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Kitchen Table Solidarity

will lead members of the churches to search for just and responsible rela-
tionships in community. Bellah calls this the difference between commu-
nity and life style. “Whereas a community attempts to be an inclusive

- {whole, celebrating the interdependence of public and private life and of

the different callings of all, life style is fundamentally segmental and cele-
brates the narcissism of similarity.”7 In an earlier time Paul called this

* search for just relationships “being political.” Thus he urges the Philippians

to be part of the polis and discharge their obligation as citizens in a manner
that is worthy of Christ.*8

Imaginative and constructive repentance leads us toward a desire for
social transformation, beginning with the church, But this is very difficult
and requires a willingness to risk the suffering that comes to those who try
to change the status quo of any society. Adrienne Rich has pointed out
that she was greatly helped in making a decision to risk in her own life by
a quotation from James Baldwin: “Any real change implies the breakup of
the world as one has always known it, the loss of all that gave one an iden-
tity, the end of safety.”9

The world as we know it is unjust, and to share with God in the
building of a community of justice is to call for a breakup of the world as
we know it and for a New Creation! Three possible clues as to what it
would take for such imaginative and constructive repentance of double
sin are conversion, transformation, and liberation.

The first clue, that conversion is necessary, indicates why it is so diffi-
cult to help churches see and reject the patriarchal understanding of real-
ity that allows justice and salvation to be split off at the root. As we saw in
chapter 1, patriarchy is the designation for a variety of social systems of
domination and subordination in which women’s realities are defined by
the status {race, class, country, religion) of the men to whom they belong
as daughter, wife, mother. But patriarchy is also to be understood as an
interpretive framework or paradigm of that social system in which author-
ity as domination is understood as 2 description of social reality that justi-
fics the domination of subordinate groups by those who are dominant. In
order for the churches to see the need for repentance they must be con-
veried to seeing and understanding that, God’s justice springs from a vi-
sion of mended creation in which reality is based on responsibility for just
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Justice and the Church

those they assist, as well as for the possibility of new insight and COI‘IVGI‘SiOTl
on the part of those who reach out beyond their own enclave. Ho*\,.vever, it
is not truly 2 move to be in the world, unless the churches and their me.m-
bers begin to recognize and move to oppose the root causes of the social,
economic, and political problems that deny persons the power and mate-
rial resources to solve their own problems. -

In 1992, at a Hartford Theological Seminary consultatloln.gn
Women-Church, Marie Augusta Neal noted that the power and possibility
of social transformation is both spiritual and political. Prayer, liturgy,
study, and care for neighbor, as well as dcmonstrations:, ptlolitical cam-
paigns, and similar actions, can all be part of the. work for justice orpart of
the support for the status quo. The issue is not in what way one works folr
justice, but whether one’s work is on behalf of transformation of the soci-
ety so that God’s justice is done on earth.50 o ‘

The third clue is that justics involves a liberation journgy. The church

5§< shares in the journey of salvation as it takes part in the story of God's love

affair with the world. This is a liberation journey that is shared with all of
God's creation as it siruggles for the power and possibility of being put
right. Tt is a journey with God, ourselves, and others and for God, our-
selves, and others. The church seeks to live out the great commandment:
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your
soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and you‘r neigh-
bor as yourself® (Luke 10:27; Deut. 6:4). But it can only do s0 as it comes
to understand the needs of the neighbor for just relationships, and for
wholeness in community, and takes action in solidarity with the neighbor
in need. The journey of liberation takes the church in. many new paths,
but it can only be part of the repentance of doublf:' sin if the chu‘rclhfl:s
and their many members begin to show by their actions that they live in
the world, with responsibility for that world. .
These clues are themselves not so unexpected, for they are similar
to church teachings about the process or order of salvation as justiﬁ'cau
tion, regeneration, and sanctification. The ordering of the cllues is not }m—
portant, for they are all part of the response to God’s gracious reaching
out to us, to the church, and to the world to put things right. They are all

R oot e Fov

part of what Calvin calls “doublg grace™ as he describes the process of jus~s ,
tification and sanctification. God has set us free in Jesus Christ and) ool
granted the power of the Spirit to restore our humanity and enable us to{
do God’s will as we share in the mending of creation.?!

relationships with our neighbors, whoever and wherever they may be.
, { Until the paradigm of partnership and justice makes more sense than that
}i \of domination and injustice, the churches and their members have not
ibegun to repent of the sin of being of the world,
The second clue is that the goal of conversion and new life is social trans-
4 Jormation. As we noted, the churches often move toward social outreach
»}' " | and social action and thus recognize a need to be in the world, but they are
| not about to take up Baldwin’s call by transforming the patriarchal world

‘<____._-—

Sign of Christ’s Presence

When the church does seek to become a sign of Christ's liberating pres-
ence in creation we are often surprised to find a great reversal of things as

of oppression. Social outreach and works of compassion are important for
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usual, In ways reminiscent of Matthew 25, we often find it is the outcasts
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and the persons who are marginal to the life of the church who provide
insights needed in a specific time and place. This was certainly true of
Ron Russell-Coons and the Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan Commu-
nity Churches. The UFMCC’s application for membership in the National
Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.8.A. has been rejected because
of its ministry to the lesbian, gay, and bisexual community. Yet it has con-
tinued to send delegates as observers and participants wherever this is
possible. Ron was the delegate to the Faith and Order Commission, sent
to our group by his church to help us in our study of how the imagination
of AIDS brings new insight into the meaning of church from the perspec-
tive of those on the margin.

The very churches that have been rejected by the NCC because of
their openly gay, leshian, and bisexual ministry have not abandoned the
churches of the NCC in their homophobia. Instead, they have continued
to provide a much-needed ministry to the wider church, urging it to re-
examine its own understanding of sexnality and of the meaning of salva-
tion so that it can come to make sense to persons whose faith is
challenged at the breaking points of their lives. Even though he was fre-
quently too sick to work on the hook our group was writing about AIDS
and the church, Ron continued to provide a ministry of contacts, experi-
ence, energy, and love to all those who had become partners with him in
creating the book.

What happened in Ron’s three years of partnership in our group
was that many persons had to discover that God also works through the
witness of gay and lesbian Christdans. In fact, his presence in the group
and his continuing courage in the midst of diminishing swrength was, for

t many, more of a sign of Christ’s presence than the traditional signs. In
- carrying out his ministry with our group, Ren helped us to see what it

would mean to “hunger and thirst for justice” and to become a partner in
the mending of creation,

Household of God

The story of this mending begins at the other end of history with the
fulfilment of God’s justice in the New Creation (Isa. 65:17-25; Rev.
21:1-4) .52 The Gospel accounts portray Jesus as both the witness to the
coming of God’s reign and the one in whom that reign is taking place. In
coming to know the story of the one who is called Jesus (Yeshua, the one
who saves), we look for Christ’s presence among us as a sign of this New
Creation or household of God.

