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The Discipline of the Lord’s Table

When the time comes to e a t . . .

1 C o r in t h ia n s  11:21

Us, Today reported that a chef nam ed R. J. Cooper was opening a new 

restaurant in Merrifield, Virginia. A carpenter asked him  whether he 
wanted a cell phone charging station at the hostess desk and answered 

abruptly, “No—100% a no !” 1 The article went on to report that restaurant 
owners are struggling to create a dining atmosphere free from the distrac

tions of social media and electronic communications. Several restaurants 
have banned people from talking on cell phones at the restaurant. Social 

media distractions, they argue, are destroying peoples ability to be present 
with one another at a meal. They can’t be present long enough to even look 

at a m enu and order food. As a result, time spent per customer at the tables 
was being extended. W hen they did start eating, little social interaction was 
actually taking place. The ambiance of the restaurant was being ignored. 

Cooper questioned whether his restaurant was losing its very reason for 
being. For Cooper, banning cell phones was an act of pure survival.

R. J. Cooper’s quandary illustrates how we’ve lost the capacity to be 
present in our society. We are a mass of disconnected souls related to 
each other only in the m ost distanced and controlling ways. We don’t 
take time or create space to be present with one another. We see it in the 
ways we eat. After a busy day at work, m om  and dad go off to another 
meeting, and children go to various programs or lessons. We rarely take
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time to eat together in our homes. Parents and children are rarely present 
to each other. Stress over work and finances occupy the attention of the 
parents. As a result, spouses rarely tend to one another’s souls. At church 
people rush in to Sunday services and then rush out again. Church goers 
rarely have that potluck meal together that characterized American so
ciety before World War II. At work, managers rarely talk with workers, 
except to review their performance. As philosopher Slavoj 2izek reminds 
us, real conversation that tends to each o thers lives rarely happens 
around the table. It is “foreign to our fast food times, which only knows 
business meals (‘power lunches’).”2 We are a mass of disconnected souls 
with too m any tasks to do and too m uch stress to do them.

Nonetheless, our world starves for presence. After work is over, after 
we arrive home on the train, we swarm to restaurants and bars just to 
share a beverage or a meal in hope of making contact. W hole train  cars 
on the Chicago M etra com m uter train are segregated for those who want 
to bring a beverage and share conversation at the end of a long day. It’s 
not much, but it’s something. People everywhere long to be known. O ur 
culture bears the signs of people wanting to share life meaningfully with 
one another. The world longs for Eucharist.

T h e  D i s c i p l i n e  o f  t h e  L o r d ’s  T a b l e

The Lord’s Table is about presence. Surely it is about eating, but ultimately 
it’s a discipline that shapes a group of people to be present to G od’s 
presence in Christ around the table, where we eat. Then, in the process 
we are able to connect with the other people around the table. O ur lives 
are then reordered socially by his presence. This discipline was inaugu
rated by Jesus him self and given to his disciples on “the night he was 
betrayed.” Today, almost all Christians practice it. This first discipline we 
explore shapes a com m unity into G od’s faithful presence.

There are of course differences among churches in the way we practice 
the Lord’s Table, or the Eucharist, as the high-church traditions (Anglican, 
Roman Catholic, etc.) name it.3 Nevertheless, there is a com m on core to 
what we do together. All churches, for instance, incorporate the “words of 
institution” as the means to remem ber together (or bring into the present,
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anamnesis [1 Cor 11:24]) the meaning of the bread and wine. “This is my 
body that is for you.” “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, 
as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me” (1 Cor 11:24-25).

There is almost always a com m unal invitation to peace and reconcili
ation prior to the table. The presiding leader challenges all believers to 
make sure there be no enm ity between us as we come to the table. For as 
the apostle declares, because of the divisions am ong the C orinthians, 
they are in essence denying the Lords Supper (1 Cor 11:18-20). There is 
almost always a prayer of thanksgiving and a blessing that inaugurates 
the celebration of the table. The table, after all, is called the Eucharist 
(which m eans “thanksgiving”) because it begins with a great thanks
giving, an offering of a blessing to G od for all he has done through 
history. It opens us up to receiving from him and each another as we eat 
this meal. Usually the Holy Spirit is invited to this table (called the 
epiklesis), m aking possible the living and real presence of Christ at the 
meal. This is interpreted in m any different ways by various churches. 
Then there is the actual breaking and distribution of the bread and 
sharing of the cup. The logic of his broken body and shed blood becomes 
a meal we ingest into our bodies as the very basis of life itself.

Last, often an offering of material goods is taken as part of the Lord’s 
Table. For some churches this comes before sharing the bread and wine. 
For others this comes after. Still others offer their gifts both before and 
after. We come bearing gifts, offering them  out of the abundance of what 
God has already given us. These gifts are offered to God for him  to return 
his blessings and abundance to us through his work in Christ. In essence, 
all we have is transform ed into his purposes around the table. We believe 
that this abundance shared around the table will flow forth from the table 
through the whole of our lives and then return all over again.

It is not my purpose to treat the full breadth of the practice the Lord’s 
Table. We all m ust draw on our own traditions and deepen our practice 
of it. Thus we will recover the discipline of the table, which will shape us 
into his presence for the world. But for our purposes, let’s try  to under
stand how the table shapes us to know and discern God’s presence among 

us and in the neighborhood.
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D i s c e r n i n g  H i s  P r e s e n c e

W hen we sit around this table and tend to his presence, our eyes are 
opened and we know his presence is here in a special way. The first re
ported time this happened post-resurrection was on the road to Emmaus 
when Jesus joined the two disciples on their walk (Lie 24). On this day of 
his resurrection, Jesus taught them  what all the events of the previous 
three days meant, according to the Scriptures. As they came near the 
village, they invited Jesus to join them  in their home, which always m eant 
a meal around a table. W hile they were at the table, Jesus “took bread, 
blessed and broke it, and gave it to them,” and their eyes were opened to 
his presence with them  (Lk 24:30-32). They recognized him  there. His 
presence became real.

Just as happened on the Emmaus road, so also today Jesus’ presence 
is “known . . .  in the breaking of the bread” (Lk 24:35). Jesus’ presence 
historically has been uniquely real and recognizable around the table. 
The fact that the C orinthians were sick and dying reflects their disregard 
for discerning Christ’s real presence around this table (1 Cor 11:30).

We know that over hundreds of years the church has struggled to 
understand C hrist’s presence here. There is no sense rehashing those 
controversies. But what remains is that each of us, within the boundaries 
of our own histories, m ust come to grips again (especially those P rot
estant traditions that have dim inished the presence of Christ at the table) 
with the reality that Christ is present at the table in a real, sacramental 
way. We m ust tend to his special presence because his presence always 
brings the reordering of our lives together into his kingdom. This is what 
makes this table so revolutionary at the core: here God shapes a people 
to be his kingdom  in the world.

I rem em ber one time sitting with my discipleship group in M cD on
ald’s early one m orning. We were talking about our recent vacations and 
I m entioned that I try  to make it to the Eucharist even when I am staying 
in desolate cottage country in rural Canada. This often means I must go 
to the local Roman Catholic Church. They all wondered why. It’s vacation 
after all! I said that tending to Christ’s presence at the Eucharist, even 
when I can’t participate (as a non-Catholic), reorients me to C hrist’s
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presence and trains me to tend to Christ’s presence in the rest of my week. 
The discipline orders my life in profound ways. I would no sooner miss 
it than I would any other necessary task for living (like eating and 
sleeping). One of my friends said, “You believe in that hocus pocus?” 
That of course saddened me, but, more to the point, it rem inded me of 
just how big the gap is between m any Christians and the real presence 
of Jesus Christ at the table and in our everyday lives. Thus I com m itted 
to leading better at the table in my own pastoral work.

It’s hard for evangelical Protestants (my own church history) to con
ceive that there is som ething unique happening around the table. Many 
times Protestants have to go through the “Is this anything?” exercise, akin 
to the game played in the 2000s on the Late Show with David Letterman. 
We m ust get past the rote m em ory games that individualize the Eucharist 
and tend to C hrists real presence. For here we have perhaps the single 
best opportunity  to train ourselves to tend to his presence for our lives. 
Here we can recognize and receive the forgiveness that flows from his 
broken body into our lives, the healing of reconciliation, the renewal of 
all things through the cup of the new covenant relationship we have with 
God the Father through the Spirit. If we can recognize his presence at 
work around the table, we will be able to recognize his work in the rest 
o f our lives as well.4 If we can be trained into its logic of forgiveness, rec
onciliation, and renewal on Sunday, we can recognize that same logic of 
his presence in the world. W ithout such a discipline, however, we will 
always be tem pted to take God’s work into our own hands instead of 
recognizing his work, subm itting to, and participating in it. The table on 
Sunday m orning (or whenever we gather as Christians) trains us to 
discern C hrists presence in all the other places we eat during the week.

A  K i n g d o m  I s  B e i n g  B o r n

Around this table a space for the kingdom is opened up. God’s kingly rule 
over the whole world meets his incarnational presence in this particular 
tim e and space. O ur selfishness is revealed. O ur grasping for control 
loosens. Peoples lives are disrupted. If we tend to his presence here, we 
inevitably will forgive, reconcile, and open ourselves to renewal and
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healing. His rule takes on flesh among us. As we submit to him , Christ’s 
presence peacefully reorders us into the ways of his kingdom.

Jesus makes it clear that this table is the kingdom. He says, as he inau
gurates it, “And I assign to you, as my Father assigned to me, a kingdom” 
(Lk 22:29 RSV). This table foreshadows the messianic feast to be con
sum m ated in the future (“so that you may eat and drink at my table in 
my kingdom” [v. 30]). The table, post-resurrection, is the beginning of 
the fulfillment of his kingdom .5 It is the proleptic materialization of his 
kingdom. Therefore, around this table, God is reordering relationships 
and inaugurating a different kind of authority, the authority of his reign. 
The disciples at the tim e could not com prehend it.

First and foremost then, the table leads us into submission to Jesus 
Christ as Lord. There is no kingdom  without subjects to the King, so we 
m ust begin by subjecting ourselves to him . As we move closer to the 
table, into the very core of C hrists presence there, he draws us into sub
mission. As we subm it to his presence there, we are realigned into his 
reign. O ur submission to Jesus spreads out into mutual submission to 
one another. And a new social order is b irthed  out of this, which is 
nothing less than his kingdom.

In Luke 22, Jesus is inaugurating the table, and the issue of m utual 
submission rushes to the forefront. In the m iddle of the meal, around the 
table, an egotistical dispute breaks out am ong the disciples. They are 
arguing over who is to be the greatest am ong them  in the com ing 
kingdom. Jesus responds by rejecting the m odes of authority associated 
with the Gentiles, who “lord it over them ” (Lk 22:25). He says it will not 
be so am ong them. “Rather let the greatest am ong you become as the 
youngest, and the leader as one who serves” (v. 26 RSV). In John 13:1-17, 
Jesus gets down on his hands and knees and washes the feet of his dis
ciples to dem onstrate the point. So, in the m ost palpable way, Jesus in 
augurates the table through m utual submission. He could not be more 
explicit about the way we will relate to one another in this kingdom, 
about the way authority will be exercised. It could not be more different 
than what they are used to (as with the Gentiles). The whole scene pre
figures the kingdom and points to the new world coming (“that you may
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eat and drink  at my table in my kingdom ” (Lk 22:30). It displays the 
authority that shall characterize the kingdom  until it is realized com 
pletely in the messianic age (Lk 22:29-30). This kingdom will be founded 
on m utual subm ission to one another under the lordship of Christ, 
where anyone who rules does so through submission to the work of God 
happening in the m idst of us.

In 1 Corinthians 11 submission manifests itself in a dilferent way. At 
issue here is that the Corinthians have come to the table caring more 
about themselves individually than one another. The rich are eating and 
indulging themselves while the poor are going hungry (v. 21). Divisions 
are breaking out am ong them  (v. 18). Everyone is acting out in the most 
narcissistic of ways. Individuals are setting themselves above others. For 
Paul, this means the Corinthians have not discerned Christ’s real presence 
at the table (v. 29). They have not subm itted themselves to one another. 
As a result, he says, “W hen you come together, it is not really to eat the 
Lord’s supper” (v. 20).

Think of how earth shaking this experience of Christ at the table must 
have been for the early Christians. The very presence of the risen Lord 
is here at this table. Something so special, even dangerous, is happening 
when they gather around it. O ur health is at stake. It’s a m atter of life and 
death (some are dying [w. 29-30]). Yet as each person subm its to him, 
the issues of relationships with one another and to Christ, to authority 
and how we relate to each other, are opened up. The socioeconom ic 
relationships am ong us are realigned as we share m utually out of what 
we have and what we receive. Together we become financially liable for 
one another.

In this space we submit all of our divisions and personal agendas to 
Christ’s presence. All of this must die. There we sit, tending to one another 
and to his presence. And an amazing social dynamic breaks forth that can 
only be described as a new political order subverting all other allegiances. 
Just as the first tables of the early Christians subverted Rome and Caesar 
and started a new way of life before the watching world, so this table 
subverts all other politics of American self-preservation, accumulation, 
and individualism .6 A profound flourishing in the kingdom  results.
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It is essential then that we lead one another into submission to Christ 
at the table. Because God will not impose him self on us or overwhelm 
us, our submission to his reign opens up space for him  to work. The 
people who carry the most power m ust subm it first, just as Christ did 
when he washed the disciples’ feet. By example, the leader will lead the 
com m unity into a place of submission to the one Lord and to one an
other under his lordship. From this submission the table opens up the 
world to his reign and his presence among us.

