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              CHAPTER IV    
                                  
                                                               THE PRIMARY SOIL 
 
The Home Made Church 
  
In Amsterdam threre are two well known homes that were once sanctuaries.  One was the home of a prosperous 
merchant in the center of the old city.  It was typical of the homes in the canal district which were build as narrowly 
as possible since taxes were based on the width of the house. Consequently, the houses had slender rooms and very 
step stairs.  Furniture was hoisted through the windows by means of block and tackle from a projecting beam at the 
top which projected out over the street.  This particular house belonged to a Roman Catholic family.  During the 
time of the Reformation Roman Catholic churches were taken over by the Calvinists and Catholics forbidden to hold 
their own services.  However, worship was held secretly in a number of the private homes  including this one.  The 
upper two stories contained an actual church sanctuary complete with altar, pulpit, pews and an organ.  After 
climbing four or five flights on a steep and narrow winding staircase, you suddenly come across a completely 
furnished church.  The sanctuary is quite ornate.  It was as if someone had taken a small parish church and set it on 
top of a private home.  All of the trappings - vestments, paintings, altar furnishings, even a confessional booth - 
could be found in this "attic church".  Once you had made your way through the living quarters and into the attic, 
you no longer were in a home but in a church on top of a home. 
 
The other well known home in Amsterdam that housed a sanctuary is the Anne Frank house.  The building was not 
originally a residence but a warehouse.  It was the building in which Anne Frank's father, Otto,  had his business.  
Living quarters had been created out of attic space in the back of the building which was entered by a steep narrow 
staircase concealed behind a bookcase.  Most of the workers in the warehouse did not even know about its existence.  
It too was secret like the attic church.  However there was nothing ornate about this hiding place.  It was very simple 
having only the base necessities for two families and a single person who lived together in the darkness, silence and 
fear.  Every moment of their life in these crowded quarters was dangerou.  If detected they would be arrested.  In the 
end that is what happened.  Someone did discover their secret place and they were sent off to concentration camps 
from which none returned except Otto Frank. 
 
The Frank home has become a shrine to which modern pilgrims.   No furniture remains since the Nazi's confiscated 
everything.  There are only the bare rooms with pictures and detailed accounts on the wall that tell the story of what 
went on in these quarters as well as what was going on in the outside world during those terrible years.  The 
starkness, the simplicity and the ordinary daily routine in this extraordinary setting and especially the quotes from 
Anna's journal posted on the walls create a powerful impression on the visitor.  There were others there when we 
went through the building but it was as quiet as it must have been when the Frank family was hiding there.  Among 
other displays there are copies of Anne Frank's diary printed in many languages.  Her testimony has spread far and 
wide and continues to have its impact.  As you leave the building the last room on the ground floor houses the 
displays of the Anne Frank Foundation which continues to this day to document cases of anti Semitism and other 
forms of racism around the world.   
 
There are two houses in Amsterdam that housed secret activities.  One was a church on top of a home.  The other 
was a warehouse that became a home.  The one was made to look like a  church.  The other was made to look like a 
home.  In both places prayers were made to God.  The church in the attic, however, felt more like an upstairs 
museum in which religious artifacts were stored in an attic, the place where we put venerable memories.  The other 
building, the place where Anne and her family dwelt in fear of their life, still retains, despite its barren rooms, a 
sense of a living presence, a genuine sanctuary.  
 
I can not help but wonder if God does not prefer to dwell in the latter space not demanding that we make our homes 
look like a temple but seeking to be present where people are in their ordinary or, as in the case of the Frank family, 
extraordinary circumstances.  I wonder if Jesus would not have felt especially at home where those who were 
rejected dwelt, Jews like himself persecuted by a society with hundreds of years of "Christian civilization.  There is 
a difference in making a home into a church or making a home look like a church. 
 
In the early 1970's while I was a member of the Studies Department of the Lutheran World Federation the staff 
deliberately shifted its research project on ecclesiology (the study of the church) from a what-do-the-Confessions-
teach to a case study approach of churches in various parts  of the world.  The more specific and concrete the social 
and political context became the more clearly substantive issues emerged.  It had already been my experience in 
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previous assignments at national and international levels that issues of theology and policy remained illusive and 
problematic when confined to committee meetings and study commissions.  But the issues came alive out in the 
field where particular and urgent realities have to be dealt with. 
 
I am persuaded that our understanding of the church must be rooted in the specifics of a given situation in order to 
find resonance with the Biblical story which itself is so rooted.  Trips to New York, Geneva or Nairobi  (it matters 
not for in either case the setting is the same type of Western style hotel) do not bring you closer to the actual church.  
There are important functions of exchanging information and establishing lines of support that require international 
agencies, but a true understanding of the church lies in another direction.  Beyond the arduous and historically 
weighted official efforts to find a common ground, there is, I believe, the more exciting chapter yet to be written in 
the efforts of denominations to discover what it means to be one church today.  And that is the discovery of common 
ground that happens when Christians discover each other along the roads to Jericho attending to the victims there.  It 
will be there in specific, secular tasks that we will find out what it means to be the church together. 
 
Johann Metz considers the emergence of the base church to be the most significant movement facing the church 
today.  The base church is providing the raw material for understanding the nature and mission of the church 
because it deals with concrete social and political realities while at the same time seeking to remain a community of 
faith.  In Latin America where the movement has appeared most dramatically, many base groups unite prayer and 
protest, worship and work, Bible study and political action.  In some cases the base community develops in response 
to political and economic circumstances.  In other situations it represents the church going underground in order to 
survive.  Sometimes it represents frustration with ecclesiastical machinery that drives church members to create their 
own cells of mutual support and action when no channels are opened for them by the hierarchy. 
 
The base church movement can be found all over the world.  It can no longer be dismissed as an momentary fad.  
This crystallization at the grass roots of the church is watched with apprehension since a further splintering of the 
church into diverse and divisive factions would be considered by many as tragic, especially since so much effort has 
gone into establishing the machinery for cooperation at the top.  Commenting on the significance of the base 
Christian communities in Latin America, Vitor Westhelle writes: 
 

My contention is that [the] image of the truly human is shaped in the form of communities of those who 
longing for vital space are also prepared to become those whom they have been waiting for.  Hence I am 
back to the beginning.  [This article began with quotes and reflections of those who suffer the underside of 
history.]  We start by becoming theoreticians of an emerging church, emerging out of the cellars of 
humanity, from the underside of history, maybe only as a latent church but a church that will flourish and is 
flourishing beyond our expectations.  I am particularly thinking of the displaced peoples of Latin America 
who not having any space in life find amongst themselves reason enough to "hang in there" through 
communal life.  These are the people who also begin to lay the small signs of the new to come.  And they 
start precisely by socially redefining the process of labor. . . . . 
 
I look to these signs with hope and above will with the confidence that these communities are discovering 
and straightening ways of justice to thus become a messianic people.  Messianic in the sense of being truly 
democratic, of having the people's power to make true the promise of the all too human God from Nazareth 
who noting that the people were like a flock without a shepherd said: Do it yourself (Mk. 6), or in the 
words of June Jordan in a poem dedicated to the women of Soweto: "We are those who we have been 
waiting for."1 

 
In the ARC Retreat Community where Ruth and I live, we worship regularly with Roman Catholics and Protestants.  
Word and Sacrament have much more meaning for us now in this setting than before.  As faithful Lutherans we 
have, of course, accepted the official confessions of the church, , but we are now discovering for ourselves the 
power and wisdom of those old formulas in an ecumenical context.  Worship in our small community grows out of 
the shared experiences of the group.  While public worship may be more ornamented in the larger church settings it 
rarely has the power that we experience regularly in the base community.  The point is not to replace one entirely 
with the other, but to note that some things can be done at the base more effectively. 
 
I have always believed that the church begins with "where two or three are gathered".  That comes from somewhere 
in my history or genes more than from my formal education.  Ruth comes out of the Lutheran Free Church and her 
appreciation of the base church has specific historic roots.  In any case we believe it is the way the New Testament 
understands the origin of the church.  Christians first gathered in households.  For me the priority is clearin the 
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history of the church.  The progression was from small to the large as is true of all living things.  I was reminded of 
this order of things by a couple that came to a retreat at ARC for couples. 
 
Separated By The Church 
 
As was the custom on the first evening of this couples' retreat we sat around the fireplace in the living room of ARC 
and introduced ourselves.  One couple said that they had been married for thirty years but during that whole time 
they had never shared the Eucharist together.  The wife belonged to the a very conservative Protestant church and 
the husband, also Protestant, came from a different denomination but one not accepted by his wife's church.  The 
husband had accompanied his wife to her church every Sunday for thirty years but had never once been allowed to 
take communion with her.  He had sought several times to join the church but for reasons he did not divulge, that 
had never been permitted. 
 