The life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ are a witness to the
world, and not just o the church, that God loves the world and intends to
reverse the structures of domination and sin that rule that world. His
death and resurrection witness both to the power of injustice to cause suf
fering in the world and to the power of God’s just love in overcoming that
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injustice. This action of God in Christ is the [rstfruits of the coming New
Greanon which is offered on behalf of all creation (Rom. 8:28-39).
In Jesus Christ, God has elected all of creation to be made new. Not

[ all of creation acknowledges that election, yet different persons of differ-

ent faiths and ideologies witness to a divine desire for love and justice in
many and various ways. As we shall see in chapter 5, God’s choice of Lhe{
whole world indicates God’s desire that all will be saved and become pa.1t§
of the mended creation, but it does not indicate that everyone must be 1; ¥
Christian in order to be welcome in God’s creation or loved by God., Ac—E 3 '«.
cording to Karl Barth, God has elected or chosen Jesus Christ on hehalf j\
of all people.’® Jesus is elected both to witness to and embody the New
Creation, and it is the risen Christ’s presence among us that continiues toy
convey the justice and peace of that new reality.

As a way of expressing that new reality without using the patriarchal
language of kingship, domination, and subordination, 1 have come to
speak of the kingdom of God as the household of God. As I noted in my
book Household of Freedom: Authority in feminist Perspective, a metaphor
often used in the parables to convey the message of God'’s hospitality is
the household, or sikes. Domestic images of the kingdom abound in the
Gospels, especially the images of table fellowship that were described in
chapter 1. And the word “household” is sometimes used interchangeably
with “kingdom” to indicate the place where God’s will is done. Thus Mark
5:24--25 says: “If' a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot
stand. And if a house is divided against itself, that house will not be able
to stand.”

J..-Ak =
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In this eschatological sense of God’s houscholding activity in andl\ E\!“:_’h %
beyond this world, “houschold of God” does not refer to the church, as it 5“ “\
does in later Greek Testament books such as 1 Peter, but rather to God’s] N\ %
New Creation.5* The church as a household of faith is called to be a sign 2.\-_"
of God’s power at work among all the nations of the eikoumene, but there ’:\\‘
are other signs that point toward God’s mended world house. Those who | ™

)

“fall in faith with Christ,” and desire to share the faith and struggle of
Christ’s community, witness to Christ as the way to the New Creation.
They affirm with Paul: “So if anyone is in Chuist, there is a new creation:
everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!”

But Christ is not the only way to discover Ged’s will for mending cre-
ation, nor has the coming of Christ completed the New Creation that has
happened, happens even now among us, and will happen in the future,
As Rosemary Radford Ruether has said, “We must see christology, not
only as proleptic, but also as paradigmatic.”s® ,

The work of Christ is proleplic or anticipatory of the completion of &
the mending of creation. For those who accept God’s love through Christ, | 4 LU
his work is a full revelation of that love and purpose, but for Jews and for § 3~ 5
persons of other faiths there is still more to come. Christ’s work is also NG

e
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. o paradigmatic in that it shows Christians clearly what God’s love and justice
i~ are all about, but that work does not negate the possibility of God's love
™45 and justice working through other religions and other social structures.
Discerning God's preferential option for the poor and marginalized
%  can become a baseline for dialogue with other groups when we acknowledge
the possibility of the signs of God’s work in all creation, In feminist theolo-
E gies, according to Marjorie Suchocki, justice becomes a fundamental crite-
% rion of value and focus of dialogue among different religions as we seek out
~ \'\T comj).o,n ways of living together in a very diverse and complex world.56
w ‘When we universalize the Christian story of God in Jesus Christ as
the only message of salvation for all people, we deny the power of God to
work through all the poor and through all creation. To universalize our
very concrete and particular faith is a form of imperialism over people of
other faiths and ideologies.57 In humility we can witness to the faith that
God has indeed begun the New Creation in Christ, and that for us this is
the message of salvation, but still look forward to God’s fulfillment of the
promise of salvation and liberation for all.
Henoring its humble role as part of God’s concern for creation, the
church becomes a witness to the presence of Christ, It is that presence that
’creates the church and not the other way around. And it is that presence
{that is the power and possibility of life now in anticipation of the house-
Ihold of God. If the church can only find itself where Christ is present, it
rQE > ineeds to be very careful to look for the places where Christ has promised
|to come. :
! Jirgen Moltmann points out that there are three different groups of
assurances of Christ’s presence in the Greek Testament.58
i , The first set of promises is related to Jesus’ promise to be present in

&
v

)
§

Iy

7y
LT by
ol

3

T,

N

P S hrinit it et e

community. For nstance, Matthew 28:18-20 declares the promise of
p, Chris's presence in witness, baptism, and teaching. In fact the traditional
: I\‘: signs of Christ’s presence in the church are all anticipated in this text as it
b ¢ speaks of baptism in the one name, holiness through the continuing pres-
! ,fﬁ ence of the Spirit, eatholicity as an invitation to all the nations, and apos-
¥ & toliciiy through faithful preaching. First Corinthians 11:23-26 declares the
PO , gift of presence in the Lord’s Supper, and Matthew 18:2G declares,
» .j' . i “Where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”
Py The second set of promises is related to the presence of Christ among._

the poor and marginalized. This promise has already been diseuissed, but it
418 F60d (0 Temind outsélves of the importance of Matthew 25:31-46 in mak-
¥ ing this promise and its word of judgment clear. According to Matthew,
Jesus seems to be telling his own story of identification with the poor and
outcast so that, together with the Messiah, all who hunger and thirst, ail
who are naked, sick, or in prison, become the real presence of God’s mend-
ing work.5? In solidarity with the least of Jesus’ brothers and sisters, we find
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a social biography of struggle that continues Jesus’ own story. Just as the
Christians of faith and struggle call out “Presente!” when the lists of the mar-
tyrs in Central America are read at the eucharist, Christians everywhere can
call out “jPresente!” and know that Jesus lives through the continuing actions
of solidarity with the poor and oppressed.

The third set of promises, related to Christ’s future coming and the
fulfillment of the household of God, is also linked to the parable of the
last judgment in Matthew 25, Jesus promises to be present wherever God's.
~will is done until the time c@lﬁ-ﬂﬁm@m&t_@ljj@ justice and peace is_

one on earth as in heaven (Matt. 6:10). Moltmann underlines this justice

the one who is to come is then already present in an anticipatory sense
in history in the Spirit and the word, and in the miserable and helpless.
His future ends the world’s history of suffering and completes the frag-
ments and anticipations of his kingdom which are called the church.50

Signs of the church

The church has no nature of its own because its existence is derived
from_Christ’s presence,. Yet over the centuries it has claimed that the pres-
ence of Christ is manifest in particular signs that make it possible to identify
where the true church is located. These are also signs that are understood
to be derived from Christ’s presence in the church, but they need to be
tested from the perspective of the three different assurances of Christ that
are described in the Greek Testament to see if they actnally do make clear
the mandate of the church to be present where Christ is present and to
share in God'’s work of New Creation.

As Robert Schreiter has pointed out, the defining characteristics of
the church that are clearly evident for all o see are usually drawn from
“the addition made to the Nicene Creed by the Council of Constantinople
in 381: ‘and in one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church’”8! Discussion he-
gins here with a common creed recognized by Orthodox, Roman
Catholic, and Protestant traditions, but it moves to other signs as well, and
it becomes controversial as one confessional body considers the marks of
another invalid. Thus, at the time of the Protestant Reformation the dis-
cussion of whether the Protestant Church or the Roman Catholic Church
had the true marks and was truly church was very much part of the perse-
cution and the religious wars of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
in Europe. Unity among churches, based on mutual recognition of one
another as communities of faith in Jesus Christ, still involves us in the
question of the identity of the church of Christ.

