates an awareness of how power moves between host
and guest when strangers are welcomed and Christ is present.

Hospitality enables us to struggle along together, to be a community of argument,
to find the space to tell our story, to engage with the pain and promise of
pluralism and to respect the Christ we see in and behind and in between each
other. (Carroll, 2004a, p.156)
A church being hospitable brings together both van der Ven’s models of an
‘association’ and a ‘community of believers’. People are revealed working together for
the good of all in the presence of Christ, and demonstrating the apostolic nature of the
ekklesia.

The concept of diverse people coming together and enriching one another relates to the
‘catholic’ mark of the church. Kaye understands this word as, “the recognition that
others may not only know something of God but that they possess something from
which I can learn” (Kaye, 2006, p.295). Kaye is concerned with conflict and difference
within the Anglican Church and how to deal with it in a mature and creative way. In an
Australian church, making room for the views of others is necessary for ecumenical
dialogue. Migliore suggests that catholicity as “inclusive of all kinds of people” requires
the church to place itself in solidarity with any who might otherwise be turned away or
whose needs are ignored (Migliore, 2004, p.272). For a church to be catholic in this
way, as Migliore explains, “every partisan act of the church must be intentionally
universal, or it becomes not the partisanship of God but a divisive and destructive party
spirit” (Migliore, 2004, p.272). McAuley takes this image a step further in his hymn
“The law of Christ alone can make us free” (McAuley, 1999, No.630). He describes a
diverse church as Christ’s body reflecting God’s love in its internal life and in serving
others. A ‘catholic’ church demonstrates van der Ven’s ‘denominational’ model that can
hold together a diversity of religious understandings, while affirming a uniting faith in a
universal Christ.

Themes of bodies, inclusion, place, vulnerability and hospitality are interwoven in
David Tucker’s sculpture A Local Girl Comes Home. A pregnant woman is portrayed
on a journey with a man and a cow. The artist describes it as telling “a story both
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personal and universal”, but the deep emotions present are hidden 56 in the ordinary and
almost comical juxtaposition of the figures bearing an umbrella, hat, stick, flower and
small box. A woman who is about to give birth is “coming home to begin her new life
as a mother bearing the symbols of her journey” (Tucker, 2008). When used as an
image for the church, its title can be linked to the message given to Jesus’ disciples in
Mark 16:7 to return to Galilee where he has gone before them. The disciples, Byrne
explains, “are once again being summoned to ‘follow’ him there to make a new start on
discipleship back where it all began” (Byrne, 2008, p.256). They are to begin life anew
with the memories and experiences that have effected changes in them of identity and
relationships.

It is a critical time for the woman, her unborn child and the people ‘at home’. The baby
will be shaped by the influence of his or her parents, food, and the culture of a ‘home’
place. The three figures of the woman emphasize her presence and her humanity with its
embodied potential. The man and the cow suggest that her journey involves
relationships with humans and nature. Symbolically the cow also represents nurturing,
the cattle industry, and Hinduism as ingredients in a contemporary Australian context.
The bodies of all the people are naked, revealing their vulnerability, link with nature and
that they are yet to be clothed in a new space of time and place.

This sculpture, of people in an in-between place on the way ‘home’, demonstrates
several aspects in Pearson’s, In praise of exile (2004c). The woman is returning to a
place she once knew. But there is explicit and implicit anxiety present. She has changed
and her home will have changed. Will she be welcomed and offered hospitality when
she arrives home? Will she feel ‘at home’? (Pearson, 2004c, p.224). Today, as Pearson
notes, the church is on a journey in the margins of a society, or perhaps in a diaspora
situation. The Australian context of the church and its own context have changed and
are changing with the influences of materialism, post-colonialism, migration,
technology and the increasing presence of other faiths. The journey theme models a
church on the way and as the “Way” (Acts 9:2) being challenged to embrace life in an
ever changing ‘edgy’ place, no longer privileged by society but open to public scrutiny
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The secreting of the deep emotion in the sculpture under the ordinary daily life of human beings is
another example of the reticence of Australians to reveal their relationship with God.
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Artist: David Tucker
Title: A Local Girl Comes Home
Media: ceramic, wood, linen, ink
Dimensions: 159.5 x 95 x 60 cms
Year: 2008
Acknowledgement: Courtesy of the Artist and the Blake Society
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with opinions instantly registered on the internet and social media sites. 57 It is here in
everyday life with others that the church is called to embodying Christ.

Reclaiming Jesus
The above images demonstrate aspects of the character of an Australian ecclesiology
developed from geographical, historical and social Australian places. Within and
encompassing these images is a church embodying Christ. The pervading presence of
Christ reflects the preference by Australians for Jesus rather than the church. In his
attempt to expose something of the “Australian heart”, Stuart Piggin, through a survey,
discovered Australians as “anticlerical and antichurch, but rarely antiJesus” (Piggin,
2000, p.163). In a newspaper article in 2007, a similar attitude towards the institutional
church was discerned behind the spate of ‘emerging churches’. They were described as
focusing on attracting those “who reject the institutional church but want to follow its
founder, Jesus Christ” (Zwartz, 2007, p.17).

For some Australians, following Jesus while rejecting the church may be a soft option
that avoids any responsibility for the church’s flawed state and the demands of an
institution out of favour with society. For others, deeply hurt and/or rejected by the
institutional church, separation may be the only option. To continue to follow Jesus
under these conditions reclaims his importance for them and the world. A third group,
who reclaims Jesus by following him while remaining within the church, is likely to
suffer – as did Hans Kung – over the “discrepancy between what this historical Jesus
was, what he preached, lived out, fought for and suffered for, and what is today
represented by the institutional church and its hierarchy” (Kung, 2010, p.134). The
church’s call to embodying Christ brings together the identification and work of the
church as the body of Christ. It does this by following Jesus in a contemporary context
and witnessing to the reign of God in the world. In the Gospels Jesus is shown
continually loving and nurturing his disciples in spite of their failures. He also attended
the temple and worshipped in the synagogue, but was condemned when he criticized
unjust demands religious leaders made of people. Today the Spirit of Jesus empowers
disciples to be embodying Christ when caring for or challenging the church, even when
they are unfairly treated by that same church. As Cowdell reminds us, the church today
will still be “a Church of prophets and apostles, saints and martyrs” (Cowdell, 2004,
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Public criticism on such sites was demonstrated in August 2012 over the proposed replacement of
‘obey’ with ‘submit’ in the wedding vows by a Sydney Anglican diocesan panel.
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p.230). Some of these prophets may well reside on the edges or even outside the church.
From the church’s perspective, embodying Christ requires it to be open to respond to
criticism from inside, outside and on its edges. The church may then follow and reclaim
Jesus by witnessing to Marsh’s description that “Christ’s body is where forgiveness
happens and new life is found” (Marsh, 2005, p.206). Such a church embodying Christ
not only follows Jesus but is being changed by Christ’s presence in it.

A church embodying Christ encounters problems when for some Australians Jesus
language is either used as swear words or is unknown. Peter Jensen, when Anglican
Archbishop of Sydney, declared in his 2005 Boyer lectures The Future of Jesus that he
too preferred Jesus to the church, which he regarded “of marginal interest to me”
(Jensen, 2005, p.11). Where he tended to disagree with Piggin and Zwartz was his belief
that in Australia, “Jesus is slipping out of memory and imagination” (Jensen, 2005, p.9).
Yet Jensen also notes that, although Jesus is not very well known or recognized by
younger people he is an anonymous presence in Australian culture (Jensen, 2005, p.8). 58
This being the case, I contend that the conclusions of Piggin, Zwartz and Jensen support
the metaphor of embodying Christ as fitting for an Australian church and the character
of an Australian ecclesiology.

Although Jensen considered the church ‘of marginal interest’, he recognized the church,
the ekklesia, as needed for the “instruction and fellowship” of those who belonged to
Jesus and are called to minister to others (Jensen, 2005, pp. 66-67). Cowdell agrees and
states “that it is not an option for Christians to deny the organizational nature of their
church” (Cowdell, 2004, p.192). The church’s rules, patriarchal hierarchy and the
behaviour of its members are often rejected by contemporary society and seen in dire
need of reform by many Christians. Yet human bodies need a church as an institution,
especially when it is validated by van der Ven (1998) finding God’s presence in it. Van
der Ven explains that the various aspects of an association, such as people choosing to
join, having different degrees of commitment, abiding by rules and striving after the
same goals, enable a church to express its inner identity and fulfil its task in the world.
In other words, “the association of people in the church is a sign of God’s creative and
liberating presence in the church” (van der Ven, 1998, p.40).
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Jensen cites clichés and unrecognized quotes of Jesus in everyday conversation as examples of an
anonymous Jesus in Australian society, but ignores the frequent use of Jesus Christ as swear words. He
also overlooks the respect many Muslims offer Jesus from the perspective of their faith.
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The church as an institution in Australia requires restructuring and renewal directed by
its inner identity as the body of Christ. When both the outer and inner identities are
firmly connected, new life will emerge for the church body and Australian society as a
whole. In other words, there is a strong case for an institutional church to embody
Christ. If there is no future for the church in Australia, then its particular contribution to
the task of the global church will be missing, and more importantly, the future of Jesus
in this country and the country itself may be problematic. By this I do not mean that
God or Christ is limited to working through the church, but as Inbody affirms, “The way
Christians know, trust, and obey God in Christ is through the ministry of the church”
(Inbody, 2005, p.254), and Christians have a calling to participate in this ministry in and
for the world.

Conclusion
The character of an Australian ecclesiology that emerges in this chapter is one that has
been formed and continues to be formed in and by a church in an Australian context. It
is an ecclesiology that emphasizes the need for a human Jesus Christ and his Palestinian
ministry where needy bodies were privileged, the sinful forgiven, culture challenged
and God’s love for the world explained in ordinary conversations. The images of an
Australian church body of a marginal place, brokenness, hospitality, inclusiveness and
journey express similar themes. This Australian church identity echoes something of the
character of ecclesiology in the early church as described in Markus Bockmuehl’s and
Michael B. Thompson’s anthology, A Vision for the Church (1997).

Although the Gospel writers saw the church as a community based on faith in Jesus
Christ and with the task of following Christ by proclaiming God’s kingdom, they were
aware of the failings and weaknesses of the disciples when responding to their calling.
Morna D. Hooker discerns in Mark’s vision for the church the acceptance by Jesus of
the mistakes by the disciples offering “a message of hope to the community: for those
who are willing to set out once again on the road to discipleship, there is forgiveness
instead of rejection (8.38)” (Hooker, 1997, p.41). Such a vision encourages a flawed
Australian Church to continue to respond to the call to be church by embodying Christ
in loving God and neighbour. David Seccombe describes Luke’s vision as being “for a
truly multiracial Church” where Gentiles “are not required to abandon their own cultural
heritage and be circumcised…Yet they share with Jews in intimate table fellowship
without discrimination or scruple” (Seccombe, 1997, p.61). Such an ideal sees an
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Australian church opening its institutional structures to welcome all its members and
assisting in engaging with society for the common good.

An Australian church which is broken, divided, exclusive, and considered by society as
irrelevant has a divine inner identity imaged as the body of Christ. This identity is being
nurtured in the church when Christ is embodied in Australian contexts bringing hope
and reconciliation to lost, anxious, and marginalized bodies. The metaphor of
embodying Christ, which emerges out of the images that portray aspects of the character
of an Australian ecclesiology, brings together the inner and outer identities of the
church. It is a human and divine Christ that an Australian church is called to embody
and reveal by being a church body loving neighbours in an Australian context.
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Chapter 4
Embodying Christ

Introduction
For this thesis, the particular metaphor proposed is a familiar biblical and liturgical
image. In spite of images of verandas, beaches, or even barbecues, which can all speak
of an Australian ecclesiology, it is the body of Christ, re-presented as ‘embodying
Christ’, that is chosen. This body metaphor, with its connection to Jesus of Nazareth and
the early church, suggests the need to incarnate or embody faith in practical expressions
of discipleship. For a church it presupposes a faith that is developed, shaped and
revealed in contexts of everyday life. The body of Christ and especially embodying
Christ bring together the church’s inner life focused on God and its outer expression of
loving God and neighbour in the world.

The preference for a Christic metaphor may appear to ignore the images for the church
which arose from an Australian context in the previous chapter, but this is not so. On
close examination most, if not all, can be directly linked to Jesus Christ. The marginal
or liminal place of the church, for example, reflects the position of Jesus in relation to
his society. The wounded healer image of Jesus and Mann’s hymn comforting those
weeping in grief and sorrow speak to the pain and suffering of Aboriginal people,
refugees and the land, as well as the guilt residing in many Anglo-Celtic Australians and
the church. A church imaged as the body of Christ and aware of its wounds has the
potential to enter into solidarity with the broken bodies of perpetrators and victims.
Hospitality and catholicity link Jesus as guest and host to an inclusive welcoming
church called to serve the bodily and spiritual needs of recent immigrants, abused
women and the poor, and to be served by them. The preference for Jesus detected by
Piggin (2000) and the discernment of the presence of Jesus in Australian ‘secular’
society by Jensen (2005) also affirm the appropriateness of such a metaphor.

The body of Christ image in the New Testament has been mostly used by Paul when
addressing the behaviour of members of the Corinthian church towards each other and
encouraging them to live together in a way that manifests their identity in the corporeal
body of Christ. Yet a church that is urged to live together in the love of Christ cannot
focus just on itself. The body language of this image invites the church to consider how
its call to discipleship will lead individual members and local faith communities to
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engage with other bodies in the world, and participate in the life and task of the body of
Christ. As a church identified in and by its particular contexts, the use of a metaphor
such as embodying Christ calls it to follow an incarnate Christ in a way that is relevant
to and emerges out of its particular location. Once more the question, “Where is Christ
for us today?” must be considered. An Australian church, imaged as the body of Christ
and in the process of embodying Christ, will be invited to seek and reveal Christ in its
inner life and outer relationships with others within an Australian context, here and
now.

Why a Body of Christ Image?
The body of Christ is not the only biblical metaphor that has been applied to the church.
Minear’s careful search of the New Testament identified 96 images or metaphors of the
church (Minear, 2004, pp.268-269). Each one emphasized a certain aspect of the church
which was relevant to its context at a particular time and in a particular place. The
importance of the body of Christ image and the way it has been used in the New
Testament are demonstrated by Minear’s decision to devote one full chapter to it. He
understands the body of Christ image as affecting relationships and thus bringing
together and redefining ecclesial structure and personal decisions (Minear, 2004, p.172).
The focus by the image of the body of Christ on relationships between individual bodies
and between the church’s corporeal body and Christ is of interest to this thesis.
“Everything that a person chooses to do through his [sic] body becomes subject to his
[sic] status as a member of Christ” (Minear, 2004, p.181).

Religious images are powerful, but to be fully effective, as Dulles reminds us, they
“must be deeply rooted in the corporate experience of the faithful” (Dulles, 2002, p.13).
Dulles illustrates this by explaining the choice made by Vatican II in the 1960s of the
image of the People of God for the church. It was in part “because it harmonized with
the general trend toward democratization in Western society since the eighteenth
century” (Dulles, 2002, p.23). In particular People of God expressed the calling of lay
people in a Western contemporary context “to be witnesses to Christ in all things in the
midst of human society” (Vatican II Documents, 1994, p.44).

The strong influence of place or context on bodies, argued in chapter two, can question
whether a body of Christ image used by Paul in response to problems in the church
community in first century Corinth is appropriate for the church in twenty-first century
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Australia. Can the body of Christ be a metaphorical bridge between two contexts of
such different time and place? Gerd Theissen’s study of the social world of Pauline
Christianity (1982) offers historical information linking these two temporal contexts.

Corinth in the first century is described by Theissen as a city established as a Roman
colony about a century earlier. The city supplanted a culture of former inhabitants and
had no continuity of long standing families or tradition of its own. The population was a
mixed one which included Romans, freedmen, Greek slaves, ex-soldiers and Jews
(Theissen, 1982, p.99). Theissen suggests that as a result citizens formed clearly defined
groups, and were yet to have a united identity. The church community in Corinth would
have been small and located on the margins of its host culture. Among believers,
Theissen discerned similar groups to those in society, identified by Paul in 1
Corinthians 11:18-19 as “divisions” and “factions”, which were in conflict when they
came together to celebrate the Lord’s Supper.

A community like the Christian congregation in Corinth, encompassing various
groups and classes, was in all probability confronted by special problems of
integration because of its internal stratification. (Theissen, 1982, p.102)

Although there are many obvious differences between the social worlds of Corinth and
contemporary Australia, there is a common emphasis on urbanization, with newcomers
preferring to reside in cities. These immigrants form groups supporting one another and
are still finding their identity in a new place. The church communities in Corinth and
Australia are both consigned to a marginal position by society and both contain
identifiable groups which at times conflict with one another. These groups are seen in
Australia within and between denominations when theology is argued and customs
practised by some are criticized by others. The place of women in the Australian church,
for example, immediately results in controversy argued from biblical texts. From this
brief explanation, a body of Christ image, which addresses diversity in unity and
equality across barriers of gender, social status and ethnicity ‘in Christ’ (1 Corinthians
12:12-13), is shown as relevant to both contexts.

The use of the body of Christ with an emphasis on bodies is also appropriate for a
church in an Australian context which privileges bodies. As described in chapter one, a
mild climate, a society where there is an enthusiasm for physical sport, the variety of
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bodies in a cross-cultural context, and the desire by some young people to enhance their
body in various ways all suggest a body focus. An image that not only focuses on
bodies but also Jesus Christ is a good choice because of the acceptance of a human
Jesus of Nazareth by many Australians who reject the church. A typical example of this
preference is given by Barry Jones’ definition of himself as “a sceptical Christian
fellow-traveller of the school of Pascal, a follower of Jesus, hovering on the margins
between religious experience and aesthetics” (Jones, 2007, p.8).

Dulles explains that an image becomes a model when it “is employed reflectively and
critically to deepen one’s theoretical understanding of reality” (Dulles, 2002, p.15). In
theology, images as models can be explanatory or exploratory. Dulles identifies the
difference by asking; do they affirm our experience or lead us to new theological
insights? (Dulles, 2002, p.16-17). I contend that when the body of Christ is re-presented
as embodying Christ it becomes an image, model and metaphor, which is able to
identify as well as shape and direct individual Australian Christians and a church in
Australia.

A body of Christ image can lend itself to a certain ambiguity in Australia. Although
Jesus is generally more acceptable than the institutional church, there is a reluctance
actually to speak about Jesus or religious beliefs. Something of that reticence is
discerned in Les Murray’s poem, An absolutely ordinary rainbow (Murray, 1991,
p.100). Murray speaks of weeping; an ordinary action that becomes theological when a
man at midday weeps publicly in Martin Place in the centre of Sydney. The man’s
action expresses his grief and that of all others who long to weep but do not. Kelly
comments that the “[s]ubtle allusions to the gospel at once invite Christian conscience
to find a redemptive meaning here, but also pass a pithy judgment on our unfeeling
religion” (Kelly, 1990, p.52). Yet, in keeping with an Australian reserve, when the man
finishes weeping, “Evading believers, he hurries off down Pitt Street” (Murray, 1991,
p.100).

The poem below is a reflection on embodying Christ as a metaphor for an Australian
church and is influenced by Les Murray’s poem. I have drawn on my experience as an
Australian and a member of an Anglican Religious Community, as well as the life of
Mary the mother of Jesus and the location of the church in Australia today.
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Embodying Christ
It was no ordinary embodying.
To be offered a choice, or was there a choice
there at the water’s edge?
To be marginalized, or to be exalted,
or both…
To give birth in a liminal space
where the divine and human, rejection and wonder merge.
Yes to life and the thrust of the sword;
blood and promise.
It was no ordinary embodying.
To lovingly nurture and be painfully torn apart.
To encourage and challenge only to be
challenged in return, violated, abandoned.
Deserts and wedding feasts,
bread and wine.
To feel the twisting of the spear piercing
deeper ever deeper into the flesh;
panic, despair, and cold emptiness.
It was no ordinary embodying.
Blood and water mingled,
sluggishly oozing out
down, down,
dropping on parched earth.
The embrace of meaningless suffering and death,
where secreted
is the power of love.
The drought begins to break.
Hands heavy with pain and guilt
anxiously stretch towards the ‘other’,
seeking, wanting…
A laughing mother and her small child catch hands
and dance in the aisle
to the music of rain
beating on the tin roof.

The poem looks for Jesus Christ in everyday life where embodying Christ transforms
the ordinary to the extraordinary. Kelly wonders whether as part of a multi-cultural
society Australian Christians should be more articulate about their faith. He suggests
that “[w]hen there is no real acknowledgment of the sacred, the transcendent, the
religious, as a cohesive force of cultures, the society that aspires to be ‘multicultural’ is
122

moving into troubled waters” (Kelly, 1990, p.22). If this is so, the metaphor of
embodying Christ, like the Pauline use of the body of Christ, needs to be expressed in
ways that respond and relate to a changing Australian context.

The Body of Christ Image in the New Testament
Minear’s monograph on images of the church (2004) reveals that the body of Christ
metaphor found in the Pauline and Deutero-Pauline epistles is used in many and various
ways. In 1 Corinthians, for example, the body of Christ explains the church’s close
identity to Christ, the organic unity of its members with one another in Christ, and the
ethical behaviour of members of the church. These understandings are not always
presented separately but are often interrelated with one another and with other images of
the church (Minear, 2004, pp.178-202). In Ephesians and Colossians, the body of Christ
is used in a way which presumes a radically different relationship between Christ, the
church and the world from that in 1 Corinthians. The cosmic Christ described in
Colossians 1:15-20 is presented as the head of all creation, “all things have been created
through him and for him”, and “the head of the body, the church”. Such a view of Christ
implies a position of domination over the world and the church.

The difficulties with the use and interpretation of the body of Christ image in biblical
contexts confirm Minear’s conclusion: “the phrase ‘body of Christ’ is not a single
expression with an unchanging meaning” (Minear, 2004, p.173). The problem of
understanding what is actually meant is apparent even when scholars confine their
attention to one verse such as 1 Corinthians 12:27. Robinson believes that Paul means
that the church is not just like the body of Christ but is the physical body of Christ. It is
“no other than the glorified body of the risen and ascended Christ” (Robinson, 1952,
p.51). Lee, on the other hand, takes into account Paul’s context and draws on Hellenistic
Stoic beliefs prevalent in first century society. She disagrees with Robinson and argues
that in 1 Corinthians 12, “the Corinthians are part of a bodily humanity, which is a new
humanity through Christ, unified in the Spirit and arranged by God” (Lee, 2006, p.198).
Kim expands Lee’s explanation of the body of Christ in this verse. He identifies in “you
are body of Christ” an attributive and not a possessive genitive, and therefore argues the
meaning to be, “that as a ‘Christic body’ you are to live like Christ. That is ‘you’ and
the ‘body of Christ’ are one; for ‘you’ (as Christian believers), living is being the ‘body
of Christ’” (Kim, 2008, p.67). We can say that Kim understands Paul as urging the
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Corinthians to embody Christ. “Now the Corinthian community should live the ‘body of
Christ’ in their social, community life” (Kim, 2008, p.85).

Other scholars like C. K. Barrett (1962), Nigel Watson (1992) and Australian Leon
Morris (1985) contend that the relationship between the body and Christ in 12:27 is one
of possession rather than of definition. The Corinthian community of believers is “the
body that belongs to Christ and over which he rules” (Barrett, 1968, p.292; Watson,
1992, p.137; Morris, 1985, p.174). Joseph A. Fitzmyer recognizes the difficulty of
describing the nature of the union of Christians with Christ in the body of Christ
(Fitzmyer, 2008, p.476). He argues that in 12:12-28 Paul identifies the Corinthian
Christians with Christ and the body of Christ, and that this “has grown out of the sense
of a crucified body of Christ, who is now the risen Lord” (Fitzmyer, 2008, p.482). The
Corinthian believers are different from one another but are united in Christ. While these
explanations are varied, they all attest a close relationship between the Corinthian
Christians and Christ, and thus between the church and Christ.

This intimate relationship between Christ and the church is confirmed by the body of
Christ image but it presumes a unity or oneness of diversity and not sameness among
members of the church. Robinson interprets Paul’s understanding of the body as
“something not corporate but corporal” (Robinson, 1952, p.50). Individual Christians
and local believing communities were members of Christ’s body formed by interrelated
different parts, not a particular social group.

In order to explain the corporal or corporeal body of Christ to the Corinthians, Paul
drew on the analogy of the human body used in Stoic philosophy, which was commonly
known but diversely understood in first century Mediterranean society. Stoic Marcus
Aurelius explained that “[w]e are all made for mutual assistance, as the feet, the hands
and the eyelids…” (Aurelius, 1891, p.39). A human body becomes an image of unity
which does not depend on uniformity, and indeed demands difference. Paul applied this
Stoic analogy uniquely by raising the status of less favoured parts so that all the parts of
the body had equal value (Lee, 2006, p.16). Martin points out that Paul’s body image,
instead of supporting a stable hierarchy among the diverse organs of a corporate body,
disrupted that equilibrium for the sake of equality and unity in the church (Martin, 1995,
p.68). In 1 Corinthians 12:20-31 each individual body was freed from its assigned social
state and encouraged to develop and use its particular gift as part of the one interrelated
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body of the church for the good of all. The essential gift of love given to everyone,
which Paul declares in 1 Corinthians 13 as being more important than any other, was to
direct the use of other gifts. By using a body image Paul claims the value and oneness
of all bodies within the church.

Miroslav Volf, from a Trinitarian and eschatological perspective, describes how an
understanding of the gifts within the body of Christ can be deepened by viewing the
church as the community of the Spirit. The church receives from the Spirit both the
commonality of salvation and the gifts which are unique to each individual. “The same
Spirit baptizes all into one body of Christ and simultaneously ‘allots to each one
individually just as the Spirit chooses’ (1 Corinthians 12:11-13)” (Volf, 1998, p.282).
Unity and diversity or communion and individuality are placed in tension, which if
maintained can prevent either from dominating or obliterating the other. The gifts are
open to the subjectivity of each Christian and therefore have the potential of being used
in a competitive manner. But they are also sourced from and are to be directed by the
one Spirit who is the Spirit of communion and love within the body of Christ. The
activity of the Spirit

opens up every person to others, so that every person can reflect something of the
eschatological communion of the entire people of God with the triune God in a
unique way through the relations in which that person lives. (Volf, 1998, pp.281282)

In 1 Corinthians 5-8, Paul addresses the disunity and harm caused to the body of the
church by immoral behaviour and eating food offered to idols, using a profusion of
images and analogies. In order to better understand the points Paul makes, Martin turns
to a first century belief that the organic body of an individual or group had a permeable
boundary. The skin or border could be invaded by outside evil forces or agents which
brought pollution and disease. Martin contends that Paul’s belief in this pollution theory
explains his instructions to the Corinthians concerning their sexual behaviour and eating
habits (Martin, 1995, pp.163-189). Individual bodies, and subsequently the church as
the body of Christ, are polluted by sexual intercourse with a mother-in-law and a
prostitute. When considering food offered to idols, the ‘Strong’ are urged by Paul to
refrain from eating the food because “the weak members of the body of Christ endanger
themselves when they ingest the food of daimons” and may even join “the table of
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Christ to the table of cosmic daimons” (Martin, 1995, p.189). Paul’s concern for the
purity of the body reclaims the intrinsic value of the body in the face of that same body
causing its own pollution by its behaviour. The connection between the church’s
identity and ethical behaviour is important. Yet the church body cannot have an
impenetrable boundary and needs to be vulnerable if it is to follow Christ and serve the
needs of God’s creation. It must accept the risks of being open to others, desiring and
working for their well-being.

The divisions and factions which fragmented the church in Corinth when its members
came together for the Lord’s Supper particularly disturbed Paul (1 Corinthians 11:17ff).
The cause of these divisions lay in the bodily need for food and the status of believers.
Some people, possibly of higher status, came early and ate and drank, while others,
possibly of lower status and from a poorer class, arrived late and had nothing to eat.
Immediately Paul connects the body of Christ image to Christ’s words at the Last
Supper over the broken bread, “This is my body that is [broken] for you” (1 Corinthians
11:24). In order to preserve the unity of believers, Paul draws on the sharing of the one
bread, Christ’s body, as symbolizing the source of their unity. Martin explains that at
this common meal those of higher status are told to “discern the body”, probably
meaning

both the body of the crucified Christ represented by the bread and the communal
body of Christ represented by the gathered church, which includes all Christians,
those of high and low status. (Martin, 1995, p.74)

The Lord’s Supper is an act of unity through the sharing of the one bread, Christ. That
unity is to be expressed through the social behaviour of the participants of the Lord’s
Supper towards one another. Paul believes that if this does not happen then it is not the
Lord’s Supper (1 Corinthians 11:20). Fitzmyer contends Paul insists

that there can be no real celebration of the Lord’s Supper as long as their liturgical
assemblies are marred by unworthy conduct that is divisive and factious and not
marked by the same concern ‘for others’ that Jesus manifested at the Last Supper.
(Fitzmyer, 2008, p.426)
Minear agrees. “It was not the supper of which he was the lord, the host, and the food;
not the partnership in the one loaf” (Minear, 2004, p.186). From an ethical perspective,
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Cavanaugh argues that the problem was not just disunity, but that food was not being
shared. He links this passage with Matthew 25:35 by pointing out that if some believers
are left to go hungry, those who fail to feed them are disregarding the communion of the
church of God and drawing judgment and condemnation on themselves (Cavanaugh,
2008, pp.97-98).

An additional insight appears when the command “do this in remembrance of me” in
11:23-26 is applied to Cavanaugh’s view that in the Eucharist “we participate in the
divine life so that we are fed and simultaneously become food for others” (Cavanaugh,
2008, p.97). Jesus’ words are more than just a direction to keep repeating the ritual of
the Last Supper and by faith bringing its power into the present. The symbolic actions
of Jesus breaking and giving his life for others are to be ‘remembered’ by being lived
out by the church in everyday life. Fitzmyer also explains the Lord’s Supper as Jesus’
invitation to those present “to emulate his offering of himself on behalf of others in their
treatment of other Christians who share the Lord’s Supper with them” (Fitzmyer, 2008,
p.441). In this case, the ‘others’ are limited to other members of the church, but John
12:32 implies that Jesus’ death on the cross was for all. Further, the action of Jesus’
washing the disciples’ feet at the Last Supper in John 13:1-17 signifies that serving
others is similarly to be ‘remembered’ by the church.

The behaviour of members of the Corinthian church was so important to Paul that he
spelt out in 11:29-30 the dire consequences of taking part in the Lord’s Supper “without
discerning the body”. Gordon D. Fee believes that ‘the body’ in this text refers to the
church (Fee, 1987, p.564). Support for this interpretation comes from Collins. “People
who do not recognize the community as the body of the Lord but dare to eat the bread
and drink the cup bring judgment upon themselves” (Collins, 1999, p.439). ‘The body’
is also viewed by Karl Olav Sandnes as an ecclesiological reference although he allows
for its understanding to be intentionally ‘slippery’ (Sandnes, 2002, p.191). Barrett is
uncertain and eventually opts for ‘the body’ meaning the Lord’s body in the bread being
eaten (Barrett, 1968, pp. 274-275). In this context Fitzmyer follows Barrett and decides
that the text means “taking stock of oneself in order to eat the bread and drink the cup
worthily as ‘the body and blood of the Lord’” (Fitzmyer, 2008, p.446). Martin, on the
other hand, accepts all possible interpretations by proposing that ‘the body’ refers not
only to the church, but to the Eucharist, individual bodies and Christ (Martin, 1995,
pp.194-195). He sees the divisions among the Corinthian believers as fragmenting the
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church and so killing Christ by “tearing apart his body” (Martin, 1995, p.194). Further,
Martin declares Paul is saying in 1 Corinthians 11:30, that the “Strong at Corinth”, by
“opening Christ’s body to schism, they open their own bodies to disease and death”
(Martin, 1995, p.194). The obvious conclusion is that “the body of Christ that they
consume is now an alien agent that brings disease and death rather than health and
salvation to their bodies” (Martin, 1995, pp. 196-197). Such a suggestion concerning
the body of Christ is hard to accept. On the other hand, it finds support from Barrett
(1968, p.275), 59 makes sense of the passage, and affirms the seriousness of division in
the church caused by actions which contravene the love of God.

Paul’s strong statements regarding believers who gathered for the Lord’s Supper and
ignored the identity of the body of Christ challenge the validity of many so called
Suppers of the Lord when Christians have been excluded because of gender or sexual
preference. We could also add the times when Christians who are physically
handicapped have been unable to access church buildings and/or participate at this
sacramental meal (Eiesland, 1994, pp.114-116). It appears that Paul would say that if
the rules of the institutional church governing the Eucharist contradict Christ’s inclusive
love and desire to feed his church, then the service is no longer the Lord’s Supper.
Certainly the Eucharist in these cases is not as Watson describes, “a proclamation of the
church as the open community which participates in and embodies God’s very being in
communion” (Watson, 2002, p.92). Where, we might ask, is Christ in an Australian
nursing home when a resident is refused Communion because she is of an-‘other’
Christian denomination?

The need for the church to be inclusive of all its members has been addressed by Julia
Kristeva using psychoanalysis to develop an ethical attitude towards ‘others’. As
explained by Luke Ferretter, Kristeva proposes that when members of a church
recognize and reconcile their own internal otherness, it becomes “the basis of his or her
solidarity with all others” (Ferreter, 2001, p.151). The church then becomes a
community with equal rights journeying “from an old self to a new” (Feretter, 2001,
p.155). This view suggests that, in theory, all Christians regardless of gender, sexual
preference, ethnicity, class, age or denomination should find hospitality and respect in
the church. Such a proposition challenges a contemporary church “to become the
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“Those who abused the Lord’s table were exposing themselves to the power of demons, who were
taken to be the cause of physical disease.” Cf. 10:20 (Barrett, 1968, p.275).
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healing and welcoming community it was founded to be” (Ferretter, 2001, p.155). A
church that can accept and not reject or ignore its own inner ‘other’ is better able to
accept and respect the other, and otherness in and of others.

