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FOCUS ON CHRISTIANS, POWER AND INFLUENCE

(
Introduction

Rev. Dr. Graham Redding

Welcome to this issue of The Messenger.  The editor, Phil Steer, is developing a reputation for choosing interesting themes.  This month it’s Christianity, Power and Influence. 

Ever since the Roman emperor, Constantine, converted to Christianity in 312 A.D., an event that quickly led to Christianity being transformed from a minority religious movement to the official state religion, the Church has had to wrestle with the issue of power and influence.  Indeed, throughout much of its history the Church has seemed more than willing to pursue that which Jesus refused in the temptations, namely, the kingdoms of the world and their related political power.

The real problem has seldom been one of motive – the Church has for the most part been well intentioned and committed to striving for the greater good – but rather of effect.  The Church has experienced first hand the corruptive nature of power and the ease with which influence descends into manipulation and coercion.  And when the fallout from these distortions becomes apparent there is the inevitable closing of ranks and the desire to protect the Church’s image.

What is true here of the Church as an institution, is also true of derivative organisations (e.g. Christian political parties) and individual Christians.  The more power one has the more prone one is to feeling a tension with a Gospel story that is told from the underside of history and is rather scornful of humanity’s estimation of itself and its capacity to use power wisely.  I guess, in that regard, the lessons of history confirm the realism of this biblical perspective.

In my Bible Class days I was deeply influenced by a little book called Markings, a posthumous collection of diary reflections by Dag Hammarskjold, a former Secretary-General of the United Nations and winner of the Nobel Peace Prize.  The reflections disclose something of the inner mind of a man of profound faith, humility and insight, and the tensions and contradictions that he felt as he performed his public service.  Take, for example, the following entry:

Uneasy, uneasy, uneasy –

Why?

Because – when opportunity gives you the obligation to create, you are content to meet the demands of the moment, from one day to the next.

Because – anxious for the good opinion of others, and jealous of the possibility that they may become ‘famous’, you have lowered yourself to wondering what will happen in the end to what you have done and been.

How dead can a man be behind a façade of great ability, loyalty – and ambition! Bless your uneasiness as a sign that there is still life in you…

‘– With Thee: in faith and courage.’

No – in self-denial, faith and courage.

From Hammarskjold I learnt two things.  Firstly, it is entirely appropriate for Christians to hold positions of power and influence, but we need to understand that at times there will be tensions between the positions that we hold and the faith we profess.  Secondly, if our faith is to inform the way we discharge our professional duties and public responsibilities then there is a need for us to be properly and regularly grounded in the faith – through the disciplines of worship and personal devotions.  In this regard, I would say that humility is a greater virtue than a belief in one’s capacity to change the world.

(
None of Our Business?: Christianity and Business Leadership 
John Allen 

John Allen is an Elder at St John’s in the City where he has worshipped since coming to Wellington in 1979.  He is CEO of New Zealand Post.  The views expressed in this article are his own.

Business leaders are not well regarded in New Zealand.  They languish with politicians near the bottom of surveys of public attitudes towards occupational groups, while “service professionals” such as teachers, nurses, the police and fire service are at the top.  It is tempting to attribute this ranking to a perception that business leaders are interested only in money and themselves and are therefore shunned by a society which values altruism and teamwork.  But this can only be partly true at best; after all, highly paid sports people continue to enjoy wide support and most of our “celebrities” are famous only for being recognisable.  Yet this does not prevent them being seen as heroes and “role-models” for our young people.  The problem for business leaders is simple.  They are neither trusted nor seen to be adding value to the communities in which they operate.

This lack of trust has many drivers.  It is, in part, a consequence of the rapid restructuring of the New Zealand economy in the 1980s.  This saw an entire generation of working New Zealanders given the blunt message that their skills were no longer valued.  Many faced a stark and sometimes impossible choice – retrain or go!  It is not the purpose of this article to argue the need for change, or the benefits that increased productivity have delivered for the country, but it is worth noting that the social dislocation associated with these changes has left a deep scar in the minds of many New Zealanders – a scar which has not completely healed.  The experience over this period (coupled as it was by significant excess in many aspects of corporate life in this country) caused many to question the priorities of business leaders.  The focus too often seemed to be on short-term profit and the payment of personal bonuses rather than the creation of sustainable economic growth.

Another driver of public distrust is a widespread perception that business leaders are undemocratic, endeavouring to achieve their objectives by stealth behind closed doors in board rooms and clubs rather than having their ideas subjected to rigorous scrutiny in public forums.  Some of this attitude was reflected in the widely reported statements of Helen Clark at the Knowledge Wave conference in Auckland: there she accused business leaders of having a “secret agenda” contrary to the interests of substantial segments of the New Zealand community.