The question of identity is a continuing issue because churches
must always be looking to find where Christ is present in a particular time
and place. In times of change a new process of iraditioning is particularly
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important as we seek to understand the identity of the church in a new sits
wation. Our National Council of Churches group studying how the crisis
of AIDS confronts the church with the need to understand what it means
to be the body of Clurist, sharing in suffering and in the ministry of Christ
in today’s world, is but one small example of the many Christians who are
searching out the identity of the church in the midst of social, political,
and economic upheaval.

As we begin to explore the selEunderstanding of the church, we find '
that historical descriptions are helpful for locating ourselves within the
Christian tradition and discerning indicators of faithfulness, even though
they are clearly not helpful as rules used to exclude others. We also find
that these traditional signs are not nearly as self-evident as they were once
considered to be, for they themselves require considerable explanation
and verification even among churches who continue to accept the four
signs spelled out in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed. For instance,
the World Council of Churches Faith and Order Commission has been
studying the creed for ten years as part of its program on “Towards 2
Common Expression of the Apostolic Faith Today.” It has taken many
consultations and volumes (0 try 0 establish that the creed is, in fact, a
common basis for “confessing one faith."®

The understanding of the church shifts when we interpret one,
holy, catholic, and apostolic from the point of view of those at the periph-
ery of life, society, and the church. As with the other identifying marks,
what is of most importance is not the presence of certain characteristics
but their use and practice, According to Hans Kiing, “Unity, holiness,
catholicity and apostolicity are therefore not only gifts, granted to the
Church by God’s grace, but at the same time tasks which it is vital for the
Church to fulfill in a responsible way.”63 The signs themselves cannot
make the presence of Christ clear if they do not show that presence forth
among the poor and as signs of a mended creation, as well as in the wit-
ness, liturgy, and gathering of the community.

In our study group on Unity and Renewal of the Church we tried to
discern the ways in which the marks of the church are traditioned from
the perspective of those engaged in ministry with those living with AIDS.
Moving to the margins of most official church bodies, we shared stories,
sermons, liturgles, and case studies like those of Ron Russell-Coons that
enabled us to catch a glimpse of what the signs of the church would look
like at “breaking points of life.” The clues that we discerned and tested
out together are described by Robert Schreiter in his article “Marks of the
Church in Times of Transformation.”®*

The wunity Of the church is a gift of the Spirit or presence of Clirist.
The church is one because all who call on Christ’s name discover Christ
in their midst. As God in Christ and the Spirit are one, the many parts of
the church are gathered together through one divine action as the sign of
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the C(?ming household of God (Eph. 4:4-6). The unity of God with hu-
mankind brought about by God’s reconciling action in Jesus Christ is i
aged by the unity of the church across barriers of diversity. o

In actuality, churches live out their unity in Christ neither with one
a.no.ther nor.with the world. In the face of the differences caused by con-
fessional spliis and the deep differences caused by racism heterosgxism
and (‘)thelf forms of oppression, it is perhaps best to emph’.asize the neeci
for diversity, rather than unity, for it is at this point that the churches are
!.mable to live out their calling to unity. As we will see in regard to racis . 3
in chapter 5, a clue important to communities of faith and struggle is ﬂll'z
the church cannot be a sign of unity if it achieves unity by marginaliﬂr:
thos.e :who do not fit. Unity at the expense of the weak is not a si n og[’
Christ’s !wspitality welcoming all into God’s household. As Ma T:;gnner
has Put 1t,. “A united Chuirch in which ecclesial divisions were rjvercome
but in which divisions based upon race, class, sex, or wealth remained
onuld” not be a church truly united. The church must be renewed into
unity.”s5 In the view of the working group on AIDS, the test of how well
the f:hurch lives out its witness to unity in Christ is fow well it breaks dowrg[ '
barriers at points where people are being excluded.

The holiness of the church is also derived from Christ’s presence and
from t¥1e power of the Spirit to transform the church so that it can live
a rellauonship of righteousness and justice with God. In biblical Lraditiog1
h.ohness is a fulfillment of covenant relationship with God. The comm :
nity of'faith lives out what Paul Hanson calls a “triad of just-ice and meru-
and ffuth.”ﬁﬁ In the Sermon on the Mount the directive to be perfect ?s/
God' is pe'rfecl; is a way of expressing this need to respond to God’.s
putting things right, by living that way ourselves (Matt. 5:48). This inten-
fuonpfholiness extends far beyond the church itself, for, in éhe words of
{\/Iarjo_ne Suchocki, it is part of God's purpose in menc’ling creation b
‘weaving ‘creation together in a bond of love,”07 ) ’

Agaln,‘ as we look at the actions of local, national, and international
;hul-cl'w. bodies, we are struck by dualism in the interpretation of the si
of holiness. The church is to be holy by being dpart from the world g;rs—
sons are (o be holy by being apart from their bo‘dil)r selves, and holin,eisjs i
an 1nd1‘v1dual practice of Christian virtue apart from a c,ommunit thai
shares in the suffering of those who oppose injustice. As we shall zec in
ch'apter fi, a clue to the gift of holiness in the church is that it leads to
lsplr-ltuaht_y of connection to our whole selves, to a community of faith a 3

Justice, and to those on the margin of society. In our working grou ‘gn
the chu.rch with AIDS, a test of the presence of Christ’s holingss inp the
church is how well it announces justice and denounces forces that hinder
the appearance of God’s righteousness in the mending of creation
Qhrlst’s gift of catholicity in the church refers both to the uni\.fersalit
of Christ’s presence in all the world and to the orthedoxy of the church a};
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it witnesses to the story and teachings of Jesus Christ. If God has acted in
Jesus Christ to renew the whole earth, then the presence of Christ in the
midst of all creation is important for the church’s self-understanding. In
this sense, to be catholic is to be connected to all of creation in all its groan-
ing parts and to take responsibility for the needs of the many different
churches and peoples of the world. In sharing the one story of God’s liber-
ating love in Jesus Christ, the church is also catholic as it witnesses to that
story, in ways that are faithful to the biblical and church traditions yet works
continually to reinterpret and retradition these traditions in new contexts.

This tradition of catholicity has often been honored in ways that
have denied the true universality of God’s message of love and replaced it

[iwith an assertion that one particularity includes all of what God’s message

!i,_might be about. In a traditional patriarchal paradigm of domination, uni-

tyersality is understood as'a mandate for the church to dominate all reli-
lgions and all people and require them to live according to its teachings.
{In the same way, the patriarchal paradigm of orthodoxy has led to the
idea that right doctrine is to be defined by those who rule over a particu-
lar community and is more important than orthoprazy, the right practice
of communitics of faith and struggle as they seek to be connected to the
world around them. A clue to catholicity is expressed in the responsibility
of churches for one another as well as for their neighbors in all parts of
the world, living out a story of faith that witnesses to God’s love for that
world. A test of how well the church lives out the sign of Christ’s universal
presence in. the world that was formulated by our working group on AIDS
was the quality of connectedness in solidarity with those on the periphery
of church and society.