T h e  T a b l e  i n  t h e  T h r e e  C i r c l e s

Most people th ink  of the Lords table as a discipline practiced only on 
Sunday m ornings by com m itted Christians. But a look at the life of Jesus 
and the pattern of the primitive church reveals multiple spaces where 
this discipline of the table is practiced. These spaces can be sum m arized 
in term s of three circles referred to in chapter two: the close circle, the 
dotted circle, and the half circle (see fig. 2.1)7

The Lord’s Table in the dose circle. The close circle represents the first 
space of the Lord’s Table. Here is ground zero for the table. Here the table 
is founded. At this table we carefully discern our relationship to God in 
Christ before we dare approach it. Are we in full submission to Christ? 
Is there any enm ity between me and som eone else around this table? 
Because of this discernm ent, there is the closest of fellowship and unity 
with one another.

No one can miss this closeness around the table on the night when 
Jesus was betrayed. Here, at the celebration of the Passover, Jesus is seated 
as the host. He presides, and yet he washes his disciples’ feet in a display 
of utter and total vulnerability. Intim ate conversation is happening. The 
disciple “w hom  Jesus loved” reclines next to Jesus in closeness, in effect 
leaning on his shoulder (Jn 13:23). Together they know they are facing 
danger of some kind, though they know not what. A nd the one who eats 
the bread unworthily walks out in disdain, to his own doom  (Jn 13:27-30). 
He cannot stand the intensity of the closeness. It is almost as if we are all 
forced to deal with who we are and our subm ission to Jesus and his 
mission. Judas, in effect, m ust leave. He cannot stand the penetrating
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truthfulness. Simon Peter declares his allegiance to Jesus at all costs, 
saying he is willing to go to prison or even death for his Lord (v. 37). Jesus 
tells him  the tru th  about him self (v. 38). The presence of Christ, by the 
Spirit, reveals our brokenness. It forces renewed com m itm ent. It orders 
our lives intensely, either further into or away from the kingdom.

This closeness m arks the table after C hrist’s ascension as well. In 
1 C orinthians 11, as we have already seen, Paul is shocked at the C orin
thians’ disregard for one another in Christ’s presence. The Lord’s presence 
there is so intense that they indeed get sick and die because they have 
disregarded him. This table (as with all close circles) therefore requires 
discernment. The church has historically gathered for this close table on 
Sunday m ornings. It’s the day Jesus rose from the dead. Here we can 
properly discern his presence as Christians. We call this the “close table” 
over against the closed table or fenced table in some traditions .8 At this 
table the closest of fellowship is experienced with the resurrected Jesus.

For years, at Life on the Vine Christian Community, we set aside an 
hour and a half once a m onth for our church to be present to Christ at 
the table. Though we celebrated the Eucharist every Sunday, on the first 
Sunday we took extra time before the regular worship to focus intently 
on the table. We w ould spend tim e in the foyer discerning our rela
tionship to Christ and each other, making things right with those we had 
enmity with. Then we entered the room  saying “Jesus is Lord” as a sign 
of our discernm ent and received a match from the usher. We then pro
cessed to the table and everyone lit a candle, recognizing Christ’s presence 
among us together. The table, lit with all these candles, symbolized Jesus’ 
magnificent presence among us. We then brought our needs, hurts, de
sires, resentments, and the like to the table. We surrendered them  to the 
presence of Christ for his forgiveness, reconciliation, and renewal. We did 
all this in open prayers around the table, tending to one another. We 
learned how to give thanks around the table. We learned the epiklesis, 
making his presence real by the Holy Spirit. We partook together. This 
time then set the table for the rest of the week and m onth. It set the order 
for our regular Sunday gatherings around the table, where the rituals 
were shortened but m eant so m uch m ore because of this first Sunday
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practice. This is the way our church, Life on the Vine, sought to renew 
the discipline of being present to Christ’s presence at the table.

The Lord’s Table in the dotted  circle. But the table doesn’t stop there. 
It extends into the neighborhood. As the early church father John 
Chrysostom  said, there is “the liturgy after the liturgy.”9 Here around the 
tables of our neighborhoods we gather to eat regularly. We start with 
C hristian friends, and then, over time, our neighbors, as they look on, 
are welcomed around our tables. The dotted circle represents this second 
space for the table. It is still a circle constituted by Christians form ing a 
circle of those subm itted to C hrist’s presence. Yet this tim e there are 
openings in the circle, where strangers are welcomed in. So the circle is 
porous or dotted.

In this dotted circle the C hristian in the world becomes the host. Most 
typically, this table takes place in homes in neighborhoods. But it can 
happen wherever Christians m eet regularly to share a meal in the hospi
tality of Christ’s presence together in the neighborhood (at restaurants, 
parks, com m unity centers, preschools, etc.). This meal is initiated by a 
Christian, hosted by a Christian, and yet is always open and hospitable 
to strangers who are becoming regular parts of our lives. In these places 
the close circle table on Sunday is extended to a m ore open space, a 
porous circle, in the neighborhood, where there are entry points for 
strangers to be am ong us and taste of the kingdom . C hrist’s special 
presence is extended into the neighborhood .10 Here in the neighborhood, 
Christians are shaped to be his faithful presence.

In M ark 6:30-44 we see thousands of people gathering around Jesus. 
These people were curious about what they were seeing and hearing from 
the apostles and Jesus (w . 30-33). Jesus saw them  as a wandering herd 
w ithout a shepherd. They had no cohesion, no direction. They were not 
yet part of the kingdom. In m any ways this is a circle of Christians (“the 
apostles gathered around Jesus” [v. 30]), yet with people “from all the 
towns” gathering as well. In other words, this is a dotted circle.

Jesus sees what is happening. The disciples come to him  and report 
the need to send the crowds away so they can get som ething to eat. Jesus 
directs them  in no uncertain term s to host the “table,” saying, “You give
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them  som ething to eat” (v. 37). Jesus wants his disciples to host this table. 
Here is where the dynamic of the dotted circle kicks in.

The disciples immediately ask, “Are we to go and buy two hundred 
denarii worth of bread, and give it to them  to eat?” (v. 37). They have 
m isunderstood what it means to be a host in the presence of Jesus and 
the in-breaking kingdom. They immediately assume that they must do 
everything, take control, and provide out of their own resources. But this 
is not what it means for the Christian disciple to host the Eucharist in 
the dotted circle. So Jesus takes over to show them. He asks how much 
food they have and tells them  to bring him  what they have. N othing 
more, nothing less. So they bring to Jesus what they find am ong the 
crowd: five loaves and two fish. They in essence bring what they have as 
an offering into the abundance of the kingdom  in Jesus. He takes the 
loaves and fish, blesses and breaks them , and gives it to the disciples for 
distribution. These four words signal that this indeed is a Eucharistic 
celebration around the presence of C hrist.11 In the m idst of this meal, 
people m eet the abundance of the kingdom  as “all ate and were filled,” 
and there was an abundance of food left over (w . 42-43).

In this stunning story we see how the table extends the presence of 
Christ into places where curious onlookers are invited. We see that 
C hristians are to host these tables. At this table however, there is no 
presum ption that all who partake are reconciled. Certainly the C hris
tians around the table are practicing the reconciled life. But there is no 
discernm ent required of the onlookers. Unlike the disciples in this story 
(who failed to discern what Jesus was doing), Christians m ust discern 
the presence o f Christ and his work am ong us. We send no one away, 
including people in conflict. Via the dotted circle, we invite them  to be 
with us am ong Christ. The host does not somehow take control of the 
table but facilitates the table around the presence of Christ, who reorders 
the world into his kingdom. The host allows the space to be opened for 
Christ to m eet all our needs and m ore .12 This is what Christ was trying 
to teach his disciples at the feeding of the five thousand.

A sim ilar story takes place with the apostle Paul while he was trav
eling on a ship with prisoners in a storm  in the A dria Sea (Acts 27).
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After fourteen days of battling storm s, after several proclam ations of 
G ods prom ise to deliver, Paul urges all the beleaguered sailors, p ris
oners, and passengers to take som e food. Here again we see that the 
people who are invited to eat are no t (at least initially) all followers of 
Christ. We have some evidence of people (“friends” [v. 3]) who are p o 
tentially converts like, perhaps, Aristarchus (v. 2), who is m entioned by 
nam e as som eone the Christians know. Likewise the centurion in verse 
43 appears to be a convert to Paul’s message. And so, together with Paul 
and Luke, we have a circle of believers in the ship. Paul, nonetheless, 
offers the bread “in the presence of all” (v. 35). It is therefore a porous 
circle. Here Paul, the disciple of Christ, gathers them  to share a meal for 
their deliverance (v. 34). As the host, Paul takes the bread, gives thanks, 
and breaks it. The eucharistic words used here testify that Paul is m aking 
way for the eucharistic table in the middle of this shipwreck. They are, 
in essence, tending to the presence of Christ am ong them  in the eating 
of this meal. After the meal they are greatly encouraged. In the m idst of 
this great suffering, the m in istry  o f C hrist’s presence at the m eal is 
stunning. They are encouraged and strengthened to journey  through 
the suffering that lies ahead.

An instance of this dotted circle happened at our hom e every Friday 
night in our northwest Chicago suburban neighborhood. Every one of 
us would bring food as our offering, place it on the island, in the kitchen, 
hold hands, gather as a circle around the island, and pray a prayer of 
thanksgiving (eucharist) together: “We give you thanks for all you have 
given us. As we experienced this past Sunday, let us tend to your presence 
am ong us at this table. May we share the forgiveness, reconciliation, and 
renewal of all things by your Spirit as we eat this meal, O Lord.” Then we 
would sit and eat and talk. But sometimes the talk became egocentric and 
self-serving. Sometimes mayhem erupted as everybody scurried for at
tention or the need to be seen and heard. People, being people, tried to 
attract attention to themselves.

We would gently calm all this down, generously adm onishing one 
another to be present and listen to the other person. Some would move 
to another room  and sit and talk to someone else while in front of the
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TV. They did not yet know or understand eucharist. We had to make a 
rule: Everyone, no m atter how many in the group, m ust always sit around 
the table. Sometimes the seating around the table expanded to two rows. 
Smartphones were not allowed. O f course we had to take care of children, 
but they too were guided to sit around the table until desert. We ate to 
gether, aware of the forgiveness, reconciliation, and renewal of all things 
that we had shared as a result of Sunday Lords Table. As m onths rolled 
on, we learned how to be present with each other. We discovered a dif
ferent dynamic shared across a table between me and another person. It 
was the presence of Christ.

It took m onths to cultivate the kind of mutual submission and tending 
to C hrists presence that defined the discipline of the Lord’s Table. One 
m ight assume that I, being that type-A Caucasian male, always took 
charge. Instead, I had to learn how to model as best I could a posture of 
submission and presence to each other and Christ around the table. I had 
to go first in this posture of submission to Christ at the table (the one 
perceived in power always submits first). I would take a deep breath, chill 
out, and speak rarely. W hen I spoke, it was to direct attention to someone 
other than myself, and (generally) I did not speak unless spoken to. As 
the one who had called the gathering together, I was asked to lead. But 
none of this could happen if I led in prototypical Am erican ways. I led 
by subm itting and, when necessary, tending to the issues of presence. It 
took m onths to cultivate trust, mutual submission, listening, and paying 
attention to the Spirit. A year later the presence around the table was so 
intoxicating, peoples lives, attitudes, and physical health were trans
formed by the interactions.

The tim e for dessert arrived each evening around 8 (which, along with 
coffee, was always a highlight). The host then posed a question that could 
center some conversation around what was going on in our lives. We 
sometimes focused on our personal lives or struggles with God, som e
times what was going on among us or sometimes our lives with God in 
our neighborhood .13 Stuff would come up in our lives and the table 
would becom e a live arena for listening to each other and God and 
tending to G od’s presence among us. The gifts of the Spirit were set into
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m otion am ong us. As 9 arrived, the host would call the children together 
(the younger ones having left to play after dessert), and we all prayed, 
subm itting these things to God and his kingdom. This was our routine. 
The presence of Christ became very real am ong us as we became present 
to one another. For me, the experience was indescribable.

One time a couple in the neighborhood of one of our m embers was 
going through disruptive times with their teenage daughters. They knew 
about our Friday night group and wanted to attend. They were welcomed. 
In a way that was more comfortable than any of us had felt for the first 
six m onths of our table fellowship, they immediately began to share their 
wounds with us. As we did every Friday night, we called the children 
together after our discussions and we prayed. I asked our guests if we 
could include them  in our prayers. They hesitated, but said yes, and we 
did. They saw an unmistakable glimpse of the kingdom  that night.

