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How can theological language be of help in describing and interpreting the empirical reality of ecclesial existence? What can we say about reality from a theological perspective? How can we describe the experiential reality of God’s performative presence in practices of faith in the local church? There  probably is not much disagreement about the normative-evaluative role of theology, but what about the descriptive-empirical task?
 Is theology an adequate logic to attend to the empirical? Is there a way of discerning empirically if and how God is moving the church? Or is it just speculation to state that God is acting in a local faith community, nothing more than a leap of faith?
Practical theology depends on the methodology of the social sciences to get a grasp on empirical faith. And in this process there is always the risk of becoming too impressed by the social scientific interpretation of the church as a social entity. However, faith and the church are also, or primarily, theological facts. Empirical theological research ought to work with theological concepts. God’s self-revelation is part of the empirical reality, and theological concepts offer a unique epistemic access to this reality. That is why I intentionally introduced a theological concept in an ethnographic-empirical research on the meaning of believing and belonging to a local faith community.
 The research was published last year.

I made use of social scientific theories on social capital and community, but I also worked with the concept of koinonia. Koinonia was part of the theoretical framework. I did not restrict theology to the normative task of how to interpret and evaluate empirical results. From the beginning, I employed a theological concept in discerning the uniqueness of community in a local congregation. We know that local congregations are important investors in social capital, and that they participate in shaping the community in their local area, like other interest groups and other collective civil initiatives. But might there be more to it? What is the promise in the concept of koinonia, and does that promise work out in the empirical reality of a specific local faith community?

This attempt to operate a theological concept in empirical research can be criticised for a number of reasons. One of them would be that by explicitly using a theological concept I am reading too much into the data, that is not there in the first place. Another point of criticism is whether working with an ‘indicative’ concept like koinonia would leave any room for ‘experience’.
 What about the experiences of the religious subjects and how they express their faith, the so-called ‘implicit theology’
, or the ‘ordinary theology’
, or the ‘operate and espoused voices’
?
I want to take these points of critique seriously by constructing a dialogue between a piece of data and a slice of the conceptual framework. Let me first say a couple of things about ‘the reality’ of koinonia. Secondly, I want to read with you a fragment of the data I constructed, to find out how the data fit my theoretical concept, or the other way around. 
Koinonia is a prominent concept within the theology of the World Council of Churches. Koinonia is related to the nature of the church, and to the visible unity as a materialization of the church’s mission. The Faith and Order document, The Nature and Mission of the Church
, is build around the concept of koinonia. The Nature and Mission of the Church, NMC for short, is a reflection on the ecclesiological common ground. So, in order to understand the normative and authoritative theological meaning of koinonia, I am warranted in borrowing from NMC. Koinonia is a key notion for ecclesiology.
 It is an expression of God’s reality that constitutes the church. NMC perceives koinonia to be fundamental to the relationship between God, humanity, and the whole of creation.  The ‘creation story’ informs us about the human longing for communion with God, one another and creation. ‘Thus, the whole of creation has its integrity in koinonia with God.’(NMC 25) As a connectional concept, koinonia is not only the deeper structure of divine creation, it is incarnated in creation and in humanity. Koinonia ‘is rooted in the order of creation itself’ (NMC 25). Because the God of order (1 Corinthians 14) did not create chaos, we can distinguish order in creation. 
NMC mentions a few examples of this ‘order of creation’, like the natural relationships of family and kinship, of tribe and people. Next to that, there is also a special relationship, the covenant between God and Israel. Obviously, these relationships, natural or special, are phenomena of the order of creation, but they are also realisations of a more encompassing category, koinonia. Koinonia is the fundamental layer in creation, grounded, or rooted, in the phenomenal world that God created. Koinonia is not only the basic structure of the trinity, but also the integrating structure of humanity and creation. Koinonia is what keeps it all together, the essence of being in general. God’s salvific history is about restoring koinonia, because human sin disrupted creation, and damaged the relationship between God, human beings and the created order. The final completion is an eschatological promise, but in the mean time the Spirit of God moves creation and humanity in the direction of a fuller communion in Christ (NMC 26). Koinonia is God’s instrument for the reconciliation of humankind. The communion in Christ, realised in Church, is intended to embrace the whole creation (NMC 33).