A welcoming church has its inclusiveness challenged by the image of a cosmic Christ
presented in the Deutero-Pauline epistles of Ephesians and Colossians. The relationship
between Christ, the church and the world has changed. Christ keeps bursting out of the
familiar more human portrayals in Romans and 1 Corinthians to be depicted as the risen
and ascended divine cosmic Christ. The vision of the cosmic Christ in Ephesians 1:22,
with “all things under his feet” and who is “the head over all things for the church,
which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all”, is alarming to say the least.
There is no respect, love, or possibility of working with ‘all things’ of creation for the
good of all. They are now said to be firmly positioned under feet in a culture where
“feet and all shoes, are considered to be unspeakably unclean” (Bailey, 2011, p.341).
The phrase, “for the church” in Ephesians 1:22 implies that the church as the body of
Christ has been given this dominating position of power and mastery. Such a vignette
portrays the church unified by triumphal and hegemonic attitudes towards others. Habel
describes it as a new cosmic order in which “the hierarchy in descending order would
then seem to be Christ, Church, humanity, all (other) things” (Habel, 2002, p.145).
What has happened to the covenantal and incarnate ways chosen by God to work with
creation?

In an attempt to solve the problem implied by the ‘headship’ of Christ and its
association with the church, Minear turns to Colossians and the concern for protection
from destructive cosmic forces that the letter is addressing. He concludes that

Christ’s headship is thus a way of pointing to his status as first principle, as firstborn, as primal image, as the source and goal of all things, and as the legitimate
ruler of all other spiritual rulers. (Minear, 2004, p.205)
Using this interpretation, the headship of Christ over all things is an eschatological goal
in contrast to the present reality of groaning creation described in Romans 8:19-23. By
integrating these two views, Eugene Stockton suggests that for contemporary Australian
society, formed from many ethnicities, it could offer a dream of the future able to shape
our present life. Such a vision would be
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a new creation, a New Man, a cosmic Christ coming to encompass and re-unite us
and the land and all it holds, while in the present the Spirit groans within us and
nature in one great act of giving birth. (Stockton, 1995, p.124)

The above explanations of Christ’s headship may be helpful but cannot fully counteract
a relationship between Christ and the church that implies, particularly in Ephesians, a
church dominating the rest of creation. A careful study by Michael Trainor, from an
ecological perspective, of the Christological hymn in Colossians 1:15-20 offers another
possible understanding of the relationship between Christ and creation. Christ is
portrayed as the one in or by whom creation came to be, its sustainer, reconciler to God
and its final goal. The Colossian Christians are reminded that by their baptism “their
union with God through Jesus Christ inserts and links them to their world and all the life
systems that compose it” (Trainor, 2005, p.60). The world is not under the control of
evil forces but under God’s protection and “imbued with God’s loving presence
revealed in Jesus” (Trainor, 2005, p.60). In this case Trainor explains that the “fullness
of God” in Colossians 1:19 concerns creation.

Just as Jesus is God’s icon, he is also the expression of creation. What creation is
about is revealed in him, in his relationship with God. In Jesus, the cosmos is
taken to a new height; it is sanctified and revelatory of God’s own being. (Trainor,
2005, p.67)
If creation is in Christ in this way, as well as Christ in creation through the incarnation,
then the church as the body of Christ is similarly connected with creation where “God’s
presence is always mediated through our material world and our human experience”
(Trainor, 2005, p.68). Trainor concludes that because the church is the body of Christ it
is called to engage with Christ in revealing God’s presence through healing and
reconciliation in the world (Trainor, 2005, pp.68-69).

The close connection between Christ and creation, and between the church as the body
of Christ and creation, highlighted by Trainor, suggests understanding creation imaged
by Sallie McFague (1993) as the body of God, or better as the body of Christ. If this
proposition is accepted, then the church can be considered as the intentional body of
Christ; a group of people baptized into Christ, confessing faith in Christ and engaged in
the task of manifesting God’s love in the world. The church would then be reckoned as
leaven, not pure or faultless but infused with the power of the Holy Spirit to complete
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(or at least continue) the work of Christ’s reconciliation of the world to God. As the
body of Christ the church would be, as Marsh suggests, “like Christ, broken and
awaiting full consummation of the (eschatological) promise of resurrection” (Marsh,
2005, p.210). At the Parousia, the church, having finished its task as the intentional
body of Christ, would become part of the whole of creation transformed into a new
creation and gathered into Christ’s body. The church and ‘all things’ in Christ would
finally participate in the unifying life of the Trinity for which they were originally
destined.

The concept of the body of Christ extending beyond the church is one argued by Marsh.
He believes it is “appropriate for Christian thought and practice to relate the notion of
the body of Christ more to the Kingdom of God than to the Church as we know it”
(Marsh, 2005, p.210). This allows Christ to be located inside and outside the church.
Christ’s embodied relation with the whole of creation, including the church, undermines
the concept of a dominating remote Christ, head over a body which is the church or all
creation. It allows for people who are not baptized and the non-human part of creation
to be seen as ‘in Christ’ joined with the church theologically and christologically as well
as biologically. Of course there is a danger here of refusing to respect the freedom of
non-Christians. They may well view such a suggestion as bestowing on them an identity
they do not want and yet another example of Christian hegemony or Western
colonization! Nevertheless, accepting all creation as the body of Christ, or Christ’s
presence in all, encourages an attitude of love, respect, thankfulness and care by the
church for the human and non-human ‘other’.

Acknowledging Christ’s presence in all created bodies has important implications for a
church’s stance in areas of reconciliation, hospitality, refugees, inter-faith relations, and
treatment of the environment. For example, it is not a matter of seeing Christ instead of
the Muslim we are meeting, but rather a truly human person who in his or her humanity
and as a Muslim reveals something of Christ. When accepting responsibility towards the
environment, a church is directed to work with an abused nature, demonstrating the
healing and wholeness of Christ in creation.

Weaknesses of the Body of Christ Metaphor
Although the body of Christ image as applied to the church has strengths, it also has
significant weaknesses. In fact, some of the body of Christ’s strengths, like its unifying
131

power, can be sources of weakness. Kim describes how a reading in 1 Corinthians of
‘body of Christ’

as a metaphor for the group as an institutional or ecclesial organism contributes to
this exclusivism by seeking to unify the community that is the church at the price
of diversity, while marginalizing others and their vision of the community. Such
unity-oriented language is a double-edged sword, destructive both within the
community and its relationships with other people. (Kim, 2008, p.3)
An extreme example of an exclusive concept of the church was the Roman Catholic
Church’s identification of itself in 1943 as the ‘Mystical Body of Christ’. The use of
this image fostered the belief that the Roman Catholic Church was an elite divine group
directed by the Holy Spirit, 60 separate from and superior to other parts of the Christian
church (Dulles, 2002, p.44).

McFague recognizes how the image of the body of Christ has in the past “supported a
sense of uniqueness and privilege within the Christian community: we are the body of
the saviour of the world” (McFague, 1993, p.205). She criticizes this view as excluding
the natural world and people of other religious traditions (McFague, 1993, p.205), and
we could add, those of no religious traditions. From her proposal of the world as the
body of God, McFague explains the church as “a sign of the new creation” where “the
liberating, healing, inclusive love of the embodied God in the Christic paradigm occurs”
(McFague, 1993, p.206). The church in its everyday life is imaged as sharing with its
neighbours the revelation of the reign of God as proclaimed by Jesus of Nazareth. The
saving nature of the church as the body of Christ is fulfilled through and in mutual
relations with others.

The marginalizing of others by an exclusive church imaged as the body of Christ can
encourage an emphasis on community and sameness, and discourage individuality and
difference. The presence and value of both individuality and community in the church is
discussed by Hall. He believes “that there is something delicate and important to the
health of the human species in the tension between the individual and the group” (Hall,
1998, p.112). By not resolving this tension, diversity can be held in a community for the
benefit of all, as it is to a certain extent in a democracy. Human beings need to be
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In 1943 Pope Pius XII identified an hierarchical and exclusive church as the ‘Mystical Body of Christ’
and equated it solely with the Roman Catholic Church. This was later retracted by Vatican 2 in Lumen
Gentium. (Dulles, 2002, p.44).
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involved in relationships with others to develop and know themselves, but there is also a
need for space to reflect alone and be aware of self. Like Paul’s image of the body with
the different parts having their particular gifts which are vital for the well-being of the
whole, individual space can allow creative ideas to emerge and faults to be recognized.
It is not inconsequential that an individual on the margins of a local church can provide
useful criticism from such a perspective. A solitary place, as it was for Jesus of
Nazareth, can be an important place to inhabit, but it can also be a place of alienation
and suffering as Hall experienced (Hall, 1998, pp.268-269). If as a part of the body of
Christ, the church, we go apart, the apartness becomes participation in the church’s life
and task in the world.

A church community, as with any community, is a collection of diverse people. For
many Christians who expect the church as the body of Christ to be “a perfect human
community”, the moral and other failings of the church are a great disappointment. In
response, Dulles quotes Gregory Baum’s comment.
The longing desire for the warm and understanding total community is the search
for the good mother, which is bound to end in disappointment and heartbreak.
There are no good mothers and fathers, there is only the divine mystery
summoning and freeing us to grow up. (Dulles, 2002, pp.53-54)
Tom Frame discerns a similar expectation by some Australian Christians for a
therapeutic church community.

Much of what purports to be Christianity in this country is a form of religious
therapy whose aim is to make people feel better about themselves or gain more
enjoyment out of life. (Frame, 2009, p.15)
The church as the body of Christ has a responsibility to nurture and care for its
members, but this nurturing and compassion must be extended, even by a broken
church, towards others in need outside the church. 61 Jesus is to be recognized and
served also in the marginalized of Australian society, including ‘second class’ citizens
such as homosexuals, Muslims, the disabled, Aborigines and the land.

Any claim that the church as the body of Christ has achieved perfection opens it to be
described by van der Ven as a place which leaves no room for falling short of Christ.
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In Mark 6:31-34 Jesus took his disciples apart for some much needed rest but was immediately
interrupted by the needs of a multitude of people.
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The organic nature of a body image implies the need for a church body to experience
failures in achieving growth (van der Ven, 1996, p.277). The church is a wounded
weak body of Christ, still ‘on the way’ along its stumbling journey, growing towards
fulfilment in communion with others. It is not yet the transformed body, but in its
flawed state it is strengthened by Christ and the Spirit to respond to its call to be church
by participating in God’s mission in the world. Although we are broken, as Jonathan
Sacks reminds us, “God empowers us to be his partners in the work of healing a
fractured world” (Sacks, 2005, p.166).

Christopher Morse (2009) values a church being flawed or wounded and argues for a
church fulfilling its task in the world by using the concept of ‘faithful disbelief’. He
cites biblical evidence to show that from the beginning the church is presented as
harbouring denial and betrayal. By applying Martin Luther’s theory of sub contrario,
Morse does not see this as a weakness, but rather witnessing to how God’s grace comes
to us hidden, “beneath its opposite” (Morse, 2009, p.288). Alister E. McGrath explains
that this opposite, identified by Luther particularly in the crucifixion, is revealed in the
reality of a flawed broken church, claimed by its members to be the body of Christ,
where grace is received and given (McGrath, 1990, p.175).

Dwindling groups of believers in Australia who come together as church each week
may not feel like important witnesses to God’s love and power. Yet a church gathered
for the Eucharist is identified by Morse as human bodies “confessed in faith to become
none other than the place where the love of God embodied in Jesus Christ is shown to
encompass the whole world in all its depths and heights” (Morse, 2009, p.298). These
Christians are not sinless but groups of ordinary people called out by God, who fail and
succeed, deny and give thanks to God. Such communities are the body of Christ,
witnessing through their faith and service of others, to the fact that the risen power of
God in the resurrection can, does and will finally bring new life to the world. Morse
concludes therefore that

in repentance of its sins by refusing to believe that the church in either its living or
dying is subject to the failings of its members, the Eucharistic community on the
corner or down the road signals in the midst of the world the wonder of an
ultimate hope that is confessed to be not of this world. (Morse, 2009, p.317)
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Support for Morse’s hopeful and positive view of the church is found in Marsh’s
understanding of the doctrine of the atonement in relational terms. Marsh explains that
despite the initial desertion and denial of many of Jesus’ immediate disciples, they
“came to be carriers (in word and presence) of the Kingdom he proclaimed and
celebrated” (Marsh, 2005, p.204). It can therefore be argued, that the brokenness of the
body of Christ, the church, is not the end. The power of God that overcame the death of
Jesus through the resurrection is still able to heal and transform broken people and
relationships in the church today. They are changed through forgiveness into the
fullness of humanity, “into the new relationality of the body of Christ” (Marsh, 2005, p.
205). This reconciliation and healing is explained by Marsh as achieved by God within
the context of human relationships, uniting in a synergism, divine and human initiatives
(Marsh, 2005, pp. 206-207).

A body of Christ image with its emphasis on a body made up of various parts that are
all interconnected is appropriate for a church within a multi-cultural Australian society.
The ability of the body of Christ to hold a diversity of people and expressions of
Christian faith together in a precarious unity is vital. Problems arise when the church,
because of its belonging to Christ, demands from its members a unity or sameness to
which ‘others’ must conform. The church then becomes stagnant internally and bound
by rigid boundaries externally.

Weaknesses of the body of Christ image do not negate it as an image but do make it an
ambivalent as well as a problematic image. The conflict of its past image of an elite
church of ‘saved’ people association with a hierarchical controlling Christendom and its
present broken state are real in the minds of Australian Christians and non-Christians.
Abuse by leaders of the church, which harmed hundreds of children, points to the
church’s demise. A church imaged as the body of Christ, when realizing its brokenness,
has the choice to become an introverted therapeutic community as identified by Frame
(2009), or more open to God and others. Unfortunately, the body of Christ metaphor
suggests a static church unable to grow, develop, or respond to its changed status in a
changing Australian context. On these grounds, the ability of a body of Christ image to
call Christians to be church in a contemporary Australian context is questioned.
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Embodying Christ
In spite of its failings and over-use in the past, the body of Christ image is still
important biblically and liturgically in the life of the church. The use by God of the
crucified broken body of Jesus to be the means for God’s grace to flow into the world
can only amaze and offer encouragement and hope to a broken marginalised Australian
church. The close connection in the body of Christ between all created bodies, the
church and Jesus Christ makes this image particularly relevant to a contemporary
Australian church confronted by cross-cultural and environmental issues. For these
reasons I contend that instead of the body of Christ being discarded it should be represented. As Sallie McFague explains, there are times when we need to do what poets
often do, that is “to take our literal words, our dead metaphors, and by combining them
in new ways, make them possible of expressing new insights” (McFague, 2002, p.40).
‘Embodying Christ’ is therefore proposed as a fresh presentation of the body of Christ.
Such an active flexible metaphor, still focused on Christ, is clad in less restrictive
clothing, allowing it to retain many of the advantages of the body of Christ while
overcoming some of its disadvantages.

The use of the present active participle, ‘embodying’, undermines any belief that the
members of the church have already attained salvation. ‘Embodying Christ’ describes a
church as not only an organic growing body, but in the process of incarnating Christ in
the world. Whenever Christians speak, act and engage with others in ways that manifest
the essence of Jesus’ character as revealed in the Gospels, Christ is gradually incarnated
and developed in the church. Embodying Christ demonstrates Jon Sobrino’s assertion
that the church is a community on pilgrimage seeking the truth through “the action of
rethinking its faith throughout history, learning to learn” (Sobrino, 1993, p.29). An
understanding of the church as not only ‘the Way’ as in Acts 9:2, but also on the way of
being transformed by God, allows for and indeed encourages growth through failures as
well as successes. From this perspective embodying Christ can be argued as an
appropriate metaphor for a flawed and marginalized Australian church. Such an ekklesia
is called to acknowledge its brokenness, accept and offer forgiveness, and be an
inclusive community of human bodies in mutual relationships with others, manifesting
hope in the world.

By turning to the church’s sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist where the
relationship with Christ begins and grows, an embodying Christ metaphor is readily
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demonstrated. In baptism Christians become members of the body of Christ.
Embodying Christ describes the reality that this is not a completed action but one which
evolves. We symbolically pass through the waters of death and receive the mark of the
cross. Migliore explains it as a time of receiving an identity which develops. “Christians
are given a Christian name, and their whole life becomes a journey of faith in which
they enter ever more fully into their baptismal identity” (Migliore, 2004, p.283). This
‘journey of faith’ is not an aimless wandering, but a journey of following and
embodying the Christ revealed in the Scriptures. When the church gathers to celebrate
the Eucharist, it comes together as Christ’s body. It is here that Christians, as
individuals and as the church body, are regularly nurtured and strengthened through
words and actions in the knowledge of the Christ they are embodying. Migliore links
the two sacraments: “If baptism is the sacrament of the beginning of Christian life, the
Lord’s Supper is the sacrament of growth and nourishment in Christian life” (Migliore,
2004, p.288).

When Christians participate in the celebration of the Eucharist, Marcia W. Mount
Shoop (2010) contends that the church’s embodying of Christ becomes an intimate
physical embodying. In John 6:56 Jesus declares, “those who eat my flesh and drink my
blood abide in me and I in them”. Mount Shoop explains these words as more than an
invitation from Jesus just to follow his example.

Jesus wants to be inside you and me, inside us that we might share the same body
and blood, that we might be his body in the world. This is not simply an ethical
argument – it is an ontological argument. It is about our essential selves, the
rawest places of the soul. It is about our created nature, our proper nature. (Mount
Shoop, 2010, p.169)
At the Lord’s Supper we eat the bread and drink the wine, we ingest it into our whole
bodies, not just our minds. It becomes part of our actual physical bodies, our very being.
Christ and Christ’s Spirit enters us “to guide us, to in-form us, to dwell in us, and to
transform us” (Mount Shoop, 2010, p.169). The incarnational and contextual nature of
the risen Christ who promised to be with the church always and everywhere “to the end
of the age” (Matthew 28:20) becomes a reality. Christ is actively present in, with and
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through the body of the church and the bodies of its members, as they participate with
Christ in revealing God’s love in the world. 62

We talk about Christ growing in us and nurturing us but know that we cannot literally
embody Christ. Yet Mary of Nazareth did embody Christ, and in a sense we, the church,
do too. In Matthew and Luke, Mary is described as physically embodying Jesus and
suffering the consequences. Embodying Christ did not bring her tranquillity or
adulation, but instead conflict, suspicion, social stigma and marginalization. Mary’s
experience, reinforced by Simeon’s words of a sword piercing her soul (Luke 2:35),
indicates that being church embodying Christ will also change our lives and bring
struggle, pain and challenge.

Writing on the theology of Rowan Williams, Australian theologian Benjamin Myers
explores Mary’s relationship with the infant Jesus Christ as encountered by Williams in
the icon known as Our Lady of Vladimir (Myers, 2012, pp.67-71). Williams describes
how the icon reveals God “neither as distant parent nor even as (threatening) adult
lover, but as hungry child” (Williams, 2002, p.38). Myers explains, “That is what
incarnation means: God does not remain at a safe distant, does not leave us be. God is
embarrassingly, devastatingly intimate” (Myers, 2012, p.69). Embodying Christ
understands the icon as a window through which we are taken not into heaven, but
thrust into the world around us which invades every part of our life. In the icon the
child’s face is pressed against his mother’s cheek and his hands grip her. He looks at her
insisting on attention. Mary stares out from the icon. She loves her child but she is
anxious, even desperate, because of the continual demands made of her.

For a church and its members, following Christ is being open to incarnating Christ here
and now with the possibilities of being exhausted, scorned and faced with the constant
needs of others. A person responsible for the care of small children or an aged parent
can identify with Mary’s experience of the unrelenting demands of a needy Christ. In a
church community of ageing believers, the expectations and pressures of Christ are
encountered in the need to continue feeding the hungry, teaching the faith, ministering
to the sick and running Op-shops. In an effort to welcome young parents and children to
worship services, regular church members are expected to have prayer disturbed, sing
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In John 20:17, the movement from an outer relationship to an inner embodied one can be seen taking
place when Jesus transfers Mary Magdalene’s desire to touch or cling to him, to witnessing to others of
his risen life.
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unfamiliar hymns and engage with others they would prefer to ignore. Then there are
the problems of the environment to be addressed. Being church can seem too much!

Australian Elaine Wainwright’s reading of Matthew 15:21-28 suggests that a church
embodying Jesus Christ must expect and respond to such challenges and demands
(Wainwright, 1998). In an encounter with Jesus in a liminal place, Wainwright
describes a Canaanite woman on the edges or outside of Israel as contravening social
and cultural boundaries. A Gentile woman assumes the role of a prophetic teacher and
Jesus’ identity of Wisdom/Sophia as manifested in Matthew 11:28. Echoing Mother
Wisdom (Sirach 15:2-3), she desires bread or healing for her daughter. In her “challenge
to the exclusive household imagery of Jesus, she envisages another house (v.27), one in
which Sophia’s invitation to ‘come and eat of my bread’ (Prv 9:1-5) can be extended to
all” (Wainwright, 1998, p.88). This woman from the edges of the ekklesia, or outside,
is embodying Christ as Wisdom, and calling Jesus, the church, to be inclusive and open
to respond to the needs of all. And she does it in a liminal public space. Applied to an
Australian context, ‘Justa’, as Wainwright names her, reminds an Australian church in a
marginal place of its calling to be inclusive of women and outsiders, and, when
necessary, to witness to the reign of God by challenging public social constructions.

When Mary embodied Jesus, a woman’s body was affirmed by God. Australian Judith
Gray, in a monograph on Mary of Nazareth, suggests that Mary’s embodiment of Jesus
reveals a woman’s body open for encounter and nourishing life as a metaphor for a
church where “[l]ife is perceived as a place of habitation, of growth, birth and
transformation” (Gray, 1995, p.41). Julian of Norwich images not Mary but Jesus taking
on the attributes of a woman’s body and being our mother who “can feed us with
himself” (Julian, 1978, p.298), and identifies him with “our mother Holy Church”
(Julian, 1978, p.302). Embodying Christ in these examples becomes a merging of the
church with Mary, Christ and a woman’s body. Embodying Christ is shown to involve
not only marginalization and suffering, but a physical offering of hospitality and
nourishment, and importantly, receiving hospitality and nourishment in relationships. If
we close ourselves from a needy Christ, we prevent ourselves from being nurtured by
Christ through encounters with others. Discerned here is prayer as openness to God and
others, enabling the incarnating or embodying of Christ to take place in and through
many believing people and communities in the world. It is seen in Mary’s conception of
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Jesus in Luke 1:31, the prayer of the tax-collector in Luke 18:13-14, and Jesus’ prayer
in the garden of Gethsemane in Luke 22:42 and Mark 14:36.

A church open to an embodying Christ raises the question which Kim raised regarding a
church imaged as the body of Christ demanding unity at the price of diversity (Kim,
2008, p.3). Do Christians lose their own identity by embodying Christ? Paul declares in
Galatians 2:20, “it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me”. It is a statement
claiming that at baptism the inmost being of Christians is supplanted by Christ. Migliore
sees baptism as signalling “one’s death to an old way of life and one’s birth to the new
life in Christ” (Migliore, 2004, p.283). Must individual identity be lost when embodying
Christ? Marsh believes that Paul is wrestling with “[w]hat it means to relate to Christ”
and “having the mind of Christ” (Marsh, 2006, p.134). The same possibility of losing
one’s identity which was mentioned regarding the Body of Christ image must be
considered again. It affects the very being or ontology of Christians and local church
communities.

A contextual ecclesiology cannot accept that at baptism, members of the church hand
over themselves to God’s control and become members of some exclusive group where
all have the same Christic identity. Such a possibility prohibits a mutual partnership
with Christ suggested by God’s covenantal relationship with humankind. Having “the
mind of Christ”, as Paul declares necessary for Christians in Philippians 2:5, is not
about sameness or just imitating Jesus. Marsh explains, “It is more a matter of
discovering what it means to participate in Christ” (Marsh, 2006, p.135). In order to
develop as human beings we need to relate to others, accept and challenge their ideas,
learn from them and work with them for the common good. And yet love, as we know
from Christ’s incarnation and revelation of the life of the Trinity, demands the giving or
emptying of self for the well-being of another. When an individual or local believing
community embodying Christ makes room for the Other (others), or is forced to do so,
the fullness of its true identity begins to emerge, an identity that witnesses to life in the
reign of God. Marsh explains this concept when he connects being Christian to “what it
means to be human in community today…For in Christ, the new humanity has come”
(Marsh, 2006, p.149).

Each human being is unique and different from any other. Likewise a Christian
incarnating or embodying Christ in a particular context is a unique presentation or
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embodiment of the divine in the human, even when based on Jesus Christ in the
Gospels. When all these different Christians come together in the church, a variety of
Christic expressions will appear that are unlikely to produce a harmonious unity.
Instead, as Anita Monro demonstrated with a group of women engaged in accepting
“the stranger within ourselves”, it invites an acceptance that “recognizes the diversity,
ambiguity and multiplicity of the collected company rather than attempting to produce a
singularity of identity among participants” (Monro, 2006, p.38). Such recognition may
result in discord and variance but is welcomed by a community with an expectation
“that is not singular or unitary, but embraces difference” (Monro, 2006, p.39).
Acceptance and appreciation of difference and the ‘other’ in the church community and
Australian society offers a positive direction particularly for dialogue within the church
and when engaged in inter-faith meetings. A decision to embrace, or at least accept,
difference produces an inclusive church which feels somewhat uncomfortable and
unstable, but is open to exciting possibilities from unexpected directions.

Openness to the ‘other’ recognizes the importance of relationships in which the
presence of Christ can be revealed. Incarnating or embodying Christ in relationships has
been explored particularly by feminists seeking to expand the understanding of Christ in
the church and world. Isherwood looks to Carter Heywood’s explanation of incarnation
as, “an on-going process that is made visible in the embodied relationality between
people” (Isherwood & Stuart, 2000, p.47). Such a relational perspective of ‘embodying
Christ’ liberates the metaphor from any maleness by identifying it as a power, a way of
being, a lifestyle and an ethos which pervades all of life. It is experienced as something
evolving and unfolding as unique, sexual, ambiguous human beings develop their full
humanity in relationships with others.

The encounters between Jesus and women recorded in Mark’s Gospel are seen by
Moltmann-Wendel as disclosing “the humanity which has been lost in patriarchal
theology” (Moltmann-Wendel, 1993, p.108). She explains that it is a humanity that is
both a non-deformed maleness and a non-deformed femaleness. The maleness of Jesus
becomes an inclusive humanness, modelled in mutual relationships by Jesus who
needed other humans to experience and know feelings such as trust, disappointment,
love, betrayal and fear. In Jesus’ presence women were able to challenge his attitude
towards Gentiles, enter a man’s environment to anoint him and be witnesses both to his
death and resurrection (Moltmann-Wendel, 1993, p.111).
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This change or transformation of created bodies through relationships is further
developed by Veronica Brady (1993), when she identifies the hermeneutics MoltmannWendel uses to approach Scripture as poetical and dialogical. Brady proposes that the
women in the Gospels model a symbolic reading of Scripture that involves the healing
of bodies and minds. The world entered by the women through the language of symbol
“calls them to discover new possibilities of experience within it” (Brady, 1993, p.127).
The incarnation of Jesus brings together bodies and spirit, in a way that presents a new
humanity. Brady argues that such a relationship expands the “mutuality, sense of
relationship, healing and wonder” found in the life of Jesus, and “extends this life also
to our relations with other living things” (Brady, 1993, p.129). For the church,
embodying such a Christ means any domination of others must be replaced by living in
solidarity with the suffering, while rejoicing and hoping with all of creation (Brady,
1993, p.129).

Susan Brooks Thistlethwaite (1983), like Isherwood, draws on a relational Christ
proposed by Tom Driver and Carter Heywood as an inclusive Christology for the
church.

She states, “The Body of Christ metaphor is enfleshed by a relational

Christology that opens us to recognize the ways in which human connectedness brings
God into the world” (Thistlethwaite, 1983, pp. 100). A relational Christology and
ecclesiology encourages Christians into action by accepting responsibility for one
another and the world in which they live. Thistlethwaite sees it as a way that Christians
“are caught up with God in the process of redemption” (Thistlethwaite, 1983, p.99). In
an Australian society a relational Christology will direct a church to express love in
redemptive action by opposing oppressive civil legislation and challenging remarks in
everyday conversations that demean the voiceless and marginalized.

Dissatisfaction with the patriarchal emphasis in Christianity turned Brock towards the
heart of Christianity, God’s love. From the concept of an incarnating love of God and its
power in relationships, Brock developed her particular relational Christology. Drawing
on her experience of marginalized communities, she based it in ‘erotic power’ defined
as “the power of our primal interrelatedness” (Brock, 1991, p.26). Brock explains this
power as the power we are born with emerging from the heart in relationships of
openness and caring which can bring healing and wholeness. She locates the heart at the
centre and core of our lives, and identifies it as “symbolically the source of emotions,
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especially humane ones such as love, empathy, loyalty and courage” (Brock, 1991,
p.xiv).

Brock finds examples of her concept in Jesus’ exorcisms and healings in Mark 5, where
she discerns the transference and sharing of power in relationships. In the story of the
Gerasene demoniac, she perceives an inner meeting of Jesus with the tortured man.

Jesus reaches out with his own heart to touch the heart faintly glimmering under
the cries of pain and shadows of death. The cries themselves are a demand for
help, and life is restored in the work of erotic power. (Brock, 1991, p.79)
When the haemorrhaging woman touches Jesus’ clothing in Mark 5:27-28, Brock
suggests that she “takes away his patriarchal power as a man. She breaks through the
barrier of male privilege and status that separated them” (Brock, 1991, p.84). Having
been made whole, the woman makes herself seen and known to Jesus. Brock discerns
this action as allowing “Jesus fuller participation in erotic power” (Brock, 1991, p.84).
The woman’s action suggests a subversive way the power of hierarchical structures of
the church might be challenged to offer healing and liberation to its members and the
church itself. Instead of locating power in a dominating person or system, Marsh
explains that for Brock, Christ is

embodied relationality;…existing where people in non-patriarchal power relations
create community. Such communities are manifestations of ‘Christa/Community’
in that they enable their members to face past hurts, live with ‘brokenheartedness’ and yet give and receive mutual affirmation through participation in
divine power. (Marsh, 2005, p.161)

Brock’s Christology focuses on the importance of human communities as places where
the power of God’s love is manifested and Christ is present. The weakness of her
Christology, identified by Marsh, is that “she insufficiently respects the need for the
notion of the transcendent freedom of God” (Marsh, 2005, p.160). In seeking where
Christ might be for us today, Marsh locates Christ embodied in relationships as does
Brock, but also “as a spiritual presence within and between particular human bodies,
existing in particular kinds of relationships” (Marsh, 2005, p.174). The spiritual
presence of Christ feeds and is fed by the concrete presence of Christ embodied in
people and relationships. Ontology and phenomenology come together.
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But the presence of Christ cannot be limited to certain people, relationships and
Christian worship. Christ is also to be found in the Scriptures, the sacraments and in the
church’s tradition, where the church finds nourishment and guidance to follow Christ by
embodying Christ in its particular context. Personal and public prayer, Bible study and
dialogue all assist Christians to welcome and develop the Christ they are called to be
embodying. Marsh explains:

The incarnate God lives in and among humankind and is carried by its culture.
This is the only way we can encounter such a God, even while also believing that
God cannot be bound by the way that God has chosen to be. (Marsh, 2005, p.186)
Christ is a dynamic subject and not a passive object. Christ as one who initiates action
presents a different perception of embodying Christ. The church and its members
embody Christ in their bodies, relationships, words and actions. But Christ is free from
any restraint imposed by the church, and incarnates in any or all created bodies and
relationships between them. These two ‘embodyings’ come together when it is claimed
that any embodying of Christ by the church is not solely the human work of the church
and its members, but an activity in which Christ also participates.

Embodying Christ outside the Church
Marsh firmly declares, “the church and the body of Christ are not identical” (Marsh,
2005, p.205). This statement applies also to identifying the church with embodying
Christ. To understand the church alone as Christ’s presence or bringing Christ’s
presence into the world is explained by Marsh as arising from a distorted exclusive
understanding of the Pauline notion of the church as the body of Christ (1 Corinthians
12). It limits God’s freedom and power to judge who is ‘in Christ’ or ‘is Christ’, that is,
where the presence of Christ might be located (Marsh, 2005, p.60). Marsh discovers the
presence of Christ active inside and outside the church by applying the criterion he uses
to judge relational Christologies; “do human beings flourish in the way they relate to
each other?” (Marsh, 2005, p.180). The church has a particular role to demonstrate the
reign of God in the world, but as Marsh declares, “Christ’s body must be identified in
terms of where God in Christ is present and active, not where any form of church would
like Christ to be” (Marsh, 2005, p.206).

Examples of Christ’s presence in relationships that enable “human beings to flourish”
can be seen in everyday life in families, church, at work and in society generally. Such
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relationships are experienced in encounters, at times brief or unexpected, with any
people where love, humanity and care for others in need is shown. Loving actions are
particularly visible when national tragedies unfold on our television screens. They were
present in January 2011 when friends and strangers were seen touching and embracing
one another in physical expressions of shared pain and grief during the Queensland
floods. The needs of others drove people to become ‘neighbours’ of one another,
working to prepare for the inundation of the water, and later to clean up the mud and
debris it left behind. The death of one way of life in Queensland gave way for a time, to
a new communal relational life. There were glimpses of the presence of the crucified
Christ, the risen Christ and what it was to be truly human embodied in acts of self
forgetfulness, heroism, caring and compassion. Unknowingly people cared for Christ by
caring for one another. A crucified and redeeming Christ was also present on September
30, 2012, when thousands of people joined a hastily organized peace march reclaiming
Sydney Road, Brunswick in Melbourne where a week earlier a young woman, Jill
Meagher, had been abducted, raped and murdered. 63

But Christ’s presence outside the church cannot be limited to relationships. We know
from Matthew 25:35 that Christ is present in the poor and suffering, believers and nonbelievers. Further, McFague claims that all the bodies of creation, human and nonhuman, are “divinely embodied, for we all live and move and have our being within the
divine body” (McFague, 1993, p.206). She connects the world to the metaphor of the
body of God but it can be argued that the world is also the body of Christ or where
Christ is embodied and embodying. If the incarnate Jesus of Nazareth became fully
human, as the church insists, sharing our DNA and inter-relationship with others in the
web of creation, it is difficult to separate the body of Christ from creation. The
description of the cosmic Christ in Colossians 1:15-20 where “all things have been
created through him and for him”, and “in whom all things hold together” and are
reconciled to God, also points to Christ located in the whole of creation. The church is a
marginalized group of people embodying Christ in the world, but it is a world where an
embodied and embodying Christ is present, making all people, Christians, those of other
faiths and no faiths, and nature, kin and neighbours.
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Conclusion
Embodying Christ is argued as an image that retains the centrality of Christ in the life of
the church, and recognizes the need for bodies, individual and corporeal, to grow
through failure and success. The Christ the church is seeking to embody is discerned in
the Scriptures but requires enfleshment and shaping by a church responding to the needs
of an Australian context. The body language of ‘embodying Christ’ encourages the
church to follow Jesus Christ and proclaim the love of God by engaging with others in
the world. The activity of Christ embodying in creation indicates that Christ is not
confined to the church but will be found embodied in all bodies, especially the abused
and suffering.