Once a woman in our neighborhood was going through a horrid  and 
vicious divorce. She feared for the welfare of her children. She needed 
help moving her furniture. A group of us rushed over on a Friday night. 
She too became a welcome visitor from tim e to time. This was all per
fectly norm al because this table, though form ed by Christians, would 
always be open to the world, ft offered these folks a way to enter in and 
see what life in the kingdom  looks like.

At the very beginning there were many hurdles to leading people to 
gether around a table like this. For more than a year we sought to invite 
ten people for a shared meal every Friday night where we would listen 
to one another and tend to the presence of Christ am ong us. Regularly, 
we were turned  down for various suburbanite “I’m  too busy” kind of 
reasons. Few could imagine m aking such a com m itm ent to do this every 
Friday night. This was the suburbs after all. Nonetheless, eventually ten 
people responded to the invitation, and we slowly explored what it could 
m ean to subm it to one another in C hrists presence around the table. 
Once started, this table grew to more than twenty-five. We had to turn  
people away or split the group. We saw miracles happen around this table 
too personal and too dynamic for me to tell. I have since seen physical 
and mental healings, marriages mend, and people get saved around the
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table. We came to understand this table and C hrists presence around it 
as an extension of his real presence at the Lord’s Table on Sunday.

The dotted circle is a group of Christians hosted by a Christian tending 
to C hrists presence around the table in the m idst of everyday life. As so 
often happens in everyday life, the dotted circle finds itself in a crisis (as, 
say, the lack of food in M ark 6 or a shipwreck in Acts 27). It is a place of 
healing and reconciliation. The circle is hosted by disciples of Jesus and 
is always open to onlookers who have not yet followed Christ. And 
always, the presence of Christ, as tended to around the table, ministers 
flourishing, encouragem ent, and a rearrangem ent o f life into the 
kingdom  for all to see.

The Lord’s Table in the h a lf circle. The table however does stop here 
in the dotted circles of our neighborhoods. If the table begins around the 
close circle and extends into the neighborhood via the dotted circle fel
lowship, it extends further through the half circle into the world, where 
the hurting and broken people live their everyday lives.14 Into these half 
circles Christians go, im itating Christ as he enters the homes of the m ar
ginalized, the publicans, and the sinners. Here, like Jesus, we go, not as 
hosts inviting people to our table, but as guests, subm itting ourselves to 
the hospitality of others .15 We no longer serve as hosts, ordering the af
fairs at these tables. Instead, we give up control, risking hum iliation and 
even scandal. In all our weakness we submit to Christ’s presence among 
us and allow him  to work. We live vulnerably alongside our brothers and 
sisters in the world. We pay attention to what God is doing as we listen, 
tending to his work. This open half circle is a completely different posture 
from the other two circles for the Christian.

And yet something marvelous happens in this space. As we share the 
food and the coffee, as we sit across from one another around a table, 
Christ’s presence is here too. The question in the space of the half circle is 
not whether Jesus will be present, but will he be recognized? Will Jesus be 
received? This is another reason why I call this space the half (open) circle.

In Luke 10, Jesus sends the Seventy into mission to “every town and 
place where he him self intended to go” (v. 1). He instructs them  to enter 
a home and become present there (“remain in the same house”) sitting
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around the table “eating and drinking whatever they provide” (v. 7). They 
are to take no m oney or extra clothes (v. 4), go needy and be present as 
guests, and be vulnerable, “like lambs into the m idst of wolves” (v. 3), 
giving up control. They are to take the posture of receiving before of
fering anything. They were not to move from house to house but to be 
present long enough to discover persons of peace (v. 6 ), the ones who are 
seeking peace and are receptive to the gospel. In these postures then, 
around the table of the sinner, the space is opened for the presence of 
God in Christ to become manifest.

It is im portant to recognize that in Luke 10 Jesus taught his disciples 
to sit with people around the table before he m entions proclaiming the 
gospel. Verses 8-9 say, “Eat what is set before you; cure the sick who are 
there, and [then] say to them , ‘The kingdom  of God has come near to 
you.’” So, as we sit with people, the occasion arises when the gospel will 
be proclaimed. By word and deed the kingdom  will be disclosed, and we 
will point to it and proclaim  that Jesus is Lord, the kingdom has begun, 
and Jesus has come to set things in order.

Will he be recognized? Will he be received? For when we point to the 
kingdom and announce it is here, Jesus says, “W hoever listens to you 
listens to me, and whoever rejects you rejects m e ,. . .  [and] the one who 
sent me” (v. 16). In essence, Jesus becomes present in these spaces in a 
special way. Similarly, at the end of instructing his disciples, Jesus says, 

“W hoever welcomes you welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me wel
comes the one who sent me” (Mt 10:40). Through the half circle table 
then, the visible presence of Christ is extended. W hen Christ is received, 
when his lordship is subm itted to, his kingdom becomes visible.

Jesus modeled these disciplines of the open table regularly.16 He visited 
the homes of publicans and sinners throughout the Gospels. He famously 
went to Levi’s home, where he sat intimately and ate with the tax col
lectors and sinners. The Pharisees were in an uproar (Mk 2:15-17). They 
could not imagine that a true rabbi would submit him self to the table of 
sinners. Throughout the Gospels Jesus is always sitting around a table, 
eating alongside and with the hurting, the sinner, the despised, the weak. 
He went to Zacchaeus in the tree and implored him  to come down so that
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he could stay at Zacchaeuss house (not vice versa!). Many grum bled and 
said, “He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner” (Lk 19:7). Nev
ertheless, he was welcomed by Zacchaeus to share Zacchaeuss table. As 
a result, Zacchaeuss life was reordered, and he paid back four times 
anyone he defrauded. The kingdom  broke in. Jesus said salvation had 
come to this house (v. 9). And so Jesus m odeled the half circle for his 
disciples by going to towns and villages and becoming the guest of sinners.

We live in a world that hungers for Eucharist: the sweet fellowship 
people experience in the presence of Christ. There are countless places 
where people gather to seek Eucharist, and yet it remains unfulfilled. We 
must seek out these places and go as guests.

One tim e my friend G ordon and I were walking the streets of 
W estmont, Illinois, where we live. I had just moved to W estm ont and, as 
is my custom, I took my regular evening walk through town, and Gordon 
joined me. As we walked the towns downtown streets, we stopped at the 
entrance to a bar and noticed the people gathered around tables drinking 
beverages; they were seeking com m union. I was so struck by it I said to 
Gordon, “Look, there’s Eucharist going on in that bar. It just hasn’t been 
discerned yet.” There was a need there to go and be among them  as guests 
so we could discern his presence there with them. As we walked further, 
we noticed the same phenom ena in the restaurants; the “Magic Gaming 
Store,” where teenagers gathered to play games; Uncle Jon’s music, where 
people were playing banjo together; and of course more bars. Each time 
we m ade the same observation, “Look, there’s Eucharist going on in 
there; they just don’t know it yet.” Then we walked down some residential 
streets and saw people eating dinner together late into the night. Could 
it be any m ore obvious? People in all their brokenness were seeking com 
m union throughout the town of W estmont. Most of them, however, did 
not yet know or discern the healing, forgiveness, reconciliation, and re
newal of their lives God wanted to work in their m idst, even now. It was 
our task to be present as witnesses to the kingdom  among them.

In all these places we m ight be tem pted to see only the signs of hunger 
and hurt. There was excess alcohol, narcissistic conversations, expletives, 
and anger at some of these tables. We easily recognized the brokenness
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because we see it and know it in our own lives. It was painfully obvious 
to Gordon and me how segregated the tables were. There were white 
people sitting with white people in the expensive restaurants, and La
tinos sitting together in the Taco Express. There were few African A m er
icans sitting in any of these places even though we had m any black 
friends and acquaintances in the neighborhood. W hat was evident in all 
of these observations was the incompleteness at these tables. The fullness 
of Eucharist was missing at most of these tables.

The tragedy is, in many if not most of these places there is no one tending 
to Christ. There is no wherewithal to extend his presence through the 
practice of the half circle table. It takes someone who is there, who knows 
the stories around this table, who lives in Christs presence, who knows his 
story, who can simply sit and be present, to recognize his presence. This is 
why the church must extend table awareness into the places of lost b ro
kenness. Here, in the half circle, we go humbly and vulnerably, giving up 
all control, listening, waiting, tending to his presence, and letting Jesus 
work through this space between us and them  across the table. This 
presence is what makes possible any and all proclamation of the gospel. 
This is what faithful presence is. This is what faithful presence requires.

T h e  C h u r c h  I s  A l l  T h r e e  S p a c e s  T o g e t h e r

The Lords Table happens every time we share a meal together with people 
and tend to the presence of Christ among us. Granted the formal Lord’s 
Table only happens at the close table. But that table extends from there. 
W hen Jesus said, “W henever you do this, do it in remembrance of me” 
(1 Cor 11:24-26, my paraphrase), he, in essence, meant, in the words of 
theologian John Howard Yoder, “whenever you have your common meal,” 
whenever you eat in everyday life with people.17 And yet this table is 
shaped differently in the three spaces I call the close, dotted and half circles 
of life. The table is never merely in here or out there. It is the continual lived 
space with and among the world. It is the table on the move. It starts with 
the close circle, the ground zero of his presence around the table.

The three circles together are inextricably linked. W hen we practice 
the table only as a closed circle, we in effect close it off from the other two



circles, and the table becomes a maintenance function of the church. In 
a similar vein, when we practice the table as only the half circle in the 
world, we in effect close off ourselves from discerning the presence of 
Christ in the world. Devoid of C hrists presence in the world, the church 
falls into exhaustion.

Last, when we no longer practice the table in the dotted circles of our 
lives, we lose the space to extend C hrists presence as witness to our 
neighbors. We lose the place where neighbors can be acclimated to the 
ways of the kingdom. In my experience, rarely can a new believer go from 
the half circle directly to the close circle (see appendix 2 for more on this). 
New believers m ust catch a glimpse of norm al everyday kingdom  life at 
the hom e in their neighborhoods. From there they will go to the close 
circle. A nd in the end, if one is not to fall into either m aintenance or 
exhaustion, every C hristian, new or m ature believer, m ust live in all 
three circles. And so the church m ust always live in the three spaces as 
an integral unity of what the church is.

R e c o v e r i n g  Fa i t h f u l  P r e s e n c e  A r o u n d  t h e  T a b l e (s )

Throughout history the church regularly defaults to m aintenance mode. 
W hen the church gets overly comfortable in society, believing its place is 
secure in a Christian society, it is easy for a church to lose its mission and 
fall into maintenance mode. Likewise, when a church tries to defend its 
position against a society that is non-Christian, here too it can drift into 
doing the disciplines right and fall into m aintenance mode.

The New Testament church, as best we can tell, practiced the table as 
part of their everyday life together (“from house to house” [Acts 2:46 
KJV]). There was a regular eating of the agape meal, which was differen
tiated from a more intentional practice of a closely discerned table of the 
dem ents of bread and wine called the Lord’s Table (see Jude 12).18 These 
two practices together comprised the dotted table and the close table.19 

All through the first centuries of the church’s existence, the church prac
ticed the table via the two dynamics of the close circle and dotted circle. 
In addition, the early church was known for its excessive hospitality in 
the neighborhoods—eating meals with the poor, the hurting, and
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sinners ,20 and so we can conclude that the New Testament church, prior 
to Constantine, for at least its first two hundred years, functioned in all 
three circles of the Eucharist. And the kingdom  of God was spreading 
throughout Rome.

In the fourth century, after C onstantine had conquered Rome, the 
C hristian church became not only tolerated but eventually sponsored 
(via em peror Theodosius) by the Roman Empire. Millions of believers 
were now entering the churches. The table had to be prepared in a more 
efficient manner. Somewhere along the line (we do not know when) the 
table was taken out of the hom e and put into the newly returned and 
built sanctuaries. The practice of the table was taken out of the neighbor
hoods and brought into the church buildings.21 The leadership of the 
table shifted from the leaders am ong the people to the priest above the 
people. By the fifth century only the ordained priest could preside, be
cause the church felt the need to order the table faithfully among so many 
people. We could say the table becam e m anaged for m aintenance. 
Mission was lost. Paraphrasing the words of Catholic theologian William 
Cavanaugh, the Eucharist became a perform ance of a redem ption al
ready achieved in the past. The Eucharist as the in-breaking of the future 
kingdom  of God in the present was now suppressed .22

Signs of m aintenance m ode appeared in fifteenth-century Europe as 
well. Most notably, at some point the only com m unicant allowed around 
the table was the priest. And he now faced away from the congregation, 
separated from the congregation by the rood screen. And he now “said 
mass” for the congregation .23 The focus of the presence of Christ around 
Eucharist, as Catholic theologian Henri de Lubac has argued, moved 
from being in and among the com m unity of the church around the table 
to being in the actual elements themselves on the table. The presence of 
Christ had been lost am ong the people and were transubstantiated into 
the elements themselves.24 The tending to the presence of Christ at the 
meals had become sequestered into the church building, to that one 
m om ent in time between the priest and God around the table.25

Today, in evangelicalism, it could be said that the largest churches 
practice the Lord’s Table as a maintenance function. In some cases the
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churches are so big that for efficiency sake, we hand out the bread and 
cup together in little plastic packages. It is individualized. We do it as a 
pious remem brance for personal encouragement. There is no awareness 
of the social reality where Christ is present between us and am ong us. 
And so we’ve lost the social reality that binds us together into the presence 
of Christ and the remaking of the world into his kingdom.