So, koinonia, as a gift of God through his Spirit in Jesus Christ, is fundamentally interwoven with the destiny of mankind and the fate of creation. Therefore, NMC can state that communion/koinonia is a ‘Schöpfungsordnung’, as the German edition of NMC translates it.
The German word reminds us of the argument between Karl Barth and Emil Brunner. Last year, a colleague of mine from the Protestant Theological University, Gerrit de Kruijf, wrote an article on the realistic ethics of Brunner and on his discussion with Barth
. De Kruijf mentions that the theological gap between Barth and Brunner was no longer insurmountable in the 1950s and 1960s. In Church Dogmatics III/4 Barth’s argument resembles Brunner’s. For Brunner, doctrinal concepts, and the reality they refer to, touch human existence. ‘Das Anknüpfungspunkt’, the point of contact, is how he phrased it. God put a stamp on men as creature. We may not be aware of this created mark, but as soon as the gospel is proclaimed, it finds it way to the heart of humanity. The gospel appeals to the order of things that are the result of creation. The order of creation is mirrored in some basic structures of our society, for example man and woman, the economy, the state. Our choices in daily life are defined by these structures. 
Nevertheless, Brunner remained critical towards the historical forms of these orders. Brunner perceived them as created terminus a quo, a more or less normative framework for thinking and acting, but not necessarily converging with the terminus ad quem. They prepare the way for, and anticipate the ultimate redemption, but an eschatological reservation remains. Ultimate redemption in Christ is a promise that calls us to restore creation. Using the tension between the categories of creation and redemption, Brunner recognizes the importance of ordinary life and at the same time keeps the critical eschatological perspective, according to De Kruijf. 
De Kruijf characterizes Brunner’s method as ‘realistic’. The realist is not naïve or idealistic when it comes to creation. The terminus a quo is defined by sin, but the eschatological promise helps us to make small, realistical steps forward. All the time, slightly changing everyday existence, in order to come closer to the fuller koinonia that God intended.

I agree with this realistic method. The point I want to make in this argument is that koinonia is an empirical phenomenon, from a trinitarian creational and ecclesiological perspective. ‘Rooted in the order creation’ means that there is a relational structure that reflects God’s presence. This structure is an eschatological promise and an actual calling for the church. It is a gift of God, and its complete fullfilment is still hoped for. But nevertheless, whenever faith communities, in unity and authentic diversity (NMC 16), share in solidarity the suffering and hope of humanity (NMC 31), and embrace the whole of creation (NMC 33), as NMC has it, they are a manifestation of God’s eschatological communion. The reality of koinonia makes it an adequate ecclesiological concept to look at the practices of faith communities.

That is my warrant to apply koinonia and use it as a theoretical model to discern and interpret the data. However, to show you that I take the above mentioned critique seriously, I like to re-read the following interview fragment. Reading this fragment anew, is an attempt to give the data a chance to speak for itself and to give voice to the people who are the subject of this research. I employ an inductive reading, a sort of ‘grounded theory’ approach, in a very modest way.

The fragment of data is from a focusinterview with a small group, dated June 12, 2006, a Monday evening. Including myself, the group consisted of nine people. The interview took about fifty minutes. It was digitally recorded and transcribed. I translated the following fragment for the purpose of this paper. In real time the fragment lasts about ten minutes. 

RB: Thinking about communion in this faith community, what do you experience, what do you see?

W1 (the last eight years she had been an important member of the church council): That is rather broad in a way.

RB: Yes, but maybe you would like to make a start.

W1: It is the people around you, they stimulate your faith – that is also what was said yesterday in the sermon –, but you also rub shoulders with them, so to speak. There are so many different opinions. That makes you think, and move on. The people you hang out with, are also those with whom you – and that never stops to surprise me in this congregation – share one thing in common. That’s the basic assumption: faith, scripture. A shared vision on faith, that makes us all choose this congregation. It is a church that is chosen.