Attention on embodying Christ raises the question: can one metaphor be sufficient to
explain the church? Minear is emphatic that the answer is “no”, but rather “each image
becomes richer in content when seen in context with the others” (Minear, 2004, p.222).
McFague agrees with Minear. When discussing the importance of her body of God
metaphor for the world, she is quick to explain that “it is by no means the only one and
must be complemented by others” (McFague, 2008, p.106). Dulles also contends that
“[p]ursued alone, any single model will lead to distortions” necessitating a theologian to
employ “a combination of irreducibly distinct models” (Dulles, 2002, pp. 20, 21).

It may then seem folly for this thesis to concentrate on only one metaphor for the
church, even if it is re-presented and argued as relevant to a contemporary Australian
context. Embodying Christ for all its strengths can, like the body of Christ, predispose a
church to focus on its own internal life. A church turned in on itself is seen by Dulles as
failing to offer the world what it needs, faith, hope and “commitment to the values of
peace, justice and human brotherhood (sic)” (Dulles, 2002, p.90). The church, like Jesus
Christ, exists not for itself but to proclaim the reign of God in the world. To direct and
confirm the church in this task a diaconal model is suggested which can complement an
embodying Christ metaphor. A servant image merges with an embodying Christ image
and model when a church follows Jesus Christ who “came not to be served but to serve,
and give his life a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). In a pragmatic Australian context, I
believe it is appropriate to draw on the assistance of an image that suggests a
community “has its reason for being not in itself but in its task, which is to serve God
and the world created by God” (Migliore, 2004, p.253).
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Chapter 5
Embodying Christ in Mission

Introduction
The fundamental task of the church is to participate with Christ in God’s mission by
proclaiming the reign of God in the world. Hall reminds us that “[t]he object of the
Christian presence in the world – of discipleship – is to engage the world” (Hall, 2003,
p.56). Yet the fundamental task of the church is also described as worshipping God with
its whole being, responding to God’s love in a way that centres life on God and fulfils
the destiny of human beings to be truly human. These two facets merge in Migliore’s
statement that the church is called “to bear witness to and participate in the Trinitarian
love of God” (Migliore, 2004, p.251). A church embodying an incarnate Christ will be
concerned with the kind of relationships its members will have with each other and the
world, and the relationship the church body will have with the world. Michael B.
Thompson explains that for the church “[l]ife itself becomes an act of worship…Hence
all that is said or done is now to be accompanied with thanksgiving (Col 3.17) to the
glory of God (1 Cor 10.31)” (Thompson, 1997, p.131). A church following Christ
gathers to worship God through words, hymns, music, silence, ritual and particularly the
Eucharistic meal. Such worship encourages and is connected with acts of self-giving
love between members of the believing community and with others. The work of a
church embodying Christ is proclaiming the reign of God in prayer and worship
services, and in actions such as caring, serving, hospitality and reconciliation.

A church in Australia participating with Christ in God’s mission is called to lovingly
relate with neighbours in a way that reflects its Christic identity, marginal location and
Australian context. Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch explain this activity as a church
recognizing that “people today are searching for relational communities that offer,
belonging, empowerment and redemption” (Frost & Hirsch, 2003, p.10). In response the
church will need to be a listening church, open to God, others and context. Such a
church connects with Hall’s identification of a theology of the cross compelling “the
community of discipleship to enter into its historical situation with a new kind of
openness, attentiveness, and compassion” (Hall, 2003, p.53).

This thesis is interested in Jesus of Nazareth as relevant for members of an Australian
church participating in God’s mission. The character of an Australian ecclesiology
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points to a church focussed on the humanity of Jesus. Alongside the recent interest by
theologians in the doctrine of the Trinity has been a recovery of the humanity of Jesus
Christ led by the quest for the historical Jesus. Diarmuid O’Murchu has explained this
movement as a contemporary search for the answer to Jesus’ question to his disciples
“Who do you say that I am?” (Mark 8:29), which leads to a reconstruction of the Jesus
story (O’Murchu, 2005, p.2). The quest appears in works such as Marcus J. Borg’s
Meeting Jesus again for the first time (1994), John Dominic Crossan’s Jesus: A
revolutionary biography (1994), N. T. Wright’s The Challenge of Jesus (2000) and
Geza Vermes, The Changing Faces of Jesus (2000). The same Christological focus is
seen in Hans Kung’s declaration that “the Christian model of life is simply this Jesus of
Nazareth as the Messiah, Christos, anointed and sent” (Kung, 2010, p.133).

Feminist Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza has criticized attempts to recover a historical
Jesus on the grounds of the impossibility of anyone today being able to produce “a
history or biography of the ‘real’ Jesus” (Schussler Fiorenza, 2000, p.3). Instead she
argues for the re-reading of Jesus in the Scriptures from a feminist perspective to
discover images of Jesus that can resonate with and guide the lives of Christians today
in a variety of contexts, regardless of gender, race or class. Such a perspective endorses
an exploration of the life of Jesus by an Australian church searching for contextual
expressions of embodying Jesus in mission and the use of images.

A focus on the humanity of Jesus and his ministry is in keeping with the fact that God’s
love is experienced not just in heaven or within an exclusive church, but in the daily life
of human bodies wherever they are located. It is in our particular contexts that we meet
and know God. Concentration on a human Jesus and everyday life of bodies could lead
the church to express a form of humanism rather than Christianity. In this case the
church might slip from living ‘in Christ’ empowered by the Spirit, and participating in
and with Christ in God’s mission. Without the presence of God the church would lack
the power to follow Christ by bringing hope out of despair and life out of death
situations in everyday life.

To assist a church following Jesus and called to mission in an Australian context, a
servant image associated with embodying Christ is proposed. Such an image prevents a
church from focussing either on Christ as some abstract glorified figure in heaven, or
more likely, just attending to the inner life of its own corporate body. Neither of these
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two possibilities disposes a church to engage a secular Australian society. Dulles links a
servant image to the body of Christ image of the church when he explains, “the Church
must be the body of Christ, the suffering servant, and hence the servant Church”
(Dulles, 2002, p.85). A servant or diaconal image directs the way Christ needs to be
‘enfleshed’ or incarnated by the church in relationships with God and the created bodies
met in everyday life. A church embodying Christ is called to present Christ risen and
victorious, and as the incarnate suffering servant in solidarity with all broken bodies
found in social, political and economic encounters in the world.

A Servant Image
There are many biblical and liturgical reasons for a church embodying Christ to adopt a
servant image. In the Gospels Jesus frequently witnessed to the importance of serving
through his words and actions. In John 13, Jesus stated that his action of washing the
feet of the disciples at the Last Supper was a caring service that his followers were to
imitate. In Mark 10:45 Jesus went further, explaining to his disciples that “the Son of
Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many”. To
serve is the call for every member of the church to exercise in relation to others.
Particularly in The Acts of the Apostles, διακονια “applies to all types of ministry –
including the ministry of the word, of sacraments, and of temporal help” (Dulles, 2002,
pp.91-92). Migliore argues that a diaconal model images the church as “a servant
community called to minister in God’s name on behalf of fullness of life for all of
God’s creatures” (Migliore, 2004, p.259). At the end of the Eucharistic service,
Christians are regularly reminded of their servant vocation when they are sent out with
these or similar words, “Go in peace to love and serve the Lord” (APBA, 1995, p.144;
Uniting in Worship, 1988, p.130).

Nevertheless, a servant model is not without problems. It can easily lend itself to
affirming servitude. Liberation theologian Jon Sobrino has identified servitude as
referring to “personal and social situations of oppression” from which people need to be
liberated (Sobrino, 1993, p.18). From a feminist perspective, Watson states that a
servant metaphor is “fundamentally ambiguous for women if read in the context of
women’s experience both in society and in the church in particular” (Watson, 2002,
p.44). The question Watson asks is “whether an understanding of the church as servant
does not perpetuate rather than challenge and subvert structures of sin and injustice
within both church and world” (Watson, 2002, p.46). For this reason she challenges
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Bonhoeffer’s statements that Jesus is “the man for others”, and that the church “is her
true self only when she exists for humanity” (Bonhoeffer, 1959, pp.165-166). Watson
would prefer Jesus understood as someone with others, and service as a mutual action
between people (Watson, 2002, p.47), which reflect more accurately a church
embodying the incarnational nature of Jesus’ life.

In response to these criticisms, the diaconal image will benefit the church if it is
associated with the very image or metaphor that it is called to enhance in this thesis, the
body of Christ, or embodying Christ. Embodying Christ encourages the church to enter
into and foster mutual relationships with others and discover Christ in others and in
relationships with them. How a church is to serve God and neighbour in the world is
then guided by an embodying Christ. This direction is clearly demonstrated by the first
healing narrative in Mark. Jesus takes the hand of Simon’s mother-in-law and serves her
by healing her through the touch of his body and raising her up to his level. She
immediately begins to serve her guests, including Jesus (Mark 1:31). Wainwright
explains that “if the healed woman is read as becoming participant in the basileia
healing movement”, this act is not one of servility but an example of discipleship
(Wainwright, 2006, p.111). Wainwright supports her hypothesis by linking the use of
the imperfect tense of διηκονει with the ongoing action of discipleship (Wainwright,
2006, p.110). Byrne endorses Wainwright’s exegesis by connecting this serving with
that of the women who served Jesus in Mark 15:40-41 and Jesus’ own serving mission,
which his disciples are to follow. Such an interpretation makes “Simon’s mother-in-law
a paradigm of all, especially women disciples, who are ‘raised’ for life in the Kingdom
and give expression to this new life by sharing in his ministry” (Byrne, 2008, p.47).

Missio Dei
Love shown in mutual service as an expression of mission faded in the history of the
church during the era of Christendom, and the importance of giving and receiving in
mission has only recently been reclaimed by the church. In the last half of the twentieth
century the church’s understanding of mission underwent a radical transformation.
Missionary expansion by the church, which for two centuries had been associated with
the domination of Western culture and colonialism, drew to a close. Global political,
economic, social and theological changes all contributed to altering the church’s context
and subsequently how it regarded itself and its relationship with the world and God. The

150

Christian church found itself in a new place and facing a dilemma. Lesslie Newbigin
explained the church’s predicament.

Missions will no longer work along the stream of expanding Western power. They
have to learn to go against the stream. And in this situation we shall find that the
New Testament speaks to us much more directly than does the nineteenth century
as we learn afresh what it means to bear witness to the gospel from a position not
of strength but of weakness. (Newbigin, 1995, p.5)
The concept of mission owned by the church began to be replaced by an understanding
of mission as activity emanating from God, in which the church participated.

David J. Bosch, in his seminal work on the theology of mission, described Karl Barth as
“one of the first theologians to articulate mission as an activity of God himself” (Bosch,
1991, p.389). Barth’s view on mission challenged the belief current in the nineteenth
century and the first half of the twentieth century that mission was basically something
the church did in response to Christ’s command in Matthew 28:18-20. Bevans and
Schroeder explained how Barth used his theological perspective that placed the Trinity
in a core position for all theology64 to argue that it is “primarily God who engages in
mission by sending God’s self in the mission of the Son and of the Spirit” (Bevans &
Schroeder, 2004, p.290). This initial activity of God was expanded to include “yet
another ‘movement’: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit sending the church into the world”
(Bosch, 1991, p.390). The church now became an instrument in God’s mission,
participating “in the movement of God’s love toward people” (Bosch, 1991, p.390).
Mission described as the missio Dei 65 gradually found favour among Christian
theologians. By 2004, Bevans and Schroeder were able to write, “the understanding of
mission as rooted in the Trinitarian mission of God in the world is once again at the
forefront of missiological thinking” (Bevans & Schroeder, 2004, p.291).

The linking of the doctrine of the Trinity to mission produced a fresh understanding of
the Trinity that related to the lives of Christians. Hunt has pragmatically pointed out that
the classical patristic theology that emerged over the centuries explaining the relational
life of the three persons of the Trinity using the metaphysical terms of ‘person’, ‘nature’
64

Anne Hunt describes how Barth “placed the mystery of the Trinity at the head of his revelationcentered Christian theology, recognizing its decisive and controlling role in regard to the whole
theological enterprise” (Hunt, 2005, p.4).
65
The actual phrase, missio Dei, was first coined in 1934 by Karl Hartenstein, who used it to distinguish
God’s mission from the missio ecclesiae (Bevans & Schroeder, 2004, p.290).
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and ‘substance’, and phrases like ‘the immanent trinity’ and ‘the economic trinity’,
conveys little understanding today (Hunt, 2004, p.36). 66 In response, Rahner (2002)
brought together the ‘economic’ and ‘immanent’ views of the Trinity, the being and
activity of God’s love, by connecting the Trinity to Jesus Christ and his mission of
salvation in the world. Subsequently Rahner declared, “The isolation of the treatise of
the Trinity has to be wrong. There must be a connection between Trinity and man [sic].
The Trinity is a mystery of salvation, otherwise it would never have been revealed”
(Rahner, 2002, p.21). God’s love was shown to drive God’s mission in which Jesus
Christ participated.

Catherine Mowry LaCugna agreed with Rahner in joining the mystery of God to the
mystery of salvation (La Cugna, 1991, p.4). She, too, refused to restrict the doctrine of
the Trinity to something abstract or remote concerning God’s private inner life, and
approached it from an understanding of the nature of God rooted “in the economy of
salvation (oikonomia), in the self-communication of God in the person of Christ and the
activity of the Holy Spirit” (La Cugna, 1991, p.2). In this way the doctrine of the Trinity
described “God’s life with us and our life with each other” (La Cugna, 1991, p.1). The
relational life of the Trinity is seen as involved in salvation. Just as the identity of Jesus
Christ and his task in salvation are considered inseparable, La Cugna argues that the
inner relational and loving being of God is also inseparable from the activity of God in
the world. If this is so, then, the church’s close identity with and in Christ involves and
directs the church in God’s mission of salvation, in the power of the Spirit. The being
and doing of the church merge in its embodying of Christ.

Significantly for this thesis, Hunt explains that although for some theologians the
Trinity was rather remote from an incarnate revelation of God it was not so for all. Hans
Urs von Balthasar and Jurgen Moltmann both joined the Trinity to the life of Jesus
(Hunt, 2005, p.48). Hunt describes how Balthasar turns to Jesus’ paschal mystery,
particularly the in-between liminal place of Holy Saturday. In this location Balthasar
argues that the Trinity and Christ’s paschal mystery are inextricably interconnected by
the self-emptying nature of love in relationship (Hunt, 2005, pp.49-51). On the other
hand, Hunt explains that for Moltmann God’s revelation in the paschal mystery is
focused on Jesus’ death on the cross (Hunt, 2005, p.51). She quotes Moltmann. “‘The
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The same view was put forward by Colin E. Gunton when he supposed that for many Christians “the
doctrine of the Trinity is a piece of abstract theorizing, perhaps necessary as a test of Christian belief, but
of little further interest” (Gunton, 2003, p.6).
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content of the doctrine of the Trinity is the real cross of Christ himself. The form of the
crucified Christ is the Trinity’” (Hunt, 2005, p.52). The trinitarian love of God is
revealed in God’s suffering. “God suffers with us - God suffers from us - God suffers
for us” 67 (Hunt, 2005, p.52). An Australian church embodying Christ participating in
the missio Dei is thus connected to Christic images of a marginal place, hospitality that
dies to self to make space for the other, and a ‘suffering servant’ offering life.

The love between the persons of the Trinity highlights the need for relationships of
mutual sharing and caring within the church and in mission. Such a social model of the
Trinity offers “an understanding of church and society, wherein the values of mutuality,
reciprocity, equality, and inclusion are paramount” (Hunt, 2005, pp.222-223). But these
social relationships are more easily understood for a church embodying Christ
demonstrated in the life of a human Jesus Christ, as Jon Sobrino confirms. He describes
how the poor people of Latin America, when presented with Christian faith, discarded
the emphasis on the divinity of Christ, and instead turned to the sufferings of Jesus on
the cross with which they could identify. This suffering and risen Jesus Christ later
became the symbol of protest against their suffering and the symbol of their liberation
(Sobrino, 1993, pp.11-12). For Korean-Australian Aeryun Lee also, it was the humanity
of Jesus and not his divinity that attracted her. She wanted a Jesus who shared
something of her experiences as a migrant (Lee, 2004a, pp.89-91). Members of a flawed
Australian church engaged in the missio Dei need Jesus Christ who is Emmanuel where
they are with their marginalization, guilt and pain, and able to bring them hope.

Although a trinitarian God is unacceptable to Muslims and Jews, Hunt suggests that the
close relationship between a trinitarian God and a religious and culturally pluralistic
global society explained by Raimon Panikkar and Jacques Dupuis can assist a missio
Dei that includes inter-faith dialogue (Hunt, 2005, p.224). She cites how Dupuis argues
that the activity of the Word of God and the Holy Spirit in the history of salvation are
not restricted to Christianity, while believing that Jesus Christ is the “apex and summit
of God’s self-revelation in salvation history” (Hunt, 2005, p.224). This view enables
Dupuis to propose a theology of religious pluralism “that is more positive and inclusive,
and more explicitly faithful to our understanding of God’s universal salvific will”,
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The question that must be raised by Moltmann’s theory is, does the close involvement of God with the
world allow also for God’s apartness from the world? Hans Kung believes that “it is not God who hangs
on the cross but God’s ‘anointed’, his ‘Christ’, the Son of Man, God’s ‘Son’” (Kung, 2010, p.151). Surely
it is God on the cross, but not all of God. How can God who is one be divided?
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allowing for other religious traditions also to be the mediators of salvation (Hunt, 2005,
pp.224-5). Recognizing God’s presence in other faiths might assist inter-faith dialogues,
but it will be the life of Jesus of Nazareth revealing God’s love in Palestine that will
basically guide a church embodying Christ in such encounters. Keith Rowe explains, “It
is loyalty to Christ, not – as is sometimes supposed – disloyalty that leads us to value
people of other faiths, learn from them and work with them for a better world” (Rowe,
2000, p.48).

Engaging in God’s Mission
The church’s task of mission and how it is to be conducted has often been authorized
and directed by the words of Jesus’ Great Commission to “Go…and make disciples of
all nations…” in Matthew 28:19-20. This command has been understood by many
Christians as ordering a church to undertake a kerygmatic approach to mission, a
proclamation of the gospel in a confronting manner focused on personal conversions
and gaining church membership. Byrne argues that in today’s Australian environment
the church must be involved in mission in a less triumphant way. He explains,

far too often the ‘authority’ with which missionaries and others have gone out,
appealing to this text, has been an authority modeled on and associated with the
authority of colonial power, insensitive to other cultures and religious traditions.
(Byrne, 2004, p.229)

Hall questions whether ‘confronting the world’, is really, ‘engaging with the world’,
when engaging implies giving and receiving. Does a kerygmatic approach place others
in a restrictive receptive position towards a gospel controlled by the church? Hall
argues for a church following Jesus to use an apologetic approach, incarnating the
gospel by embodying it in words and actions from an alongside position that recognizes
Christ’s presence already in the world (Hall, 2003, p.59). Such an apologetic approach
to mission is more likely to find acceptance by Australians whom Ross Langmead
contends prefer “to see religion with its sleeves rolled up, demonstrating by its deeds
what it words proclaim” (Langmead, 2007, p. xviii). ‘Making disciples’ and ‘teaching
them’, as commanded in Matthew 28:19-20, would then be achieved in ways such as
described by Jesus in Luke 4:16-20.
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Support for turning to the Lucan pericope is offered by Luke Timothy Johnson, who
links the prophetic Jesus indwelt by the Spirit in Luke 4:14-30 with a prophetic church
also indwelt by the Spirit. As a prophetic Messiah, Jesus is anointed to carry out a
ministry “in terms of personal exorcisms, healings, and the teaching of the people”
(Johnson, 1991, p.81). Jesus affirms these activities as his mission in the world when he
declares in Luke 4:43, “I must proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God to the
other cities also; for I was sent for this purpose”, and again when sending out his
disciples in Luke 9:1-2 (Johnson, 1991, p.86).

In a later publication, Prophetic Jesus, prophetic Church, Johnson encourages
Christians “to think of the church in more explicitly prophetic terms” (Johnson, 2011,
p.vii). The life of the church and that of society in Australia need to be challenged by
the gospel which Jesus proclaimed. The prophetic witness of Jesus and the early church
directs the church to engage in a mission that reveals the reign of God through actions
of healing, liberation and teaching. These actions will have either an incarnational
aspect or a prophetic aspect when injustices and abuses are addressed to bring about a
transformation or conversion in the church and society. Johnson declares that how the
church bears witness to the world today should be thought of “first of all as embodiment
and enactment of God’s vision and secondarily as speaking about that vision” (Johnson,
2011, p.182).

If the mission of the church involves actions of ‘healing, liberation and teaching’, an
understanding of God’s mission, in which the church, as Bosch puts it, “is privileged to
participate” (Bosch, 1991, p.10) demands a fresh examination of salvation and the place
of evangelism. In the New Testament, ‘salvation’ is not restricted to personal
conversion. Salvation is a translation of σωζω, which can mean “save, keep from harm,
preserve, rescue…to free from disease or demonic possession…preserve from eternal
death, from judgment…be saved, attain salvation” (Gringrich, 1965, p.212).
Translations such as ‘to keep from harm’, and ‘to free from disease’, which cover the
healing, forgiving and liberating acts of Jesus, favour an understanding of salvation
which desires the restoration of all creation in God. When salvation is interpreted as
‘preserving from eternal death’ it confirms the view of some Christians that salvation is
dependent on a faith based on a personal relationship with God that affects life after
death. Bosch argues against this last interpretation.
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In a world in which people are dependent on each other and every individual
exists within a web of inter-human relationships, it is totally untenable to limit
salvation to the individual and his or her personal relationship with God. (Bosch,
1991, p.397)

S. Mark Heim also criticizes a view of salvation limited to an individual believer’s
relation with God. From a Trinitarian perspective he argues for salvation being a

communion with God that can be viewed in terms of three nested sets of relations
which are mutually implicated in that communion: relation with God, relations
among people (individuals and communities), and relations with creatures and our
own created nature. (Heim, 2001, p.73)
This understanding of salvation makes an essential connection between communion
with God and the human experience of justice, healing, reconciliation, etc. in the
relationships of everyday life. It is a description of creation revealing the reign of God
in this world, and can be applied to all people, regardless of their faith or lack of it.

Heim also explains that in God’s communion with creation, God as love is open to all
creatures and has a mutual relation to each person that is both organic and free. Such a
relation is involved in God’s desire “to bring the person into fullest communion with
God and all of God’s creatures” (Heim, 2001, p.76). Bevans and Schroeder describe this
eschatological goal as something “operative now as we live in the presence of God’s
grace in the Spirit through Christ…and yet it is something toward which we continually
move in this life” (Bevans and Schroeder, 2004, p.300). For Christians, salvation
becomes something that has happened in Christ, is still happening in our world and will
happen in the future. Yet salvation in relation to and in response to God’s universal love
for the world raises questions. If salvation is guaranteed for the whole of creation is
there any place for evangelism understood as bringing others to faith in Jesus Christ?
Does the relational nature of God’s mission require a different interpretation of
salvation and evangelism? How does a church embodying Christ understand salvation
and evangelism in mission?

To think of salvation as restricted to believers in Jesus Christ raises the question
whether we would want to belong to an exclusive group who are saved while others,
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including close friends and family members, are condemned for all eternity. 68 Such
exclusiveness contradicts the relational nature of love. But what about the vital free
response by humans in a loving relationship? Bosch offers “an interpretation of
salvation which operates within a comprehensive Christological framework, and makes
the totus Christus – his incarnation, his earthly life, death, resurrection, and parousia –
indispensable for church and theology” (Bosch, 1991, p.399). This understanding of
salvation directs a church embodying Christ and participating in the missio Dei to
proclaim the reign of God by engaging in a holistic public task working for the wellbeing of all bodies, human and non-human. Such a task fits with the expression of
mission in Luke 4:18-19 and in Heim’s relational perspective on mission, but raises
questions for the church regarding evangelism.

Bosch defined and explored evangelism in eighteen different ways before concluding
that there was no single way to witness to Christ and evangelism could not be confined
to individual faith conversions. Yet he declared evangelism to be an essential dimension
and activity of the church’s mission (Bosch, 1991, p.420). An understanding of
evangelism which is freed from a focus on personal conversions and increasing church
membership opens a church to a variety of expressions of how it might follow and
witness to Christ in mission by proclaiming the reign of God on earth. Bevans and
Schroeder declare; “Mission today should first and foremost be characterized as an
exercise of dialogue” (Bevans and Schroeder, 2004, p.348). Dialogue allows for the
words as well as the actions in mission to be carried out in a way that is not imposition,
but “always about persuasion and freedom-respecting love” (Bevans and Schroeder,
2004, p.348). Bevans and Schroeder contend that such a relationship between members
of a church and between a church and ‘others’ reflects in some way the relational nature
of a trinitarian God in whose mission they participate. A church embodying Christ is
thus urged to be open to give and receive the good news, and open to contextual
differences which shape and form the good news and how it is proclaimed.

Contextual Influences on Mission
Discerning fresh ways of incarnating God’s love in the world in mission is a continual
task of the church. Changing global contexts mean changing the content and the manner
in which a church proclaims the reign of God. A church today may be invited to
68

This possibility was exemplified by a man who voiced his feeling of guilt when his house had been
saved while those of his neighbours were destroyed by the fire in the Victorian bushfires of February
2009.
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experiment with new ways of engaging people in their everyday life in casual,
deliberate or public ways. Examples of some of the many ways the reign of God is
expressed relationally and creatively are described in Walls and Ross’ anthology
Mission in the twenty-first century (2008), which explores the ecumenical five marks of
global mission. 69 Contributions from Christians of many cultures and countries explain
how specific issues have been addressed, detailing strengths and weaknesses in the
methods used. Briefly the five marks are described as: To proclaim the Good News of
the Kingdom; teach, baptize and nurture new believers; respond to human need by
loving service; seek to transform unjust structures of society 70; and strive to safeguard
the integrity of creation and sustain and renew the life of the earth.

The knowledge and use of these five marks of mission in Australia has been sporadic.
In the Anglican Church of Australia, most bishops have made the five marks known in
their dioceses. The Anglican Board of Mission – Australia has publicly set out the five
marks as guides for their work in Australia and overseas. From my limited enquiries,
the five marks are not known among Roman Catholics, and among only some members
of the Uniting Church. Nevertheless, the examples given in the anthology can be argued
as of value for an Australian church because they describe real engagements by
Christian bodies with their host context and suggest possibilities for local communities.
Some churches in Australia have found guidance for mission in Australian publications
such as Ross Langmead’s anthology Reimagining God and mission: Perspectives from
Australia (2007), and Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch’s The shaping of things to come:
Innovation and mission for the 21st century (2003). For all Christians, the life of Jesus in
the Gospels and the life of the early church described in the New Testament are
resources for mission. In an exploration of how a church embodying Christ might
engage in mission, I have drawn particularly from the five marks where they offer
insights appropriate for an Australian church, and Luke Bretherton’s Christianity and
contemporary politics (2010).

The need for the church’s proclamation of the good news to be contextual is
immediately recognized by Ken Gnanakan when he declares: “We all proclaim Christ;
but our methods and the application of the good news will vary” (Gnanakan, 2008, p.4).
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The five marks of mission were developed by the Anglican Consultative Council between 1984 and
1990, adopted by the General Synod of the Church of England in 1996 and accepted generally by
members of the Anglican Communion.
70
This mark was amended by the Anglican Consultative Council in late 2012 to include challenging
violence as well as injustice and oppression, and to work for peace and reconciliation.
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From his Indian multi-faith context, Gnanakan turns to Paul’s sermon to the Athenians
in Acts 17:22-34 for guidance. He is led to look first for “continuity between those to
whom we present the Gospel and the Lord Jesus Christ to whom we want them to be
led” (Gnanakan, 2008, p.9). It is connecting Christ with the people to whom the gospel
is being proclaimed. To assist in this connection African D. Zac Niringiye emphasizes
the need for the church to dialogue with people. This action asks a church “to be
constantly translating and incarnating the story [of Jesus] among different peoples, in
different contexts” (Niringiye, 2008, p.24).

Niringiye’s use of dialogue and the need to listen to others point to the use of public
theology as a form of mission in an Australian context. Public theology is an expression
of the church’s refusal to be limited by society’s expectations such as being an
exclusive society and confining itself to religious concerns, or being what Frame
describes as “the efficient and targeted delivery of goods and services” (Frame, 2010,
p.37). Instead, the church from a Christian theological perspective is to offer its views
on current issues in the public arena and for public debate. Further, if a church engaged
in this task is to be effective, it must become, in a sense, ‘bilingual’ in presenting the
gospel. 71 The church is to be fluent in its own language and that of ‘public speech’
which arises from a perspective which is not God’s. Such speech contrasts with
‘Christian discourse’ that must be translated by the church into words that can be
understood by others while yet affirming Christian faith (Pearson, 2007b, pp. 91-92).

An expression of public theology is demonstrated by Luke Bretherton in England. His
work connects with Melba Maggay’s belief that although Christians are “fairly good in
the concrete delivery of social services”, there is a need “to address the larger context of
poverty and injustice” by searching for and confronting the causes (Maggay, 2008,
pp.50). Maggay writes from the Philippines on how the third and fourth marks of
mission come together in calling Christians to love God and neighbour by responding to
human need. In the global scene, loving neighbours can require addressing unjust
structures that keep many poor people in Third World countries in a dependant inhuman
position, while preserving the comparatively rich and powerful position of people in
First World countries. Bretherton, concerned about people suffering from political and
economic structures, followed the advice given to the Jews in Jeremiah 29:7 to “seek
71

Pearson argues for this need by quoting Walter Brueggemann’s exegesis of the words spoken at the
walls of Jerusalem in 2 Kings 18-19 (Pearson, 2007b, p.91).
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the welfare of the city where I have sent you”. In a democratic political context,
Bretherton recognized the church as a community organization that can work with
others to “discern patterns of faithful witness” in society that reflect the love of God and
neighbour (Bretherton, 2010, p.4). He explained that by a “double listening” to
Scripture and the needs of neighbours, the church can engage in a shared action that
leads to being a neighbour and publicly witnessing to Christ (Bretherton, 2010, pp.100101). Such listening

as an ecclesial-political act begins the process of identification by which we
become neighbours to others as opposed to family members, strangers, or
enemies. (Bretherton, 2010, p.102)

Instead of undermining or ignoring existing political structures, Bretherton used them to
work for a neighbour’s good. He claims that “even within capitalism and consumerism,
there are means available for mediating concern and care for others and extending the
bonds of friendship and pursuing justice” (Bretherton, 2010, p.183). The Fair Trade
movement is described by Bretherton as a global example of local churches and
individual Christians using existing structures of market-based transactions and patterns
of consumerism to “express neighbour love and pursue a just and generous global good”
(Bretherton, 2010, p.176). 72 Although capitalism may be a sin because it breaks
friendships between people, Bretherton argues that it does not abolish the possibility of
friendship. He contends that in society there are means, such as political consumerism,
“of forging and sustaining friendship, albeit a fragile and tentative one, within the
hegemony of global capitalism” (Bretherton, 2010, p.187). The example of Bretherton
encourages a church embodying Christ in Australia to not only speak words understood
by others, but to listen carefully to the needs of others, and discover legal non-violent
ways to undermine oppressive laws or behaviour and produce just results.

The global scope of Walls and Ross’ anthology reveals fresh understandings of
theology and biblical interpretation in various contexts. For a church embodying Christ
in mission, Christ is discovered with ever-changing contextual faces, yet always ones
that resonate with the character of Jesus of Nazareth in the gospels. For example, the
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By paying a fair price for coffee, seemingly powerless individual Christians and other people in their
everyday lives were able to contribute to improving the well-being of others in other countries. In
Australia, supporting Fair Trade raises a problem. Do we support our neighbours overseas or our
neighbours who are local farmers and nature by reducing the distance goods are transported?
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gospel of Jesus led the cross-cultural Chapman family in New Zealand to serve Christ
embodied in a hounded former rapist recently released from prison, and in members of a
notorious gang known as the Mongrel Mob (Chapman, 2008, pp.55-60). In the case
studies presented by Chapman, hospitality, expressed as unconditional love in the
community of his family, followed the way of Jesus Christ. Although such love was
sometimes painful it enabled healing to take place.

Small believing communities, like the Chapman family, are described by Frost and
Hirsch as examples of the church in diaspora, a missional church proclaiming God’s
love for all especially the poor and outcast (Frost & Hirsch, 2003, pp. 23-30). These
emerging churches are flexible enough to enter situations and incarnate Christ where
people are located. They live out an attitude of mission towards society that is
incarnational rather than attractional. “The missional church recognizes that it does not
hold a place of honor in its host community and that its missional imperative compels it
to move out from itself into that host community as salt and light” (Frost & Hirsch,
2003, p.19). Experimental communities, even when they make mistakes, demonstrate
their value in the church through their ability to contact people in a manner that a
traditional church denomination would find difficult.