There is no doubt that some people deserve public criticism.  However, in my view they are a tiny minority.  Recognition that business success requires a “long-term” perspective and can only be achieved and sustained by developing people and supporting wider community interests is now routinely taught in business schools.  It is treated as “self-evident” in the writings of academics and business leaders.  The reality of a New Zealand business is, most often, hard working people passionate about their work and keen to make a difference in their community and for the people they employ; a world far removed from the sensational headlines surrounding occasional major business failures or the excesses of Enron.  

Despite this, public attitude are slow to change.  Lots of New Zealanders still think business is about glass towers, flash cars and extravagant perks.  They are wrong.  Business is about people.  A company is nothing more than a collection of people grouped together to deliver a specific product or service.  To succeed in business you have to be able to harness the energies of people and motivate them to achieve a goal.  This is much more about communication and identification of a worthy purpose than it is about accounting or money.  It requires leadership and at its core leadership involves trust, respect and a shared commitment to an objective.  Interestingly, to motivate people the objective needs to be of a much higher order than the achievement of the monthly profit targets.  Despite the views of some commentators, money is not the primary driver or motivator for very many people and people interested only in themselves are not generally effective business leaders. 

This leads to the inevitable question: can a business leader be a Christian?  The answer, I think, depends on what you think a business leader is.  Short-term profit maximisation achieved through accounting manipulation is not likely to be an environment in which a Christian business leader will be found.  If, however, the goal is to create a long-term successful enterprise by developing the capabilities of people and engaging their capabilities and passion, then a Christian perspective will be a real asset – and a source of competitive advantage!

The reason is simple: a Christian leadership model based on respect for all people, integrity and the recognition that spiritual as well as material needs must be met if people are to achieve their potential, is a model which works.  Christianity recognises that how we act is as important as the results we achieve – something many business people encounter when faced with a highly successful but culturally misaligned (and therefore ultimately destructive) team member.  It points out that hierarchies built around position and pay rather than ability and respect are unsustainable and ineffective in a rapidly changing world.  Most importantly, it challenges the perspective that an effective leader needs a big ego, a big voice and a dominating personality.  This was understood by Lord Slim – the man responsible for rebuilding the morale of the shattered 14th Army in Burma in 1943 – who described three foundations of morale. First was spiritual, “because only spiritual foundations can stand real strain”.  Next was intellectual – “because men are swayed by reason as well as feeling” – while material was “important but last – because the highest kinds of morale are often met when material conditions are lowest.”  The Christian leadership model enables people to achieve their full potential and, as a consequence for the businesses of which they are a part to prosper and grow.

Business leadership provides the opportunity to touch the lives of many people.  This is a profound responsibility and it provides a legitimate context to live out the gospel where, through these people, successful companies are built and a more successful country.

(
In My Power: Thoughts about God’s Use of Power

Andrew Rumsey

Andrew Rumsey is Vicar of Gipsy Hill in South London. His writings, which include the volume of poetry, Homing In (Paternoster), and a chapter in the recent Theology Through the Arts volume, Beholding the Glory (DLT/Baker Books), have been performed at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe and on BBC Radio 4. In 1999, Andrew's face was pinned to church noticeboards across the land as part of the Church of England's first-ever recruitment campaign for priests. Ordination figures have yet to increase.

Reprinted with permission from Ship of Fools: The Magazine of Christian Unrest,

http://www.ship-of-fools.com/Columns/index.html
As a child at home, the relationship between my father, my brothers and myself could take many forms – the cut and thrust of lively debate over the dinner table, for example, or the cut and thrust of my father's hairdressing scissors which, month by month, placed our boyish scalps in peril.  Most significantly, though, it was tested, Jacob-style, in play fighting.  At least I think it was play fighting. 

This usually involved games which saw the survival of the fattest – whether this was the pinning of another down on the carpet and proceeding to pummel their chest, or the rather less refined ability simply to lean or sit on another, smaller member of the family thus rendering them inactive.  In Rumsey family parlance this induced the state known as "in my power".

"You're in my power", my father would announce.  "I know" would come the muffled reply.  When you had someone "in your power", you won – as simple as that.  And then you all went off to church… 

Being the youngest and smallest member of the family meant that, in my view, I was rather too often "in the power" of my siblings and father.  With hindsight this was not time wasted, however.  Apart from giving me ample opportunity to reflect upon the vagaries of evolution (why, having spent millennia refining the gripping hands of the Action Man or the subtle intrigue of Cluedo, need we revert to the nursery games of the Brontosaurus?), it afforded me an early sense of the fear of almighty God and what his might might mean.

