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ABSTRACT

The ministry problem addressed in this dissertation is: approaches to evangelism and
discipleship are not working well because the works and words of Jesus have been
reduced to “going to heaven when you die,” instead of “living a Kingdom life now for the
sake of the world.” Chapter 1 discusses the problem of a disenstoryed, to coin an apt term
for this context, bullet-point theology and uses The Alpha Course, as a step in the right
direction. Alpha, while not explicitly “storied” in its approach, is far more holistic than an
average tract on the Gospel. In Chapter 2, I present a biblical basis for the gift of a
changed life, rooted in a Covenantal-Kingdom soteriology. Chapter 3 sets forth a review
of N. T. Wright's works. I suggest they inform evangelism through an understanding of
the biblical story. Chapter 4 reviews the works of Dallas Willard and his take on what it
means to be a Christian. Chapter 5 shares the insights of Gordon Smith and asks the
question: Does a better conversion experience lead to better discipleship? The Conclusion
provides a look at a way forward from the truncated, bullet-point version of the Gospel to
a re-hearing of the Gospel in its storied form, leading to fresh vision of Christian
Spirituality. The project is supported by five appendices that provide fuller descriptions

of the concepts discussed in the main chapters.



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

The Problem

The problem addressed in this dissertation is: The Gospel according to Jesus has for
all practical purposes been lost. It is buried under an avalanche of late twentieth century
reductionisms. Something went drastically wrong when, for the sake of ease of
communication in the task of evangelism, absurdly abridged renderings of the Gospel
were wedded to the American marketing machine. By its very nature, marketing demands
slogans, sound bites, and brevity that fit nicely on a bumper sticker or a banner.
Marketing and media have no patience for nuance and no tolerance for complexity or the
whole story. This reductionism, required for marketing-driven versions of the Gospel, has
produced a loss of Story in favor of a bullet-point theology. This has yielded a Christian
climate in which follower-ship of Jesus into a Spirit-empowered engagement with the
world seems impossible. At best it is viewed as something only really serious Christians

might do.

Under the burden of promotional brevity, Jesus is usually reduced to one thing he did:
his death on the cross. Thus, his life, works, and teaching are not widely known or
followed. His announcement, embodiment, and demonstration of the Gospel of the
Kingdom seem archaic, and severely out of place in modern-day life. Perhaps most
importantly, the vast implications of the resurrection do not sit easily or freely in the

contemporary mind. This misunderstanding of the Gospel has distorted the practice of



evangelism and has made discipleship a practical impossibility in most Christian

churches.

I acknowledge that some people pursue discipleship after being converted through
hearing a miniaturized explanation of the Gospel. However, I claim that the Gospel about
Jesus—life, teaching, works, death, burial and resurrection—has lost its full and
compelling meaning and its ability to be the organizing power in a believer’s life. For the
Gospel to reclaim its power, it must be placed in its proper context—the Gospel

according to Jesus which is the Gospel of the Kingdom.

I want to show that a recapturing of the Gospel of the Kingdom—the Gospel Jesus
announced—is the only Story capable of being the foundation or organizing force which
would lead naturally and routinely to discipleship. As Tom Wright says, “We who call
ourselves Christians must be totally committed to telling the story of Jesus both as the

»l

climax of Israel’s story and as the foundation of our own.”" Evangelists need to help
seekers see a vision of Christian spirituality that moves them from “...the common
reduction of salvation to a kind of heavenly fire insurance with very low premium: Jesus
paid the price for my sins, so if I accept the free offer, I will go to heaven.” 2 Exactly in
line with my thinking, Rienstra goes on to say, “The problem with this view is not that it

isn’t true, but that it’s too anemic: it can leave the impression that salvation is only about

life after death and that the world is a place where we simply wait for that great hallelujah

"' N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press. 1996). 125.

2 Debra Rienstra, So Much More: An Invitation to Christian Spirituality. 1st ed. (San Francisco, CA:
Jossey-Bass, 2005), 63.



day and remind others to do the same.” 3 But, such a view does not in any way take
seriously the Gospel according to Jesus—the Gospel of the kingdom. Rienstra continues:

...Jesus consistently explained that “the kingdom of God is near” or even “within

you” ...salvation encompasses the past and the present too. The hallelujah day

impinges on the world, so why wait? We can be gathered up into it even now.*

In the following chapters, I will interact with three proposals which are suggested as
remedies to the above problem: those of Gordon Smith, Dean at Regent College, who
suggests a more holistic form of conversion. Secondly, I’'ll work with the fresh and
compelling ideas of theologian N. T. Wright, Bishop of Durham, who, regarding
salvation, demonstrates the power of the whole biblical story. Finally, I’ll consult the
popular writings of Dallas Willard, Professor of Philosophy at the University of Southern
California, who sets forth a compelling idea of what it means to be a Christian. The thrust
of my interaction with these fine scholars is not that they are wrong. All three

successfully avoid the trap of reductionism. I seek to make a contribution to the practice

of evangelism and discipleship by making them accessible to average seekers.

In this chapter, I will discuss how we have arrived where we are culturally. We will
look at the accompanying theological landscape and provide an illustration of Gospel

reductionism.

* Ibid.
4 Ibid.



The Rise Of Theological Reductionism and

Its Effects on the Task of Evangelism

Which came first, the chicken or the egg? Which came first, the wrong story which
marketing practices merely made memorable? Or did the powerful codifying and mental
engraining of marketing theological tidbits teach us a wrong story? What did God have in
mind even before the creation of space and time? One can be sure that it was not merely

5,5

“sin management,”” as Dallas Willard puts it in his unforgettable and often quoted

phrase. He goes on to say that .. .the Christian message is thought to be essentially
concerned only with how to deal with sin: with wrongdoing and wrong-being and its
effects. “Life, our actual existence, is not included in what is now presented as the heart
of the Christian message, or it is included only marginally.”® By sin management, Willard
means to call attention to a preoccupation in evangelism and apologetics with forgiveness
of sin, avoiding hell and achieving heaven. This truncated story starts the plot line in the
wrong place. It therefore fails to communicate the greater purpose in divine forgiveness.

