The Kingdom of God
Top Level Differences

The phrase “The Kingdom of God” is used in a  number of different senses in the New Testament. 

The broadest of these is the Now vs. the Not Yet
Not Yet

What are we to make of phrases like  

Mark 9:1
And he said to them, "I tell you the truth, some who are standing here will not taste death before they see the kingdom of God come with power."?

Or, as the Nicene Creed has it:

“And he will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead”

My take on this is the traditional one that this refers to a future state of affairs. I don’t know what it means. It is something I struggle with – for me, the most mysterious thing in the entire Christian faith.

There is a great deal of discussion about whether it is something which people can bring about, or whether it is purely by divine fiat. I can’t help thinking that it is unprofitable to spend too much time thinking about it. God doesn’t seem terribly eager to satisfy our curiosity, and, frankly, a lot of people seem obsessed with it to the expense of all other questions.
So I’m going to leave it for someone better qualified to address.
Now

From the perspective of Jesus’ day, there is also a sense in which the Kingdom of God has arrived already. When you encounter Jesus, you encounter the Kingdom of God.
What do we mean by “Kingdom”? Dallas Willard, in the Divine Conspiracy defines it thus: “Now God’s own ‘kingdom’ or ‘rule’, is the range of his effective will, where what he wants done is done. The person of God himself and the action of his will are the organizing principles of his kingdom, but everything which obeys those principles, whether by nature or by choice, is within his kingdom.” (pp33)

From that point of view, Jesus is the exemplary citizen of that country – his actions are totally one. He also bears the kingdom, and is able to do things (healings and other miracles) because of it in a way in which we can’t.

Finally, he somehow makes it possible for us to enter the Kingdom in some mysterious way. We need to be born again, we need to be like little children. It’s better for us not to be rich (or, possibly, camels, depending on how you read that passage), it is better to go in with one eye or one hand than not to go in at all. We have to be wise virgins, we have to take up his cross, we have to repent and believe the good news, because the Kingdom of God is “at hand”.

Whatever that means.

Whatever this mysterious state of “Kingdom of God”-ness is, it seems to have a lot to do with Jesus.

And, more mysteriously still, we are somehow “part” of Jesus. He is the head, we are members – hands, feet, the dry patch of skin on the elbow, in Adrian Plass’s famous line. We are inheritors, with him, of the kingdom.
So the question becomes: who, or what, is this “us” the New Testament talks about so much?

Obviously, I’m expecting the answer “The Church.”
But before I go any further, a brief warning: the greatest of all sins, as I see it, is spiritual pride. I’m a bit hesitant to describe “us” as being in any strong sense the Kingdom of Heaven, because that immediately puts everyone else in the “not in the Kingdom of Heaven” box – outsiders, those not loved by God. Which, as we all know, is not the case at all. Blessed are the spiritually poor as much as the physically poor. The prostitutes and tax collectors will get into the Kingdom of Heaven before you. Jesus’ warnings must ring in our ear, because they apply every bit as much to we Christian as to the Pharisees of Jesus’ day.

OK. That out of the way, I want to talk about Church and Community. 
The way I’m going to come at it, is to think a bit about how we experience God.

As I see it, having given several seconds of careful thought to it, the ways are:

1. Direct mystical experience

2. The Bible

3. Sacraments

4. One another

1. Direct Mystical Experience of God

Direct, mystical experience of God can strike us in many ways. As a sense blissful assurance, a feeling of peace, or in more confronting, even frightening ways. 

Lewis, talking about encountering an angel in, I think, Perelandia talks about the sense of the awesomeness of the presence giving him the sense that his whole world was off balance. I have looked up at the stars, or thought about the immense stretches of time behind and ahead between the extremes of the universe’s creation and destruction, and felt a sickening sense of vertigo at the astonishing vastness of it – and I think that was a revelation of God to me. We are told that Moses was only allowed to see the back of God, because no-one can see his face and live, and my experience give me a sense of what that means.
Now the thing about direct, mystical experiences is that they are wordless. How do we know what to make of them? How do we know whether or not they are of God? The answer is that only from the Church – our community in the broadest sense – and the Bible can we make sense of them.

Again, to quote Lewis, “Doctrines are not God: they are only a kind of map. But that map is based on the experiences of hundreds of people who really were in touch with God – experiences compared with which any thrills or pious feelings you and I are likely to get on our own are very elementary and confused” (Mere Christianity pp128 in my edition)

When he talks about “doctrines” he means the teachings of Christianity about things like the Trinity. 