The apostolicity of the church is a sign of Christ's presence in the life
of the church as the true witness to Christ’s own story, By the inspiration
of the Spirit of God in Christ, the church continues to share in the wit-
ness to that story both in word and action. The continuity of the continu-
ing story of salvation is assured in the view of Roman Catholic, Orthodox,
and Anglican churches through the passing on of ordination or commis-
sioning of the apostles through each generation of leadership. For others,
the apostolic witness is understood in terms of the quality of life of those
who continue to live out the biblical story of the Christ and the apostles in
their gwn time.58

As we saw in chapter 2, the patriarchal paradigm of domination has
played an important part in the idea of apostolicity as authoritative wit-
ness and the guarantee of that authority through chosen male leaders.
But it is important to remember that an apostle in the earlier Pauline
sense of the word is a witness or missionary, someone sent to tell the good
news {Rom. 1:1; 1 Cor. 12:28). In this sense it is possible to invite all the
community of faith to become part of the apostolic tradition, not just
those who are set apart by clerical ordination. A clue here is that the sign
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of Christ’s apostolate is the sign of participation in God’s Mission, God’s
sending and liberating action in the world. Our working group on AIDS
helped me to see thac a test of Christ’s witness in the church would be its
constancy in participation in God’s Mission, and not just its lack of inter-
ruption in the connection to the early apostles and their witness.

Justice connection

The latter two promises of Christ, to be with the poor and to come
again to establish the reign of God, are often ignored as the churcl prac-
tices the double sin of living of but not in the world, Therefore, the ques-
tion must be vased of whether there needs to be a fifth stgn of justice.
Surely the church is not Christ’s church if it is not a witness to the pres-
ence of the one in whom God made things right. Many creeds have been
written since the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, and théy have re-
sponded to the needs of the,churches in their own times. In our time
there needs to be an added emphasis on the justice connection that
would make all the other talk about signs more authentic.

Many contemporary theologians assert that these dimensions of the
church need to include the perspective of people on the periphery or
margins, who very much need an emphasis on the dimenston of prophecy
or justice. For instance, a special consultation on one common expression
of the apostolic faith from the perspective of black Christians in the
United States, held in 1984, placed heavy emphasis on this dimension. In
the report, “T'oward a Commion Expression of Faith: A Black North Amer-
ican Perspective,” they affirm “that the One, Holy church cannot exist
apart from ministries of justice and liberation. 69

Adding the sign of justice is nothing new in the history of the signs
of the church. There never has been a set number of signs, and a
widespread consensus on the four signs was achieved only in the nine-
teenth century, according to Schreiter.”® Roman Catholic theologians
have proposed as many as one hundred signs, and some favored a fifth
sign of “Romanness” in the late nineteenth century. Leonardo Boff points
out this variation in his article “I'neological Characteristics of a Grassroots
Church,” in order to propose fifteen characteristics of a church linked to
the subordinated classes.” He also makes very clear the way in which in-
terpretation of the signs is related to the place one is related to one’s eco-
nomic, political, and social position in a society. Protestant theologians,
already working with the “extra two” of word and sacrament proposed by
sixteenth-century Reformers, have strongly suggested adding a third addi-
tional mark of participation in God’s Mission to siress the life of the
church as a participant in Christ’s liberating action in the world.?2

Some theologians, such as Marjorie Suchocki, prefer to make this
clear through the reinterpretation of holiness to reconnect it to God’s righ-
teousness and justice. Others, like Schreiter and Moltmann, specifically
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argue that the reinterpretation is better done wichin the four creedal signs
so that the prophetic dimension is seen throughout.” I myself have stressed
this dimension in interpreting the signs by lifting up diversity with unity,
Jjustice with holiness, connectedness and orthopraxy with catholicity, as well
as mission with apostolicity. A shift in perspective to those who are op-
pressed is crucial, however, and it seems to me that this perspective is very
difficult to maintain even if we seek the three aspects of Christ’s presence in
each of them.

There is so much injustice both within and outside of the church
that a clear reminder of Christ’s presence calling the church to be one,
holy, catholic, apostolic, and just is crucial for its identity. This reminder
needs to push all churches to constant repentance of their double sin and
a constant “hunger and thirst for righteousness [justice]” (Matt. 5:6).
Even the churches described in chapter 3 stand in need of this reminder
of the justice connection. For example, the historic black churches have
been steadfast in their advocacy of racial and economic justice but have
often ignored the issues of justice for women and for homosexual per-
sons.™ The latter issue has contributed to the reluctance of many black
churches to be involved in programs addressing needs of persons with
AIDS. This picture is beginning to change, especially with increasing
numbers of IV drug users, women, and children of color who are HIV
positive. More and more black churches are making the justice connec-
tion in regard to AIDS as well as to the rights of gay men and lesbians.

The same need for continuing self-criticism in the light of the mark
of justice is needed in white feminist theology and in Women-Church. We
have seen that Women-Church is an exodus movement of women seeking
out comununities that express their full humanity and liberation from pa-
triarchy. Small feminist base communities gathered for shared worship
seek to live out the mark of justice for all women. Often, however, they
neglect the issues of justice for persons of all colors and classes because
they are Jargely white and middle-class, In a similar way, the Metropolitan
Community Church of San Francisco has had to struggle to include men
of color and women of all coloxs in its programs. '

In raditioning the signs of Christ’s presence in the church it is in-
portant to recognize that the signs themselves are always changing accord-
ing to the different cultural, historical, political, and economic coniexts of
the churches. If the signs are to be helpful in locating the church they
need to be descriptive rather than prescriptive, avoiding a patriarchal pat-
tern of dogmatism. Yet it is possible to say that the churches’ actions i liv-
ing out those signs need to be connected to the places where Christ
promises to be present. The church finds its own identity as a sign of
Christ’s work in the bringing of God’s household by being a community of
faith 2nd witness, a community of struggle for the poor and oppressed, and
a community of hope in the fulfillment of God’s New Creation.
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Word Preached and Celebrated

When the NCC Taith and Order working group on Unity and Renewal
finished its work on The Church with AIDS: Renewal in the Midst of Crisis, the
book was dedicated to Ron Russell-Coons with thanks for the gift of life
he shared with us. Ron did not see the final fruit of his ministry with us,
but he did see the galley proof, specially bound and sent from Westmin-
ster/Joln Knox Press, and that book went with=him to his funeral as a
sign of the word he preached and celebrated. Although his failing health
had forced him to retire as pastor of a Metropolitan Community Church
church in Seattle just before his fortieth birthday, Ron relocated with his
partner, Chuck, in San Francisco and continued his ministry through
MCC--5an Francisco and through the NCC working group of the Faith
and Order Commission, 7
Ron was preaching on the day our commission visited the San Fran-
cisco church. He preached on the resurrection that has already begun in
Christ and welcomed us to the love feast as a sign of God’s welcome table.
The church did not serve a regular communion at the sexvice, not hecause
the visitors were afraid to commune with the community living with AIDS
but because some of these same visitors represented Roman Catholic, Or
thodox, and Protestant churches that did not practice intercommunion.’s
The feast we celebrated was a resurrection feast, and surely the com-
munity experienced a word purely preached and celebrated! If that is the
case, then what is missing from our understanding of these marks that
frames them in such a way that they serve once again to exclude rather
than to include all who search for God’s love? Tt would seem that one of
.the major missing picces here is again the dimension of justice, For when
Justice becomes the criterion for sharing in community, then life is shared
with those who have been excluded from so many tables and, as we shall
see in chapter 5, the question of sharing at Christ’s table becomes a ques-
tion of hospitality rather than of ecclesiastical unity.

