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ABSTRACT

The issue addressed in this paper regards the validity of a more organic
ecclesiology in the context of The Evangelical Church. The validation for this paradigm
is its ability to embody authentic Christian community and in the process develop
disciples who are able to administrate the mandates of the Great Commission. The result
will be three-fold: leadership development, church planting, and engagement of the
emerging culture.

The purpose of this paper is to offer an ecclesiological paradigm advantageous to
the entire Church community. This model is one of several the Holy Spirit has chosen to
use in blessing and emboldening the emerging church. The cultural transition from
modernity to post-modernity requires that the Church give careful consideration to forms
and structures in its endeavors to accomplish its missional responsibilities. This involves
looking for insight and wisdom in a paradigmatic examination of the Church.

In practice, Simple Church is more organic than other church paradigms now
prominent on the North American landscape. This church expression is described using
ecological terms and language, because it’s nature is organic, and natural. This paper
asserts that effective community life and ministry are incarnational, relational, and
missional and effective leadership forms are non-hierarchical and apostolic.

The desire of this paper is to present a holistic church structure and form that is
fluid, simple, participatory, and easily replicated. Simple Church is the paradigm
proposed specifically for The Evangelical Church in its quest to become a church

planting movement.
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Chapter 1 — INTRODUCTION

How we plant churches is in many ways determined by the location and focus group
(where and among whom we plant churches). Moreover, within a rapidly changing world,
not all church plants will look the same. As a result, different models
to reach the needs of this new culture are emerging.

Contextual Factors

The Evangelical Church is a group of people who are proud of their holiness roots
and passionate about evangelism. Since its inception in 1968, there have been times of
wonderful refreshing, renewal, and revival as people met Christ and congregations were
birthed. In its first 30 years, an average of one congregation per year has been planted or
added. Church planting has been important, but not always an intentional part of
ministry. Like other segments of the Church in North America, Evangelical Churches are
experiencing marginal growth, and in some cases congregations are in decline. In 1996,
an intentional effort was begun as leaders across the denomination realized the need to be

better equipped and educated in the areas of church planting.

" Ed Stetzer, Planting New Churches in a Postmodern Age (Nashville: Broadman & Holman
Publishers, 2003), 136.



Demographics
In 1998 at their General Conference, The Evangelical Church determined to make
church planting a major ministry goal for the next 10 to 20 years. The results are as

follows.

e Twenty-one churches have been added or planted.

e Over 350 leaders receiving some form of training in the area of church planting,
church multiplication and healthy church concepts.

e 110 leaders have been trained at Assessment Clinics and Church Planting
orientation workshop.

* 60 leaders have gone through a Boot Camp or similar training experience at least
once.
e And all six Conferences have sponsored Church Planting/Health training events.’

Leaders in The Evangelical Church are demonstrating resoluteness in addressing

these issues that impinge on their future as the following illustrations suggest.

IHustration One: General Superintendent Dr. William Vermillion of the Evangelical
Church — Annual Report — 2004

In July 2004, the General Superintendent and Conference Superintendent
presented their reports at The Thirty-Seventh Annual Business Session of the Pacific
Conference, July 2004. Excerpts from their reports are pertinent to the problem
statement and the thesis of this document.

In his report, the General Superintendent reiterated the denomination’s mission
and values. Here is an excerpt:

Mission: The Evangelical Church’s mission is a God-birthed passion to bring

people into a vital relationship with Jesus, to provide the un-churched with a

healthy church family, to disciple believers and to build a network of life giving

churches as we honor the past and embrace the future. We will accomplish our
mission by praying, living Spirit-filled lives, evangelizing, discipling and building

% Tim Roehl, “Evangelical Church Health/Planting Update,” The Evangelical Church, Fall (2004),
http://www.theevangelicalchurch.org/harvest/index.htm (accessed November 15, 2004).



healthy life-giving churches by intentionally developing a system of assessing and
coaching. Simply put we are “harvest focused, holiness fueled.”

We value people:

1. We believe God commands us to engage the harvest by bringing people into a
vital relationship with Jesus: therefore we have set a goal of 30,000 people
coming to Jesus by November 2008 through the ministry of the people of The
Evangelical Church

2. We believe God commands us to provide a healthy church family for these
new believers as well as for the un-churched, therefore we will promote the
planting of new churches with a goal of 100 new churches by June 2010; we
will promote the revitalizing and renewal of existing churches, using
assessments, with a goal of 67 churches assessed by November 2008, and we
will promote doing restarts.>

Iustration Two: Superintendent of the Pacific Conference of the Evangelical
Church,
Rev. Victor Slaughter — Annual Report — 2004

The Superintendent’s theme of his report was “defining moments.” The
following excerpts are issues I will address in this paper. They are as follows:

The conference needs capable, quality leaders for the “twenty-somethings” who
are leaving organized church following high school and college. More visionary
leaders are needed to reach and enable this new generation of young people. This
means new approaches and methods in new beginnings.

Do we really believe that God, through the work of Christ Jesus and the power of
the Holy Spirit, can effectively transform sinful and broken lives? If so, we must
define the means and ministry models that will engage our culture with the Word
of God and the power of Christ in broken human relations. We can’t survive as
His Church with our “spiritual heads and hearts” buried in the sand. We must be
atturged to God’s approach in reaching those around us as John Wesley did in his
day.”

3 Pacific Conference of the Evangelical Church, The Thirty-Seventh Annual Business Session: The
Official Record 2004 (Milwaukie, OR: Pacific Conference, 2004), 87.

* Ibid., 89-90.

3 1bid., 90.



The challenge for Christians, clergy, and lay persons in the current culture is to

live a godly lifestyle, building wholesome relationships with individuals who are

searching for spiritual and moral absolutes and stability in this life and for the

future. To do this we must have clear, intentional systems and paradigms to reach

the unbelievers in our community.®

Hlustration Three: Dreamscape Workshop

In October of 2004, Tom Clegg of Church Resource Ministries was invited by
leaders of The Evangelical Church to guide them through a Dreamscape, an exercise in
determining where they’ve been, where they are currently, and where they need to go in
relation to future life and ministry. In this format, several participants shared the need to
let go of the past, referring to programs and organizational structures that were no longer
effective for current ministry, and embrace the future.

Recognition that the culture has changed and is no longer as favorable to the
church as it once was requires that we be open and receptive to new forms and structures
that will allow us to effectively engage the culture. Dreamscape participants responded

favorably with a desire to respond effectively, expediently, and biblically to the leading

of the Holy Spirit, building on our rich heritage as a denomination.

INlustration Four: Interview with the General Superintendent Dr. William
Vermillion’

Rob: Dr. Vermillion, in regard to the future of The Evangelical Church
as a denomination, what are your concerns? What do you feel the
Spirit’s attention is on for this time?

® Ibid.

" William Vermillion, interviewed by Rob Robinson, 14 December 2004, Pacific Conference
Office of The Evangelical Church, Milwaukie, Oregon.