It fails to articulate forgiveness in the wider purpose of God.

A truncated story, like the one described above, has been told at least since the
Reformation. The popular rendering is perhaps a misunderstanding of the Reformation
period. Nevertheless, the story, told in my circles in my lifetime regarding the
Reformation, is a story dominated by deliverance from preoccupations with sin, heaven,

hell, purgatory, indulgences, religious politics, and the building of ecclesiastical edifices.

* Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering Our Hidden Life in God, 1st ed. (San
Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998), 35.

“1Ibid.. 41.



When people think of Luther, they often tend to think about gaining heaven while
avoiding purgatory and hell. This may not be fair to Luther, but it is the reality we must
deal with today in the task of evangelism and discipleship. Though Calvin’s Institutes’
show otherwise, most people do not associate the Reformation with seeking to be the
obedient, cooperative people of God on earth—now, in one’s actual life. This misguided
view has been carried almost uncritically for several centuries into contemporary forms
of evangelism. I do not mean to say that Luther and Calvin cared nothing about post-
conversion realities. I mean to say that their more nuanced views do not often make it
into contemporary, popular conversations and writings—especially explanations of the

Gospel.

There is, however, a new move in Luther studies, led by a Finnish scholar, Tuomo
Mannermaa, which is trying to rectify the popular and scholarly misunderstandings of
Luther. A review of the book says:

Mannermaa expounds the book’s thesis as follows: “According to Luther, Christ
(in both his person and his work) is present in faith and is through this presence
identical with the righteousness of faith. The idea of a divine life in Christ who is
really present in faith lies at the very center of the theology of the Reformer.” The
forensic element in Luther’s doctrine of justification is thus viewed by the Finns
as a function of his central emphasis on the believer’s actual participation in the
divine life through union with Christ.®

7 John Calvin and Henry Beveridge, Institutes of the Christian Religion (Grand Rapids, MI: William
B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1989), 522. Calvin says “A real conversion of our life unto God,
proceeds from sincere and serious fear of God; and consists in the mortification of the flesh and the old
man, and the quickening of the Spirit.”” 513 After conversion, he says, there are *...hidden defilements
must be wiped away, and an altar erected to God in the very heart. There are, moreover, certain external
exercises which we employ in private as remedies to humble us and tame our flesh....”

8 “Union With Christ: The New Finnish Interpretation of Luther” First Things [document onlinel;
available from hutp://www firstthings.com/ftissues/ft99 1 2/reviews/dorman.html; Internet, accessed August
20, 2006.



This is a nice move for the sake of evangelism. Current seminarians will be given a
more holistic view of the Gospel; one they can carry over into the work of evangelism
and discipleship. The ontological concepts of Mannermaa open Gospel proclamations to
an empbhasis on “life,” life in Christ as the covenant people of God. Dorman, reviewing
Mannermaa’s work, writes, “The new Finnish perspective on Luther offers a refreshing
corrective not only to the post~Enlightenment dualism of German Lutheran scholarship,
but also to neo—evangelical Protestantism’s tendency to define justification solely in

forensic terms.”’

Wright helps us understand the intense, argumentative context of medieval religion,
which was Luther’s conversation partner—protagonist. Wright notes:

Martin Luther rightly reacted against the medieval translation of metanoeite as
paenitentiam agere (“do repentance’) and insisted that the word referred
originally to the “repentance” that takes place deep with the human heart, not in
the outward actions prescribed as a quasi-punishment. He could not know that his
reading would be used, in turn, to support an individualistic and pietistic reading
of Jesus’ command to repent, which does no justice at all to the meaning of the
word in the first century. Jesus was summoning his hearers to give up their whole
way of life, their national and social agendas, and to trust him for a different
agenda, a different set of goals. This of course included a change of heart, but
went far beyond it. 10

If Wright lets Luther off the hook and puts this misunderstanding at the feet of his

later interpreters, we can let Calvin off the hook, as well. A brief survey of his writings

? Ibid., Dorman also says, “This in turn means, in the words of the book’s editors, that for Luther
‘righteousness as an attribute of God in Christ cannot be separated from his divine being. The rightcousness
of God that is ours by faith is therefore a real participation in the life of God.” To ascribe such views to the
German Reformer flies in the face of the German Protestant tradition, which has ‘notoriously read Luther
under the spell of neo—Kantian presuppositions’ that ignore “all ontology found in Luther and instead define
faith as ‘purely an act of the will with no ontological implications’ [such as the believer’s actual
participation in the divine nature}.”

' N. T. Wright, The C hallenge of Jesus: Rediscovering Who Jesus Was and Is (Downers Grove. IL:
InterVarsity Press, 1999), 27.



demonstrate that he had a holistic view of the Gospel and the story in which it was

embedded. Calvin writes:

...the sum of the Gospel is held to consist in repentance and forgiveness of
sins...surely no one can embrace the grace of the gospel without betaking himself
from the error of his past life into the right way and applying his whole effort to
the practice of repentance.'’

Calvin didn’t think being a Christian was about going to heaven when one dies.
He had a much more comprehensive vision: “...we are God’s: let us therefore
live for Him and die for Him. We are God’s: let His wisdom and will therefore

rule all our actions. We are God’s: let all the parts of our life accordingly strive
toward Him as our only lawful goal.” '

Wright summarizes the soteriology of the Reformers:

The Reformers had very thorough answers to the question “why did Jesus die?”
They did not have nearly such good answers to the question “why did Jesus
live?” Their successors to this day have not often done any better. But the
question will not go away. If the only available answer is *“to give some shrewd
moral teaching, to live an exemplary life, and to prepare for sacrificial death,” we

may be forgiven for thinking it a little lame. It also seems...quite untrue to Jesus’
own understanding of his vocation and work."?

How Did We Get Here?