W2 (a woman, originally from South Africa): That is what we have in common en that is why we belong to each other. As a consequence of the shared faith.

W1: And that is why you come together, even when opinions differ. Eventually, when you dig deeper, what we believe is the same; what needs to be confessed in church, or what fits your faith, that is what we share here quite reasonable.

M1 (husband of W1): It was rather special that everything continued in the period that we didn’t have a minister. Even though we had all different preachers on Sunday …

W3: … very divergent preachers …

M1: … still we stayed together. That was quite remarkable. The same community after all.

W3 (a small group leader): We joined the congregation in that period. To us it was very striking – maybe at the moment even more obvious than then, now we do have a minister –, that, even when there was no minister, the community remained. Very special. We experienced that very strongly. And as soon as there is a minister, who can do …, who can pick his own colors, and arrange it with the congregation … But then it were simply the people. Very, very valuable.

RB: What do you eperience, when you experience communion? What did you experience in that period?

W3: People were looking in on each other. During the months that the previous minister was suffering from a serious disease, and he wasn’t there, you had the feeling of ‘in the name of God, let’s hold on to each other’.

[Consenting “yes’s” from the others.]

W3: Then, people find unexpected powers within themselves … It was very special. It is still there, but it is just like the congregation took a step back and says ‘we don’t need to any more now we have a leader again’. 

W2: We also joined the congregation in that time. We looked everywhere and still felt … – we were already for a while in the Netherlands –, for the first time we felt ‘we belong somewhere’. It had nothing to do with the minister, but all with the communion in the congregation.

RB: What sort of feeling is that, ‘belonging somewhere’?

W2: We went to church on Sunday, we didn’t know anyone, but still there was always someone who met us. When we joined the small group … – I then said to my parents ‘now I can stay in the Netherlands, now I belong somewhere’ –.

[The others express joyful surprise over this remark.]

RB: What was it?

W2: We could identify with that faith. That was the thing we were searching for in a church. We could not find anything that fitted us.

RB: It seems to be a combination of ‘fitting faith’, but also people meeting you?

M2 (husband of W2): We didn’t felt at home in one of the congregations we visited, a South African congregation.

RB: So, when it comes to language, cultural background, identity, that would have been the place?

M2: I suppose so, but still we choose this congregation.

W2: The minister in that South African congregation was also a bit old-fashioned, because women were not allowed to be ordained in the ministry. This congregation, however, became our ground in the Netherlands, strengthened further by the small group.

RB: It is interesting that this was all in the same period of time. Do all of you recognize this in the same way?

W3: When you’re new, everything is new.

W2: I do think something changed.

M3: For me it is important that Scripture is understood as inspired cover to cover, and that there is space to grow and be yourself. When that is absent, I will probably leave.

RB: How does individual leeway relate to communion?

W4: I do experience that space, to be myself. Although I sometimes miss … I started in a small group, but had to stop because I took some courses. Then things seem to fall away. The old, familiar circles survive, and one finds oneself out of these … Now and then, I have the experience of being outside, not knowing whom I shall address. Once your are part of a circle you know people. Actually, it turns out that you need to be proactive. You need to do something yourself, otherwise you could miss the boat. That is how I experience it, somewhat. Communion for me is, indeed, needing each other in faith, supporting one another in bad times, offering an uplifting word, having fun together, but as something you have in common. Sometimes, I do miss that.

[Some hum in agreement.]

Interestingly, three aspects of ‘being surprised by God’ can be discerned (table 1). The unity in diversity surprised them. Furthermore, they were surprised by the congregation sticking together even without a professional minister. And, finally, there was surprise over belonging beyond the natural ties of language and cultural identity. 

More important, however, is the understanding of communion in this congregation that emerges from this interview. Communion seems to be an experiential fact, but that is not strange, because I asked for their experiences. The fragment shows multiple aspects of communion (table 2). Communion means: stimulating eachother’s faith, growing by rubbing shoulders; differing of opinion; meeting and visiting; having things in common; going in the same direction; belonging; holding on in difficult times; choosing and fitting; believing and identification. Of course, I entered the conversation by mentioning the concept of communion, but they seemed to embrace it. What they perceive community to be sounds like social capital: community as a network of trust and reciprocity, inspired by religious values.
 The aspects of communion can be abstracted correspondingly (table 3).

