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“A very readable, genuinely intelligent, and highly resourceful book. A worthy read!”

—Alan Hirsch, author of The Forgotten Ways; founding director 
of Forge Mission Training Network 

“Provocative and practical at the same time. A must read for all who yearn for a unified and healthy body of Christ in a connected world.” 

—Dr. Mary Kate Morse, professor of leadership and spiritual
 formation and associate dean, George Fox Evangelical Seminary;
 director of strategic planning, George Fox University 

“A treasure chest of insights to further the conversation on the nature of the missional church in post-Christendom Western societies.”

—Eddie Gibbs, author of ChurchMorph; senior professor of 
church growth, Fuller Theological Seminary 

“Interesting and fascinating. . . . You may never look at ‘church’ the same way again.”

—John R. Franke, Clemens Professor of Missional Theology, 
Biblical Seminary; author of Manifold Witness: The Plurality of Truth 

“Inventive, theological, and profoundly challenging. I recommend it to all Christians emerging in this inescapable cultural reality.”

—David Fitch, B. R. Lindner Chair Evangelical Theology,
 Northern Seminary; Reclaimingthemission.com 




“Friesen brings together current thinking on the Trinity, the kingdom of God, and the missional church, and creates the first contextual ecclesiol-ogy for a networked world. Highly recommended.”

—Ryan Bolger, associate professor of church in contemporary 
culture, Fuller Theological Seminary; co-author of Emerging Churches 

“A wonderful tutorial for those who want to experience the kingdom as more than a wistful idea.”

—Reggie McNeal, missional leadership specialist for 
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To Lynette and Pascal,
 who make the world a more beautiful place 



Emergent Village resources for communities of faith

[image: 11]mersion is a partnership between Baker Books and Emergent Village, a growing, generative friendship among missional Christians seeking to love our world in the Spirit of Jesus Christ. The [image: 12]mersion line is intended for professional and lay leaders like you who are meeting the challenges of a changing culture with vision and hope for the future. These books will encourage you and your community to live into God’s kingdom here and now.

Drawing on emergence thinking, network theory, and a fascination with the new sciences, Dwight Friesen gives us important new ways to speak of the kingdom of God: relational, reconciling, and connective. It is, he says, a linked, scale-free network of “differentiated unity.” Thy Kingdom Connected is intended to encourage us to live in the Jesus way as a journey, gathering fresh definitions and fascinating metaphors. But even more that that, we are infected with a hopeful vision of an exciting future.
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Cluster One

Seeing Connectively 

This first cluster of chapters explores our need for seeing more connectively. Dr. Leonard Sweet’s foreword beautifully draws us to consider God’s connective creation. We will peer into the life and ministry of a pastor seeking a more relationally connective way of leading a local church. Then we will briefly survey our cultural context to better understand how our atomized vision has been formed, setting the stage for the rest of the book.





Foreword 

Let There Be Links





The Bible begins with God busy for a bit, creating heavens and earth, darkness and wind. But the first sounds of creation, God’s first words, are these: “Let there be light” (Gen. 1:3). Some say these words were sung rather than said. But whether sung or said, light was the first creation. When the One-in-Three God wanted company in the universe, God created light. The unknown became known. And with dispatch God carefully separates this light from the “dark.” Because of that divine “Let there be light” word or song, there is no longer a “void.” Instead “there was evening and there was morning, the first day” (Gen. 1:5). God’s design unfolds and gets underway.

Today we know a lot about light. We know the speed at which it travels (186,000 miles/second, or 671 million miles/hour). We know it comes on when we insert a plug or throw a switch. We know it describes potato chips that taste really bad.

But the most important thing we know about light is what makes light “light,” and that is links. Light only comes about through links, through relationships. Interlinked frequencies communicate and emit different kinds of light—ultraviolet, infrared, a rainbow spectrum of colorful relationships. Light is formed by the connection between frequencies, the relationship between particles. The links give us the light that transforms our world. Maybe a better translation of “Let there be Light” is, “Let there be links.”

We see God as light because the links are what connect us to the Triune link. In the Christian tradition, revelation is understood as an experience of light. Light is God’s self-communication. The difference between “God is nowhere” and “God is now here” is but the addition of a link, a span of relationships.

