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It would be obvious, I suppose, to say that the earthly life and ministry of Jesus 

– and his advocacy and augmentation of the Kingdom of God – is the measure 

against which we judge the church.  Jesus’ ministry confounded his 

contemporaries, and it continues to disturb our sense of boundaries.  He 

reaches out to the Samaritan woman; and tells stories about good Samaritans, 

much to the annoyance of his potentially loyal Judean audience.  He embraces 

the widow, the lame, the ostracised, the deprived and despised, and the 

neglected. He befriends the sinners and sinned against.  He takes his tea with 

tax collectors.   Jesus heals nobodies; the gospels, in nearly all cases, not able 

to name the afflicted individuals.  The people Jesus reached out towards were 

excluded from the mainstream of society and faith.  Jesus was no crowd-

pleaser; he was, rather, their confounder.  Jesus was a disturber of crowds.  He 

did not seek their praise.  He sought their commitment.   

The kingdom that Jesus preached, however, was more than just a creature of 

his adult imagination and inspirational prophetic vision.  His childhood, I think, 

had probably taught him a thing or two about people, society and God.  He 

grew up in occupied territories, so had seen the good and bad side of that coin 

– oppression traded off against organisation.  His childhood had included a 

sojourn in Egypt.  And we know that by working in Joseph’s trade – carpentry 

and building (Gk. tekton) – he had, by living in Nazareth, been exposed to the 

nearby Roman settlement of Sepphoris.  This was a Hellenized community of 

almost 30,000 in Jesus’ childhood, compared to the population of Nazareth, 

which boasted a mere 300.  So Nazareth was a dormitory village supplying 

labour to a much larger cosmopolitan community nearby.  It would have been 

full of Gentiles of every kind.  So, from an early age, Jesus would have been 

exposed to a world beyond his native parochial Judaism. 

The theatre at Sepphoris seated 5,000.  It is almost certain that Joseph took 

Jesus.  For Jesus, in his adult life, uses the Greek word ‘hypocrite’ quite a few 

times, which simply means ‘actor’ – one who is masked, and playing a part.  

What is significant about this, I think, is this. Jesus’ Kingdom of God project, 
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was, from the outset, supra-tribal.  It reached out beyond Judaism to the 

Gentiles.  Indeed, he often praised gentiles for their faith, and often scolded 

the apparently ‘orthodox’ religion of his kith and kin for its insularity and 

purity.  Jesus saw that God was for everyone; he lived, practised and preached 

this. 

We see this in the healing miracles that Jesus wrought – to a Canaanite girl, a 

Samaritan woman or a Roman centurion’s servant.  To lepers, the blind, the 

demon-possessed; Jesus touches the untouchable, hears the dumb, speaks to 

the deaf and sees the blind.  His healings are highly partial, being 

overwhelmingly directed to the marginalised and ostracised.  It is there in 

parables too, with Jesus constantly teaching us about the least, the last and the 

lesser; God can’t take his loving eyes off the people and situations we most 

easily neglect. 

The ministry of Jesus is startling in its inclusivity.  Consider, for example, the 

feedings of the 5,000 and the 4,000.  It is customary, in a kind of lazy-liberal 

and rather reductive way, to suppose that the gospel writers simple got their 

maths muddled, and were a bit confused about a single event.  But in actual 

fact, there may be good reasons to regard the two miracles as quite separate.  

The feeding of the 5,000 takes place on the western banks of the Sea of 

Galilee.  The region was almost entirely Jewish, and the twelve baskets of 

leftovers symbolise the twelve tribes of Israel.  What then, of the feeing of the 

4,000, and the seven baskets of leftovers?  The event occurs on the eastern 

shores of the Sea of Galilee, and the region was almost entirely Gentile in 

composition.  The seven baskets of leftovers correspond to the seven Gentile 

regions of the time (i.e., Phoenicia, Samaria, Perea, Decapolis, Gaulanitis, 

Idumea and Philistia).  Moreover, the baskets in the feeding of the 5,000 

(kophinos) are smaller than those mentioned in the feeding of the 4,000 

(spuridi – a basket big enough for a person, as with Paul in Acts 9: 25).  The 

point here is that the new manna from heaven will be distributed evenly, 

across all lands.  There is plenty for all.  The gospel of Christ is, in other words, 

radically inclusive: Jew, Greek, Gentile, slave, free – all shall be welcome in the 

Kingdom of God. 