Stanley J. Grenz and John R. Franke say a theological method rooted in modern
philosophical assumptions gave rise to a search for discreet, stand alone statements of
truthful propositions. They write, “According to this model, the theologian, assisted by
the canons of logic, applies the scientific method to the deposit of revelation found in
scripture in an ongoing quest to compile the one, complete, timeless body of right

doctrines, formulated as a series of statements or theological assertions, each of which is

'" John Calvin, Elsie Anne McKee, Emilie Griffin, John Calvin: Selections from His Writings. 1st ed.
(San Francisco, CA: HarperSanFrancisco, 2006), 49

" Ibid., 116.
""N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1996). 14.
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15 or what I call

true in its own right.”"* This led in turn to what they call “fragmentation,
reductions that fit well with a marketing style of communication in the task of
evangelism. Grenz describes twentieth-century evangelicals as having:
...devoted much energy to the task of demonstrating the credibility of the
Christian faith to a culture that glorifies reason and deifies science. Evangelical
presentations of the gospel have often been accompanied by a rational apologetic
that appeals to proofs for the existence of God, the trustworthiness of the Bible,
and the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection. Evangelical systematic theologies have

generally focused on the propositional content of the faith, seeking to provide a
logical presentation of Christian doctrine.'®

This may seem benign at first glance, but upon reflection it can cause a loss of overall
story. Grenz and Franke quote Miroslav Volf in a way that solidifies my premise,
“Method is message” [in that] all major methodological decisions have implications for
the whole of the theological edifice.”'” If Volf is right, bumper sticker, slogan and sound-

bite evangelism based on theological snippets will never yield followers of Jesus.

What can carry the burden of passing on biblical truth such that it regularly produces
followers of Jesus? The thesis put forward here is: story— recounting the story of God as
the ancient Jews did at Passover and other annual feasts. We desperately need to see that
the facts concerning sin, cross, blood, heaven and hell discreetly laid out in most tracks
and sermons have been torn from a story; a narrative that gives them their meaning and
power. Returning bits of theological data to their embedded place in a story is not a loss;

it is gain. In a story, these facts are set in a context that makes them shine like a diamond

14 Stanley J. Grenz and John R. Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theology in a Postmodern
Context, 1st ed. (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 37. Emphasis added.

5 Ibid., 3.

'® Stanley J. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism (Grand Rapids. MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co..
1996), 161.

7 Ibid., 12.



against black velvet. If the black velvet represents the pre-creation intention of God
through to telos, then we have a new basis for explaining our faith in terms that go
beyond heaven when you die. Grenz and Franke say bringing relos into view “speaks of a
God who is bringing creation to its divinely intended goal.”'® They go on to say that “the
development of a telos-directed narrative is among the most significant theological
contributions of the biblical communities;”' that it produced in Israel “a historical
consciousness that took on a futurist cast, gained an eternal focus and finally came to be
seen as universal in sc:ope.”20 What evangelist, pastor, or director of catechism would not
give both their arms for a convert with such a view! It can happen: all it takes is the

telling of the main plot lines of our story—from ultimate intention to telos.

A Better Way

Thankfully, throughout the last few centuries there have been exceptions to this
pattern. For instance in 1963, a then well-known Bible teacher named DeVern Fromke,
published by a little known publisher, wrote the book, The Ultimate Intention. It is a
powerful and straightforward explanation of the purposes of God for humanity. Reading
it, one might say that Rick Warren’s Purpose Driven Life is forty plus years late to
Fromke’s party!

Fromke demonstrates that the story of God does not start with the fall, nor does it

begin with correcting the fallout from original sin. The Judeo-Christian narrative does not

'* Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 253.
' Ibid.
* Ibid.
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start with creation—even the formation of humankind. It starts within the eternal being of
God: within God’s pre-creation determination to have a body of people, through his son
Jesus. The intentionality of the Father-through-the-Son relationship is crucial to
developing a theology and practice of evangelism that connects meaningfully to a life of
discipleship to Jesus. In this view of soteriology, Jesus is not tied to humanity’s need—
forgiveness of sin, but he is rather tied to God’s ultimate desire—to have a people. This
corporate body is to express the very life of God on earth; to be his cooperative friends.*'
The fall can then be viewed—even with all its devastating consequences—as a speed
bump on the way to God’s telos as stated in the biblical texts that describe God’s

covenantal expectations for humanity in his image.zz

Fromke relates a beautiful, little story that powerfully demonstrates that while sin and
forgiveness are important to the Christian story, the story itself cannot be reduced to
them:

One morning I went to the back door to call our three-year old son. I planned for
him to go with me to town on an errand. As I opened the back door to call, I saw
him—but what a predicament he was in. The little fellow had been playing in the
garden and had fallen in the mud. So as I called him it was now with a two-fold
purpose: there was the overshadowing purpose—taking him to town with me; but
there was also the incidental need of “washing up” which must be incorporated
into the g?rpose. I must first minister some “grace” so that my purpose could be
fulfilled.”

That story helps one see that soteriology exists in a context, a story, or to switch

metaphors, on a map. Understanding sin and redemption in a “disenstoryed form™ is at

2! DeVern F. Fromke, The Ultimate Intention (Cloverdale, IN: Sure Foundation, 1963).

22 See, for instance, the emphasis on working humans working with God in the creation accounts; the
covenantal expectations for Abraham, Moses, and the reason for the sending of the Spirit at Pentecost. See
also texts such as Psalm 8; Ephesians 1.11, 12; 2.8-10; Revelation 22.5.

2 Fromke, The Ultimate Intention, 38.
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the heart of the churches’ contemporary challenge with both evangelism and discipleship.
Fortunately, the reverse—seeing the fall and redemption as only a part of the overall
divine narrative—has the power to become the controlling, overarching, or organizing
center of an articulation of the Gospel that leads more routinely to a life of follower-ship
of Jesus, through the power of the Holy Spirit, for the sake of God’s ultimate purpose—

redeemed humanity as his ambassadors on the earth.