What makes darkness so terrifying is that we can no longer see things in their relationships. Everything appears delinked. Has there ever been a child who has never been afraid of the dark? We’ve always told our kids this double-edged “good news”: “There is nothing that exists in this world that isn’t present both in the dark and in the daylight.” For kids that is supposed to mean there are no magical creatures that only appear to terrorize children at night. For parents that message serves to remind us we must always be on our guard.

But there is definitely an inborn, universal “fear of the dark.” Why is there a fear of this blanket of blackness?

Because we were made to link with God. Many say John 3:16 is the most perfect encapsulation of the good news of the gospel: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”

It is good news. It is the best news. But it is not the only news. The news is not just that God loves the world. The news is not just that because of this love God gave his Son. This news also reports that “everyone who believes in him” may enter and enjoy a new kind of linkage, a link called “eternal life.”

But wait a minute: the “good news” has a qualification.

To demonstrate what this new, extraordinary relationship entails, John’s gospel immediately goes back to the competing images of “darkness” and “light.” Those “in darkness” are not “in him.” Those who live in the light are “in God.” Light is created out of relationships. Light is about links. A life lived according to the light, “in the light,” a life lived “in God,” is a life lived in relationship with God.

A life lived in the dark is the opposite, not because the dark is bad or evil, but because we can forget in the dark the links of the light. We do “evil,” or morally ambiguous things “at night,” because in the darkness we feel we can delink, we can become disconnected to the rest of the relationships in our lives.

Nowhere understands this moral truth quite so well as Las Vegas, which has come up with a perfect twenty-first century rendition of John 3:19–21: “What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas.” In the city that is known for going and flowing in the dark, “What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas” is a slogan that pretends that what happens in the dark does not impact our “real” lives—our relational lives, our “link” lives.

But like we tell our kids, everything that exists in the daylight is there in the dark, and everything that happens in the dark is still present in the daylight. We cannot escape our knowledge of good and evil and delink from God or from each other. We cannot pretend to be one thing in the daylight and another in the darkness.

The greatest delusion of the dark is this: that you can delink from everyone else, that you are the center of the universe. The dark can turn the “universe” into a “you-niverse.” In this universe, you think that you are all that matters, that everything that exists is there to meet your needs. In the dark, without points of reference outside yourself, you start to think that nothing matters beyond your desires. When only what you want matters, there is total disregard for every other person, as well as the planet. It is not enough to say that this Las Vegas “youniverse” has mistaken the search for personal fulfilment with the search for God. It is more accurate to say that in this delinked, dark, narcissistic culture, we have come to think of ourselves as gods who are entitled to whatever we want, everyone and everything else be damned.

No wonder this Youniverse is filled with narcissists who see themselves as the navel of the universe.

No wonder this Youniverse is filled with solipsists who are totally in love . . . with self . . . and who can’t see anybody else but themselves.

No wonder this Youniverse is filled with goddifiers who trust not in the God of heaven and earth, but in the god of themselves. Everything is permitted, nothing is taboo, anything goes in the pursuit of calling out your name in the dark.

No wonder this Youniverse is filled with islanders who choose to do the two worst things you can do in life: refuse to link, and refuse to be linked.

No wonder this Youniverse is filled with Las Vegans who do “what is right in their own eyes.”

Oh, by the way, this Youniverse is the biblical definition of hell: John 3:16, God’s love of this world, requires of us John 3:21, for us to come into the light.

We have a choice: let there be light, let there be links. Or . . .

Let there be Las Vegas. Let there be a delinked Youniverse.

Dwight Friesen’s marvelous study of a linked universe reminds us of this fundamental “Let-there-be-links” question: When does night become day?

The answer? When you can look into a person’s eyes and see a brother or sister.

The answer? When you can see the links.