Dr. Vermililion: The Evangelical Church has experienced a great history, yet I
believe the greatest days lie ahead of us. The response from the
denominational leadership as they walked through the Dreamscape
experience has been encouraging—what I see on the horizon and
willingness I sense from the leadership for change—and the
willingness to actually change. Not all change is good, but the
changes we need to make will enable us to reach out to the current

culture.
Rob: What do you see as the primary issue?
Dr. Vermillion: Rob, it’s actually an issue of the heart—as it usually is. Butin my

judgment we lost a little of our edge, the edge we had when we
began nearly thirty-seven years ago. Evangelism like our name
implies is the biggest issue I see. This involves a passion for our
people being concerned for their eternal destiny. It must be
demonstrated in an incarnational and missional lifestyle like that of
Jesus.

These are encouraging signs on the horizon for The Evangelical Church. The
issues to be faced will be defining moments.® The road ahead is marked by numerous
challenges, and everyone knows that dialogue concerning change is much easier than
change itself. With a heritage and history filled with people willing to make the

necessary sacrifices, the journey over this threshold in the power of the Spirit is very

practical.

Organizational Analysis
The structure of the Evangelical Church is governed by the guidelines set forth in
The Discipline of The Evangelical Church 2002. This book of church polity is
administered through a hierarchical structure that is both Episcopal and Congregational in

form. The Discipline contains the rules, regulations, and resolutions governing this

¥ The term “defining moments” was used by the Pacific Conference Superintendent in his 2004
report on page 89.



denomination. Within this organizational structure are six conferences across the U.S.
led by a General Superintendent and six District Superintendents.

In recent years, there has been a refocus on evangelism and church planting at
both district and national levels. As a smaller denomination of less than 150 churches
and an aging constituency, the need to plant new churches and revitalize existing
fellowships is crucial to our future.

To service this need, The Evangelical Church Denominational Board employed a
Denominational Director of Harvest Ministries in October 2004 as a half-time position.
He provides resources for church and leadership development, training, and assessment.
He has developed vision, values, church planting philosophy, and a process for
evaluating and training church planters. This involves church leadership intentionally
investigating new forms, programs, and ministries that afford a bridge toward the culture,
and providing processes that will facilitate building healthy, life-giving congregations.

Recently, the General Superintendent stated in response to the question, “Where
is God taking us now?” “I believe very firmly that He desires for us to once again be a

church-planting movement.”

Historical Timelines
The Evangelical Church came into existence June 4, 1968 in Portland, Oregon. A
group of former Evangelical United Brethren ministers and laity, representing some

nearly 50 congregations in Oregon and Washington, took a giant leap of faith to begin the

® William Vermillion, General Superintendent, “Report of the General Superintendent,” Pacific
Conference Annual Business Session (Milwaukie, OR, July 27, 2005).



new denomination. They had desisted from the April 1968 merger of the Methodist and
Evangelical United Brethren denominations which formed the United Methodist Church.
Before the end of June, laity and ministers from North Dakota and Montana, representing
another 20 plus congregations, had joined their ranks.

In a sense, The Evangelical Church is not really a new church per se. Its roots can
be traced back directly to the great religious revivals that influenced America at the close
of the eighteenth century and beginning years of the nineteenth century. Particularly in
southeastern Pennsylvania in and around Lancaster County, a revival of lasting influence
occurred among the German immigrants. The denominational connections that flowed
from this revival were dominated by numerous lay people resulting in The Evangelical
Association (Church), the United Brethren in Christ, and the Methodist Church. In many
preaching places, people often heard ministers from each of these groups on a regular
basis. Occasionally, they shared the same barn, home, or chapel for their preaching
services. This mutual interaction continued for many years.

The United Brethren and Evangelicals maintained their strong German ethnicity
into the twentieth century. The Methodists, of course, became an American church in all
sections of the country. In 1946, the Evangelicals and United Brethren came together to
form the Evangelical United Brethren Church. With ethnicity no longer a major
distinguishing mark, it was inevitable that the Evangelical United Brethren and
Methodists would come together in a formal way as they did in 1968. However, there
were some pockets of Evangelical United Brethren people who felt that spreading liberal

theology was a price too big to pay.m




Today, The Evangelical Church constituency is older yet still maintaining their
“harvest-focused, holiness-fueled” history and heritage. They are ready to engage the
culture in ways that are conducive to both their theology and ethos. These elements are

deeply embedded in the symbols and metaphors of this unique and distinct people.

Symbols and Metaphors
There are three significant symbols that identify Evangelicals and provide insight
into their ethos. These are illustrated in The Evangelical Church logo. The
first is the Bible, the Holy Scriptures. The Fourth Article of faith states:
The Holy Scriptures in their entirety are the inspired, inerrant written
Word of God. They alone contain the will of God as far as it is
necessary for us to know it for our salvation, so that whatsoever is not

contained therein, nor can be proved thereby, is not to be enjoined on any as
article of faith, or as a doctrine essential to salvation.'!

Evangelicals have long identified themselves as “people of the Book.” Their
holiness lifestyle is a manifestation of this core value and belief. As they look to the
future, the Bible continues to provide guidance and direction as in the past.

The second symbol is the cross. For Evangelicals, the cross points to the finished
work of Christ as He paid the penalty to provide both salvation and sanctification. This
includes making Christ Lord of one’s life and the call to a life of holiness. This was the
element that empowered the early leaders of the denomination to make the sacrifices

necessary to remain true to their calling to follow Christ.

' Bill Vermillion and Eileen Reid, “What is The Evangelical Church?”, The Evangelical Church,
http://theevangelicalchurch.com/what_is_the_evangelical _church.htm (accessed December 12, 2004).

"' The Discipline of the Evangelical Church 2002 (Minneapolis, MN: The Evangelical Church,
2002), 4.



The third symbol is the flame of fire representing the third person of the Trinity,
the Holy Spirit. The fire metaphor in the logo points to the Spirit’s work of heart purity.
The Holy Spirit proceeding from the Father is one Being with the Father and the Son,
convicting the world of sin, righteousness, and judgment. He leads men and women,
through faithful response to the Gospel, into the fellowship of the Church. He comforts,
sustains, empowers, and sanctifies the faithful, and guides them into all truth.'* The
endowment for incarnational living is the fire of the Holy Spirit, burning through and
illuminating one’s life. As one Evangelical Church pioneer, D. L. Vermillion, stated:

The church is the living body of Christ in the world ONLY as it lives and

expresses itself as Jesus did! When we give Him his rightful place as the Living

Lord of ALL life and EACH life, he will live in and speak through us."

These three symbols and what they represent are shaping factors in the spiritual
formation of the denomination.

As we are intent on celebrating our rich heritage while embracing the culture,
questions arise regarding The Evangelical Church and its future:

e Knowing that The Evangelical Church has a rich heritage and history birthed with

a passion to bring people into vital relationship with Jesus Christ, what will be

required for its mission to continue and be fulfilled?

e Are there ecclesiological forms or structures that need consideration in light of
our desire to develop new leaders and intentionally develop systems for assessing

and coaching?

2 Ibid.

13 John M. Pike, Preachers of Salvation: The History of the Evangelical Church of North America
{Milwaukie, OR: The Evangelical Church of N.A., 1984), 205.



e s there a simple model that can be developed for The Evangelical Church that
will facilitate building wholesome relationships with individuals who are
searching for spiritual and moral absolutes and stability?

¢ How do we as Evangelicals remain harvest-focused and holiness-fueled in
contemporary terms to reach the emerging culture?

These are a few practical questions that The Evangelical Church, and to a larger
degree the entire North American church, needs to consider. In the following pages, 1

will endeavor to answer the above questions.