Such reflection – ideally conducted in a more comfortable setting – must be at a premium in the present time.  After all, religious convictions about the omnipotence of God – and therefore, surely, his ultimate victory over anything which stands against him – are today fuelling the most fearful acts of violence and conflict.  If Christ once wept at the bleak irony of Jerusalem being "the city of peace", heaven only knows how his tears flow now.

The whole point about power is how you use it.  Some in powerful positions like to pretend they haven't got it, like those right-on teachers who would insist that their pupils "just call me Dave".  This sort is not to be trusted, in my view.  Others – and I rather admire their honesty – wield their power with the wild abandon of a Schnauzer in a field of sheep.  Still others find that, curiously enough, power brings impotence, and they can usually be found in their back garden scything through the nettle patch to cries of 'Aha! Cross me, would you? Take that!'  The Archbishop of Canterbury may be among their number.

The question of God, therefore, is not whether he is omnipotent – that goes without saying, surely – but in what way he employs his power and how he calls us to be powerful in him. 

This is where Christianity really pulls away from the pack, to my mind.  One does not have to delve too far into Christian theology to see that its most concentrated expression of God's power in his world is the figure of Christ on the cross – a dying man, utterly stricken and helpless before his captors.  Words hardly do justice to the strange force of this image – it is, at the very least, profoundly and provocatively challenging to our understanding of the Almighty. 

So it was for St Paul, a man whose exercise of power had clearly once been of the Schnauzer variety.  His writings reveal a man bowled over and out by this crucified God.  To a people fascinated by images of the divine, he wrote, "the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God".

Infuriating though it might be for evangelists the world over, this is, as Paul attests, a power that you only see the sense of when you find yourself on the receiving end.  Otherwise it just looks bonkers.

One of course has to be careful here, for at key points in their history, those who take the name of Christ have displayed their perverse tendency to practice the opposite of what their Lord preached.  The abuse of power in the church is a sin bordering on blasphemy and one made more offensive by the turning of a blind eye.

But, incredibly, the way in which God appears to have responded to such offence is with the disarming power of self-giving love.  He shows his might, not by pinning us down and pummelling us, but by letting himself be pinned down and pummelled – for us.  Goodness knows how we follow in his footsteps, but sometimes it is enough to know that such a one has walked in ours.

(
Dangerous Religion: George W. Bush's Theology of Empire

Jim Wallis

Jim Wallis is an international commentator on ethics and public life; the executive director and editor-in-chief of Sojourners, Christians for justice and peace; and the convener of Call to Renewal, a faith-inspired movement to overcome poverty.  Time magazine named Wallis one of the "50 Faces for America's Future."

Reprinted with permission from Sojourners. (800) 714-7474, 

http://www.sojo.net/index.cfm?action=magazine.article&issue=soj0309&article=030910
Religion is the most dangerous energy source known to humankind. The moment a person (or government or religion or organization) is convinced that God is either ordering or sanctioning a cause or project, anything goes. The history, worldwide, of religion-fueled hate, killing, and oppression is staggering.

 —Eugene Peterson (from the introduction to Amos, The Message)

"The military victory in Iraq seems to have confirmed a new world order," Joseph Nye, dean of Harvard's Kennedy School of Government, wrote recently in The Washington Post. "Not since Rome has one nation loomed so large above the others. Indeed, the word 'empire' has come out of the closet."

The use of the word "empire" in relation to American power in the world was once controversial, often restricted to left-wing critiques of U.S. hegemony. But now, on op-ed pages and in the nation's political discourse, the concepts of empire, and even the phrase "Pax Americana," are increasingly referred to in unapologetic ways.

William Kristol, editor of the influential Weekly Standard, admits the aspiration to empire. "If people want to say we're an imperial power, fine," Kristol wrote. Kristol is chair of the Project for the New American Century, a group of conservative political figures that began in 1997 to chart a much more aggressive American foreign policy.  The Project's papers lay out the vision of an "American peace" based on "unquestioned U.S. military pre-eminence." These imperial visionaries write, "America's grand strategy should aim to preserve and extend this advantageous position as far into the future as possible." It is imperative, in their view, for the United States to "accept responsibility for America's unique role in preserving and extending an international order friendly to our security, our prosperity, and our principles." That, indeed, is empire.

Bush Adds God

To this aggressive extension of American power in the world, President George W. Bush adds God—and that changes the picture dramatically. It's one thing for a nation to assert its raw dominance in the world; it's quite another to suggest, as this president does, that the success of American military and foreign policy is connected to a religiously inspired "mission," and even that his presidency may be a divine appointment for a time such as this.