To some extent, it is a pity that the term ‘inclusive’ today has become so 

bound up with a slightly tribal and ‘liberal’ identity.  But perhaps this should 
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not surprise us.  For the word ‘include’ began its life with a fairly insular 

definition.  Drawing from the Latin word includere, it means to ‘to shut in, 

enclose or imprison’ – just as ‘exclude’ meant to ‘shut out’.  But Jesus is not for 

either option.  The defining character of the Kingdom of God Jesus inaugurated 

draws from a rather richer word: incorporate.  That is to say, to put something 

into the body or substance of something else; from the Latin incorporare, it 

means to ‘unite into one body’.  The Kingdom of God, like the church, was to 

be one of hybridity.  A lesson Jesus learnt in his childhood, and embodied in 

adulthood.  God brings us all together.  He’s all done with working through a 

single tribe or race.  The church that begins at Pentecost has been dress-

rehearsed in Jesus’ ministry: it will be multi-lingual, multi-cultural and multi-

racial.  It will be multiple.  Yet we, though being many, are one body. 

The worldwide Anglican Communion is, arguably, born of a hybridity and 

diversity that affirms the spirit of Jesus’ Kingdom project.  Yet today its rich 

diversity also means that is also contains a great many varieties of 

tensions.  On the surface, some of the most manifest difficulties appear to be 

centred on issues such as sexuality, gender, the right use of the bible, and the 

appropriate interpretation of scripture.  But on its own, as a thesis, this is 

clearly inadequate, as tensions have existed within Anglicanism from the 

outset.  There has not been a single century in which Anglicanism has not 

wrestled with its identity; it is by nature a polity that draws on a variety of 

competing theological traditions.  Indeed, hybridity is an important key in 

understanding the wisdom of God – in Christ, his incarnate son – who chooses 

to work through miscibility rather than purity.   

Our ecclesiology should flows from our theology.   Exactly how could this be 

so?  To answer the question, we need to understand that long, long ago, there 

were essentially two kinds of god.†  The older and more primal gods are those 

that emerged out of communities, tribes and nations, and consecrated their 

habits and forms of association as virtuous and sacred.  The gods of the pagan 

world were of this kind, and they tended to reside in shrines and other specific 

places, and unless visited or called upon, did little to alter the day-to-day world 

of their followers.  These gods looked like humans, lived and loved like 

humans; and they could even be as fickle as humans. 



 

4 
 

The other kind of God does not live in a shrine.  The second kind calls new 

communities into being.  Every area of life is touched.  God is infinite and 

beyond human thinking and emotions – indeed, beyond comprehension.  The 

second kind of God is timeless and placeless, and there can be no image for 

such a deity, save perhaps, the one that the Gospel of John gives us: the word 

made flesh.  This kind of God is indescribable.  All the words and images that 

convey the mystery and overwhelming reality are inherently insufficient. 

And there are two kinds of religions.‡  The first is older, and shrine-based.  In 

ancient Rome, followers of the gods were much more like a clientele than a 

membership of worshippers.  Clients came to temples with specific issues. But 

they patronised the temples and shrines; they did not belong to them.  Thus, 

an average Roman in AD30 might pay a visit to the temple of Zeus in the 

morning for one serious matter; and perhaps hoping for luck in love later on, 

might patronise the shrine of Aphrodite or Eros on their way home from work.  

The temples and shrines charged their clientele for prayers, feasts, services 

and rituals. And many of the temples and shrines received financial support 

from the state as well.  The gods who dwelt therein were appealing precisely 

because they were quite human in their virtues, faults, passions and 

proclivities.  And they supported the state – and the status quo. 

The second kind of religion was more difficult to fathom. The religion of the 

monotheists made no sense to the modern world of the first century Romans.  

A God who seemed distant and difficult to comprehend was one problem.  But 

the larger problem for the first century Romans was that monotheistic faiths 

tended to gather crowds, or congregations.  The worshippers belonged to their 

God, and then to one another in worship and bonded fidelity.  Moreover, to 

follow this one God necessarily meant that that there was one kingdom – yet 

to be realized – that was greater than the state.  To belong to a faith that had 

one omnipotent ruler or God was to align oneself with a spiritual and political 

outlook that potentially placed the congregation above and certainly at odds 

with the state.  The catholic ideal was, therefore, first and foremost, a vision of 

faith that preceded the state, and would finally triumph over temporal 

authority.  The earthly kingdoms of the present were mere interludes. 