The three main eras of intellectual history—pre-modern, modern, and postmodern—
all had inherent within them opportunities and threats with reference to a right
understanding of the Gospel. None in my view is particularly a “Christian worldview.”
God is not stumped by any epistemology and he has always given rise to faithful
spokespeople who were simultaneously true to him while connecting meaningfully to
their times and culture. While we must converse with postmodern culture, we cannot
simply capitulate to it; for instance, to its insistence that there is no “center.”** Christians
believe that there is a unifying center to reality: God and his story, plan and will. Delight
in story gives an opportunity in the postmodern era for the Gospel to be recovered. Grenz
says that postmodern people see truth as “historical, relational, personal, community
based and participatory.”?® This can only be good news when the goal is follower-ship
rather than merely going to heaven based on loose, uncritical, cognitive assent to a set of

facts outlining one theory of the atonement.

24 . .
Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, 164.

3 Ibid., 7-8.
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A Subversive View

Most evangelistic preaching and writing in my lifetime have been centered on the
ability of the shed blood of Jesus on the cross to affect forgiveness of sins. However, one
must ask, “is that all God gets out of the cross?” Is the often seen bumper sticker true,
“Christians aren’t perfect, JUST forgiven”? Dallas Willard, commenting on the sticker
says:

...Christians certainly are forgiven. And it needs to be said that forgiveness does

not depend on being perfect. But is that what the slogan communicates?

Unfortunately, it is not. What the slogan really communicates is that forgiveness

alone is what Christianity is all about, what is genuinely essential to it. It says that

you can have a faith in Christ that brings forgiveness, while in every other respect
your life is no different from that of others who have no faith at all. This view so
pleasingly presented on bumpers and trinkets has deep historical roots. It is by

now worked out in many sober tomes of theology, lived out by multitudes of

those who sincerely self-identify as Christians.*®

Is that really our message: only forgiveness is at stake in humankind’s relationship
with God? What if in the cross there is something much more for God and us? What if we
do not come to the forgiveness of sins through faith in the atoning work of Christ, but
come through forgiveness of sins to a life that is “in Christ?”’?” One then would be
coming to a life animated and energized by the narrative and orientation of Jesus who

said, “I only do what I see my Father doing” (John 5.19), or “I only say what I hear the

Father saying.” Fromke explains that God wants our new life in Christ to be more than a

?® Willard, Divine Conspiracy, 36.

27 “In Christ” is a key descriptor for Paul; it may be for him the equivalent of what “‘born again™ was
in the twentieth century. Just as a sample, Paul speaks of being “alive in Christ...[and] baptized into
Christ...[and to being] alive to God in Christ...[and having] eternal life in Christ Jesus;” Romans 6.1. 3, 11,
23: he further declares: “...there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ” Romans 8.1: he testifies
that *...Andronicus and Junias were in Christ before I was...;”” Romans 16.7; he speaks of his “way of life
in Christ;” 1 Corinthians 4.17; Paul exhorts: *...just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord. continue to live
inhim....”
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. . . . ce 502 . ; istian life i life,
crisis experience or a “position”?® [of imputed righteousness]. Christian life is a new

eternal life; a life derived from and lived in the Kingdom of God for the sake of others.

Here are two subversive questions that provocatively bring this discussion to a close:

1. What if the function of heaven in the divine story is not “goal” but .“de§tination”?
I contend that the goal of God for humanity is spiritual transfox:mat:mn into
Christlikeness, not attaining heaven. Heaven is simply the destmagon of tbe .
friends of God. It is the “place”—the realm of God’s perfectly achieved will—in

which they find themselves now (partially), later in death, and most fully in the

renewed cosmos. . ]
2. Perhaps we should change our most potent, close-the-deal, evangelistic question

from “if you died tonight, do you know where you would go?” to “if you knew
you were going to live tomorrow, the next day and for a long, long time...who
would you follow? Around what narrative would you organize the various parts of
your life? What kind of person would you be? How would you determine that
answer?”

If our evangelistic apologetics followed the thoughts above—Christlikeness for the
sake of being God’s sent people” into the world—discipleship would be the natural
follow-on to a “decision to ask Jesus into my heart.” I agree with Stanley Grenz, “...our
goal in proclaiming the gospel should not merely be to bring others to affirm a list of
correct propositions. Rather, we should employ theological propositions such as ‘sin’ and
‘grace’ in order that others might encounter God in Christ and then join us on the grand
Journey of understanding the meaning of that encounter for all of life.”° Grenz further

states that “the Christian gospel is concerned not only with the reformation of our

28 Fromke, The Ultimate Intention, 78.

** See the books Missional Church and Storm Front for very helpful discussions on q\e biblical basis
for being the sent people of God. Both will also help a reader take a few steps toward making that concept
practical in the church.

30 ) . .
Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, 171.
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intellectual commitments but also with the transformation of our character and the

renewal of our entire lives as believers.”’!

Some religious thinkers worry that any focus on character transformation, spiritual
formation, or personal piety, will result in navel gazing, narcissistic introspection.
Willard effectively counters that notion:

...those who think that the cultivation of inner Christ-likeness through personal

discipleship to Jesus amounts to a “privatization” of our faith in him (“quietism™

and “pietism” are words often used in that connection) simply do not understand
how the spiritual life in Christ works. You cannot privatize the fire of God that

burns through the life of a disciple of Jesus. This was Jesus” point in saying that
“a city built on a hill cannot be hid.”*?

Such a view, rooted in a God-story adequate to shape and center a human life,

provides, in my judgment, the greatest possibility for holistic, full-bodied spirituality.

The Alpha Course: A Step in the Right Direction

The Alpha Course (hereafter “Alpha”) goes way beyond the kind of tract-style,
bumper-sticker evangelistic approaches discussed above. As an evangelistic tool, it is to
be commended for its breadth. No seeker could finish the course thinking: “all there is to
Christianity is getting my sins forgiven so that I can go to heaven when I die.” While
Alpha is wonderfully simple and straight forward, and while it covers topics such as the
person and work of the Holy Spirit, the Kingdom of God, prayer, Bible reading, and
many other basics of the Christian faith, it still does so as popularized, simple—in the

best sense of that term—systematic theology, not as explicitly as a story to be embodied.