We therefore need to recover the table for the church’s faithful presence 
in the world. Just as there have been countless o ther times when the 
church has fallen into m aintenance (and exhaustion), only to find re
newal around the table fellowships of its people, so we too can begin 
anew to intentionally reinvigorate the practice of the Lord’s Table for 
mission in our churches today. Starting with the close-circle table, let us 
lead one another into the encounter with his real presence. Pulling from 
our various traditions, let’s teach and practice the full presence and dis
cernm ent of Christ. And then let’s cultivate the practice of the table in 
our neighborhoods. Let us teach leaders how to tend to his presence at 
these tables by being present to one another. (See appendix 1 on tending 
to the presence around the neighborhood table). Then let us shape our 
people around the table to become guests am ong the tables of the hurting 
and lost. Let’s lead people into a formative encounter with the living 
Christ at the table and then cultivate the extension of his presence into 
the rest of our lives. This is the beginning of faithful presence.

As we will see again and again, the three-circle pattern of the table 
characterizes all seven disciplines.26 Just as with the table, in each one of 
these disciplines, a space is opened up for Christ’s presence to come and 
manifest his rule am ong us as a community. The table, however, is the 
foundation. It is the basis for a new politic that witnesses to the com 
pelling reality o f the new kingdom  of Christ, begun in his person and 
work, and extended into the world by the church until he returns. It 
challenges all other politics. It is never coercive. It resists antagonism. It 
sweeps over all of life. It is ground zero of faithful presence. And so to 
the next discipline we now turn.
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The Discipline of Reconciliation

I f  your brother or sister sins against you  . . .

M a t t h e w  18:15 CEB

F e rg u so n , M issouri, a suburb of St. Louis, had a police force that was 

94 percent white, while its population was 67 percent black. On August 
10, 2014, an unarm ed black teenage boy, Michael Brown, was shot dead 

by D arren Wilson, a white police officer. His body was left in  the street 
for four hours. Protests emerged. The police gathered quickly, looking 

like a m ilitary unit enforcing crowd control. The tow n erupted. Van
dalism and violence spread. There was tear gas and massive incarcera
tions. W hen the white district attorney, four m onths later, announced no 

indictm ent, more violence erupted. The ensuing riots and marches ex
pressed years of black frustration from systemic racism, racial profiling, 

and the abuse of white privilege.
In the ensuing hours, Twitter lit up w ith people taking both sides. 

Tweets stereotyping young black m en defended the white officer. Anyone 

who dared to defend the white police officer was castigated on social 
media. Fires were set and property was destroyed in downtown Ferguson. 

O f the hundreds of thousands now  involved in the conflict through 
media, few were talking to anyone directly involved in Ferguson. At the 
actual site of the murder, m any had come from outside Ferguson for the 
spectacle. Ferguson was about so m uch m ore than the killing of Michael 

Brown. The fury of years of racial injustice had erupted.
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By now, the story of Michael Brown and Ferguson is well known. It 
birthed a massive new awareness of white privilege at work in the legal 
systems and the culture of the United States. It served as a national catharsis 
of black rage. But there were also new levels of hate against hate, pointing 
fingers, and racial stereotyping on both sides. Many of those who actually 
lived in Ferguson, who marched peaceably, including the immediate family 
of Michael Brown, pleaded for calm and peacemaking. Nonetheless, vio
lence and division were incited to an unparalleled intensity in the media 
swirl that had become Ferguson. Many people wondered whether anything 
would come of this new awareness. O r would all be forgotten when the 
object of hate (on either side) had receded to the background?

T h e  W o r l d  R u n s  o n  A n t a g o n i s m

Am idst all that went on in Ferguson in 2014, there was a different story 
taking place on the ground than the one portrayed in the media. There 
were surprising acts of kindness and face-to-face acts of reconciliation. 
Neighborhood families provided hot dogs for both police and protesters. 
A wom an with a m ilk jug treated tear-gas injuries. Neighbors lined up 
outside of neighborhood stores that had been vandalized, ready to work, 
clean, and restore. N eighborhood people were giving strangers a room  
for a good nights sleep. Clergy and concerned people of faith gathered 
(from all parts of the country) to be physically present to give witness to 
peace, to ask for things to slow down, and to foster discussion. People 
were spending time with each other, listening and caring, and asking how 
they could help, where they had done wrong, how they could participate 
in healing. There were acts of profound presence—giving witness to the 
unacceptability of the violence and requesting honest, face-to-face en
counters .1 Little of this was being reported in the m ainstream  media. 
Nonetheless, these acts in Ferguson bear witness to a reality that the 
world hungers for reconciliation.

The world runs on antagonism. It’s always easy to stir up a crowd to 
hate an object or a group we are against than to gather both sides in one 
place to be present to each other. But the group that gathers in antagonism 
will not last long. And once the catharsis is over, it will eventually need
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another episode of rage to gather the troops. In its aftermath, some laws 
may be passed, but if there is no true reconciliation and setting things 
right, we will be back to where we started or even worse. We may even get 
cameras installed on police officers. But as theologian Willie Jennings 
said, a camera on a police officer is merely setting up things “to become 
a reality television video game, complete with weapon and target.”2 W hite 
people will still see black m en with the same eyes, only through a tele
vision lens. Some black m ens lives may be preserved from police bullets. 
Beneath the surface, however, the racism will go on, only in a deeper way 
because hearts and m inds will not have been changed.

And so we weep for the broken relationships everywhere manifesting 
their ru in  on towns, cities, neighborhoods, our children, families, m ar
riages, businesses, school systems, and gang life. Though our laws might 
make prejudice and discrim ination illegal, the oppressive relations 
sim m er beneath. Though we m ight outlaw violence, it still seethes be
tween us. We tolerate each other in the melting pot of antagonism  while 
the world hungers for love. Meanwhile, the Bible says that God is working 
for the reconciliation of the whole world to him self in Christ. We are now 
am bassadors of Christ, entrusted  with the message of reconciliation 
(2 Cor 5:18). The world hungers for a new space of m utual understanding 
and blessing of each other’s uniqueness, gifts, and cultural heritage. The 
world hungers for G od’s people being faithfully present to this recon
ciliation work of God in the world. But how will this new world start? 
W here will this new world begin?

T h e  D i s c i p l i n e  o f  R e c o n c i l i a t i o n

Reconciliation is at the core of what God has done and is doing in the 
world in and through Jesus Christ. As the apostle Paul states,

To all who are in Christ the new creation has begun, the old has passed away, 
behold all is becoming new. All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself 
through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation, that is, in 
Christ God was reconciling the whole world to himself not counting their 
trespasses against them, but putting in us the message of reconciliation. (2 Cor 

5:17-19, my paraphrase)
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Reconciliation is so central to the good news of what God has done 
in Christ that to see no reconciliation in our churches suggests there is 
no gospel in them. Reconciliation marks our presence in the world. It is 
so m uch a part of the gospel we bring into the world that the apostle Paul 
calls Christians “ambassadors” of his reconciliation (2 Cor 5:20). We are 
extenders of C hrists reconciliation.

And yet reconciliation is not merely an idea for Jesus. It is not even a 
doctrine. It is som ething we do as his followers. More than a status given 
to us by God through C hrists work on the cross, it is a discipline we 
practice together. This discipline shapes a space of reconciliation where 
God calls into being this new world he is creating in Christ Jesus.

The discipline itself is really quite simple. Jesus says, "if another 
m em ber of the church [a brother] sins against you, go and point out the 
fault when the two of you are alone” (Mt 18:15). Go privately (“alone”) 
and directly to the person who has hu rt you. This encounter is to be face 
to face. We are to listen and be listened to. The question is, “Will he (or 
she) listen to the o thers sin?” Do not triangulate. Do not go around the 
person to achieve your goal in the conflict.

The offense presented could be a sin or simply a conflict between us 
as we seek to discern life together as a community. Scholars have pointed 
out that the “binding and loosing” language of M atthew 18:18 was a rab
binic phrase used to describe discernm ent of m ultiple kinds of d is
agreem ent.3 And so we m ust read the word sin in verse 15 to m ean m ore 
than a grievous act of sin against someone. It could m ean any issue of 
disagreem ent we are striving to make sense of. If we disagree on som e
thing im portant with someone, if we are in unresolved turm oil, we are 
told to go and express our grievance or disagreement and seek agreement. 
The m ost com m on approach should be, “I believe you have com m itted 
this sin against me” or “We disagree on this and I think you are wrong
to d o __________ .” Then we follow up with questions like, “Do you agree
with me that this act is sin?” or “Do you understand why I disagree with 
you?” Next, we follow in acts of submission to one another under Jesus’
name. We say, “I submit to you that the best course of action is_________ .
W hat would you have me do?” and similar questions.
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If agreem ent or peace is not reached, Jesus instructs us to bring one 
or two more people into the conversation as witnesses. There is a space 
now being formed am ong us. By participating in this discipline of rec
onciliation, we are in essence opening up space for C hrists kingdom  to 
take shape. Jesus prom ises to be present in this space. In this space we 
seek clarity and eventual agreement. This m ay include repentance or 
m utual sharing of peace. All the while this space is determ ined by the 
good news that Jesus as Lord is working for his will in this conflict. Fur
therm ore, we are determ ined by his forgiveness and his prom ise to 
renew all things.

If agreem ent is still not reached, we take the disagreem ent to the 
com m unity as a whole, which for some traditions means the elder or 
executive board, or perhaps a town hall m eeting before all interested 
parties of the church (if indeed the m atter affects the entire church). We 
will listen to the gifted ones, hear the gospel, and tend to each other and 
C hrists presence am ong us. We will say, “Based on Scripture, my prayer
life, and what I know from  last week, I believe God is saying__________ ,
and I subm it to you. Are you seeing what I am seeing?” We will use a 
consensus-based decision-m aking process guided by the Holy Spirit. 
We will stay at this m utual dialogue in m utual subm ission until all 
parties are satisfied that Christ Jesus has been followed and subm itted 
to as Lord, and we can say, “It has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and 
to us” (Acts 15:28).

James 5:16 says, “Confess your sins to one a n o th e r. . .  that you may be 
[saved/] healed.” The roots of the Greek word for confess are ex-homo- 
loged. Translated those three syllables m ean “out-same-word.” The im 
plication is that “confess” refers to the practice of getting our words out 
into a space where we can all agree (become one and the same) on them. 
We do this hum bly in gentleness (see Gal 6:1). W hen we do this, his 
presence by the Spirit is unleashed am ong us, and he works to reconcile, 
heal, and discern the kingdom  among us. We are healed. The salvation 

of God is revealed.
The goal of this discipline is not vindication or punishm ent. It’s not 

that som eone wins and ano ther loses. It is restoration, healing, and



renew ed com m on fellowship. Even m ore im portantly , it is the d is
cerning of the future as the Spirit in C hrist works am ong us. At the 
core of this discipline is the presence of C hrist established betw een 
two people. The charge is to becom e present to this o ther person in a 
way that recognizes C hrists  presence here am ong us (M t 18:17). Lis
tening grounds this discipline. A nd so presence, bo th  my presence to 
the o ther person and my tending to Jesus’ presence here am ong us, is 
central to this discipline. R econciliation is fundam entally  a discipline 
o f faithful presence.

R e c o n c i l i a t i o n  a s  H i s  K i n g d o m

W hen we gather to reconcile, we come in and under his name (“in my 
name” [Mt 18:20]). Invoking the nam e of Jesus Christ in this way is no 
different than bowing to his reign or authority (e.g., Lk 10:17). He is rec
ognized as Lord here in this place. As people enter into this place under 
his authority, they are stripped of all presum ption of power, including 
any positions of power they hold in the world that may put one person 
over another. The kingdom  is being birthed here. We do not live as “the 
Gentiles do,” “lording it over” one another. There is a conscious act of 
submission to what is happening in this space between us where Jesus 
Christ him self has prom ised to be present.

This is not about being right or who will win this argum ent but about 
the future of the kingdom. And so just as Jesus inaugurated the Eucharist 
by denouncing all posturing for position, so too here there is implied a 
m utual subm ission to the one Lord. This place between us is sacred 
ground for the kingdom . Here, in this dispute, a way forward will be 
revealed. This place is holy ground.

In this space the kingdom  is breaking in. Jesus makes it plain that 
whenever two or more people go through this process and reach an 
agreem ent, heaven and earth move, the authority  and power of the 
kingdom  of heaven is unleashed. The words Jesus used in M atthew to 
describe “the keys of the kingdom” (Mt 16:19) are used here: “W hatever 
you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on 
earth will be loosed in heaven” (Mt 18:18). And so this is not a contest to
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see who will win. We in effect give up our interest in w inning for the sake 
of som ething m uch greater, deeper, richer, and profound to occur in our 
midst: the reordering of our world for the kingdom to come.

