RESPONSE TO ECCLESIOLOGY PAPERS 
I
First of all I thank Tom Noble and Stan Ingersoll for your insightful summaries of the steps and stages in the development of the polity of the Church of the Nazarene. You have provided a wealth of detailed historical information on “how we got here,” from both a theological and a cultural perspective.  As you have illustrated so well, polity is always a combination of ideology on the one hand (i.e. the way we think things should be) and on the other hand, culture (i.e. the way things are). You have described lucidly many of the factors that have led to the current description of our polity as outlined in our church manual and its supporting documents. You have suggested many themes that are ripe with potential for further study.  

II
For those of us who serve as DSs, the current Manual 2009-2013 (soon the Manual 2013-2017) is the final arbiter in the day-to-day operations of the Church of the Nazarene. Our Manual defines our ecclesiology and as such, it is at the heart of our clear and coherent theological identity. The primary questions in ecclesiology are:  Who is the church? What is the church? What makes the church the church? The Manual addresses these primary questions in paragraphs 23-26.
A. Paragraph 23 addresses the question of “Who is the Church?” In the word’s broadest sense
“The Church of God is composed of all spiritually regenerate persons, whose names are written in heaven.” This statement is our affirmation of the biblical metaphor of the church as the “Body of Christ.” As such, this unseen reality is spiritual and mystical: God alone keeps its roll and He alone knows the identity of all Her members.  We use the feminine pronoun here in recognition that there are other biblical metaphors for the church the most prominent of which is the church as the Bride of Christ. 

B. Paragraph 24 addresses the question of “What is the church” with the recognition that “the churches severally are to be composed of such regenerate persons as by providential permission, and by the leadings of the Holy Spirit, become associated together for holy fellowship and ministries.” This statement acknowledges and affirms that there are many denominations that by internal agreement go about the task of faithfully organizing themselves into functional and productive local churches. This is a frank and forthright embracing of the fact that the church is a human enterprise: this understanding preserves from the error of “mistaking a part for the whole.” Individual denominations are not “the Body of Christ,” they are members of that body. As such we maintain comity among believers in Jesus: we don’t expect all believers to become Nazarenes; we acknowledge their right and obligation to organize their church life and governance in a way that suits them as they fulfil their part in accomplishing God’s purposes   
C. Paragraph 25 follows up with a further clarification that the Church of the Nazarene is one of the several churches. “The Church of the Nazarene is composed of those persons who have voluntarily associated themselves together according to the doctrines and polity of said church, and who seek holy Christian fellowship, the conversion of sinners, the entire sanctification of believers, their up-building in holiness, and the simplicity and spiritual power manifest in the primitive New Testament Church,”  it is worth our while as district superintendents to consider each of these statements of purpose: they have remained unchanged throughout our history

D. What “makes the church the church” is its commitment to working on the fulfillment of God’s mission in the world, “God is in Christ, reconciling the world to Himself. (2 Corinthians 5:19
Although later in the Manual we profess the intention to be a “global church” this entire section precludes the notion that we are to be “The General Church” as described in paragraph 23. We affirm the existence of and necessity for, other denominations, even those who do not profess our particular beliefs or pursue our particular priorities. 
III
The secondary questions in ecclesiology are: Who are the legitimate leaders of the church and how do they become the leaders? What is the nature of their leadership? What are the boundaries of their authority? How do the leaders work together to “keep the church the church?”
A. Significant portions of our Manual are dedicated to the processes of choosing our leaders at the local, district and general church levels. From the beginning we have described our government as representative (Manual  par. 28), and it is that fact that imparts legitimacy to our leaders.  So long we follow the Manual processes carefully and honorably, members of the Church of the Nazarene are obligated by their membership vows to “willingly submit to our government.” (Manual pars. 29, 27.3) As district superintendents our authority derives from our having been chosen to the position by the people we serve.  We are sustained in the legitimacy of our leadership in that we are never chosen “for life:” All positions of leadership are for a defined period of time and re-election is at the pleasure of the people we represent. This system facilitates both continuity and change in leadership personnel. 
B. As a result, the nature of our leadership is extremely pragmatic. In contrast to some Christian groups (Methodists, Anglicans, Roman Catholics, to name a few) we do not ordain people to leadership positions. We restrict the candidacy for some leadership positions to people who are ordained as elders, but their election to a particular assignment is a purely “human” undertaking: we pray for God’s leading but different people experience God to be leading them to different decisions. Hence the humanity and the practicality of our system. We do not condone the notion of a “divine right to superintend.” Our authority as leaders is rooted in the fact that we have been chosen by the people, for a particular time and place. 
C. Ordained elders have the inherent authority to preach any place and time that opportunity arises to proclaim the gospel. By contrast the Manual defines the boundaries and hence, the range of the authority of all elected leaders. Those boundaries are sometimes territorial – a DS has defined authority for a set of responsibilities within particular geographical area – sometimes oriented to a particular task or responsibility. The nature of a DSs authority does not encroach on a local church, except under clearly defined crisis circumstances. Similarly all other leadership positions have Manual defined boundaries.    

I would conclude this section by noting that the Manual has been carefully constructed to maximize local autonomy for the most effective functioning of the local church. The preamble to local governance (Manual Chapter 1, page 62) reminds us that “it is in the local church that  the saving, perfecting, teaching and commissioning takes place . . .” All the other activities and functions of the church are designed to enhance the effectiveness of the local church.  
IV
Some conclusions for consideration by District Superintendents 


  A.  You didn’t ask for this job! You were called to it!

     1985 John Allen Knight upon his election as general superintendent: “I do not differentiate    

     the voice of the church from the voice of God.”


    2009 John Bowling upon his election as general superintendent: “I must 
  


    gratefully decline: God has not released me from my current assignment.”

The fact that we are DSs means that each of us has been forced to make a de facto judgment      

on the same issue: Either way, you are the DS and as such the legitimate senior leader of your    

district.
Proposition #1 Our ecclesiology with reference to superintendence, must make room for both

    B.  Not all USA/CAN districts are the same



Different sizes, geographically, numerically and financially



Different church cultures



Different host cultures  



Different histories, different “heroes,” 



Different traditions



Different value systems
There is no biblically mandated superintendence model: “What works” in one place won’t necessarily work in another. Therefore we must be modest in generalizing actions and expectations from one district to another. 

Proposition #2 Our ecclesiology of superintendence must be functionally flexible
C. Not all district superintendents are the same


We have each been shaped and influenced by a variety of factors:


Family in which we were raised


Schools we attended in childhood


Ambient culture in which we were raised


Universities we attended


Local church assignments we have served


District superintendents with whom we have worked  


Our God-given “giftedness”


Our individual character make-up: strengths & flaws 
Each of us was called his/her position of leadership and, Marshall Goldsmith notwithstanding
, “what got us here will probably get us there”

Proposition #3 Our ecclesiology of superintendence must be broad enough to empower all superintendents in their respective districts
Clair MacMillan
Moncton, New Brunswick

August 28, 2013
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