So one of the things which our community does, or is supposed to do, is to pass down to us, and interpret for us, the deposit of faith – Christianity being not our own invention, but something given to us.

2. The Bible

Another way of experiencing God is, of course, through the Bible.

But there is a problem with this, taken at face value.

Just say I am intelligent, completely unchurched, teenager. I’ve read, say, the Da Vinci Code – because, like all intelligent teenagers I dearly love a conspiracy, and that sense of being in the know, one of the cognoscenti.

But I want to find out more. And I hear about this Bible thing, not that it gets much of a look in in the Brown’s chef d’oeuvre. So I buy myself one and begin reading. And I wade through pages of begets and strange, bloodthirsty doings by these mysterious Israelite people, at the behest of someone my translation calls “The Lord”.  And, unless I am a very studious teenager indeed, I never get to the end of it. Somewhere in Jeremiah I lose all interest in it and go and watch the latest installment of Big Brother instead.

Even if I do manage to read through the whole thing, how on earth do I decide what to make of it? What is important? What isn’t?

And this is where the Church, in the sense of the historical continuity of it, comes in. The church can explain why we don’t think it necessary to keep the mosaic dietary laws any more, what precisely we mean by “The Son of God”, who this Holy Spirit character is, and how the bloodthirsty God of the Old Testament can be the same person as the loving father of the New.
You can see how very important this is by looking at some of the peculiar bible based cults and pseudo-Christian groups around: The World Wide Church of God with their Dietary laws, the Jehovah’s Witnesses with their odd insistence about the name of God and their sub-Christian ideas about Jesus, and so on.

You also see this in the questions of people who want to discredit Christianity who point at some particularly bloodthirsty passage in the Bible and say “so where’s your God of Love in that?”

I don’t rule out the idea that it is possible for people to reach orthodox Christianity armed only with a Bible and a lot of time on their hands, but I don’t see that as the ordinary way in which these things work. 

A second point about the Bible is that, as soon as we look at the Bible, we notice that it seems to be addressed to, and about, groups of people rather than individuals. Jesus’ command is “come and follow me”. He invites us to become his disciples – following him around in a miscellaneous bunch of other disciples. By this may all men know that you are my disciples; that you have love, one for another.

Jesus seems to call us away from our individual studies and into community. The ideal of Christianity isn’t the guru meditating on a mountain top all alone, but the body of Christ – each one of us unique, each one of us indispensable.
3. The Sacraments

From earliest times the church seems to have met together to share in communion – the Love Feast, and to have baptized its members. Denominations differ about how important these things are, (is the Eucharist or preaching more important?) and to whom they should be done (should infants be baptized or not?), but they all consider them important, as things which Jesus himself instituted.
The thing about sacraments is that they only make sense in community. Can you have communion all by yourself? Certainly I don’t think you can baptize yourself.

Of course there is a lot more going on with the sacraments than the purely community level. If they have any meaning at all they need to point beyond the community, both to the Communion of Saints, as per the Nicene Creed, and to God himself.

4. Community
The physical community of faith is another place where we can encounter God – through worship, through being Christ to each other, and being Christ to people not part of the community.
Community is also a way of encountering the sheer otherness of God – because when I get to know other people in the group, I am disconcerted by the sheer otherness of them. And if I am so radically different from people who are, after all, people like I am, with similar cultural backgrounds and histories, then how astonishingly other is God? Possibly that confrontation with the simultaneously similar and surprisingly different is one of the main points of community.
One of the ways in which church is different from some arbitrary community is that our little community here in Cafechurch is only  a fragment of a broader community, which includes people from wildly different times and places to ours, sharing with us the central commitment to Christ.

It breaks the phantom called “my religion”. We are faced with the views of people, who may have lived tens or hundreds, or even thousands of years ago, and have to take their thoughts into account, because the Church is a community which extends through time as well as space. 
The Church and the Kingdom

I have hinted at the main thrust of my argument. Perhaps now is the time to sketch it a bit more completely.

The Kingdom of Heaven is a multi-layered, multi-textured thing, the meaning of which we can never really say that we have definitively exhausted. However, I think we are in a position to say a few things about it: 

· There is a future component to it, and a present component

· Jesus is its representative, and its personification. More than that, he is, in a sense, the thing itself.

· The kingdom is among / within us (Luke 17:21)
If the Kingdom of God is where his effective reign operates, then we must be a little fragment of it, operating here in Melbourne. We are supposed be Jesus’ body, carrying on his work in the world, with the Holy Spirit.

If we are the Kingdom, albeit, fortunately, not the whole thing, what difference should that make to us as people? As a community?
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