As the weekend progressed the couple made several references to the pain of not being able all these years to share 
the central rite of the Christian Church.  I wondered how they would respond to the Sunday ecumenical Eucharist 
service at ARC that would close the retreat.  The ARC service is very participatory and when it comes to the 
distribution of the bread and the wine, these elements are passed around the group from one participant to another 
and the appropriate words shared.  In  this way this couple shared the elements of the Lord's Supper together for the 
first time in thirty years.  Everyone in the group sensed the importance of that moment for this couple and there was 
not a dry eye.   
 
"How terrible", I thought to myself at the time, "That the fficial positions of the institutional church get in the way of 
a couple living together in a life long commitment from experiencing the reality of God in this special way.  They 
represent the root system that the church needs to nourish if the church is to be strong and healthy."  I am well aware 
that many would not agree, but I still think I have my priorities straight.  This story raises the question in my mind if 
secondary systems ever have the right, morally or theologically, to impose their restrictions on the primary world of 
their members.2  Or, put in another way, when if ever should people ever surrender their freedom and integrity  to a 
secondary system?  The institutional church even states publicly in the marriage ceremony, "Let no one put asunder 
what God has joined," yet it has frequently  intervened again and again in people's primary life for the sake of 
denominational loyalty.  The history of inter-faith marriages is a sad and tragic chronology of pain and separation 
because of such intervention.   
 
One can discover unity in the base community  in honestly shared diversity.  Diversity at the base is not nearly the 
impediment that it almost always is on a larger scale.  Just as the family is not necessarily impaired by diversity of 
gifts and opinions, neither is the church on a small scale.  When there is space and time for all, diversity can enliven.  
When you have to contend for the limited podium or pulpit time in the larger church, diversity can easily become 
divisive.  At the ARC we endeavor to share from our different traditions rather than deny or compromise our beliefs 
in some bland ecclesiastical goulash.  The symbiotic principle of nature applies here:  strength and stability through 
diversity. The stated policy of Protestant and Catholic churches alike has placed the strictest sanctions on their 
members to refrain from profaning the sacraments in domestic settings despite the fact that this is where the 
sacraments had their origins.   As long as the base is not trusted to share Word and Sacrament responsibly, the larger 
church denies herself a profound learning.  The damage done in the matter of inter-faith marriages is one case in 
point of the immorality of the secondary system interfering in primary relationships.  In a pluralistic society where 
the base communities formed by marriage or other alliances increasingly involves mixed faiths the challenge to find 
unity in diversity may be one of survival may, finally, be the only way diverse traditions can survive.  In other 
words, the denomination itself can only survive if it people maintain a vital faith at the base.  
 
I would trust what is within rather than what is on the label.  The following story illustrates my point. 
 
A Generic Christian 
 
I once received an intriguing answer to what I thought was a standard, run-of-the-mill question.  After I picked her 
up Bernie at the bus depot following her long ride from Pittsburg to Minneapolis and we were driving to ARC,  I 
asked, "What denomination do you belong to?"  "Oh, I'm a generic Christian", she replied.  I learned later that she 
was one of eleven children from a Roman Catholic family back in Pittsburg.  Her answer intrigued me.  At first the 
response evoked images of items at the super market with no advertizing labels, at least not any fancy ones, just the 
basic unadorned statement of what was inside.  Perhaps behind Bernie's response was the hope that she would be 
judged not by any external label but by what was inside her.  Bernie came to be a volunteer for a year at the ARC 
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Retreat Community but stayed on in the neighborhood after falling in love with a local farmer.  Over the years we 
have come to appreciate very much what is within her.  "Generic Christian" has a good ring to it when I think of 
Bernie. 
 
Labels can be misleading.  What one person thinks of under a traditional label like "Catholic", may mean something 
quite different in another person's ears.  At least that's what I think happened in the conversation between two 
friends, one Lutheran and and the other Roman Catholic.  Neither of them was all that well informed about the 
doctrinal refinements of their own traditions.  One day they got around to talking about the Confessional.    
 
"We don't have a confessional in our church," said the Lutheran, thinking naturally about the little closet into which 
faithful Catholics entered to confess their sins.  The Lutheran had seemingly forgot that the confessions was very 
much a part of the Lutheran liturgy.  His friend was surprised and asked, "But to whom do you confess your sins 
then?"  (Both were Minnesotan natives who try whenever possible to end their sentences with "then"). 
 
"Well", replied the Lutheran proud that he could handle at least this theological query. "We confess our sins directly 
to Christ."  Then it ocurred to him that here might be a difference from his friend's practice, so he asked, "And to 
whom do you confess in the Catholic church?" 
 
"Oh, we confess to the priest", came the reply.  The Catholic friend was happy that he could match his Lutheran 
friend in this theological give and take. 
 
"But to whom does the priest confess?", asked the Lutheran not at all satisfied that this was what confession should 
be. 
 
"Oh, he confesses to his Bishop." 
 
"But to whom does the Bishop confess?" continued the Lutheran seeing a possible theological cul du sac  down this 
road that would give him the advantage in this theological game. 
 
The Catholic friend hesitated for now he was being pushed beyond his limits.  Yet he didn't want to reveal to his 
friend that he, a member of the true church,  might be at a disadvantage.  So with an air of "we all know that" he 
answered, "Oh, the bishop confesses to the Archbishop."  It was a guess because he was now over his head. 
 
"But to whom does the Archbishop confess?", the Lutheran pressed on relentlessly sensing some historic victory in 
the making. 
 
"He confesses to the Cardinal", replied the Catholic still guessing, but feeling safe to keep going up the ecclesiastical 
ladder. 
 
"Ok, but then to whom does the Cardinal confess?"  This the Lutheran said with a slight inflection in his voice 
suggesting he was getting the better of his friend. 
 
The Catholic had one card left is his hand so be blurted out, "The Cardinal confesses to the Pope."  Perhaps he 
thought that having appealed the the highest tribunal, like Paul appealing to Caesar, that should have settled the 
matter.  But the appeal to the Pope didn't appear to have dented Lutheran armor. 
 
"But whom does the Pope confess to?"  The Lutheran asked thinking that now he had  asked the ultimate question.  
It was perhaps not phrased as delicately or correctly as merited by the cosmic significance of that moment.  His old 
high school English teacher would have immediately corrected him with "to whom" and "never end a sentence with 
a preposition".  And the professors in the Lutheran seminary engaged in official conversations with Roman Catholic 
colleagues would have wanted such questions to be better nuanced to capture the complex issues involved.  But the 
Lutheran thought it was a great question and could see the panic on his friend's face. 
 
There are those times in dire circumstances when suddenly an inspiration comes just in time to rescue one from 
defeat.  That happened at that very moment to the Catholic.  His less than confident countenance was suddenly 
illuminated by a sudden discovery, an idea that had never before formed in his mind.  Perhaps this was because 
some things are taken for granted, or some questions are never asked or indeed even thought of.  But now he knew 
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the answer.  Maybe he had always known it from sopmewhere in his ancestral history.  In any case, he had the final 
answer.  
 
"The Pope", he said with an effort at casualness as though he was sharing an old truth he had always known, 
"confesses directly to Christ."  There was nothing more to explain.  That had to be the last word on the subject.  
Victory was his, snatched right at the door of defeat. 
 
It was, of course a brilliant answer and should have forced the immediate capitulation of his Lutheran opponent.  But 
strangely at that very moment the same thing happened to the Lutheran.  The Spirit was apparently doing its 
mysterious work without playing favorites.   The answer was suddenly there and surely that had to be a matter of 
divine intervention.  The answer was likewise a thought completely new to the Lutheran but he did nothing to hide 
his astonishment that he had just made a  theological discovery. 
 
"Oh", responded the Lutheran with obvious excitement, "The Pope is a Lutheran!"   
 
There was no need for the argument to continue.  Perhaps both thought they had won.  The Lutheran had discovered 
in the Pope an orthodox Lutheran.  The Catholic had discovered in his Lutheran friend the same confessional 
practice as the Pope.  What more could you want?  Old labels probably won't work after such important though 
unauthorized  grass roots theological discussions.  In the same vein I accept Bernie's "generic" label as one that can 
serve us all very well in the future. 
 