The future of the church may well be in small emerging churches, but the institutional
churches of traditional denominations are also important. The story of South African
Bev Haddad, illustrating the fourth mark of mission, speaks of how unjust social
structures in areas of racial discrimination and HIV/AIDS were tackled in her church.
Aware of the difficulty for people to change outlooks in traditional churches, Haddad
used a contextual Bible study in which those academically trained and those not, shared
insights. A decision was made by the group “to read the Bible critically from the
particular perspective of the poor and marginalised, as well as a commitment to read the
Bible communally and collaboratively” (Haddad, 2008, p.79). The Bible study group
enabled those isolated and silenced because of their illness to speak and discover the
gospel as good news for them. In Australia there are similar groups of people, such as
recent immigrants isolated and silenced by cultural and language barriers, and young
people, needing to explore the Scriptures to discover a relationship with God. In these
cases, Haddad’s Bible study group offers a method for traditional Australian
denominations to use that could encourage formerly silenced voices among their
members, as well as others, to speak and be heard.
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The relation between the church and nature is of global concern and critical for
Australians. Recent increases in the number and ferocity of fires, floods, hurricanes and
rising sea levels that impinge on people’s lives make it of public importance. It is
therefore expected that the church’s responsibility towards the bodies of nature are
addressed by the fifth mark of mission. Significantly the two contributors on this topic
are from Western countries, (United States of America and the United Kingdom),
culpable for much of the current damage to the environment. Calvin B. DeWitt argues
that human beings as stewards of creation appointed by God are to work with nature,
each serving the other. Such a relationship acknowledges the presence of an embodying
Christ in nature and a church following Christ by serving (DeWitt, 2008, p.93). Dave
Bookless points out that the well-being of both humankind and nature depends on the
restoration of the broken relationship between God and all of creation (Bookless, 2008,
p.100). Suggestions for an Australian church offered by Bookless to bring about this
reconciliation includes listening and observing nature, 73 reflecting on the gospel in
relation to nature, and working in cooperation with environmental organisations
(Bookless, 2008, p.101). Issues connected with climate change and global warming
invite a church to address them by presenting a Christian perspective concerned with
earth’s well-being.

A church involved in proclaiming the reign of God for humans and nature can achieve
much, especially in cooperation with others, but if its task is to be an expression of
loving God and neighbour, it needs the guidance of the indwelling Spirit. The
description in the gospels of Jesus going apart to pray, attending regular synagogue
worship and discussing with his disciples how loving God affects everyday life is not
incidental. Frost and Hirsch explain that the identity of Christians changes at baptism
when they become new creatures in Christ (Frost & Hirsch, 2003, p.147). The call to be
church by embodying Christ requires a constant awareness of how its Christic identity
influences its contextual human perspective and actions. But a divine nature, like a
human one, needs to be nurtured if it is to grow and develop into full life. Aware of this
process, the second mark of mission concerns the church’s care for new believers and
their formation as disciples. The two writers for this section, Emmanuel Egbunu and
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Ande Titre, witnessed to their struggle against a colonial Christ in order to cultivate an
embodying Christ that was relevant for their African context.

Titre, an Anglican bishop in Congo, realized “baptism is not only about belonging to
and membership of the church, but it is also about communion” (Titre, 2008, p.41). To
encourage unity across his diocese, Titre urged people to accept the Bible as “the
primary source of authority as well as to practise it in personal life and ministry” (Titre,
2008, p.42). This was not to be restricted to individuals but to be the aim of all the
various Bible study groups, seminars and workshops using “a participatory and
reflective model” (Titre, 2008, p.43). These study groups were used to open the African
clan principle from being “a closed social unit” to become “a Scripture-formed
community universally oriented, ‘washing each other’s feet’” (Titre, 2008, p.44). Titre’s
actions used the strengths of his culture to address its weaknesses. The same need to
engage with people, or nature, regarded as ‘other’ by seeing them as ‘kin’ and giving
them hospitality, is present among local church communities in an Australian context.

The examples of the ecumenical marks of mission offer glimpses of the church engaged
in activities in God’s mission. The importance of relationships in the church and with
those outside highlights the importance of everyday life in Australia as a site for
mission. The broadening of mission from individual conversions to Christianity and
providing medical care and education leads to serving others by searching for and
addressing the causes of poverty and violence experienced by bodies. These causes can
range across politics, economics, ethnicity, and include even the fixed conservative
attitude of a middle-class church or its members, as it did for Bev Haddad. Responding
to issues may require a church engaging in Bible studies that encourage those often
‘voiceless’ to speak, or public theology working with others for the good of civil
society. The emphasis on listening when in dialogue or conversation with others or God,
directly relates to a church embodying Christ and engaged in all forms of contextual
mission. Education through Bible study groups, where participants from different
backgrounds discuss local issues in the light of the Christ’s words and actions in the
Gospels, were shown as a way of serving one another, and as a part of the missio Dei.
Weaknesses in Bible studies and discussion groups become apparent when they are not
open to ‘other’ views, or remain at the stage of words and avoid bodily actions to
address wrongs that emerge in the church’s own life and that of its host culture.
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Following Jesus Christ in the Missio Dei
The missio Dei, as Bevans and Schroeder explain, demands “the centrality of Jesus’
Lordship and the necessity of the church” (Bevans & Schroeder, 2004, p.304).
Following Jesus means embodying an incarnational approach to mission, such as
described by Frost & Hirsch (2003, pp. 33-59) and the writers demonstrating the five
marks. From his baptism and throughout his ministry Jesus consistently participated in
God’s mission. Jesus’ healings, urging of people to strive for the kingdom or βασιλεια
of God and frequent communication with God in prayer were all revelations of his
participation in God’s mission. In Luke 8:8, Jesus’ words suggest that even the
understanding of his parables relied on God. As Dean Drayton explains, Jesus’ “very
modus operandi is to be dependent upon God to let people hear” (Drayton, 2005, p.88).
In the garden of Gethsemane and when hanging on the cross, Jesus also witnessed to
God directing his ministry. Finally, after his death and burial, it was God (Mark 16:6),
not Jesus himself, who raised Jesus from the dead. A similar involvement in God’s
mission is the vocation of the church embodying Christ.

Biblically God’s mission in the world began with God’s love for creation and a desire
for a mutual relationship with it. God chose to enter into covenantal relationships with
Noah and all creation in Genesis 9, with Abraham in Genesis 17 and with Israel in
Exodus 19-24. In the New Testament covenantal relationships can be identified as
continuing in the need for Jesus and then the church to be involved in God’s mission.
Wright declares, “Mission…means the committed participation of God’s people in the
purposes of God for the redemption of the whole creation” (Wright, 2006, p.67). Rabbi
Sacks describes a covenant as a relationship involving two parties which respect the
dignity and integrity of the other. They come together to share their interests and
perhaps their lives by pledging “faithfulness to one another, to do together what neither
of us can do alone” (Sacks, 2008, p.2). Wright identifies such a relationship between
God and Israel, when Israel “came into existence as people with a mission entrusted to
them from God for the sake of God’s wider purpose of blessing the nations” (Wright,
2006, p.65). God’s use of particular human beings and groups of people in covenants,
culminating in the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth, indicates that the church
participating with Christ in the missio Dei will follow the same relational and

164

incarnational approach to mission. Does the covenantal relationship between God and
humans mean that God not only desires but needs the church’s missionary efforts?

Frost and Hirsch argue that “the Incarnation is an absolutely fundamental doctrine, not
just as an irreducible part of the Christian confession, but also as a theological prism
through which we view our entire missional task in the world” (Frost & Hirsch, 2003,
p.35). 74 As an incarnate Jesus of Nazareth revealed the kingdom of God in his person
and relationships with others, so members of the church are called to relate to others in
ways that manifest God’s love in everyday life. Barry A. Harvey describes a church
following Jesus as living as “citizens of a parallel city, who in spite of their incredible
diversity, fragility, and fallibility, bear the body of the risen Christ to the world”
(Harvey, 1999, p.161). Further, as alien citizens in diaspora, Harvey explains that
Christians “constitute a subversive presence within ‘enemy territory’” (Harvey, 1999,
p.138). The church is called at times to be a subversive presence in the world, but
describing society as ‘enemy territory’ must be challenged. In Luke 13:21 Jesus
identifies his followers as being like the small quantity of yeast that is mixed with and
needs the three measures of flour to reveal its potential. From this perspective, the world
created by God is the place where incarnate bodies disclose and develop the reality of
the hidden presence of God already there. Duncan Reid explains the incarnation of Jesus
Christ as strengthening the relationship already present between God and creation:
“With the incarnation the relationship of creaturehood, in which all these things rejoice
before God, has been deepened into a relationship of kinship with the eternal Word”
(Reid, 2001, p.83).

Jesus demonstrated the incarnational nature of his ministry by being present with others,
sharing their world of joy, suffering and death. By this means God’s love was given and
received in mutual relationships that respected and did not dominate or violate human
free-will. The church’s participation in the missio Dei is therefore directed to be
incarnational; embodying Christ in particular contexts. Alan E. Lewis explains the
consequences of this incarnational orientation.

To allow the incarnation supremely to reveal God’s love for the world and
lordship over it properly submits missiology to Christological control. For then
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Christ himself determines the nature both of God and of God’s mission, in which
the church participates. (Lewis, 1987, p.2)

Yet Christological control of mission does not mean a straight imitation by the church
of the life of Jesus Christ in first century Palestine. When Jesus entered into Israel’s
mission, he re-presented or embodied it in his own life; “the presence of the kingdom in
his person” (Harvey, 1999, p.55). As Jesus interpreted his understanding of God’s love
in his particular context, so a church embodying Christ is called to manifest Christ in a
way relevant to its own context. Stephen Sykes explains. “In the following of Christ one
can only act like Christ, and close though the relation to Christ may be said to be, it is a
relation and never an identity” (1984, p.21). 75 When faced with new situations, the
church today, like the early church, will make mistakes as it attempts to “act in
character; but what is in character may never have been done precisely like that before”
(Sykes, 1978, p.98). As Marcella Althaus-Reid elucidates, a contextual Christ needs to
be constructed not only from a past but also a present context, allowing it to go beyond
“the limitations of Jesus’ historical consciousness” (Althaus-Reid, 1999, p.49).
Consequently, a church following Christ will make decisions from contextual
interpretations of Jesus’ life that will at times conflict with traditional understandings.
This will result in a church embodying Christ having to accept living with increased
tensions and/or diversity.

Discovering the contextual ‘Christ’ a church embodying Christ is to express in mission
requires reading and studying the life, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus of
Nazareth as recorded in the Gospels. For about thirty years, an incarnate Jesus was a
member of a family absorbing and sharing in first century Jewish culture of Nazareth.
During this period Jesus’ childhood, teenage years, along with his involvement in
everyday domestic tasks and daily work validated these stages in life as places where
God’s love could be experienced and revealed. 76

Jesus’ formal ministry is succinctly described by Bevans and Schroeder as “to preach,
serve and witness to the reign of God” (Bevans and Schroeder, 2004, p.14). After his
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The relationship with Christ may indeed be a relationship rather than an identity. Yet there is some
sense of an identity when we affirm that as human beings we are made in the image of God and as the
church are members of “the body of Christ”, but it is not a straight identity.
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I do not mean that if Jesus did not experience something, like old age, Christ is not in it. Rather, I wish
to emphasize that all of life, including daily domestic life and childhood, are places where Christ is
Emmanuel for us.
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baptism, Jesus began to preach using the message of John the Baptist (Mark 1:15).
Richard R. Gaillardetz points out that by adding “the time is fulfilled”, Jesus identified
that “the kingdom of God was breaking into history now, in his own life and ministry”;
yet it was also a future reality (Gaillardetz, 2008, p.15). Jesus adopted the language of
the βασιλεια, drawing on its core meaning “of God’s establishment of divine rule over
men and women” (Gaillardetz, 2008, p.15). In his teaching, especially in Matthew 5-7,
Jesus taught about the kingdom or reign of God, where God’s love was shown in
relationships of respect, love and care for all, even enemies. Jesus presented a way of
life directed by the essence of the Jewish Law, which also attacked and subverted, as
Marcus Borg explains, “the central values of his social world’s conventional wisdom:
family, wealth, honor, purity, and religiosity” (Borg, 1995, p.81). This counter-cultural
life is demonstrated in parables such as the Prodigal Son, the rich man and Lazarus, and
the Good Samaritan.

Parables were employed by Jesus as oblique approaches to issues that challenged his
listeners. These approaches are described by Eta Linnemann as avoiding a direct
confrontation and possible public shaming of a person, yet requiring a response to be
made. Linnemann explains that the parables, “[t]hough almost all uttered to opponents,
they do not intend to reduce the opponent ad absurdum, but make it their aim to win his
agreement” (Linnemann, 1966, p.22). We can say that Jesus invited perpetrators and
victims to accompany him to a liminal place where they could more easily choose to be
released from fixed attitudes and injustices binding them. Using a different image,
Bailey described parables as a house “in which the reader/listener is invited to take up
residence” and see the world from another perspective (Bailey, 2008, pp.280-281).

The variety of devices employed by Jesus to communicate the gospel to his audiences
indicates that a church needs to be flexible and innovative when proclaiming the reign
of God. Wright points out that sometimes “Jesus did things, commented on them,
explained them, challenged people to figure out what they meant” (Wright, 2000, p.2).
At other times relevant images and short pithy sayings easily remembered were
employed. In Mark 4:30-32, Jesus dialogued with his listeners to discover an
appropriate image for the reign of God. 77 He asked, “With what can we compare the
kingdom of God, or what parable will we use for it?” We can imagine various
77

This example was pointed out in a lecture by Alan Cadwallader to Anglican Lay Readers of the Grafton
diocese at Yamba in August 2008.
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suggestions being offered before a communal decision is made with much nodding of
heads. The metaphor that emerges is that of a tiny mustard seed that grows into a bush
under which birds can nest and the poor find shelter from the sun. It is an image only
relevant to destitute people, certainly not farmers or land-owners. 78 Such a dialogical
method values the experiences of listeners and provides a non-dominating way for a
marginalized Australian church engaging with others on the margins to discern
contextual applications of theology.

Closely linked to Jesus’ teaching and preaching work was his healing ministry. Bevans
and Schroeder explain that Jesus’ “ministry of healings and exorcisms served the reign
of God as ‘parables in actions’ that demonstrated the love and nearness of God and
God’s implacable opposition to evil and human suffering” (Bevans & Schroeder, 2004,
p.14). Vermes also links Jesus’ teaching to his work of healing and exorcism. The
authority of Jesus, recognized by his audience, is identified by Vermes as arising from
“the cures and exorcisms that preceded or followed his preaching” when even unclean
spirits obeyed him (Vermes, 2000, p.158).

When healing, Jesus exhibited a concern for the holistic well-being of bodies. This
concern was revealed in his healing of lepers separated from their families, a sick man
needing forgiveness and unable to reach healing water (John 5:2-9) and even a widow
grieving the death of her only son (Luke 7:13).

On a number of occasions Jesus crossed religious and social boundaries by using touch
to impart healing. Wainwright explains that in Mark 5:23-34 human bodies participated
in both the healing action and the subsequent community interaction. Physical touching
allowed the woman to draw healing and salvation without permission from Jesus
(Wainwright, 2006, p.113). 79 The woman was afterwards addressed by Jesus as
‘daughter’, suggesting she was now welcomed into the community from which her
sickness had excluded her and into the new inclusive family of God. Jesus’ care for
bodies and healing through touch speaks positively to women, reclaiming their bodies
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Dominic Crossan explains that a mustard plant, even a domesticated one, is dangerous because it tends
to get out of control, and attract birds to cultivated areas where they can damage crops (Crossan, 1995,
p.65). The use of the mustard bush for the reign of God, therefore, suggests something ‘wild’ that cannot
be controlled by humans but will appear in unexpected places.
79
Byrne interestingly notes that a short time later in the Gospel, the crowds touch Jesus and also “access
the healing power that radiates, almost automatically, from him” (Byrne, 2008, p.120). This suggests a
release of healing power in loving relationships that allows members of a community to heal each other.
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as subjects with rights in society and not just objects. Can it also speak to a negative
‘touching’ of bodies in domestic violence, a hidden crime that often passes unnoticed by
society and the church in Australia?

In Mark 2:9, forgiveness and healing are brought together in the narrative of the
paralysed man lowered through a roof by his friends. The sick man is first assured that
his sins are forgiven restoring him to oneness with God. When healed of his paralysis he
is sent home, presumably to be gathered afresh into the community of his family. Byrne
identifies in this story the way humanity is freed from the bonds of sin in relationships.

Forgiveness and the renewal of relationship that goes with it is not raining down
from heaven; it is being communicated here ‘on earth’ by One who personally
embodies the reconciling presence of God (Byrne, 2008, p.58).
Forgiveness and reconciliation are vital aspects of serving and healing bodies. It is
suggested by Volf that because God knew humans would sin, “[t]he same love that
propelled God to create by giving propelled God to mend creation by forgiving” (Volf,
2005, p.141).

When considering a church embodying Christ, the inevitability of sin, rather than
inhibiting or negating embodying Christ, can be seen to actually enhance it. The
church’s body, like individual bodies, is an organic body ‘on the way’ in Christian life,
needing at times to fail and commit sin to grow and experience the power of God’s
grace. Embodying Christ is an activity in which a church and individual Christians are
not striving for their own perfection but rather to manifest God’s love in the world.
Sometimes they will do this in compassionate or challenging relationships, but at other
times after harming others or being harmed it may be through repentance and
forgiveness. Volf suggests God’s action in forgiving sin reveals a plan to achieve a
close relationship between humans and God through the presence and activity of Christ
the reconciler. “We are made for God to live in us and for us to live in God. Forgiveness
is one step towards the restoration of that communion, midway between our being
sinners and our being new creatures” (Volf, 2005, p.151). In this case, it can be argued
that sin enables humans or a church to be embodying Christ when they forgive others
and also when they receive forgiveness for the pain they have caused others. Although
we are not encouraged to commit sin, sin followed by forgiveness is a way to reconcile
relationships and can reveal a church embodying Christ. Such a conclusion would
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support the notion in this thesis that a sinful church in Australia, perhaps because it is
sinful, is called to be church by embodying Christ.

A social symbol of reconciliation is people eating and drinking together. Ian Hussey
points out that in Luke 5:27-39 and Luke 7:36-50 meals are places not just of
repentance and reconciliation but also evangelism. “Out of Jesus’ lavish hospitality
comes the sinner’s repentance and power to leave behind their isolation and join the
community life that God intended for all. The meal is consequently an event of
evangelisation” (Hussey, 2012, p.219). Jesus’ frequent involvement in meals, especially
in Luke’s Gospel, witnesses to the importance of hospitality for the church. Even in the
account of ‘the mission of the seventy’ in Luke 10:1-12, as Marsh has noted, the
disciples are ordered not just to preach and heal but to accept hospitality from people,
eating whatever is provided (Marsh, 2006, p.42). Shared meals demonstrate care for
hungry bodies and the opportunity for nurturing friendship. 80 Christ is thus revealed
wherever there are hungry people and food and friendship is shared.

In Luke 14:15-24 the eschatological goal of mission is imaged as a feast to which all are
invited. Yet meals, like touching and so many other human interactions, have a shadow
side. In Jesus’ first century context, meals were used by society to express
exclusiveness, hierarchy and domination. Crossan describes the use of table fellowship,
even today, “as a map of economic discrimination, social hierarchy, and political
differentiation” (Crossan, 1995, p.68). When offering hospitality, it is important for a
church to note that when Jesus participated in meals, his role of host or guest, the one
controlling or being controlled, often interchanged as the meal progressed. Hospitality
witnesses to the reign of God and the mutual activities of the Trinity, when those
present at a meal serve and are served by one another.

Shared meals and hospitality are brought together in the ‘Last Supper’ celebrated by
Jesus with his disciples. This meal makes all meals significant events for Christians.
Jesus’ bodily actions of being host, food and servant foreshadowed the way his
followers were to engage with one another and the world. A church which participates
in the Eucharist receives Christ in the communal sharing of Christ’s body as Word and
food to equip and strengthen for mission (1 Corinthians 10:17). The essential nature of
the missio Dei is demonstrated in the Eucharist in the “embodied interaction between
80

This is seen in Jesus’ meals with Pharisees (Luke 11:37-41) and Mary and Martha (Luke 10:38-42).
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the individual, the divine and the community” (Watson, 2002, p.81). At the end of such
a sacramental meal, all who have gathered return to the world to serve God and
neighbour, embodying Christ by becoming individually and corporately food shared
with others (Cavanaugh, 2008, p.55).

The presence of the bread and wine at the Eucharist and the fifth mark of mission are
reminders to explore the ministry of Jesus in connection with nature. Is the reign of God
also ‘Good News’ for earth? Jesus’ incarnation affirms his kinship with all creation but
his relationships with the non-human part of creation in the gospel appear, at times,
ambiguous. On the one hand unclean spirits are allowed to enter pigs and send them
hurtling over a cliff to be drowned in the sea (Mark 5:13), while on the other, Jesus
declares God’s care for wild flowers and sparrows (Matthew 6:26-30, Luke 12:6-7).
Regardless of these conflicting treatments of fauna and flora, nature played an important
part in Jesus’ ministry. From the start, immediately after his baptism, the Spirit drove
Jesus into the wilderness to wrestle with temptations which involved nature, 81 and often
he chose lonely places of nature for prayer.

A desert place can be, as William Loader suggests, “a place of merged identity, an
entering into not only a deep encounter with the divine but with the primal earth”
(Loader, 2002, p.31). In Australia, discovering the hidden ‘gift’ of deserts attracts
tourists to visit the outback, photograph the spectacular scenery and watch fascinating
wildlife, but for those Christians who experience retreats in such places it is more. An
arid desert, of whatever sort, that provides no escape from the confrontation of self is
never an easy place for humans to linger. Yet deserts are liminal places where in the
Bible and Christian tradition God’s voice is heard and responses are made. Barry Leal
links the many experiences of biblical figures such as Moses, Elijah and John the
Baptist in deserts to encourage Australian Christians to “cultivate our spirituality not
just in church but in the quiet and lonely places to which we have access” (Leal, 2006,
p.117). Deserts of various kinds are places the church needs to enter on behalf of others.
From a missiological perspective, Leal claims the church has a responsibility to speak
out against the destruction of deserts because they are necessary for “our spiritual health
and our very identity” (Leal, 2006, p.122). Also, I would add, deserts are to be
preserved and valued for their own intrinsic being in the web of God’s creation.
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During the temptations, Jesus respected the ‘stoneness’ of stones by refusing to change them into bread
to appease his hunger (Matthew 4:4), and the law of gravity when he declined to leap from the temple’s
pinnacle (Matthew 4:5-6).
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In the Gospels there are no examples of Jesus’ healing non-human bodies such as sick
pet dogs or even a donkey. 82 Nevertheless, by examining the Gospels from the
perspective of nature and using a hermeneutic of suspicion it is possible to discover
Jesus working with nature to achieve healing. The stilling of the storm on the Sea of
Galilee by Jesus in Mark 4:41 and Matthew 8:27 has been recognized by Colin Gunton
as a possible example of “a militant reestablishment of the rule of God over a creation in
thrall to evil” (Gunton, 1992, p.18). Byrne also describes this miracle as nature being
freed of its chaos and restored to a great calm (Byrne, 2008, p.93). Alternatively, the
miracle can be interpreted as Jesus interfering with nature for the benefit of his friends
in the boat. The ecological crisis today directs a church in Australia to heed McFague’s
words that “every creaturely body in need is Christ’s body” (McFague, 1993, p.195),
and identify the presence of Christ in all needy bodies, human and non-human
(Matthew 25:35).

Peter’s first sermon in Acts 2:14-36 proclaimed that it was not only Jesus’ ministry but
also his death and resurrection which confirmed his identity as “Lord and Messiah”.
Death and resurrection must therefore be an integral part of a church embodying Christ.
In Mark 10:45, Jesus foretells that his serving involves giving “his life a ransom for
many”. Jesus expected his disciples to follow this way when he proclaimed, “If any
want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and
follow me” (Mark 8:34). Even Borg is prepared to accept that “death as an image for
‘the way’” is significant and might go back to the words of Jesus himself (Borg, 1995,
pp.94-95n). Borg suggests that the death Jesus talks about is a double dying; to one’s
own social culture which provides security and identity, and “a dying to self as the
center of one’s concern” (Borg, 1995, p.86). Dying is presented, like suffering, not as
the goal of life but the way to salvation and life. By painfully turning from self to attend
to others, dying becomes the path to new transformed resurrection life centred on God,
guided and empowered by the Spirit. A gradual hidden embodying of Christ takes place
in the church and its members when the paradigm of death and resurrection is lived out
in loving God and neighbour.
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Nevertheless, Jesus did refer to the need to water a donkey or an ox, pull a donkey or ox out of a well
even on the Sabbath, and to search for a lost sheep (Luke 13:15, 14:5, 15:3).
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Julian of Norwich confirms for Christians the centrality of death through which
salvation is achieved, when she describes Christ travelling and suffering with us as a
mother and bringing us hope through resurrection and new life (Julian, 1978, pp.296299). Death shared by Jesus and human beings is recognized by Hall in his
understanding of the cross of Jesus Christ as the “revelation of God’s identification with
suffering creatures” (Hall, 1998, p.92). But this oneness in suffering and death must
include resurrection. It is necessary because, as Isherwood explains, “Christ is then the
suffering healer and the one who releases others into abundant life” (Isherwood, 2002,
p.96). Christ’s bodily suffering suggests that an Australian church can use its own
wounds, inflicted by others and self inflicted, to work for healing and wholeness in
God’s mission. As Janet Martin Soskice declares, “[o]ur human bodies, once mapped
out on Christ’s human body, are not obstacles to salvation, but its very means” (Soskice,
2007, p.142).

Bosch points out that “Jesus’ death on the cross remains meaningless without the
resurrection” (Bosch, 1991, p.515), but Jesus’ resurrection without his death on the
cross has no power. Further, the understanding of Jesus’ death and resurrection will be
greatly distorted if it is not connected with the rest of his historical life on earth.
Without the incarnation and Jesus’ ministry, the embodying of Christ can end up only
demonstrating the ‘no pain, no gain’ concept as expounded by Stephen D. Moore (1996,
pp.102-105). But when the whole of Jesus’ life, including his ministry, death and
resurrection come together, it witnesses to the ‘foolishness’ and power of God in
Christ’s crucifixion being stronger that death and leading to eternal life (1Corinthians
1:18). For a church embodying a risen Christ, the life-giving power of God affirms hope
in the face of death experienced in anxiety, depression, despair and violence. Bringing
new life from death situations in daily life is the task of a church following Christ by
embodying Christ.

Jesus of Nazareth’s personal life and resurrection is brought to closure in the symbolic
accounts of his ascension in Luke 24:50-53 and Acts 1:1-11. The ascension or
enthronement of Christ can suggest a remote Christ withdrawn from the work of the
missio Dei in the world. The Calvinistic tradition concerning the ascension is explained
by Bosch as understanding God’s reign on earth as real but incomplete. As Christians
“we will not inaugurate it, but we can help make it more visible, more tangible” (Bosch,
1991, p.516). Yet an ascended Jesus Christ cannot be separated from a crucified Jesus
173

Christ. The uniting of death and God’s reign is symbolized in Revelation 5, where in the
court of heaven, it is only the glorified lamb with its fatal wounds and smell of death
that has the life giving power to take the scroll and open it, allowing God’s love to
triumph on earth. Bosch makes the same connection from his interpretation of Jesus
words in John 12:32, “And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people
[or things] to myself”. He applies these words both to Jesus on the cross and also
ascended in heaven, and so concludes that “[t]he glory of the ascension remains
intimately linked to the agony of the cross” (Bosch, 1991, p.516). An embodying Christ
who is also ascended affirms that the glory of God in Christ is in humanity and all of
God’s creation. Elizabeth A. Johnson’s description of God’s glory, although only
applied to human beings, is pertinent. “Wherever human beings are violated,
diminished, or have their life drained away, God’s glory is dimmed and dishonoured.
Wherever human beings are quickened to fuller and richer life, God’s glory is
enhanced” (Johnson, 2002, p.14).

Jesus participated in the missio Dei by revealing God’s love for all creation in
preaching, teaching, healing, hospitality and giving his life for others. In his ministry
Jesus entered respectful and caring relationships with others, regardless of age, sex,
status or ethnicity, often from an alongside marginal place. Crucially these relationships
were ordinary bodily relationships of talking, weeping, caring, touching, eating, making
jokes and causing pain. Throughout his ministry Jesus showed a desire for the wellbeing or wholeness of the bodies of people, and a readiness to challenge injustices in
creative ways. Basic to his ministry was Jesus’ willingness not only to give himself in
love for others in order that new life could emerge, but also to receive from others. This
giving and receiving is seen in dialogues that occurred in Jesus’ preaching and teaching,
and healing interactions. The example or character of Jesus offers general directions for
an Australian church embodying Christ and serving God and others. Specific actions
undertaken by a church, as for Jesus, will be directed by the church’s own character, the
particular contexts concerned and the issues being addressed.

An Australian Church Embodying Christ in Mission
An Australian context today is considered secular, bound by consumerism, culturally
and religiously pluralistic, and increasingly influenced by new technology. In relation to
its host culture, the church is occasionally in the centre of society but usually on its
edges or in a diasporic scattering. Although Christianity’s influence is present in
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Australia’s legislation, public holidays and ethical standards of behaviour, the church
can no longer assume a privileged status in society. Instead, the church “exists as one
dish in a smorgasbord of religions” (Brooking, 2009, p.26), and is facing diminishing
membership. The commanding place occupied by church buildings in cities, crosses
used as jewellery, and Christians active in social welfare and voluntary organizations
that work for the well-being of others all indicate the ambiguous place of Christianity in
Australian daily life.

The present state of the church in Australia has resulted in a spate of books on ways of
attracting lapsed and new members. 83 Certainly the church cannot participate with
Christ in God’s mission without members, but should the dominating question
continually asked by members of local churches be, “[H]ow can we get people to come
to our congregation?” (Nichols, 2006, p.43). Bevans and Schroeder declare,
“Everything in the church serves its mission” (Bevans & Schroeder, 2004, p. 319). This
challenging statement must apply not only to activities of worship and social welfare,
but the whole life of the church in Australia. In response, Frost and Hirsch argue that
the shape of a missional church in Australia today must be incarnational rather than
attractional. The church will not withdraw and wait for people to come to it. “It will
leave its own religious zones and live comfortably with non-church-goers, seeping into
the host culture like salt and light” (Frost & Hirsch, 2003, p.30).

If the church is to engage in mission its members must know their task and be nurtured
and educated for it in their particular context. The church must also be aware of its own
character and identity, and how that affects its relationship with its context. Baptism
begins a life of discipleship and the forming of Christ in those who join the church
body. Members are nourished and strengthened in their Christian lives through personal
prayer, reflection and gathering with the Church for worship. The Eucharist particularly
is discerned by Ken Christoph Miyamoto as providing an opportunity for the education
and nourishment of members of the church through Word and Sacrament. “There the
repeated personal encounter with God helps us to internalise the divine grace and
gradually nurtures our faith in God, and we thus develop a new identity as members of
God’s people” (Miyamoto, 2008, p.161). In addition, worship, especially the Eucharist,
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Forty books on spirituality, and worship in emerging churches were reviewed by Darren Cronshaw
(2007, pp.2-9), building on an earlier guide in 2005.

175

needs to be recognized as mission, a central act of service undertaken for the world.
Miyamoto describes it as a public activity

where God directly challenges the unbelieving world, transforming it profoundly
and taking it personally into the divine realm. Worship is the liturgy, leitourgia,
public service offered by God in Christ to the world. It ultimately embraces the
entire cosmos. (Miyamoto, 2008, p.162)
Eucharistic worship from this perspective witnesses to the eschatological dimension of a
community; human and non-human gathered together, united in Christ, sharing in God’s
love and life. But at the end of such worship, the people are sent out to praise and serve
God in embodied relationships in the world.

Although Sunday Schools have diminished in the life of the church in Australia, schools
run by religious denominations and supported by government funds have increased in
the decade from 1999 to 2009. 84 Religious education is provided in public primary
schools by volunteers and paid Christian chaplains work in some High Schools, yet few
children attend church services or are involved in church life. The lack of children in the
church community suggests that theological education needs to be presented in a way
that is relevant and acceptable to young people. Philip Hughes concludes from his
research that today students want to make their own decisions about life. They “learn
most from developing skills of gathering and assessing information” in order to make
these decisions (Hughes, 2010, p.150). Hughes’ findings suggest that bringing
contemporary issues into conversation with the gospel of Jesus Christ 85 is an
appropriate method for educating the church’s young and even older members. Some
adults, not desiring ordination in any denomination, are showing a strong interest in
religion and spirituality by studying at theological colleges, which thus become places
of mission. 86

The character of Australian ecclesiology has revealed a marginalized church imaged as
a suffering servant or wounded saviour, called to offer care and hospitality to others.
This identity will influence what ‘Christ’ the church embodies and how it engages in
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In the decade from 1999 to 2009, despite the increase in population, the number of students attending
government schools rose 1%, those attending Catholic schools 11% and those attending other schools
41%. (Hughes, 2010, p.70).
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The controversial ethics programs introduced into NSW primary schools linked to exploring relevant
biblical texts would be ideal.
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Don Saines has pointed out that such students “are either concerned about the deep issues of faith, life
and meaning or simply want to sort out their religious beliefs” (Saines, 2009, p.10).
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mission. Possible relevant ways of mission for an Australian church to explore include
social media sites, public theology, witnessing with its life in everyday relationships,
forming small emerging churches and sharing hospitality with others.

Social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter are being used by the church in today’s
world for proclaiming the gospel. Megan du Toit explains that social media is “a
platform which has ordinary Christians presenting themselves – and therefore their faith
– more publicly, more widely, and more frequently than ever before” (du Toit, 2011,
p.12). Nevertheless, the use of social media cannot replace face to face casual meetings
with people in supermarkets, at work and in leisure activities. Frost and Hirsch describe
these daily bodily meetings as Christians desiring “to be used by the Spirit to transform
individuals and cultures for Christ’s sake by the God who was already there” (Frost &
Hirsch, 2003, p.24).

Public theology, already mentioned, is a theological strategy described by Cowdell as
“called forth by the times we live in” (Cowdell, 2009, p.61). It is a method whereby the
church joins with others to publicly address current issues for the sake of Christ and the
common good of society. These issues will include equal rights for women, unjust
political structures and the abuse of nature. Public theology fits a marginalized church
that needs to earn a “right to be heard and addressed in return in the public marketplace
of ideas” (Pearson, 2008b, p.67). To engage in public theology the church must be
knowledgeable about current events and have something significant and relevant to say
from its own faith perspective. Only then will it be able, as Frame has argued, “to
inform and influence public policy in the direction of the Kingdom of God” (Frame,
2010, p.33). Public theology is not concerned with increasing membership of the church
but the common good of God’s created bodies.