Problem Claim

Along with the questions raised above the focus of this dissertation will address
the another question: Is the Simple Church paradigm appropriate for The Evangelical
Church denomination in the areas of church planting, spiritual formation, and
engaging the emerging culture? This problem will be addressed by delineating Simple
Church ecclesiology. This distinctive church expression holds imposing potential in
answer to the above question. Simple Church is an organic ecclesiology that in form and
function is often considered by some to be an anomaly because of its apparent non-
structure. As The Evangelical Church focuses on being a church planting movement,
how will the Simple Church aid and facilitate this process? The eclectic dynamic of our
culture requires that The Evangelical Church provide multiple expressions of church life
and ministry.

In The Church in Emerging Culture: Five Perspectives, Leonard Sweet, who

serves as General Editor, writes an essay for the introduction. The essay is in response to

10



H. Richard Niebuhr’s classic Christ and Culture (1951), which asked the question, What
kinds of relationships does the Church want with the culture? “Niebuhr’s book made a
needed clearing in a forest where a great many scholars were lost, and the church has

been camping out in Niebuhr’s five-fold clearing ever since.”"*

Niebuhr’s basic question
is: How is Christ lived out in culture, and is faith shaped by criteria intrinsic to itself or in
mutual exchange with the culture?

God’s ultimate message communicated to humanity through all of history has
been the Incarnation, which “means that Christ became a part of culture and can’t be

understood apart from culture.”"

How do we live as followers of Christ in a changing
culture, and live out the meaning of incarnation in a postmodern world? North American
Churches constantly wrestle with this tension. Their response in the midst of the tension
is found only in how each one expresses Christ in their distinctive church cultures.

Sweet suggests in his essay that the clearing Niebuhr made in the forest of
Christian faith has been replaced by four types of clearings—Garden, Park, Glen, and
Meadow—in which twenty-first century Christians labor. The word “clearing”
metaphorically references God’s kingdom and His Church, and how both individuals and
the community perceive it. These four clearings are ecclesiological paradigms currently
present in the North American context. This paper is about the fourth clearing, that of a

Meadow. Each church clearing illustrates how the gospel message is incarnated,

implying for each a distinct communication method. The point is that in all church

" Leonard Sweet, (General Editor) et al., The Church in Emerging Culture: Five Perspectives
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 13.

'* Leonard Sweet, The Church in Emerging Culture, 14.
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settings, what is communally incarnated is the message.'® As such, “each clearing
engenders a different eco—system.”17

Those in the first clearing of the Garden use only tried and true seeds which were
inherited. They do everything they can to retain the purity of the seed and pass on the
rituals of planting as they understand it. The word “garden” comes from an Old English
word that means “enclosure.” Identity integration is highest in the Garden’s fenced
enclaves of righteousness. Tension between Christ and culture is at its highest here, with
a sense of being rooted to the past. In this system, time is measured in years, decades,
and centuries, and totally dependent on master gardeners and other experts to pass on
their knowledge. In the Garden, all the rows of plants are manicured and weeded on a
regular and consistent basis. The fences and hedges around the Garden are often high
and what goes on outside the garden is not as important as what is occurring within. It is
a place where preserving the message and methods of gardening are sacred.

The Park is the favored habitat of much of the evangelical world. It is filled with
variations in themes and expressions, but it is tied together by unifying paths and
missions. “The fundamental premise of the Park is a truism of life: to stay the same,
some things have to change.”"® The Park’s rules are often the first greeting a visitor
receives and serve to facilitate exploration and mission. Numerous signs direct to where

one needs to go to find what is wanted, during the specific hours the Park is open. In this

clearing, the question asked is, “Are we living the incarnation of the gospel in our time?”

16 The jtalics are mine.

"7 A premise of this document is that the Church is best understood as an organic ecosystem. All
churches are not of the same ecosystem, but all are ecosystems of unique distinction.

'8 Leonard Sweet, The Church in Emerging Culture, 26.
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In the Park, leaders do nothing to interrupt the unity and continuity of tradition. Cultural
conformity and Christ do not go together. “It is the church that goes out of its way to be
contemporary simultaneously equating size and power with transcendental or spiritual
importance.”’® The Park is always about preserving the message, while evolving new
methods of communication to the culture. It is permissible to use the latest lawnmower
or hedge-clippers just keep the Park looking nice for those who visit.

In the Glen, leaders find themselves spiritually unprotected in the scant clearing
that is surrounded by encroaching vegetation and forestation. The Glen is a natural
depression between hills, where a valley has been shaped. The Glen is often an open
system that tries to behave as if it were closed. The densest fog in the Glen is
technology. As technology enters the consciousness, it alters their view of themselves
and the world. Within the Glen, there is an extreme social consciousness. They are more
concerned about cultivating food from the land for the hungry than about the beauty of
the garden flowers and parklands. The difference between the mentality of the Garden
and the Glen is that in the Garden, you are what your parents planted, but in the Glen,
you are what your seeds become. The Glen is about evolving the message while
preserving the methods.

The last clearing is the Meadow always in a state of evolving message and
methods, made up of low lying grasslands where wildflowers grow in profusion. Here a
great deal of boggy places with fragile vegetation and colorful insects are found.
Mountain meadows are dominated by wildflowers and thick mats of moss on the ground.

Meadows are nomadic, wandering from space to space depending on the conditions of

9 Ibid., 29.
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the surrounding grasslands. They are not highly managed by humans. A Meadow is
what happens first after the devastation of a forest fire. For leaders in the Meadow, the
imaginative architecture of the modern world is in ruins, and a new imaginative
architecture is emerging. “The notion that Christians are new people who form their
culture apart from others is anathema to Meadowers.”° They believe people today are
starved not for doctrines but for images, relationships, and stories. A Meadow boasts the
highest toleration fbr weeds, and rewards those species that continually adapt to evolving
conditions. “A Meadow church is less concerned with old material to preserve than fresh
material to assimilate. Rather than drain swamps and standing water, the Meadow lets
the wetlands seed the soil.”*! The Meadow is inviting to those with bare feet and
provides freedom to run, jump, and enjoy quagmires and thickets alike. Meadows are not
nearly as accessible as Gardens and Parks; you often have to work to get to them.

In a world where we have gardened everything, the need for more green space

magnifies the meadow’s presence. Leaders in the Meadow are less interested in a

reformational paradigm (where the church has spent the last 500 years) than a

missional pau'adigm.?‘2

The commonality worth mentioning is that all four clearings are organic eco-
systems God has designed. In time, all these clearings change: Meadows become Glens,
Parks and Gardens. For those of you who are one of the other three, I assure you my
intention is not to invalidate or ignore your clearing. As a resident of the Meadow, let me

share its enjoyments in order that you might understand some of its features. In order for

the Church to function at optimum levels, it must do so organically, as the four clearings

2 Ihid., 34.
2 bid., 35.

2 1hid., 37.
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illustrate. For this dissertation, the terms Meadow and Simple Church are nearly
synonymous.