Functions Not Offices 
 
Another discovery of the base community movement has been the understanding of "office" as "function" rather 
than position.  Scale again makes a great difference here.  The larger assemblies require more carefully defined roles 
and tasks, but in small groups all can participate in the functions and things can still be done "in good order."  Some 
scholars believe, in fact, that this was the practice of the earliest Christians where the only admonition was to 
acknowledge the "gifts of the Spirit and good order."  In smaller groups all the gifts can be readily identified and 
employed, not so in larger ones.  The office of preaching, for example, so dear to the heart of Protestantism, is 
limited Sunday after Sunday in the typical parish church to the insights, sensitivity, spirituality and diligence of only 
one of its members.  This policy of "one man (sic) one pulpit" produces congregations unnaturally uniform in 
theology and style as people seek out a particular brand of preacher in choosing a congregation to join.  Yet I have 
experienced again and again that there is great wisdom for grasping the meanings of the biblical texts in small 
groups that has been impressive.  Competent scholarship ought to be one of the resources available to the group but 
scholarship alone cannot achieve the breadth and depth of insight the biblical message is able to evoke in the 
community.   
 
If despite its loyal use of Word and Sacrament a congregation becomes routinized with less and less vitality, then the 
problem may be scale.  God's people have been gathered again and again but usually in settings where the full range 
of gifts that are present are ignored or denied.  Obviously that is not done intentionally, yet the design of public 
worship on the scale we generally use has had the same effect.  When the base church says, "Give the Bible back to 
the people," it is not calling for an irresponsible handling of Scripture, but for the recognition that the gifts of 
discernment already resident in the group.  Believers must live from the Word themselves.  That cannot be done 
vicariously.  Indeed we lay an impossible task on the clergy when they are expected to do the all the interpreting and 
proclamation. 
 
Furthermore, small groups are crucial in moving from inspiration to action.  How the motivated person can be 
helped to respond more directly has been dealt with earlier.  The point here is to affirm the power of Word and 
Sacrament to inspire action.  Scale has to be considered.  How often have individuals and groups been "moved by 
the Spirit" only to be directed to the "proper channels" which eventually have frustrated and deflected them.  In the 
small group the individual can find direct support of others and can decide quickly on direct action.  Scale is, 
therefore, a significant factor in completing the "homiletical circle" from text to context, from proclamation to 
response. 
 
The Most Intimate Church 
 
As a teacher in social ethics and as a social activist I have for many years been calling for fundamental changes in 
systems over which I had little power to change while ignoring changes I could make in primary relationships where 
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I could effect change.   I was ignoring the injustices in my own relationship with the one with whom I shared life 
most intimately, my wife, Ruth.  Dealing with this issue was to prove the most painful, but also the most powerful 
struggle in which I was involved.  It led eventually to basic changes in outlook and life style.  No other issue, no 
matter how urgent, had been able to do that.   
 
To introduce issues of domestic life is so embarrassing to all that one  hesitates to bring this kind of data into the 
classroom or published text.  In such settings by "gentlemen's agreement," private affairs are banished, personal 
sentiments discouraged and public confessions considered an affront to good manners.  How does one share these 
intimate learnings based on failure in a system which desires to be taught only by the winners in the competitive 
academic world?  How do you bring such matters into the open without violating the bounds of privacy?  How?  
You do that with all the risks involved when you know that these have been the source of authentic discoveries of 
the truth.  You do that when your whole being senses that the central issue has been raised.  You do that when you 
know that silence would be a greater denial of truth and even an non-objective dismissal of relevant data.  Shall we  
not allow such primary material into the citadels of learning where truth is to be pondered?  In theological study how 
can we do otherwise?  Our predecessors were a small band of disciples who after the death of Jesus experienced the 
emotional turmoil of fear, despair and powerlessness.  They were a frightened group of ordinary human beings 
afraid of the authorities and uncertain of what would happen next.  Then they were suddenly empowered when the 
central truth of their faith was announced to them by excited women whose personal experience of the resurrected 
Christ made them first apostles commissioned to share the good news by Christ himself.  Have we gone so 
exclusively into our minds and established practices about these matters that we have forgotten our own history?  It 
was women who brought the message that revived the church.  Might that not happen again as we listen to the 
concerns of women who know the realities of the primary world so well. 
 
During the past decades I have discovered my richest source of learning in sharing increasingly in Ruth's courageous 
and often lonely struggle to relate feminism to Biblical faith.  It was she (not my formal study of theology) who first 
suggested to me the primal connection between the male/female issue and all other forms of suppression.  It was she 
who first intuitively, and then with increasing articulation, argued that the small group was the most effective scale 
on which to work for change.  It was her perspective on reality that alerted me to the "one dimensional" approach to 
truth that had dominated my formal education.  While I had knowledge about this perspective intellectually, it was 
not until the consequences of it in primary relationships hit me with such seismographic force, that I knew its truth.  
And it was her understanding of spirituality which rejected shallow piety and united prayer and social justice, that 
opened a whole new dimension for me as a professional educator of clergy.  Like so many religious professionals, I 
had suffered the malady of the trade:  a professional religious facade hiding a hungry spirit within.  Through Ruth 
came the contacts with the religious community of women in Grandchamp, Switzerland, with their spirituality that 
combined classic forms of meditation with contemporary justice issues. Their intercessions for specific prisoners 
under torture in Latin America, or for underground groups in Korea, or refugees in Palestine were authenticated by 
their presence in these places through tiny fraternities of their sisters working and praying among the poor. 
 
It was Ruth who worked faithfully in the local parish as Sunday school teacher, church council and committee 
member and in the local community on issues of racism, poverty and global awareness.  At the same time she almost 
single handedly parented five children into vital faiths and careers while her husband traveled about making 
speeches about lay ministry!  And through all this she was also a supportive colleague in all my endeavors.  It was 
she who provided the most significant instruction about the ministry of the laity about which I was supposed to a 
specialist.  "God hidden in those closest" became for me no clever formula, but a mysterious, painful, joyful 
revelation.  And most consequential of all, it was Ruth who led me into a new world through her deep sense of a call 
to retreat ministry.  For her that was the most natural way to get at the root causes of injustice.   But for me it was a 
complete reversal because I had argued for years that the way to respond to injustice was to go immediately into the 
street and not be detoured into some monastis exercises.  Her vision led to the establishment of ARC and a basic 
change in family and occupational life. 
 
That Ruth chose to speak about these things in quiet tones, to share the "truth in love," has been a special grace that 
brings healing and hope to an issue so explosive and so potentially destructive that its very sharing runs the risk of 
severed relationships.  The issue of male/female raises the most profound question of God-to-person and person-to-
person formation.  Where else do we meet the neighbor as significantly as at this level?  It is, therefore, also our 
most significant encounter with God.  As a consequence Ruth and I have chosen to share our lives with others.  We 
have chosen to do so beneath and alongside the traditional religious, educational and social systems which are not 
yet prepared to accommodate such ventures.  Such a move is risky, but we believe it is responsible.  It is small in 
size but immense in importance.  It is new but it involves the recovery of ancient roots.  It is personal but touches an 
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ever growing public.  It is idealistic but is tested every day in the actualities of sharing the ordinary tasks of a 
household. 
 
Second Wine Best 
 
When we gather for Sunday morning worship at the ARC Retreat Community we usually use the Gospel lesson 
appointed for that day.  There has never been a preached sermon at these services because the approach used in that 
of the "group homily" adapted from the Base Christian Communities in South America.  In this approach the text is 
read several times in different translations and participants are invited to share their own insights. It is not a time of 
theological debate of study, not a time to speak only from the head but also from the heart.  Responses are received 
as contributions or gifts not as items for discussion. The final reading is followed by prayer in which thoughts from 
the text are gathered up in prayers and petitions.   
 
One Sunday morning during a couple's retreat the text was the familiar story of the wedding at Cana.  The second 
reading of the text was presented in the form of a BBC broadcast tape from Dorothy L. Sayer's radio drama of 
Christ's life, A Man Born To Be King.  In Sayer's rendition of the wedding at Cana she has the steward say to the 
bridegroom, "How come you save the best wine for the last?  We always wait until every is 'tanked' and then we 
serve the worst wine."   
 
I remember vividly the reaction to that line by a couple sitting on the couch facing me.  They were an older couple 
both of whom had gone through painful divorces and had recently become married.  They looked at each other and 
one of them reached out to the other and said, "Did you hear that?  The second wine is best."  
 
"No," I said to myself, I didn't hear that."  I have never been divorced.  I would never have thought about the text in 
that way.  But I was profoundly grateful for this response of two people who began to look at their second marriage 
with new hope.  When we bring our experiences to God's Word we often discover things that we had not seen 
before.   
 