The ambiguous status of the church in Australian society suggests that a church
embodying Christ will proclaim the reign of God by actually living its Christian life.
Stanley Hauerwas states that “[s]ometimes witnesses are all Christians have to offer,
and sometimes witnesses are enough” (Hauerwas, 2002, p.241). The regular gathering
of a group of Christians for worship can attest to the primacy of God. Christ-like
behaviour between Christians and in their daily life, especially when choosing to live
among poor or oppressed people, witnesses to the genuineness of their faith and God’s
inclusive love. Roman Catholic members of ‘The Little Sisters of Jesus’, followers of
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Charles de Foucauld, choose to live among the poor in many countries. In Australia one
small group lives in a remote Aboriginal community in the Northern Territory sharing
many of the disadvantages of their neighbours and working with them to improve their
situation. 87 The lives of these sisters demonstrate a missional church described by Frost
and Hirsch as living with and listening to their neighbour (Frost & Hirsch, 2003, p.24).
The sisters accept their context as one in which Christ can be found and revealed. For
them, loving their neighbour is sharing their lives rather than offering obvious ‘good
works’.

Small emerging churches that follow Jesus Christ and proclaim the gospel through
acceptance and friendship in a variety of contexts practise an incarnational way of
engaging in mission. There is no thought of trying to attract people to a static place or
group but rather meeting them where they are in ways that can be difficult for
traditional forms of the church. It is also impractical for all the present institutional
traditional denominations to disintegrate into small emerging churches. Further, the
rejected and flawed institutional part of local church communities has itself something
to offer in mission, as van der Ven argues. The association of people in the church
enables them to have the power of a community in which members support and
encourage each other (van der Ven, 1998, p.40). Therefore it can be concluded, that
when a church as an ‘association’ is connected with the church as a ‘community of
believers’, “both may be supplemented and enriched” (van der Ven, 1998, p.40). Alan
Cadwallader points out that if small emerging churches reject the institutional church
they limit their own theological support, and also prevent the value of their experiences
bringing changes to larger institutions (Cadwallader, 2006, p.283). In spite of calls to
return to the situation of the early church, the institutional church has an important
function. Cowdell explains that “while the Church has always challenged and reformed
its structures, it has always remained a structured organisation” (Cowdell, 2004, p.194).

Christians as individuals or members of small Christian communities are in a position to
offer hospitality to others marginalized, such as Muslims. When Christians and Muslims
as individuals or small groups meet face to face, neither side appears powerful or
fearful, but only as vulnerable human beings, neighbours like themselves. Ann Morisy
explains:
87

The sisters have explained to me how they joined with their neighbours to protest to members of the
Government against regulations of the Northern Territory intervention.
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In a post-modern context where the rules of the games have evaporated, the
encounter with the face of the other enriches both parties, because in acting
without the guidance of convention or command we encounter each other with
faces free of any masks, and through this we also meet and discover our own bare
or naked face. (Morisy, 2004, pp. 207-208)
When hospitality is offered to others and stories heard in a place where no one has
status above another, Christians meet the ‘alien’ who becomes a neighbour, and open
themselves to change in their own lives. Frost and Hirsch explain that mission in this
situation speaks to people “who don’t want to learn from experts or higher authorities,
but from others who share the same life context and have found a way forward” (Frost
& Hirsch, 2003, p.97).

In a marginal place a church will meet not only different ethnic groups and individuals
but an abused and suffering nature. The earth which offers humans hospitality needs in
turn to be offered a respectful hospitable place in our lives. Habel believes it is
necessary for humans to liberate themselves from a dominant attitude towards nature.
Instead Christians are called to “empathise with our Earth and our kin in Earth
community, and to celebrate and enact the blessing and healing our God gives
exuberantly to all creation” (Habel, 2009, p.122).

The church in Australia has always served others in education, health and social
welfare. These works are still important but a marginalized and diminishing church has
started to engage in them in new ways. A survey of Catholic Religious Institutes
between 1976 and 2009 revealed that while many institutions run by Catholic Religious
Institutes have been closed or are now operated by others, the involvement by Catholic
Religious in social services and pastoral care has greatly increased (Reid, Dixon &
Connolly, 2010, p.16).
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Connolly reported that this change has been described by

Susan Smith, a New Zealand missiologist, “as a move from organized mission to
organic mission, from planned institutional response to the more spontaneous response
to good and evil as it emerges” (Connolly, 2010, p.39).
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In 1976 almost ½ of all religious were involved in education. In 2009 it was 12%. Religious men and
women working in social services and pastoral care have doubled in the same period. This is explained in
part by the response to Vatican II by religious women embracing new ministries (Fawkner, 2010, pp.35,
36).
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Frances Moloney in his review of the 2009 survey of Catholic Religious Institutes in
Australia encouraged the church to embrace innovative and different expressions of
loving neighbours. He contends that mission experienced on the margins of church and
society should follow the way of Jesus. Such mission will take place

where we find exclusion (e.g., because of race, gender, religion, social status
[refugees], etc.), poverty (both physical and spiritual), secularisation (where God
has been sidelined) and at the heart of critical reflection that pushes at the borders
of the established truths, in all areas of human formation and education at every
level. (Moloney, 2010, p.32)

For a marginal church embodying Christ, it is argued that mission needs to be
undertaken using an incarnational approach which looks for Christ in bodies in an
Australian context. Face to face meetings are important, not for the church to make
personal conversions, but to see others as the kin and neighbours Christians are to love
and serve. These relationships of hospitality will become mutual when those involved
realize their common suffering and need for one another. Such missional behaviour
requires members of an Australian church embodying Christ to die to their ‘comfortable
place’ and venture into risky places where they are to follow Christ by proclaiming the
reign of God by loving the neighbour they have yet to meet. Further, a church may be
summoned by the prophetic Spirit of Christ to become a public missional church
addressing perceived social wrongs in the church and society. These challenges today
will need usually to be proclaimed from an incarnational and not a dominant position if
they are to be accepted.

Conclusion
The incarnation of Jesus of Nazareth and the example of his life call a church
embodying Christ in Australia to engage in God’s mission of love, by working for the
welfare of all bodies. Jesus proclaimed the good news of God’s reign in the world by
confronting and dealing with those things that prevented fullness of life such as
injustice, sickness, isolation, fear and abuse. Although Jesus’ presentation of the reign
of God differed in different contexts it frequently incorporated a mutuality of giving and
receiving, listening and speaking, dying and new life. A church following Christ is
guided to engage with its context to identify needs and issues, bring them into
conversation with Jesus Christ in the Gospels, and work, often with others, to address
them. These actions can be imaged using a triangular paradigm in which context, the
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church and Jesus Christ are connected and where the Spirit of embodying Christ
permeates all. From interactions between the church, its context and Jesus Christ, new
shapes or forms of God’s mission will emerge and fresh relevant ways of presenting the
love of God/Christ for neighbour will appear.

There are many issues in Australia that can be identified as needing to be addressed by
the church from a Christian perspective. For the sake of this thesis I shall focus on two,
the ‘Muslim Other’ and ‘global warming’. Both of these topics have a global and a local
face. They also highlight the importance of bodies and the need for a church to serve
and be served by ‘others’. A marginalized church embodying Christ that shares a
location on the edges of society with Muslims and nature demonstrates how these
bodies might be loved as kin and neighbours.
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Chapter 6
The Praxis of Embodying Christ

Introduction
The call to embody Christ argued in this thesis is not a call to strive for personal
salvation. It is one of service, arising from love of neighbour. It cares about the welfare
of others and, therefore, drives the church to engage with the world through expressions
of Christian praxis. This is an ecclesiology that is directed towards working with Christ
in the missio Dei in everyday life where bodies encounter one another. It is in the
intersecting of these bodies and the relationships between them that Christ is found.
Marsh explains:

The God who is Christ-like is discernible because the shapes of human living
present in the story of Jesus Christ are repeated, and are recognizable, in
contemporary life. (Marsh, 2006, p.23)

This engagement with others demonstrates the public dimension of a church’s
embodying Christ. The nature of the public domain is to throw up occasional issues
which are significant for Australia and the world. For the life of discipleship and good
citizenship, such issues determine the way a church might follow Christ and work for
the common good. It is not a choice for the church to respond to public issues; it is a
vocational imperative. As Denis Edwards declares, it is “an urgent task for theology to
show the interconnection between the living memory of Jesus and the issues that
confront the global community” 89 (Edwards, 2006a, p.48).

A church that seeks to embody Christ in Australia today will need to be a public church.
Although a church is called to embodying Christ in ordinary relationships in everyday
life, it also needs to be aware of public issues and respond to them, if necessary, in the
public domain. These issues will always be occasional and change from time to time. A
present imperative for the church in Australia is to address the Muslim Other and global
warming. These themes have been identified in Walls and Ross’ (2008) anthology on
mission and are crucial for Australians in 2013. They will be used to illustrate how
Christian praxis might be embodied by an Australian church engaged in the missio Dei.
89

Edwards is writing about a church which must respond with the compassion of Jesus to ecological
devastation, but I believe the words apply also to other areas of need in the world.

182

Why Choose the Muslim Other and Global Warming as Examples?
There are a range of issues with which a flawed marginalized church embodying Christ
participating in the missio Dei might engage, such as healing itself by addressing some
of its own internal problems, or considering how best to introduce the Christian faith to
children. The Muslim Other and global warming are important not just because of their
global and local significance, but because they involve bodies in very basic ways. The
Muslim Other draws attention to the way bodies dress, eat and behave, and their
ethnicity and skin colour. As temperatures rise, coastal land erodes and extreme weather
events increase, the effects of global warming in Australia expose the vulnerability of
bodies, human and non-human, and their basic requirements for surviving and
flourishing.

Church leaders in Australia have been and are involved with these issues in public
ways. For example, a paper entitled Australian religious response to climate change
was presented to the Prime Minister and other federal politicians on the 2nd of June 2011
by an inter-faith group of religious leaders, and a response on behalf of the Uniting
Church was made to the Islamic scholars and leaders responsible for A common word
between us and you in June 2009. Yet Christians at a congregational level have not
always engaged with these issues. Responses to Islam may be swayed by encounters
with individual Muslims, or influenced by a stereotype Muslim created by violent acts
of Muslim extremists depicted on television and anti-Muslim comments made by radio
presenters. Faced with global warming, some churches participate in the yearly CleanUp Australia days and encourage recycling. Persevering in such acts can be undermined
by anthropocentric biblical texts that devalue earth. Habel declares that texts such as
Genesis 1:28 and Joshua 18:1 that talk of a land “subdued” by human beings have “no
consideration of care for the land, kinship with the land, or the goodness of the land as a
precious creation of God” (Habel, 2009, p.32).

Negative attitudes to the Muslim Other and global warming challenge a church
embodying Christ to consider how a public concern for these issues might inform the
inner life of the church and direct and maintain practical responses. The significance of
relationships with Muslims and nature can be discussed generally by members of the
church over cups of coffee or tea. But the seriousness of such topics urges that they be
explored in relevant sermons, small group Bible studies and in the liturgy. For example,
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Habel in 2004 produced hymns, prayers, liturgies and other resources on themes
concerning the celebrating and healing of nature that have the potential to influence
both bodies and minds. Bible studies and liturgies which address living in a multi-faith
society can contribute to changing attitudes of Christians towards people of other faiths.
From such beginnings direction is discerned for ways a church can relate to the Muslim
Other and respond to ecological needs.

The Issue of the Muslim Other
For Christians in rural areas of Australia, contact with Muslims is often limited to being
treated by a Muslim doctor or dentist, but for the majority of Christians who reside in
cities Muslims will be people who live next door, fellow workers and families whose
children attend the local school. They are human beings with bodies like us. The
pressure of the media, visits by people such as Dutch politician Geert Wilders in
February 2013 speaking publicly of the threat of Islam to a Western way of life (Le
Grand, 2013, p.7), and a responsibility for the well-being of society globally and
locally, make it imperative for all Australian Christians to consider the issue of the
Muslim Other. In response to this need, Keith Rowe in 2000 produced a study guide
commissioned by the Uniting Church in Australia to assist Christians to “explore what it
might mean for us as part of the Church of Jesus Christ to live alongside the neighbour
who believes differently” (Rowe, 2000, p.4).

Acts of terrorism such as the attacks on the Twin Towers in New York and the
Pentagon in 2001, and wars in Iraq and Afghanistan may be global concerns but they
also affect Australians. Hall recognizes them as urgent calls to examine the faiths that
both inform the acts and respond to them. Much of the violence in our world has been
caused by conflicting religious beliefs, often between Christians and Muslims (Hall,
2003, pp.1-2). These have been inflamed by the memories of past and recent atrocities.
Bodies today are being violated and broken, in part because of memories of actions of
the Crusaders in the Middle Ages and the sensing that “the failed Ottoman siege of
Vienna in 1529 is now being crowned with success” (Volf, 2011, p.3). Volf has
described how a Muslim woman called her new born child ‘Jihad’ to continually remind
the boy to revenge the bodily abuse she had received from Serbs (Volf, 1996, p.111).
Volf himself reports struggling to desire the redemption of former perpetrators who
were responsible for “burning villages, destroying cities, and raped women” in his
native Croatia (Volf, 1996, p.137).
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The effect of some traumatic experiences is noted by Schreiter as so deep that it cannot
be forgotten by survivors; “the trauma is literally inscribed on their bodies” (Schreiter,
1998, p.74). Traumatic memories affecting Australians include not only the events of
9/11, but also the bomb attacks by Muslim extremists that killed Australians in Bali in
2002 and Djakarta in 2004, and the current war in Afghanistan in which Australians are
serving and dying. In 2005 when Sydney’s Cronulla Beach became the site of riots
between Lebanese-Australian and Anglo-Celtic Australian youths, the latent fear
present in Australians was exposed and deepened. This fear was expressed again by
anti-Islamic views posted on the internet after the protest march by Muslims in Sydney
on September 15, 2012. 90 Although many non-Muslim Australians live and work with
Australian Muslims and experience ‘them’ as like ‘us’, there is often a lurking distrust
present in relationships. In 2007, social commentator Hugh Mackay noted:

We are not quite at the stage of assuming that ‘all Muslims are potential terrorists’
but there’s a dangerous drift in that direction, helped along by reports of antiWestern propaganda being preached in some mosques. (Mackay, 2007, p.146)

Mackay contends that, in a secular Australia, the xenophobia towards Muslims is “more
about ‘otherness’ than religion; more about identity than spirituality” (Mackay, 2007,
p.147). How much this is true is debatable. John W. Wilson warns that “the vast
majority of Muslims are of course peace-loving, but Islam presents itself as a confident
missionary religion which refuses to be sidelined as an aspect of culture. Instead it sees
itself as the shaper of culture” (Wilson, 2010, p.3). Muslims and Christians share a faith
dimension, along with fear and distrust exacerbated by cultural differences and past
events. Although for many Anglo-Celtic Christians the Muslim Other seems so
different, the irony is that “[o]f the world’s great religions, none are so similar as Islam
and Christianity, with their common origins in Judaism” (Hodge & O’Carroll, 2006,
p.137).

In response to the global tension in Christian and Muslim relations, world Muslim
leaders and scholars sent an Open Letter in 2007 to Christian leaders, followed one year
later by a document entitled A common word between us and you (Volf, Ghazi &
90

This march protested over the showing of a video deemed to insult the prophet Muhammad. Although
the violence on that day was followed by Muslim leaders calling for the end of more protests, it indicated
the anxiety present in Australian society (Olding & Ralston, 2012. p.1).
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Yarrington, 2010, pp.21-30). A common word was based on commands in the Qur’an
and hadith 91, and Jesus’ command in the Gospels to love God and neighbour. The goal
was to “to try to make peace and spread harmony between Muslims and Christians
globally” (Ghazi, 2010, p.8). Prince Ghazi bin Muhammad explains:

Ours was simply an attempt to find a theologically correct, preexisting essential
common ground (albeit interpreted perhaps differently) between Islam and
Christianity, rooted in our sacred texts and in their common Abrahamic origin, in
order to stop our deep-rooted religiously mutual suspicions from being an
impediment to behaving properly toward each other. (Ghazi, 2010, p.10)

For an Australian church embodying Christ, A common word between us and you is not
just something global or remote, but applies to an Australian place. Australian
Christians are called to obey Christ’s command to love God and neighbour, and to see
the Muslim Other as neighbour and kin. Rabbi Michael Melchior explains from a
Jewish perspective what this means in Deuteronomy where the neighbour is different
and yet like us. We are to love our neighbour because he or she is like us; he or she is a
stranger to be cared for and loved as God cared for Israel when it was in need in Egypt
(Deuteronomy 10:18-19) (Melchior, 2009, p.13). It is a call to be truly human, made in
God’s image.

In an Australian context a church confronting Muslims may find it difficult to recognize
them as ‘like’ us, and choose to avoid close relationships where possible. Cultural and
religious differences between Muslims and non-Muslims that affect dress, food,
behaviour and worship can arouse strong negative emotions. For example, a focus on
the different clothing worn by women may seem trivial, but in certain situations it has
the power to incite hostility and violence. This hostility has been exposed by Anne Aly
and David Walker in their research. They state that

the veil has come to represent Islam itself and the ‘veiled threat’ has become a
code for the wider threat of an Islamic presence in Australia drawing explicitly on
fears that Australian cultural values might collapse. (Aly & Walker, August 2007,
p.204)

91

“[A]ccording to the hadith, Muhammad said, ‘None of you has faith until you love for your neighbour
what you love for yourself’” (Volf, 2011, p. 29).
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The wearing of the chador or burka by Muslim women, with its complete covering of
the whole body except for an eye opening, is not as common as the hijab in Australia,
but both have drawn criticism from media and society. 92 In Australia, clothing that
renders anonymity for the wearer is judged a security risk by providing opportunities for
deception. On the front page of The Sunday Telegraph on July 3, 2011, the headline
demanded, “Show us your face”. It was accompanied by a photograph of a woman
wearing a burka. 93 Although the sight of a woman clothed in a burka or even a hijab
can draw strong censure, 94 this has not been the experience of Christian nuns or sisters
who wore, and some still wear, black veils and long black habits in public. 95 For both
Muslim and Christian women, the veil can identify the faith of the wearer. Sumbul AliKaramali argues that the hijab frees women from being seen as sex objects, and declares
“that appearance and body image do not equal the sum total of our worth as human
beings” (Ali-Karamali, 2008, p.137). In an article by Ellena Savage entitled “Boobs,
booze and Muslim feminists”, a contrast was made between a young drunken woman in
Melbourne “dressed like a sexual Christmas Tree for the Spring Carnival”, and the
“loose and elegant traditional and modern outfits worn by Muslim women” for the
Muslim festival of Eid (Savage, 2009, p.1).

These views raise questions on the relationship between clothing and bodies. Is wearing
a hijab and covering the body a way of denying its existence? Or, is exposing the body
as being sexually available ignoring its real beauty and wonder? Clothing can be worn
to please others, but often it is to provide protection, warmth, coolness, and freedom of
movement for the wearer’s body. Adam and Eve in Genesis 3:7 put on clothes to hide
the shame of their nakedness, but at his crucifixion Jesus was stripped of his clothing,
exposing his body through which he redeemed all bodily shame and abuse. Jesus’ body
as a baby was respected by being wrapped in swaddling clothes, and after death, in linen
cloths. The risen Christ revealed his bodily wounds to his disciples as marks of his
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Muslims explain that wearing the burka is not compulsory but, in the past, it was “adopted to protect
Muslim women from the harassment and attacks by the pagans” (Abdel-Halim, 2008, p.57).
93
This newspaper article followed the woman winning her appeal against a police conviction. Her
identity could not be certain because she was wearing a burka at the time (Sunday Telegraph, 3.7.11, p.1).
94
Ali-Karamali has described it as assuming the women are “downtrodden and subjugated, an uneducated
breeder of children” (2008, p.139).
95
As an Anglican Religious I wore such clothing until under the influence of Vatican II reforms it was
reckoned a sign of submission to men and a possible barrier in relating to people. It enabled me in the past
to walk the streets of Sydney day and night without being molested.
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identity. Jesus confuses ways of respecting and serving bodies by both clothing them
and exposing them. 96

Attention on bodies also involves meals and the food they eat. Fasting, feasting and
recognizing the need to feed the hungry are activities that play a significant role in the
lives of Christians and Muslims. At the end of seasons of fasting, both communities
celebrate important feasts, Christians with Easter and Muslims with Eid ul-Fitr - and
both struggle with determining the actual dates! 97

When Muslims and Christians gather for worship, bodies again become important,
strengthening a corporate identity. Stephen Burns observes that liturgy as primary
theology includes not just texts of worship, but “ways of engaging the body in
movement, gestures, use of the senses and of space in emphatically communal activity”
(Burns, 2009, p.83). The sight on television of a large number of Muslims (usually
men) engaged in Friday midday prayers reciting words from the Qur’an and prostrating
in unison can be intimidating and definitely ‘other’ for non-Muslim Australians. From a
Muslim perspective Ali-Karamali explains, “It is a very powerful feeling to pray
alongside and in synchrony with thousands of people, all focused on the same soul-deep
activity” (Ali-Karamali, 2008, p.16). 98 During church services of Western Christians,
members of congregations will usually move their bodies by standing to sing and pray,
and sitting or kneeling for listening and prayer. Bodies are used in worship to express a
relationship with God in ways that are both cultural and theological. A group of men
standing in rows shoulder to shoulder together praising God clearly symbolizes a united
body of God’s people. The more scattered Christian bodies participating in a Eucharist
by sitting, standing, kneeling, shaking hands and sharing bread and wine, speak of an
individual relationship with God as well as a family bond. Both ways of worship
challenge and complement the other.

Clothing, food and ways of worship disclose similarities between Christians and
Muslims as well as differences. When considering relationships, difference is
96

In Mark 5:27-29, Jesus’ clothing was able to mediate healing to a haemorrhaging woman. Does this
indicate a need to respect people’s clothing as well as the person who wears them?
97
For Muslims in Australia the days of Ramadan can be different where Islam has arrived from over 60
different places. Christians in Australia belonging to Western or Eastern churches often celebrate Easter
on conflicting dates.
98
The ‘otherness’ of the use of prostrations by Muslims is mitigated for Christians when it is realized that
Orthodox Christians also prostrate themselves in worship of God, using bodily movements more akin to
those of Muslims than Western Christians.
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ambiguous. It can be used to create a barrier and increase anxiety, especially if linked to
past memories. Alternatively, otherness and difference indicate the uniqueness of
individuals; a uniqueness that John D. Zizioulas argues as constitutive in the experience
of free loving relationships between human beings, and human beings and God
(Zizioulas, 2006, pp.40-43).

Research conducted by Peter Manning has revealed how words chosen by the media in
Australia have used difference to foster a negative attitude towards Muslims. 99 During
the Cronulla riots in December 2005, the radio, SMS text messages and emails were all
used effectively to stir up fear of ‘the Arab and Muslim other’ and summon ‘Aussies’ to
confront ‘Lebanese Muslims’ with physical violence (Manning, 2006, pp.260-261).
Manning’s views are supported by criminologist Scott Poynting’s identification, among
the causes of the Cronulla riot, of a build up of “media-driven moral panics demonising
Middle Eastern (mainly Arab) and Muslim immigrants in Australia since the late
1990s” (Poynting, 2007, p.160). In these ways Muslims were depicted as aliens, who
were not like ‘us’, certainly not with families, fears and joys, jobs or desiring an
education. The use of the media’s term “Middle Eastern appearance” to identify Muslim
Others and intensify fear, was undermined for Christians by Michael Leunig’s cartoon,
published in the Sydney Morning Herald, December 24, 2005, pointing out that
Christmas celebrated the birth of Jesus who was also of Middle Eastern appearance.

Responding Theologically to the Muslim Other
Rowe explains that for Christians the presence in Australia of people of non-Christian
faiths, like Muslims, can be seen as “either a threat to our own fragile identity or an
invitation to life with larger horizons” (Rowe, 2000, p.7). Such a choice demands a
theological response by the church from the viewpoint of embodying Christ. Among the
few Australian Christians who have engaged with the issue of the Muslim Other are
Pearson, Wilson and the Uniting Church in Australia with their Working Group on
Relations with Other Faiths. Also important for Australians because of the global and
local nature of the issue of the Muslim Other, are recent works by Christian theologians
from beyond Australia such as Hall (2003), Volf (2011) and Kung (2007).
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For example, refugees looking for safety have been presented as a threat by being described as a ‘flood’
of asylum seekers (Manning, 2006, p.33), and gang rapes as ‘ethnic’ rather than criminal, perpetrated by
‘Muslim’ ‘Arab’ men and ‘likely to continue’ (Manning, 2006, p.35).
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In Hall’s response to Islam he states, “the foundational belief of a religious faith will
find expression, one way or another, in the deeds and deportment of its membership”
(Hall, 2003, p.2). In other words, what we believe directs our bodily praxis in God’s
mission. If this is so, then there is need to revisit the topic of salvation examined in
chapter 5. What we believe about salvation will influence our approach to Muslims, but
what Christians believe varies. Migliore, drawing from Scripture and traditional
Christian theology, declares, “Salvation means final fulfilment of life in perfect and
everlasting communion with God and our fellow creatures” (Migliore, 2004, p.319).
From this statement questions arise. Does such a communion with God start in this
world or does it apply only to a heavenly world? Is salvation possible through nonChristian religions? Will all creatures be saved? The answers are important.

Migliore has outlined seven types of Christian understandings of salvation in relation to
people of different faiths, all supported from Scripture. They range from an exclusive
view based on John 14:6, where Jesus declares, “I am the way, and the truth, and the
life. No one comes to the Father except through me”; to a pluralistic view that believes
all religions to have saviours and offer salvation (Migliore, 2004, pp.306-316). An
understanding of ‘embodying Christ’ based on Jesus’ inclusive relationships in the
Gospels, suggests that the statement “I am the way, and the truth and the life” can be
argued as referring to Christ’s love shown in service to others and as expressed by the
bodily actions of the people in Matthew 25:35. This leads to Migliore’s third type,
which accepts that non-Christian religions contain some truth about God, and his fourth
type where Karl Rahner’s “anonymous Christians” are recognized as present among
people of other faiths. The notion of ‘anonymous Christians’ is supported by the belief
of an embodied Christ in creation and expressions of love towards others as examples of
embodying Christ in daily life, but it does have weaknesses. Migliore cites the criticism
that naming people as ‘anonymous Christians’ can be claimed “as a subtle form of
theological imperialism” (Migliore, 2004, p.311). This is a very real possibility in an
Australian post-colonial culture. Does this identification also suggest that we respect
people of other faiths only because we see them through an ‘anonymous Christians’ lens
rather than valuing them as human beings with their particular beliefs? Such a view
would be quickly rejected in inter-faith dialogue. As Rowe reminds us, “[i]nter-faith
dialogue is ultimately about relationships rather than doctrinal categories” (Rowe, 2000,
p.24).
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Salvation for non-Christians as well as Christians directs attention to type six, which
insists that “Christians and people of other faiths must take their own faith commitments
with utmost seriousness but must also enter into genuinely open dialogue with other
faith communities” (Migliore, 2004, p.313). This last understanding of salvation is
questioned by many theologians for either omitting an emphasis on Jesus Christ or, like
John Hick, for not accepting that “all religions have their own saviors and all offer
salvation” (Migliore, 2004, p.315).

One way to begin inter-faith discussions between Muslims and Christians is by
recognizing shared religious beliefs. But there are problems. Many, but certainly not all
Christians and Muslims, would agree that they worship the same God. Volf explains,
“God alone is God – the common God of Christians and Muslims, whom they both
understand in different and yet remarkably similar ways” (Volf, 2011, p.254). Rowe
suggests that inter-faith discussions should start with a “dialogue of life which takes
place at the level of human interaction, at school, workplace, neighbourly meeting”
(Rowe, 2000, p.56). By Christians working with Muslims towards common goals, each
can better understand and relate to the other as beliefs of each are embodied and put into
praxis.

The faith of a church embodying Christ will focus on the life of Jesus of Nazareth, a
first century Jew. Theologically this raises conflicts between Christians, Muslims and
Jews, but also some fruitful insights. From a study of how Jesus is presented in the
Qur’an, Hans Kung has discovered Jesus as always pointing to God, ‘sent’ by God as
was Moses and David, and God’s messenger. Kung also detects “a simpler, more
original understanding of the son of God” 100 (Kung, 2007, p.489). He concludes that
Muhammad’s source for this information can only have been Jewish Christians.101
Other theologians, who have noted the many parallels between the Jesus of the Qur’an
and the Jesus of Jewish Christianity, endorse this explanation. 102 Jewish Christianity, in
contrast to Hellenistic Christianity, can then be argued as preserved to some extent in

100

The title ‘son of God’ applied to Jesus can be explained from an understanding of Psalm 110:1 and
Psalm 2:7 as the executed Jesus exalted by God and now sitting at the right hand of the Father, “not in a
community of essence but in a ‘throne community’ with the father” (Kung, 2007, p.492).
101
Muhammad would have had contact with Jewish Christians when meeting with Aramaic speaking
Christian monks on his travels as a merchant, as well through a Christian relative of a wife and a wife
who was a Christian (Kung, 2007, p.495).
102
Theologians such as Adolf von Harnack, Julius Wellhausen, Adolf Schlatter and Hans-Joachim
Schoeps all agree that “the indirect dependence of Muhammad on sectarian Jewish Christianity is beyond
any doubt” (Kung, 2007, p.496).
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Islam. In this case, Christians may not only find common ground with Islam in their
shared Jewish roots, but in the understanding of Jesus as a Jewish prophet rediscover a
perspective of their faith that Hellenistic Christianity has erased (Kung, 2007, pp.502503).

Although Muslims respect both Muhammad and Jesus and consider them to be
prophets, this is not the case with Christians. 103 Both Jesus and Muhammad faced
rejection and opposition, but as Wilson points out, “Muhammad entered Mecca with an
army; Jesus chose the way of the Cross” (Wilson, 2010, p.73). Similarities exist in the
ethical teachings of both faiths as in the golden rule, yet when Muslims and Christians
come together to apply such words, problems surface. Not only gender boundaries are
challenged demanding equal rights for both men and women, but also equal rights for
Christians and Muslims. The identity and the shape of the faith body to which each
belong are questioned. The ground on which each faith stands becomes unstable.
Oddbjorn Leirvik points out that

[w]hat Muslims – or Christians – would like to claim as their rights in society
must unreservedly be recognized as the right of the other. Only thus can the
golden rule gain universal validity. (Leirvik, 2010, p.251)

Lesslie Newbigin is quoted by Lamin Sanneh as suggesting Christians in Britain have a
responsibility to engage with Islam in a way that secular society is unable to do
(Sanneh, 2008, p.131). Newbigin proposes that the church should intentionally cultivate
relationships of trust with Muslims by arranging meetings where the truths of their
faiths can be shared and argued. Such meetings can be beneficial for all taking part. In
Australia, Anglican Archbishop Roger Herft explains that engaging in meaningful and
truthful dialogue with people of other faiths “helps Christians to get to the heart of what
they are called upon to be, to believe and to follow” (Herft, 2009, p.147). Such dialogue
calls for respect for the ‘other’, and “must allow for a critique of those aspects of faith
that negate virtues of mutual compassion, justice, forgiveness and mercy” (Herft, 2009,
p.146).

103

As is obvious, there is no mention of Muhammad in the New Testament. This means that in inter-faith
dialogue there will not be the same interest in the Prophet Muhammad for Christians as exists for
Muslims concerning Jesus.
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An example of developing inter-faith friendship in Australia is the Affinity Intercultural
Foundation established not by Christians but by young Muslims in 2001. The
foundation aims to build relationships between Muslims and non-Muslims by providing
opportunities through dialogue for each to better understand faith and culture from the
other’s perspective. Richmond explains that by coming together in such meetings,
Christians and Muslims become fellow travellers journeying towards God and a deeper
love of humanity (Richmond, 2002, p.26). Such meetings indicate positive experiences
but there is a hidden difficulty. Christians and Muslims in dialogue cannot assume that
the ‘other’ is thinking and understanding the same as they are. Leirvik suggests that
“only a conscience capable of containing pain and respecting difference can furnish
Christians and Muslims with a hope of becoming oneself as another – without violating
either of the two” (Leirvik, 2010, p.269).

Leirvik’s suggestion directs a church’s theological response to the Muslim Other
towards Hall’s proposal of a theology of the cross. Hall acknowledges that it is strange
for a vulnerable weak church to be pointed to a theology where a violent death becomes,
through love, the way to reconciliation and new life. It is particularly strange when
violence still affects Christian and Muslim relationships, yet this strangeness has a
profound logic.

[T]he cross of Christ hides - and reveals - the decision of God, vere Deus, to
absorb in his own person the compulsions of the alienated human spirit to kill, and
so to create ‘a new spirit within us,’ a spirit that has passed through death to the
life that is possible on death’s far side. (Hall, 2003, p.6)
Can a church in its relationship with Islam open itself to a bodily death to one way of
life and embrace a new bodily life with others in the power of the Spirit of the risen
Christ?

The Issue of Global Warming
Death and life, fear and love, difference and similarity are all present when considering
the issue of the Muslim Other and when Christians confront the issue of global
warming. Like the Muslim Other, global warming is a problem particular to our own
time and context. It is also a global problem with a local Australian face. Today human
beings have the power to destroy life on planet earth. It can be through the use of
nuclear energy in warfare or accidents, or by allowing global warming to take the world
193

to a place described by Tim Flannery as “between a tipping point and a point of no
return” 104 (Flannery, 2008, p.25). McFague cautions us.

Global warming is a spectral figure on the horizon, warning us that unless we
change our ways and learn to live all together and sustainably on the planet, the
future will belong to the grim reaper. (McFague, 2001, p.93)

The World Council of Churches, in a statement to the United Nations Climate Change
Conference at Doha, Qatar in December 2012, stressed the need to address the growing
consumption of energy and resources which is leading to dangerous implications for
many in the world. Climate change is seen globally as “a spiritual and ethical issue of
justice, equity, solidarity, sufficiency and sustainability” (WCC, 2012). 105

In Australia the first British settlers’ fear and anxiety of an alien land still exists today.
Memories of fierce bushfires, prolonged droughts and vast spaces where people can
quickly become disorientated and die have left their mark. 106 This presents one possible
reason for Australians feeling uncomfortable and not ‘at home’. I have touched on guilt
as another, but I suggest there are still other reasons. In the twenty-first century this fear
is exacerbated by the effects of global warming. Eventually, as earth’s resources
diminish, Ian Barns predicts that ‘resource wars’ will break out. Desperate people will
fight for food, water and land just to live (Barns, 2008, p.5). McFague recognizes this
potential horror of “turf wars” (1993, p.101) and declares that climate change demands
that “we think of the ‘body’ of the world and what it needs in order to flourish, rather
than focussing on our own consumer needs” (McFague, 2008, p.93).