To begin, chapter two considers the organic nature and essence of the Church
from a biblical perspective. The New Testament metaphors describing the Church are
organic in nature, e.g. body, bride, household, family, household, and living stones.
Because of the organic nature of the Church, it is important to understand the natural
organic world as well. In learning about the natural order, we learn truths concerning
God’s spiritual eco-system, the Church. Mentioned in this chapter are four characteristics
representative of numerous others in the natural and spiritual organic realms. These are
simplicity, complexity, biotic potential, and self-organization. In the spiritual organic
realm of the Church, there are corresponding components. The premise of this chapter is
that Simple Churches are best understood and function at optimum levels organically
rather than institutionally.

In chapter three, a historical perspective of Simple Church will be presented. The
time span will cover from Christ to the present. The Simple Church originated with Jesus
and continues up to the present. Throughout history, godly men and women from this
paradigm have arisen to take the lead in the Reformation and several revivals. Tracing its
roots, The Evangelical Church finds its genesis in this Simple Church paradigm. This
unique paradigm is really not new, but as old as the Church itself. The simplicity and
adaptability of this ecclesiology has rendered it contemporary and effective in every era.
Much of the contemporary North American Church owes its life to this uniquely organic

paradigm.
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In chapter four, contemporary models of Simple Church are delineated with
attention given to Church Multiplication Movement potential which is inherent to this
form. The contemporary Simple Church movement in North America is described in
some detail by highlighting some of its participants, from individual networks to
denominations and para-church ministries who are embracing this church expression in a
significant way.

In chapter Five, the subject of spiritual formation is discussed. The Spirit, the
leadership, and the community work together symbiotically. Spiritual formation is more
about shaping a community than an individual. Leadership is team-oriented, modeled
after the fivefold ministry gifting described in Ephesians 4:11-12, termed APEPT teams,
who oversee Simple Churches and the networks that emerge from their missional focus.
Leadership is understood from an “heirarchical” rather than a “hierarchical” structure,
and the normal clergy/laity distinction is deemed unnecessary.

Chapter six discusses the relationship of Simple Churches to The Evangelical
Church denomination and the potential for future church planting. This chapter contains
a proposal for The Evangelical Church to release those within its ranks gifted as APEPT
team members to plant Simple Churches in their own neighborhoods and communities as
the Spirit leads and directs. The chapter closes with several suggestions for The
Evangelical Church to consider in order for it to welcome Simple Church ecclesiology
within its ranks. The potential is overwhelming; only time will reveal the “immeasurably
more” that the Spirit desires to do with The Evangelical Church in relationship with

Simple Churches.
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Earlier we looked at the four clearings of the Garden, Park, Glen, and Meadow.
Each of these is a distinct ecclesiological paradigm with it own concepts of reality.
Critical to this paper is the understanding that each individual and culture processes
reality in the confines and boundaries of its own paradigm. In life, we encounter people
who differ paradigmatically from ourselves, and therefore it is profitable from a
missional perspective to understand paradigms other than our own. Because we all live

in a time of transition, it is wise to consider thinking outside our own current framework.

Paradigm Thinking
As the North American culture transitions from modernity to post-modernity, it is
crucial for the Church to think paradigmatically in order to respond to its various cultural
contexts. For the characteristics of mystery, community, and symbol are understood
when framed in this way. If we are able to understand one another’s paradigms, it assists
in the journey we travel in at least five ways, as Robert Webber suggests:

1. Paradigm thinking asks us to understand the past contextually. Each
epoch of Christian history is to be studied in its own culture. Since the
beginning, the Christian faith has been filtered through a variety of
cultures.

2. Paradigm thinking allows us to have a deep appreciation for the past. We
Protestants usually root out understanding of the faith in pietism,
revivalism, or the modernist-fundamentalist controversy. We often freeze
that particular moment in time, make it the standard expression of faith,
and then judge all the other movements or periods of time by our standard.
Paradigm thinking sets us free to affirm the whole church in all its
previous manifestations.

3. Paradigm thinking also recognizes that the major models of the past

continue into the present world. For example, Christianity adapted in the
Greek world remains with us in Eastern Orthodoxy.
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4. Paradigm thinking affirms the variety and diversity of the Christian faith
and looks for the framework of faith that is common to the diversity. The
search for common heritage allows for the emergence of a new
understanding of unity and diversity. Unity is based on what is passed
down in the ecclesio-social culture of the universal church, where
diversity is a particular understanding of the faith that reflects the specific
cultural context in which is was expressed. (e.g., medieval Roman versus
sixteenth-century Reformation).

5. Finally, paradigm thinking also provides us with an intelligent way to deal
with times of transition. For example, we currently acknowledge that the
Christian faith is incarnated in the modern culture, with its philosophical
assumption of a mechanistic world understood through the empirical
methodology, and is eroding. The cultural revolutions are in the process
of ushering us into a new era. In this swirl of change, many are seeking to
honestly incarnate the historic faith in the emerging culture.

As the Church engages the culture, it is necessary to understand that most

individuals and cultures to which it is attempting to connect with are part of a paradigm

different than its own.

Terminology
Terms used in this paper hold the potential of clouding perception. Words are
extremely critical, particularly in the postmodern context. In order to alleviate some of

the misunderstanding, the following terms are defined as they will be used in this paper.

Simple Church An understanding of church that focuses on “doing and being
church,” with most of the additives of traditional or institutional
church removed. Some refer to this church expression with terms

like “house church,” “open church,” “organic church” et al. T will

3 Robert E. Webber, Ancient-Future Faith: Rethinking Evangelicalism for a Postmodern World
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1999), 16-17.
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House Church

Organic

Church

Institutional

use the term Simple Church throughout this dissertation, referring
primarily to “house church” and organic church.” Ibelieve this
term communicates to the culture and Church effectively and

accurately.

A small group of Christ-followers usually numbering less than 20
who meet on a regular basis and are committed to Christ, his
Church, and one another, using homes or other locations to gather

for teaching, fellowship, breaking of bread, and prayer.

An ecological term meaning “having or possessing life.” To refer
to something or someone as organic is to state they are living. The
Church is organic in nature and essence and is understood most
accurately using this term. There are corresponding features
between the organic natural world and the organic Church, the

Body of Christ.

Church at a very basic level is wherever two or three gather

together in Christ’s name. The word “church” in this paper has

little connection with a building structure, location, or some event.

A term used in this dissertation to describe church organized in

some form or system that requires a hierarchical structure in order
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to facilitate operation and functionality. It is a church structure
that functions more from an organizational rather than an organic

base.

APEPT Team A contemporary acrostic interchangeable with the Fivefold
Ministry described in Ephesians 4:11-12. It is a term developed by
Australians Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch. APEPT is an acrostic
for Apostle, Prophet, Evangelist, Pastor, and Teacher. These terms

will be used interchangeably throughout the dissertation.?*

# Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come: Innovation and Mission for the
21" Century Church (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2003), 165-181.
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Chapter 2 — THE ESSENCE AND NATURE OF ORGANIC
CHURCH

See how the lilies of the field grow.
They do not labor or spin

See how the lilies of the field grow.
They do not labor or spin’

There is no mistaking the fact that “organic™ is a current buzzword. In
contemporary culture, everything is organic. The reality is that everything has always
been organic, but recently the world seems to have awakened to this truth. The
dictionary defines organic in the following terms:

1. of or involving the basic makeup of a thing; inherent; inborn; constitutional

made up of systematically interrelated parts; organized of, having the
characteristics of, or derived from living organisms

3. grown with only animal or vegetable fertilizers, as manure, bone meal,
compost, etc.”