* Ibid., 173.

*2 Dallas Willard, The Great Omission: Rediscovering Jesus' Essential Teachings on Discipleship, 1st
ed. (San Francisco, CA: HarperSanFrancisco, 2006), 228. The italic emphasis in this citation is the
author’s.
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As one who leads Alpha USA, I am a friendly and loyal critic. There are some
inherent problems that systematic theology poses in the task of evangelism. While, in my
opinion, Alpha is the most holistic approach to evangelization available to local churches,
it is not done in a storied form. However, Alpha is a step forward because one of the main
ideals of Alpha is to connect evangelism with discipleship, or “growth,” so that the two—

often separated or the latter taken to be optional—are seen and experienced as a seamless

whole.

Alpha, while exploring the usual, evangelistic topics of sin, the cross, and the
resurrection, also introduces seekers to life in the Kingdom and the Spirit — in a way that
leads more naturally, compared to sin management approaches, to discipleship to Jesus
and love for neighbor. Alpha revolves around a meal and short talk. It is communal,
relational, and full of dialog, and is a great tool for reaching postmodern and post-
Christian people despite its systematic approach. The course fosters a deeper
understanding of Jesus through prayer, reflection, and caring relationships with others. As
“a practical introduction to the Christian faith,”** it emphasizes basic Christian doctrines,
including the Trinity, Jesus as Son of God, Christ’s life and death, scripture, spiritual

warfare, the Holy Spirit, healing, and more.

Alpha provides, in my judgment, a vastly superior approach to evangelism than the
typical “get them to say the prayer” method. This is especially true when the course is run
by leaders who are in tune with God’s ultimate intention to have a people for himself.

Such leaders typically have a theological orientation toward creating disciples who are

** This is the subtitle of The Alpha Course and of Nicky Gumbel’s book, Questions of Life.
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ambassadors of the Kingdom of God through the power of the Holy Spirit. Sandy Millar,
co-founder of The Alpha Course and past vicar of Holy Trinity Brompton in London, and
Nicky Gumbel, co-founder and present vicar of Holy Trinity, are shining examples of
such leadership. In their church The Alpha Course does not need to carry the whole
burden of creating kingdom-oriented, Spirit-empowered disciples. In fact, one might say
that rather than The Alpha Course creating an atmosphere marked by the Kingdom and
the Spirit, The Alpha Course at Holy Trinity Brompton was born from a previous
commitment to evangelizing seekers into Spirit-enabled life in the Kingdom of God.

Running The Alpha Course simply poured gas on an already existing fire.

It is sad to say, though, that in the hands of people who start the Christian story with
the predicament of sin, who do not see the larger picture, who run the course from a
church-ethos of *“get them to heaven,” the course can be little better than the bumper-
sticker approach. This error can still happen because some churches chose to major on
only a few topics: sin, guilt, forgiveness, cross, blood, death, and resurrection. However,
and notable for the argument being made here, the course also spends a great deal of
effort describing life in the Kingdom by the power of the Spirit. Thus it is possible to use
the course well or poorly depending on previous theological lenses. Different starting

points yield vastly different kinds of fruit.

Alpha seems primed for effectiveness in contemporary culture. Our culture, it is
widely said, is post-secular and spiritually hungry. Recent congregational studies show

that 60 percent of people who attend church say that in the past year they have invited
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someone to worship with them who currently has no church affiliation.>* Ninety percent
of churches encourage their parishioners to invite un-churched people to worship or other
church activities. Put those three facts together and there is a recipe for success for a
local church-based program like Alpha. In addition, based on my observation and
statistics provided by George Barna,*® Alpha works well among the 18-35 year-old
demographic. This has great potential for local churches that are having a hard time

reaching young people.

There are fifteen talks given over ten weeks in The Alpha Course. The following is an

introduction to the material with a few observations.

The Alpha Course: A Disenstoryed Presentation

Alpha does a fairly good job of giving a seeker a mental picture for following Jesus,
but it is not explicitly attached to a story line. Below is a synopsis of the fifteen talks
presented in Alpha along with my friendly critique regarding possible reductionisms. I
realize that no evangelistic approach can be exhaustive. Comprehensive theology is a
lifetime pursuit. I do not mean to simply compare the length of an evangelistic
presentation. I do not mean to say that long is good and brief is bad. Rather, under
consideration are two more significant points. First, are the facts of the presentation

embedded in the story of God? If not, the presentation is reduced. If embedded in the

3 Cynthia Woolever, Deborah Bruce., Beyond the Ordinary: 10 Strengths of U.S. Congregations
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004), 76.

** Cynthia Woolever, Deborah Bruce, A Field Guide to U.S. Congregations (Louisville, KY:
Westminster John Knox Press, 2002), 54.

* “Review of Guest Experience on Alpha: Exit Interviews” An unpublished research paper, privately
funded by AlphaUSA.
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story, they are given vibrant, holistic meaning. Second, I mean to compare the ultimate
vision imparted by the presentation. Is it “forgiveness and heaven” or is it the more
holistic *“‘cooperative, sent people of God? Alpha, while not perfect, tends to the latter

because of its focus on the kingdom of God and the person and work of the Holy Spirit.

Talk One: Christianity: Boring, Untrue, and Irrelevant?