The recent rapid increase of carbon and other greenhouse gases in the earth’s
atmosphere resulting in global warming is attributed chiefly to the activities of human
beings in industrial countries. 107 Clive Hamilton responded to the gravity and urgency
104

Flannery explains, “The climatic tipping point is the point at which greenhouse-gas concentration
reaches a level sufficient to cause catastrophic climate change. The point of no return is reached when
that concentration of greenhouse gas has been in place sufficiently long to give rise to an irreversible
process” (Flannery, 2008, p.25).
105
Retrieved December 15, 2012 from http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/wccprogrammes/justice-diakonia-and-response
106
These fears are illustrated by a grazier’s response to prolonged drought in 1903, recorded by historian
Richard Waterhouse. “I have locked up my house and paddocks, for to look at the wilderness longer
would drive me mad” (Waterhouse, 2005, p.75).106
107
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change identified that “The largest growth in GHG
emissions between 1970 and 2004 has come from energy supply, transport and industry, while residential
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of global warming by questioning whether the global community is capable of cutting
emissions quickly enough to make a difference. “Beyond a certain point it will not be
possible to change our behaviour to control climate change no matter how resolved we
are to do so” (Hamilton, October 2009, p.7).

Australia may seem insignificant when considering the problem of global warming but
this is not so. It not only has the highest emissions of greenhouse gases per head of
population of any OECD 108 country, but it faces greater risks of devastation than any
other developed country. For example, global warming affects the bodily lives of people
by reducing fresh water available for drinking and producing food, rising sea levels and
subsequent erosion of coastal land, 109 and probably an increase in extreme weather
events. Ross Garnaut points out that even at an increase of less than 2 degrees
Australia’s natural ecosystems become vulnerable (Garnaut, 2011, p.5). If this is so, and
the question already being asked is whether we can limit warming to 4 degrees (or even
6 degrees in 2013), future life in Australia will need to adapt to a harsh and severe
climate (Hamilton, October 2009, p.18).

It is tempting for Christians to consider the problem of global warming as too large and
complex for individuals or faith communities to address, and better left to scientists to
solve and politicians to make the necessary decisions. We are disposed to sink into a
state of ‘psycho numbing’. 110 Hamilton in a lecture in July 2011 reveals possible dire
consequences of such a response. He explains that by leaving the issue in the hands of
those who only consider the economic effects of climate change, the atmosphere is
reduced to being just a resource. This implies “that it is subject to ownership by humans
– it is our property – and that it is available for our use” (Hamilton, 2011, p.4).
Hamilton argues against such a hegemonic attitude and for an attitude of ‘humility’, not
domination towards nature (Hamilton, 2011, p.11). 111 Human beings are to approach
and commercial buildings, forestry (including deforestation) and agriculture sectors have been growing at
a lower rate” (IPCC, 2007, p.36). Edwards would add to this list, “an economy based uncritically on
endless growth, uncontrolled corporations and unrestrained greed” (Edwards, 2006a, p.20).
108
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.
109
In Australia those who live in luxury beach-side apartments are just as vulnerable to the consequences
of global warming as the marine turtles whose eggs already are failing to hatch where the sand
temperature is exceeding 34 degrees centigrade (Living Planet, Winter 2009, (13), p.8).
110
This expression was used by Paul Slovic to describe a psychological state where people are confronted
by a broad and complex situation of need or horror which is so great that they are overcome by a sense of
powerlessness and helplessness and so do nothing (Slovic, Paul, 2007).
111
The word ‘humility’ is used deliberately by Hamilton. He finds its source “in acceptance of our
limitations in the face of the superior power, complexity and enigmatic character of the earth” (Hamilton,
2011, p.12).
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nature not as just an object to be used, but as a respected and valued subject necessary
for creating and maintaining life. Hamilton calls for a human relationship with earth that
recognizes, “sources of a moral authority beyond human calculation; …a moral
authority that calls on us to reground ethics in some kind of right behaviour” (Hamilton,
2011, p.22).

Australian Christian communities are challenged to respond to global warming from a
theological understanding of the relationship between God, humans and nature. Stories
of people in other countries as well as our own who are affected by rising sea levels and
extreme weather events are desperate cries for urgent action. 112 The fundamental call to
Christians to love their neighbours must include not only the body of the Muslim Other,
but all created bodies, human and non-human, suffering from the affects of global
warming because of the actions of one species, humans. McFague explains, “Jesus’
ministry that was focused on God’s oppressed creatures must, in our day, include the
deteriorating planet” (McFague, 2001, p.167).

Responding Theologically to Global Warming
Many Australian theologians, including Norman C. Habel, Vicky Balabanski, Anne
Elvey, Denis Edwards, Robert Barry Leal and David Carl Reinhardt, have written on
the relationship between the church and nature. They have drawn from biblical,
scientific, philosophical, traditional and experiential sources. Habel and the Earth Bible
Team produced five volumes (2000-2002), in which biblical texts were examined in
relation to six ecojustice principles formulated by the writers. Overseas H. Paul
Santmire (1985) has sourced Christian tradition and Scripture to reveal ecological
insights. From a feminist perspective, Johnson has turned to the experience of
relationships for her mutual kinship model, which “sees human beings and the earth
with all its creatures intrinsically related as companions in a community of life”
(Johnson, 1993, p.30). Process philosophers, such as Carol P. Christ, have responded
theologically to a concern for nature by viewing the Earth as an organism “in process,
changing and developing, growing and dying” (Christ, 2003, p.3).

Although these responses to global warming have much to offer, my preferred
theologian is McFague with her model of the world as God’s body. Her interest in the
112

On November 1, 2011, Winston Halapua reported that on the island of Tuvalu wells were
contaminated by salt water, schools shut because they have no fresh water, and the roots of fruit trees are
being poisoned by salt water (Anglican Communion News Service, 1 November 2011).
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body relates to Australian culture, the metaphor of the church as the body of Christ and
the urgent need for action in relation to global warming for the sake of bodies. McFague
contends that her ‘body of God’ model of the universe is appropriate for our time
because it brings together “the interaction of the two kinds of organic discourse,
scientific and Christian” (McFague, 1993, p.83). From a scientific aspect, the ‘body of
God’ model relates to a world of multitudes of diverse embodied beings that have
evolved over billions of years and are all radically interrelated and interdependent as
one body (McFague, 1993, pp.96-97). Theologically, McFague’s model unites all
bodies, human and non-human as kin, interconnected through “God’s spirit as the
breath of life in all life-forms” (McFague, 1993, p.137).

Responding to criticism of the body and spirit aspects of her model, McFague insists
that ‘body’ and ‘spirit’ in this context are being used as metaphors. In relation to ‘body’,
“[t]he body of God is not the human body nor any other body; rather, all bodies are
reflections of God, all bodies are the backside of divine glory” (McFague, 1993, p.134).
Turning to God’s spirit, McFague explains it is “the breath of life in all life forms” but it
is not really God, it too is a ‘backside’ term (McFague, 1993, p.137). Body and spirit for
McFague are

both forms of God’s visible being, ways of expressing immanent transcendence
and transcendent immanence suitable for creatures like us who are inspirited
beings. (McFague, 1993, p.137)
McFague in her model avoids both idolatry and pantheism by refusing to identify God
as a feminine divine or with creation, yet recognizing the world as “the place where God
is present to us” (McFague, 1993, p.134). The bodies around us and the daily
encounters between bodies are affirmed as places where we can meet, know and
experience God.

As with the Muslim Other, how we relate to the bodies of nature around us will be
influenced by our interpretation of salvation. From McFague’s perspective, salvation
with respect to nature involves “an understanding of who we human beings are and
where we fit into the scheme of things” (McFague, 2008, p.29). When salvation is
focused on people, creation becomes “only the stage on which the action takes place,
the background for the real action” (McFague, 1993, p.182). Habel traces the origins of
this attitude to anthropocentric biblical texts which lead readers “to anticipate a heaven197

like world that will render this present world obsolete” (Habel, 2009, p.33). Such an
attitude devalues earth and discourages Christians from actions to reduce the harmful
affects of global warming. Edwards points out that it is behaviour contrary to a faith that
proclaims

a God who embraces flesh in the incarnation and who promises in the resurrection
of Christ a bodily future in God for human beings and, in some way, for all things.
(Edwards, 2006a, p.82)

McFague’s proposition of God embodied in the world means that we humans can no
longer treat nature only as an instrument for us to use. Such a changed relationship can
be cultivated, as McFague suggests, by humans using their bodies to view nature with a
loving rather than an arrogant eye. The arrogant eye sees nature as an object which
exists solely for the benefit of humans or opposing them, something to be controlled and
exploited (McFague, 1997, pp.32-33). The loving eye, on the other hand, respects
nature as a subject and wants to love and know it better, discovering and appreciating
something of its “complexity, mystery, and difference” (McFague, 1997, p.34). Nature
is kin and also a neighbour that is ‘other’.

Connected to a loving ‘eye’ is the sense of touch. McFague explains how bodily touch
“involves being touched as well as touching – unlike sight, it is two-way, for one cannot
touch without being touched” (McFague, 1997, p.93). Linked with global warming,
touch is experienced when we breathe nature’s air that maintains our life and binds us
inexorably to all other animal species and plants. This air is the atmosphere we are to
care for by reducing excessive anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions. 113 The intimate
and divine nature of breathing air is described in Genesis 2:7 when God gives life to
Adam. God “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life”; and Adam’s body made from
dust became a living being. As McFague points out; “All living creatures, not just
human ones, depend on breath” (McFague, 1993, p.143). For Christians, God’s breath is
not only the spirit who empowers and gives life, but is also the Holy Spirit who
empowered and guided Jesus of Nazareth, and continues to do so in the body of Christ,
the Church. We can conclude that when Christians love and serve the air that gives life,
they are cooperating with the work of the Holy Spirit.
113

Humans need greenhouse gases to regulate the Earth’s temperature, but not the increased amounts
pushing up the average temperature in the atmosphere and oceans.
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The spirit is the source of life, the breath of creation; at the same time, the Holy
Spirit is the source of the renewal of life, the direction or purpose for all bodies of
the world - a goal characterized by inclusive love. (McFague, 1993, p.149)

McFague’s treatment of the link between humans and nature may seem at first glance to
have little connection with Jesus Christ and a church embodying Christ. Jesus was not a
deep ecologist in first century Palestine. Yet a theological connection between Christ
and creation is present in the life of Jesus Christ and also in the history of Christianity in
the life of Saint Francis of Assisi. H. Paul Santmire contends that “Francis’ relationship
with nature had a cruciform character. He became the Christ-like servant of nature”
(Santmire, 1985, p.111). Francis’ close relationship with all creation reflects McFague’s
claim that “God is incarnate” (2008, p.73), and that her model of the world as God’s
body affirms God with us in the flesh in Jesus Christ. McFague explains how her model
of the world as God’s body

focuses attention on the near, on the neighbour, on the earth, on meeting God not
later in heaven but here and now. We meet God in the world and especially in the
flesh of the world: in feeding the hungry, healing the sick - and in reducing
greenhouse gases (McFague, 2008, p.73)

Neil Darragh in his search for an Earth-centred spirituality also turns to the incarnation
as, “one of the central concepts in the Christian understanding of the relationship
between humans and the rest of planet Earth” (Darragh, 2000, p.124). Its pivotal place is
explained by Edwards when he recognizes that in Jesus of Nazareth, God becomes part
of an ecosystem and “a part of the interconnected systems that support life on Earth”
(Edwards, 2006a, p.59). This perception confirms McFague’s identification of global
warming as a theological problem concerning creation’s relationship to God which must
be explored “if we hope to change our actions in the direction of just, sustainable
planetary living” (McFague, 2008, p.31).

The relationship between God and creation is sometimes explained by drawing on the
image of the cosmic Christ in Colossians, through whom and for whom all things have
been created and in whom all things hold together (Colossians, 1:16-17). A cosmic view
of Christ is useful, but Celia E. Deane-Drummond points out a significant limitation.
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Theological descriptions of cosmic Christology have the advantage of bringing all
of the created universe into the orbit of Christ’s role as Word in creation and
Christ’s redemptive work, but suffer the disadvantage of detaching Christ from
the historical Jesus as understood according to the Gospel accounts. (DeaneDrummond, 2008, p.107)

In Australia a dominant colonial cosmic Christ, 114 as presented in Colossians and
particularly in Ephesians 1:22 where ‘all things’ (τα παντα) human and non-human are
surely protesting from their inferior underfoot position, must be dismissed. In addition,
the status assigned to the church in Ephesians 1:22 “as Christ’s steward over the
household of creation” (Habel, 2002, p.141), and therefore sharing the position of
domination, 115 would for many Australians only intensify their rejection of the
institutional church. But another understanding of the cosmic Christ, not distant from
the world but part of it, is suggested by McFague. It is a cosmic Christ that is also an
incarnational Christ who embraced flesh in Jesus of Nazareth and now in resurrection
life is present in the world, sharing and transforming its embodied life, completing
God’s intended plan for all creation (McFague, 1993, pp.163-164). From the story of
Jesus and its focus on vulnerable, oppressed and sick bodies, McFague proposes that
“the shape of God’s body includes all, especially the needy and outcast” (McFague,
1993, p.164).

The concept of Christ’s relation to all creation echoes the early church’s identification
of Jesus Christ with the Wisdom of God in Jewish Scriptures. Matthew’s Gospel
particularly presents Jesus as a teacher of wisdom in line with other Jewish teachers
who drew on human experience and the everyday events in nature to reinforce their
teaching (Deane-Drummond, 2008, p.110). 116 The statement in 1 Corinthians 1:22-24,
“we proclaim Christ crucified…the power of God and the wisdom of God”, is explained
by Johnson.

Here is the transvaluation of values so connected with the ministry, death, and
resurrection of Jesus: divine Sophia is here manifest not in glorious deeds or
esoteric doctrine, but in God’s solidarity with the one who suffers. (Johnson,
2002, p.95)
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Isherwood has referred to such a cosmic Christ as “religious colonization” (Isherwood, 2002, p.75).
This is a logical suggestion made by Habel in a comment on the Ephesians passage in Flor, The
Cosmic Christ and Ecojustice in the New Cosmos, (Habel, 2002, p.141).
116
Connections are also present in John 1:1-4 and Jesus as the bread of life in John 6:27 and 35.
115
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For a church engaging with global warming, Jesus as Wisdom/Sophia emphasizes
God’s presence with the vulnerable and suffering, and the Divine desire for all earth
bodies to share in the eschatological feast. Edwards explains this Wisdom Christology
as bringing together the historical Jesus and the cosmic Christ. “Wisdom is both the one
in whom all things are created and the one who has now come to dwell among us”
(Edwards, 2006a, p.54). 117

A Christology that understands a cosmic Christ and the wisdom of God as Christ
embodied in our world is appropriate for Australians. As has been noted, we prefer a
God who as Emmanuel shares our ‘flesh’ with its pain and joy, to a distant abstract
God. The ‘body of God’ model is not just descriptive of the interconnection and organic
nature of all creation, its Christic shape directs a church embodying Christ to engage in
serving all bodies in need.

The suffering of nature from global warming is often linked to the suffering of
women. 118 When nature is abused it can cause distress for women responsible for
producing water and food for their families. Yet as Eaton explains, bringing together
feminist and ecological theologies can be complex and challenging because of the
variety of social and religious contexts that give rise to different cultural perspectives of
bodies (Eaton, 2005, p.110). Deane-Drummond, from the perspective of women’s
bodies in Western society that are abused by being manipulated and idealized, 119 also
questions whether McFague’s body of God model can assist in obtaining justice for
women (Deane-Drummond, 2008, p.151). In this thesis I am aware of the disquiet of
Eaton and Deane-Drummond, but contend that a focus on bodies, and Christian praxis
working for their well-being, can eventually benefit the bodies of all women, and men,
as well as nature.
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Proverbs 8:22-31, 9:1-6; Sirach 24:8-22.
The World Council of Churches is active in promoting ecofeminist perspectives. “They recognize the
need to develop a greater ecofeminist analysis, particularly in reference to the immense suffering of
women and their land due mostly to the industrialized nations and their push for economic globalization”
(Eaton, 2005, p.84).
119
Deane-Drummond is aware of how bodies “become subjects that can be manipulated and altered
through medical practices and technology; consumerism pressurises women to conceive of idealistic
images of the body; cyberspace replaces the image of the body with a virtual world that is no longer
subject to earthly constraints” (Deane-Drummond, 2008, p.151).
118
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Strategies to Address the Issues of the Muslim Other and Global Warming
From the perspective of embodying Christ, there is nothing in the life of Jesus or the
church’s creeds about Islam as it did not exist until the seventh century. Further,
Cardinal George Pell was right when he declared in an Easter message in 2007 that
Jesus said nothing about global warming (Morris, 2007). Yet Jesus did demonstrate
respect, care and even praise for non-Jews, spoke against injustice and exploitation of
marginalized others, and declared that finally he would draw all things to himself (John
12:32). A church embodying Christ, therefore, is called to proclaim “the good news to
the whole creation” (Mark 16:15), to liberate captives and the oppressed, heal the sick
(Luke 4:18) and share in Christ’s work of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:18, 19).

In keeping with a focus on bodies, an Australian place and a church embodying Christ,
strategies suggested for a church addressing the issues of the Muslim Other and global
warming will be connected to the bodily life of Jesus. An examination will be made of
Jesus’ place in society, relationships with others, and ministry of preaching and
teaching, healing and forgiving, hospitality and communal meals, death and
resurrection. In this section, these themes will be shadowy guides directing the text,
sometimes flowing into or merging with each other. At times the Muslim Other and
global warming will be treated separately, and sometimes together.

The current marginal place of the church body in Australia echoes the place Jesus often
occupied, and allows for mutual relationships with other bodies marginalized by being
few in number, different and/or regarded as inferior. Such a liminal place provides the
church with an opportunity, for example, to judge the actions of governments or local
councils towards the Muslim Other from a shared rather than controlling perspective.
Similarly, a church sharing a marginal place with nature has the potential to undermine
the colonial attitude discerned by Arthur that believes the damaged body of nature is
“incapable of survival in the colonised world without the help and protection of
colonists” (Arthur, 2003, p.137).

Recognition of the church’s liminal place encourages Christians to work together with
Muslims, nature and God in a healing process, activating synergy, to serve all creation.
McFague has explained synergism as a process in creation whereby “[t]he various parts
of the planet work together both in health and in decay to create something either better
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or worse than the individual parts” (McFague, 2008, p.90). From this definition,
McFague identifies global warming as a result of negative synergy gradually destroying
the planet’s eco-system and subsequently the environment. A church understanding
people and nature as valued parts of God’s creation is called to participate in a healthy
eco-system, where members “work together to provide innumerable ‘free services’ that
none could provide alone…These services are essential to our survival and well-being”
(McFague, 2008, p.90).

The benefit of communal activity to achieve bodily healing is demonstrated in John 9
when Jesus’ saliva, earth, water and the action of the blind man himself washing his
eyes all contributed to his seeing. Recent studies of coral reefs, including the Great
Barrier Reef, has shown that curtailing over-fishing, water pollution and habitat
destruction is enabling some coral reef species to recover (Phillips, 2011, p.6). Further,
Flannery has explained how farmers can work with nature “to increase the yield of
agricultural and pastoral land while at the same time sequestering carbon” (Flannery,
2008, p.48). 120 The healing of nature as a joint activity of God’s work and the work of
supportive others is imaged by Lucy Larkin using a patchwork quilt (Larkin, 2001,
p.157). Each patch is interrelated with and supported by others. Positive synergy
identifies Earth as not only a co-creator with God as in Genesis 1:25, but as a coredeemer with humans and an embodying Christ. The healing work between Christians
and nature can also involve Muslims. Australian Muslim theologian Mehmet Ozalp
believes that all Australians, Muslims and non-Muslims, must make sacrifices for the
benefit of nature; “[t]hey need to consume less and produce less waste. Islam, along
with other religions, can facilitate this critical outcome” (Ozalp, 2012, p.229).

If Australian Christians are to work with Muslims and nature for the benefit of all, there
is a need to address the underlying anxiety and fear which surfaces from time to time in
relationships involving Muslims and also nature. In John 4 Jesus demonstrated a way of
undermining hate and fear by using a chance encounter with a Samaritan woman at a
well outside Sychar. This meeting took place as part of normal life in what might be
regarded as a liminal space at the liminal time of noon, where and when there was the
possibility for change. A thirsty Jesus asked a woman for a drink of water. His ordinary
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Flannery describes its use in a method that “results in energy regeneration, soil improvement and the
permanent withdrawal of carbon from the atmosphere, all at the same time” (Flannery, 2008, p.48).
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request for help 121 began a dialogue that enabled movement from a ‘thin trust’ to a
‘thick trust’. The conversation crossed entrenched historical, social and religious
boundaries in the first sentence, and continued to move through barriers, even enlisting
humour 122 in its theological development. Jesus’ initial risky step developed into
friendship with a Samaritan woman of questionable status, hospitality for him and his
disciples, and faith in Jesus Christ among the Samaritans of that city. 123

Pearson has picked up the notion of using everyday conversation as a strategy to
cultivate a ‘thin trust’ able to overcome fear of the Muslim Other (Pearson, 2008a,
pp.11-14). Lindsay Tanner endorses this method by explaining its contribution for the
well-being of civil society. “The importance of social and economic trust is underneath
almost all contemporary issues” (Tanner, 2009, p.12). Tanner cites how we trust
anonymous people when we invest money, buy food, travel on airlines and rely on law
enforcement. A ‘thin’ relationship describes the quality of a casual embodied encounter
between people of good will and “assumes levels of confidence in expertise, in
impersonal systems, reciprocity and the expectation of kindness” (Pearson, 2008a,
p.11). It provides a common place in which to follow Jesus in what Pearson calls
‘ordinary time’ (Pearson, 2008a, p.13). ‘Thin’ trust becomes a route to public theology
and ‘thick’ trust, by demonstrating respect and care for another like us (Pearson, 2008a,
p.13). Gaillardetz describes how a similar strategy is employed by a minority Asian
Roman Catholic Church proclaiming the good news of Jesus Christ by building
relationships of trust through dialogue (Gaillardetz, 2008, p.75). It begins with a
dialogue of life, informal conversations in daily encounters with those of other faiths.
This may lead to a dialogue of action, where those desiring the well-being of bodies are
willing “to work together for justice based on common values” (Gaillardetz, 2008,
p.77). Later, experiences of deeper sharing may occur. 124

Trust can be developed in a relationship with nature by following McFague’s advice,
already mentioned, to view nature with a loving rather than an arrogant eye. Nature is
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The Samaritan woman was placed in control of the relationship.
Humour is identified by Barraclough when the woman takes Jesus’ words literally (Barraclough, 1999,
p.43).
123
Hospitality here is both shelter and food for physical bodies and the receiving of Jesus as ‘living
water’.
124
“[O]nly after having established a dialogue of life and action is it possible to enter into that more
formal mode of dialogue, a dialogue of discourse. ..Finally, these three modes of dialogue lead to a
dialogue of spirituality or a religious experience” (Gaillardetz, 2008, pp.77-78). The goal is not
conversion but deeper understanding of the other (Gaillardetz, 2008, p.78).
122
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then recognized as a respected subject and neighbour we are to love, and not a feared
enemy. Jesus often drew from his observations of nature to illustrate God’s concern for
people and God’s reign on earth. Echlin explains this use of nature by Jesus as arising
from a Jewish bond with the land and the agricultural importance of the Galilean
country around Nazareth (Echlin, 2010, p.70). 125 If a church embodying Christ wishes
to enter into public debate concerning, for example, the ethics of maintaining economic
productivity rather than reducing carbon emissions, 126 it will need to consider nature as
a subject. Also, if the church is to be heard, its embodied way of living must reflect its
message. Christians must heed McFague’s counsel, “Live differently and a different
world may become possible” (McFague, 2008, p.154).

A church developing a relationship with different others needs not only to see them
differently but also to listen to them. One way to hear the voice of the Muslim Other or
nature in New Testament texts is to apply a hermeneutics of suspicion. Space needs to
be made in one’s mind to read or listen from another ‘place’. It is a valuable strategy in
inter-faith dialogues, environmental discussions and preparing sermons on these topics.
Elaine Wainwright demonstrates various ways of viewing space or place by using an
ecological reading of Matthew 21:12-13 (Wainwright, 2012). She describes Jesus
entering the temple as a house of prayer where God meets with Israel and all people
(Isaiah 56:7). But the temple is identified as an ambiguous place. The temple was built
by Herod the Great who slew the children of Bethlehem, and because of the behaviour
of traders it is now described by Jesus as a “den of robbers”. Jesus physically casts out
all that is polluting the temple and reclaims it as God’s house of prayer. Wainwright
explains Jesus’ action as God challenging us “to ask about space and its relationship to
economic, socio-cultural and religious factors – where they might intersect and where
they must diverge” (Wainwright, 2012, p.75). By giving hospitality to different
readings, this text directs a church to reclaim land, water and the atmosphere as sacred
places and not just economic possibilities.
125

Jesus’ relationship with nature is reflected by the Celtic Church. Ian Bradley explains that it has a
positive attitude to nature and celebrates the goodness of God’s creation. (Bradley, 1999, p.204). David
Adam in his collection of prayers transferred the Celtic attitude to nature to life in the city, shopping,
travelling on commuter trains, engaging in repetitive work etc (Adam, 1992, p.31).
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On 10 July 2011, details of a proposed carbon tax (eventually passed on 8 November 2011), which
aimed at reducing Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions were released by the Federal government.
Responses were immediately invited by the media from scientists, business men and women, farmers,
economists and industry but not, as far as I know, from the church. Yet an inter-faith delegation led by
Bishop George Browning did meet with the Prime Minister and offer a paper, Australian Religious
Response to Climate Change: Theological position paper, 2 June 2011, arguing for Climate Change to be
seen as a moral issue.
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Jesus often presented different views on issues of his day by using parables as a strategy
to challenge his listeners. In the parable of the Good Samaritan, the unexpected actions
of the Samaritan arose from a chance encounter. Significantly, it is not the Samaritan’s
mind that drives his actions but compassion, εσπλαγχνισθη, felt in the entrails or
bowels of his body towards someone in need. It is the same feeling Jesus experienced
for a leper begging for healing (Mark 1:41), and hungry crowds in the desert (Mark
8:2). The compassionate bodily feeling of the Samaritan drives him to forget himself
and his possible fear or revulsion, and to cross boundaries to serve an ‘other’ accepting
responsibility for the wounded man’s immediate and on-going care (Alison, 2011,
p.30). James Alison links this deep feeling to God’s love for creation, especially the
suffering. “In other words, right there in the midst of this happenstance what it looks
like to be on the inside of the life of God has burst forth” (Alison, 2011, p.30).

The church can identify nature, the Muslim Other, and itself with either the Samaritan
or the anonymous victim. By allowing all three to be a neighbour of the other, loving
one’s neighbour becomes something mutual involving all bodies. It is also communal.
The action of caring by the Samaritan depends on the essential roles played by the
innkeeper, donkey, oil and wine. Nature, other people and the Samaritan worked
together to save the victim. This parable exemplifies how a church might also need to
change its entrenched attitudes of hostility and fear towards others by recognizing ‘the
neighbour’ who needs healing, as itself as well as the Muslim Other and nature.

Jesus’ use of parables encourages a church to draw on various forms of art, literature,
film and drama to engage with the issues of the Muslim Other and global warming in
worship, Bible studies and public theology. The story in an environmental newsletter, of
the small mountain pygmy possum found only in shrinking alpine and subalpine regions
of south eastern Australia, was an example of how the plight of an individual animal
that excites bodily sympathy was used to encourage action addressing global warming
(Fame, 2011, pp.2-3). Tony Payne, on the other hand, used a novel, Islam in Our
Backyard (2002), to address the negative emotions raised in Australia by the attack on
the World Trade Centre in New York on September 11, 2001. Dialogue between two
neighbours revealed the mistrust and suspicion towards Muslims of many Anglo-Celtic
Australians. When confronted by the possibility of a Muslim becoming a close friend of
his daughter, the anti-Islamic attitude of the neighbour erupted into an unprovoked
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Artist: Abdul Abdullah
Title: Them and Us
Media: digital print
Dimensions: 120 x 80 cms
Year: 2011
Acknowledgement: Image Courtesy of the Artist
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attack on a Muslim youth (Payne, 2002, p.125). Through his story, Payne engaged
readers and led them to recognize that the violence of Muslim terrorists, condemned and
feared, was also present in Christians.

In 2011, the Blake Prize for Human Justice was awarded to Australian Muslim Abdul
Abdullah for his work entitled “Them and Us”. It is a confronting photograph of the
artist who looks at the viewer for a response. Abdullah uses the naked flank of his body
as a ‘canvas’ for a tattoo of the Southern Cross, with the Islamic Crescent and Star in
place of the central star. As a member of a minority group in Australia he reveals his
struggle for identity and challenges ours. Abdullah crossed religious boundaries by
having a tattoo on his skin, forbidden for Muslims, and altering (defacing?) the
Southern Cross, a traditional Christian and Australian image.

Jesus’ bodily healings were important revelations of the reign of God, and often touch
was involved. When healing Simon’s mother-in-law and the leper in Mark 1, Jesus
penetrated social and religious barriers to touch and restore to health. Mary used touch
to ‘heal’ Jesus when anointing him for his burial (John 12: 3-7). In Mark 14:35, nature
‘healed’ Jesus through ‘touch’ in the garden of Gethsemane on the night of his capture
when his body supported by earth was strengthened to face his arrest and crucifixion. 127
But touching is ambiguous. Later in the same garden Jesus was seized, ‘touched’, led
away and beaten (Luke 22). When protesting Muslims and the police clashed in Sydney
on September 15, 2012, they ‘touched’ each other to arrest, attack and express hate.
Trees and bushes are ‘touched’ by being cleared by bulldozers, tractors and chains,
reducing the absorption of harmful greenhouse gases. It depends how we touch bodies.
Is it respectful as in loving a neighbour?

Under physical sickness, Jesus sometimes detected a deeper problem needing attention.
Such a situation is exemplified in the healing of the paralytic whose sins were forgiven
before the expected physical healing (Matthew 9:2). Jesus directed his followers to
forgive by his example of forgiving Peter who deserted him and those who nailed him
to the cross. To forgive those who hurt us is hard but it is often harder to forgive those
who hurt or kill loved ones. In Acts 9:4-5 an embodying Christ identified with a
persecuted church, that later forgave Paul and entrusted him with proclaiming the
127

In Luke 21:37 Jesus is said to spend every night on the Mount of Olives. Was this place regularly
giving him strength and comfort?
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gospel. Australians, killed and injured in Bali by Muslims on 12 September 2002, were
remembered at gatherings in Bali and Australian capital cities in 2012 on the tenth
anniversary. Shared stories and ritual acts brought back memories of the past. Such
actions can generate forgiveness and healing or deepen hate and loss, separate people or
bring them closer together.

In his study of painful memories, Volf argues for repentance and forgiveness being
essential for perpetrators and victims, otherwise victims released from oppression will
quickly mimic the behaviour of their oppressors (Volf, 1996, pp.117-118). Victims are
called to repent of inciting hatred for their oppressors, and free themselves from the
desire for revenge and retributive justice. They are to resist blaming others for their own
behaviour. Memories can cause perpetrators to see themselves as victims, making it all
the more necessary for victims to repent or the cycle of hate and violence will continue
(Volf, 1996, p.117). The existence of such feelings and the need for them to be healed is
demonstrated by Hind Kourouche, who confessed how difficult it is to be a Muslim in
Australia today because “we are looked at with suspicion, we are pre-judged and we are
guilty before we are proven innocent” (Kourouche, 2002, p.120).

Volf suggests entrenched attitudes that condemn or fear Muslims need to be identified
and confronted in order, in Volf’s terminology, to change a desire to exclude the other
to a desire to embrace the other. To meet this challenge, Michael Welker turns to the
power of the Holy Spirit sent by Christ to indwell the church. Welker describes the
work of the Spirit of God as uniting and renewing not only the church as “the
fellowship of the Spirit”, but all people and indeed the whole body of creation with and
in God. For human beings, forgiveness of sins enables that unity.

By the act of liberation from the power of sin, the presence of the Holy Spirit as a
saving public person comes to be felt in worldwide influence and effectiveness.
(Welker, 1994, p.315)
Resisting the work of the Spirit of God, Welker discerns demonic powers that promote
conflict, division and distrust between people and groups of people (Welker, 1994,
p.201). Yet, as Lewis points out, evil, like love, must be embodied to be effective
(Lewis, 2001, p.275).
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Addressing the harm done to nature’s body by humans producing excessive greenhouse
gases also calls for a strategy that deals with evil or sin. McFague explains: “Sin against
the many different bodies – the bodies of other people, other animals, and nature – is sin
against God in the model of the world as God’s body” (McFague, 1993, p.114). In our
consumerist society it is sin that fails to respect or value the bodies of the world, even
our own. If relationships between humans and nature are to be healed, then a church
embodying Christ needs to acknowledge past wrongs, ask for forgiveness and engage in
acts of reparation. The complexity of global warming and its identity as a moral issue
makes it difficult for a church to know how to apologize to nature, or whether it is even
possible. Discerning questions such as those posed by Anne Elvey need exploring. She
asks: “From whom can we seek forgiveness? Is our being forgiven meaningful in an
ecological context? Can there be a forgiveness that makes a difference ecologically?”128
(Elvey, 2009, p.149).

Christians pursuing a way of repentance and forgiveness in their relationships with
Muslims, (a way not foreign to Muslims who know God as primarily “the Beneficent
and Merciful” in the Qur’an), will need an inner change of mind or µετανοια. It means,
as Zizioulas explains, being challenged to accept and affirm the value of the other as a
human being like ourself. “Forgiving ‘debts’ or ‘trespasses’ and any ‘wrong’ done to us
implies that we are ultimately concerned with the other’s being and not with his or her
qualities” (Zizioulas, 2006, p.91). When living with painful recent memories of violent
acts committed by the ‘other’, this philosophical and theological approach to
forgiveness, although based on a respect for bodies, may be too hard to implement
immediately. Instead, the first step might be to identify the source of another’s hatred of
us that has produced embodied violent acts.

