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Abstract 

 
This dissertation explores practices on how to come to communal discernment in Dutch 
Baptist churches, especially in church meetings. The question is ‘In what ways are 
specific practices suggested by contemporary baptistic theologians relevant to and 
helpful for Dutch Baptist churches and their practice of communal discernment?’  
First,  sketches of Dutch Baptist culture in church meetings are illustrated in relation to 
the Dutch culture. Questions on communal discernment in Dutch Baptist churches are 
raised. Both McClendon and Yoder described practices of communal discernment 
which can be exercised in relation to the church meeting together. Before describing 
these practices, the ecclesiology as described by McClendon and Yoder is summarized 
in describing the baptist identity. After this, four practices of communal discernment 
which arises from the theology of McClendon and Yoder are described. These practices 
are: 1) practicing the baptist vision, 2) binding and loosing, 3) fellowship of the Spirit 
and 4) the fullness of Christ. These practices are brought in conversation with cases of 
discernment in four Dutch Baptist churches. This is done by a focus interview of four 
pastors of different Dutch Baptist churches on these cases and their reflection on the 
four practices as described by McClendon and Yoder.  This dissertation is concluded by 
stating that these four practices of communal discernment in relation with each other 
can be helpful in congregations who are practicing communal discernment.  Ways to 
exercise these practices are illustrated.  
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Introduction 
 

Communal discernment is a theme which has held my interest for several years. 

Reflecting on discernment in the Dutch situation, I sensed that discernment is a difficult 

theme to grasp. What is communal discernment? Is it a model, a method, a practice? 

When do questions of discernment arise? Discernment starts to be an issue when 

churches have to make ‘decisions’ either on which focus they will have, their vision, a 

new building, or on ethical issues. In this situation churches ask: how do we search for 

God’s will together? This is a question of how to discern the mind of Christ for specific 

situations. 

 

In the movie ‘Des Hommes et des Dieux’1 one can see a way of practicing communal 

discernment on the question of ‘staying or leaving’  their community in Thibirine in the 

midst of a conflict zone of Algeria. The brothers took time to discern by prayer and 

talking together. While making their decision, they were very aware of the 

consequences their choice would have. In this movie their way of living, their relation 

to the people of the village, and their spiritual life becomes visible and is strongly 

related to the ultimate choice they made.  The way those brothers practiced communal 

discernment is a particular example, but how is communal discernment practiced in 

Dutch Baptist churches?  

 

As can be seen in ‘Des Hommes et des Dieux’ discerning is more than a model, more 

than even a process, but part of a way of living together as community. Therefore, I will 

focus on practices which can shape communal discernment in the life of a 

congregation. At the same time I have to narrow the focus of this dissertation, so I 

choose to concentrate on communal discernment in the congregation meeting 

                     
1 In this Youtube link a beautiful example of their way of dialoging together  in the discerning process is seen. Xavier Beauvois, Des 
Hommes et Des Dieux | Clip #1 Cannes 2010 IN COMPETITION,  2010, accessed January 29, 2014, 
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6tsnPmmVYx4&feature=youtube_gdata_player.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6tsnPmmVYx4&feature=youtube_gdata_player
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together, mainly in and around church meetings2 of the congregation. So my research 

question will be:  

 

In what ways are specific practices suggested by contemporary baptistic theologians 

relevant to and helpful for Dutch Baptist churches and their practice of communal 

discernment?  

 

Local Baptist churches in the Netherlands have many questions about how to ‘do’ 

discernment in their churches. In this way ‘discernment’ could be looked upon as a nice 

‘strategy’ for searching for the will of God for the local church. I will look at situations  

of communal discernment in Dutch Baptist churches and describe how specific 

practices, suggested by McClendon and Yoder, can be helpful in communal 

discernment in these churches. This I will do by the following steps. First I will describe 

the ‘discernment culture’ in Dutch Baptist churches and relate it to the Dutch culture. 

Next I want to look at the views of McClendon and Yoder, two baptistic3 theologians, 

on discernment and come to a set of practices which can shape communal 

discernment. Third, I will bring these practices of McClendon and Yoder in conversation 

with Dutch discernment examples by an interview with a focus-group of four pastors of 

Dutch Baptist churches. In this way, I want to illustrate how these practices which can 

shape communal discernment can be helpful in the Dutch situation.  