A new frontier evokes fascination but also fear.  The unknown, the uncharted, the unexplored, the untamed, beguile 
and betray.  What is peculiar to the base as frontier is that it is neither new nor unchartered. The base is not an alien 
territory.  On the contrary, it offers the ordinary, the familiar, the traditional.  We have all been there before and we 
know its landscape well, though there is much we have forgotten.  To return to the base is like coming back home 
after a long voyage.  To change direction from top to bottom lowers the threshold of fear for it moves us from a 
competitive and ever more complex upward spiral to a slower and simpler common ground where we can rediscover 
forgotten treasures in ourselves and in those around us.  
 
If we move in this direction there is much hope.  This new but old territory of the household has plenty for everyone.  
There need be no unimployment here for there is plenty for all to do in building, sharing, celebrating and sustaining 
community.  No other industry, institution, or government agency can manage this task.  That belongs to the people 
themselves.  The soil has its own wonderful way of recycling, of bringing what has died or been discarded to life 
again.3 What is rejected as unskilled, uncredentialed, imperfect and incapable in the world of institutions is 
welcomed in the base.  All forms of life enrich the soil.  Differences of sex, age, education and culture give it further 
strength.  The base as frontier, therefore, is not a fearful frontier. 
     
What I am arguing for here is not a denial or rejection of other levels of life.  My case is for interdependence.  But 
given the severe imbalances and the fragile foundations of the contemporary world we need to shift priorities to a 
lower level if we are to survive as a human society.  To carry this argument further, I need to will seek clarify the 
use of the terms "primary" and "secondary" in relationship to the church. 
 
Defining Terms 
 
There are no doubt societies still intact that are bewildered by the way the Western World separates human activities 
into categories such as "primary:" and "secondary".  Members of these societies (often labeled "underdeveloped) can 
make no sense out of the distinction, for example, of the "market" and "household" economy.  Such "unenlightened" 
people see the economy as a single fabric in which the social, economic, cultural, religious, familial, private and 
public are all woven together.  I will use the distinctions of primary and secondary, nonetheless, because they are 
descriptive of the situation in Western society. 
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The terms "primary" and "secondary" are often traced to the writings of Frederich Toennies.4  In his analysis of the 
Industrial Revolution Toennies distinguished between Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft  which corresponds roughly to 
my terms "primary" and "secondary".  Jesse Bernard identifies what Toennies' Gemeinschaft  with what she calls the 
"female world".  
 

The characterization of the female world in the present context as Gemeinschaft in nature does not rest on 
sentimental or patronizing or largely negative perspectives but rather on the evidence from a respectable 
research literature which documents the fact that the world of women has indeed been a kin - and locale - 
based world - a world of "Blut-und-Bod  " [blood and soil] - performing an integrating function.5 
 

 
 
 
My own distinctions are: 
 
              Primary (Gemeinschaft)                               Secondary (Gesellschaft) 
 
 small scale . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . large scale 
 members are participants . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . members are  supporters and spectators 
 open ended, fluid . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .boundaries carefully prescribed 
 language is colloquial . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . language is technical 
 subjective values prevail . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  objective values prevail 
 practice leads to theory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   theory determines practice 
 birthing and nurturing skills . . . . . . . . . . . .  maintenance and managing skills 
 indigenous . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . imported 
 homemade  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .manufactured 
 incarnation - word becomes flesh . . . . . . . . . instruction - word becomes word 
 sapiental authority . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . credentialed authority 
 bottom up . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . top down 
 pre-industrial . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . industrial 
 voluntary: do-it-yourself . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . professional: done for you 
 "If I don't no one will" . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . "Don't worry, some one else is supposed to          
do it"  
 
These distinctions can be construed as polar opposites and indeed are so listed to heighten their differences.  I wish, 
however, to make the case in this chapter for their interdependence.  Depending on the circumstances both the 
primary and secondary make legitimate claims on our loyalties.  For example, in the primary world we can act freely 
and spontaneously, but in the secondary world action is prescribed by institutional rules.6  As secondary systems 
become more dominant there is greater distance from primary origins.  The perfecting of the secondary world 
generates criteria that may have little to do with the primary, yet these criteria are applied the base again and again.  
The costs to the base are easily forgotten as we saw with the invisible "domestic" economy.  As sociologist Betram 
Gross has noted, organizations are devices for screening out reality.  They are preoccupied with their own goals, 
hence they regularly impound, distort, edit or add information to fit their own needs.  This practice has been called 
"functional lying".7  
 
While it is probably the case that the larger the system the more external, rational and rigid the controls must be, 
there can also be great rigidity and control in very small ones as the hierarchical family illustrates.  The general 
tendency, however, is that the growth in size produces a pyramiding effect in which needs once determined and met 
by the people themselves come to be determined by institutions.  As institutions are created to satisfy needs at the 
primary level they soon produce a new level of needs at secondary levels.  Eventually the needs attracting attention 
at the top have little or no relevance to the base.  The drift up to higher levels seem inevitable.  The movement in the 
opposite direction, from secondary to primary, seldom happens, at least not voluntarily.  It is rarely, if ever, the 
result of rational planning.   
 
The term, "community" describes a social organization between personal and public concerns.  Some communities 
are turned in upon themselves and thereby restrict one's view of a larger world.  There are small communities, 
however, which nurture and sustain a view outward.  The small community as I have been arguing is strategically 
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placed to be a mediating organism between the individual and society.  According to this conception we may ask if 
the church a primary or secondary community?  To be sure the earlier forms of the church developed out of tribal 
and extended family cultures and in this sense are natural communities.  But what drew people together in the early 
households of Christians was anything but natural.  Quite the contrary, it was a loyality that transcended natural 
bonds of kin and kind.  In modern Western society the effort to build society on the narrow base of the satisfaction 
of individual needs has failed to produce enduring forms of community.  How then are we to understand the 
formation of community?  Is it a matter of nature or grace? 
 
Nature Or Grace? 
 
There may be some confusion today as to the specific form the household will take in the future.  Whether the 
household is to be rebuilt as in the past primarily on blood lines, or on shared tasks, or economic or political 
arrangements, it is becoming clearer that there are essential functions that cannot be effectively rendered by out side 
agents.  No public agency, however well staffed and nobely motivated, can breed, birth, bond and bearthe day by 
day demands of persons in community.  Technically and perhaps even legally in some places a committee can 
assume responsibility responsibility for a test tube baby, but few would want to live in a world where natural 
processes become that subordinated to synthetic ones.   
 
Institutions cannot replace the family, professionals cannot replace parents, committees cannot replace community.  
If anything we need to reverse that trend which has already gone too far and left many people bereft of the skills, 
wisdom and commitment for community.  But, obviously that new household will have to be different in some 
significant ways from the patterns of the past.  The controls and constraints may be articulated differently but they 
cannot be disregarded.  They are as necessary as the controls and constraints of inhaling and exhaling.  It is not a 
question of no  guidelines but of new ones.  The issues raised in the preceding chapter on male and female 
relationships, for example, suggest some of the new patterns.8  But there are also some older forms like the extended 
family that may provide a helpful model for the future. 
 
The basic Christian community is not a matter of nature alone, but of nature and grace.  God's people are a new 
creation resulting from the intervention of God.  The heart of this community, its center, is God present in the Holy 
Spirit in each believer who together with others form a new entity, the body of Christ. 

 
Israel is not a natural family. . . .  It is now agreed that Israel consists in the earliest form of the marginal 
people of society who did not belong . . . not a helpless part of a hopeless holding action . . . but a new 
ethnos, formed by people who hear new words of hope and discipleship and move from the realm of 
hopeless necessity to the realm of promised possibility.9 

 
A people who were once no people (I Peter 2:9) are now God's people.  This new family, however, is not seen in 
isolation form other communities.  It is a primary institution for the sake of and at the base of other human 
institutions.  The biblical view is clearly one of interdependence.     
     

For all these marginal people, the large family is the only defense against rapacious social forces which 
would devour and destroy.  Thus the family has not directly economic and political functions per se, but it 
is understood to have a responsibility for the dimension of humanness midst economic and political 
pressures. . . .  Family thus is not an invitation for withdrawal, but an agent of initiative for the reshaping of 
all of historical existence as God's intended zone of freedom and security.10  

 
According to the New Testament accounts the early church formed around small groups.  Frequently these were 
centered in existing households serving as a social nucleus as well as a place of meeting.11 These households were 
not, however, completely separated from the larger social system. 
 

The household, like the republic, expressed its solidarity in a common religion.  The new paternal 
government appealed to both sentiments in an imperial cult that was at the same  time public and personal 
in the object of its devotion: Roma et Augustus.  This religious character of the household added to its 
fundamental position in society, explains much of the behavior of the New Testament groups.  Where the 
head of a house was converted, its religions unity was preserved.  The members were apparently baptized 
as a group.12  
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What was remarkable in these new households was the transformation of roles based on the servant model.  As God 
in Christ had been present in their midst as servant so Christians were to be present to each other. 