The last incident in this interview fragment, however, where woman 4 is speaking, shows that community is not self-evident. The experience of community is also present in its absence. The remainder of the interview made it clear that people might recognize each other, but do not know each others names; that it is difficult to involve people who find it hard to make contact; that there will always be groups within the congregation that do not know each other; that there is group cohesion and exclusion; and that congregational boundaries do exist, albeit unintentional and unspoken, for instance with regard to same sex relationships. It also became clear that this congregation was not succesful in bridging the distance with its neighborhood and linking their congregational koinonia to the social and cultural community at large.

Nevertheless, there are strong indicators for the existence of community as social capital, in particular bonding capital. They express themselves in language that resonates with a social capital discours. But they also put something into words that differs from social capital theory. That is the part of being surprised and being addressed. In the interview fragment, they don’t specifically say who is surprising and addressing them, but it is fair to say that they refer to God, or Christ, or the Holy Spirit. They held on to each other in the name of God. 
There is a surplus in their experience of community, and this surplus can only be grasped by making use of a theological concept, I would say. Studying congregations in a local particularity
, doing empirical ethnographic research on local faith communities, requires theological assessment and modification
. Theology is about discerning the movement of the Holy Spirit through engagement. Practical theologians who use tools of ethnography need to opt for a theological, congregational ethnography. Of course, we can not claim normativity for our own theological reflection and discernment. Every theologian is a ‘positioned subject’ in the field of research. But there are stronger and weaker constructions of reality. These constructions must be tested in dialogue with the congregation, and also in dialogue with other researchers.

Table 1
	Text fragment
	Surprised by God

	‘The people you hang out with, are also those with whom you – and that never stops to surprise me in this congregation – share one thing in common.’
	unity in diversity

	‘To us it was very striking – maybe at the moment even more obious than then, now we do have a minister –, that, even when there was no minister, the community remained. Very special.’
	congregational bonding without minister

	‘We went to church on Sunday, we didn’t know anyone, but still there was always someone who met us. When we joined the small group … – I then said to my parents ‘now I can stay in the Netherlands, now I belong somewhere’ –. [The others express joyful surprise over this remark.]’
	belonging beyond the natural ties


Table 2
	Text fragment
	Keywords
	Communion

	‘people around you, they stimulate your faith, but you also rub shoulders with them’
‘People were looking in on each other.’
	stimulating, growing
	Reciprocity

	‘There are so many different opinions.’
‘even when opinions differ’
	differing
	Reciprocity

	‘the people around you’
‘The people you hang out with’
‘come together’
‘we didn’t know anyone, but still there was always someone who met us’
‘the small group’
	meeting
	Network

	‘share one thing in common’
‘That is what we have in common’
‘a consequence of the shared faith’
‘what we believe is the same’
‘that is what we share here’
‘as something you have in common’
	sharing
	Network

	‘still we stayed together’
‘The same community after all.’
‘the community remained’
	going in the same direction
	Network

	‘that is why we belong to each other’
‘for the first time we felt ‘we belong somewhere’’
	belonging
	Trust

	‘It was rather special that everything continued in the period that we didn’t have a minister.’
‘the previous minister was suffering from a serious disease, and he wasn’t there, you had the feeling of ‘in the name of God, let’s hold on to each other’’
	holding on in difficult times
	Trust

	‘It is a church that is chosen.’
‘what fits your faith’
‘that fitted us’
‘We didn’t felt at home in’
‘we choose this congregation’
‘When that is absent, I will probably leave.’
	choosing and fitting
	Values

	‘That’s the basic assumption: faith, scripture.’
‘A shared vision on faith, that makes us all choose this congregation.’
‘shared faith’
‘We could identify with that faith.’
	believing and identification
	Values
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