 

But first of all: what is communal discernment? In order to look at a definition of 

discernment as will be used in this dissertation I want to stress two explanations4 and 

connect them together. McClendon, inspired by Yoder puts it in the following way: 

                     
2 In church meetings as mentioned here, I also include business meetings of the church. Many churches have business meetings in 
which the formal decisions are made and church meetings in which they think, pray and discuss important themes. 
3 McClendon is writing with a small ‘b’, meaning he does not talk about the Baptist denomination but about what others call 
Anabaptists, Free churches or Believers churches. All came forth in one way or another from the Radical Reformation.  James 
William McClendon Jr., Ethics: Systematic Theology (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2002,26-34,  James William McClendon Jr. “The 
Baptist Vision” (presented at the graduation address Baptist Theological Seminary, Rueschlikon, 1985). 
4 Other authors focus on seeing what is really going on, what is underneath the surface, to see the false coin. Danny E Morris and 
Charles M. Olsen, Discerning God’s Will Together: A Spiritual Practice for the Church (Bethesda, MD: Alban Publications, 1997), 23. 
Or focusing on ‘shared narratives of faith’ helping congregations decisively to choose for God’. Luke Timothy Johnson, Scripture & 
Discernment: Decision-Making in the Church (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1996), 109. 
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‘Discernment in kingdom works meant and means a communal undertaking in which God’s 

people in a certain place meet and consider their next steps in the common life, bringing their 

shared journey under mutual study in the light of all the Scripture and all experience, 

committing it to ultimate authority in earnest prayer, and shaping the common judgment of all 

concerned.’
5
 

 

McClendon explains discernment in a down-to-earth way focussing on the tasks of the 

community. McClendon stresses a communal way of searching for which steps to 

follow in the ongoing journey of the community. Shared inquiry in the light of the Bible, 

present wisdom and prayer should shape the common understanding and help the 

community to come to decisions.  

 

Glick described discernment in a visional way as a tuning practice, a recognizing art and 

an aligning discipline.6 In the word “art” creativity, experience and learning are 

connected.  Through the acts Glick mentions, she focuses on the goals of discernment, 

focussing on God’s desires and actions for the world. By stating it this way, she opens, 

more than McClendon does, the eyes of people to the work of God in the surrounding 

world instead of focusing on church life.  

 

So communal discernment as understand here means a cooperative search for the next 

steps in the common life of the community, which should be in the light of Scripture, 

experience and the guidance of the Spirit, it is in earnest prayer and shapes the 

convictions of the community.  

 

In this way, discernment is a practice to discover God’s way for and His work in the 

community in relation to their context. It is helpful to understand that this is more 

about good and better, than about right and wrong.  

 

                     
5 James William McClendon Jr., Doctrine : Systematic Theology (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1994), 479. Earlier McClendon 
quoted it in almost the same way. James William McClendon Jr, “The Concept of Authority: A Baptist View,” Perspectives in 
Religious Studies 16, no. 2 (June 1, 1989): 101–107, 106. 
6 Sally Weaver Glick, In Tune with God: The Art of Congregational Discernment (Scottdale, PA: Faith & Life Resources, 2004), 13.  
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In the New Testament different examples of communal discernment are made. For 

example in Acts 1 in which a new apostle is elected, in Acts 15 about mission to the 

gentiles and also in Matthew 18 about what to do when someone does wrong against 

the other. In different ways communal decisions were made. In church history in the 

West, discernment degraded from a communal practice about seeking guidance for the 

life of the church and personal life, to making choices between right and wrong. This 

means ‘that the focus of discernment narrowed to failure’7 and ‘it gave less attention 

to model discipleship’.8  Several times in the history of the church,9 movements have 

arisen which addressed discernment as a communal practice seeking guidance in the 

ways of the Lord. The Anabaptists were one of those movements. In recent times Yoder 

and McClendon also went back to this way of practicing discernment.10   

 

But how is discernment practiced in Dutch Baptist churches? What are the questions 

around discernment in the Netherlands? In the next chapter, I will dive deeper into the 

Dutch situation.    