At Life on the Vine, the words “I submit to you” became all im portant 
in our discernm ents. No m atter how firm our convictions, no m atter 
how clearly we put forth where we believed God was leading, after we 
finished speaking, we looked into the o ther person’s eyes and said, “I 
subm it to you.” O ther words follow: “W hat am I not seeing?” “W hat 
would you do if you were me?” “Do you see it this way too, or differently?” 
As always, it is im portant for the one in perceived power to submit first 
to the one whose voice is being heard less. Make space for the other voice. 
As Jesus around the Eucharist went first in subm itting to the others by 
washing the disciples’ feet, the leader m ust always go first. “The first shall 
be the servant of all” (Lk 22:26, my paraphrase).

A m onth after the Ferguson shooting, I was asked to speak at a con
ference on the subject of racial reconciliation. I am  a white male, so I 
started out my talk with an open confession: “I am a racist.” I confessed 
that even if I wanted to, I could not with the snap of my fingers undo the 
habits formed within me as a white m an raised all my life in a culture of 
white privilege that is hundreds of years old. So, I said, “Today, I confess, 
I am a racist.” This, I suggested, was the starting point for Jesus trans
forming the world around me divided by race. By subm itting myself to 
others in this area of my life, especially people who are different from me, 
I could, through his grace, learn the ways I am a racist. Then, piece by 
piece, God could change me. I have learned that the m ore I do this, even 
confessing this to myself, it fundamentally changes the posture between 
me and someone else of another color.

In essence, submission opens up a space for the Spirit to work recon
ciliation, growth, and learning what the future m ight look like. I can do 
this because I can trust that Jesus is Lord and is working over this space. 
I do not have to fear am ong Christians, because, as we do this together, 
subm itting to Jesus as Lord and not our own devices, I can give up all 
violence or defense. I can submit to you and believe that you will not kill 

me. I can give up all defenses.
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Submitting together to Jesus as Lord opens up the space for recon
ciliation. It is the start of a new community. We m ust give up ego and 
surrender to Jesus as Lord and his kingdom our right to be right. And, 
again, so very importantly, just as Jesus m odeled around the table when 
he washed the disciples’ feet, those presumed to be in power must go first. 
The fear of the oppressed is eased here, and a space is cleared for his 
presence. Christ’s rule now begins to work for the future of the world. 
This is what faithful presence looks like.

K i n g d o m  a n d  P r e s e n c e

The discipline of reconciliation, as with the Lord’s Table, presumes there is 
more going on here than merely what happens between two or more 
persons in a room. If we submit together to his name, Jesus says, “I am there 
among [you]” (Mt 18:20). In this discipline of reconciliation, God extends 
Jesus’ presence to be among us. Could it be any clearer? In this discipline a 
social reality is birthed where his presence is sacramentally made real.

In order for reconciliation to happen, we m ust acknowledge that we 
are being invited into the arena of the presence of Christ. The kingdom 
is breaking in. We need to understand that what is happening here will 
shape the church’s destiny by what God is doing in the whole world. It is 
that sacramental.

As a pastor I have encountered num erous conflicts within church life. 
It is an inevitable part of life together. Sometimes when this happens, I 
am  asked to mediate, make a judgm ent between the two people, and 
enforce it. W hat I’ve learned however is that I m ust openly reject this 
m ode of operating. I m ust refuse this way of reconciling as if it were from 
the devil. Instead, I m ust see this m om ent as the opportunity  to invite 
these persons into the Holy of Holies, the very presence of Christ. If I do 
mediate and make a judgm ent on the conflict, inevitably one person will 
leave the church and the other stay. If we submit together to what God 
is doing, God takes us together to somewhere new in our lives and the 
life of the church. Often we go where we could never have imagined.

One time a newly widowed woman, Emily, in our church was over
burdened with taking care of her two children, hom eschooling them,
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while also holding down a job. Sylvia, who was a social worker, offered 
to help. She sacrificially gave m any hours to working with Emily’s 
children. One of the children had special needs, according to Sylvia. She 
believed that Emily was not taking care of the children’s educational 
needs. After a few discussions with Emily about this, Emily asked Sylvia 
to not visit her children any longer. Sylvia, in a huff, reported Emily to 
D epartm ent of Children and Family Services, charging Emily with ne
glect of her children.

The resulting breach of trust could not have been worse. W hen the 
pastors asked them  to come together to m utually subm it to Christ, we 
were refused. Emily told the pastors to get Sylvia “in line.” Sylvia said it 
was her professional duty to report Emily to the proper authorities. She 
was an expert. She knew  what she was doing. There was no need for 
further discussion. Two more times we attem pted to bring them  together. 
The th ird  time the pastors sat with each one and asked what they were 
afraid of. We talked about the kingdom and the way God works through 
his presence com ing into these spaces. Nonetheless both Sylvia and 
Emily refused to give up the authority of their positions as parent and 
social-service professional. They refused to put those claims aside. They 
both left the church. And our church body was poorer. All the pastors 
firmly believed God was teaching us m uch about how to care and be with 
our children and children in the neighborhoods. But this kingdom  op
portunity  was foreclosed, never again to be revisited.

It is interesting to listen to my friends tell of their experiences marching 
in Ferguson or the Black Lives M atter marches in Chicago. They speak 
about the im pact of these marches, when just by being present in the 
conflict with each other they were able to calm one another down and 
deal with their anger. They talk of being overcome by the presence of 
white people standing with people of color in the midst of injustice. These, 
I suggest, are the signs of Christ’s presence in the confrontation to those 
who would be present to the other in the discipline of reconciliation.

If our churches are engaging in God’s mission, we will encounter life 
situations like these regularly. Indeed, by definition, if we are in mission, 
we will encounter things we have no prior scripts for. Disagreements,
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conflict, and even oppression are signs that we are engaging challenging 
places with the gospel. If our church is self-enclosed, engaging no one 
outside our im m ediate circle, we can go on for years w ithout a dis
agreement, doctrinal struggle, or situation that challenges the way things 
have always been done. Churches in mission, however, should welcoftie 
disagreem ents as signs that God is moving and that he comes to be 
present among us. They are opportunities for the kingdom  to break in 
and change the world. They are signs of faithful presence.

R e c o n c i l i a t i o n  i n  t h e  T h r e e  C i r c l e s

As with the Eucharist, the discipline of reconciliation follows the pattern 
of being on the move. It starts with the close circle and moves into all areas 
of the com m unity’s way of life. And yet it does start in the close circle.

Reconciliation in the close circle. In Matthew 18 we catch a glimpse of 
the close circle of reconciliation. Jesus directs the offended person to go 
literally to “your brother.” Jesus implies the person is a family member. In 
fact the prior verse (v.17) is one of the few times Jesus uses the word, church. 
And so there is little doubt that Jesus intended this discipline to be an in 
tense part of the close circle of Christian life. The discipline of reconcili
ation was part of those discerning their submission to Jesus as Lord.

In 1 C orinthians 5 we discover some dynamics peculiar to the close 
circle of reconciliation. Evidently, a m an is living in sexual relationship 
with his fathers wife in the close circle am ong them . Paul calls for 
extreme measures. Just as with the Lord’s Table, the close circle of recon
ciliation dem ands discernm ent. If anyone refuses to subm it to one 
another under C hrist’s reign, this is to be m ade visible so that everyone 
within the close circle can see it and discern it. In both M atthew 18:17 and 
1 C orinthians 5:3-5, the com m unity is instructed to make visible the re
fusal of one’s submission to one another in reconciliation under Christ’s 
name. There is a very real social reality taking shape here. In 1 C orin
thians 5:3-5 the apostle makes explicit that this is a com m unal act (“when 
you are assembled”), and as we are present with each other, we discern 
expulsion (Paul talks about being “present” with them —even in Spirit— 
as an essential part of any discernm ent of exclusion).
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Outside the circle, however, Paul is clear that the com m unity is not to 
assume this kind of discernm ent is possible. Inside the com m unity (the 
close circle) he asks the Christians not to associate with those who are in 
rebellion against reconciliation (1 Cor 5:9-13). Outside the community, 
he asks that Christians not judge (v. 12). God will judge those outside the 
com m unity (v.13).

Reconciliation in the dotted  circle. And yet the discipline of recon
ciliation does not stay in the close circle. It shapes our entire lives as 
Christians, including our family life, our m arriage life, the life between 
roommates, the life we share in workplaces, and the life on the streets in 
our neighborhoods. A nd so when we take up table fellowship in the 
neighborhood, we m ust assume that the discipline of reconciliation ex
tends there as well. We subm it to each other under Christ during the 
week in the same way as we do on Sundays or within church polity.

It should not surprise us then that the apostle Paul tells Christians in 
C orinth to settle their everyday disputes not through the court systems 
but with one another. In 1 C orinthians 6:1-8, he asks the C orinthian 
Christians, why, in regard to “ordinary matters” (v. 3), they go to someone 
outside the church? He cannot understand Christians taking their dis
putes to the local courts, because God has already given his people of the 
new kingdom  the m eans to make such discernm ents. For Paul, the 
kingdom  has broken into their lives (through reconciliation) and so the 
power to judge the angels is theirs already (v. 3). W hy would we then 
resort to the courts? Paul is incredulous. He insists they are to come 
together before Christ in m utual subm ission with a th ird  person and 
let G ods kingdom  break in (v. 5). This describes the ongoing extension 
of the powers of the kingdom  in reconciliation into the details of our 
everyday lives.

Most telling is that the apostle appears to be concerned about unbe
lievers witnessing the conflicts before the law courts (v. 6). This is a sure 
sign that we have entered into the dotted circle (at least), where believers 
are gathered in a dotted circle (v. 5) and nonbelievers are witnessing what 
is going on. Paul implies that the way we resolve our conflicts under his 

lordship bears witness to the kingdom.



T
80 F a i t h f u l  P r e s e n c e

It was not uncom m on on a Friday night at our house for a conflict to 
break out. We’d be eating around the large table, tending to one another 
and one thing would lead to another, and someone would burst out with 
an accusation against som eone at the table. There would be a hush 
around the table. The tension was palpable. Nonetheless, we were able to 
submit and listen. There would be a nonanxious presence in the room. 
The aggrieved person would air out their struggle and pain. Some ugly 
assumptions would be hurled. Then slowly either the person voicing the 
conflict or the one being accused, or another person around the table 
would say som ething like, “George, I love you, and here is the way I see 
things. I submit to you. Does that make any sense?” or “I never saw that 
before. I repent of my pride. W hat can I do to show you I care and love 
you as a brother (or sister) in Christ?” And so over the m onths we saw 
some antagonisms unwind, some resentments disappear, some binding 
oppressions lifted, some peoples lives healed. It affected m ore than per
sonal relationships; it affected all of a persons life and health. It affected 
the way we lived as a social body. The kingdom  was breaking in.

The discipline of reconciliation extends into everyday life. But it is 
always preceded by presence. Christians hosting other Christians are to 
see themselves as hosts of reconciliation in everyday life. And as we live 
this reconciled life before our neighbors, people begin to see how we deal 
with conflict, how we engage cultural and racial prejudices am ong us, 
how our marriages carry on and grow through conflict, how our lives 
with one another grow even though we are so starkly different from one 
another. And the neighbors down the street, those struggling with 
m arital or racial conflict, those at war with their city or police, begin to 
see a new way of living. They become curious and ask how this is pos
sible. They slowly become drawn into the world of the kingdom  alive in 
their neighborhood.

Reconciliation in the h a lf circle. Like the Eucharist, the discipline of 
reconciliation does not stay located even am ong dotted circles of our 
neighborhoods. It is extended by Christians into the places we live and 
intersect with non-Christians, the half circles of our lives, where indeed 
we are guests. As we seek to inhabit the places of racial injustice, violence
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and addiction, economic injustice, and family brokenness, we tend to 
C hrist’s presence at work. As we share meals around tables and inhabit 
other places of faithful presence, opportunities arise for Christians to 
offer the way of reconciliation as a gift from Christ to the world.

Every neighborhood, social gathering, and meeting place is a flowing 
stream of antagonistic broken relationships. As we sit and tend to Christs 
presence among these various places of life, it is inevitable that the oc
casion will arise to offer the reconciliation of God in Christ for the whole 
world. We cannot predict whether the offer will be received. Instead, we 
sit humbly and vulnerably, listening with the compassion of Christ. We 
sit present as a guest. And as we do, Jesus becomes present. And the oc
casion comes to offer reconciliation in this excessively tangible way: “I 
believe I have wronged you” or “I believe my forbearers have wronged 
you.” “I repent from these wrongs.” “How can I work with you to make 
these things right?” As I have learned from many friends of color in the 
Black Lives M atter movement, sometimes the discipline of reconciliation 
can only begin with the confession that som ething was done very wrong 
and I have been a part of that.

In the m idst of a broken relationship, the discipline of reconciliation 
can also offer som ething like, “I believe Jesus has forgiven all the wrongs 
in this room . You all are forgiven in him . He wants to come and be 
present here to reconcile. Can we seek forgiveness? Can the wrongs be 
set right?” Again Christ can be rejected. This is the nature of the half 
circle. But if we start with being present to each other and then to Christ s 
presence, Christ him self can be welcomed. The kingdom  can become 
visible. Peoples lives are transform ed. In opening this space for Christ, 
an entry ram p has been formed into C hrists kingdom. This is the nature 
of extending C hrist’s presence into the world. This is what faithful 
presence looks like.