Many of the president's critics make the mistake of charging that his faith is insincere at best, a hypocrisy at worst, and mostly a political cover for his right-wing agenda. I don't doubt that George W. Bush's faith is sincere and deeply held. The real question is the content and meaning of that faith and how it impacts his administration's domestic and foreign policies.

George Bush reports a life-changing conversion around the age of 40 from being a nominal Christian to a born-again believer—a personal transformation that ended his drinking problems, solidified his family life, and gave him a sense of direction. He changed his denominational affiliation from his parents' Episcopal faith to his wife's Methodism. Bush's personal faith helped prompt his interest in promoting his "compassionate conservatism" and the faith-based initiative as part of his new administration.

The real theological question about George W. Bush was whether he would make a pilgrimage from being essentially a self-help Methodist to a social reform Methodist. God had changed his life in real ways, but would his faith deepen to embrace the social activism of John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, who said poverty was not only a matter of personal choices but also of social oppression and injustice? Would Bush's God of the 12-step program also become the God who required social justice and challenged the status quo of the wealthy and powerful, the God of whom the biblical prophets spoke?

Then came Sept. 11, 2001. Bush's compassionate conservatism and faith-based initiative rapidly gave way to his newfound vocation as the commander-in-chief of the "war against terrorism." Close friends say that after 9/11 Bush found "his mission in life." The self-help Methodist slowly became a messianic Calvinist promoting America's mission to "rid the world of evil." The Bush theology was undergoing a critical transformation.

His administration has launched a new doctrine of pre-emptive war, has fought two wars (in Afghanistan and Iraq), and now issues regular demands and threats against other potential enemies. After Sept. 11, nations around the world responded to America's pain—even the French newspaper Le Monde carried the headline "We are all Americans now." But the new pre-emptive and—most critically—unilateral foreign policy America now pursues has squandered much of that international support.

The Bush policy has become one of potentially endless wars abroad and a domestic agenda that mostly consists of tax cuts, primarily for the rich. "Bush promised us a foreign policy of humility and a domestic policy of compassion," Joe Klein wrote in Time magazine. "He has given us a foreign policy of arrogance and a domestic policy that is cynical, myopic, and cruel." What happened?

A Mission and an Appointment

Former Bush speechwriter David Frum says of the president, "War had made him…a crusader after all." At the outset of the war in Iraq, George Bush entreated, "God bless our troops." In his State of the Union speech, he vowed that America would lead the war against terrorism "because this call of history has come to the right country." Bush's autobiography is titled A Charge to Keep, which is a quote from his favorite hymn.

Bush has made numerous references to his belief that he could not be president if he did not believe in a "divine plan that supersedes all human plans." As he gained political power, Bush has increasingly seen his presidency as part of that divine plan. Richard Land, of the Southern Baptist Convention, recalls Bush once saying, "I believe God wants me to be president." After Sept. 11, Michael Duffy wrote in Time magazine, the president spoke of 

"being chosen by the grace of God to lead at that moment."

Every Christian hopes to find a vocation and calling that is faithful to Christ.  But a president who believes that the nation is fulfilling a God-given righteous mission and that he serves with a divine appointment can become quite theologically unsettling. Theologian Martin Marty voices the concern of many when he says, "The problem isn't with Bush's sincerity, but with his evident conviction that he's doing God's will." As Christianity Today put it, "Some worry that Bush is confusing genuine faith with national ideology." The president's faith, wrote Klein, "does not give him pause or force him to reflect. It is a source of comfort and strength but not of wisdom."

The Bush theology deserves to be examined on biblical grounds. Is it really Christian, or merely American? Does it take a global view of God's world or just assert American nationalism in the latest update of "manifest destiny"? How does the rest of the world—and, more important, the rest of the church worldwide—view America's imperial ambitions?

Getting the Words Wrong

President Bush uses religious language more than any president in U.S. history, and some of his key speechwriters come right out of the evangelical community. Sometimes he draws on biblical language, other times old gospel hymns that cause deep resonance among the faithful in his own electoral base. The problem is that the quotes from the Bible and hymnals are too often either taken out of context or, worse yet, employed in ways quite different from their original meaning. For example, in the 2003 State of the Union, the president evoked an easily recognized and quite famous line from an old gospel hymn. Speaking of America's deepest problems, Bush said, "The need is great. Yet there's power, wonder-working power, in the goodness and idealism and faith of the American people." But that's not what the song is about. The hymn says there is "power, power, wonder-working power in the blood of the Lamb" (emphasis added). The hymn is about the power of Christ in salvation, not the power of "the American people," or any people, or any country. Bush's citation was a complete misuse.

