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Section 3  What Will Be  (Saturday May 30) 
“Christians thrive when they allow their lives today to be shaped by God's tomorrow. We feed 

the hungry because in the kingdom all will be fed. The church has a vocation to be a sign, 

witness or foretaste of God's kingdom.” Lesslie Newbigen 

 

Newbigen brought a lifetime of experience in cross cultural mission back home to England when 

he retired from ministry in the Church of South India in 1974. At age 65 he entered a time of 

prolific writing and lecturing on the missional nature of the church. “Christians thrive when they 

allow their lives to be shaped by God’s tomorrow.” The resurrection brought the disciples face to 

face with the power of God. When all seemed to be lost - it was not. When the powerful vision of 

God’s kingdom seemed to have slipped away - it was reborn in their gathering, in their lives. But 

they too had to wait to hear what the Spirit would say to them and where the Spirit would direct 

them.  

 

The way before us is challenging on several fronts. The resources to maintain church in the 

manner to which we have become accustomed, are decreasing. The way that we have expected 

people in our communities to come to us to find the good news of Jesus Christ, simply no longer  

works as a significant tool of mission. The way that we raise families, the way that we work, 

often no longer supports our traditional patterns of worship and Christian education. If we want 

excuses for why the church is getting smaller, we don’t have to look too hard to find them. If we 

accept the principle that God has a mission and that God has a church, whose reason for being is 

that mission, then does God want a dying church? … Well in some ways the answer to that 

question may be yes, there are some things that need to die. But the church of God, spirit 

inspired, is not going to die. 

 

I believe that what will be is not a wholesale closing of churches. Many congregations are 

struggling, the fire of faith is burning low, but the Spirit, that great rushing wind is still fanning 

the embers.  Not to burn our church buildings down! but to light a fire within us; a passion for 

this world that God loves so much. Our job is become the fuel that keeps the fire going. 

 

New life will mean change, actually all life means change. Change in the expectations we have 

for all baptized people to take a robust and leading role in the working out of God’s mission. 

Change in the way we focus on discipleship rather than membership.  Change in the role that the 

ordained will play in congregations and parishes. Change in the way that people come to 

experience the Living God in a living Christian community, instead of theories or rules. Change 

in the way that we invest – we must move from investing in and preserving buildings to 

investing in people and building of communities.  
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What will be is a kind of ‘organic’ growth. We have been conditioned by the business world, by 

econo-theism so much, that our language has become systems based. There are lots of resources 

to help us do the work, for training, for community engagement. There are some (few) people 

who can help with the discernment. But this is an area where we have a shortage. There is no 

program, no matter how exciting, how inclusive, that will answer all our needs and provide the 

change we need all by itself. We are looking at radical change (growth).  But not so fast we 

throw out the best of our tradition. You may have heard of the slow food movement – local, 

organic, savouring quality over quantity. Perhaps what we are looking for is a ‘Slow Church’ 
movement?  

 

 

What will be - is a literal change to our agendas. Where is the place in our agenda for missional 

thinking, planning and doing? Do we need to add this to Canon 35 as a part of the expected 

agenda for annual meetings and parish council meetings? Along with reports on the buildings, 

reports on finances and insurance? Buildings and finances are there to serve the mission. Should 

the parochial return ask questions about how this parish is working for God’s kingdom? We have 

had to adjust our annual returns to gather information required by the General Synod, perhaps we 

need to add a few more questions, to measure the health of a parish not by people in pews or 

budget but by stories of lives transformed. Is it time to start a conversation about how our 

internal structures can support mission rather than maintenance? For example our current 

allotment system provides an allotment exemption for almost every dollar spent on a building 

and almost no exemptions for money spent on mission or ministry. So where do the incentives 

lie for congregations and parishes to spend their money? 

 

 

What will be - is a focus on discipleship and Christian formation 

“18 
And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to 

me. 
19 

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 

and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
20 

and teaching them to obey everything that I have 

commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”  - St. Matthew 28 

 

The great commission which Jesus gives his disciples is to go into all the world (to all nations) to 

make disciples, to teach and to baptize. 

 

For as long as I can remember I have heard the word ‘disciple’ interpreted as ‘learner’ or ‘student’. 
I think that there is a better word to give the sense of the relationship that Jesus had with his 
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disciples and what he asks them to continue doing. That word would be ‘apprentice’. Jesus’ 
disciples learned from his words and actions, but then he expected them to put that learning into 

practice. They were sent on intentional mission trips and then Jesus debriefed their experiences. 

He expected them to make use each day of what they were learning. His was a school of applied 

theology. How much of our attention in parish life is given to discipleship? How much attention 

is given to the intention formation of disciples? Where are the places for people to study 

“everything that Jesus had commanded” and then to try it out. Knowing that we will often fail, 

knowing that to even attempt the life of Christian discipleship is to open ourselves up to 

criticism.  

One of my biggest concerns is in the way that we teach or don’t teach people to pray. So often it 

seems we expect Christians to simply know how to pray, or that the liturgy will teach prayer. 

Where are the opportunities to explore different kinds of prayer, the mentoring of pray-ers? The 

goal of prayer is not to change the mind of God, but that we might be changed. Without the 

connection that comes in prayer both private and corporate our efforts in serving God’s mission 

will surely fail. What I would like to see, what I hope will be, is an opportunity in every parish 

for people truly to learn how to pray.  