Word purely preached

In the Reformation of the sixteenth century and beyond, there was a
long period of controversial theology in which Protestant Reformers and
their descendants argued against Roman Catholic reformers and their de-
scendants about what made the church truly church. The Protestants
claimed that the true church was not only recognized by the visible signs
(signa) of Christ’s presence in oneness, holiness, catholicity, and apos-
tolicity but also by what they called the marks (nof) or distinguishing
characteristics or functions of the church.”” These marks of the church
were claimed to be what obviously constituted it as true church: namely,
the word truly preached and the sacraments rightly administered. Thus
John Calvin says, “For whenever we find the word of God purely preached
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and heard, and the sacraments administered according to the institution
of Christ, there, it is not to be doubted, is a Church of God."?

The Protestant Reformers did not deny the importance of the
Nicaean formula, but they wanted to build their reformation on the scrip-
tures. For this reason they iried to discern in the biblical tradition how
the church might be faithful in its preaching and sacramental life. Today
it is generally recognized by Roman Catholics that the witness of the scrip-
tures to Jesus Christ is the basis of the life of the church.” It is also recog-
nized generally by Protestants that, as Jirgen Moltmann says,

A church in which the gospel is purely preached and the sacraments are
rightly used is the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church. The two Refor-
mation signs of the church really only show from within what the tradi-
tional attributes of the church describe from without, so to speak.3?

The word was understood as pure and the sacraments rightly used if
they were administered by the duly ordained male clergy, according to
the scriptural promises, and conveyed the gospel to the believers through
preaching or signs of bread and water. Ecclesiastical discipline or the
fencing of the table became for some a third mark, in that it made sure
that God’s word was truly preached and celebrated.8!

From a patriarchal point of view the duly authorized preachers,
presiders, and disciplinarians ensured that things be done according to
established church order, but it did not free the church or its marks from
a denial of the full humanity of women. Through the invention of the
printing press, the scriptures were available to laypersons in their practice
of prayer and study. Great pains were taken to educate the people in
reading and studying the Bible in the vernacular so they could know what
was “true.” For instance, John Calvin wrote his Institutes of the Christian Reli-
gion in order to guide the interpretation of scriptures so that students of
theology could be prepared for “the reading of the divine word.™? Yet the
interpreters and preachers were all men with clerical privilege, except in
leftwing Reformation groups like the Anabaptists and some of their de-
scendants, such as Shakers and Quakenrs,

As we saw in chapter 2, this increased access to the word of God dld

not do away with male clerical privilege and power. It also did not do away
with what feminist theologians would call “the idolatry of the Father.” As
long as this personal metaphor for God was used as if “Father” were God’s
name, the “fathers” of church, family, and state remained as direct repre-
sentatives of a patriarchal and dominating male God. According to Sallie
McFague, “It is not just that ‘God the Father’ is a frequent appellation for
the divine, but that the entire structure of divine-human and human-
human relationship is understood in a patriarchal framework,”s?

‘Women and other subordinated groups could not be trusted to in-
terpret the good news and could not discover themselves as fully human
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persons made in the image of God.?* But unless God is.imaged as both fe- B
male and male in speaking and enacting God’s word and in the i
metaphors for God’s self-revelation, this word of welcome to women is i
not clear.8 Unless God is imaged in verbal metaphors such as “creator, J
liberator, and advocate,” as well as in personal metaphors, this word of i
justice in the houschold of God is also lost. g

Then as now, true interpretation of the Bible was a difficult task, and I
we cannot be surprised that the leaders of the Magisterial Reformation
conformed to the world view of their own social and political context,
They did at least make it clear that the interpretation and understanding
of the word were the work of the entire congregation, In every time and
place we have to seek out again what is the true gospel message for our
time, The Gospels witness to the story of a man who proclaimed God’s
reign and welcomed people, all people, as children of God. Jesus pro- -
claimed the good news that outsiders were welcome and promised to be
present when the church shares in proclaiming that story.

Whatever else the true preaching of the word would need to in-
clude, it at least would have to be a word that speaks from the perspective
of those who have been crushed and marginalized in our society. It would
need to be a word of solidarity, healing, and love in situations of broken-
ness and despair and a disturbing and troubling word of justice to those
who wish to protect their privilege by exclusion. It is a word that often is
not fully heard by women in search of their full humanity, nor by those ‘
with disabilities in search of an accessible community that celebrates their §
otherness, nor by other marginal groups such as lesbians and gay men. :

Yet it is marginalized persons like Ron Russell-Coons who arc often the 1
first to reach out to others with ATDS and to other churches in ecumeni- F"
cal coalitions of caring, The scriptures have very little to say about homo-
sexuality, but they have a great deal to say on the necessity of hospitality .
and of justice for the oppressed (Luke 4:18-19).8 As we listen to the 4

scriptures as good news to the poor and suffering, and listen to the poor
explaining the meaning of Jesus’ welcome to us, we may more truly un-

Sacramenis rightly advinistered

The sacraments were understood by the Reformers as instituted and
administered according to the teaching of the scriptures. Protesting
against the abuses of the sacraments in the sixteenth-centary church, they
emphasized baptism and the Lord’s Supper as the only two sacrarnents in-
stituted by Christ’s words and actions, They made sure that the prepara-
tion for the sacraments included instruction in their biblical meaning and
practiced “fencing of the table” by allowing only members in good stand- i
ing to receive the elements of bread and wine. There also continues to be :
much discussion over the meaning of baptism and eucharist, although
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there is much that churches can say together about their institution and
meaning. For instance, the Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry document of
Faith and Order says that Christian baptism is rooted in the ministry,
death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth (Matt. 28:18-20). “It is incor-
poration into Christ, who is the crucified and risen Lord; it is entry into
the New Covenant between God and God’s people.”®? Encharist is inter-
preted through the words of 1 Cor. 11:23-25 and is “a sacramental meal
which by visible signs communicates to us God's love in Jesus Christ.”s8

When we seek to understand what it would mean to administer the
sacraments rightly, consideration needs to be given once again to what the
biblical meaning of “rightly” would be. Certainly that meaning would go be-
yond proper preparation, administration, and celebration of the words and
actions of Jesus. In fact, the word “rightly” probably would include the need
for the community of celebration to live out a life of righteousness or Jjustice.

In regard to baptism, this would mean that a great deal more atten-
tion needs to be paid to what this sacrament conveys from the perspective
of feminist ecclesiology. As Marjorie Procter-Smith says, “What women
need to know from the sacraments of baptism and eucharist is that Christ
is present in our struggle to live out our baptismal equality and dignity,
and that God has not forgotien us.”?