Christ announces in the Serm on on the M ount, “Blessed are the 
peacemakers, for they will be called children of G od” (Mt 5:9). He is 
describing life in the in-breaking kingdom  via the half circle.4 The be
atitudes are blessings on those who live in the kingdom, and yet they also 
infer we are living in the world. The beatitude on peacemaking comes



82 F a i t h f u l  P r e s e n c e

before the last two beatitudes, which decidedly refer to conditions of 
living in the world (i.e., being persecuted for righteousness [v. 10] and 
being reviled and having evil uttered against you [v. 11]). The verses that 
follow (w. 13-14) infer that these beatitudes apply to the com m unity in 
the world (i.e., being salt and light). These beatitudes then are blessings 
of the kingdom for those who practice the discipline of reconciliation in 

the world.
But this beatitude is not saying “blessed are peaceful,” but “blessed are 

the ones who are at work m aking peace.” The blessings of the kingdom  
are on those practicing the discipline of reconciliation in the world. 
Christians are therefore to live in such a way that the half circle of rec
onciliation is always open.

One tim e I was sitting in my booth  at M cD onalds grading some 
papers when John slipped into the booth across the table from me. Mc
D onalds had become a half circle for me. I was sharing tables with m any 
friends for over five years. John had been w ithout a home for over three 
years. I had known him  for at least two of those years. As we drank coffee 
together across from each other, my attention turned  to his face. Some
thing was stressing him  deeply. I sat there tending to the presence of 
C hrist in our midst. Eventually John shared. It was Christm as time, and 
it was going to be one more year of not seeing his children. John said he 
hadn’t seen his children in ten years. The stories of Johns broken past 
with his children came out, and it extended to his other family m em bers 
and his ex-wife. He felt isolated; he was not even allowed by his brother 
to stay over at his m other’s house. John’s broken relationships had spread 
beyond his family as well. He was m ad at a friend for not being paid on 
a job he did for him. He was m ad at another friend for calling him  out 
at a PADS shelter, and now he was banned from sleeping there.

A m om ent came where I felt led to say som ething like, “John, I believe 
God would have you reconcile with your family, beginning with your 
children and your ex-wife. W hat do you think?” John replied, “That will 
never happen. You don’t understand. My wife hates me. She and her 
husband have banned me from the kids. If I approached her, she would 
get violent, swear a blue streak, and have the police arrest me.” Slowly
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he unraveled the tales of twisted lives enm eshed in hate and vengeance. 
But finally I quoted 2 Corinthians 5:19-20 and declared that even in the 
m idst o f this mess God is working to reconcile him  and his ex-wife and 
children. “Can you cooperate with him? Let him  work?” I asked. “But 
she’ll yell and scream!” “John,” I said, "I believe Jesus is Lord, and he 
wants to overcome all that and heal these broken relationships. I’ve ex
perienced it and believe it is true of you as well. Can you receive that for 
your life too?” John said yes.

We slowly worked out next steps. John became convinced his first step 
was to write a repentant letter seeking forgiveness from his wife and kids. 
The constant question was, how can we invite the presence of Jesus into 
these reconciliations? It started a string of developments in Johns life. He 
started inviting Jesus into other reconciliations. I saw antagonisms grad
ually start to unwind in his life. It took a while, but John reported to me 
a year later that he was visiting the kids, that his ex-wife and he were 
talking. A year later, I was surprised to learn he got employm ent. 
(Everyone else in M cD onalds said it would never happen). Slowly, all 
around John, God started to heal the world around him.

Everywhere in the New Testament we are told to forgive others as we 
have been forgiven. It starts with the Lords Prayer but carries throughout 
the entire New Testament. Repeatedly, we are told, just as we have been 
forgiven in Christ and loved, so in return forgive others and share that 
forgiveness with others. The consciousness of the early Christians was 
saturated with the dynam ic of forgiveness and reconciliation. It was not 
just a discipline they did on Sunday before the Lord’s Table. It was an 
everyday discipline that extended into all the half circles of their lives.

Likewise today, this discipline is to be lived out in all circles of our 
lives. In so doing God reshapes our lives, our neighborhoods, and indeed 
the whole world. Let’s look at a few examples.

S e x u a l i t y  C o n f l i c t s

One time Herman, a church leader, called me from Ohio after I had met 
him  at a conference. He was not a pastor at his church but was a devoted 
church m em ber contemplating leaving his church. He called to ask me



about my position on LGBTQ relationships in the church that I had dis
cussed at the conference where we met. I have labeled my position else
where in talks and books as “welcoming and mutually transform ing .”5 

Herm an was obviously distressed. He told me how a wonderful lesbian 
couple had become part of their church com m unity two years ago. Over 
the ensuing m onths they grew to love and respect each other. They had 
become members of the church with seemingly little concern from anyone.

Then one of the wom en started to sing solos and lead music during 
worship. Next, she asked to teach Sunday school. Soon word got around 
that a few people were asking questions about her fitness for such lead
ership due to her lesbian relationship. Rumblings of discontent surfaced 
and the senior pastor decided he had to act. W ithout a congregational 
meeting, the leadership announced that the board of elders had prayed, 
discerned, and decided that the new policy of the church should be a 

“welcoming and affirming” posture toward all gay and lesbian believers 
in our midst. All lesbian and gay believers, practicing or not, would be 
welcome in all leadership positions of the church. This announcem ent 
came as a surprise. Herm an, who had been discerning this issue on his 
own for several m onths, felt dishonored. He disagreed with some aspects 
of this decision. He felt now like he had no choice but to leave the church. 
A policy had been im plemented with little or no discussion, and now it 
was either agree with the decision or you’re out. There was no space 
opened for discerning the disagreement and reconciliation.

Instead of leaving, I suggested to Herm an that he go directly to the 
lesbian woman and tell her his concern and in love reveal his heart to her. 

“Tell her what you told me,” I said. “Say som ething like, I’m  a father of a 
young girl. In my experience, I have been deeply shaped sexually by the 
people m odeling sexuality in my life, including my parents and my 
Sunday school teachers. I believe generally that we are affected deeply by 
our role models at young ages. And so I’m worried about my daughter 
being influenced, even subconsciously, by the modeling of your sexuality 
as one given authority to teach her. I mean no disrespect, but I’m con
vinced lesbian sexuality would not be good for her. I submit to you, what 
would you do if you were me?”
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I then conjectured, “The wom an m ight respond, and say som ething 
like ‘you’re wrong on your assumptions about sexual preference. It is not 
a m atter of modeling. The Journal o f the American Medical Association 
has refuted this hypothesis.’” She m ight offer m any of her own reasons 
out of her own life for thinking differently. And then I suggested the 
conversation might have him  respond by telling a story of how he was 
deeply affected by someone in his life who m odeled sexuality or how a 
close friend or his wife was affected too. I said he could tell her how real 
this experience was and the fear is. I said he could subm it genuinely to 
her again and ask, “If you were me, what would you do?”

I told H erm an that I suspect we m ight both be surprised at how sym 
pathetic the lesbian wom an would be even if she didn’t agree with him. 
Some repentance and confession m ight take place. Antagonisms might 
unravel for both of them. Perhaps this one m om ent of mutual submission 
and reconciliation would open a space to discuss each others’ sexual 
form ation and unw ind stuff going on that both parties were unaware of. 
Perhaps the resulting new understandings and agreements would com 
pletely surprise and afford healing like we never would have imagined. 
We cannot know for sure, but God m ight shape a whole com m unity of 
healing from this one episode of reconciliation.

Too often, I contend, leaders foreclose the discipline of reconciliation 
in their need to take control, act from the top, and impose a policy they 
th ink will solve the problem. But we can see from this one example how 
God indeed transform s people’s lives through the practice of his presence 
in reconciliation. In these ways, God can shape the close circle to be a 
com m unity for mission.

O n  R e s i s t i n g  V i o l e n c e  a n d  C o e r c i o n  i n  t h e  W o r l d

A com m unity that is practiced in the discipline of reconciliation can sense 
Christ’s presence at work in conflicts in the neighborhood. We can in es
sence become the peacemakers of the Sermon on the M ount through 
extending the discipline of reconciliation into the other circles of our lives.

One time, while living in Wrigleyville, Chicago, I was sitting in a 
meeting of our local house gathering. In the past week our friend Jannine
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in the neighborhood had gotten into a fight with her boyfriend. She had 
a history of antagonism  with certain m en in the neighborhood. She 
would play one guys affections off of another. One of these gentlemen 
got violent and destroyed her watch and stole her com puter in her 
apartment. We were all shocked. One of the m en in our com m unity took 
her to the local police station to file a warrant for the m an’s arrest. We sat 
around listening and a few of us thought the gospel was calling us to offer 
reconciliation before going to the police. We asked how to offer Jannine 
the reconciliation offered in Christ for this conflict between her and her 
boyfriend. We suggested sitting longer with her and being present to her, 
listening for the possibilities for reconciliation in her life. Could we ever 
support Jannine and go with her to her boyfriend and speak truth, saying, 

“You have sinned against me”? Could we dare to ask Jannine to start 
reconciliation by confessing sin and asking forgiveness from her boy
friend? (If this was in fact warranted.)

And so, as we inhabit dotted circles in our lives, we will see conflicts 
arise that often turn  to violence. W hether it be a nasty divorce that turns 
violent, a domestic relationship that turns coercive, som eone com m itted 
to act out revenge against an enemy in business, I have seen all these 
occasions become an opening for the gospel of reconciliation. For sure, 
we m ust protect the vulnerable from m ore violence. But before we rush 
to help a person file a warrant for someone’s arrest, before we let a person 
walk away ready to com m it vengeance, I believe we are called to offer the 
process of reconciliation, like I did with John that day in M cDonald’s. 
Nine times out of ten, it may be rejected. But we cannot let that stop us. 
Because the one time it is received, Jesus promises to be there and unwind 
the antagonism s and violence of the world and heal and renew. The 
kingdom  will begin and spread in this one entry point. This is truly 
faithful presence.

R e t u r n i n g  t o  F e r g u s o n

Some may say that the discipline of reconciliation is too small of a 
strategy to make an im pact on the systemic injustices of our day. We 
must fight through larger organizations and governmental strategies.
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I would never want to discourage such larger efforts. But in order for 
such efforts to avoid becom ing another bum per sticker or a T-shirt 
slogan, they m ust be shaped by the discipline of face-to-face presence 
that Jesus teaches us in M atthew 18:15-20. The various mass efforts for 
justice of the past century have shown a propensity to be absorbed easily 
into our societal systems. Civil rights legislation has at times become the 
means to institutionalize racism through other means. Injustice can so 
easily become justified by an ideology that enables the privileged to point 
to the injustice, make m inor changes, control it, and move on.

And so Christians are called to be present in the half circles of injustice, 
broken racial relationships, the oppression of one person by another.6 A 
public dem onstration, done in peace, can orchestrate such a face-to-face 
encounter. The victims, as well as people standing with the victims, 
become present to the oppressor. The m arch puts real hum an faces on the 
injustice. A m om ent of presence then occurs, and it becomes extremely 
uncomfortable for those in privilege to turn  their faces away and move 
on. A space is opened to dislodge the ideology and invite the oppressor 
to submit to one another. Repentance and reconciliation can begin.

M artin Luther King Jr. made his case for face-to-face, nonviolent en 
counters from his prison cell in Birm ingham  in 1963. W hite clergy were 
accusing him  of being an “outside agitator” coming from Atlanta to lead 
the dem onstrations against segregation in Birmingham. Rev. King wrote, 

“We had no alternative except that of preparing for direct action, whereby 
we would present our very bodies as a means of laying our case before 
the conscience of the local and national community.” The idea of bodily 
face-to-face presence here is key. In M artin Luther King’s words, it will 
be nonviolent with the goal of creating a “constructive non-violent 
tension” in the m inds of the public versus a “violent tension .”7 This con
structive nonviolent tension is presence. It is necessary and inevitable as 
we seek to bring the reconciliation of God in Christ into the world. It is 
dangerous. Christ was crucified and M artin Luther King was assassi
nated in this tension. But thus is the beginning of true reconciliation. It 
is the opening of space for the presence of Christ and the actual practice 
of reconciliation.



Here we go into these half circles of racial injustice to be present face 
to face. This is M atthew 18:15-20 in another form. Here in this space 
those in power (or perceived power) submit first, as Jesus m odeled for 
us. As one of my white friends says about marching with black brothers 
and sisters in Chicago’s Black Lives M atters protests, “I’m  basically there 
to check my privilege and show my face.” We become present to one 
another, and then Jesus becomes present in that space if we will just 
discern him. A space is opened up for the Holy Spirit to work. The 
twisted antagonism s of ideology can be unwound. We are in essence 
extending the presence of Christ from the close circle into the half circle.

As we go into the violence, racial oppression, and systemic injustice, 
we go humbly and vulnerably. We are not in control. We give up violence 
in subject to Christ’s lordship over all things. We put our lives in danger. 
It is an example of moving as guest into a half circle.