Leonard Sweet 
Drew University, Madison, New Jersey 
George Fox University, Portland, Oregon 





Preface

One Pastor’s Quest for a More Connective Way





Something is on the way out and something else is painfully being born. It is as if something were crumbling, decaying and exhausting itself, while something else, still indistinct, were arising from the rubble. . . . We are in a phase when one age is succeeding another, when everything is possible.1

Václav Havel 



Renee has a love/hate relationship with the church. Some of her fondest memories, life-shaping moments, and deep relationships have been within the body of Christ. She entered pastoral ministry with a deep sense of calling to participate with God in connecting people to life in the way of Christ, to meaning and tradition, and to engage this work with a heart for reconciliation. Over the years she has had a front row seat to a spectacular divine drama: breathtaking redemptive narratives, broken relationships reconciled, grief embraced, hope discovered, and so on.

Her front row seat also permitted her to witness the horror of the “bride of Christ” morph into the “bride of Frankenstein,” wreaking havoc on those in its path. Annual meetings that went sour, cruel unsubstantiated rumors spread throughout the body, declining numbers, shrinking budgets, and the sinking feeling that she simply wasn’t good enough. She had come to dread random phone calls  from parishioners wanting to speak with her, fearing that they too were about to tear away yet one more strip of her dwindling dignity. When she attended conferences or read of “successful” churches, she often wondered how those leaders were wired, how they were able to be relationally connected in the detailed lives of the people in their churches. Renee used to love being with people and now she increasingly saw them as interruptions.

When she and her husband, Doug, left seminary, they would often talk and dream late into the night with anyone who would listen about the wonder and beauty of doing life together. They dreamed of running their church like a finely oiled machine; of being known and knowing others; of participating in the day-to-day life of their neighborhood as they let the light of Christ shine through them. They dreamed about bearing with one another, loving through disagreements, and finding small, practical ways to demonstrate their love for Christ by loving the members of their church family and beyond. They knew that “tune-ups” would be necessary from time to time, and saw such maintenance as part of their calling.

Five years into their first pastorate, those passionate late-night conversations were a distant memory. “Youthful idealism, borderline utopianism,” she said to comfort herself. Words like defensive, exhausted, stale, scared, dry, and alone were now regularly appearing in her journal. Doug was also growing disillusioned with Renee’s vocational ministry. He subtly dreaded board meeting nights. He watched Renee return home with mixed feelings, sometimes feeling misunderstood and often not understanding. He knew it was becoming too much for him. He had started to go to bed before she returned just so he wouldn’t have to see the discouragement on her face. Sometimes he even faked sleeping. After five years she and Doug were done. “Forget ‘tune-ups’!” said Renee. “We’ve crashed and burned; it’s a write-off. We’re just lucky to be able to walk away.” Renee submitted her resignation with nowhere to go; maybe she could work with Doug’s dad.

While packing up her study—and her dreams—she came across a binder filled with essays she had written in grad school. A wave of nostalgia washed over her as she sat flipping the pages, reading a paragraph here and there. She thought of some of her professors, her fellow students, and the passion she had once lived and breathed. “What a far cry from this,” she thought, looking at her boxed up life.

When Renee found the essay she had written on Bonhoeffer’s Life Together,2 she read the entire thing through—twice—with glossy eyes. “What has gone wrong here?”

Working with Doug’s dad was okay. Renee liked to joke that she went from hocking “eternal fire insurance” to auto insurance, rarely eliciting more than a slight chuckle. She and Doug had a hard time finding a church to attend, so for a while they quit going altogether. For the first time in their lives, they slept in on Sunday mornings, and they liked it.

As Renee and Doug talked with the people they were meeting in their new life, they were surprised at how many connected with their story. Their feelings of being disappointed or hurt by the institutional church found ready “Amens” as did the sense of new freedom in their postchurch life.

• “Since I quit ‘going to church,’ I have more time with my family, and I love it.”

• “Now that I don’t have committee meetings, I’m getting to know my neighbors. And it feels like they actually want to know me.”

• “Today, when I hear of a financial need or I see a friend who needs help, I give; I don’t need to wait for a ‘church response.’  I am the response.”

• “Since I ‘dropped out’ of Sunday school and midweek programs, our family has started to volunteer one Saturday each month at a neighborhood food bank. We’re making a real difference, and I think Christ is pleased.”