Much work has already been accomplished by feminist theologians
on the question of the meaning and interpretation of the sacraments,
both in biblical and church tradition and in liturgical tradition. Some of
the work of Elisabeth Fiorenza and Rosemary Ruether on interpretation
from the perspective of women-church has already been cited in earlier
chapters.®0 And the already abundant feminist literature on ministry,
preaching, and liturgy has received the very helpful additions of Ruth
Duck’s Gender and the Name for God and Marjorie Procter-Smith’s /n Her
Oun Rite: Constructing Feminist Liturgical Tradition.9!

From this literature I would like to highlight two problems that relate
to the continuing traditioning process of baptism as a sacrament of new
life in Christ. The first is that baptism is understood as a cleansing of our
sins. These sins are inherited by birth from our mother, who conceived us
through sexual intercourse with a man and conveys to us both our mun-
dane and bodily existence and our mortal and sinful existence. Baptism is
often administered quickly, to give the child a “better start” and a “new
family.” In church tradition this service happened without the mother,
who was required to remain away from the church immediately after bap-
tism because she was “polluted” by blood in giving birth as well as in men-
struation, The new life the baby receives as God’s child conveys the
message that the life of salvation comes through the males who administer
and control the rite, not through the mother’s gift of life.

There are many other ways to symbolize baptism, by lifting up such
actions as the use of water as a reference to the lifegiving waters of the
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mother’s womb, and as naming as an incorporation into the life story of
]fasus who was baptized by John. The new United Church of Christ bap-
tismal liturgy helps in this with a long memorial of biblical images of
water in creation, exodus, and in the gospel accounts.?2 Many feminist
and liberation theologians also argue that the important symbolism of
conversion and exodus into freedom in Christ is better served through
the practice of adult baptism. This also helps to make clear that, although
the gift of grace in baptism is based on God’s free choice in Christ to wel-
come all God’s children into the household of God and is administered
only once, baptism is a response to that gift through a lifelong process of
struggle for life in covenant relationship with God and our neighbors.

' A second problem in relation to baptism is that of the trinitarian bap-
tismal formula, “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the
I—Iply Spirit,” This formula represents years of development in church tra-
dlltion, especially in the period of the early church creeds when the rela-
tionship of Christ to God and of the three persons of the Trinity was being
hammered out. As Ruth Duck notes, the triadic formula is found only in
Matthew 28:19, The wording is from Matthew, although it is presented as
part of Jesus’ great commission, and it appears that in early times baptism
in the name of Christ or of Jesus was a more frequent formula.%

In contemporary settings, when these words are heard as the formula
for entrance into life in Christ, the exclusive meaning of the male lan-

guage makes this formula particularly inappropriate. There is no easy an- "
swer to how to find a way of expressing the truths of the Trinity through :;
common metaphors that would be acceptable in all Christian churches. EY
Some have gone the route of Riverside Church in New York City and :;:*
amended the formula to read, “I baptize you in the name of the Father ‘;'
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, One God, Mother of us all.”94 I.:‘f;_

But this and similar formulations retain an emphasis on parental re-
lationships that are most certainly not the only type of metaphor avail-
able. Ruth Duck proposes the use of a declarative staternent that is an
adaptation of Elisabeth Fiorenza’s translation of Galatians 3:26-28:

You have been baptized into ]esﬁs Christ;
you are now a child/children of God;
you have put on Christ.

There is ne longer Jew nor Greek,

there is no longer slave nor free,

there is no male and female,

for we are all one.%

I myself have also urged the regular use of 2 Corinthians 13:13, both
as an inchisive benediction and as the basis for an inclusive baptismal
statement: “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the
communion of the Holy Spirit be with all of you.”
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In any case, we can rejoice that behind the sacrament of baptism is
‘the promise of Christ to make us new so that already we can begin to live
beyond the former barriers that denied the full humanity of those who
were ‘of the “wrong religion, class, race, or gender.” The ancient baptismal
formula quoted by Paul in Galatians 3:27-28 reminds us that the divisions
of old creation have been overcome, and old forms of domination no
longer belong to life in Christ. Just as the original division of male and fe-
male in-Genesis was overcome, that of Jew and Gentile, slave and free were
understood to be overcome in the context of the early house churches.
Some would argue that today the list needs to be much longer, to include
heterosexual and homosexual, able-bodied and disabled, rich and poor,
capitalist and socialist.? It is the overcoming of these divisions, and the
new life of freedom, that is the sign of Christ’s presence. As we shall see in
chapter.5, however, the question of sacraments rightly administered re-

! mains when we discover that the divisions and the old life are alive and well
in the institutions that claim to partake of this gift of God’s grace.

The sacrament of holy communion partakes of this same ambiguity.
Although it is administered frequently in the community as a continuing
gift of God'’s forgiveness and empowerment for life, it is also frequently

- administered in a setting that contradicts Jesus’ promise to be present as
we show forth his death until he comes (1 Cor. 11:26). The church has
been careful to say that it is God in Christ who makes the sacraments effi-
cacious, and not the ones administering the sacrament or the community
in which they happen, But at the same time it has fenced the table by re-
quiring that only those ordained and authorized in a particular pattern
officiate. As we have seen earlier, the requirement for right administra-
tion has become not a commitment to justice, and doing what is right,
but a commitment to the “right” religious institution in which salvation is
located. Women, especially, discover communion as a sacrament of dis-
wmton as they begin to analyze the way they have often been denied access
to the eucharist itself, because of ritual impurity, and denied the privilege
of sharing in serving the meal 97

... There are so many different versions of the words of institution in

the GosBels in addition to 1 Corinthians, so the exact words used in the
liturgy have not been in as much dispute as their meaning. Building on
the seven Greek Testament meotifs of eucharist as “joyful thanksgiving,
anamnesis [remembrance], koinonia [community, partnership], sacrifice,
the presence of Christ, the action of the Holy Spirit, and the eschatologi-
cal banquet,” the various confessions have traditioned the meanings most
appropriate for their own contexts of origin and continuing life.%8

In an area where there have been so many problems, and in which
there is so much written, it is difficult to characterize the problems of un-
just administration of the meal. Here I want only to mention two addi-
tional problems as examples of the continuing struggle to be present
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where Christ promises to be present. The first is one that will be devel-
oped further in the discussion of spirituality in chapter 6: It concerns the
connection of the eucharistic tradition with other exclusive rituals that
are used to guarantee male privilege in patriarchal societies, Studies in so-
cial science and religion by feminist scholars have shown that the usual
pattern of blood sacrifice is that it takes place as an exclusive male ritual
in which the pattern is one of taking life and shedding blood, in contrast
to the women's role of shedding blooed to givelife.