Bush seems to make this mistake over and over again—confusing nation, church, and God. The resulting theology is more American civil religion than Christian faith.

The Problem of Evil

Since Sept. 11, President Bush has turned the White House "bully pulpit" into a pulpit indeed, replete with "calls" and "missions" and "charges to keep" regarding America's role in the world. George Bush is convinced that we are engaged in a moral battle between good and evil, and that those who are not with us are on the wrong side in that divine confrontation.

But who is "we," and does no evil reside with "us"? The problem of evil is a classic one in Christian theology. Indeed, anyone who cannot see the real face of evil in the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 2001, is suffering from a bad case of postmodern relativism. To fail to speak of evil in the world today is to engage in bad theology. But to speak 

of "they" being evil and "we" being good, to say that evil is all out there and that in the warfare between good and evil others are either with us or against us—that is also bad theology. Unfortunately, it has become the Bush theology.

After the Sept. 11 attacks, the White House carefully scripted the religious service in which the president declared war on terrorism from the pulpit of the National Cathedral. The president declared to the nation, "Our responsibility to history is already clear: to answer these attacks and rid the world of evil." With most every member of the Cabinet and the Congress present, along with the nation's religious leaders, it became a televised national liturgy affirming the divine character of the nation's new war against terrorism, ending triumphantly with the "Battle Hymn of the Republic." War against evil would confer moral legitimacy on the nation's foreign policy and even on a contested presidency.

What is most missing in the Bush theology is acknowledgement of the truth of this passage from the gospel of Matthew: "Why do you see the speck in your neighbor's eye, but do not notice the log in your own eye? Or how can you say to your neighbor, 'Let me take the speck out of your eye,' while the log is in your eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your neighbor's eye." A simplistic "we are right and they are wrong" theology rules out self-reflection and correction. It also covers over the crimes America has committed, which lead to widespread global resentment against us.

Theologian Reinhold Niebuhr wrote that every nation, political system, and politician falls short of God's justice, because we are all sinners. He specifically argued that even Adolf Hitler—to whom Saddam Hussein was often compared by Bush—did not embody absolute evil any more than the Allies represented absolute good. Niebuhr's sense of ambiguity and irony in history does not preclude action but counsels the recognition of limitations and prescribes both humility and self-reflection.

In Christian theology, it is not nations that rid the world of evil—they are too often caught up in complicated webs of political power, economic interests, cultural clashes, and nationalist dreams. The confrontation with evil is a role reserved for God, and for the people of God when they faithfully exercise moral conscience. But God has not given the responsibility for overcoming evil to a nation-state, much less to a superpower with enormous wealth and particular national interests. To confuse the role of God with that of the American nation, as George Bush seems to do, is a serious theological error that some might say borders on idolatry or blasphemy.

It's easy to demonize the enemy and claim that we are on the side of God and good. But repentance is better. As the Christian Science Monitor put it, paraphrasing Alexander Solzhenitzyn. "The gospel, some evangelicals are quick to point out, teaches that the line separating good and evil runs not between nations, but inside every human heart."

A Better Way

America's foreign policy is more than pre-emptive, it is theologically presumptuous; not only unilateral, but dangerously messianic; not just arrogant, but bordering on the idolatrous and blasphemous. George Bush's personal faith has prompted a profound self-confidence in his "mission" to fight the "axis of evil," his "call" to be commander-in-chief in the war against terrorism, and his definition of America's "responsibility" to "defend the…hopes of all mankind." This is a dangerous mix of bad foreign policy and bad theology.

But the answer to bad theology is not secularism; it is, rather, good theology. It is not always wrong to invoke the name of God and the claims of religion in the public life of a nation, as some secularists say. Where would we be without the prophetic moral leadership of Martin Luther King Jr., Desmond Tutu, and Oscar Romero?  In American history, religion has been lifted up for public life in two very different ways. One invokes the name of God and faith in order to hold us accountable to God's intentions—to call us to justice, compassion, humility, repentance, and reconciliation. The other way invokes God's blessing on our activities, agendas, and purposes. Many presidents and political leaders have used the language of religion like this, and George W. Bush is falling prey to that same temptation.

Christians should always live uneasily with empire, which constantly threatens to become idolatrous and substitute secular purposes for God's. As we reflect on our response to the American empire and what it stands for, a reflection on the early church and empire is instructive.