     
The assertion that the gift of grace is bestowed on every church member, and that therefore every member 
is called to service, is constant in the New Testament, just as it is understood that every church member can 
baptize, or distribute the Lord's Supper, and has the right to speak in any assembly of the church.13   

 
As a primary community the members sought to build each other up in the faith (Eph. 4:12) not only through the 
sharing of gifts and resources but in serving each other's needs.  Here is hardly a picture of a hierarchical structure.  
Had it been so the state would have not been so suspicious of this new movement and its political ramifications nor 
would neighbors have been so amazed at their behavior. 
     

The office bearers . . . the so-called "clergy," "ministers" . . . do not only join the battle of faith as "laymen" 
but their special role is to function as kitchen soldiers and instructors:  they equip, help and sustain the laity 
in order that the laity may continuously do the work of ministry. . . .  In many of our churches almost all the 
functions of office-bearers have been concentrated on one man.  This one-man" show is deeply un-
biblical.14 

 
How quickly the office of clergy developed into a hierarchical status position illustrates the early appearance of 
secondary elements.  The role of women was a particularly striking feature of these new households but, obviously 
is a forgotten legacy of the beginnings of the Christian church. Frequently widow's houses were used as a place of 
meeting (Chloe, Lydia, Nympha, Priscilla) which was no prestige matter, since it could lead to martyrdom.  The role 
of women in these communities was so astonishing that it scandalized the Romans. 
     

The very women of the heretics, how bold! who teach, argue, perform exorcisms, promise cures, baptize.  
Their ordinations are inconsiderate, trivial, changeable.  "Thus today one is a bishop, tomorrow another . . . 
The majority of Christians worked in scores of perfectly independent cliques, each one of which was as 
fully "authoritative" as another.15    
 
Something very remarkable nearly happened.  For the first hundred years of the new era, women were 
everywhere leaving behind old constraints, stepping into the public sphere, and participating in the creation 
of a new society.  The extent of the persecution of these women by Roman authorities was a measure of the 
extent to which the old world feared the new roles for women.  The rate at which women joined the new 
Christian movement was a measure of the  readiness of women for the new life. 
 
As the movement grew grew larger, it grew more conservative.  There were no models for this new kind of 
participation of women.  Might women squeeze men out of their traditional authority roles?  Beginning 
about A.D. 100, but taking another three hundred years to jell completely, a slow process of reviving the 
earlier domestic role model for women was instituted, and they lost their initial equal status in the new 
Christian communities.16 

 
The impulses that are asserting themselves again today come from seeds that have been sown long ago and have 
been lying dormant for centuries.  They represent the earliest tradition.17  Indeed, they are the reinstatement of the  
traditional roles for God's people.  The closest we come today to realizing the shared roles and the holding of all 
things in common (Acts 2:44) is in the poorest villages.  The poor still live in primary community more than the rich 
and seem more able to share even though they have less.  In the early Christian communities the poor were the 
special guests.  The agape meal was a continuation of the way Jesus viewed the mealtime as a time of sharing (Luke 
14:12-44).  The poor and the alienated were special guests as in the case of the household of Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1-
10).  As the communities gathered they reached inward in their shared worship but also outward to the 
disadvantaged in their shared bread.  There was a centripetal as well as a centrifugal movement in their 
spirituality.18  The act of foot-washing represented this servant attitude toward each other as the public distribution 
of gifts of food from the meal represented their servant attitude toward society at large.19 

 
Such hospitality at the base of society has ramifications for other levels of society.  The early Christian base 
communities saw themselves linked to these other systems.  They continued to worship in the temple and celebrated 
the Eucharist both there and in the households.  Some scholars see this dual practice as transitional, but this assumes 
that the gradual development of secondary forms to replace primary ones was the original intention.  Such a reading 
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of history is to be expected from the vantage point of the securely placed authorities.  Actually, if one uses an 
organic model, as the Bible does, it is the secondary that is the transitional element.  The leaves and branches and 
even significant parts of the trunk can be pruned or even die but life continues in the root system.  What is 
instructive in this early practice is the recognition that while the focus inward in worship is clearly primary or 
constitutive for the Christian life the focus outward is  regarded highly and considered to even inseparable from 
worship.  
 
Shift To Secondary 
 
Although the process took some centuries, efforts toward centering Christian life, worship and service in 
institutionally controlled structures asserted themselves quite early.  The shift from primary to secondary reached its 
most visible manifestation (though by no means its fullest development) at the time of Constantine.  The period of 
persecution was replaced by one of growing tolerance and lessened conflict.  The "not of this world" aspects of the 
Christian community became less clear as behavior based on faith and behavior based on culture became blurred.  
This suggests changes on both sides.  The Roman state was skilled in controlling free associations by having them 
incorporated.  At first somewhat baffled by the Christian movement the Roman state eventually employed this 
strategy on the Christian church as well.20 
     
The effect of this accommodation on the part of both the church and the state was eventually to reshape Christian 
institutions  after models from the Roman system.  Clement of Rome, writing at the close of the first century, takes 
as his parfadigms the cosmos and the Roman military. 
     

Let us then serve in our army brethren, with all earnestness, following his [Christ's] faultless commands.  
Let us consider those who serve our generals, with what good order, habitual readiness, and submissiveness 
they perform their commands.  Not all are prefects, not tribunes, nor centurions, not in charge of fifty men, 
or the like, but each carried out in his own band commands of the emperor and of the generals.  The great 
cannot exist without the small, nor the small without the great; there is a certain mixture among all, and 
herein lies the advantage . . . all work together and are united in a common subjection to preserve the whole 
body.21 

 
Here is a radical break from the body metaphor of I Corinthians 12 in which the only subjection is to God.  Neither 
is there any hierarchy or distinction (only different functions) between the great and the small.  Clement attempts to 
mix the metaphor of body and military, but it just doesn't work.  The history of the church, however, clearly 
documents that her leaders have done just that.  The ramifications of this accommodation for the internal structure of 
Christian community is manifestly clear.  There have also been profound implications for the church's view of the 
use of power and its role as a fully developed secondary system in public life.  In the treatment of women this point 
becomes particularly clear. 
      

The real contrast was not between scholars and activists, but between the women, both religious and 
secular, and the sword-happy men of the new European kingdoms.  The women were working toward a 
conversion of ways of thinking, social and life styles.  The men were concerned with consolidating political 
power, and used forcible conversion to Christianity as a means to that end.22 

 
Once achieved, the position of privilege would not be readily relinquished. That is the historical reality beyond the 
continuing male/female, lay/clergy, rich/poor polarities.  Originally in solidarity with the oppressed, the church has 
too frequently ended up on the side of the oppressors.23   One of the tragic ironies of this historical development is 
that the Jews, who once shared persecution with Christians under the Romans, continued to be persecuted by 
"Christian" states, ancient and modern.  The liberation of one did not mean the liberation of the other.  Commenting 
on the significance of Auschwitz for Christians Johann Metz argues: 
 

It is well known that the early persecutions of Christians were also persecutions of Jews.  Because both 
groups refused to recognize the Roman Emperor as God, thus calling in question the foundations of Rome's 
political religion, they were together branded as atheists and haters of the human race and were persecuted 
unto death. . . . .  But does not Christianity, in fact, manifest historically a shattering deficit in political 
resistance, and an extreme historical surplus of political accommodation and obedience?  And finally, is it 
not the case that we Christians can recognize that concrete destiny which Jesus foretold for his disciples 
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more clearly in the history of suffering undergone by the Jewish people than in the actual history of 
Christianity.24 

 
The institutional system obviously scored the victory and now is the norm of Christian organization.  In the state 
church and in civil religion routinized religious activities take place so exclusively in institutional settings that most 
people cannot recall rituals of their faith that have occurred in domestic settings.  Faith is practiced in the 
appropriately designated places but rarely in the home.  "Church is where there is a steeple."  This cryptic 
ecclesiological formula was shared with me in jest by a pastor in the German Democratic Republic as we were 
making a tour of the village where he served a small congregation.  He explained that the original church building 
had no tower because the King of Prussia did not want a "church" in the village.  A prayer house was permitted, 
however.  A building was constructed without a steeple because in the king's view (and I suspect of many others as 
well) the steeple is what made it a church! 
 
The secondary has in fact become the legitimizing authority for the primary.  People were arrested in the state 
churches in Scandinavia as late as the 19th century for holding unauthorized religious meetings in their homes.  My 
mother tells of Sundays on the farm in Wisconsin when bad weather kept them from getting to the church services.  
Her father would take out the book of sermons prescribed by the denomination for home worship.  (It often turned 
out to be the same sermon read from the pulpit by the not so diligent pastor!)  The laity were not expected to be 
sufficiently creative or responsible to have domestic worship even in an emergency. 
 