In her article “Sacrifice as Remedy for Having Been Born of
Woman,” Nancy Jay details gender-related features of sacrifice in various
cultures in order to show that blood sacrifice is practiced in many parcs of
the world and shares cross-cultural features that are gender-related, “such
as an opposition between sacrificial purity and the pollution of childbirth,
and a rule that only males may perform sacrificial ritual.”#? This gender
relationship appears to have been what has attracted leaders in the men’s
liberation movement like Robert Bly to adopt secret male initation cere-
monies to provide a second “birth from men.” These rituals of bonding
between old and younger men who are searching for maturity are mod-
ern versions of tribal blood rituals of initiation.100

According to Nancy Jay, there is an affinity between blood sacrificial
religion and patrilineal social systems that make the relation between fa-
ther and son the basis of social order and continuity. This lincage is main-

. tained by sacrificial worship, not by giving birth, and often provides an

eternal inheritance that overcomes the mortality of being born of a
woman,l0! The sacrificial system can be a symbelic means of maintaining
the social continuity, such as that of the blood sacrifice in the eucharist,

<; but it is linked to the same patrilineal social structures and privileges.
Thus, Jay says,
€.

!The Eucharist as “blood sacrifice,” the Christian clergy as a specific sacri-

yficing priesthood, and the unilineal organization of that priesthood as
iexclusive inheriters of apostolic authority, all came into being together
fnd developed together; and the rejection of one entailed the simultane-
bus rejection of the others,102 ’

An example of this was the Protestant Reformation, in which the
mass as sacrifice was rejected along with apostolic succession, However,
patriarchal imagery of sacrifice continued in the Christology, and the pa-
triarchal social context ensured that the claim to exclusive male privilege
of ordination would continue.

The sacrificial aspect of the eucharist, like the second birth of bap-
tism, needs to be carefully retraditioned from a feminist perspective. It is 5

possible to celebrate at table in memory of the sacrifice made necessary E

by the injustice of the religious and pelitical authorities of Jesus” day and 1 [
the victory of God's justice and love over injustice. In this way the table !
|
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could be administered rightly as a place where such sacrifice is no longer
necessary, and each and every person is welcomed to share in Christ’s
presence through the power of the Spirit. A second problem concerning
the right administration of the Lord’s Supper is that of unwillingness to
tradition the meal in such a way that people in different circumstances
and cultures have full access to its administration, its offer of abundance,
and its meaning for those who ave struggling for life,

In situations where bread and wine are not the staff of life, it might
well be that some other food, like rice and tea, cola and chips, or bananas
and oranges, might be the most appropriate food at a particular moment,
even though the historical elements are important to keep the story alive,
In the Aladura churches in Nigeria, for instance, the fellowship of thanks-
giving comes through'g commumal meal in which the Spirit is celebrated
in testimony and gifts of produce from the farms are offered up. In most
cases this eucharistic or thanksgiving offering is made up of bananas, or-
anges, mangoes, groundnuts, and pineapples. This is the food available to
the churches, and it (0o can be a sacrament of Christ’s presence. 108

In many situations the presence of Christ is in no way correlated
with the restrictions of clerical administration. For instance, on July 3,
1986, a funeral mass was held in New York City for Sister Marjorie Tuite,
national coordinator of the Women’s Coalition to Stop U.S. Intervention
in Central America and the Caribbean and staff member of Church

3 Women United.1® The mass was a celebration of her life and what she

had stood for, in spite of the fact that the priest in charge tried to prevent
non-Roman Catholics from approaching the table. Both women and men
from the peace and human rights movements began to stand up and give
homilies and testimonies. The mass itself was transformed by the sponta-
neous participation of the whole group in consecration and commemora-
tion, and the linking of her life and struggle and that of the people of
Nicaragua continued. And that mass continued beyond the church walls
in people’s lives and hearts as her ashes were taken to Nicaragua for
burial among the heroes and martyrs of the revolution. Christ ;Presents!
Marjorie, (Presente! Presente whether or not authorized by the church.

And then there are the children of South Africa and so many other

places that are being sacrificed needlessly on the altars of racism, nation-
alism, and international capitalism, Are these children taken up into
Christ’s sacrifice? How are they to take part in this meal of solidarity in
suffering when many churches do not recognize their place at the table?
On January 14, 1990, a Third World travel seminar I conducted for stu-
dents at Yale Divinity School visited Roman Gatholic, United Methodist,
and Anglican church services in Soweto in South Africa. Even worshiping
in different languages did not conceal from us the powerful presence of
Christ’s Spirit among the people of those churches,

In the Anglican church I attended, the service ended with a
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tremendous hymn sing by the congregation during which all the chil-
dren of the parish filed by the congregation and received a blessing from
the priests. The congregation had begun to include this blessing proces-
sion around the chirch when the schoolchildren became involved in the
struggles against apartheid and began to be massacred, detained, and

tortured by the police. From the children’s point of view, every day

might be their last. They needed a sign of Christ’s solidarity and pres-
ence with them every moment, not just when they were old enough to
understand! Surely this, as well as the testtmonies for Marjorie and the
bananas and oranges, is a sacramental sign, to be shared among the
household of faith every bit as much as other forms of table fellowship.

'FTable fenced with justice

The sacraments are about God reaching out on the cross, to make
things right, and about God’s continuing action on behaif of groaning
creation. Here we find the gift of righteousness and justice and are called
to right administration of those gifts, together with others in need of
God’s justice within and beyond the rubrics of our particular traditions.
The fencing of the table at the Lord’s Supper refers to the need to be’
properly prepared to receive God’s gifts of love and grace, but from a

“feminist perspective this preparation consists of a discipline of living justly
" in solidarity with those who are marginal to church or society.

Perbaps the place to begin a discussion of those who are welcome to
bring their gifts to the table is with one of Paul’s many difficult and am-
biguous quotes. In 1 Corinthians 11:17-22, Paul reprimands the church,
and particularly the women prophets in the church, for divisions and re-
fusal to share at the Lord’s Supper and clarifies the meaning of the meal
with what we know today as “the words of institution.” Then in verses
27-29 he says: :

Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an
unworthy manner will be answerable for the body and blood of the Lord.
Fxamine yourselves, and only then eat of the bread and drink of the cup.
For all who eat and drink without discerning the body, eat and drink
Judgment against themselves.

According to Antionetie Wirve, Panl’s words are directed at the
women prophets, “Chloe’s people,” who see the meal as an eschatological
feast of resurrection in which they are alreacdy set free from the domina-
tion of their husbands to be partners in Christ and to eat and drink to-
gether rather than at home (1 Cor. 1:11; 11:22).195 In a manner not
unexpected, if Nancy Jay is correct, Paul does not think they take the meal
seriously as a memorial of Christ’s death. In his view they are too busy al-
ready living their new life in Christ’s Spirit. His words about misuse of the
meal are one of the origins of the tadition of fencing the table; making
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sure that no one who is unworthy or “unorthodox” 1nay partake. Yet they
seem 1o indicate that God, not the church, is responsible for the table and
the salvation situation of all who participate. The church is responsible for
making clear the meaning of the presence of Christ in the sacrament, and
this meaning—which was in dispute between Paul and the women—still is
a source of division today among many different churches.

If we look carefully at the text we are reminded of Judas, the first dis-
ciple to eat and drink the meal and not discern the love of God present
therein. Even Judas was welcomed to the table by the one whom he would
betray, but his actions brought God's judgment. It would seem that we are
unworthy to partake of the table, and cannot discern Christ’s body and
blood and what it signifies, when we contradict the meaning of Christ’s
sacrifice and thus join Judas as betrayers,106

When the church tries to limit the size and shape of the table and
who will serve the meal, it needs to be careful that it is not betraying the
work of the one who is called Just {Luke 2%:47; Acts 3:153-15).107 Whether
or not we agree that Paul had a right to claim God’s judgment on those
who disputed his patriarchal authority, or that he was correct in saying
the judgment is visited physically, the intention of this difficult text seems
to claim that it is Ged who, fences the table, Those who partake are called
to come with repentance and sharing of new life in Christ, but the wel-
come table belongs to God.