This talk gives a vision for a life derived from God and lived in the Kingdom of God.
The first talk in Alpha explores first order questions like, “Where did I come from?
Where am [ heading? Who am I? What is life all about? What is life’s purpose and
meaning?*’ In addition, discussing eternal life, Nicky Gumbel says in the course that
“Jesus came to give us eternal life. Eternal life is a quality (emphasis added) of life that
comes from a living relationship with God and Jesus Christ (John 17.3); that this new life
starts now and goes on into etemity.”38 George Eldon Ladd confirms this saying, “eternal
life has to do with the whole man...body and soul.” It is not just a concept to be grasped
by the brain. Believing this, The Alpha Course is quite intentionally designed to appeal to

the whole person: mind, heart and will.*°

Alpha’s explanation of the nature of eternal life, if nothing else good in the course
existed, would be a huge step forward in contemporary evangelism. Too frequently, the
vision people have of eternal life is not as described above. Eternal life, in my experience,

is usually thought of as chronological (out “there” sometime after I die), durational (mere

37 Nicky Gumbel, Questions of Life (East Sussex, UK: Kingsway, 1996), 15-16.
* Ibid., 21

39 George Eldon Ladd, The Gospel of the Kingdom: Scriptural Studies in the Kingdom of God (Grand
Rapids, MI: Ecrdmans, 1959), 69.

*® Nicky Gumbel, Telling Others (East Sussex, UK: Kingsway, 1994), 27.
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continued existence or unending life), or spatial (out beyond the stars somewhere). Many
misguided Christians, under the unnecessary fear of legalism, would find the notion that
Jesus actually makes a difference in one’s life to be abhorrent! Wanting to protect “all of
grace,” these people are afraid of anything that might be seen in this life. Describing
eternal life properly—as a different “kind” of life—*life from above” starts a novice out
on the right foot. It gives a vision for becoming a new kind of person; becoming truly

human as God intended it. This is all by grace, nothing is earned.

It is possible to pursue a new kind of life without becoming legalistic or Pelagian.
Many people proclaiming a reduced view of the Gospel do so because they see salvation
as having to do only with going to heaven when one dies. Thus, they have no paradigm
for a life empowered and animated by grace. This being the case, they often associate

trying to live a life in God as legalistic or Pelagian.

Talk Two: Who is Jesus?

Focusing on Jesus’ character, teaching, works, and resurrection,”! this talk introduces
how all the above cohere in Jesus’ proclamation of the Good News of the Kingdom of
God. In so doing, the talk gives a seeker a vision for the Kingdom of God—God’s present
rule and reign, the age to come reaching into this age42—and how it can be the organizing
principle for one’s life. George Ladd says that “Jesus’ announcement of the Kingdom of

God makes one fundamental demand on people: the demand for decision.”®’ But, as the

! Ibid., 27-34.
* Ladd, Gospel of the Kingdom, 78.
* Ibid., 96.
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talk says, this is not merely about a one time choice. It is about a living relationship with

the risen Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit.
Talk Three: Why Did Jesus Die?

This talk is mixed in my judgment. I believe it comes close to too narrow of a view of
what is going on in salvation. It could, in the hands of an unaware leader, leave a reader
or hearer to believe that all that is going on in salvation is that my sins are forgiven.
Furthermore, it presents a view of the atonement—penal substitution—that may not be
adequate for carrying the load of the rest of the course—which is magnificent in its depth
and breadth. To be fair, even in this chapter/talk, the achievement of the cross is said to
be “like a beautiful diamond having many facets.”** Following on from there, Gumbel
wisely, in terms of strategy, and with wise hermeneutical instincts, describes several of
the Biblical metaphors concerning the various victories won on the cross: “the law court
(justification), the marketplace (debt), the temple (removal of guilt and the ‘pollution’ of
sin), and the home (reconciliation).”** Notably left out is regeneration—the new birth.

Regeneration, is discussed in the talks on the person and work of the Holy Spirit.

Talk Four: How Can I Be Sure of My Faith?

During this talk, every effort is made to help inquirers go beyond their feelings, not to

ignore them altogether, but to place them in a wider context. That broader context

** Gumbel, Telling Others, 49.
*3 Ibid.
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includes: the witness of the scriptures, the works of Jesus—especially the cross and

resurrection—and, the witness of, and transforming power of the Holy Spirit.‘“’
Talk Five: Why and How Should I Read the Bible?

The burden in the first part of this talk is to give an apologetic for the uniqueness and
importance of the Bible as a means to Christian growth and to help secular people have
confidence that God will speak to them through it if they will read it expectantly. Next,
the Bible is set forward as “a manual for life” and “a love letter from God.”* As a
manual, the Bible is set forth as authoritative for all matters of life and faith. In addition,
seekers are encouraged to see the Bible as a love letter from God; as God’s way of
building relationship with and communicating to his people. Finally, inquirers are
exhorted to the notion that the Bible comes most alive as it is read with faith, interacted
with, and obeyed. While Alpha has a very high view of Scripture, the “manual” approach,
while appealing to modern utilitarianism, can lead seekers to see the Bible as
propositional, not a story with a beginning and telos; a story we are to embody as

actors—the Spirit-enabled friends of Jesus.
Talk Six: Why and How Should I Pray?

Prayer, as a means to life in Christ, is introduced in this talk as being “to the Father,
through the Son and by the One Spirit.”*® Inquirers are encouraged to pray “as a way to

develop a relationship with God, to obey Jesus’ model and teaching, to receive the

*® Gumbel, Questions of Life, Chapter 4.
7 Ibid., 73.
** Gumbel, Questions of Life 88-90.
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benefits of ‘answered’ prayer, as God not only changes us through prayer, but he changes
situations in response to prayer.”® “Un-confessed sin, poor motivations and the wisdom
of God* are given as reasons for “unanswered” prayer. The various phrases of the
Lord’s Prayer are then given as a pattern for prayer.5 ' This talk could be strengthened by
adding a conversational element to prayer, thus, giving a seeker a vision for how,
practically speaking, one can hear God speaking back, guiding a new convert to become

an ambassador of God and his Kingdom.

Talk Seven: How Does God Guide Us?

Guidance, as a means to living attuned to God, comes in a context: a relationship with
God and his plan for our lives.’ 2 This is the main teaching of this talk. Guidance is said to
be most clear and compelling when the motivation of our hearts is obedience to God.>?
God’s guidance comes through what The Alpha Course calls the five “Cs:” “commanding
scripture (the revelation of God’s general will), compelling Spirit (hearing the voice of
God in prayer), common sense (Christians, in an effort to hear the voice of God, are not
to give up thinking for themselves), the counsel of saints (God often speaks through or
confirms issues through others), and circumstantial signs.”>* This talk could be made

better by setting guidance in a covenantal, people-of-God story.