' Matthew 6:29.

% Webster’s New World Dictionary & Thesaurus Version 2.0 (Macmillan Publishers, 1998).
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Organic vegetables have nothing added to them. They are allowed to grow in a ‘natural
habitat’ or at least in an artificially created environment that is as natural as possible.
This dissertation proposes an organic expression of what it means to be church. This type
of organic expression attempts go beyond the additives and preservatives that have
attached themselves to the institutional elements of the church and discover how the
living body of Christ might flourish if allowed to live and grow naturally. Some of these
institutional elements are current leadership and administrative structures, programs
designed to enhance congregational viability and attractiveness, and resources deemed
necessary for churches to function, e.g. buildings, educational materials, financial
resources, strategies, long range planning, budgets, etc.

This chapter presents a perspective regarding the organic essence of the church.
The church is best understood in ecological terms. At its core, it is designed by God to be
organic both in form and substance. Corresponding to the natural order or eco-system,
there is a spiritual order, the body of Christ. To aid in understanding the organic realm,

let us look at the ecological sphere.

Understanding Ecology
According to the usual definition, “ecology is the scientific study of the
relationship between organisms and their environment in their fullest meaming.”3
Environment is inclusive of physical, biological, and living components that make up an

organism’s surroundings. Relationships include the interactions among the various

3 Robert Leo Smith and Thomas M. Smith, Elements of Ecology (San Francisco: Benjamin
Cummings, 2003), 4.
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organisms within the physical world of life forms participating together within a given

ecosystem.

The term ecology comes from the Greek words oikos, meaning “the family

household,” and logy, meaning “the study of.” Literally, ecology is the study of

the household. 1t has the same root word as “economic,” or “management of the
household.” We should consider ecology to be the study of the economics of
nature.”

The major focus of ecology is the ecosystem. Organisms interact within the
context of the ecosystem. The eco part of the word relates to the environment. The
system is made up of a collection of related parts that function as a unit. A household is a
system consisting of interrelated parts and subparts. Within this household are people
who live together, extended family members, and other friends and relationships that are
in continual interaction as they recreate, eat, sleep, and work together as interacting parts
that support the whole. In this regard, all the parts and components of the Church
universal together form an entire eco-system. The organisms of this eco-system are the
local congregations, denominations, mission groups, and para-church organizations that
are components of the larger Church universal eco-system.

A forest is a natural ecosystem. The physical (abiotic) components are the
atmosphere, climate, soil, and water. The biotic components include the different plants
and animals that inhabit the forest. The relationships are complex as each organism not

only responds to the physical environment but also modifies it and in so doing, becomes

part of the environment itself.

* Smith and Smith, Elements of Ecology, 4.
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Scriptural terminology suggests there are similarities between the Church and an
organic eco-system.” Organic implies that God grows the church using means that
correspond with growth in the natural world. This is illustrated in Jesus’ “Parable of the
Sower” as recorded in three of the four gospels,6 regarding the kingdom of God. From
this simple parable, we see that Church begins in the fields, where people are. Nearly
all the New Testament metaphors for the kingdom and the Church use natural organic
concepts and identities to describe them.” Just as God breathed life into all living
creatures (Genesis 2:7), He also breathed life into His Church (John 20:21-23; Acts 2).
“The church in its most fundamental essence is nothing iess than an interdependent, life-
pulsating people indwelled by the presence of a resurrected and reigning Christ.”
Therefore, the organic church is a life-form designed by the Spirit to give expression to
who Jesus is.

The New Testament employs terms like “household of God,” “the people of
God,” “the bride of Christ,” and “fellowship of the Holy Spirit.” Ninety-six word
pictures of the church have been identified in the New Testament. “Yet the image that
permeates the New Testament understanding of the church and serves as an umbrella for

all other metaphors is that of the church as the body of Christ.””

5 Romans 12:4-5; 1 Corinthians 12:12-27; Ephesians 1:22-23; 2:19-22; 4:16; 1 Peter 2:4-5.
8 Matthew 13:1-23; Mark 4:1-20; Luke 8:5-15.

" Other examples of this are in Matthew 13: The Sower (vv. 1-23); The Weeds (vv. 24-30); the
Mustard Seed and Yeast (vv. 31-35); the Net (vv. 47-50).

¥ Greg Ogden, Unfinished Business: Returning the Ministry to The People of God, (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2003), 41.

? 1bid.
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Because these images are so prevalent in Scripture, it is necessary to comprehend
the church realistically and correctly in organic terms. Howard Snyder, in Liberating the
Church, suggests that the North American Church is in need of a fundamental paradigm
shift in its self-understanding, one that would allow us to view the church as part of
God’s economy. He states:

Where the model is the institutional-technical-hierarchical of contemporary pop

Christianity, a whole set of assumptions follows which make it difficult to really

grasp the New Testament picture of the Church. But where the model is that of

the body of Christ, the household of God and the community of God’s people, the
door is opened to understand the economy and ecology of God and to see the
church as charismatic organism....”"°

To be organic is to possess life. And for the church, that life is spiritual, given by
the Holy Spirit.

The church as the body of Christ is a living social, spiritual, charismatic organism,

it is alive. The central biblical images of the church are all organic and

ecological: body, bride, family, vine and branches. Even static “building” and

“temple” images become organic: “living stones,” “a growing building,” “a

temple animated by the Spirit” (see 1 Peter 2:4-6; Ephesians 2:19-22)."

“The church is a divine organism mystically fused to the living and reigning Christ who
continues to reveal himself in a people whom he has drawn to himself.”"? In all

dimensions of life and ministry, the church is designed by God to be essentially organic

in function and form.

" Howard A. Snyder, Liberating the Church: The Ecology of Church & Kingdom (Downers
Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 1986), 69.

"' Howard A. Snyder, Decoding the Church: Mapping the DNA of Christ of Body (Grand Rapids:
Baker Books, 2002), 120.

2 Greg Ogden, The New Reformation: Returning the Ministry to The People of God (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), 30.
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Organic Metaphors
The organic nature of the church illustrated in Scripture clarifies for us God’s
design for in administering its nature and purpose. At this point, we will limit ourselves
to two descriptive words, family and body; both of which are within the parameters of the
above organic definition. The word family frames the paradigmatic form of church,
while the body frames its substance. For the sake of clarification, the words family and
household will be used interchangeably. Both metaphors are necessary to understand the

organic paradigm and specifically the concept of Simple Church.

Family Metaphor

“The Bible employs the idea of God’s house in several senses. These boil down
to two fundamental ideas: The church is God’s household or family, and the whole
created order is, metaphorically, God’s house (beth-El).”"* The Old Testament speaks
much concerning the tabernacle and temple of God. At different times, both were places
where God symbolically and in reality established His presence among his people Israel.
Today, God’s Spirit resides within His family the church. The following are a few
examples:

Gal. 6:10 Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people,
especially to those who belong to the family of believers' (oikeious).

Eph 2:19-22 Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow
citizens with God's people and members of God's household, (oikeioi)

20 built on (epoikodomeethentes) the foundation of the apostles and prophets,
with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone.

3 Snyder, Decoding The Church, 56.

" The words highlighted bold are done by the author.
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21 In him the whole building (oikodomee) is joined together and rises to become
a holy temple in the Lord.