In responding to Christ’s invitation 1o come to the table, we bring
many gifts, including those of gender, race, class, sexual orientation, and
physical ability. As persons seeking to be whole, we bring all our gifts as
an offering to God. But in making that offering we are also asked if we
have been serving our neighbor with our whole heart, mind, and self. In
what way have we made it more difficult for others to know of God's love
and acceptance and prevented them from sharing the many gifts that
God intends for all persons and creatures?

Matthew 5:23-24 reminds us that one of the ways to discern Christ's
presence is by risking the difficult action of reconciliation with those
whom we have harmed. Secking the forgiveness of our neighbor includes

a lot more than conformity to the old patriarchal fencing of the table by

excluding those who are not members in good standing. It means the ac-
tion of removing the fences so that all may bring their gifis to the table and
seek to discern the presence of Christ in their midst. Fencing the table
with justice is crucial to the way we approach the Lord’s Supper. The
fenced table becomes what in the black church tradition is called the wel-
come table.!08 As we will see in the Introduction to Part Three, this wel-
come table is the communion table and every other church table
gathering that symbolizes that those who have been denied access to the

_table of the white, rich masters are welcome at God’s table and offered a

foretaste of that final moment of full partnership with God.
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In one of her early stories entitled “The Welcome Table,” Alice
Walker tells of this powerful message of God’s welcome by sharing the
story of an old black woman who, upon being thrown out of the white
church where she has tried to rest and pray, meets up with Jesus on the
hot dusty road and walks and talks with him. How long she talks no one
knows, but at least long ecnough to find her way home to God’s table.
They find her body alongside the road the next day.109

The sacraments are the foretaste of God’s future. The table rightly
prepared is a table that belongs to God, where all things are clean (Acts
10:15; Rom. 14:20), Coming to the table we discern Christ’s body not only
in the broken bread but also in the broken people of the world, And if we
welcome them with us we may receive the gift of a renewed church, a
church that makes outsiders welcome as they sing, “We're gonna sit at the
welcome table one of these days!” It is no accident that this is the table
spread at Metropolitan Community and other churches carrying out an
extensive AIDS ministry. At the love feast the Faith and Order Commis-
sion attended in San Francisco everyone was welcome, and even those
with AIDS who had to be carried by others were greeted and encircled
with love at a table rightly administered in the name of God’s justice and
love. The sharing of the agape meal without eucharist was in itself a way
of making everyone welcome. No one was excluded by being of a commu-
nion that fenced another out because of a lack of apostolic erders or
apostolic life style.

When we look at the Reformers’ marks of the church from the per-
spective of how well they connect the church to those on the margin of so-
ciety, we notice that the marks themselves involve us in actions of justice
and love that prepare the table. From a feminist and liberation perspective
it seems that the word truly preached and sacraments rightly administered
may need to be found in communities of faith and struggle. For the
church’s identity is derived from the story of Jesus” own word and action
on the cross in solidarity with the oppressed. This is our word and action as
well, as we struggle for justice and life itself together with our sisters and
brothers caught in the patriarchal structures of domination, subordina-
tion, and exclusion.

The search for identity in the church and the discussion of descrip-
tive marks have caused a great deal of suffering and mutual condemna-
tion over the centuries. Yer that search could also become the basis for
making the justice connection. A church in the round follows the one
who is working still to call us all to take part in the work of mending the
creation and putting it right (John 5:17). What our NCG working group
learned through reflection on shared ministry with persons with AIDS is
that love with justice is at the heart of what the church is about. For the
church continues to be a community baptized in the troubling waters of
the Spirit and called out by God to participate in the New Creation.

147

et i e 0 3




Kiichen Tuble Solidarity

A lot of questions about feminist interpretation of the church re-
main, because the life of a community of faith and struggle includes more
than its self-description. For instance, in chapter 5 the need to share
God’s hospitality leads us to question the way the church claims the privi-
lege of God's special election for itself. And in chapter 6 the need for a
spirituality of connection that nurtures feminist ecclesiology leads us to
ask how God’s Spirit connects us more deeply to ourselves, to those on
the margin, and to the traditions of our faith communities.

This chapter raises a question about tables, for here we have Christ's
table administered with justice as a traditional mark of the church. Does
that mean that church in the round really has a fourth table, along with
the round table, the kitchen table, and the welcome table? Indeed, there
is no limit to the number of tables that are part of church in the round,
just as there is no limit to the signs of Christ’s presence. Christ’s table is
central to the gathered life of Christians as a symbel connected to the
other three tables. But Christ’s table and the others are all metaphors for
the one table of God, the eschatological table of New Creation, where
there is justice and peace, and there are no longer any tears, hunger, or
thirst (Isa, 25:6-10).

At home, in church, and wherever people gather, each and every
table draws its meaning from its connection to the present and coming re-
ality of New Creation. And each and every discussion of the signs of the
church ultimately is tested by how well those signs convey the good news
of God’s Jubilee of liberation and justice that was at the heart of Jesus’
Spiritfilled ministry. In the words of Luke 4:18-19:

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,

because [God] has ancinted me to bring good news to the poor.
[God] has sent me to proclaim release to the captives

and recovery of sight to the blind . . .
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
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Part Three
Welcome Tuable Partnership

In his book Fire in the Belly: On Being @ Man, Sam Keen speaks of a
world which is largely run by sedentary males. “The symbol of power is
the chair,” and those who occupy these chairs “make the most
money.”! Perhaps this is why the furnishings for church in the round
tend to run to tables, many of which, including those of Jesus’ time, are
low to the floor so that persons can recline or sit on cushions {Maitt.
26:20). Of course, having no chairs does not eliminate preferred seat-
ing. The welcome table, on the other hand, changes the seating pat-
tern no matter what the style of the gathering, for its intenticn is to
make very welcome those who feel least welcome. Insofar as there is
preferred seating at all, the honor goes to those who have been the
least of our brothers and sisters (Luke 14:7-11). Lathrop’s poem re-
minds us:

Roundtabling means

no preferred seating,

no first and last,

no better, and no corners
for “the least of these.”®

The welcome table is part of the black church tradition. It sym-
bolizes the communion table and every other gathering at table. At
God’s welcome table those who have been denied access to the table of
the rich white masters are welcomed and may welcome others as a fore-
taste of the final moment of full partnership with God. Voices are lifted
in singing:

We're gonna sit at the welcome table!
We're gonna sit at the welcome table one of these days; Alleluial®

This table of hospitality is just the opposite of the houschold codes or
lists of cultural norms adopted as the duties of the Christian patriarchal
household in the Pastoral Epistes to keep everyone in their place (Eph.
5:21-6:9; Col. 3:18—4:1).% At this table there is a great reversal of “things as
they are” so that they may become part of God’s reality of love and justice.
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