The result of our brief historical survey has at least made the point that the movement has been consistently toward 
secondary forms.  Although the Reformation of the sixteenth century and other reformations introduces primary 
elements again, they were but momentary interruptions in the basic trend.  The Quakers, however, are something of 
an exception.  For them small has been and continues to be "beautiful," "powerful," and "possible."  Luther shied 
away from the more radical calls for a "people's church" in his time and when push came to shove threw his lot in 
with the landed aristocracy.  In the end Lutheranism retreated to the Constantine solution.  The Left Wing of the 
Reformation was marginalized much to the impoverishment of both wings of the Reformation.  The solution of the 
"parish church," which had become the unquestioned norm of most Christian denominations (indeed the term 
appears in constitutions as the "basic" form of the church) has thoroughly established the secondary form as the 
primary one in the consciousness of church members. 
 
Primary is Primary  
 
My basic thesis throughout has been to call for the restoration of balance between primary and secondary.  To 
achieve this in a society where the influence of secondary systems is so predominant, it is necessary to emphasize 
the importance of the primary forms both in church and society.  In this context it means to view the household form 
of the church as primary and the traditional parish structure as secondary.  In some places this shift has already 
begun.  The existing structures simply do not meet many needs today.  Neither do they represent a proper 
ecclesiology.  Since the industrial revolution and the breakdown of the village community the parish church has 
attempted to bear primary functions far beyond its capacity not to speak of its prerogative.  The more the 
congregation is made the primary center not only of the worship life but also the activity of its members, the more 
the problem is compounded.  Expectations pile up on the parish and its staff and frustration mounts.   Clergy are 
burning out and leaving parish ministry in unprecedented numbers.  This situation is paralleled in other helping 
institutions equally overburdened and experiencing a high turnover in staff.  New parish programs such as 
education, evangelism, social action, and liturgical renewal constantly flounder.  Why?  My argument - which I hope 
the reader understands is concerned with rescueing the congregation from over expectations rather than to 
abandoning it - is that primary functions belong to the primary.  They cannot be adequately realized by the 
secondary.  There are sufficient secondary functions to more than occupy secondary systems. In fact secondary 
institutions need to be liberated in order do their proper tasks for the sake of the primary just as primary one need to 
be encouraged for the liberation of the larger systems. 
 
Recovery of the primary renews the secondary systems.  Too many expectations have been heaped uncritically  on 
modern institutions just as too much has been claimed by them.  This is especially true of the local congregation and 
its beleaguered clergy.  I believe that the congregation is not the primary arena, for the life and ministry of God's 
people. The primary and certainly the beginning place for Christian faith and ministry is in one's daily living and 
working spaces.  The congregation is secondary and supportive to it.  Both primary and secondary forms of the 
church are important, but not identical.  One is not just a smaller or larger version of the other.  The recovery of the 
primary church will mean the renewal of the institutional church as well at other levels.  In an earlier work I have 
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argued that the local congregation has a vital role as a bridge between personal faith and public life.25  But it cannot 
replace the household nor the work place. 
 
After an extended visit by foot, horse, boat and plane to base Christian communities in the jungles of Brazil, 
Leonardo Boff wrote this in his journal of his impressions of these expressions of the primary church: 
 

The ecclesial base communities are ,therefore, so important because they have become free spaces of and 
for the people.  The members speak without fear.  They embody that which is so important for human 
existence: sharing with one another and giving expression to their own desire to participate, to feel 
themselves to be the subjects of their own words revealed in one's own consciousness and understanding of 
the world.26 

 
In describing the way base ecclesial communities in the jungles of Brazil place the Word of God into the context of 
their daily lives, Boff writes: 
 

The word is socialized.  The reflection is shared by all.  Spiritual authority no longer is only in the hands of 
the few.   . . . . .Everything is democratically organized.  The relationship is horizontal.  As a theologian I 
was not invited to make the first comment and give a lecture.  Rather I was expected to enter the 
conversation and make my contribution like all the others.   Here is a new theological praxis:  theology 
becomes real to a religious  academician who is actually geared into the way of the people.  The 
academician has no claims to authority on the basis of scientific qualifications.27 
 
 We need to redefine the church community not against the backdrop of mass society but toward the 
promise of public life.  As we do so, we will begin to envision communities which are not mere extensions 
of private security, but which bridge the private and the public, leading us from the familiarities of private 
life into the strangeness of the public realm.  In this way, the church can become a "halfway house," 
moving people from fear of the world around them into a role as co-creators of a world which is both God's 
and their own.28 

 
What I mean by recovering the primary is not repristination.  Restoring the primary is certainly not a matter of 
blindly retrieving forms and formulas from earlier times.  Rather it is a matter of discovering how God is calling 
forth a new community today in ways similar to the beginnings of the church.  Emphasizing the primary has to do 
with basics then and now.  To live from one's roots does not mean abandoning present reality for a past utopia (what 
Karl Mannheim calls the "reverse Utopianism" of the reactionary) but to live from the same roots as did the Church 
Fathers and Mothers.  The primary church is as important today as in the time of the "primitive" church.29 
   
Faith Even More Primary 
 
While the institutional church has been struggling with transitions many people have been turning to religious 
experiences outside traditional church forms.  Deep within modern consciousness is the recognition that at the heart 
of the religious life despite its institutional forms there must be a personal encounter with the Transcendent.  
Obviously that has not been the experience of many in organized religion.  To know God by faith is, clearly, 
essential to being the church.  A new kind of knowing is being sought in the post-industrial world which moves 
beyond the rational and recovers the wisdom that lies beneath.  Charles Williams refers to this in his phrase, "Flesh 
knows what Spirit knows, but Spirit knows what it knows."30 
 
Architects argue that form follows function.  So faith creates form, not the reverse.  We begin with faith.  From that 
new perception, or more accurately, from that new way we discover that when we are perceived by a gracious God, 
new patterns of living and new structures arise.  But faith comes first. 
 
I believe there is a direct connection between the decay of institutions and the decay of the environment when the 
spirit is denied.  When human gifts are not able to develop in primary relationships all forms of life deteriorate.  
When the story of the people themselves is not heard or when they are not "able" to tell it because no one is 
listening, then it is as if they did not exist, i.e. as if they were dead.  They begin to see themselves as "dead" or dying 
creatures with adverse effects to their own health and the health of their environment.  In the treatment of cancer 
patients this dying has been reversed by the patients telling their own stories.  Their participation in the healing 
process is vital. 
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 Restoring patients to the human fellowship through listening to their life histories does not require any 
psychiatric training, and only a certain awareness of the generic idiosyncrasies of the cancer group. Their 
need for individualistic self-sufficiency involves communication problems, particularly their tending to be 
secretive about certain aspects of their lives.  It should be remembered, however, that this secretiveness 
serves in most cases only the purpose of protecting themselves against attempts to interfere in their private 
worlds.  Their illness itself is the result of fate having defeated them, so they are wounded and defensive 
against judgmental attitudes and also against meddling attempts to be helpful in word or deed without being 
asked.31 

 
There is a passage in The Source by James Michener where the charge is made that Christianity emphasizes an 
individualistic relationship to God and erects cathedrals, but neglects human relationships at the base.  Jews, on the 
other hand, live in ghettos without cathedrals but are engaged in what is necessary to live in community.  There is 
some truth in that charge.  The closer some Christians have tried to get to God in the vertical climb (what Matthew 
Fox calls "Jacob's ladder") the further they get from people.  Of course, this is a distortion of a faith which does not 
separate God and neighbor, either in the Old or New Testament.  No wonder the body of Christ is sick and members 
remain "ill" at ease when they are talked at or talked about and seldom tell their own stories or hear those of their 
neighbor.  On the other hand, how healthy it is for God's people to hear the Word of God in the communal chatter of 
shared experience.  The private sphere is a "little theater".32  That is why there is power when two or three gather.  
There Christ can be present within shared stories in a way that the larger  gatherings rarely achieve. 
 
The telling of personal stories in connection with the study of Scripture makes for a powerful combination.  That is 
what effective preaching has always been.  Perhaps the appearance of the professionals who rarely share their own 
life situation have made it more and more difficult for people to share.  Secondary settings are seldom places to tell 
your own story. The very presence of the expert, usually perceived as judge, accelerates this freezing up.  Because 
the story of the ill or marginalized is not or cannot be told they do not come to see themselves as healthy persons.  
Furthermore, the "helping" professional is denied access to essential data for diagnosis and treatment.  But in 
primary settings this kind of sharing does occur and reveals the liberating power of Scripture.  