In dem onstrating we present ourselves as simply present, witnesses to 
injustice, and supporters of the oppressed. We go in peace. Antagonism 
always seeks to disrupt presence. Violence offers the privileged an excuse 
to tu rn  their faces away. And in the end Jesus cannot inhabit the space 
of the perpetrator of violence. Reconciliation can begin and transfor
m ation can com m ence in the space of face-to-face presence, which can 
be afforded in a nonviolent dem onstration. Carried out in this way, dem 
onstrations can be a prem ier example of faithful presence. And it can 
lead to so m uch more.

As I have sat with friends who have learned the practice of presence 
in protest marches in Chicago, Cleveland, Baltimore, New York City, and 
Ferguson, I have heard stories of how  presence has changed a neigh
borhood, stopped violence, and opened space for a reconciliation and 
change. I have talked to pastors and C hristian-com m unity activists 
skilled at cultivating faithful presence between Black Lives M atters 
leaders and local police. I know  of meetings in neighborhoods where 
black pastors and local police gather to sit together at tables, sharing a 
meal and being present to one another. They share food, they share their 
pains and how they see conflicts. They listen deeply. They brainstorm  
over how to help and encourage one another. These pastors then pray for
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the police. As one m an told me, “As I watch the confessions, the conver
sations, the honesty, the kingdom breaks in.” A reordering of the com 
m unity’s entire social culture is taking place in Christ. This is what 
faithful presence looks like.

R e c o v e r i n g  Fa i t h f u l  P r e s e n c e  i n  O u r  C o n f l i c t s

As inspiring as the discipline of reconciliation is, down through history the 
church has regularly defaulted to maintenance mode with regard to rec
onciliation. It is simply easier to manage conflict than to tend to Christs 
presence at work in it. O n the other hand, when presented with injustice 
and conflict in the world, the church has just as regularly defaulted to ex
haustion mode. Examples of this abound throughout the church’s history.

Vibrant reconciliation was everywhere in the life of the New Testament 
church. The Didache, a first-century docum ent of the early church’s life 
together, displays this. And yet, already by the third century, the local 
bishops were given sole authority to lead the practice of reconciliation, 
taking it out o f everyday life.8 Soon thereafter, after Constantine, the 
Roman church was dealing with huge num bers of Christians coming into 
the church. And so the Council of Nicaea (AD 325) formalized placing the 
forgiveness of grave sins under the authority of bishops. The discipline of 
reconciliation was well on its way to being taken out of the everyday lives 
of Christians and moved into the four walls of the church organization.

Over the ensuing centuries, in Europe the sacram ent of penance 
became m ore individualized. Its com m unal context was lost. The Fourth 
Lateran Council (AD 1215) established the confession of sins for all be
lievers “in secret to their own priest.” A nd so we are on our way to se
questering reconciliation to the Roman Catholic confessional of the 

medieval church.
Space does not allow a full recital of the entire history of the discipline 

of reconciliation. I can only note that anytime the discipline of recon
ciliation has been extracted from the space of everyday life, it is a sure 
sign the church is slipping into m aintenance mode. Perhaps the m ost 
egregious (and notorious) was in the fifteenth century when the rites of 
penance were used to raise m oney for the church by the selling of



indulgences. W hat had been a place of C hrists presence had been des
ecrated, and M artin Luther am ong others rebelled against it. Anytime 
the church moves to locate the control of the discipline into the hands of 
hierarchy, this is not only a sign of m aintenance m ode but that C hris
tendom  has taken over the church.

In similar ways, todays Protestant evangelical churches often relegate 
the practice of reconciliation to “conflict resolution m inistries” with 
trained (in some respect) conflict m ediation counselors. W hat is lost, in 
the process, is that the real presence of Christ comes in the m idst of 
reconciliation .9 Rarely, in these conflict m ediation sessions, do we tend 
to his presence and one another in his presence. It often separates the 
two people in conflict from the church, so they cannot infect the rest of 
the congregation. Conflict is resolved from  the top down and never 
moves from the bottom  up. And rarely does the outcom e of these con
flicts affect the church at large positively. In the process evangelicals lose 
the sacramental earth-shaking, future-form ing social discipline of being 
with Christ faithfully in reconciliation for the world. This is why we m ust 
reclaim the discipline of reconciliation for mission as part of being his 
faithful presence in the world.

Fa i t h f u l  P r e s e n c e  a n d  t h e  R e c o n c i l i a t i o n  o f  t h e  W o r l d

One evening in October, while sitting in front of the neighborhood ice 
cream shop, I m et a Latino m an nam ed Jorge. He told me stories of the 
police giving him  tickets for his car being parked over the sidewalk. This 
m an felt it was a “white m ans law” written for W estmont people living 
as single families. Because Latino people often live three families to a 
house, they had m ore cars. W hite people lived m ore often as single
family households. The sidewalk parking law was therefore a white m ans 
law because it discouraged Latino people and other less affluent people 
from  living in W estmont. That evening we talked about the built-in 
racism of our town. We pledged that day to work together for peace.

That began a journey for me to m ore awareness of the racial divides 
of my suburb of W estmont. Two African Am erican women, aunts of a 
friend, lived down one end of the block. They didn’t like white people we
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were told. They had had bad experiences as they had worked as janitors 
for a nearby white church. There was a Latino family who had moved 
two doors down from me. The first time I greeted them  as a white man, 
Ernesto said, “W ere only here for three months.” Despite my attem pt to 
welcome them , they seemed to fear not being wanted here by the white 
man. Up the other end of the block resides an African Am erican family 
who we know has strained relations w ith another white family we have 
gotten close to. A few weeks ago, while w riting this chapter, four police 
cars stopped one black m an in front of our house. W ith a new awareness, 
I saw all these things happening and decided in all my white machismo 
to do som ething about it. So I called a meeting. I said to our leadership, 

“Let’s bring our black, Latino, Asian, and white brothers and sisters to 
gether and have a meeting! Let’s invite some police officers. Let’s talk 
about this, listen to each other, work for peace.” Let’s open up space for 
the kingdom. Let’s lead some reconciliation!

Jean, a wom an leader in our church, looked at me graciously and said, 
“Dave, you’re doing it again.” I said, “W hat? Doing what?” She said, 
“You’re doing your white privilege thing. You’re inviting people of color 
to come to your church building to settle a problem. You are taking a 
posture of power. You are leading the meeting. You are enforcing your 
rule on them.” She said I somehow needed to get invited to their turf. 
They need to invite m e into these struggles. She was telling me I needed 
to be present long enough to be a guest, and offer, as opposed to impose, 
reconciliation. This is the way God brings healing. This is the way faithful 
presence works.

My knee-jerk response was, “That could take years.” I thought to 
myself how m uch I would have to order my life differently so that I could 
be am ong these friends and spend tim e being present to them. I must 
sacrifice time, speaking engagements, nights watching hockey games (a 
very white Canadian thing to do). I m ust be present to them  on their 
term s and watch basketball or soccer (“football” in Latino terms) games. 
I m ust be present regularly over time. W hen and if the tim e comes, I 
m ust offer to our neighborhood the reconciliation that God is working 

in the world through Jesus Christ.
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This episode describes what faithful presence m ust look like in the half 
circles of our lives. As we enter, we bring the marvelous processes in 
place of God reconciling the world to him self in Christ. But we cannot 
enforce it. We cannot make it happen. We can only become present to 
our brothers and sisters who face this pain. I m ust quiet my ego, listen, 
tend to his presence, let him  work. W hen the tim e comes we must submit 
to reconciliation. We m ust ask for forgiveness. We confess our sin. We 
must make things right. We m ust learn new ways to talk. We m ust seek 
inclusion. We m ust m arch and be present with our brothers and sisters 
who hurt and live under the oppression of racism. Then comes the 
changing of laws. We must pray for renewal. And in this space o f faithful 
presence God’s kingdom  shall be born.

Imagine what could happen if churches everywhere inhabited their 
neighborhoods with C hrists faithful presence of reconciliation. Amid 
domestic disputes on the block, gang fights in the local school, racist 
police activities on my street, we bring a concrete practice of reconcili
ation that begins with presence. As we become present at local tables, 
protest marches, every conflict in our churches, with faithful presence, 
imagine what God m ight do. According to Jesus this is how the world 
will change. God in Christ is reconciling the whole world to him self 
(2 Cor 5:19), and we are his ambassadors (v. 20).



Appendix 1

What Formation Looks Like Around the Table

W hile speaking in N orth America on the table and the three circles, I 
have often been asked to describe in more concrete detail what formation 
looks like around the table, especially in our homes and in our neighbor
hoods. How can one lead that? How does the table on Sunday shape us 
to discern C hrist’s presence around the tables of our neighborhoods, 
where we eat throughout the week?

Every time we gather here around our Lord’s Table we are being trained 
(disciplined) into a discerning posture that trains our eyes, m inds, and 
hearts to discern the real presence of Christ among us. As we are being led 
to partake of the Lord’s Table, we are being shaped to discern his presence 
here first and then in the world. We are being shaped to see Jesus, rec
ognize him, and join what he is doing around the various tables of our lives. 
But how actually does this actually work? I offer four things in this regard.

First, we are shaped into a posture of submission at the table. We can’t 
come to the Lord’s Table apart from submitting to his presence and all of 
what is happening around this table. Jesus illustrated it in Luke 22, when 
the disciples were posturing for power and position he said, “not so with 
you” (w . 24-26). He then inaugurates the table with the words “As my 
Father has conferred on me, so I confer on you a kingdom” (my trans
lation). He in effect announces that a new kind of authority will be m an
ifest around this table, and it will be manifest in submission to one another 
(w. 25,29-30). Indeed, he models this by washing the disciples’ feet around 
the table. Only in this posture can the kingdom, his presence, function.
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God will not coerce us. He will not force himself on us. He is careful not 
to overwhelm us. God is love, so he comes to be among us. This means 
that by surrendering to his presence we open up space for him  to work and 
to discern his work among us and in the world. This is the way God works 
in Christ. The table teaches us how to submit to his presence and then to 
do the same when we sit at all the various tables of our neighborhood. It 
relieves us from trying to control or to coerce the neighborhood. This 
posture is foundational to discerning Christs presence among us.

Second, we are shaped at the table into a posture of receiving. At the 
beginning of the Lord’s Table, we always give thanks. Thanksgiving is 
fundam ental to the act of com ing to the table. It’s the first thing we do 
as we gather around the table and is why the historic church has called 
the table Eucharist, the Greek term  for “thanksgiving” or “gratefulness.” 
Every tim e we give thanks before we eat at a table, we are enacting this 
tradition  of the Lord’s Table.

Giving thanks opens us to receive from God. It opens space for the 
blessings of the kingdom. In m any of the ancient liturgies we m ust cup 
our hands in order to receive the bread. The wafer is placed in the open 
hand (or sometimes an open m outh). We m ust receive the bread, not take 
it. It is the same for the cup. In m any ancient liturgies we are not allowed 
to take hold of the cup, only receive it as poured into our m outh.

I believe this posture of receiving is essential as we go into the world 
to discern Christ. As we sit, listen, and be present with our neighbors, we 
release control and open our lives to receive the ever-surprising works 
of God. We open space to receive from God what he would do instead 
of im posing our expectations on him  and others.

Third, we are shaped at the table into a posture of ceasing to strive. 
Similar to submission and related to giving thanks, part of tending to 
Christ’s presence at the table is quieting our egos. All of us m ust release 
the urge to control and to solve problems. We instead become present to 
Christ in this space among us.

I take this to be the dynam ic exposed in Luke 10:38-42, where Jesus 
comes to the hom e of M ary and M artha. The text reports that “M artha 
was distracted by her m any tasks” (v. 40), trying to get things in order



A ppendix 1 191

and under control. In her busyness M artha becomes perturbed and asks 
Jesus to adm onish her sister, Mary, to help M artha. Jesus replies, “M artha, 
M artha, you are worried and distracted by m any things; there is need of 
only one th ing” (w . 41-42). Cease the striving and be present to me. 
A round the table there is a presence that puts my own concerns on the 
back burner as I tend to the other person before me.

W hen eating at a table in the neighborhood, especially when I am the 
host, I m ust learn to quiet my ego. I m ust also gently point others away 
from their own self-absorptions. We m ust tend to the presence of Christ 
in our midst, what is happening with the o ther person. We m ust not 
draw attention to ourselves. Trust builds from  this, which in tu rn  opens 
a space for Jesus to work. I learned all of this at the Lord’s Table. This is 
essential to discerning C hrists presence am ong us.

Finally, at the table a social dynam ic—forgiveness of sins, reconcili
ation, and renewal of all things—is set into motion, and this goes with 
us into the neighborhoods. The Lord’s Table rehearses (Greek anamnesis) 
C hrists death and resurrection. It is C hrist’s body broken for us: the 
forgiveness of sins. The cup we share, Jesus says, is the cup of the new 
covenant in his blood, the new relationship we have with God the Father, 
the renewal of all things in the Spirit. And so each time we take the bread, 
we open ourselves to his forgiveness anew. This forgiveness governs our 
life together. Each tim e we receive the elements, we are rehearsing our 
reconciliation w ith God and one another in  Christ. Reconciliation 
governs our relationships. Each time we receive the cup, we open our
selves to receive the new covenant in his blood, the new relationship with 
God the Father through the Son by the Spirit. All that has been made 
possible via the Floly Spirit is opened to us anew.