 

 

                     
7 McClendon, Doctrine, 143. 
8 Ibid., 144. 
9 Much has been written on discernment during the centuries. For example, in the fourth century Cassian wrote on discernment 
and gave five discernment questions which could be used to test and weigh the reflections of the heart in all humility. Ignatius of 
Loyola, in the 16th century, wrote down in his Spiritual Exercises several ‘rules for discernment of spirits’, still used in the Jesuit 
tradition.  Much is to learn from these views on discernment, however, in this dissertation I will focus on discernment in the 
Anabaptist tradition because the focus is on communal discernment in Dutch Baptist churches who have a more or less 
congregational structure. Morris and Olsen, Discerning God’s Will Together, 30-37. “Ignation Spirituality,” Rules for Discernment, 
last modified December 30, 2013, http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/making-good-decisions/discernment-of-spirits/rules-for-
discernment/. 
10 McClendon, Doctrine, 144. 
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Chapter 1 
The Dutch situation 

 

1.1 Baptist Churches in the Netherlands  

In the Netherlands 78 Baptist churches are united in the Dutch Baptist Union. The 

churches vary from 9-574 members; 45% of the churches have fewer than 100 

members, 30% have 101-200 members and 25% more than 201 members.11 45% of the 

churches are located in the three northern provinces of the Netherlands, the area 

where the first Baptist churches started. 15% of the churches are in the ‘Bible Belt’ a 

part of the Netherlands in which many reformed people, still active church members, 

are living. The belt separates the former Roman-Catholic part of the country from the 

former Protestant part of the Netherlands. In this area, most Baptist churches are 

younger, bigger, and many of the members come from a reformed background.  

 

In most of the churches throughout the whole country, there is a mix of people with 

Baptist roots and people with reformed or evangelical backgrounds, used to a 

Presbyterian way of being church or to an evangelical connexional12 form. 

Congregationalism is a word to stumble your tongue on and most people refer to it as 

“it is democracy, isn’t it?” Many people are joining Baptist churches because they feel 

at home and feel the church as a warm environment and do not bother which kind of 

church it is. “We all believe in the same Lord, that is the most important!” Members 

come and go; church hopping, or ‘recycling of the saints’ is also an issue in the 

Netherlands.13 The awareness of what it means to be a community of believers is 

eroding.  

 

                     
11 Unie van Baptisten Gemeenten, “Statistiek 2012, AV Boek 2013,” (Unie van Baptisten Gemeenten in Nederland), spring 2013, 
Deel 2A Blad 9. 
12 ‘Connexionalism is that form of church government which looks to a central authority to lay down policies and decisions either 
through charismatic leaders or through a corporate body established to succeed such leaders’, Nigel Wright, Free Church, Free 
State: The Positive Baptist Vision (Milton Keynes, UK; Waynesboro, GA: Paternoster, 2005), 122. 
13 In: Otto de Bruijne etal., Ooit evangelisch: de achterdeur van evangelische gemeenten (Kampen: Kok, 2009) different reasons are 
described why people leave evangelical churches. Most important reasons to leave are: the closedness of the church and the 
power of the leaders.  



  
Page 11 

 
  

In a survey ‘Gemeenten op een gezonde weg?’14  the weakest scores were “the 

outward looking focus” and “seeks to find out what God wants- discerning the Spirit’s 

leading rather than trying to please everyone”.15 How do we search for Gods will?, was 

one of the most asked questions. Congregations told that Bible reading, prayer and 

taking time are keys in this. Time for contemplation and talking together are also 

named. In a few congregations fear to talk on personal convictions is expressed.16 Two-

thirds of these churches wanted to work on “seeks to find out what God wants” in 

combination with “energized by faith” and “outward looking focus”.  In the policy-plan 

of the Baptist Union 2013-2016, this is worked out in three of the four key themes 

“helping churches to understand and shape their calling”, “incarnational discipleship” 

and “shaping missional communities”.17   

 

Glick accentuates in her definition of discernment ‘what God is calling us to do in our 

place and our time’18. This question of contextualization is also the question of some 

Dutch churches related to how to be church in a rapid changing secular environment. 

These questions are “What kind of (church) building suits our calling? ...But do we 

know what our calling is?” “How can we be a missional community if we are a regional 

church?” “How do we find a way with all kinds of questions on relational ethics if we 

want to be faithful to God’s Word and at the same time are confronted with reality? 

How can we find God’s way in all kinds of different opinions in our church?” 

Suggestions were made to leave this decisions to the board, or on the other side of the 

spectrum, to let everyone decide for themselves. “Why should I bother about the 

relationships of my brother?”  