 
Let the people speak in their own language and experience.  The Word, the living Word, was originally entrusted to 
the precarious (from both a health and political point of view) care of two fugitives, quartered in a borrowed stable.  
Was it not at the outset and can it not today be entrusted to the people?  When God's story touches the story of 
ordinary people depths are revealed that even the most careful exegetical study may not reveal.  Fear of the misuse 
of the Word is no less a risk in that setting than when the Word is primarily in the hands of the "experts."   
 
In the introduction to the BBC radio dramas on the life of Christ, The Man Born to Be King, Dorothy Sayers says: 
      

Tear off the disguise of the Jacobean-idiom, go back to the homely and vigorous Greek of Mark or John, 
translate it into its current English counterpart, and then every [person] may see his [her] own face.33 

 
There is nothing mysterious about all of this.  The procedure is a familiar and natural one described in the Parable of 
the Sower (Matt. 13:18-23, Mark 4:13-20, Luke 8:11-15).  Such practices as baptism and preaching, which have 
come under criticism in some circles, take on quite another character in a primary setting.  The secondary does not 
have the rich soil of the base.  It is not a very nurturing womb.  It manages but it does not birth.  Like the seed in the 
rich soil, the Word becomes flesh when it has something to grow in.  That Word was entrusted to lowly shepherds, 
ordinary fisher folk, poor people, and outcasts at the beginning and today as well. 
 
The Daily Church34 
 
E. F. Schumaker and others have developed the notion of "appropriate technology," a technology that fits the needs 
and circumstances of those who use it.  I believe there is a need today for an "appropriate ecclesiology," an 
understanding of and a practice of being the church that fits the language and circumstances of the people 
themselves.  This is what I mean by the "primary" church.  It looks less like the typical congregation than it does a 
basic Christian community.  Of course it must be small.  Rosemary Houghton uses the term "pre-church" in order to 
emphasize the freedom necessary to explore the forms and practices suited for a primary group.  The term "pre" 
could be interpreted to suggest that the institutional church as we now know it is the norm, but she is making another 
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point.  Her concern is that you cannot prescribe how the Holy Spirit goes about establishing the church.  You can, of 
course, check later to see if the signs of the church are present.35     
 
The basic Christian community is not simply an underdeveloped parish church that has not yet grown large enough 
or matured sufficiently to really be the church.  It is not the church in miniature as though the secondary form is the 
final model.  The base community builds its worship and service around the personal gifts and concerns of the 
members.  It is interesting to note that in spite of settling into a secondary solution for the parish church under the 
patronage of the princes, Luther nonetheless recognized the need for a primary form.  His negative reaction to the 
the more radical left wing reformers would make it appear as if he was basically suspicious of small, alternative 
groups.  On the contrary, he advocated a form of house church.  In addition to the Latin Mass and the German Order 
of Service ("for simple laymen") Luther saw the need for a third kind of service for the Evangelical Church Order 
intended "for those who mean to be real Christians and profess the Gospel with hand and mouth.  They would record 
their names on a list and meet by themselves in some house in order to pray, read, baptize, receive the Sacrament 
and do other Christian works."36 
 
The church as a secondary institution assembles people during their leisure or discretionary time:  time beyond the 
demands of work and family.  The congregation, as a result, is largely confined to the bits and fragments of 
peripheral time and outside the borders of one's primary work and living situation.  The larger the system the less it 
is able to take up individual agendas.  Therefore the time spent tends to move onto other agendas than those growing 
out of one's personal life in the two key primary locations of home and work place.  As one member commented, 
"The church spends 95% of the time speaking about 5% of my life and 5% of its time speaking about 95% of my 
life."  For these reasons members in the typical congregational structure continue to feel like second-class citizens.  
The faith that is celebrated in the rituals and language of the institutional church often seems to be foreign to their 
experience. 
 
Church members are instructed in no uncertain terms in the rituals that accompany entrance into church membership 
that the congregation is primary.  In the baptismal formula the parents promise to "bring the child to worship in 
God's house" overlooking the more central place of worship experience for the child, namely, its own home.  The 
emphasis in the words and practice of baptism see the home as supplementary to the congregation. Furthermore, the 
rite of baptism held in the parish church building, rather than the home, relegates (despite the phrases in the 
baptismal vows and prayer) the family to a secondary function to assist the "church" with the nurture of their own 
child.  We ought not be surprised, therefore, that baptism and eventually confirmation are such problematic issues 
for so many congregations.  We have done very little to affirm the persons who bear the primary responsibility for 
the formation of the children.  It is not so much our theology as our practice of baptism that makes it so suspect.  
The failure to recognize the base is a major element in this deficit.  As long as the primacy the clergy and 
congregation persists as an uncritically assumed presupposition, there is little hope that people will appropriate the 
faith "for themselves."37   A mature, adult membership becomes a goal very difficult to achieve under conditions of 
continuing dependency.  As long as one is "brought" to church rather than "is" the church, not much growth is likely 
to result.   
 
This position seen in connection with Luther's other statements regarding the priesthood of all believers is more 
radical than the practices that emerged at his time.  The Reformation churches inherited a membership and structure 
that had little experience of being the daily church and of doing ministry in the liberating terms envisioned in 
Luther's early views on the church.  That ecclesiology is more attainable today with literate members and democratic 
voluntary associations far beyond anything imaginable or politically attainable in Luther's day.  In terms of personal 
experiences of faith and participation in the structure of ministry Luther's words strike a very relevant note: 
     

Let everyone, therefore, who knows himself to be a Christian, be assured of this, that we are all equally 
priests, that is to say, we have the same power in respect to the Word and Sacraments.38 

 
The most exciting chapter of the ecumenical movement lies ahead when God's people gather around their primary 
life areas and discover there the presence, power, and relevance of Scripture and ministry to their ministries.  In 
today's pluralistic society such gatherings have less and less to do with denominational, cultural and (in some cases) 
socio-economic differences.  To discover in those setting that the people can be and are the church, that they are 
ministry, that they have the right to use the church's rites, that God is present in their local situation, will be 
profoundly liberating.   
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Being the church and doing theology in the midst of the people has been called "eret-ology" (earth theology) by 
Kosuke Koyama, a Japanese theologian who has spent many years in Thailand. 

     
My theology in northern Thailand must begin with the need of the farmers and not with the great thoughts 
developed in Summa Theologiae and Church Dogmatics. . . .  Do I mean to say that I dare to give priority 
to the farmers over Thomas Aquinas and Karl Barth in my theological thinking?  Yes.  The reason is 
simple:  God has called me to work here in northern Thailand, not in Italy or Switzerland. . . .  The theology 
that serves Jesus Christ in northern Thailand, will surely come into being when we dare to make this 
decision. . . .  Thousands of people  are living in concrete square boxes (government housing project).   
Some of them live on the fifth floor or the nineteenth floor.  Their lives have been "uprooted" from the 
ground.  "Distance from the  ground" is causing deep psychological problems.  "To be human" is "to  be on 
the ground," particularly for the Singapore Malays.  Theological  "erets-ology" is needed (erets = "earth" in 
Hebrew).39 

 
Some years ago during a community-wide communications experiment called the "Faith in Life Dialog," a friend 
organized a radio "call in" program in which couples representing inter-faith marriages were interviewed.  My friend 
shrewdly chose a number of couples who had managed to work out their own solutions despite the religious 
authorities and had long and happy marriages.  The response of the listening audience was tremendous.  Here were 
mutually consenting adults doing what the Scriptures describe as "covenanting."  Where "two or three are gathered" 
you have the ancient and very orthodox and most traditional way of being the church! 
 
Gift not Construct 
 
The church is not a human construction.  As Christ's living body it is an organic process made possible by gift.    
Gifts (charismata) are given to the church as a free act of God  and not because of a conscious decision by some 
authorizing board.  We do not build the church.  We receive the church.  The Holy Spirit moves, as we have said 
before, when and where and for as long as He/She wills.40  Allowing the gifts of the Spirit to grow and develop in 
the body means hosting a process over which we do not have control as is obviously the case in administering the 
sacraments just as it is obviously the case (especially for women) in pregnancy.  The urgency to control and to 
analyze growth has been characteristic of the Industrial/Scientific Age.  Spontaneous growth from beneath is usually 
hindered by review processes and all such apparatus burdened with managing.  If you dig up the seed every week to 
check its growth that very act of concern for progress kills it.  Living things are not so easily controlled.  Rosemary 
Haughton describes the growth process this way: 
      

Like plants in Spring, the new growth pushes up, a small unnoticeable shoot at first, appearing in cracks in 
the great marble pavements of Church and State, forcing the slabs apart, loosening the structures.  They 
look so weak, these little, unofficial, experimental, humanly vulnerable communities, but they can move 
mountains, even the hills of Rome, because they are alive with the life of the Spirit of God, who is 
Wisdom, finding herself a place in which to grow "in the portion of the Lord, in the inheritance, as always 
among the poor, the "marginal" people. 
     
