Churchless Christianity


	As part of our satellite TV package we get 'God TV'. Whilst it is not all my 'cup of tea', I watched a programme the other evening which was genuinely inspiring. It was a docu-drama recounting the story of a small-time, dodgy car dealer in a small American town. Brought to the edge of financical disaster, he decided to give himself and his business to God. The programme recounted how, as he began to run his business by Christian principles (including refunding previous customers and apologising for having ripped them off), God turned his business and his life completely around.

	It was a really wonderful story. As a 'born and bred' Evangelical I am 'wired' to respond to such testimonies positively. Our tradition rightly values testimony as something which inspires and builds faith. 	However, as I reflected on this story, one thing bothered me. Never once was the Church mentioned.

	This man and his wife had obviously had some contact with Evangelical Christianity - they knew what to do in order to get right with God. They also knew that Bible reading and prayer are at the heart of the Christian experience and that they ought to practice in their lives what they read in the Scriptures. But in the whole of their testimony of how God turned their lives and their business around, it seemed like the Church was, at best, peripheral.
 
	Now I did miss a few minutes of the programme, so maybe some passing reference to Church was made, but the implication of the story was that anyone with a Bible in their hands can come to an authentic understanding of the Christian faith without reference to the Church. This, sadly, is not always the case.

	In fact a major part of the New Testament is comprised of the Apostle Paul's letters to 'Bible-believing' people, telling them that what they believe the Bible says, is just plain wrong. He condemns their interpretation of the Bible and he calls them back to an interpretation of Scripture in line with that of the Apostles. An interpretation rooted in the Apostles' experience of Jesus and transmitted by them to the churches which they founded. In other words, to be truly Christian, our faith needs to be historically authenticated. And the Church is the place where this authentification takes place.

	This is an important subject for the Church today. Whilst our contemporary culture has become quite positive about spirituality in general, and even sometimes about religion, it is highly antagonistic to many of the central beliefs of historical Christianity. Beliefs such as the universality of sin, the unique salvific nature of Jesus, the reality of hell and damnation, not to mention the biblical limits on sexuality and morality. Thus the greatest challenge facing the Church today is to hold fast to the doctrinal truths of the historical Christian faith, and not to downplay, or drop completely, elements which 'jar' with our post-modern culture. 

	May each of us, and the fellowships to which we belong, remain faithful to the historical Christian faith. A faith rooted in the life and ministry of Jesus, preached by the Apostles, recorded in Scripture and preserved and proclaimed in the Tradition of the Early Church.
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