This space around the table therefore shapes us into the logic of 
Christ’s forgiveness, reconciliation, and renewal of all things. It opens up 
space for the work of the Holy Spirit to forgive, heal, reconcile, and to 
share grace and miracles of renewal. In the Spirit unim aginable things 
can now happen. And when we leave this table, this way of relating goes 
with us into the world. It shapes our discerning of what God in Christ is 

doing in all our relationships. M U C N  C O L L E G E
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We should therefore sense in profound ways when God is working to 
forgive, to reconcile, to renew. We should see the yearnings and the 
stumblings, and the grasping and the violence that arise as occasions for 
G od’s work in the world through Christ. We can in essence discern 
C hrist at all the tables of our lives and invite people into his work.

These four ways, then (I am sure there are others), are ways that the 
table shapes us in Christ by the Spirit to discern his presence in the world.
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Appendix 2
The Indispensible Role of the Dotted 

Circle in the Disciplines

W h e n  the church focuses on any one of the three circles to the ex

clusion of the other two, distortions happen in the church. W hen the 
church focuses on the close circle, cutting it off from  the half circle, the 

church lapses into m aintenance mode. Likewise, when the church fo

cuses on the half circle, cutting it off from  the close circle, the church 
becomes exhausted. In both  of these cases distortions occur as well in 

the dotted circles.
W hen the close circle is the sole focus of the church (maintenance 

mode), the dotted circle is closed off from mission. The home fellowships 

of the neighborhood (the dotted circle) become affinity groups focused 
on themselves. The dotted circle becomes another version of the close 

circle. O n the other hand, when the half circle becomes the sole focus of 
the church, dotted-circle fellowships lose their calling to extend Christs 
presence into their neighborhoods. They devolve into support groups for 

social justice. Separated from discerning the real presence of Christ 
among us, these groups fail to reach the depths of the reconciled and 
renewed life made possible in the kingdom of Christ. They devolve into 

neighborhood block parties with a cause.
Distortions also happen when a church focuses on or even starts with 

dotted-circle table fellowship. Ideally the dotted circle should be the in- 
between station through which traffic travels between the half circle and
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the close circle. Rarely does a new entrant into the kingdom  in the half 
circle go directly into the close circle. There m ust be an in-between stop 
on the journey from the half circle to the close circle.

Likewise, there are occasions when Christians, sitting as guests at the 
half-circle table of those who do not yet know Christ, become witnesses 
to the kingdom breaking in. W hen this happens, leadership and disci- 
pleship is needed. This best takes place next in dotted circle settings. 
Along the Emmaus road (Lk 24) and at Cornelius’s house (Acts 10), both 
Jesus and Peter started out as guests in a home and later became the host.1 

W hen we lose either the close circle or the half circle however, the church 
loses the possibility of being on these journeys.

It was com m on practice in the New Testament church to have a 
general meal prior to the Lords Table. In 1 Corinthians 11 this connection 
was evidently breaking down. There were divisions and disregard for the 
poor. C hrists presence was not being tended to at the general meal (or 
the dotted circle). Paul therefore accuses them  of desecrating the Lords 
Table (v. 27). He declares that they are not eating the Lords Supper (v. 20). 
For Paul, there m ust be an unbroken connection between the dotted 
circle and the close circle.

Many megachurches of the last twenty years have organized weekly 
gatherings (most often on Sunday m ornings) that welcome onlookers. 
The meeting place is carefully staged to make visitors comfortable in their 
anonymity. W ith no com m itm ent or discernm ent, the onlookers can 
participate as little or as m uch as they prefer. Through the sermon, music, 
and other means they are presented with a taste of what Christ can do 
for them. Theoretically, this space looks m ost like the dotted circle. This 
kind of church often fails to develop a close circle either in homes or at 
the church building, and discipleship lags. These churches notably have 
trouble keeping people from flowing out the back door. And since there 
is little time to be in the half circles of peoples lives, these churches 
become introverted and consumerist.

Jesus seemed to disdain those who stayed forever in the dotted circle. 
For instance, after the feeding of the five thousand in John 6 (what I call 
the dotted circle in chap. 3), Jesus seems upset that the crowds following
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him  are only looking for m ore of the same (v. 26). Jesus tells them  that 
they need m ore than that. They need to know him, “the bread of life” (v. 
35). The discussion then escalates among his questioners and he ends up 
declaring, “Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of M an and drink  his 
blood, you have no life in you” (v. 53). Those who do will live forever. 
This is offensive to many, who subsequently leave (v. 66). Jesus, I suggest, 
is telling the crowds (and his questioners) that the dotted circle is never 
enough. It must lead to the close circle that gathers people in the very 
presence of the risen Lord.

The dotted circle is therefore essential to the life of the church among 
the world. Just as with the other two circles, whenever it is either isolated 
or cut off from the other circles, it gets distorted and the church ceases 
to be the faithful presence of God in the world.
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over even Caesar, welcoming people from all classes to eat together and equalizing 
all relations. See R. Alan Streett, Subversive Meals: An Analysis o f the Lord’s Supper 
Under Roman Domination During the First Century (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2013). 

7Although I developed the three circles concept out of my own church leadership, 
the idea of three circles or three different spaces for the meal is not without prec
edent. Andrew McGowan delineates carefully how there were different settings for 
eating around the table in the first centuries of the church. See Andrew B. Mc
Gowan, Ancient Christian Worship (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2014), 50-51. 
Russell E. Riche sees three different meal settings in some streams of Methodism. 
See his “Family Meal, Holy Communion, and Love Feats: Three Ecumenical Met
aphors,” in Ecumenical and Interreligious Perspectives (Nashville: Quarterly Review 
of Books, 1992), 17-29.

8I learned this way of referring to the table from the Church of the Brethren.
9John Chrysostom, quoted in William C. Mills, “Our Common Calling to Holiness 
and Sanctity,” in Doing More with Life: Connecting Christian Higher Education to a 
Call to Service, ed. Michael Robert Miller (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 
2007), 97.

10It could be, that the meeting in the home as described in 1 Corinthians 14 repre
sents such a dotted circle kind of space. Twice in this chapter Paul wants their 
activities to be sensitive to the outsiders (ididtes) in their midst (w. 16, 23, 24) al
though the table is not specifically mentioned.

“ Geoffrey Wainwright delineates how “take, bless, break and give” signal the Eu
charist for the primitive church in the New Testament. See Geoffrey Wainwright, 
Eucharist and Eschatology (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981), 35-36.

12We realize of course, at the time of the actual feeding of the five thousand, the Lord’s 
Table had not been inaugurated by Christ himself. Nonetheless, the Gospel writer 
(reflecting the early church consciousness), writing after the ascension, saw this 
feeding as a foreshadowing of the practice of the Eucharist in the presence of Christ. 

13I termed these kind of questions: the “up, in and out” questions. I learned this way 
of talking from Mike Breen. See Mike Breen and Steve Cockram, Building a Dis- 
cipleship Culture (Pawleys Island, SC: 3DM Publishing, 2011), chap. 7.

14McGowan sees the order of the various tables in reverse. For him, what I define as 
the half circle leads to the close circle. He states that one way to see the Last Supper 
is as “the climax of his practice as a frequent, significant and controversial eater” 
among the outcasts (McGowan, Ancient Christian Worship, 26). To me, this reveals 
how intertwined all three forms of the meal was to Jesus’ life.

15“Jesus’ pre-eminent place as an associate of tax collectors and sinners is arguably 
not as host, but as guest. Again and again, Jesus is depicted not as offering hospi
tality to these marginalized but as accepting their hospitality (Mark 1:31; 2:15-17;
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14:1-9; Luke 7:33-34, 36-50; 10:3-9, 38-42; 14:1-24; 15:1-2; 19:1-10)” (Andrew Mc
Gowan, “The Meals of Jesus and the Meals of the Church: Eucharistic Origins and 
Admission to Communion,” in Studia Liturgica Diversa: Essays in Honor o f Paul F. 
Bradshaw, ed. Maxwell Johnson and L. Edward Phillips [Portland, OR: Pastoral 
Press, 2004]. 106). Special thanks to Northern Seminary doctoral student Jonathan 
Massimi who referred this article to me.

16McGowan states that the existence of these stories so prominently in the Gospels 
indicates their im portance to “the com m unities we may identify with the 
Gospels and their likely antecedents” (ibid., 111). See also Craig Blomberg, Con
tagious Holiness: Jesus’ Meals with Sinners (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 2005).

17John Howard Yoder, Body Politics (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1992), 14-16.
18First Corinthians 11 is most likely a reference to eating the agape meal improperly 

as part of the Lord’s Table. See Dom Gregory Dix, The Shape o f the Liturgy (San 
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1945), chap. 4.

19The actual separation of the agape meal from the more formal Lord’s Table time 
probably happened later in the late second and early third centuries. See Chris D. 
Balzer, “The Lord’s Supper: Meal or Sacrament?” Reformed Theological Review 61, 
no. 3 (December 2002): 117-30; and Dix, Shape o f the Liturgy, 96-102.

20Christine Pohl, Making Room (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 29-33, 41-43.
21Space does not allow a full exploration of this history. I recommend the work of 

Joseph Martos, Doors to the Sacred (Ligouri, MO: Ligouri/Triumph, 2001), 221-26, 
as a starting point.

22William Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1998), 222.
23Dix famously reports, “It was in the Latin middle ages that the Eucharist became 

for the first time something ‘said’ rather than something ‘done’” (Dix, Shape o f the 
Liturgy, 13).

24Henri de Lubac, Corpus Mysticum: The Eucharist and the Church in the Middle Ages 
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006).

25Martos, Doors to the Sacred, 214-31.
26In the words of Alexander Schmemann, “the Eucharist is not only the ‘most im 

portant’ of all offices, it is the source and goal of the entire liturgical life of the 
Church” (Alexander Schmemann, Introduction to Liturgical Theology [London: 
Faith Press, 1966], 20).

4 T he  D is c ip l in e  of  Re c o n c il ia t io n

'This was reported in Arianna Huffington, “Ferguson: The Untold Story,” Huffington 
Post, August 21,2014, www.huffingtonpost.com/arianna-huffington/ferguson-the- 
untold-story_b_5697928.html.

2W illie James Jennings, “A fter Ferguson: A m erica M ust A bandon ‘Sick 
Christianity’ at Ease with Violence,” Religion Dispatches, December 9, 2014,

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/arianna-huffington/ferguson-the-
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http://religiondispatches.org/after-ferguson~am erica-m ust-abandon-the-sick-
christianity-at-ease-with-violence.

3John Howard Yoder makes this point in Body Politics (Scottdale PA: Herald Press, 
1992), chap. 2.

4Robert A. Guelich, in his commentary, shows how the subject of this beatitude is 
the eschatological peace of Isaiah 9:5-6 and Zechariah 9:9-10, where the Messiah, 
the Prince of Peace, is described as the bringer of peace on earth. It therefore refers 
to the dynamic of the in-breaking kingdom being fulfilled in their midst. See 
Robert Guelich, The Sermon on the M ount (Waco, TX: Word, 1982), 106-7.

5David Fitch and Geoffrey Holsclaw, Prodigal Christianity (San Francisco: Jossey- 
Bass, 2013), chap. 8.

6James Cone argues that a problem in the early civil rights movement was the in 
ability of white Protestant leaders to be present with the black persons plight. He 
highlights the Social Gospel conferences held in Mohonk, New York, on “the status 
of the Negro” in American society, where no black persons were invited. According 
to Cone, in response to why no black persons were invited to these meetings, 
Lyman Abbott said, “A patient is not invited to the consultation of the doctors on 
his case” (James Cone, I he Cross and the Lynching Tree [Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 2011], 62; see also 55-58). In my opinion, Cone’s account reveals the lack of 
presence in the callous Euro-American peoples inability to be present with the 
African American struggle throughout the history of the United States.

7Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” published as “The Negro Is 
Your Brother,” Atlantic Monthly 212, no. 2 (August 1963): 78-88.

8Historian Everett Ferguson outlines how by the third century reconciliation 
became a practice put solely into the hands of “the bishops” and a sort of “trans- 
actionalism” takes hold in the practice. See his “Early Church Penance,” Restoration 
Quarterly 36 (1994): 94. J. van Rossum notes the creation of the special office, a 
“priest-penitentiary” (J. van Rossum, “Priesthood and Confession in St. Symeon 
the New Theologian” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 20 [1976]: 227).

9In recent years, since the publishing of Ordo Paenitentiae in 1973 by Pope Paul VI, 
the Roman Catholic Church has sought to reinstitute both the communal nature 
of reconciliation and the reality of Christs presence in the midst of reconciliation. 
Not coincidentally, that Ordo changed the name of the sacrament from penance to 
reconciliation.

5 T h e  D is c ip l in e  of  P r o c l a im in g  t h e  G o s pe l

'Allan V. Horwitz and Jerome C. Wakefield, “An Epidemic of Depression,” Psychi
atric Times, November 1, 2008, www.psychiatrictimes.com/major-depressive- 
disorder/epidemic-depression.

2I follow here Scot McKnight, King Jesus Gospel (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 
among others, including N. T. Wright.

http://religiondispatches.org/after-ferguson~america-must-abandon-the-sick-
http://www.psychiatrictimes.com/major-depressive-