22 And in him you too are being built (sunoikodomeisthe) together to become a

dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.

In the Ephesians 2:19-22 passage, Paul is referring to the Gentiles’ place in God’s
household. He describes how they as citizens of God’s family are being included as
participants; both in the building process itself, and as the material used to build the
household. The Gentiles are now members of God’s household family. “The household
in ancient times was what we today might call an ‘extended family.””"’

God dwells not in places, but with and in people. Paul, writing to the Corinthians
about the specifics in regard to building the church upon the proper foundation of Jesus
Christ asks this question: “Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that
God’s Spirit lives in you?”'® Paul’s intention behind the question was to have the
Corinthians understand that together they were God’s temple where He resides. The
church as a living organism takes its life from the living presence of the Holy Spirit.

Together each individual who follows Jesus is immersed into the household, participates

in the building process, and simultaneously becomes the building material as well."”

The Body of Christ
In looking at the body metaphor, Greg Ogden asks the following questions:

Is Paul’s choice of the human body simply to be a nice analogy for the way the
church is to function? Is Paul only saying that just as the body is an organic

'* Study note, The NIV Study Bible: 10" Anniversary Edition (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995).
'] Corinthians 3:16.

71 Peter 2:4-5.
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picture of interdependence, so the church should be? Or is there something
deeper than metaphor that Paul has in mind?'®

Paul seems to be pointing to a deeper reality. Metaphors are often symbols that point to
deeper realities, but the symbol is not the same as the reality. An example of this is when
Jesus broke the bread at the Passover meal before his disciples and said, “This is my body
given for you,”"® “We Protestants do not believe Jesus was speaking literally. The bread
was not in actuality his body, but it was a symbol that pointed to his broken body.” 2 In
contrast, when it comes to referencing the church as the body of Christ, Paul intended
much more than just a word picture. Reading 1 Corinthians 12:12 numerous times, I
have subconsciously understood it in the following way: “For just as the body is one and
has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is

with the church.”®'

What is wrong with that? 1emphasized (in italics) the way I have
understood this verse to be. I have read church into the text because this is what I
expected, since the church is Paul’s subject. But this is not Paul’s concluding phrase. He
says, “so it is with Christ,” not the church. By interchanging Christ with the church, Paul
is making the point, that the church is nothing less than the living extension of Jesus here
on earth. The church and the resurrected, reigning, and living Jesus are inseparable. The

church is not merely a human organization designated with the task of keeping the

memory of their leader alive, but it is a fellowship of those who are members of Christ’s

'8 Greg Ogden, Unfinished Business: Returning the Ministry to the People of God, revised edition
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 43.

" Luke 19:22.
2 Odgen, Unfinished Business, 43.

! Emphasis is mine.
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body giving viable expression to who He is. The church is an organism mystically fused

to the living and reigning Christ who continues to reveal Himself in and through His
people. Ray Stedman puts it this way: “The life of Jesus is still being manifest among
people, but now no longer through an individual physical body, limited to one place on
earth, but through a complex, corporate body called the church,”?

As God’s household (oikos), the church is called to administrate kingdom
economics in the process of bringing fulfillment to the larger eco-system, the created
order. In order to complete this assignment, it is necessary for the church to perceive
itself as a life giving and sustaining entity. In other words, the church is organic in
essence in order to complete its mission. What follows is a closer look at the churches

organic essence.

Organic Qualities

For this study, the organic qualities are simplicity, complexity, biotic potential,

and self-organization. These qualities are presented with the understanding that they are

not comprehensive or exhaustive. They overlap, assimilate, and are interdependent in
relation to one another. Often the probability is high that characteristics found in one

quality will be present in another. Like the natural eco-system, there is much to be

learned as these qualities generally operate in simultaneity and synchronicity. Within the

church’s genetic code, all these qualities are employed for the health and well-being of

2 Ray Stedman, Body Life (Glendale, CA: Regal Books, 1972), 37.
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the organism. The organic reality is “the church is a complex ecology of spiritual,

physical, social, political, psychological, and economic dimensions.”*

Simplicity
The first of these organic qualities is simplicity. In the organic paradigm,
simplicity is foundational to the organic (simple) ecclesiology. Simplicity is not only an
organic quality but an essential core value, a necessity, and something that is non-
negotiable. ‘Simple’ is descriptive of the church in its most natural state. In practical

terms, the following statements clarify what the term ‘simple’ means:

e By 'simple church’, we mean a way of doing and being church that is so simple
that any believer would respond by saying, “I could do that!”

e By 'simple church’, we mean the kind of church that is described in the New
Testament. Not constrained by structure but by the needs of the extended family,
(Oikos)** and a desire to extend the Kingdom of God.

e By 'simple church’, we mean a church that listens to God, follows His leading and
obeys His commands.

e By 'simple church’, we mean spiritual parents raising spiritual sons and daughters
to establish their own families. >’

Simplicity is an organic quality that enables a congregation to maintain a low
degree organizational complexity. In a way, it serves the function of keeping things
uncomplicated. We often make church more complicated than it needs to be.

For years, the Body of Christ in Western Culture has assumed that Church is a

major event requiring great expertise to lead. We have missed the essential truth

that God fully intended Adam and Eve to be the foundational model for the
Church. Church was meant to begin, and to be lived out, in the family. The

3 Snyder, Decoding the Church, 38.

# “Oikos” as mentioned previously is a Greek word from a family of words based on the idea of a
house or a household. In this case, oikos refers to the composition of the fundamental, natural unit of
society, consisting of one’s relational sphere of influence and interaction—family, friends and associates.

 «Simple Church,” DAWN North America,
hitp://www.dawnministries.org/globalministries/northamerica/simplechurch.htm (accessed April 20, 2003).
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simplest expression of Church is the family. The essential building blocks for the

Body of Christ are healthy spiritual families giving birth to healthy sons and

daughters who give birth to healthy spiritual families. Healthy families reproduce

and multiply. 2

No matter what its form, organic life is both simple and complex and occasionally
these characteristics occur simultaneously. When simplicity holds a place of prominence
in organic community, it serves as a stabilizing factor in its kinship with complexity. The
relational dynamic of Simple Church produces a natural chaotic, complex flow of life.
An example of this could be applying 1 Corinthians 14:26 in a simple gathering of
believers. “What then shall we say, brothers? When you come together, everyone has a
hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. All of these
must be done for the strengthening of the church.” For those looking in from the outside,
this poses potential for chaos. But in community, remembering to keep it simple can
bring focus to the entire gathering. Simplicity provides a framework for life in which to
flourish in the midst of the complexity and chaos that any cultural context manifests.

“The greater the complexity of the system, the greater the need for simplicity.”’

Simplicity can negotiate complexity.

Complexity
The second quality is that of complexity. Over the past several years, substantial
literature has introduced the new science of complexity. Scientists define complexity as a

group of nonlinear systems composed of enormous numbers of parts. This is a broad-

2 Thid.

7 Leonard Sweet, Brian D. McLaren, and Jerry Haselmayer, A is for Abductive: The Language of
the Emerging Culture (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 71.
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based inquiry into the common properties of all living things—beehives and bond traders,
ant colonies and enterprises, ecologies and economies, you and me. “Complexity and
chaos are frequently used interchangeably, even though they have almost nothing in
common. The world is not chaotic; it is complex.”28 For nearly seventeen centuries,
Christendom has attempted to address complexity by means of an institutional,
hierarchical, organizational structure, out of a desire to control and master this element.
Like other organic qualities, complexity is natural matter in God’s created order.