The book of Revelation, while written in apocalyptic language and imagery, is seen by most biblical expositors as a commentary on the Roman Empire, its domination of the world, and its persecution of the church. In Revelation 13, a "beast" and its power is described. Eugene Peterson's The Message puts it in vivid language: "The whole earth was agog, gaping at the Beast. They worshiped the Dragon who gave the Beast authority, and they worshiped the Beast, exclaiming: 'There's never been anything like the Beast! No one would dare to go to war with the Beast!' It held absolute sway over all tribes and peoples, tongues, and races." But the vision of John of Patmos also foresaw the defeat of the Beast. In Revelation 19, a white horse, with a rider whose "name is called The Word of God" and "King of kings and Lord of lords," captures the beast and its false prophet.

As with the early church, our response to an empire holding "absolute sway," against which "no one would dare to go to war," is the ancient confession of "Jesus is Lord." And to live in the promise that empires do not last, that the Word of God will ultimately survive the Pax Americana as it did the Pax Romana.  Once there was Rome; now there is a new Rome. Once there were barbarians; now there are many barbarians who are the Saddams of this world. And then there were the Christians who were loyal not to Rome, but to the kingdom of God. To whom will the Christians be loyal today?

(
ST JOHN’S NEWS

(
Church Finances under the Spotlight

Graham Redding

On Wednesday the 13th of August a combined meeting of Session, the St John’s Council and the finance committee was held to discuss a paper prepared by the finance committee on financial projections for St John’s.  Whilst the church has made an operating surplus of around $175,000 for the financial year ended 30 June, a deficit situation (largely due to declining income on our trust funds) is forecast for this year and succeeding years.  If this projected deficit situation is not addressed then our unallocated reserves, currently totalling around $450,000, will be used up within 5 years.

The meeting considered a number of ways of addressing the financial situation, including refining the processes by which we make decisions on major projects, increasing our congregational giving (which on a per capita basis is about half the national average), and identifying areas for reducing costs.  You will hear more about these ideas in coming months.  The point to note for now is that the financial projections constitute a wake-up call and steps need to be taken now to balance the budget in future years.  Please commit this process to prayer so that wise decisions are made.

(
Stamps

Margaret Krebs and Adrienne Eames

Stamp Convenors
Thanks for several large collections of stamps received recently.  Adrienne has sent several offerings to the dealer and is working steadily on more.  Unfortunately the dealer is slower than usual paying, meaning we have no report of funds sent to Association of Presbyterian Women (APW) Outreach as yet.  In spite of better supplies, which we hope will continue, we still need more stamps please.

Stamp sales are not now the money makers they earlier were, but are still valuable fundraisers.

Those “special’ issues appearing regularly bring highest prices when first appearing but unfortunately we receive relatively few to sell.  Please bring in all you have of these as soon as possible.  The usual reminder: if trimming stamps, ensure ¼ inch paper round each so that perforations are obvious.

If cleaning, make sure stamps are kept flat in firm containers, not squashed up in soft bags etc.  This can cause buckles and cracks, making them unsaleable.

We ask you to keep the “stamp” box in the foyer as full as possible each Sunday.

(
8th Wellington Girls Brigade Company

Katherine Sutherland

Company Team Leader

The Seniors have been busy planning a Company Dinner which included sending out invitations to their immediate families, as well as cooking and serving it to their parents in the hall.  The first year Seniors were responsible for table setting, making nibbles to serve with coffee and taking around entrees before the main course.

The older Seniors, under Jo Nyberg’s guidance, planned the menu and cooked a main course of beef stroganoff or chicken with orange and plates of mixed vegetables.  Pudding was chocolate saucing sponge or fresh fruit salad platter served with ice-cream or cream.  The Seniors have learnt what is involved with serving food and cleaning up afterwards.

At the dinner we welcomed Rev. Helen Martin as the Company’s Chaplain and she said grace before the meal was commenced.  Rev. Helen Martin enrolled two new Seniors before the girls served tea, coffee and nibbles.

The first year Seniors have studied the solar system and spent an interesting evening at Carter Observatory but could not use the telescopes because the sky went cloudy.  The girls are learning Hip Hop dancing which they will perform at the end of year display.  One of our Seniors is teaching them it.

The Girls Brigade Promise is “With God’s help I promise to Seek, Serve and Follow Christ.”  The Junior section learns to Seek.  The Seniors learn to Serve and they put into practice with dinner.  The Pioneer section learns to Follow and we currently have one Pioneer.

(
Church Calendar

Sunday 28 September

St John’s Annual General Meeting following morning worship.