This is how it happens:  like the tiny mustard-seed which grows unhelped until it can provide shelter 
(modest, impressive, but real) for the birds of human aspiration; like the yeast, kneaded by experience into 
dough, and then left alone until it has risen and is ready for baking; like a treasure, accidently discovered, 
laboriously unearthed, and always unexpected when uncovered; and like the household of Cornelius, where 
the Spirit worked so clearly and powerfully and which yet required a special and repeated vision before 
Peter the "official" church, could recognize and celebrate it--so the Church is growing, now.41 

 
Such an uncontrolled, organic process presents a formidable challenge to institutional management systems  .  
Christian community, which of course takes root and grows from the base, is matter of gift, not construction.  That is 
the secret of the church's power and it confounds the manager/promoter types who simply cannot comprehend 
Christ's strange instructions "not to tell anyone" (Matt. 8:4, 9:30, 12:16, 16:20.)  Then what is the PR department to 
do?  Or when Jesus says about others who are doing things in his name "to leave alone"  (Luke 9:50, Mark 9:39.), 
what happens to the maintaining of professional standards?  Christ seems satisfied that eventually things will be 
known for what they are by their fruits.  Obviously Jesus is talking about quite a different matter than what is 
generally understood by church administration. 
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Gifts or charisamata  have not been an easy thing for the institutional church to deal with from the beginning.  
Abuses, inordinate claims, unruly and disorderly gatherings prompted warnings from Paul, yet he never lost sight of 
the fact that the church lives from gifts which cannot be routinized.  Because gift is not necessarily linked to 
function it becomes especially difficult to "construct" the church.  The gifts are found in the strangest and most 
unlikely places.  And gifts have often very little to do with formal training, not to speak of official legitimizing 
processes.  The apostolic role in the church is a good case in point. 
     

In Cynic/Stoic thought the word (apostle) is used of the divine commissioning of a human being to act as a 
kataskopos i.e. as someone who goes where wanted and feels the pulse of ongoing life there, all eyes and 
ears, alert to register how human beings are managing their affairs.  The work of the episkopos is open only 
to those who have fulfilled the primary function of being kataskopoi. . . . 
       
The apostle is one who is sent and available, who digs into situations and waits there at the ready.  He or 
she can be kept on the sidelines as long as God chooses, thrown into battle when God judges the time ripe, 
given instructions as the battle proceeds. 
           
What the women (at the tomb) made clear was that, from the time of the resurrection, apostleship becomes 
a mark of the life of the whole church.  The women were found where it mattered - by the cross and at the 
tomb, Kataskopoi.  In the course of fulfilling the normal duties which fell to women, the anointing of the 
body, they came up against a new reality.  Events proved that they bore a constitutive hallmark of 
apostleship - the readiness for unexpected orders.  So to them was entrusted the primary announcement of 
an astounding new fact.  It was due to their faithfulness in apostleship, in going where they were sent, 
available there, that they became the first evangelists of the New Dispensation.42 

 
The way the church best preserved her tradition, I believe, is by learning to live with her gifts rather than attempting 
to construct or reconstruct her future. Basic commitments are not rationally planned or explained.  They  
are more intuitive.  We may be led to do things we cannot explain easily to ourselves or others.  
Only in the living out our deeply felt beliefs are we able to share them with others. In entering 
into community we are participating in a larger truth about ourselves beyhond our capacity to 
explain.  Of course this requires a different kind of leadership.  The professional in the time of regenerating the 
base will have to be a very different type as the shift from secondary to primary forms occurs.  Actually, what could 
well happen in the end is that the traditional understanding of the church professional may be recovered.   
 
Primary And Public 
 
The recovery of the primary church does not mean a withdrawal from the public sector into the personal and private 
one.  A friend in East Germany argues that the personal can be the most public.  Jesus said in Matt. 18:20, "Where 
two or three come together in my name, I am there with them."  That has always been the secret power of the 
church.  Ironically, as the church grew in numbers, achieved prestige and privilege, erected impressive edifices and 
became more public, its real power decreased.  Rather than being the leaven, it chose to become the loaf itself.  Base 
Christian communities are helping the larger church recover the scale in which God's people can be both personal 
and public.43  
  
The roots of a tree are invisible but its fruits are visible.  As roots penetrate deeper into the soil (become more 
private, as it were) the outreach of the branches becomes more extensive.  In a similar fashion it can be argued that 
as one's personal faith deepens (becoming even more private) one's ability and readiness to respond to public agenda 
increases.  This paradox is seen in the practice of the early church of "arcane discipline."  This concept was used by 
Bonhoeffer when he found himself in circumstances of persecution similar to the early church.  "Arcane discipline" 
was the way underground Christians kept their worship life secret.  But that by no means diminished their impact on 
the public sector.  Living under persecution they had to be politically realistic.44 
      
As the church finds deeper levels of worship and nourishment in basic communities, public worship may become 
less central since God's people would have their access to Word and sacraments in a setting so much more 
meaningful than when they are spectators in typical congregational worship services.  But as worship becomes more 
personal the public fruits of it might become more visible.  In other words, worship may be more meaningful not in 
the forefront (what is most public to the world) but in the background.   Like the early Christian households, creed 
and liturgy may be more secret (Matt. 6:1-4, 16-18, 18:15), but discipleship in society more public.45  This paradox 
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of becoming more political as you become more inward, was obviously not understood by even the Confessing 
Church as Bonhoeffer and others were driven to drastic political acts.  At the same time, however, Bonhoeffer's 
behavior was misunderstood by many in the church as political when in fact it was profoundly religious.  Let us 
examine the case more closely. 
 
In an early writing on the meaning of the church Bonhoeffer had argued that God chooses the place for the church.  
It is the space where God's work is done.   
      

Where is the actual place of the church?  That cannot be determined concretely beforehand.  It is the place 
of the present Christ in the world.  God's will choose this or that place for that purpose.  Therefore, it is not 
for humankind to anticipate or possess it beforehand.  God qualifies the place through his gracious 
presence.  It must make him known.  To the church has not been given the orders to make a historical place 
into God's place.  Neither the state church nor the populace is this place.  No human, only God determines 
the place.  The church that knows this waits on the word that makes her God's place in the world.  Where 
no human place can establish the church, God will be with his congregation, even in the midst of the 
culture.  From this perspective the same yes and the same no applies to all human places.  All need in the 
same way the coming of God. . . .  God alone is the crisis, not the pastor not the church.  No one knows 
beforehand where this center will be. . . .  The church can only bear witness to the center of the world that 
God alone creates.  She must seek to give room for the activity of God.46 

 
Not so many years after these words were written that place was chosen.  It was the Jewish question.  Bonhoeffer's 
decision to be the church in the place and at the time he believed God had chosen, was in its outward form and 
consequences profoundly political.  At its center, however, the decision was an act of religious conviction.  "Wait 
for God, don't be so religious," is the way Blumhardt put it.47      

 
The church has been recalled to its mission and its appropriate forms again and again by a remnant.  God's has 
operated on a scale quite different from how our society measures growth.  The source of power for the church lies 
in the minuscule "two or three".  We turn now in the next chapter to explore the ramifications of the human scaled 
church. 
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religious dream but accepting the realities of political history. . . .We know that for Engels, 
Revelation was the most revolutionary book of the New Testament, concealing behind a 
religious vocabulary the radical protest of the oppressed masses against the imperialist power 
of Rome. . . .  Revelation is a revolutionary work, at one extreme of the New Testament 
writings, whereas the Pauline epistles, with their conservative and even Constantinian 
approach lie at the other. 

45"For we fix our attention, not on things that are seen, but on things that are unseen.  What can 
be seen lasts only for a time, but what cannot be seen lasts forever" (II Cor. 4:18). 
46Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Das Wesen der Kirche, ed. by O. Dudzus, Munich:  Kaiser, 1971, pp. 21-
22 [Translation mine] 
47Thomas Day, op. cit., p. 454. states: 

It would not be through new concepts and explanations, be they religious or not, that the 
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 A similar point is made by Douglas Hall in Has the Church a Future, Philadelphia: Westminster 
Press, 1980, p. 67:  

"It is not the business of the church to turn the world into the church.  It is the church's 
business rather to point to the presence in and  throughout the world of the King who is 
turning the world into his kingdom" .  