Hodge and O’Carroll point in this direction. They recall that in a speech after September
11, 2001, President Bush asked: “‘Why do they hate us?’ But it was only a rhetorical
question” (Hodge & O’Carroll, 2006, p.148). It is a question that Australians need to
ask and listen carefully to the answer. The Christian Church as a whole is called to
forgive actions of Muslims, but also to repent of its own actions which in the past and
present have provoked violence.
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Are we also required to forgive nature for its harm and destruction of us in floods, bushfires, droughts
and shark attacks? These are difficult questions for which only suggestions can be made.
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Taking time to stop and confront our own negative feelings and attitudes towards
‘others’ prevents impulsive acts of revenge and allows an inner change of heart take
place. Days organized by a church with time to discuss the issue of the Muslim Other
with Muslims or to sit outside looking at and listening to nature are opportunities to
identify and accept responsibility for our past actions. The importance of silence and
reflection is described in Jesus’ response to the woman caught in adultery in John 8:311. 129 When a religious body of Scribes and Pharisees, seeking to test Jesus’ keeping of
the law, brought a woman regarded as a ‘sinner’ to him for condemnation, Jesus was
silent. He broke eye contact with all, and from a seated judgmental position bent
forward and wrote in the dirt. 130 After continued questioning Jesus straightened up and
challenged anyone not a sinner to throw the first stone. He then returned to his writing.
The body of men who brought the woman began to break up as one by one, recognizing
their own sinfulness, they departed. Eventually only the woman was left and received
from Jesus acceptance, forgiveness and liberation. Barraclough, drawing on Gail
O’Day’s views on this passage, suggests that accuser and victim alike were invited by
Jesus into the silence where they could move from judgment and condemnation to the
“possibilities offered by acquittal and life” (Barraclough, 1999, p.61).

In the Gospels, Jesus’ silence is noted many times. During his trial and death, Jesus’
embrace of silence witnessed to his intense involvement or embodiment in the present.
Alan Ecclestone explains the place of silence in the life Jesus’ followers.

The spirituality we seek must reckon with the mire and clay, the shouting and the
torches, the accusations and the mockery. It needs silence to enable it to grapple
with that task. (Ecclestone, 1977, p.38)
Silence permits an embodying of Christ to take place, even in the midst of a peer group
critical of Islam or rejecting humanity’s contribution to global warming. But silence is
ambiguous. It can also provide a withdrawn place for a person to brood over past hurts
and excite hatred. A self-imposed silence or decision by the church to mind its own
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It is a pericope that is omitted from the earliest Greek manuscripts of John’s Gospel, but obviously
some Christians, possibly women, thought it of sufficient value to remember, recount to one another and
be written down for later believers. George R. Beasley-Murray believes there is no reason to doubt its
truth. “The sayings it preserves is completely in character with what we know of our Lord, and quite out
of character with the stern discipline that came to be established in the developing church” (BeasleyMurray, 1999, p.143).
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Christopher D. Marshall interestingly suggests that this action by Jesus is a symbolic reminder that
human beings were created by God from dust (Marshall, 2001, p.232). It also demonstrates a close
association with nature.
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business, as Pearson points out, can be a retreat from embodying Christ by refusing to
speak out against unjust attitudes towards Muslims (Pearson, 2008a, p.9), and we can
add, nature.

When each act of violence between Muslims and Christians is recalled, experienced or
relayed in the media, we are challenged to repent and forgive. 131 But where, we cry, is
the justice? Surely justice for those who have suffered horrific violence is important and
not to be ignored by granting forgiveness? Both Muslims and Christians believe in a
just God who condemns wrong doings. The desire for revenge and righteous justice
points to a church embodying an apocalyptic Christ, “clothed in a robe dipped in blood”
committed to rule the nations “with a rod of iron” (Revelation 19:13-15). This would
echo the response made by President George Bush to 9/11, those rallied to Cronulla
beach, and the feelings of many Australians towards Muslims. The alternative is for the
church to embody a crucified Jesus Christ, Emmanuel, who, Volf explains, shares our
pain and speaks to us in our suffering and guilt (Volf, 1996, p.276). Evil will be
overcome but Volf reminds us that at the centre of the vision of heaven in Revelation
5:6 is the wounded sacrificial lamb (Volf, 1996, p.300). The power of the cross is the
power of inclusive love revealed in vulnerable bodies desiring the well-being and
salvation of all others. Suffering is inevitable, but Hall reminds us, it is the consequence
and not the goal. “The object is greater and ever greater solidarity with the creation that
God loves and, in Jesus Christ, seeks to redeem from within” (Hall, 2003, p.55).

God’s justice leads to and includes forgiveness, but does the recognition of the shame
and pain of the bodily scars separate Muslims and Christians even further into groups of
‘us’ and ‘them’? On one level we can answer, ‘yes’, and on another, ‘no’. The wounds
of Jesus did not disappear from his risen body but were important visible signs; more
than just identification marks. A wounded, crucified Jesus as described in the Scriptures
cannot be the Jesus in the Qur’an as this would suggest the impossible, that God had
abandoned his prophet. But as Wilson points out, the teaching of the New Testament is
that “Jesus took on a servant role in his ministry and made himself vulnerable to insult,
rejection and a cruel death” (Wilson, 2010, p.67). It is in solidarity with a wounded
Christ that a wounded church, the body of Christ, can find hope. After the resurrection
Jesus’ wounds were offered to Thomas to be touched by his finger and hand. Graham
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Repentance may be needed over and over again. When Kevin Rudd as Prime Minister apologized to
the indigenous people of Australia in 2008, he repeated many times, “We are sorry”, for the acts of the
past.

212

Ward suggests they became the point of engagement with “the very flesh of Christ” in
an act of love, “initiating a process of healing” (Ward, 2005, p.126).

Schreiter argues for the continuing healing power latent in all wounds daringly exposed
by vulnerable bodies in art, shared stories or actions of empathy and solidarity.

Wounds can heal because, having the memory of trauma, they can connect with
the wounds of others. They know the experience of disruption and pain. The
transfigured wounds of Jesus have not lost that quality of memory…It is a
memory that cannot be erased; it will always be part of him. But it is only such
memory that can touch the trauma of memory in another. (Schreiter, 1998, pp.7879)
If we agree with Ward and Schreiter, then the wounds inflicted by Christians and
Muslims on the bodies of each other and on their own have the potential to be marks or
cicatrices of an embodying Christ cut into individual and corporate faith bodies. The
sufferings of nature from global warming can also be wounds that challenge a wounded
church to compassionate action as a ‘wounded saviour’. These wounds become entry
points of continual reconciliation and healing with our neighbour; bringing each
together in an embrace of shared grief and love.

Embracing the ‘other’ can be understood as offering hospitality to the ‘other’. One way
of doing this is through sharing food. In Luke 19:1-10, Zacchaeus welcomed Jesus to a
meal in his house and found a new direction for his life; while the two disciples in Luke
24:31 who pressed a stranger to share a meal with them joyfully recognized at the table
the risen Jesus. Similarly, a local church, which tentatively offers hospitality to the
Muslim Other, may find that the space made to encounter the other as a respected
subject becomes a place of unexpected healing and enjoyment. Christine Pohl suggests
that this will occur particularly if we offer the ‘other’ not only food but our engagement.
“To give someone else our full attention means that we view the person as a human
being rather than as an embodied need or interruption” (Pohl, 1999, p.178).

A church graciously offering hospitality to Muslims who have come to Australia may
feel it is making a costly praiseworthy effort of loving neighbour, but it may be more
costly to accept that they have as much claim as Christians to be in this country. Ozalp
has described the processes experienced by Muslim migrants settling in Australia
(Ozalp, 2012, pp.140-151). During this time they have strong ties to their home
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countries, but second generation Muslims who have been educated in Australia and
speak good English identify not just with their ethnic heritage but also with Australia.
Ozalp explains how the integration of Muslims into Australian culture passes through
three stages; an economic integration, a social integration and finally an identity
integration. This last stage, identified by Ozalp as taking place now, is when “Muslims
form a distinctive Australian Muslim identity and an Australian Muslim culture”
(Ozalp, 2012, p.149). It is a vital time when Ozalp declares Muslims need “the help of
the majority non-Muslim society instead of Islamophobic rhetoric, disdain and
unwanted ‘step-child’ treatment” (Ozalp, 2012, p.151). I suggest that Abdullah’s body
art is asking for permission from viewers to assist him in this stage of identity
integration. The response to Muslims and nature in Australia by a church embodying
Christ and called to love neighbour is crucial for Australian Islam, Australian
ecclesiology and Australia as a nation.

Luke Bretherton claims that by drawing on various strategies to build a common life
with others not like us, the church is invigorated and God is encountered in new and
surprising ways (Bretherton, 2010, pp.86-87). But when engaging in a hospitality that
enriches, Bretherton reminds us that there is no uncontested neutral space where all may
meet as equals. Hospitality requires that hosts “become decentered and transform the
understanding of themselves in order both to make room for and to encounter the other”
(Bretherton, 2010, p.88). Ozalp agrees when he writes, “As Muslims change and adapt,
host countries will be changed by the very existence of Muslims” (Ozalp, 2012, p.151).
Is a church embodying Christ in Australia willing to embrace strategies that will change
its identity?

An Australian identity comes primarily from the land itself. The land and its atmosphere
have offered and continue to offer hospitality alike to all residents, ‘invaders’, settlers,
and migrants who come to Australia. The ceremonies of ‘welcome to country’ in
Australia, which often precede public gatherings, are salient reminders not only of the
close relationship between Aboriginal people and particular places, but also of the
presence of the land. In the past, nature has been abused by settlers. Mark G. Brett,
from a postcolonial perspective, believes a fresh relationship is necessary: “Rather than
subduing the earth, we need to cultivate new habits of making space for the natural
order” (Brett, 2008, p.183). Nature has rights which can conflict with human and
economic rights.
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When exploring hospitality from a body perspective, ‘places’ are important. The
willingness of Australians to share ‘their home’ with nature and with others is costly. It
is strained with the arrival of every boat containing asylum seekers, many of whom are
Muslims. Do we have enough room in detention centres, housing for ‘other’ people to
live in, employment, food and water? We want to ‘stop the boats’. Scott Bader-Saye
describes this as the “fortress mentality”, which is put in place in a culture of fear to
exclude the stranger (Bader-Saye, 2007, p.105). To counter such behaviour, Bader-Saye
directs the church community to practise an openness of friendship. It will not always
be easy even when Pohl reminds us, that “each of us is an alien and a stranger, welcome
only by God’s gracious invitation” (Pohl, 1999, p.130).

Jesus indicated he was ‘at home’ with nature in Palestine, and yet Jesus spoke to a
would-be-disciple of being homeless – “foxes have holes and the birds of the air have
nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head” (Luke 9:58). Following Jesus
means journeying to Jerusalem, travelling the way of the cross, and being ‘homeless’.
Phillip W. Tolliday detects in the Bible a tension between place and journey that
“evinces a certain uneasiness about being at home” (Tolliday, 2001, p.192). This
tension is reflected in the sculpture A local girl comes home. 132 For Christians in
Australia, being ‘at home’, but not quite, may describe not so much a temporary living
place on their way to heaven, but an in-between liminal place or state where we cannot
settle down into our ‘comfort’ zone. When the Muslim Other or nature is invited by us
to sit at ‘our’ table, or rather ‘God’s’ table, changes will occur. Making ‘space’ for the
‘other’, whether it is the Muslim Other or nature, in ‘our’ house will threaten our
lifestyle, but travelling with others can also be exciting and challenging. It is the call to
be church embodying Christ by serving and being served by our neighbours in love.
Volf poetically explains:

We who have been embraced by the outstretched arms of the crucified God open
our arms even for the enemies - to make space in ourselves for them and invite
them in - so that together we may rejoice in the eternal embrace of the triune God.
(Volf, 1996, p.131)
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The woman is on her way home but on arrival will still be on her life journey.
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For Christians, hospitality will always be connected with the church’s celebration of the
Eucharistic meal. It is where the church gathers to remember that like Christ it is to be a
body broken and offered as food to be shared and ingested, to bring life to others. As a
truly catholic church embodying a Christ who is embodying all creation, the church is
called to open itself to give to and receive from all creation, including Muslims and
nature. Cavanaugh explains that in the Eucharist, “we participate in the divine life so
that we are fed and simultaneously become food for others” (Cavanaugh, 2008, p.97).
Such a sharing by the church in the life of Christ is meaningless unless it is embodied in
relationships of daily life. The eating and drinking of Christ’s flesh and blood in the
Eucharist is described by Beasley-Murray as a “mutual abiding”, that takes place
between the participants and Christ (Beasley-Murray, 1999, p.95). If an embodying
Christ is present inside and outside the church, then mutual salvation for all creation is
brought about by the power of God’s love working through the many bodies inside and
outside the church who give themselves for the life of others in the world.

In Gustavo Gutierrez’s account of the life of Spanish Dominican priest Bartolome de
Las Casas in the sixteenth century, Las Casas recognizes Christ in “the tortured,
scourged natives of the Indies” (Gutierrez, 1993, p.45). 133 From Matthew 25:35, Las
Casas identifies the Indian nation as Christ, an oppressed suffering neighbour Christians
are commanded to love.

Not only are the naked not clothed, but perversely, the poor of those lands are
violently unclothed: the Indians are despoiled of their legitimate possessions. The
poor are robbed and, in them, Christ himself. (Gutierrez, 1993, p.64)
Las Casas takes this concept a step further by stating that if Christ is suffering in the
Indians, then, even though unbelievers, those Indians are members of the Pauline body
of Christ in 1 Corinthians 12:26. Further, their suffering causes the whole body of
Christ to suffer (Gutierrez, 1993, pp.55-56).

The claim by Las Casas that non-Christians are members of the Pauline body of Christ
needs to be questioned. Is Las Casas considering them as Rahner’s ‘anonymous
Christians’? A better explanation, perhaps, is to understand suffering non-Christians to
be part of a cosmic body of Christ or McFague’s model of the universe as the body of
133

Guitierrez quotes Las Casas’ explanation to a friend. “For I leave, in the Indies, Jesus Christ, our God,
scourged and afflicted and buffeted and crucified, not once but millions of times, on the part of all the
Spaniards who ruin and destroy these people…” (Gutierrez, 1993, p.62).
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God that for Christians is shaped according to the story of Jesus, and “includes all,
especially the needy and outcast” (McFague, 1993, p.164). Alternatively, a free
embodying Christ can be understood as choosing to embody particularly in suffering
bodies (c.f. Matthew 25:35-36). We might then say that Christ is embodied in all
suffering bodies. In any case, all suffering must be of concern to a church embodying
Christ. A church as the body of Christ suffers when a part of the church body is
suffering as Paul explains in 1 Corinthians, but also, it can be argued, when any part of
the cosmic body of Christ, which includes Christians, non-Christians and nature, is
suffering. Such shared suffering relationships between bodies need to become respectful
invitations to engage in mutual collaboration to achieve healing and new life for all. In
relation to the earth, Isherwood reminds a church embodying Christ that “it is time for
cooperation with the cosmos based on its own integrity rather than our patriarchal value
system and the innate destructiveness of androcentric thinking” (Isherwood, 2002,
p.77).

When this understanding of Christ’s body is applied to Christian-Muslim relationships,
Christ is perceived as suffering in the bodies of Muslims demonized because of their
Middle Eastern appearance, mocked at Cronulla, 134 and unjustly treated because of their
faith. If directed to an abused and oppressed body of nature, Christ is recognized in the
polluted atmosphere and animals becoming extinct from the destruction of their habitat.
Also, when we as church identify ourselves as the body of Christ, then we are wounding
and crucifying our own bodies by our actions.

In Romans 8:18-22, Paul writes of the subjection of creation waiting for “the freedom of
the glory of the children of God”. Byrne agrees with McFague by contending that it is
human sin that is subjecting nature, in particular the effects of “human selfishness,
greed and exploitation” (Byrne, 2000b, p.199). Habel links this suffering with the dying
body of Jesus Christ in Mark 15:33 and Luke 23:44 when he writes that “the darkness
over ‘the whole land’ is an expression of creation groaning with the suffering one on the
cross” (Habel, 2009, p.111). In and through the painful groaning of creation, nature and
humanity, and the deep sighs of the Spirit, Paul identifies hope in the expectation of
redemption for all bodies (Romans 8:23-25). Solidarity with Jesus Christ and creation in
the act of redemption means that a church embodying Christ is to share the suffering of
134

“The life-savers were reported to have taunted their antagonists by announcing that they (‘Lebs’) did
not belong on the beach, since ‘Lebs’ can’t swim” (Poynting, 2007, p.159).
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victims, and provide a body through which God can release the resurrection power
enabling all to experience fullness of life (Philippians 3:10). Such a place of suffering
becomes for the church a liminal place where embodying Christ is being a ‘wounded
healer’ or ‘suffering servant’ participating in the work of reconciliation, the missio Dei.
Brett explains what this can mean for an Australian church today.

A postcolonial church will be orientated around a cosmic Christ whose suffering
expresses solidarity with victims, not in order to provide a narrowly religious
opiate for suffering, but rather, to generate prophetic action against oppressive
power and coercive economic conditions. (Brett, 2008, p.197)

Jesus’ death on a cross outside Jerusalem was integral to his whole life which was
“cruciform living” (McFague, 2008, p.35). A church embodying Christ that is called to
take up its cross and follow Jesus in everyday life will experience it also as ‘cruciform
living’. Trying to continually persuade others to work with nature can be a struggle.
Small actions such as turning out lights not needed and using fans instead of air
conditioning seem futile and we are tempted to give up. When addressing the issue of
the Muslim Other, the church’s voice in the public arena may be ignored. Local actions
in ‘ordinary time’ reaching out to Muslims appear to make little difference. Turning on
the television and seeing acts of violence between Muslims and non-Muslims and
reading insults posted on Facebook and Twitter by both sides contribute to undermining
any effort towards friendship. But the ambiguous vulnerable body, that can make
mistakes and achieve successes, harm and love, cannot be underestimated. It can
surprise us and is able, like Christ who promised eternal life to his neighbour as he hung
on the cross, to be an agent of the healing power of God’s love.

Manning described how a young man during the Cronulla race riots ventured into a
liminal in-between space of solidarity with another, risked death and claimed life.

Eighteen-year-old Lebanese Australian Issa turned up not expecting the crowd he
got. They surged towards him. He was hit from behind and then punched by the
whole crowd. Bottles rained down upon him. He fell to the ground. Everyone
started kicking him until one Anglo-Australian lay on him to protect him. He later
emerged with a busted eye and bruises all over his body. (Manning, 2006, pp.262263)
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After the violent protest in Sydney on September 15, 2012, leaders of 25 Muslim
organizations united with police to condemn the riots and call for the end to the protests
(Olding & Ralston, 2012, p.1). Did the church support these people, or did it refuse to
‘interfere’? A church embodying Christ in Australia is called to love God and neighbour
by caring for bodies. This involves giving up an exclusive comfortable life to serve
others; even putting aside a natural reticence to be a public church working to bring
healing, hope and new life for all. It is being a church willing to die to one way of life
so that another transformed joyful communal life can reveal the reign of God.

Conclusion
The Muslim Other and global warming were chosen as two quite separate issues to
demonstrate Christian praxis in the world, but they have many similarities. Bodies of
people and nature emerged as significant in their own right, loved by God, yet
vulnerable, ambiguous and capable of heroic and horrific acts. In spite of the fear of the
‘otherness’ of Muslims and the unpredictability of nature, both are our kin, members
with us of God’s/Christ’s body, destined with us for salvation in God. Both Muslims
and nature in Australia are marginalized and suffering bodies privileged by Christ. They
are the neighbours that a church embodying Christ, also located on the edge of society,
is called to love and serve as it takes part in the missio Dei working for the flourishing
of all, globally and locally, here and now. The incarnate nature of Christianity directs a
church embodying a crucified Christ to follow Christ by losing its life in everyday
loving embodied encounters with ‘others’ to find new life in this world, in and with
‘others’. Such a church in Australia will live as a ‘disturbed’ intentional body of Christ,
not quite ‘at home’, but among others, human and non-human, where Christ is to be
found. We might say that a church embodying Christ is participating with Christ in acts
of love and compassion to manifest the reign of God in the world. In this way the goal
of a cosmic Christ is being brought to fruition in the world through many bodies and
relationships embodying Christ in a variety of contextual ways. McFague describes
such actions as salvation for all creation, human and non-human. “The liberating,
healing, inclusive ministry of Christ takes place in and for creation” (McFague, 1993,
p.182).
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Chapter 7
Conclusion: A Strange Work

Introduction
In 2004 Scott Cowdell declared, “It is an exciting time to be part of the Christian
Church in the West, but it is also an unsettling time. Plainly, a whole way of thinking
and being Church is coming to an end” (Cowdell, 2004, p.228). Australian society in
the twenty-first century is experiencing new challenges. For the church, as part of the
‘Christian Church in the West’, it is a critical time and place. Luther might be tempted
to identify such a time as another potential reformation era. Australian society is no
longer the predominantly Anglo-Celtic culture it once was, but multi-cultural.
Technology that affects most areas of daily life is in constant rapid development. The
church brought to Australia in the eighteenth century is facing an unknown future with
the possibility of death and/or disintegration into emerging small groups that may give
life temporarily and then die. At the same time, the church is recognized as an organic
body capable of change. It now has the opportunity to explore the potential of new life
on the edges of society, and meet the demands of being church embodying Christ in a
contemporary Australian context.

The present Australian context calls for the construction of a practical ecclesiology
incarnated by the church in Australia today. This thesis proposes one such ecclesiology
based on reclaiming ambiguous human bodies and an Australian church body that has
developed through many failures and some successes in relationships with others,
human and non-human. The church in Australia today has lost its former status, and is
generally reckoned to be marginalized, flawed, patriarchal, hierarchical, exclusive and
irrelevant to everyday life. Yet that same flawed church, as the body of Christ or
embodying Christ, is called by God to reveal God’s love for and in Australia and the
world. The flaws, wounds or ‘marks’ of the church which might be judged as
disqualifying it from engaging in God’s mission are argued in this thesis as just those
that can enable it to embody Christ and participate in such a task.

Where is Christ for the Church in Australia?
Mary Grey describes the present time for the church in Western countries as “the Dark
Night of the Church where God’s Spirit seems absent, where the dreaded question has
to be faced: is Christ still with his Church?” (Grey, 1997, p.3). Exploring how an
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Australian church might follow Christ in its current context when that Christ may have
deserted the church is not a popular activity for theological study today. Australian
theological students are more likely to avoid such a topic, preferring to investigate the
historical Jesus, the relational life of the Trinity, the power of the Spirit, or turn to the
relative safety of plunging into biblical exegesis. Leaders and members of the church
concerned for the future of their particular denomination are often focusing on ways to
better relate to Australian society and to increase church membership.

Society in Australia no longer turns to the church to pronounce on moral issues or to
offer guidelines on how life should be lived. Instead any media attention on the church
is usually focused on the church’s own acts of moral failure and abuse. In 1997, the
media in Australia concentrated on the Aboriginal children taken and placed in
orphanages run by churches and other institutions. The damage and grief this caused the
children and their parents were highlighted in the Bringing them home: The ‘stolen
children’ report (Human Rights Commission, 1997). More recently the church has
become newsworthy because of the many reported cases of the sexual abuse of children
by people in leadership roles in religious institutions, particularly those of the Roman
Catholic Church and Anglican Church. On the world scene, even accounts of the
resignation of Pope Benedict XVI on February 28, 2013, were interwoven with stories
accusing a Scottish cardinal of past moral lapses and his subsequent resignation. As far
as the media is concerned, the church is generally a source for scandal.

The call to be church in Australia today must accept the church body as it is, flawed,
shameful and ambiguous. Traditional denominations with their rigid social and
theological boundaries are no longer a stable core of Australian culture. The rapid
growth of Australia’s population in the second half of the twentieth century caused
mostly by immigration resulted in new suburbs emerging. The possible growth in
church membership that this suggested failed to eventuate. Andrew Curnow explained
that people in “[t]he new suburbs wanted to be free of the churches’ control of Sunday
and embark on a different way of life that included Sunday trading and a variety of
sporting and cultural events” (Curnow, 2009, p.3). This new attitude contributed to the
church being regarded as just another association of like-minded people among others
in society. One could choose to join or leave the church, which made few demands on
its members.
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Bouma describes Australian society today as “postmodern, secular and multicultural”
(Bouma, 2006, p.3). He could well have added ‘post-colonial’, which still influences the
struggle by Australians to claim their own unique identity and belong to the place where
they reside. In such a climate Bouma identifies a growing diversity of cultures and
religious beliefs or spirituality (Bouma, 2006, pp. 5-7). The past Australian values of
mateship, giving every person a ‘fair-go’, self-reliance and an Anglo-Celtic culture are
no longer operative, if they ever were. A search for an Australian identity is continually
being undertaken by writers and artists in changing diverse Australian contexts. Habel
writes how he, along with others, is searching “for the soul of Australia, that deep
spiritual centre which informs our character, the song that ‘sings’ our identity” (Habel,
1999, p.2). This search for an identity is crucial for all humans and emerges from
reflections on experiences in relationships with others, people and nature. It is how
people not only come to know who they are, but also discover something of God.
Bevans explains “that even though Scripture and tradition are our great sources for
theology as well as for norms of theology’s fidelity to the gospel, our present
experience, our context, needs to be regarded as equal to both” (Bevans, 2011, p.10).
The constant searching for an Australian identity suggests that either it has not yet been
found or that it has a continually changing diverse nature that requires the search to be
maintained.

The difficulties encountered when searching for an Australian identity are repeated in
the quest for the identity of an Australian church. The character of an Australian
ecclesiology has been identified as socially marginalized on the one hand, and anxious
for its survival on the other. The situation of marginality lends itself to images of a
suffering servant or wounded saviour, and needing to be inclusive and hospitable of all.
The anxiety for survival can render a church more exclusive and concerned for its own
internal life and structures; can such a church have any place or contribution to make in
an ever changing and demanding Australian context today?

In one sense we can be grateful that the weaknesses and moral failures of the church are
being publicly exposed. Such exposure causes the church to rethink how it might talk
about itself and fulfil its task of participating in the missio Dei in the world. No longer
can the church visualize itself as a triumphant Christendom church. Instead, as a broken
rejected church body it has a close connection with the life of Jesus and Hall’s
description of a theology of the cross, “bound to this world in all its materiality,
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ambiguity, and incompleteness” (Hall, 2003, p.36). The sufferings of an Australian
church come from various sources and include the guilt and shame of perpetrators,
anger and distress of victims, and the sharing of the pain of others. Hall declares it is in
and with Jesus tempted, suffering and deserted on the cross, that such a suffering church
“is given the grace to enter into solidarity with sinful, broken, suffering humanity, and
truly to be human before God” (Hall, 1998, p.95). The church as an institutional
ambiguous body then becomes with Christ Emmanuel for suffering others, with the
power to bring hope and new life to all.

Australian society, with its tendency to favour individualism, is increasingly suspicious
of institutions, especially those that attempt to exercise control over the private lives of
people and threaten their freedom. Bouma argues that religious institutions are only
accepted by society when they “offer and adopt forms of belief and practice that are not
intensely demanding” (Bouma, 2006, p.35). Social media, which connects individuals
through the internet without any obligations or commitment, is taking the place of the
social side of organizations. The search by Habel (1999) and Bouma (2006) for an
Australian soul and the work of David Tacey (2003) reveal that Australians are
interested in exploring forms of spirituality, but not religion. Traditional denominations
are regarded more and more as institutions that are better avoided. This attitude is
affirmed when the church is seen as struggling with internal issues such as the authority
of its leaders, the place of women in the church, how to respond to homosexual
Christians and accusations of covering up acts of child abuse. The inner identity of the
church which might be attractive is well hidden by an unattractive outer face.

It is not easy to proclaim or argue for the church’s identity as ‘people of God’, ‘the body
of Christ’, or present it as ‘one, holy, catholic and apostolic church’. Such descriptions
of the church are unlikely to be readily accepted by Australians, even by some
Christians. The church in Australia has lost its respected status in society, and has yet to
gain one of honesty and integrity among those for whom it is called to give its life.

Pearson (2002b) writes about how an ecclesiology might be presented “in a minor key”
when the church’s failures and the climate in which it lives are taken into consideration.
Such a perspective on Australian ecclesiology is in tune with the concept of God using a
flawed church to carry out God’s mission in the world. Grey’s thoughts on the “Dark
Night of the Church” also reflect this notion and speak to members of the church in
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Australia who experience conflict with leaders, dry and irrelevant church services, and
being demeaned because of gender or sexual preference. For these Christians, Grey
redeems the ‘Dark Night’ and offers hope with her reminder that darkness is not only a
place of potential violence for women and children, but is also “a metaphor for the
hiddenness and mystery of God” (Grey, 1997, p.3). For a church embodying Christ,
‘darkness’ and ‘hiddenness’ connect with Jesus on the cross seeking God in the
darkness that “came over the whole land” (Mark 15:33). In a minor key and in the
darkness, the ontology and the phenomenology of the church are brought together.

Although the church in Australia is clearly flawed and marginalized, the call to
embodying Christ indicates a need for it to look at itself and its task from a fresh
perspective and see what can be retrieved and affirmed of its past tradition and present
life. If we start with the identity of the church, the New Testament indicates that from
the beginning the church has had members who denied Christ and sinned in various
ways. Morse reminds us that Paul spoke in 2 Corinthians 4:7 of the treasure of God’s
grace found in weak humans, “clay jars”, “so that it may be made clear that this
extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us” (Morse, 2009, p.288).
And Inbody states that the church “is both a theological reality and a human institution;
but it is a people with its institutions, not an institution that benefits people” (Inbody,
2005, p. 253). The church is weak, broken, in need of change and to be reformed, but
not rejected.

Richard C. Mouw argues for approaching what he calls ‘popular religion’ with a
hermeneutic of charity rather than a hermeneutic of suspicion. He explains
implementing a hermeneutic of charity as listening to the church in all its forms and
discovering Christ’s presence at work “in our patterns of human interaction, even in the
midst of our brokenness and rebellion” (Mouw, 1994, p.14). A hermeneutic of charity
applied to the flawed church in Australia encourages listening to and finding Christ in
emerging theological ideas and actions arising in the church and on its margins. After
all, in the history of the Church Christ’s presence has never been restricted to an ideal or
perfect church or even just to the church. In the Gospels, along with faith statements
from followers such as Peter and Martha, are those of Gentiles responding to Jesus,
reminding us that insights concerning God and Christ by people outside the church may
surprise and instruct us.
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Reframing and Reclaiming Tradition
The Australian church in its present state faces choices. One possibility is for the church
to cling more closely to a particular expression of the Christian faith, be it
fundamentalism or any other. It is a way of certainty in an uncertain context.
Alternatively, the church can view the current climate as an opportunity to identify with
the post-modern culture in which it lives and see all faith beliefs as culturally
acceptable. These two possibilities connect with Cowdell’s description of deductive and
reductive approaches (Cowdell, 2004, p.83), and Bevans’ countercultural and
anthropological models (Bevans, 2002). They assume that a church must regard its host
culture either as totally against the gospel, or as the ideal. The result is that either way
the church ignores its identity and ceases to engage in its calling of participating in
God’s mission in the world. In between these extremes there is another possibility that
combines the inner and outer identity of the church. This approach draws on the gospel
and Christian tradition. Cowdell explains it as “a return to the roots of religious
conviction, reclaiming the ancient core of Christian tradition in critical conversation
with present-day realities – restoring, re-invigorating, re-inventing” (Cowdell, 2004,
p.83). A church embracing this way embodies Christ by bringing everyday experiences
and issues into dialogue with the life of Jesus, and thus follows Christ by loving
neighbours in an ever changing Australian context.

A church embodying Christ reclaims tradition by affirming the centrality of Christ in
the life of the church, and accepts that all the church’s baptized members are “joined to
Christ, and made members of his body, the Church universal” (APBA, 1995, p.51).
Further, members of the church are called at baptism to live as disciples of Christ,
loving God and neighbour (APBA, 1995, p.56). At the end of each Eucharist they are
sent out cleansed and strengthened, “to love and serve the Lord” (APBA, 1995, p.144).
In Walls and Ross’ anthology (2008), Bible study groups strengthen the faith of the
church. By approaching the biblical text from fresh perspectives, Christian communities
are guided in addressing particular local problems and issues. In these ways, the church
in Australia as the body of Christ is able to reclaim the Bible and the sacraments, but
what about other possibilities from its past history?

Defects of the church, which might secrete the presence of Christ and have the potential
to proclaim the gospel, indicate that the time is right to retrieve from Christian tradition
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something of Luther’s ‘strange work’. Benjamin Drewery recounts that Luther’s
theology of the cross explains how God’s ‘strange work’ accepts and uses evil in the
suffering and death of Jesus Christ on the cross to achieve God’s ‘proper work’ of
defeating evil and offering life and hope in the resurrection (Drewery, 1975, p.335).
When an Australian ecclesiology is brought into conversation with Luther’s theory,
some doctrinal reconstruction or reframing is indicated. The presentation of a victorious
or glorious body of Christ image has little connection with the church in an Australian
context. Instead, when the body of Christ image is seen as identifying the church with
the broken body of Christ on the cross in need of God’s grace, it immediately can speak
to a suffering Australian church. The failures of the church are seen as enabling God’s
proper work of reconciliation and resurrection to take place in the world. Morse
explains, “Grace comes to us, so Martin Luther argues, hidden sub contrario, beneath
its opposite” (Morse, 2009, p.288). From this perspective the church can be understood
in the process of incarnating Christ, rather than having achieved such a transformation.

Although the self-knowledge of being a broken church identified with the body of Jesus
on the cross offers hope to the church and its task in the world, it also has a danger. Hall
warns that a church can become “rather too smugly certain that its suffering rends it
particularly beloved of God” (Hall, 2003, p.137). Suffering is identified by Luther as a
mark of the church, but the suffering “has more to do with the suffering that is outside
the community of discipleship than with our own personal or ecclesiastical suffering”
(Hall, 2003, p.143). In Mark 15:31, the chief priests and the scribes taunted Jesus dying
on the cross with the words, “He saved others; he cannot save himself”. Yet it was by
not saving himself that Jesus was involved in saving others. A broken church, following
Christ by loving its neighbour, is called to concentrate on the well-being of its
neighbour, not its own. A focus on neighbour enables a church to give its life for others
in ways that are hidden from itself in Christ.