Weekend 25-26 October

Celebrations for St John’s 150th Anniversary

(
Family News

Births

Jacob John Beard, son of Beth and David (22 July)

Baptisms

Amy Margaret Walker, daughter of Lance and Heather (20 July)

Lena Jahja, adult baptism (27 July)

Myah Nikita Nonu, daughter of Iris and Palepoi (3 August)

Ethan Lang Palendeng, son of Clarice and Anton (17 August)

Funerals

Joan Andrew, 27 Nov 1914 - 13 July 2003 (16 July)

Honours
Ailsa Salt.  Member of the New Zealand Order of Merit for services to Parliament.

(
WWW.StJohnsInTheCity.Org.NZ 

David Galt

Since June 2003 the web site has undergone a facelift, introducing our new logo and a comprehensive update of the content.  It is easier to update the site and include words, photos or documents.  All this means the site is more useful for members and friends of St Johns.  Here is some of what you can find:

· Church Diary – all the current and forthcoming events of the Church.

· The youth group programme

· Data on marriages at St John’s from 1866 to 1880

· The Sunday School’s teaching approach, material they’ve used including original plays, and teacher profiles

· Details about all the St John’s small groups, and our outreach and partner organisations.

· Past and current editions of the Messenger and Annual report

· Address and contact details for the church and groups

· How to support our work 

Often, you can contact St John’s people directly from the site via email.  You can register for the 150th celebrations or the Church Camp.  Other marriage data up to 1903 will be included soon.  We will also include a members’ section, which will require a password to access, and allow us to include more contact details for Church Office holders and documents of interest to members – effectively a church intranet.

The site is getting much more traffic: there were 971 visits to the site in July, up from 366 in June.  Twenty-five visitors were from Australia and 146 from North America.  There were 64 downloads of the June Messenger, 62 of the Marriages data and many downloads of the older Messengers.  Popular pages include the Church Diary, youth group page and staff profiles.  Book mark it now!
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Lectureship Established: Christian Theology at Victoria University

St John’s in the City has signed a deal with Victoria University to contribute $200,000 over three years in order to establish a senior lectureship in Christian Theology.  The University will cover all other expenses relating to the position.  Initially a fixed-term three-year contract will be offered, although the University and St John's hope it will become a long-term appointment. The position will be advertised nationally and internationally and initial courses will be offered from 2004.

In the press release, Graham Redding stated the congregation wanted to establish Christian theology as a specialist discipline at undergraduate and postgraduate levels.  They also hoped there would be a lively engagement between theology and issues of public interest in Wellington.  “We’re hoping the person appointed will offer regular public lectures and commentary on subjects like the relationship between theology and genetic engineering or science.”

Paul Morris, Professor of Religious Studies, said the partnership was an exciting first for the University. “Although we have taught Christianity in a Religious Studies context for more than 30 years at Victoria, it is one of the most challenging areas in our teaching”, he said.  “Despite New Zealand society being founded on broadly Christian principles, students are often unfamiliar with them and unaware of the real significance of much of this tradition….  Christianity is important in contemporary Aotearoa-New Zealand because it links Maori and Pakeha and is a unifying factor for Pacific people.  The Christian focus in discussion of contemporary ethical issues will be very valuable.”
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Council News

Malcolm Shaw

Chair, St John’s Council

· The financial resuilts for the year to June 30, 2003 were reviewed.  Due to a number of one-off events a healthy surplus was achieved. Income was greater than expected because of some bonus interest payments received from PCANZ.  Expenses were lower because for most of the year we had only one minister.  Also, the lower than expected rate of inflation reduced the budget provision we had made for the inflation adjustment on the St Johns Trust Fund. Full accounts will be detailed in the Annual Report to be mailed to every member of the congregation by mid-September.

· However, the budget for 2003/2004 shows another deficit. Many expenses have risen - for example insurance on the church properties is now $43,000, rates are $22,000 and other similar expenses have to be borne with no ability for the parish to reduce them.

· Following a recommendation from the Christian Education Committee, Session has agreed to a continuing youth group programme to be led by members of BGI for up to 30 hours per week until February, 2004.  By then, the future direction of the youth coordinator's position (following the resignation of Lisa Smith during July) will be resolved.

· The launch of the 150th anniversary book Church Standing Tall by Scott Thomson will be held on Sunday September 14th at a congregational luncheon following the morning service.  The book will be available for sale at a price of $30.00 incl GST.  

· There will also be a special service on Sunday November 16th (the exact 150th anniversary) at which a thanksgiving offering will be collected for the work of Presbyterian Support Central.

· Council agreed to open up the church foyer during weekdays for interested members of the public to view the interior of the church.

· Some redecoration is occurring of the Ponsonby Road manse following the arrival of Rev Helen Martin as Assistant Minister at St Johns. 