*? Ibid., 90-91.
* Ibid., 92-95.

*! Ibid., 95-100.
*2 Ibid., 103.

> Ibid., 105.

> Ibid.. 106-116.
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Talk Eight: Who Is the Holy Spirit?

This talk is a basic introduction: it describes the Spirit as a person, one to whom we
can relate. It teaches that the Spirit was involved from the beginning, from creation, not
just from Pentecost forward. The talk shows that the Holy Spirit has come upon people
from the Exodus story, up to the book of Acts, and to today—to enable God’s people to
do God’s work. The beginning of a vision for the kind of life that is guided and

empowered by the Holy Spirit is put forward saying, “We live in the age of the Spirit.”*’

In certain church traditions, the three talks on the Holy Spirit are viewed as the most
controversial. In contrast, I see them as some of the most commendable parts of the
course. Think about it: in most explanations of “what it means to be a Christian,” one is
told about an angry God, his Son who “paid the price” for our ticket to heaven, but the
third person of the Trinity never shows up—unless the Spirit is mentioned as the one who
“draws or leads” people to Christ (John 16.14) or “bears witness to our salvation” (Rom,
8.16).°® In an Alpha course, however, the Spirit is presented as central to Christian life.
The Spirit is presented as the giver of Christian life, an eternal kind of life, life in the
kingdom of God (John 6.63; Romans 8.11; 1 Peter 3.18). This fact alone is enough to

commend Alpha for its positive step in the right direction for the task of evangelism.
Talk Nine: What Does the Holy Spirit Do?

This talk gets to the “how” of living life in, and for, the Kingdom of God. As stated

above, regeneration comes into view here: the Spirit is held forth as the one who comes

*> Gumbel, Telling Others 131.

56« _.the Holy Spirit seals us unto the day of redemption.” (Eph. 4.30); *“...you were marked in him

with a scal, the promised Holy Spirit...,” (Eph, 1.13).
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to a person and causes them to be “born of the Spirit.”>’ The Spirit is the one who brings
us into relationship with the Father as his sons and daughters.’® Here the course is
especially effective at casting vision for a Christian life. It explains intimacy with God
and true experience of God, his will and purposes as normative. This is the “knowledge”
(Greek: epignosko; experiential knowing; something that goes beyond mere cognition or
mental assent) that is in view in John 17.3, “Now this is eternal life: that they may know

you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.”

The course goes on to demonstrate how the Holy Spirit continues to develop in
believers what was started, like teaching them how to pray and how to understand God’s
word; as well as creating in them a “family likeness™ through the fruit of the Spirit;

building unity in the church and giving spiritual gifts.
Talk Ten: How Can I Be Filled with the Holy Spirit?

Biblical examples from the book of Acts are cited in this talk as a way to demonstrate
that a life lived in and through the Holy Spirit are both normative for a Christian and
something to be experienced, not just mentally understood. The Holy Spirit is set forth as
the preeminent means for life in God. Gordon Smith, dean and professor of spiritual
theology at Regent College in Vancouver, says that the “charismatic” element of
conversion is one of the three (along with sacraments and community) most important

elements that support and sustain growth in the spiritual life.>

" Gumbel, Telling Others 133.
* Ibid., 135.

* Gordon T. Smith, Beginning Well: Christian Conversion & Authentic Transformation (Downers
Grove, IL.: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 194.
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In The Alpha Course, Acts 10 is cited as a paradigmatic passage. The course draws
from the text that the filling of the Holy Spirit is experienced as praise to God and
receiving a new lang,uage.60 Several pages are devoted to explaining the issue of
“tongues.” Alpha takes a “Third Wave” or neo-Pentecostal approach to tongues: neither
cessationists nor classical Pentecostals are happy with the position Alpha takes. Alpha
encourages the use of the gift, but not like traditional Pentecostals, who see tongues as
“the sign” of conversion and filling. Alpha sees tongues as “often, in the biblical record,
the first gift believers experienced.”' It is worth repeating that the emphasis Alpha places
on the Holy Spirit as a gift to the church is controversial in some circles. In my view,
Alpha’s emphasis on the person and present-day work of the Holy Spirit is a great gift to
the church. Much of the evangelicalism I have known during my life is functionally
“deistic” concerning the work of the Holy Spirit. In contrast to that remote notion of God,
I believe Tom Wright has it right when, writing on the role of the church in the world, he
says, ““...the only possible way [the church can work in the world] is if it believes that the

Spirit of the living God is alive and well and at work....”®?

Talk Eleven: How Can I Resist Evil?

Most every new Christian or any Christ-follower, who has made a significant stride
forward in their walk with God, knows the push-back or counter-attack that comes from
Satan and his minions. This talk gives believers tools by which to engage in this spiritual

battle. Tom Wright asserts that knowledge of and use of these tools is crucial so that no

® Gumbel, Questions of Life, 153-160.
°' Ibid., 155.
62 . .
N. T. Wright, Bringing the Church to the World (Minneapolis, MN: Bethany House. 1992). 144.
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one assumes that “the task of the church can be reduced simply to the level of church
leaders suggesting and committees planning new programs.”®

1’364 5

Alpha takes the position of a “real and personal Devil”® who has certain tactics.®
Alpha views converts as “rescued from the dominion of darkness and brought into the
Kingdom of the Son.”® From this new reality, “we defend ourselves in spiritual battle

using the ‘armor of God’ described by the Apostle Paul in Ephesians 6.11ff.”®” Lastly, we

participate in counterattack through words (prayer) and works (obedient deeds).®®

Talk Twelve: Why and How Should We Tell Others?