In the past, achievements in molecular biology, described as “the cracking of the
genetic code,” have maintained that the strands of genes in DNA operated like some kind
of biochemical computer executing a genetic program. But increasingly, recent research
has found this metaphor to be in error. Rather, it has been discovered “that the complete
set of genes in an organism, the so-called genome, forms a vast interconnected network,
rich in feedback loops, in which genes directly and indirectly regulate each other’s
activities.”*

Paul illustrates this complexity of interconnected networks and feedback loops as
he describes the function of the body of Christ, the church.

The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are

many, they form one body. So it is with Christ. For we were all baptized by one

Spirit into one body — whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free — and we were all

given the one Spirit to drink. Now the body is not made up of one part but of
30
many.’

* Richard Pascale, Mark Millemann, and Linda Gioja, Surfing the Edge of Chaos: The New Art of
Science and Management (New York: Crown Business, 2000), 6.

¥ Leonard Sweet, Eleven Genetic Gateways to Spiritual Awakening (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1998), 20.

%1 Corinthians 12:4-5.

32



Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not
all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and
each member belongs to all the others.”’

The word complex is defined in these ways: “a group of interrelated ideas,
activities, etc. that form, or are viewed as forming a single whole.” Additionally, it is
defined as, “an assemblage of units, as buildings or roadways, that together form as
single comprehensive group.”32 Using these definitions in connection with our
perception of the church leaves little doubt that Christ’s body is an extremely complex
entity. In this sense, “complexity is another word for diversity. Only it’s much more
comple:x!”33

In reality the church is a mystery. “It partakes of the mystery of Jesus’
redemptive work. It experiences the wonder of new community and new humanity that is
the body of Christ. The organic essence of the church is wondrously complex.”34 As one
looks at the human body, one is able to comprehend complexity, even while not always
understanding this discordant system. A complex system is one in which a great many
independent agents are interacting with each other in a great many ways. As people, “we
are as different from one another on the inside of our heads as we appear to be different

b * 5
from one another on the outside of our heads.”

3" Romans 12:4-5.

2 Webster's New World Dictionary & Thesaurus Version 2.0 (Macmillan Publishers, 1998).

¥ Snyder, Decoding the Church, 35.

* Ibid.

% Michael C. Armour and Don Browning, Systems-Sensitive Leadership: Empowering Diversity

Without Polarizing the Church (Joplin: College Press, 2002), 17.
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The church is a complex system, a living organism. Consider the complexity of a
church composed of only fifty people. There is, first of all, the complexity of the
interaction of all these people (multiply fifty by fifty by fifty....!). Second, there is the
relationship of each person to God, with no two relationships being quite the same.
Throw in the complexity of personality types, cultural backgrounds, family experiences,
job involvements, physical health or illness, denominational traditions, aesthetic tastes,
and the multitude of choices each person makes daily, and you begin to get some sense of
the church’s real complexity! “The church is a complex ecology of spiritual, physical,
social, political, psychological, and economic dimensions.”*

The very fact that people are diverse indicates that God intended the living
organism of the church to be complex. Diversity creates complexity. “Diversity, you
might say, is ‘wired’ into us. God created us that way. And since His gifts are always
good, we need to see diversity as a blessing, not a curse.”™’ Even the simplest
congregational paradigm results in complexity because of the relational dynamics present
within each congregation by God’s divine design. Rather than denying complexity, the

organic paradigm embraces it. It is in the journey where understanding and learning

evolve, as participants within the organism find themselves stronger together than apart.

Biotic Potential
Another organic quality is “biotic potential.” “Every student of God’s creation—

Christians and non-Christians alike—will eventually stumble upon something scientists

36 Snyder, Decoding the Church, 38.

37 Armour and Browning, 16.



call the ‘biotic potential’.”*® Almost all of life is based on the multiplication of organic
cells. “When we understand that the church is a creation of God, a ‘biotic’ organism, we
must look for God’s natural organic principles to understand how it grows.”” One
characteristic of biotic potential is its ability to utilize a minimum amount of energy to
produce maximum results, and it occurs without outside intervention.

When this organic potential is in place, it prevents the church from becoming
manufactured and shaped by outside forces, but allows it be recreated by the Spirit of
God according to his design pattern. This biotic potential relates as well to the issue of
simplicity. Nothing needs to be manipulated or manufactured in order for growth and
health to occur. It occurs naturally as church lives out of its organic ecclesiological
nature. Organic life has the natural potential to grow and reproduce itself. In his book,
Natural Church Development, Christian Schwarz explains this natural characteristic,
“Natural means learning from nature. Learning from nature means learning from God’s
creation, and learning from God’s creation means learning from God the Creator.”*

A key Scriptural passage in understanding the biotic process is Matthew 6:28:
“See, how the lilies of the field grow.”*'

The word ‘see’ does not fully cover the implications of the Greek word

katamathete. This is the intensive from of manthano, meaning ‘learn,” ‘observe,’
‘study,” or ‘research.”” Whenever the Greek kata is used in the form of a verb, it

* Christian A. Schwarz, Natural Church Development: A Guide to Eight Essential Qualities of
Healthy Churches (St. Charles, IL: ChurchSmart Resources, 1996), 10.

* Wolfgang Simson, Houses that Changed the World: The Returning of the House (Cambria, UK:
OM Publishing, 1998), 15.

40 Schwarz, 8.

1 Matthew 6:28.
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usually intensifies the word. In this context it would mean to diligently learn,
observe, study, or research.*?

The imperative is not in regard to the beauty of the lilies, but rather their growth
mechanisms, namely how they grow. The growth of plants and other living organisms
reveal that they possess “biotic potential,” the capacity of an organism or species to
survive and reproduce. “We should release the biotic potential which God has put into
every church.”* This “biotic potential” is observed in nature through the apple tree that
bears apples simply because it’s an apple tree. It was designed by its Creator to bring
forth apples. The tree does not labor bearing apples, it does so by virtue of its nature.
When we understand that the church is a creation of God, a “biotic” organism, we
must look for God’s natural, organic principles to understand how it grows. Biotic
principles utilize the minimum amount of energy to produce the maximum results, and it

f 344

happens “all-by-itsel Nowhere in Scripture is this principle more clearly illustrated

than in John 15:4-5:

Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must
remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me. I am the
vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear
much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.

e Schwarz, 9.

* Schwarz, 10. This does not eliminate the need for disciples to be taught the basics of their faith
and spiritual skills to mature and grow. In reference to the term “biotic potential,” believers are taught the
following: (1) How to cultivate the soil of human hearts by building relationships; (2) How to sow the seed
of the Word when appropriate in relationship to the particular soil; (3) How to tend the plants following
germination, and (4) Particulars in harvesting the fields in various cultural contexts. But instruction on how
to grow (to germinate the seed) is understood to be God’s responsibility.

* Simson, 15.
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Strongly suggested in this text is that as the branch remains in the Vine, fruitfulness of
the branch occurs as a result of its relational connection and total dependence on the
Vine.