• “My husband and I go for walks on Sunday mornings. We talk and pray. And we’re no longer content with Christian clichés; instead we wrestle with God—together.”

Renee and Doug began to ask hard questions of their previous experiences of church and began to find others seeking a new vision for life and church. They started a small group in their home. Often their conversations were as profane as they were prophetic. They argued over the church’s hierarchical power structures and wondered whether truly flat systems were possible. If so, what might  that mean for the function and role of leaders? They debated what success looks like for a faith community and wondered whether it would be possible for a community to develop programs for holistic spiritual transformation. They even wondered about the ethics and theology of marketing churches, imagining what it might look like for a community of faith to be known for its love more than its slick door hangers. One of the questions that kept resurfacing for them was what they called the “myth of the priesthood of all believers”: the disproportionate amount of money spent on buildings and religious professionals, and how so much church growth seemed to stem from clergy’s instinctive grasp at self-preservation.

Their conversations left no stones unturned and there was a clear and deep longing to participate with God in the re-creation of all things. Their conversations often took them back to Christ’s interactions with the religious leaders of his day. Jesus’s ministry was so relational. He had such authority but refused to wield power. There was little or no discernible program; he instead met each person uniquely.

After a while God’s Spirit began to challenge Renee, Doug, and their small group. They began to sense that they could do more than simply criticize what they had experienced; through their hurts God might actually be inviting them to begin something imaginative, something constructive. Maybe their little cluster of kingdom-oriented friends were seeing a more “networked” form of church emerge—a faith community marked by a different kind of structure, without dogmas of exclusion but with open doors of invitation; a community where power was given away, and life could flourish.

The ability to perceive or think differently is more important than the knowledge gained.3

David Bohm 

Seeing the Problem as Seeing the Solution 

The ache felt by pastors like Renee and the questions echoing in the hearts and minds of people like her and her little community are the questions we will explore in Thy Kingdom Connected. The great challenge facing many of our families, organizations, and churches  today is that we do not see relationally. We’ve lost sight of God’s networked kingdom. We need corrective lenses.

Our vision has been deceived by the illusionary atomizing notion of the “self,” duping us into thinking that we don’t need others; or that it’s “us” against “them”; or that only one can win; or a host of other similar illusions that are equally insidious and equally counter to the gospel of Jesus Christ. In contrast with God’s clear vision in which everything belongs, in whom the reconciliation of all things is possible, and where the re-creation of all is already underway, our vision often causes us to see ourselves as being alone. Sometimes our modern, individualistic vision even encourages us to see ourselves as victimized by “them,” robbed of what is truly “ours.” Failure to see the interconnections of the world created by God can only result in “di-vision.” We need a fresh vision of God’s networked kingdom.

At the height of modernity we saw individuals; we saw separate organizations and standalone institutions; and we actually thought that when we split an atom, a church, or a marriage, the relationship ended. Today we know that we were mistaken. We are seeing with increasing poignancy that separation and division is not the deepest truth of life. Rather, we are beginning to see that underneath the guise of division is an even deeper connection that cannot be severed. This deeper connection links all of humanity, even all of creation, together in and through its Creator. Some call it the “web of life”; others call it “Gaia”; and Jesus revealed it as the “kingdom of God.” This is a quantum leap in our understanding of life as relational: it provides a meaningful articulation of the deepest truths of life that we have always known to be true in experience.

And so there is great hope on the horizon. Jesus encouraged us by saying, “Whoever has ears to hear, and eyes to see . . .” (Luke 10:10–17). Well, like a great awakening of sorts, people from every corner of the globe, from multiple academic disciplines, from every ecclesial tradition, are rediscovering ancient ways of perceiving these interconnections. And for many, the use of newer social networking technologies are enlivening imaginations for connective living.

The goal of this book is very simple. I want it to reorient the way we see the world. Where we once saw division, Thy Kingdom Connected will equip us to see an opportunity for reconciliation;  where we once saw disconnection, our imaginations will be open to missionally linking . . . you get the idea.