                     
14 Ingeborg Janssen-te Loo, “Gemeenten Op Een Gezonde Weg?” (unpublished Ba thesis, 2010). This is a survey of Dutch Baptist 
churches based on ‘Robert Warren, The Healthy Churches’ Handbook : A Process for Revitalizing Your Church (London: Church 
House, 2004) in which 20 Baptist churches took part. Churches could score  themselves on seven marks: 1. Energized by faith, 2. 
Outward-looking focus, 3. Seeks to find out what God wants, 4. Faces the costs of change and growth, 5. Operates as a community, 
6. Makes room for all, 7. Does a few things and does them well. 
15 Warren, The Healthy Churches’ Handbook, 16 and appendix 1. 
16 te Loo, “Gemeenten op een gezonde weg?”, 22-3. 
17 Unie van Baptisten Gemeenten, “Beleidsplan Unie van Baptistengemeenten 2013-2016”, AV boek 2012, (Unie van 
Baptistengemeenten, 2012), Deel 3A, blad 6 
18 Glick, In Tune with God, 13.  
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At the same time though asking questions can be difficult, it means that issues which 

are “taken for granted” can be questioned, that asking questions can  help the 

congregation to search for direction. “Do we really need to search together? Why 

should I challenge the congregation to go on that journey together?”  These are 

realistic questions which address the discomfort communal discernment can have. As 

articulated above, churches ask discernment questions on a broad range of themes; on 

the calling of the local church, on housing facilities, on baptism and membership, on 

ethical themes, or on pastoral themes such as deliverance ministry and prayer 

healing.19 Most questions can be related to the context of which the local church is a 

part. This means that it is important to have a good look on the context of the Dutch 

churches.  

 

1.2 The Dutch Context 

‘Design your own life’,20 is a motto which stands for an individualised culture.21 Dutch, 

just as other North European people, are very individualised, meaning that people want 

to shape their own lives, make their own decisions and become autonomous people. 

People are de-traditionalised and articulate their identity in consumerist symbols and 

their own way of life. This became visible in the “ontzuiling”, the loosing of traditional 

denominational “pillars” in the sixties. At the same time the Netherlands has been 

becoming more secularized, in 1958 24% of the Dutch population were not church 

                     
19 Most of these illustrations are coming from examples in churches I worked with as a church developer, or from phone calls and 
mail with pastors investigating how discernment is shaped in their churches and on which issues discernment was needed. This 
mail and these phone calls were in the period from December 6, 2013 until January 20, 2014.  An email with an explanation of this 
research and some questions was sent to all the pastors in Dutch Baptist churches. I made six phone calls and got from three 
pastors an email reaction which was sufficient not to call them anymore. None of the pastors of the three northern provinces 
participated in this investigation, from two of them I got a reaction that they did not have the time to participate or that they had 
worked too short a time in their congregation.  
20 Ikea slogan in the Netherlands 2007, “Superslogans - Hét Overzicht van Slogans,” Superslogans, accessed January 1, 2014, 
http://superslogans.nl/.  
21 I cannot go deeply into all the changes in Dutch society which are relevant for churches. I only reflect on those which are relevant 
for the theme of discernment in local churches. On social changes in the Netherlands the literature in this paragraph contains more 
information. Secularisation could be another important theme, but there is much discussion if the secularisation hypothesis of 
Weber is still valid today. Therefore I would not go further on the theme of secularisation. For deeper reflection on the 
secularisation hypothesis and the Netherlands see W.B.H.J. van de Donk, Geloven in het publieke domein: verkenningen van een 
dubbele transformatie (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006), 27 ef. 

http://superslogans.nl/
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members, in 2004, this was raised to 64%, and 12% of the population went to church 

every week in that year.22  

 

From strong  denominational “pillar” division, by loosing these “pillars”, the society 

changed into a lifestyle society. In this individualized lifestyle society, people are not 

characterized by status, family or religion, but by how they personally express their 

values of life.23  The brands you like, the phone you have, your interior style, books you 

read and movies you watch, all these say much about the personal lifestyle of people. 

You even can read all sorts of Christian books about your personal spiritual style or 

your love languages.24 Designing your own life becomes visible in the choices people 

make of which church or group to be a part. This is no longer in line with their parents 

and not for the entire life anymore. Many times it is a choice for “this period of life”, 

just as your job is not for life anymore, but for this time of your career.  