Partly for this reason, the Romans persecuted the Zoroastrians and the Magi, 

who intentionally gathered together for worship.  They suppressed the 
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Bacchanalians too, who also gathered as one.  Isis inspired congregations too – 

and the Romans suppressed them as well.  Just as the Romans also suppressed 

the Jews, and then the Christians – who also both formed congregations.  

There were good reasons for the Romans to be fearful of congregations.  Every 

meeting was, potentially, a subversive political gathering; and coming together 

for worship could not fail to make a socio-political statement.  So churches, 

which gathered people together, needed a more watchful eye from the state. 

There were other reasons to fear the new congregations rooted in 

monotheism.  The old faiths dealt with the baser senses, and were rooted in 

civic ceremonies, private petitions and public feasts.  The new faiths – of 

monotheism – touched the senses in quite different ways, and were rooted in 

liberation, joy and even ecstasy.  There was talk of love for one another; and of 

a God who loved creation and humanity too. No Roman seriously believed that 

Jupiter loved them; their gods were fickle, and to be feared.  But monotheists 

knew God loved them – and although God was to be feared too, God was also 

a redeemer. 

The new monotheistic faiths also stressed individualism and virtue.  The gods 

of the state were to be set aside in favour of personal salvation.  The 

monotheists believed that individuals could be saved; practices such as 

purification, prayer, baptism and other practices emphasized this.  The new 

faiths also had scriptures – something the old faiths lacked.  The emerging new 

faiths were, quite suddenly, written and therefore rational.  They also became 

organized – not only with priests, deacons and overseers – but also as distinct 

bodies with memberships.  Congregations came into existence.  Romans were 

infrequent and irregular visitors to their temples and shrines. The new faiths 

gathered intentionally, purposefully and regularly: ‘when you gather…do this, 

in remembrance of me’.  And this is partly what made them such a threat to 

the Romans.  This is indeed partly why the church, like the synagogues, were 

persecuted; the simple act of gathering was of itself revolutionary. 

But just how radical were these gatherings?  If you could travel back in time to 

Paul’s Ephesus, you would notice, like any Mediterranean city of the day that it 

was buzzing with cultural and ethnic diversity – much like our cities today.  But 

there were some crucial differences.  It was difficult to keep order in such 

cities.  Magistrates and other officers handed out justice, but a person who 
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was not a citizen of that city could ask to be tried by their own people under 

their own laws.  Paul, as a Roman citizen, was able to invoke the privilege.  

Cities, to be well-ordered, were governed by assemblies.  These were 

sometimes called ekklesia – an ancient commonplace secular word from which 

we derive the term ‘church’.  And to help keep order in cities, ethnic groups 

who were non-citizens often lived in neighbourhoods or ghettoes.  Indeed, 

even in modern times, we find areas of a city – sometimes called ‘quarters’, 

such as a Latin Quarter, literally meaning places to stay – for the Spaniards, 

French, Chinese; and sometimes for groups that are marginalised (e.g., Jewish 

ghetto).  In ancient times, the areas reserved in a city for non-citizens were 

known as paroikia – from which we get the English word ‘parish’.  This is where 

the resident aliens lived; those who lived in the city, contributed to its welfare, 

but had no voting rights as such. 

In the churches that Paul knew, the ekklesia was complex.  People gathered – 

they assembled; in itself, unusual for a religion.  In the first churches, we find 

Jews, Greeks and Romans; slave and free; male and female.  All one in Christ.  

The slaves are marked with tattoos; the children run free; the men and women 

mix; origin and ethnicity no longer matter, for all are one in Jesus Christ.  In this 

radical new ‘assembly’ of non-citizens, all are equal.  Class, race, gender and 

age are all transcended.   

The ‘parish church’, then, is the inside place for the outsider.  Or as William 

Temple once put it, the only club that exists for non-members.  This is what it 

means to be one in Christ: built together to be the dwelling place of God; the 

oikos – ‘God’s household’.  The body of Christ, indeed. 

 

                                                           
* Some earlier parts of this paper were initially explored in Anglicanism: Confidence, 
Commitment and Communion (Ashgate, 2013), Thirty-Nine New Articles: An Anglican 
Landscape of Faith (SCM-Canterbury, 2013), a lecture given at St. John’s College, Auckland, 
New Zealand , April 2013. 
 
† Rodney Stark, The Triumph of Christianity, New York, Harper 2011, pp. 9-31. 
   
† Stark, 2011, pp. 20-31 
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