Thy Kingdom Connected presents a relationally connective paradigm of God’s networked kingdom that will better enable you and me to see God, humanity, and all of creation as being interconnected. And when this relational paradigm, this hermeneutic, is applied to the study and praxis of ecclesiology, the people of God will be better prepared to live into the image of God, thus incarnating the mission of God. Within these pages you will see a vision of God’s networked kingdom and the glorious beauty of the indigenous, localized kingdom expressions that are the churches interconnected in God’s glorious tapestry.

The question is not what you look at—but how you look and whether you see.4

Henry David Thoreau 

Recommended Resources for Further Reflection 

Walter Truett Anderson, All Connected Now: Life in the First Global Civilization (Cambridge, MA: Westview Press, 2001).

Jürgen Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993).

Questions for Personal Reflection or Small Group Conversation 

• Where did you find resonance in Renee and Doug’s story?

• Describe one of the seasons in your life when you experienced a deep sense of connectedness.

• What are some of the questions or concerns that you have regarding church life as you have experienced it? How might your question or concern be an invitation to imaginatively lean into a more relational way of being?

• As you read Scripture and look at Jesus and his followers, what are your hopes for doing life in community for the sake of the world?





Introduction

Improving Our Connective Sight
by Readjusting Our Lenses





The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.1

Marcel Proust 



We’re a decade into the twenty-first century and many church leaders are scrambling to figure out why the systems we have built seem to be producing results counter to flourishing life. Many are wondering why so many churches and denominations are in decline when they are proclaiming the gospel. Why are poles of the church seemingly becoming more polarized? Why are so many leaders less fulfilled as individuals, and why is our experience of community seemingly diminished? Why are our “tried-and-true” ways of being the church not producing the flourishing life they once did? What has changed?

The church is not alone in struggling with these crises. Politicians, ecologists, economists, educators, corrections officers, social activists, and many others are encountering a whole series of personal, local, national, and global problems. These problems threaten not only human life but the life of most species on our planet. But the good news in all of this is that problems are opportunities for grace  to be evidenced; it is in the face of failure and seemingly impossible challenges that new ways of seeing are born. Now is such a time.

The more we explore the significant challenges of our time, the more we are coming to realize that they cannot be understood as being isolated from each other. There is no single solution to the complexity of the challenges we face. No church growth conference, no missional book, no verse of Scripture can alone be our guiding light. We have systemic problems, which is to say the problems facing the church and all of humanity are a series of interconnected, interanimating, and interdependent problems.

Consider the growth of the sex trade industry, which has always been part of human experience but now seems especially prevalent. The sex trade industry is fueled in part by cultures that have virtually no restraints on the pursuit of personal pleasure and are less reflective about the impact of “my pursuits” on others. It is further energized by easy access to pornography, the low cost of global travel, and the growing divide of the world’s poorest and richest, making it more difficult than ever for the poorest of the poor to earn enough money to care for their families. The solution to ending the sex trade cannot rest in passing a lone law, or in simply rescuing sex slaves or prosecuting offenders.

Or think of the film by Davis Guggenheim, An Inconvenient Truth, which highlights global climate change and Al Gore’s efforts to bring this issue to the public consciousness. The movie makes clear that there is no singular, quick answer; after all, if there were, it wouldn’t be an issue.

In a very important way, these two mammoth global issues are fueled by the problem this book addresses: a crisis of perception. This crisis of perception stems from the reality that most of us—and especially our institutions, churches, and seminaries—subscribe to a view of the world that is not only outdated but is also theologically shallow. The time has come for us to reflect on the complexity and the interdependency of all aspects of created life. Our Christian narrative begins with a personal, Triune God who creates heaven and earth, a God in whom all that lives finds breath and movement and being. All that exists finds wholeness in its connection to God. Any perception of the world that suggests or reinforces the notion that  individual decisions, beliefs, and actions have little or no bearing on others is simply misguided.

Physicist Fritjof Capra has said, “There are solutions to the major problems of our time, some of them even simple. But they require a radical shift in our perceptions, our thinking, our values. And, indeed, we are now at the beginning of such a fundamental change of worldview in science and society, a change of paradigms as radical as the Copernican revolution.”2 There can be little doubt that we are living at the precipice of such revolutionary change. Some describe this change as the postmodern turn, others as the end of Christendom, others as the birth of globalization. Still others have linked these seismic shifts, suggesting that taken together they form something of a “perfect storm” for generating a paradigm shift in our vision of life.