 

So people like to join ‘light communities’ which are dynamic, flexible, informal and free 

to join or to leave. Connection, lifestyle and networks are keywords instead of 

denominational collectiveness.25 This does not mean that people do not want to be a 

part of a group anymore but that a person chooses which group she wants to join.26 

Still, solidarity is one of the characteristics of Dutch people in relation to other 

European countries, but this is solidarity in special situations, in drawing petitions, in 

                     
22 The numbers of church membership differ in the sources of this research from 44% who are church members in 2002 to 64% 
who are not church members in 2004. In the nineties the Netherlands was more secularized than other countries in Europe, in 
2004 the Netherlands were in the middle compared to other European countries. Jos Becker and Joep de Hart, Godsdienstige 
veranderingen in Nederland: verschuivingen in de binding met de kerken en de christelijke traditie (Den Haag: Sociaal en Cultureel 
Planbureau, 2006), 38 ef, 93.  
23 Gerrit Kronjee en Martijn Lampert, “Leefstijlen en zingeving,” in Geloven in het publieke domein: verkenningen van een dubbele 
transformatie, by W.B.H.J. van de Donk (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006), 192 ef.  
24 Gary Thomas, Sacred Pathways (Nashville, TN: T. Nelson, 1996). Gary D Chapman, The Five Love Languages: How to Express 
Heartfelt Commitment to Your Mate (Chicago, IL: Northfield Pub., 1995). 
25 Jan Hendriks, Verlangen en vertrouwen: het hart van gemeenteopbouw (Kampen: Kok, 2008), 38-9. Gabri l van den Brink, De 
Lage Landen en het hogere: de betekenis van geestelijke beginselen in het moderne bestaan (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University 
Press, 2012), 44-5. Kronjee en Lampert, “Leefstijlen en zingeving”, 172 ef., Sake  Stoppels, Oefenruimte: gemeente en parochie als 
gemeenschap van leerlingen (Zoetermeer: Uitgeverij Boekencentrum, 2013). 
26 van den Brink, De Lage Landen en het hogere, 43-4. For more on individualization in relation to Dutch religious life see also: 
Eduard Groen, Geloofwaardige gemeente: uitgangspunten van een baptisten gemeenteopbouw (Unie van Baptisten Gemeenten in 
Nederland, 2011, 24-6, and Henk Bakker, Gunnende kerk: kompas voor een waardegestuurde gemeente-ethiek (Kampen: Brevier, 
2012), 20-8. 
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voluntary work, or still in being a member of an association.27 Furthermore, 

individualization has led to other social developments as subjectivation and 

informalisation.  

 

‘A tea for every taste’28 is an expression of subjectivation, because what your personal 

taste is, is important, it distinguishes you from others or joins you to people of the 

same taste. What people feel leads the decisions they make, rational arguments or 

objective facts are less likely to be leading individuals anymore; experience is becoming 

more and more important.29 Everyone can make their own choices, and this will be 

respected by comments such as “that is your experience” or “this is what you feel has 

to be the right thing for you.” Someone's own responsibility, tolerance and respect are 

highly appreciated values in the Netherlands compared to other European countries.30 

This explains the liberal attitude towards the private life of people and the restraint 

against interfering in the life of others. Maybe subjectivation also could explain the rise 

of evangelical and ‘bevindelijke’31 churches compared to the decline of other churches. 

In these churches, the inner experience is important, as well as in searching for truth32 

as in belief experiences, shared in testimonies and life stories.  

 

The polder culture, or to polder are Dutch words standing for a culture of deliberation,  

negotiation, compromise and co-working until all the partners come to an agreement,33 

a Dutch way of coming to discernment you can say.  Informalisation of relations and 

democracy are necessary for the polder culture. Informalisation means that the 

traditional authority relations are changed in a society of equality. The pastor, doctor 

                     
27 van den Brink, De Lage Landen en het hogere, 97, 102. This appears to be in contrast with what is written above about 
denominational segregation. Compared to Southern Europe, Northern Europe was more organised in denominational structures 
and still voluntary work and being a member of an association is higher than in the South or East European Countries.  
28  Twinings slogan for “Superslogans - Hét Overzicht van Slogans,” Superslogans, accessed January 1, 2014, http://superslogans.nl/. 
29 Groen, Geloofwaardige gemeente, 25. 
30 van den Brink, De Lage Landen en het hogere, 104. 
31 Some sort of pietistic churches in the Reformed tradition. van den Brink, De Lage Landen en het hogere, 12.  
32 Joep de Hart, Maak het nieuw!: over religieuze ontwikkelingen en de positie van de kerken: een persoonlijke geschiedenis (Den 
Haag: Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau, 2011), 34. 
33 This polder culture is also visible in the ‘Rijnland-model’, used in politics, business and organizations which focus on 
craftsmanship, solidarity, teamwork, principles, a bottom-up approach  and contextuality. This model is many times contrasted 
with the Anglo-American model of organizing and politics. Jaap Peters and Mathieu Weggeman, Het Rijnland-boekje: principes en 
inzichten van het Rijnland-model (Amsterdam: Business Contact, 2009). 
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and notary are not the notables of the village anymore; our prime minister is simply 

called “Mark Rutte”, our King in a popular Dutch television programme “Willy”.34 

Democracy is high valued in the Netherlands, participation in political organisations and 

political activities is high compared to other European countries. At the same time, 

there is a strong call for powerful leadership. This is noteworthy because the call for 

powerful leadership is in contradiction with other countries who have a similar high 

view of democracy.35 

 