This biotic potential is available to every congregation for the purpose of growth
and development. The use of marketplace and corporate growth models stunts the
natural/spiritual biotic potential from being released and thus suppresses God’s designed
pattern. Good intentions would be better utilized in minimizing obstacles to God’s
natural growth process. This is not to say that no effort be administered, but to remember

that God’s design is readily available if patience and persistence is exercised.

Self-Organization

The last organic quality to be mentioned is self-organization, which refers to a
process in which the internal organization of an open system increases automatically
without being guided or managed by an outside force. Self-organizing systems typically,
though not always, display emergent properties.*> Self-organizing is a shared dynamic
within living systems.

Fritjof Chapra in Web of Life describes the following self-organizing
characteristics which are the main elements of the unified theory of living systems. The
second and third characteristics are our focus because of their relationship to the organic

nature of the church. The first characteristic is only briefly mentioned.

* See Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emergence (accessed
September 9, 2004). This website defines “emergent” as a process of deriving new or coherent structures,
patterns, and properties in a complex system. This phenomenon occurs due to the pattern of interactions
between elements of a system over time. It should be noted that the North American Church qualifies as a
complex system within the parameters of this definition. Self-organization in a system typically occurs in
the context of complexity and/or chaos. For a greater development of this idea, see Fritjof Caprica, The
Web of Life: A Scientific Understanding of Living Systems (New York: Anchor Books, 1996), 75-111.
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The first characteristic is the constant creation of new structures and modes of
behavior in the self-organizing process. “Structural changes occur within a given ‘variety
pool’ of structures, and the survival chances of the system depend on the richness, or
‘requisite variety,” of that pool.”*® The human body and its aging process is an
illustration of this characteristic. As old cells die off other cells emerge to replace them.

The second characteristic is that self-organizational models all deal with open
systems operating far from equilibrium.*” In other words, a constant flow of energy and
matter through the system is necessary for self-organization to occur. The emergence of
new forms and structures is the hallmark of self-organization and occurs only when the
system is far from equilibrium. In conventional thinking, equilibrium emerges as a goal
for congregational life, “a condition in which all acting influences are canceled by others
resulting in a stable, balanced, or unchanging system. In physics it is the condition of a
system in which the resultant of all acting forces is zero.”*® This condition results in all
activity as being zero, and in this dimension, everything is static.

Equilibrium is a result of the Second Law of Thermodynamics. It is the tendency
of closed systems to wear down and give off energy that cannot be recovered. When
equilibrium has been achieved, all energy has been dissipated. But this law only applies
to isolated or closed systems. “The most obvious exception to this law is life. Everything

alive is an open system that engages with its environment and continues to grow and

48 Capra, The Web of Life: A New Scientific Understanding of Living Systems (New York: Anchor
Books, 1996), 85.

4 Ibid.

* The American Heritage College Dictionary. 1993. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co.
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evolve.” Science, culture, and the church have been thoroughly influenced by the
images of deterioration contained in this law. “If we believe that the universe is on a
relentless road to death, we can’t help but live in fear of change.”

Church consultants frequently discover their task is one of encouraging
congregations away from a place of being safely balanced on a teeter-totter of their own
making to a place of non-equilibrium in order for change to ensue. The good news is the
church is organically designed by its Creator to be an open rather than a closed system.
To stay viable, open systems maintain a state of disequilibrium, keeping them off balance
in order for growth and change to occur. They participate in an open exchange with their
world, using the elements of disequilibrium to their advantage and for their own growth
and health. “Every organism in nature, including us, behaves this way.”51

Science has discovered when open systems experience disequilibrium, they
possess the capacity to both change and exchange energy, trading usable energy for
entropy. The result is that the possibility of deterioration is greatly reduced and on
occasion extremely unlikely. “Disturbances create disequilibrium, but disequilibrium
leads to growth.””? The organic Simple Church is often perceived as bedraggled and

confusing to those not familiar with this expression of church. To those within organic

ecclesiology, disequilibrium is accepted as the norm.

* Margaret Wheatley, Leadership and the New Science (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler
Publishers, 1999), 77.

O 1hid.
*! Capra, 85.
2 1bid., 79.
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Science has now had to abandon its views on decay and dissipation and is
transforming its theories concerning the role of disequilibrium. Scientist Ilya Prigogine
demonstrated that disequilibrium is the necessary condition for a system’s growth, and
named these systems dissipative structures bringing attention to their paradoxical nature.
Explaining these dissipative structures in Leadership and the New Science, Margaret J.
Wheatley states:

They dissipate or give up their form in order to recreate themselves into new

forms. Faced with increasing levels of disturbance, these systems possess the

innate ability to reorganize themselves to deal with the new information. For this
reason they are called self-organizing systems. They are adaptive and resilient
rather than rigid and stable.”

It is this fluid dimension in the organic paradigm that enables it to gain
momentum as it chooses to move beyond equilibrium to disequilibrium, resulting in
change and adaptation. The organic paradigm stays strong by staying open as change
becomes part of its life cycle. Wheatley goes on to say that:

Self-organizing systems offer compelling lessons in how the world works, of how

order is sustained in the midst of change... [L]et us stand still for a moment and

dwell in the realization that we live in a world of inherent order, where
paradoxical but natural processes exist for growth and self-renewal.”>*
“The viability and resiliency of a self-organizing system comes from its great capacity to
adapt as needed, to create structures that fit the moment. Neither form or function alone
dictates how the system is organized.””

What this means for the Church is significant. The human tendency to strive

towards equilibrium and status-quo is harmful to its existence. Disequilibrium is good

33 1bid., 80.
** 1bid., 90.

35 1bid., 82.
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and forces change and adaptation in order for the system to incur greater strength and
viability, transforming into something congruous to the whole of the eco-system.

The third characteristic of self-organization is the nonlinear interconnectedness of
the system’s components. This view of life carries the concepts of feedback and self-
regulation in closely linked networks. In this, there is the potential for network
arrangements capable of self-organization.” ® Nonlinear interconnectedness opens up a
world of random and scale-free networks.

The term “scale-free” was first coined by University of Notre Dame physicist
Albert-Laszlo Barabasi and his colleagues as they mapped the connectedness of the
World Wide Web. They were surprised to find that the structure of the Web didn’t
conform to the then accepted model of random connectivity. Instead, their experiment
yielded a connectivity map that they christened “scale free.” Scale-free networks,
including the Internet, are characterized by an uneven distribution of connectedness.
Instead of these network nodes having a random pattern of connections, some nodes act
as “very connected” hubs, a fact that dramatically influences the way the network
operates. Matlis notes regarding the complexity of these networks and systems of
relationship that they share important connections: “Some nodes have a vast number of
relational connections to other nodes, while most nodes by comparison have just a
handful of links. The popular nodes usually called ‘hubs’ can have hundreds, thousands,

even millions of links.”™’ The nodes of scale-free networks are not randomly or evenly

3% Ihid., 83-85.

ST Dwight Friesen, “Scale-Free Networks as a Structural Hermeneutic for Relational
Ecclesiology,” unpublished essay, December 12, 2003, Bellevue, WA.
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connected. Scale-free networks have many “very connected” nodes, hubs of connectivity
that shape the way the network operates.

Within organic systems, scale-free networking occurs in the natural flow of life.
The world-wide web is an example of this. Within nine clicks of a computer mouse, one
is able to reach most anywhere in the world. The Web has e<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>