I will not spend a great deal of time unpacking these mammoth shifts, as many resources do this well;3 rather our concern lies with our perception, our hermeneutic, the lenses through which we see, interpret, and live. I hope to offer practical tools for seeing connections more clearly. I also hope to explore the theological and practical implications for church life, leadership, and mission. Together we will explore a networked kingdom lens.

We have rather lost sight of the idea that Christianity is supposed to be an interpretation of the universe.4

Dorothy L. Sayers 

Paradigm Shift 

The other day I was in a conversation with a couple who had recently gotten engaged to be married. Prior to their meeting, Mattie had thrown herself into the work of liberating women and children from slavery and the sex trade, while Tom’s passions led him to focus on missional church planting. Individually, both Mattie and Tom had studied, dreamed, and accomplished much within their respective areas of calling, and each had a pretty clear sense of their life’s direction. However, when they got engaged new questions emerged. Would they pour their joint energies into the much needed work  of advocacy for voiceless women and children? Would they plant a missional faith community? Would they each do their own thing, or would they imagine some way of living into both passions?

Paradigm shifts start with a view of the world that is more or less coherent but still has a few vital unanswered questions. When some of those “vital unanswered questions” begin to find resolution, those new resolutions have a way of realigning much of what was known and believed previously. Prior to their engagement, one of the vital questions still unresolved for Mattie and Tom was, “Will I marry? And if so, to whom?” After resolving that question for each other, their life paradigm shifted. No longer could either of them chart the course of their life without considering the other. Their new paradigm invites them to navigate a shared vision of life.

Thomas Kuhn’s book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions has served as the touchstone for thoughtful reflection regarding paradigm shifts. Writing with the scientific community in mind, Kuhn defines a paradigm as “the entire constellation of beliefs, values, techniques, and so on shared by the members of a given community and used by that community to define legitimate problems and solutions.”5 A paradigm is a view of life that is more or less coherent and agreed upon, so when a “paradigm shift” occurs, there is a revolutionary break with the accepted and generally unquestioned norms. Such revolutionary breaks with the accepted norms usually make it impossible to return to the previous paradigm of life. “I once was blind, but now I see”—that’s a paradigm shift!

Many of the serious challenges facing our families, communities, and churches stem from the breakdown of the precritical assumptions, beliefs, values, and practices that together formed the “old” paradigm through which the modern world perceived life. The old paradigm that has dominated Western culture and church culture for the last few hundred years consists of a number of entrenched ideas, among which are the autonomy of the individual; the voluntary nature of community; a mechanical view of creation; life in society as a competitive struggle for existence; and belief in the inherent goodness of progress achieved through economic and technical development, to name just a few.

A caveat is due here; we would be wise to confess our tendency to label these paradigms as either “good” or “bad” (even the terms “old”  and “new” can be problematic). Such labeling is rarely helpful, as it tends to objectify complex realities and relationships in ways that are rarely accurate. Instead of labeling anything “good” or “bad,” I am seeking to reflect on the times in which we are living through the corrective lens of the gospel. Make no mistake: to wisely live into a new paradigm is risky, demanding faith, courage, and humility. When we shift from the “old” to the “new,” we begin to question all that we thought we knew under the “old” paradigm.

Consider, for example, the paradigm shift Einstein introduced with his theory of relativity. Newton’s second law of motion stated that the force (F) of an object is equal to its mass (m) multiplied by its acceleration (a), or F=ma. This law was seen as absolute truth for nearly 150 years; it was thought to be a constant.

 But the paradigm shifted.

When Albert Einstein introduced his general theory of relativity, we came to understand that mass is not a constant; rather, mass changes as it approaches the speed of light. Later, when speaking of the reactions to his scientific paradigm shift from those still operating within the Newtonian paradigm, Einstein said, “It was as if the ground had been pulled out from under one, with no firm foundation to be seen anywhere, upon which one could have built.”6  New paradigms reconfigure all that we had previously thought we knew about the laws of motion. That’s the kind of thing paradigm shifts do. Human history is littered with brave men and women who served as early adopters of the new paradigms of their eras, people like Galileo, Martin Luther, Martin Luther King Jr., Gloria Steinem, and many others. I think we all know what it can feel like to have the ground pulled out from under us . . . some of us feel that way when we think of ministry and mission.