In the life of Jesus, the hidden action of God’s love is detected when he commands
people who have been healed to be silent (Mark 1:44). It is also seen in the few words
spoken by Jesus during his trial (Mark 14:61) and on the cross. A similar reticence is
found in Bouma’s description of a certain shyness and reluctance by Australians to
speak of religion, or to demonstrate their faith by frequent attendance of worship
services (Bouma, 2006, p.212). In such a climate, Pearson, discussing Reformed
Theology, believes that for its acceptance much depends on presentation, perception and
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disposition. He poses an example, “How shall we confess the Lordship of Christ in a
land down under” (Pearson, 2007a, p.351)? On the surface ‘Lordship of Christ’ is
fraught with problems. The phrase uses a title that is not part of an Australian culture
and is often treated with scepticism, and ‘Christ’ is more likely to be heard as a swear
word than in a confession of faith (Pearson, 2007a, p.351). An alternative presentation
of such a confession, suggested by Pearson, takes into account the presence of shyness
and reticence and asks where Christ might be in such an Australian climate? From this
perspective, the lordship of Christ looks different.

The rhetoric of lordship is bound to the language of humility and humiliation, the
scandal of the cross, and a rebirth of a hope through the resurrection. It is a
confession that has the capacity to touch the heart and its mix of shame, shyness
and hope. (Pearson, 2007a, p.357)
It is a re-forming of a truth to facilitate its understanding in a new context.

Together with shyness, and partly hidden by it, Dorothy McRae-McMahon (2009) has
identified the presence of grief and guilt embedded in Australian culture. Tony Kelly
also writes of the feelings of grief, guilt, despair and victimization in an Australian
context, and links them with the ‘dead heart’ of the Australian continent. He explains
that the

inability to feel the true pain of our history is exactly what is catching up with us
now. It leaves us deprived of compassionate feeling for the other in the special
kinds of anguish that afflict society today. (Kelly, 1990, p.50)
The merging of grief and shyness is depicted in Murray’s poem when the man crying in
Martin Place shocks people who want to but don’t know how to respond to this feeling
they share. At the end of the poem Murray intimates the man’s quiet disappearance
down Pitt Street (Murray, 1986, p.101). The connection between God’s work hidden in
and through Jesus Christ, and reticence in the character of an Australian ecclesiology is
strengthened by the current marginalization and brokenness of the church.

The task of the church in Australia presented in a way that is influenced by shyness
encourages showing love for neighbours in everyday casual relationships and ‘ordinary’
words and actions. But the church also is called to be “seeking to discern the signs of
the times” in its host context, and, when needed for its well-being, to publicly challenge
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society by proclaiming the reign of God (Pearson, 2008b, p.67). Today these
proclamations will be made by a church body located on the edges of society. From its
past history, the church as a public church is shown to have a predilection to dominate
and control. It is in this situation that the church benefits from society reminding it of its
serving edgy place. When a church wishes to speak and act publicly it must compete
with others to be heard, speak in a way understandable and acceptable to others, and ask
to join with others in working for the good of all including minorities and nature. In
such a place, the church can offer hope and life, even when surrounded with death and
failure. It is an example of the church in Australia embodying Christ by passing through
death into new life, in a way that is shaped by its ecclesiology.

A Church Located in a Liminal Australian Place
A church in a liminal or marginal position is considered by Isherwood as a sign that
Christ “is on the move back to where Jesus was most content, among those on the edges
of society” (Isherwood, 2002, p.70). The marginal or in-between place of the church in
Australia can be a geographical or metaphorical location. The Australian church resides
in a country described as ‘down under’ when viewed from the continents of Europe and
North America, and is marginalized by a society which considers the church irrelevant.
Jesus was out of place, physically as a Nazarene in Judea, when healing in a synagogue
on the Sabbath, at a well speaking to a Samaritan woman and eating with tax-collectors
and sinners. Jesus was also in a liminal place when journeying between towns, hiding in
a house, in a deserted place, in a boat, on the other side, having nowhere to lay his head,
and crucified outside a city. In Australia Jesus can be located in public places of a
secular society where people challenge the teachings of the church, and question its
beliefs and behaviour.

Andrew McGowan has equated living in Australia to dwelling in a secular society
which “allows room for belief and disbelief”, and “seeks their coexistence and mutual
but respectful challenge” (McGowan, 2010, p.279). McGowan quotes Origen of
Alexandria who described the stability of the Pax Romana as providing the “divinelyordered space”, which allowed Christian teaching to be presented and debated, and the
church to spread (McGowan, 2010, p.273). On these grounds the free space provided by
an Australian secular society needs to be guarded. But McGowan suggests
multiculturalism in Australia is questioning the boundaries and relationship between
religion and culture. Does Islam, for example, challenge Christianity’s hidden and
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sometimes comfortable marginal place in a secular society? Are Christians required to
overcome some of their natural reserve and respectfully enter into dialogue with
Muslims concerning faith issues? Global warming also demands public words and
actions from the church in support of the rights of nature; defying those who believe the
church should remain silent and attend only to ‘religious’ matters.

A liminal place for the church is more than a quiet corner of secular space. It is an inbetween mysterious place, often uncomfortable and unstable, where the presence of
Christ creates the potential for death and new life. The life of Jesus of Nazareth was a
marginalized and diasporic way of living that allowed change to take place in his life
and those of others. Likewise a church embodying Christ on the edges of Australian
society is called to engage in God’s mission by showing love for and receiving love
from neighbours in a variety of ways. When a church accepts its sin or dark side and
asks for God’s forgiveness, it has the opportunity to take a position alongside others
who are also marginalized and share with them the hope of new life. Small groups on
the edges of traditional denominations are particularly suited to such sharing. In
marginal places, everyday hospitable relationships between people can become signs of
the new creation where Christ’s presence allows the margins and the centre to move,
change places and merge.

To be located on the edges of society or the church offers a different perspective from
those more centrally situated. From her experience as a member of a Religious Order,
Veronica Brady explains that an outsider “often sees more of the game than those more
fully involved and is able to escape many of the constraints imposed by the official
system” (Brady, 2010, p.87). It is not surprising that prophets prefer to speak from
marginal places.

Such prophets include writers and artists whose works have

contributed to this thesis, such as Abdullah’s body tattoo and Murray’s poem An
absolutely ordinary rainbow. In addition, Habel sees the prophetic stone sculpture,
Fountain of tears, at the former site of Colebrook Home in South Australia where
children ‘stolen’ from their parents were institutionalized, as expressing something of
the sorrow deep within Australian life. “The water from the fountain flows down, from
a coolamon, over the faces of six Aboriginal people into a pool of tears below” (Habel,
1999, p.185). The focus on grief by Murray’s poem, Mann’s hymn based on Isaiah 40
and the stone sculpture echoes Jesus weeping at the death of his friend, over Jerusalem’s
future destruction, and the ‘suffering servant’ image. Brueggemann identifies Jesus as a
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prophet who revealed “(a) that weeping must be real because endings are real and (b)
that weeping permits newness” (Brueggemann, 1978, p.60).

But marginal places are not restricted to experiences of pain and grief. Jesus
demonstrated many times how cultural and religious barriers which prevented the power
of the love of God from working are traversed, allowing bodies to enjoy healing and
liberation. In these cases liminal places become exciting and adventurous places. For
instance, they can be where people take risks and cross boundaries to experience shared
meals with those whose food, language and customs are different or ‘other’. Jesus’
meals with tax-collectors and prostitutes were places where not only change took place,
as it did for Zacchaeus, but all delighted in food, conversation and no doubt laughter.

Court jesters in England during the Middle Ages and comedians today know the
benefits of occupying a marginal place and using the power of humour to cross cultural
and social barriers. They are also aware that there is a thin line between laughter and
anger or tragedy. Ray Barraclough (1999) identifies Jesus standing in this same
tradition. In John’s Gospel, the humour in Jesus’ conversations with people such as
Nathanael and the Samaritan woman is used to cross boundaries, diffuse tension and
defeat hegemony.

Humour is an essential ingredient in the interplay of equality and authority in
relationships...With humour authority can never become absolute. With humour
equality gives room for people to shift position. (Barraclough, 1999, p.26)
The presence of humour in the life of Jesus and an Australian culture encourages a
church embodying Christ to use it respectfully and playfully to undermine injustice or
hegemony within and outside the church. Interestingly, from biblical and rabbinic
literary sources, Geza Vermes argues that because of his Galilean accent, Jesus would
have been regarded by Judeans “as a figure of fun, an ignoramus, if not both” (Vermes,
1981, p.52).

The marginal or liminal location of a church experiencing grief or humour is not a static
place, but one in which a church embodying Christ is called to be on a journey,
venturing into new areas and learning to live with the unknown. This position is imaged
by David Tucker’s sculpture, A local girl comes home, where anxiety is suggested as
the girl and her previous context have changed and she may no longer fit ‘home’. It is a
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place experienced by an ambiguous church that, like Jesus, can never feel quite ‘at
home’, or claim certainty of belief or even salvation for itself. Further, because the girl
is returning to her country home accompanied by a cow, we might imagine the girl, or
the church, is coming home to a life more closely integrated with nature and where her
unborn child will experience and grow into this inter-relationship. 135 Christians
following Christ will often feel uncomfortable in a changing world, even as aliens,
unsure how they should behave, or, as Bonhoeffer (1959, p.173) discovered for himself,
who they really are. What we do believe is that it is in this world where, as individuals
and as a flawed church, we are to find Christ and follow Christ.

In an Australian place, it is often the red centre that is seen as a ‘liminal or marginal’
place, and the margins or edges, the ‘centre’, where most of the population and
activities of the church occur. The arid interior of Australia with its intense heat, cold,
sun, shadow and beauty is an ambiguous place. Its heat and dryness rapidly kills life but
secreted beneath its surface is life-giving water. 136 An Australian church can attempt to
avoid the dangers of a metaphorical desert in its own life by making a comfortable place
on the edges to retire and end its days. In this situation the edges become a centre where
Christ is not being embodied. By daring to enter the desert, allowing the silent centre to
be a liminal place, a church follows Jesus’ experience on the cross and that of many
others searching for an absent God. In the struggle for life in a desert place, a church
may begin to develop what Veronica Brady calls “a ‘poetics of place’, a feeling for the
land and for its First Peoples” (Brady, 2008, p.51). We may then be a church realizing
its own aridity and failures, finding life-giving water by discovering an embodying
Christ in its ‘heart’; a church participating in God’s mission that embraces all, including
those in the lonely marginal places in the centre of society.

A liminal place demonstrating Jesus’ claim that the kingdom of God is here among us
or within us (Luke 17:21) has an eschatological dimension. In theological terms, the
liminal place can be where the reign of God or salvation is glimpsed and experienced
but has not yet fully come. Viewed from this perspective, a celebration of the Eucharist
where the church remembers and participates in the salvific action of Jesus Christ is
also a liminal place. Past, present, and future times are brought together in the body of
135

Such an interpretation is suggested by Isherwood’s thoughts on women “coming home to the cosmos”
where we are faced with responsibilities for nature and the women whose struggling lives are tied to it
(Isherwood, 2010, pp.131-132).
136
Present below the ‘dry’ Todd River are “bodies of moving water or underground streams” (Tacey,
2003, p.22).
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Christ as the church opens itself to the action of Christ and the Spirit. Outwardly the
Eucharist can be experienced by Christians as just a repetition of a known ritual, but in
reality it is a mystery, an engagement with God, others and the whole world in an
action, a journey, 137 communal song or dance, where the unexpected can and does
happen. It is an action that must be incarnated in the world. Veli-Matti Karkkainen
explains that the Eucharist, the sacrament of the whole church, speaks of salvation and
new creation involving the whole world where Christ is present and active. In this case,

the authentic ministers of the Eucharist are not gathered around an altar, but rather
are to be found in the world, in the midst of human life. Their authorization comes
from baptism rather than from a bishop. The Eucharistic bread is an empty symbol
if the hungry are not fed, but the action of feeding the hungry is Eucharistic
ministry when it satisfies the hunger of needy people…This is an integral part of
the ministry of the world church. (Karkkainen, 2002, p.220)

An Image to Express an Australian Ecclesiology
A marginalized church in an Australian location, where pain, shame, a need for the
inclusion of all and Christ’s absence and presence are experienced, requires a pivotal
metaphor or image that can incorporate all of these aspects and direct its way forward.
McFague has explained the ability of metaphor in some detail. In a religious metaphor,
“the two subjects, ordinary life and the transcendent, are so intertwined that there is no
way of separating them and, in fact, what we learn is not primarily something about
God but a new way to live ordinary life” (McFague, 2002, p.35). For the church, which
van der Ven describes as both a community of believers and an association (1998, p.40),
an appropriate image or metaphor must unite its inner and outer identities and provide a
fresh way to understand the church and its task in the world.

The importance of images in the life of the church is demonstrated by the presence of
stained glass windows, statues, crosses, crucifixes, painting, murals and banners that
decorate places of Christian worship. Word images permeate psalms and hymns or
songs, which are heard, said or sung during worship services. These words and/or
melodies are often remembered by the minds and voices of the bodies of Christians long
after other knowledge is forgotten. Psalm 23 is frequently recalled by those dying as
reassurance of God’s presence with them like a caring shepherd. Popular Australian
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“Let it be constantly said, in written and spoken word, that the liturgy, like life, is a journey” (Giles,
2004, p.45).
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hymns which have appeared in recent decades include Come as you are by Deidre
Browne in which the lyric and a gentle melody combine to convey feelings of welcome
and loving acceptance by God (Browne, 1999, No.693). On a similar theme, Frank
Andersen’s Come to the water invites people to receive from God that for which they
thirst, using a pertinent image for an Australian continent and the people living in it
(Andersen, 1987, p.6). Norman Habel’s Song of healing is another hymn that uses a
water image, this time flowing from Christ for the healing of the earth (Habel, 2004,
p.167).

The familiar biblical and liturgical image of the body of Christ for the church brings its
inner and outer identities together. A study of the ways the ‘body of Christ’ is employed
by Paul and his followers, as well as its many interpretations in the history of
Christianity, highlights its versatility and ambiguity. The body of Christ identifies Jesus’
incarnate body, crucified and risen body, the bread broken by Jesus at the last Supper
and even the inclusive cosmic Christ (Minear, 2004, pp.173ff). In 1 Corinthians 12,
Paul uses the image of the body of Christ to explain the enriching of the whole church
by individual believers sharing their gifts.

When turning to the liturgical services of the church, each Christian at baptism is
welcomed as “a member with us of the body of Christ” (APBA, 1995, p.60). In the
Anglican service of “The Holy Communion: Second Order” (APBA, 1995, p.119), the
‘body of Christ’ describes those gathered, and the bread that is blessed, broken and
given to each communicant. Stephen Burns explains how it extends even further.

The ‘body of Christ’ may refer participants to bread being given and received.
However, the exchange is also itself the referent of the statement: the action of
giving and receiving is that of the body of Christ. (Burns, 2012, p.88)

In all its various uses, the body of Christ consistently images the close relationship
between Christ and the church. For some Bible commentators, like Robinson, “you are
the body of Christ and individually members of it” in 1 Corinthians 12:27 moves ‘the
body of Christ’ from being an image to a statement of fact. The church is “no other than
the glorified body of the risen and ascended Christ” (Robinson, 1952, p.51). For some
others, like Kim, the same verse instructs the church to “live the ‘body of Christ’ in
their social, community life” (Kim, 2008, p.85). Significantly in Australia, where the
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inner identity of the church and how it behaves is often in conflict, there is difficulty in
bringing its ontology and phenomenology together in a body of Christ image.

The exclusive, superior and mystical interpretations applied to the body of Christ in the
past history of the church fail to relate to the church as a flawed association of people
often reluctant to speak of their faith. By reading 1 Corinthians from “the perspective of
the marginalized, rather than with the elite and powerful”, Kim argues for the body of
Christ metaphor to be associated with the weak and marginalized or broken bodies of
the world (Kim, 2008, pp.30-31). The suggested replacement metaphor for the body of
Christ, ‘embodying Christ’, is affirmed by Kim’s proposal. When applied to the way of
‘being church’, ‘embodying Christ’ gives hope by describing a diverse and weak church
in the process of becoming and realizing the power of Christ’s love.

Embodying Christ is argued as a realistic image for an Australian church that can reanimate the church’s faith and open up its life to new possibilities. Further, metaphors
have a creative power. Dulles explains that biblical images of the church to some extent
“make the Church become what they suggest the Church is”, but warns, this is possible
only if the images resonate with the experience of the faithful (Dulles, 2002, p.13). The
power of the metaphor of embodying Christ needs the cooperation of the openness and
readiness of the community of believers for it to identify and direct the church.

The metaphor ‘embodying Christ’ incorporates images that reflect features of the
character of Australian ecclesiology. These images include an in-between beach or
wounded shore, where a risen Christ brings hope to guilty disciples; the brokenness and
grief of a suffering servant or wounded healer; and the hospitality offered at an outdoor
barbecue or a kitchen table, and as a frangipani lei used to image hospitality between
strangers. Even the water image in hymns and poems by Australians reflects Jesus in
John 4:14 offering to a Samaritan woman and all who are thirsty, “a spring of water
gushing up to eternal life” (John 4:14). The final image of a pregnant woman travelling
home, unsure of the future and carrying the potential of new life, relates to the identity
of a church on a journey or on ‘the way’. A church embodying Christ is also on the
way, finding and incarnating Christ in an Australian context of brokenness, guilt and
inferiority, and working with Christ for healing.
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A church following the way of Jesus will express its Christic inner identity through its
outer identity in relationships. The Christian life starts with faith in Christ but
immediately demands an expression of that faith. Moltmann reminds us, “To confess
faith in Christ goes together with discipleship” (Moltmann, 1993, p.41). To ‘be church’
by embodying Christ is a call to engage each day in dying/rising life-giving
relationships within the faith community and with those outside. In these relationships
the church serves and is served by ‘others’ in fulfilling the command to love its
neighbour and proclaim the reign of God. A church embodying Christ outwardly by
such actions also nurtures and develops an embodying Christ within. We could say that
the church is manifesting Paul’s claim in Galatians 2:20, “it is no longer I who live, but
it is Christ who lives in me”. But does such a statement infer a loss of identity by the
church and its members who become just compliant puppets of a controlling Christ?

In today’s post-modern world, including Australia, there is a fear of losing one’s own
identity. For Christians, embodying Christ can be viewed as losing or dying to one’s
unique self, but when taking the risk to follow this way of Christ, we discover our true
selves in Christ. Lewis has explained how love, death and developing self go together.
Within love there must be death revealed in acts of selflessness, for “I who love give
myself away; but in so doing I find myself again, receiving my ‘self’ back in a new and
fuller way” (Lewis, 2001, p.254). This love is exemplified in the relationships between
the persons of a Trinitarian God, and incarnated in the life of Jesus Christ.

The death and resurrection that are present in discovering and growing in one’s identity
are also present in the sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist where embodying Christ
takes place in the church and its members. The body of the person being baptized passes
symbolically through the watery death of one identity, and is welcomed into a new life
in Christ in the community of the church. The body is then marked by the cross, a sign
of the way of discipleship which demands repeated movements through death to life,
growing and maturing in Christ. When members of the church gather for the Eucharist,
they are embodying Christ by offering their lives to God in Christ to be broken and
shared among the community. After being healed, fed and nourished they are sent back
into the world with Christ to give their lives for others in Christian praxis. As Timothy
Radcliffe states,
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we gather as individuals, bringing to the Eucharist our private dramas, our hope
and hurts, but we are sent out as a community, members of the Body of Christ, ‘I
and no longer I.’ We are gathered into communion so as to be sent out again. We
are sent so as to come back. (Radcliffe, 2008, p.196).

Embodying Christ in the Missio Dei
A church that is not consumed by the need for its survival, especially as a particular
denomination, is free to be church by embodying Christ in fulfilling its task in the
missio Dei. Such a church will nurture and maintain its own life so it might better obey
the command to love its neighbour and address issues that concern the communities of
which it is a part. The church will follow Jesus who was frequently interrupted by needy
people, and even on the cross responded in love to the needs of his mother, the beloved
disciple, and the criminal being crucified beside him. Myers, drawing on an
interpretation by Rowan Williams of the icon of Our Lady of Vladimir, demonstrates
how a possible inward focus on Christ instantly turns our attention outwards to respond
to a demanding hungry Christ-child (Myers, 2012, p.69).

Embodying Christ is a metaphor that relates to the heart of ecclesiology, especially in
this thesis where bodies are privileged and argued as necessary to incarnate God’s reign
in the world. A focus by a church on embodying Christ enables and directs it to
participate in the task for which it is called into existence. To assist embodying Christ in
guiding the church’s work is a diaconal model that emphasizes the need for the church
to follow Christ by serving others. A servant image could affirm servility and
oppression in relationships which would contradict any following of Jesus. But when a
servant image is combined with embodying Christ, a church engages in mission from a
position that is not dominating or controlling, but rather alongside others where mutual
giving and receiving can take place.

The position of a marginalized church beside others reflects the paradigm shift in the
understanding of mission in the twentieth century from the church’s ownership of
mission to God’s. This change coincided with global upheavals and movements of
peoples from what were ‘missionary’ countries to Europe. A mission accepted as God’s
has as its goal God’s desire for the well-being of all bodies, rather than making disciples
through personal conversion to faith in Christ. This expression of mission, described in
Luke 4:16-19, opens the church to being accused of neglecting “the Great Commission”
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in Matthew 28:19 which drove missionaries in the past to make disciples and baptize
them in the name of the Trinity. Yet, making disciples and engaging in God’s mission
can be argued as facets of proclaiming the reign of God as seen in Jesus’ ministry and
the early church.

Embodying Christ directs a church engaged in the missio Dei to turn to the ministry of
Jesus as recounted in the Gospels as a guide. Hans Kung affirms this focus when he
describes the life of Jesus Christ as “a challenging model for our relationship with our
fellow human beings and also with God himself” (Kung, 2010, p.133). Jesus’ radical
preaching and teaching, healings and exorcisms, and inclusive table-fellowship offer
many diverse ways for a church to engage with its context. A church, as has been noted,
that prefers to be hidden will be called at times to be public. This public missiology
cannot be undertaken in a dominating Christendom way. Instead, by working through
literature, music, art and by speaking as a public church, a contextually relevant public
theology can be communicated from the margins for the common good of society.

The low profile of the church suggested by embodying Christ in daily life does not
ignore the church’s faith commitment, but relies on its being strengthened and
developed. Marsh describes how Christ is present in many groups of people who care
for others, but argues for one community, the church, that is “the community of practice
that aims to practise Christ in all that it does” (Marsh, 2006, p.125). These practices will
include a church engaging in prayer, sacramental life, and reading and discussing the
Scriptures for the benefit of its missionary task in the world. In these ways the church
forms, reveals and witnesses to Christ in its body. It is being the intentional body of
Christ in the world. But such a body of Christ cannot, as Marsh explains, be
“understood in an exclusive manner” (Marsh, 2006, p.129).

When a church embodying Christ is not deliberately seeking to identify itself as some
form of Christ serving Christ in others, it will be open to join with other groups and/or
individuals in engaging in God’s mission. Such cooperation can produce unexpected
synergy that assists in achieving a common goal, and reveals the presence of Christ.
Marsh explains, the presence of Christ is not just in the poor and abused as in Matthew
25:35-36, but in all “loving relationships which enable people to flourish as human
beings” (Marsh 2006, p.24). Such relationships are incarnational and mutual, reflecting
the humanity of Jesus, and highlighting “ways in which human connectedness brings
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God into the world” (Thistlethwaite, 1983, p.100). The acceptance of the unexpected
presence of embodying Christ in bodies and relationships reminds the church that the
Christ it follows and embodies is not under its control. An embodying Christ is free to
incarnate inside and outside the church, wherever Christ wills. God/Christ is ultimately
in control of the church and its task in the world.

A church embodying Christ in contemporary Australia and engaged in God’s mission
will work with others and draw on the potential of its marginalized position, diversity of
expressions and even its brokenness for the well-being of others. The result may be a
rather ‘earthy’ and untidy view of mission, yet it demonstrates what Ross describes as
“the reality of mission in our world today” (Ross, 2008, p.xv). This way of mission is in
keeping with the character of Jesus of Nazareth, his peripatetic ministry, mutual
relationships, demands for justice and privileging of the poor. In ministry, the flaws or
wounds of the church are recognized no longer as obstacles but having healing
potential. Like the wounds of the risen Christ for Thomas, the church’s defects can
become signs of solidarity and even healing and hope when connected with the wounds
of others. A marginalized, flawed church embodying Christ in a cross-cultural and
multi-faith Australian context is proposed as needed to participate in God’s mission in
the twenty-first century.

A Strange Work
Throughout this thesis the life of Jesus of Nazareth has been argued as the preferred
guide for a church embodying Christ in Australian contexts. This choice has been
justified by an Australian attraction to bodies, and predilection for Jesus as ‘Emmanuel’
rather than an abstract trinitarian or spiritual Deity. But the actions of Jesus in first
century Palestinian Jewish culture cannot be just imitated by a church in twenty-first
century Australia. Instead, it is necessary for the church to discover the essence,
character or inner ‘song’ of Jesus Christ, and apply it to contextual issues of everyday
life in an authentic manner. The inner driving force behind Jesus’ engagement with the
world, in general terms, was and is God’s love for the world. This love is encapsulated
in the command to love one’s neighbour.

In Luke 10:25-37, a lawyer, trying to salvage his pride, asks Jesus, “And who is my
neighbour?”

Jesus replies by using a parabolic metaphor to present a new

understanding of neighbour. At the end of the story Jesus questions the lawyer as to
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who he thinks was “a neighbour to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” On
receiving the reply that it was the one who showed mercy, Jesus tells the lawyer to “do
likewise”. Byrne proposes that the parable indicates that a church following Christ is
called to offer “life-giving hospitality to wounded and half-dead humanity” (Byrne,
2000a, p.102). On the other hand, but linked, Cadwallader suggests that Jesus is asking
the lawyer to consider what it might mean to identify with the wounded man and be
loved as a neighbour by an enemy. From this understanding, Cadwallader offers a
possible consequence:

It is only in the consciousness of shared woundedness that help can be offered that
is not status bound – indeed this is precisely the model of the crucified one
himself, joining in woundedness as the means of succour. (Cadwallader, 2004,
p.175)

The command to the Australian church to follow the Samaritan by loving neighbour is
not just another call to engage in Christian praxis; participating in social services,
health, education, hospitality and generally caring for ‘wounded others’, human and
non-human. Instead, the metaphor of embodying Christ indicates that more is involved,
especially when Christ is recognized as a crucified Jesus Christ. A wounded church
embodying a wounded Christ allows God’s salvation to be shared, offered to and
received from others in need. Love which shows compassion for another, even sharing
the vulnerable position of the other, reveals the love God/Christ has for the world and
the desire for its healing. In the actions of the church loving its neighbour and being
loved by its neighbour, God in Christ acts in the depths of the church. Embodying
Christ is seen as something the church does in the power of the Spirit as it follows
Christ in Christian praxis, and as something Christ does in the church as his intentional
body, and indeed in the whole created world. In the overlapping actions of Christ and
the church, something strange happens through, with and in the church body, the bodies
of its members, and in the world.

The church, even though weak and flawed, is called to participate with Christ in the
missio Dei. In fact, it can be argued that a broken, wounded church’s engagement is
necessary. When explaining his theology of the cross, Martin Luther writes about an
opus alienum Dei; God’s ‘strange work’. God’s strange work is the means by which
God achieves God’s proper work, ‘opus proprium Dei’. The proper work of God
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expresses God’s nature of love and lies hidden behind the mask of evil and suffering of
Jesus’ crucifixion. Evil is employed to defeat evil. Drewery explains that

Luther finds the ‘strange work’ of God revealed in the Cross, His ‘proper work’ in
the Resurrection. The barrier of evil is divinely and cosmically shattered: the Law
has been fulfilled, satisfied and therefore abolished by Christ (Drewery, 1978,
p.335).

Luther understood God’s power hidden and revealed on the cross. For the nonChristian, there is only the sight of the failure, suffering and death of a man; but the one
who has faith “recognises the presence and activity of the ‘crucified and hidden God’
(Deus crucifixus et absconditus), who is not merely present in human suffering, but
actively works through it” (McGrath, 1990, p.175). Luther’s argument that evil in the
world is necessary for God’s mercy and love, God’s proper work, to be revealed, is hard
to accept, yet both evil and love rely on human beings having free will, and free will is
inherent in being truly human.

Luther’s theory of God’s ‘strange work’ comes from the explanation of Thesis 16 of his
Heidelberg Disputation in 1518. Alister E. McGrath describes the state of the church at
the time as “[p]ossessed of a tired spirituality, morally bankrupt, doctrinally confused”
(McGrath, 1990, p.12). The prevailing European society was strongly influenced by the
Renaissance, an emphasis on individualism, reason, and a rising nationalism. The
church no longer was offering society anything. Luther saw the church in this context as
needing to progress from the Law of God to be centred on the love of God. This love of
God for humankind was to be found hidden and revealed in the cross of Christ. Can
Luther’s voice speak today to a church in Australian with its flawed institutional
identity exposed by a changing, diverse, pragmatic and experiential Australian society?

For the church in contemporary Western society, Hall remarks that “the New
Testament’s description of a suffering church remains an anomaly or a merely historical
narrative” (Hall, 2003, p.143). Certainly the suffering of the church in Australia does
not connect readily with a persecuted early church’s suffering as described in 1 Peter.
Rather, a failed, abusing Australian church better resonates with the church described by
Luther in sixteenth century Europe. McGrath sees the value of Luther’s theology of the
cross for just such a church.
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Where the church recognises her hopelessness and helplessness, she finds the key
to her continued existence as the church of God in the world. In her very weakness
lies her greatest strength. The ‘crucified and hidden God’ is the God whose
strength lies hidden behind apparent weakness, and whose wisdom lies hidden
behind apparent folly. (McGrath, 1990, p.181)
An Australian church is therefore offered hope and gives hope by acknowledging the
pain of its vulnerable body, and embracing a theology of the cross by following

the crucified God into the heart of the world’s darkness, into the very kingdom of
death, and to look for light that shines in the darkness – the life that is given
beyond the baptismal brush with death – and only there. (Hall, 2003, pp.32-33)

During the traditional Tenebrae service on Holy Saturday, the liminal day in-between
Jesus’ death and resurrection, a commentary on Psalm 64:6 by St Augustine is sung.
The bodily sufferings Jesus experienced during his trial, scourging, crucifixion and
death are his experience of “the world’s darkness” and used as proof of his humanity.
This validation of Jesus as a human being with a vulnerable body like us is argued as
necessary for Jesus to liberate the human race (and all creation), but there is more.
Augustine identifies within the human body of Jesus,

‘a deep heart,’ that is, a secret ‘heart:’ presenting before human faces Man,
keeping within God: concealing the ‘form of God,’ wherein He is equal with the
Father, and presenting the form of a servant, wherein He is less than the Father.
(Augustine, Psalm 64, p.7 - translation)
Within the inner being of a dead Jesus Christ in the silence of the tomb where humanity
and divinity merge, the love of God raises Christ to new life. The same deep and secret
heart of God’s love is also in the very human, but also divine, corporeal body of the
church. The church in its struggles to show God’s love to others is daily embodying a
suffering, dying and rising Christ. At the same time Christ is also embodying secretly in
and through the church and its members. Like the heart in a body, this ‘deep heart’
where Christ is being formed is pumping new life through the whole body of the church
including its mind and limbs, its reasoning, feelings and bodily activity. Bonhoeffer
affirms this action when he explains, “We cannot transform ourselves into his image; it
is rather the form of Christ which seeks to be formed in us (Gal. 4:19), and to be
manifested in us” (Bonhoeffer, 1959, p.272).
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In baptism, Christians become members of the church called to embodying Christ,
incarnating God’s reign in the world. Jesus revealed in his life that fundamental to this
activity is a life of prayer, where the church and its members open the depth of
themselves to the hidden presence and action of God. It is an opening of hearts to the
secret loving heart of God where all being exists, especially broken, abused and
suffering bodies. This ‘heart’ is where a broken church in the Eucharist, embodying a
broken Christ, presents to God’s love the needs of all and asks for healing. The heart of
God is where a church obtains the guidance and strength of the Holy Spirit to respond to
those needs and is present in the very actions themselves.

Such compassionate actions of the church and God are often hidden. Jonathan Malesic,
writing about the church in a North American context, stresses the need for secrecy, so
that, “like leaven in the dough, the Christian church invisibly acts upon the world and
transforms it” (Malesic, 2009, p.28). This is wise advice where the church has a high
and dominating status, but in Australia there is generally no need to direct Christians to
conceal their faith identity in public life. Such concealment is the usual practice of a
marginal church and the natural tendency of many Australians in secular society. As
Bouma explains, expressions of religion and spirituality are likely to be restrained
because “that is the Australian way” (Bouma, 2006, p.212). In fact, when issues
confronting society require that a church acknowledges its flawed state and speaks and
acts publicly, such a church is reluctant to enter such a place. Instead it must often be
challenged to become a public church that shows love for neighbours by following
Christ and opposing abuse and injustice.

The imperfect nature of a church with its shadows and patches of darkness, that seem at
times to stifle the church’s life and thwart its efforts in mission, can be argued as
necessary for the power of God’s love to operate in Australia. By looking both ways
from the in-between place of Holy Saturday, Lewis explains “it is in the very world of
sickness, death, and sin that joy and play take place, and Christ is Lord; and it is only in
the context of injustice, negativity, and despair that we dare to speak of hope” (Lewis,
2001, p.67). We recognize this hope when green shoots sprout on the blackened trunks
of gum trees after bushfires, and when a church works respectfully with nature to stem
the effects of global warming in the world and surprising things are achieved. The same
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hope is there in the presence of Christ when Muslim guests are invited to share our meal
or are the hosts that invite us to be their guests and friends.

The marginal place which a wounded Australian church shares with Jesus Christ has the
potential to be a loving transforming place of reconciliation and new life through the
struggle of pain and death. McGrath explains that Luther’s theology of the cross, which
emerged from the turbulent times of the church and European society, is “a theology of
hope for those who despair, then as now, of the seeming weakness and foolishness of
the Christian church” (McGrath, 1990, p.181). In Genesis, God created out of chaos not
an ideal world, but one full of potential and possibilities. In the midst of our world of
failures and successes, sin and forgiveness, suffering, death and love, Jesus is
incarnated. Today a flawed ambiguous Australian church body is called to be church by
embodying Christ and participating with Christ in God’s hidden ‘proper work’ of
healing, redemption and new life, the emerging of a new transformed creation. This call
of the church in an Australian context is not in spite of its brokenness but because of it.
Is this not indeed a ‘strange work’ of God?
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