Key to a genuine understanding of what it means to be a Christian is the knowledge
that God has always intended to have “a people” on earth, not just in heaven. This is seen
in the creation covenant (Genesis 1.28; 2.15), the covenant with Abraham (Genesis 12.1-3),
and in New Testament passages such as the Great Commission, Pentecost, and in
2 Corinthians 5.17ff., wherein Paul says that new creations in Christ are Christ’s
ambassadors. Talk twelve in The Alpha Course, after a brief mention of the Great
Commission, assumes this and jumps right into practical tips about evangelism.” In my
judgment, some conceptual work needs to be done here to give new believers a strong

and clear imagination for what it means to be God’s sent people. The talk could be

* Ibid., 186.

* Gumbel, Questions of Life, 166-169.
% Ibid., 160-173.

* Ibid., 173. Colossians 1.13.

7 Ibid., 175-177.

* Ibid., 177-179.

“ Ibid.. 181.
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misunderstood to say that sentness is all about evangelism. Certainly being the
representatives of God includes evangelism, but it is much broader. To be fair, other parts
of the course do bring this breadth out. On the positive side, the talk does give a good

. . . 70
balance of ways to evangelize: “presence, persuasion, proclamation, power and prayer.”

Talk Thirteen: Does God Heal Today?

This talk is a good example of what I stated above: the course is very holistic. Here
we see Christians being exhorted to believe that God can use them to be his agent of
healing in others and that they too can be healed by the power of God. Healing is shown
to happen in the Old Testament, the New Testament, and the history of the church.”!
Theologically, healing is rooted in the “already and not yet” model of George Eldon

Ladd.”” The praxis comes from the influence of John Wimber.”

The teaching on healing, in my view, comes out very balanced: yes, God does heal,
but not all are healed. There is room left for mystery and no one is blamed for having a
lack of faith. In a companion book to The Alpha Course, Nicky Gumbel writes that
“suffering is never good in itself, but God is able to use it for good...to draw us to
Christ...to bring Christian maturity...to make our lives more fruitful...and to bring about

his purposes.”’

7 Ibid.. 186.

" Ibid., 200-201, 206.

2 Ladd, Gospel of the Kingdom Chapters 2 and 3.

"> Gumbel, Questions of Life, 199.

f Nicky Gumbel, Searching Issues (East Sussex, UK: Kingsway, 1996). 15-19.
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Talk Fourteen: What About the Church?

Perhaps no single “spiritual” topic is more misunderstood in the wider culture and
among seekers than the nature, meaning, and work of the church. All of us who care
about such things have heard hundreds of times—if not more—the words, “I am a
spiritual person, but I don’t like or ‘get’ the church; it seems irrelevant, out of touch and
perhaps, in worse case scenarios, bad for one’s spiritual health.” This talk seeks to move
the discussion away from the usual ways church is thought of: person (“I go to Rick
Warren’s church™), place (“I go to the Crystal Cathedral) or event (“I went to mass
today™). Instead, the talk, using the most common biblical metaphors, puts forward the
church as “the people of God, the family of God, the Body of Christ, a Holy Temple and

the Bride of Christ.””
Talk Fifteen: How Can I Make the Most of the Rest of my Life?

Answering the question “What should we do now?”’® this talk, the last one of the
course, arguing from Romans 12.1-21, draws the seeker’s attention most clearly to the
need to decide to follow Jesus. It, more than other talks in the course, describes the
necessity to think about what one actually intends to do with her or his life and
encourages one to use her or his volition to do so. The talk suggests, “making a break
with the past, and making a new start...by presenting ourselves to God and the future he

has planned for each one of us.””’

> Gumbel, Questions of Life Chapter 14
7 Ibid.. 233.
"7 Ibid.. Chapter 15.
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Alpha, better than any contemporary form of evangelism, seeks to say more than
“how to go to heaven when you die.” However, it does so through a disenstoryed set of
propositions. What if Alpha took the pieces and placed them back into the overarching
story of God? How would that change its effectiveness? Would some postmodern seekers

hear it with more open ears?

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have demonstrated the problem of reduced, non-story approaches
to evangelism. We have set forward Alpha as a positive step forward and we have
suggested “a story to be embodied” as the preferable way to articulate our faith. This

thesis is supported in the following ways:

e Seeking to know and communicate stand alone statements of theological truth is
a product of the Enlightenment.

e These statements of “truth in its own right” have led to a fragmentation of the
ultimate intention of God and have negatively shaped common presentations of
the Gospel.

e Story is an ample replacement for the fragmented presentation of the Gospel and
it provides a more full approach to understanding “the rescued life” as one lived
in the Kingdom for the sake of the world.

We now turn to an overview of soteriology rooted in a Covenantal-Kingdom

paradigm. It forms the biblical foundation for my thesis.
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CHAPTER 2

THE GIFT OF A CHANGED LIFE:

COVENANTAL-KINGDOM SOTERIOLOGY

Introduction

I see in the emerging church a passionate desire to re-discover and articulate a holistic

view of the Gospel; one that encompasses salvation, covenant, eternal life, charismata,
and the kingdom of God. I also see in the current academic scene a similar move. For

instance, my professor remarked to me recently, “We have to keep the following motifs
clearly related—it’s not just covenant, or community, or Kingdom, or charismata. They
are inseparable. We are in the mess we are in theologically because we have not kept
them all together.”l Tom Wright, discussing the need to re-tell our story, writes, “Stories

create worlds. Tell the story differently and you change the world.”? We need to tell our

story—especially the soteriological aspects—in a much more holistic manner.

We need to tell a story that naturally, instinctively, intuitively, and routinely results in
a different kind of life in the hearer. Such a state of things is consistent with the aims of

God in Christ. Secondly, it has vast tactical value in the contemporary practice of

' Larry Shelton. margin notes from a prior essay written during the Doctor of Ministry program at
George Fox University. See also the writings of N. T. Wright, Roger Olsen, Brian McLaren, and Len
Sweet.

IN.T. Wri ght, The Original Jesus: The Life and Vision of a Revolutionary (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 1996), 36.



evangelism. Today’s seekers tend to wonder a