For our purposes we must understand that new paradigms reconfigure how we understand life. What healthy churches look like, and even the nature of ministry and mission itself, are reconfigured in the wake of a paradigm shift. Returning to Mattie and Tom, if after they marry they continue to act as separate individuals, simply adding a marriage on top of their individual pursuits, their relationship will be in for some rocky times. But if they humbly seek to serve one another in such a way that the “us” of their relationship can flourish, they can live with relational hope; they simply must  wrestle with their new paradigm and creatively live into their new relational reality.

Networked Paradigm and the Ongoing Emergence 
of Christ’s Church 

The growth of the avant-church7  is a current example of early adopters of the networked paradigm of our time. Movements like Emergent Village, TheOoze, business as mission, simple churches (house churches), the growth of intentional communities, and New Monasticism are boldly living into a new relational paradigm. We might be fools to simply jump on everything early adopters put their hands to, but we most certainly will be fools if we choose not to humbly listen to the hearts, motives, and explorations of these early adopters, for they are daring to live as risk takers as they take new terrain seriously. The flip side is also true. It is not only the early adopters who play an important role in seasons of paradigm shifts; those people who are most critical of early adopters also play a vital role. Such critics help these risk takers reflect on their role within historic Christianity. The importance of this dance of risk takers with critics is ignored at our own peril. Thy Kingdom Connected will tap out the music that will enable critics and early adopters to dance together to God’s glory.

This is not to say that agreement is possible, or even the goal; in fact the quest for uniformity or complete agreement is another quest of the old atomistic paradigm. The emerging networked paradigm does not seek agreement or homogeneity but sets its sights on a higher vision of unity; it is a vision born of the Christian doctrine of God. The uniquely Christian understanding of God as triune paradoxically draws “otherness” together in oneness. It is this kind of differentiated unity that we seek. This richly interconnective vision of interpersonal relations requires a deep understanding of the self-in-relationship, which makes possible the offering of our individuated self to the other.8 Only when we offer the fullness of our convictions, beliefs, values, and practices to the other in humility and surrender with a genuine curiosity in the other can we begin to see just how needful we are of one another.

Here I’m reminded of Tolstoy’s beautiful short story What Men Live By. It’s the story of an angel who disobeyed God and was sent to earth to learn lessons of human life well lived. As the story comes to a close, the angel describes what he has discovered about God’s will:

I knew before that God gave life to men and desires that they should live; now I understood more than that.

I understood that God does not wish men to live apart, and therefore he does not reveal to them what each one needs for himself; but he wishes them to live united, and therefore reveals to each of them what is necessary for all.

I have now understood that though it seems to men that they live by care for themselves, in truth it is love alone by which they live. He who has love, is in God, and God is in him, for God is love.9



Through this simple story Tolstoy highlights that none of us apart from relationship fully know what we need to live, but we are, by God’s design, mutually dependent. And this dependency is not simply on those we agree with and like but also on those with whom we disagree and have difficulty being with . . . iron really does sharpen iron.

Learning to observe the whole system is difficult. Our traditional analytic skills can’t help us. Analysis narrows our field of awareness and actually prevents us from seeing the total system.10

Margaret J. Wheatley 

Networked Kingdom Paradigm 

The vision of God’s networked kingdom articulates the paradigm shift many of us sense is happening but have struggled to find words for. This project will draw Scripture, theology, science, and network theory together to help us see relationally. The atomistic paradigm, in which many churches, seminaries, and ministries function, is to view the church—structures, leadership, mission, etc.—in largely static terms. We need corrective lenses. We need a vision of God’s networked kingdom, a vision of the gospel setting its sights on all  of creation being reconciled unto God through Christ and in the presence and power of the Holy Spirit. This is a lens through which we can hope to see the world as an integrated whole rather than a dissociated collection of parts. It could be described as an ecological view in the sense that it recognizes the fundamental interdependence, even synchronization, of all facets of life. It sees that we are all embedded in one another and dependent on one another as part of the divinely created order.

