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But can we call it Church? 

How the wrong question produces aporetic answers

1. ‘Being Surprised by God’ is a fundamental aspect of the Christian understanding of history. With a title of a book-length interview with Edward Schillebeeckx: ‘God is New Each Moment’. The documents of the Second Vatican Council give as background: 

The People of God believes that it is led by the Lord's Spirit, who fills the earth. Motivated by this faith, it labours to decipher authentic signs of God's presence and purpose in the happenings, needs and desires in which this People has a part along with other human beings of our age. For faith throws a new light on everything, manifests God's design for humanity’s total vocation, and thus directs the mind to solutions which are fully human (Gaudium et Spes, no. 11).

If the Church has the duty of ‘scrutinizing the signs of the times and of interpreting them in the light of the Gospel’ (Gaudium et Spes, no. 4) and exists church by responding to them, the question where the Church truly is to be found cannot be answered by referring to static characteristics. Therefore it is necessary to rethink the notae ecclesiae and their place in ecclesiology. 

The question should not simply be: is this possible manifestation of the Church one, holy, Catholic and apostolic? The question should be: how can the re-reading of the tradition in solidarity with ‘(t)he joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the men of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted’ by ‘the followers of Christ’ (cf. Gaudium et Spes, no. 1) actually become what is potentially is: an expression of the life of the Church. 

2. Since its birth in the Nineteenth Century, one of the major problems in ecclesiology is the centrality of intention. In this understanding local Churches are planned and planted by Churches elsewhere, all the way back to Jesus and the apostles. To see mission as a large scale project of planting new instantiations of Church was the background of the encompassing missionary initiatives of the Nineteenth and Twentieth Century. This lead eventually to the discovery that ‘inculturation’ and ‘contextualisation’ of faith were necessary to let the Church it get rooted in local situations. 

This perspective is much too limited. The Second Vatican Council – Gaudium et Spes and Lumen Gentium – suggests that it is not ‘implementing’, but ‘responding’ that makes the Church present in new situations. Here, and not in the imitation of the methods applied, is the lesson that can be drawn from a Pentecostal understanding of new emergences of Church. The Church should indeed be seen as responding to the ever new activities of the Spirit. Pentecostal theology however tends to see the Spirit as acting from within the Church as it is. A true renewal of ecclesiology requires a Pneumatology in which the holy Spirit is understood as manifested and coming to us from Gods engagement with the world, 

created and sustained by its Maker's love, fallen indeed into the bondage of sin, yet emancipated now by Christ, Who was crucified and rose again to break the stranglehold of personified evil, so that the world might be fashioned anew according to God's design and reach its fulfillment (Gaudium et Spes, no. 1).

A Pneumatological understanding of Church as such does not equal concentration on strong emotions. It indicates a proper place for the locally and historically concrete in our reflections on the Church: not as an afterthought, but as the very source from which manifestations of Church are born en reborn. 

3. This is not only theologically relevant, but also practically important. The histories of initiatives in the Netherlands in the field of what now is called Urban Mission, show the question ‘but can we call it Church’ to lead into unsolvable aporias. Youth clubs, community houses and other community building activities are therefore much more easily considered as secular then as ecclesial activities. Often the result is that these activities are actually secularised. The problem with that is that (1) this in effect often leads to the disappearance of these activities or a thorough change of focus, and that (2) this leads to a ongoing narrowing down of the understanding of what can properly be seen as ecclesial activities. The power of the God about whom the Bible speaks is not restricted to the realities of the heart, to ‘caritas’ as opposed to ‘justice’ as the supposed mandate of the secular welfare state (cf. Benedict XVI, Deus Caritas Est [2005] and Caritas et Veritate [2009]). 

However, it does not make sense to call these activities and their organisational forms ‘realisations of Church’. The majority of those participating in them often do not consider themselves to be Christian believers and their community usually does not have a distinctive Christian flavour, even though faith, hope and love play a significant and explicit part. Many of these communities will never be self-sustaining and will always require the support from an externally sent and paid organiser. 

The traditional understanding of these activities as ‘social of diaconal services from the Church to the society, is not adequate either. For many people involved, including the voluntary and professional workers, the communities they serve are the communities that send en sustain them in the service of God. 

4. The solution may be to think of the Church as a community of intertwined communities. Individual communities then do not have to be the full realisation of Church in all its aspects. Even in the current understanding we usually say that there is Church in hospitals and prisons, and not only that the Church provides – pastoral and/or diaconal – services to people in hospitals and prisons. 

In classic Christian theology this can be seen as an expression of the foundation of the Church: the community of Jesus’disciples. In classic Catholic ecclesiology this can be understood (1) along the line that wherever the Eucharist is celebrated, the Church is fully present and (2) through the idea that an ordained minister represents in his person both the full Christ and the people of God. This, however, does no longer work as (1) many involved in Urban Mission work are not baptised Christians, (2) in a lot of cases in urban mission work the Eucharist is never celebrated, and (3) the workers are often not ordained ministers, but lay professionals with sometimes an ecclesial mandate. 

An alternative can be to understand the Church as community of intertwined communities, radicalising the proposal to think of the unity of the Church in terms of perichoresis (John D. Zizioulas; Miroslav Volf e.a.). A local community can be considered a manifestation of Church if it has mutual relations with other communities realising important aspects of the mission of the Church. As reading the sign of the times is important in the mission of the Church, communities that spring into existence from reading these signs are important for established communities. As these communities not only learn from and are supported by more established manifestations of Church, but also teach them what it means to read the signs of the times in the light of the Gospel, they participate in the mutual indwelling that constitute the unity of the Church. 

This does not necessarily mean that they have to understand themselves – mainly or only – as ecclesial. A secular understanding of activities in Urban Mission in not in itself a problem. The problem arises when a secular understanding becomes the only understanding available. A multiplicity of possible self-understandings give communities the freedom to negotiate their own way forward. 

5. This suggests the rather intriguing thought that in order to be free to read the signs of the times, a community must not understand itself (only) as an instantiation of the Church universal and its revelation and salvation, but (also) as a local instrument of liberation. In the local situation the Church has to be ‘like a sacrament’, that is ‘a sign and instrument both of a very closely knit union with God and of the unity of the whole human race’ (Lumen Gentium, no. 1). 