 

 

For over 40 years we have been partners in a wonderful experiment known as the Atlantic 

School of Theology – a school of graduate theological study rooted in the culture of Atlantic 

Canada. Before that we had the faculty of divinity at the University of King’s College. Both 

schools have had a focus on training ordained leaders for the Church. Times are changing and we 

heard yesterday how AST is responding with more opportunities for theological education for 

everyone, not just those called to ordered ministry, and not just for those who can come to the 

campus in Halifax. Courses are available everywhere through their distributed education 

(distance and online courses). 

 

For over 20 years our diocese has sponsored Education For Ministry (EFM). In different 

locations around the diocese in these years, several hundred people have committed themselves 

to these weekly gatherings. “Education for Ministry is a program of theological education by 

extension for lay people. There are four years of study, but participants commit for one year at a 

time, meeting in small groups with a trained mentor. The program combines academic study with 

integrative components to help participants take what they learn about Scripture, church history, 

theology and ethics into their own lives and hearts, supporting them in living out a vibrant 

baptismal ministry in their local church and in the world.” (EFM Canada website). 
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There are many other short courses and programs that are available – check out the list compiled 

by the Healthy Parishes VSST.  

 

With all these opportunities for formal theological study and informal Christian formation, there 

still seems to be a piece that is missing. That piece has to do with leadership development for the 

whole of the baptized. The discernment of leadership gifts, not just for ordained leadership, but 

for the multitude of ministries that are taking place and the ones we need to create, in order to 

engage with God’s mission ever more faithfully. What will be? Building on the educational 

opportunities available through AST, EFM and other courses I would see a school for parish 

leadership. 

 

As ambassadors for Christ we had better know who we are and what we are about. 

 

 

What will be? – The engagement more and more with partners in ministry. Whether they are 

other denominations, community groups or NGOs. If it truly is “All About the World” then the 

focus moves away from us. Who shares the vision for a world which is transformed? Can that 

shared vision be the starting place for the sharing of resources, people, programs, buildings? 

Currently there are three rostered pastors from the ELCIC serving in Anglican parishes and one 

Anglican priest is about to begin ministry in a Lutheran congregation in this diocese. There are 

numerous shared ministries between Anglicans and our full communion partners in the 

Evangelical Lutheran Church, but this is just the tip of the iceberg. Throughout our diocese, we 

are not the only churches which are being affected by the economic, cultural and demographic 

change. The offering of many opportunities for worship, study and service through an array of 

Christian churches in every community large or small, is increasingly difficult to maintain or 

justify.  What will be? I would hope that the ecumenical dialogue would grow stronger in 

communities throughout the diocese. Not out of desperation, but in a desire to wisely use our 

resources in the service of God’s mission. 

 

What will be? It seems there are so many possibilities. I have touched on only a few.  

Jesus described what will be, by quoting the prophet Isaiah: 
16 

When he came to Nazareth, where 

he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his custom. He 

stood up to read, 
17 

and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll 

and found the place where it was written: 
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18 
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

    because he has anointed me 

        to bring good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 

    and recovery of sight to the blind, 

        to let the oppressed go free, 
19 

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 
20 

And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the 

synagogue were fixed on him. 
21 

Then he began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been 

fulfilled in your hearing.” 

What will be, ultimately, hopefully, is God’s kingdom in all its fullness. But getting from where 

we are now to the world that God dreams into being is not going to be easy, simple or 

comfortable.  It is a magnificent understatement that “Birthing is uncomfortable.” 
 

We like what is safe and for many people the attraction of the church is that is has held a 

message of safety for so long. We rationalize away the risks we read about in the scriptures by 

saying that they were long ago in the apostolic age. Forgetting or ignoring the persecutions that 

are taking place right now in a world where religious intolerance seems to be growing. There are 

risks involved in being the church. 

 

After the Ascension the tiny community of Christ followers waited to see what would be. When 

the Spirit was manifested to them it wasn’t to make them feel better. It was not the dove of peace 

that rested on them, at least not in Acts chapter 2, instead it was the disturber, the interpreter, the 

enthuser. The witness borne by the disciples was disruptive and world changing. Is there 

anything comforting or safe about the rush of a violent wind or the sense that everyone’s head is 

on fire? Pentecost was a moment of risk, What risk are we prepared for? 

 

One of my most favorite books, and probably the first book I ever read that could be described as 

a theological reflection is “The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe” by C.S. Lewis. Early in the 

story as the Pevensie children begin to sort out the kingdom of Narnia, they first hear of Aslan,  

who is the Christ figure in the story, in a conversation with Mr. & Mrs. Beaver. When Mr. 

Beaver suggests that the children should meet Aslan, the following conversation takes place:  
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“Aslan a man? Certainly not. I tell you he is the King of the woods and the son of the 
great Emperor-beyond-the Sea. Don’t you know who is the King of Beasts? Aslan is a 
lion – the Lion, the great Lion.” 
“Ooh!” Said Susan. “I’d thought he was a man. Is he quite safe? I shall feel rather 
nervous about meeting a lion.” 
That you will dearie, and make no mistake,” said Mrs. Beaver, “if there’s anyone who can 
appear before Aslan without their knees knocking, they’re either braver than most or 
else just silly.” 
“Then he isn’t safe?” said Lucy. 
“Safe?” said Mr. Beaver. “Don’t you hear what Mrs. Beaver tells you? Who said anything 
about being safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good. He’s the King, I tell you.” 
 
C.S. Lewis “The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe”, 1950, Geoffrey Bles 
 

 

 

God can be trusted, but God is not safe.  

“But he’s good, He’s the King, I tell you.”  
 

 

 
The Rt. Rev. Ron Cutler 

Bishop of Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island 

 