· Council expressed its appreciation to David Galt who has overseen the transfer of the St Johns web site to new software with new features and up to date information.
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Interview With Helen Martin: St John’s New Minister Speaks to The Messenger

Where did you grow up and go to school?

I grew up in Dunedin, and most of my family is still there.  I went to College Street primary school, where I first learnt a love of poetry.  I hated going swimming and regularly “forgot” to take my togs.  In frustration, my standard four teacher made me stay behind once and learn Wordsworth’s ‘Daffodils’ – it was no punishment at all!  I then went to McAndrew Intermediate and Queen’s High.  That was a single-sex school where I learnt the cello and played hockey.  

Favourite book?

My all time favourite is Clowns of God by Morris West.  He combines brilliant story telling with wisdom and compassion.

How about tertiary education?

After school I went to Otago University, where I studied English and History with some Philosophy thrown in as well.  I’ve also studied at Bible College, ending up with a Diploma of Theology and a Diploma of Religious Education.  In 1998 I went back to university for a Postgraduate Diploma in Theology and I currently have a half-finished thesis to do with the doctrine of sin.  Orthodox ideas of sin are based upon pride, or overreaching ourselves, and don’t acknowledge that we could be more.  I want to develop a doctrine of sin that leads to a sense of freedom rather than burden.

Favourite food?

Chocolate.  It has to be dark or it doesn't really count (just in case someone feels inclined to feed my addiction)! 

Tell us about your church background

I was an Open Brethren until about ten years ago, where I was committed to staying while I had a contribution to make.  I struggled with their attitude towards women in leadership and felt unable to be who I was.  As well, I felt I had grown beyond their approach to the Bible.  I decided to leave once I had a place to go to.

Favourite book of the Bible and biblical character?

You know what the trouble is with these questions? I'm too old! My favourite book of the Bible used to be Isaiah (when I was quite young), then it changed to Hebrews (for a decade or thereabout).  Over the years John's Gospel has featured very high on the list and Genesis has been up there for the last few years.  Favourite biblical character? Probably Mary, the Mother of Jesus, as she is portrayed in John's Gospel.  There she is the mature woman and could possibly be viewed as the 'midwife' of Jesus' ministry (cf. John 2), unlike her portrayal in other gospels.

How did you enter the ministry?

It was something of a journey.  Firstly, I believe we are all called to be the best we can be.  After attending Bible College, I went back teaching and was bored – what I wanted to do was help people think about God and their journey.  Therefore I joined Scripture Union, and spent twenty years looking for my calling in Christian ministry.  I found my giftings lay in teaching and pasturing.  I also knew that I was going to become a Presbyterian!  Once in the church, I realised that Presbyterians ordained people like me, so I asked my congregation if they would like to do that for me.  I was devastated when I was accepted for the ministry!  I went through two years of personal growth, only coming to accept it at the time of my ordination.

So why St John’s?

I think St John’s, Graham and I suit each other.  I’m very content with the traditional form of worship but want to push the edges a bit.  I like the amazing things Graham is achieving here.  I wanted to live near a main centre, and I was looking for a congregation with theological thinkers.

What are the key issues the NZ church needs to be addressing?

The key issue for the church is always the same: how do we live and be Christian in the time and place where God has put us?  The question is really how do we understand our time and place and how will the people of this time and place be helped to respond to Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour?  As I consider these questions I think one of the big issues for us is pluralism and all that accompanies it. How do we respect the many cultures and many faiths that are living together in New Zealand, while at the same time maintaining that Jesus is the one way to God? It is not enough to simply state it.  The particularity of Jesus Christ has always been a scandal, but the further we are removed in time from Christendom, the more of a scandal it becomes.  We need to address this issue as it relates to youth culture, New Zealand's secular culture, ethnic cultures and religious cultures.  As we address various cultures we will find different 'entry points' to each one and quite possibly different ways of living and being Christian in each culture. (1 Corinthians 9: 19ff)

Favourite colour?

Blue.  Or green or pink or ... what is it with all this 'one' favourite thing? (Perhaps pluralism is more of a personal problem than I thought!)

Briefly describe the worst sermon you ever heard...

Unfair!!  The awful truth is that I remembered it as soon as I read your question!  It was based around Maslow's hierarchy of needs, and was totally unrealistic about the complexity of human need.  Apart from the inappropriate guilt that it produced, the final straw was that the preacher ended by saying that if only he believed what he had preached he would feel a whole lot better about his life but he couldn't seem to make it work.  Of course he couldn't, because it was unworkable.  It neither understood people nor God's grace.   Scary stuff.  Remind me of this if ever I do the same.
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