The good news of Christ has never been an add-on to the rest of life. The gospel is a life-affirming, reconciling, redeeming lens that is simultaneously a way of being. It has always been reductionistic to describe following Christ as a belief system, which is part of the reason why historic Christianity has sought to move beyond notions of dualism. Wise Christians have explicitly sought to teach and live in unitive ways, drawing together those things that we—when left to ourselves—often seek to separate. The good news of Christ invites us to wholeness, uniting body and soul, sacred and secular, male and female, Jew and Gentile, even God and humanity: one God, one creation. It even unites church and world in such a way that releases the gospel from the control of the church.

Oneness, peace, shalom, wholeness, flourishing life; this is what the gospel has always been about; this is God’s dream for creation. In Cornelius Plantinga Jr.’s “breviary of sin,” shalom is described as: 

The webbing together of God, humans, and all of creation in justice, fulfillment, and delight. . . . We call it peace, but it means far more than the mere peace of mind or a cease-fire between enemies. In the Bible, shalom means universal flourishing, wholeness, and delight—a rich state of affairs in which natural needs are satisfied and natural gifts are fruitfully employed, a state of affairs that inspires joyful wonder as its Creator and Savior opens doors and welcomes creatures in whom he delights. Shalom, in other words, is the way things ought to be.

“The way things ought to be” in its Christian understanding includes the constitution and internal relations of a very large number of entities—the Holy Trinity, the physical world in all its fullness. . . . In a shalomic state each entity would have its own integrity or structured wholeness, and each entity would also possess many edifying relations to other entities.11



Shalom is one of the preferred terms for describing God’s dream for creation in our Old Testament. Christ used the metaphor of the kingdom of God. The apostles used a variety of metaphors to describe the interaction of all things under God, from metaphors of the body, to buildings, to a flock of sheep, and many more. This emerging paradigm of connective life is certainly not new; in fact in many ways it is an ancient view. It moves us at once prior to and beyond modern notions of individualism.

I tell you: one must still have chaos in one, to give birth to a dancing star. I tell you: ye have still chaos in you.12

Friedrich Nietzsche 

About This Book 

I’ve intentionally linked different disciplines and writing styles together in the writing of this book. At times the book will read like a book on leadership, or theology, or network theory, or biblical studies, or science. My hope is that this book can serve as a practical relational hermeneutic.

The book makes use of some new language, and on occasion I take common words and change their function. As you know, language is very important; in many ways we co-create our realities by our use of words. For Christians the wise stewardship of words is vital as we hold to a story of creation formed out of God’s speech, and God reveals Godself in Christ as Logos or Word. The wise stewarding of language can help us and our churches give voice to our quest for faithful embodiment of the gospel in this era of shifting paradigms.

This book has been somewhat difficult to write, in part because the printed page cannot possibility demonstrate the dynamic nature of networks. Books are static. People, relationships, and the kingdom of God are forever becoming. Relationships are complex and contextual, and so it is my hope that you might take this book and discuss it in the context of your own relational network. Toward that conversational end, I have included discussion questions so that the ideas presented can be shaped and improved upon and given  life in your communities. I have also included a few recommended resources so that you can further explore the themes that speak to you and your community.

In life, the issue is not control, but dynamic connectedness.13

Erich Jantsch 

Recommended Resources for Further Reflection 

Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970).

Tom Sine, The New Conspirators: Creating the Future One Mustard Seed at a Time (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2008).

David Weinberger, Small Pieces Loosely Joined: A Unified Theory of the Web (Cambridge, MA: Perseus Books Group, 2002).

Questions for Personal Reflection or Small Group Conversation 

• What fears are stirred in you as you consider shifting para-digms? • Where are you experiencing the shift from atomistic paradigms to more networked paradigms?

• What gifts does the atomistic paradigm offer the church? What gifts does the networked paradigm offer the church? Can you imagine a unitive vision for holding both?

• What do you imagine is God’s dream for creation?





End of sample
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