Christians are just as much part of these changes as non-Christians. I tried to illustrate 

this with some examples of church life. But that is not all that can be said about the 

relationship between Christianity and social developments. The roots of these social 

changes are coming from Christianity or more particularly Protestantism itself. The 

individualized culture came forth in the 14th century in which the human being gained a 

more central position. Roots are to be found in the Devotio Moderna with Geert 

Groote and Thomas à Kempis in which personal diaries and inner faith just as personal 

imitation of Christ are stressed.36 Even more the humanism of Erasmus of Rotterdam, 

the “how do I get a merciful God?” of Luther and the inner faith and self-examination 

of the Further Reformation in the 17th century are roots of these social changes. In that 

time eternal truths and personal conversion to God were very important and doctrinal 

discussions about these things can lead to strong conflicts.  

 

1.3 Discernment practices in the Dutch Baptist Churches 

As mentioned in §1.1, I did a short and open inventory on communal discernment 

practices in the Dutch Baptist churches, meaning to portray the Dutch situation.  Some 

pastors responded this way:  “Searching for God’s will? This means to take time, to 

have a time of not-knowing. Prayer, Bible reading and hints from God are helpful. We 

take time for discernment in the Church board, every first half hour we take time to 
                     
34 “Lucky TV”, n.d., http://dewerelddraaitdoor.vara.nl/media/311933. 
35 van den Brink, De Lage Landen en het hogere, 97. 
36 Ibid., 77-9. 
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contemplate a theme. Also in the various departments people take time for 

discernment together. The church meeting is a place in which we share what we have 

already prepared in the board and at which people can give their reactions, the 

congregation follows the developments of the board.”37   

 

Another remarked “Discernment takes place in preaching and small groups, focused on 

discipleship.38 Also in courses given we want to help people to discern themes related 

to their personal life. As a board, a few times a year, we have long evenings to talk 

about one particular theme, most of these times we prepare it with a book, or an 

article, and then talk. After a few evenings, we prepare a talking paper which we 

discuss during a church meeting, we re-work the paper with the remarks made and the 

next time we make a decision about it in the business meeting.”39   

 

In another smaller church a few times a year they organize “community moments”, just 

after the Sunday morning service. In these moments, the congregation can talk about 

all kinds of items such as finances, education and small group material. The board 

facilitates the conversation, and the focus is on learning to talk, listen, pray and share 

together in a relaxed setting. A new initiative of this church is board meetings with an 

outer ring. Every member is invited to attend the board meeting; a specific informal 

agenda is addressed, and the board discusses the themes. At particular moments, the 

outer ring is invited into the discussion.40 Someone else said,   “Pray and work, use your 

sense on practical themes. Sometimes there is a tension between the group who wants 

to pray, and the group who wants to work, and judgmental reactions are given. I want 

to steer on the spirituality of decisions and information management.”41   

 

                     
37 Pastor Nathan, the names of the pastors are all fictional because of their privacy. More churches, especially the ones with 200 
plus members stressed discernment in the board, time taken to know each other well, to read the Bible and pray. Mostly in the 
church meeting the preparation done in the board is discussed.  
38 Also a few others addressed discipleship and discernment in personal life as a condition for communal discernment.  
39 Pastor Ruben. 
40 Source pastor Simon.  
41 Pastor Tom.  
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Other pastors reacted by stating the tension in examples of discernment “How do we 

know if this is God’s will? Is it because this choice worked out in the right way? But 

other options – in diaconal activities- can also be God’s will. Someone in our church 

initiated prayer meetings in the forty day Lenten time period, people from different 

churches joined the meetings but barely any from our church attended. God’s will: of 

course. But how then is it possible that so few people of our church joined the prayer 

meetings?   Someone committed adultery, and did not want to be accountable for this 

and wanted to join the Lord’s Supper with his new girlfriend. When we told him that 

we thought that this was not suitable in this situation, the brother and some of his 

friends left church out of disappointment with the church. I think it was a good decision 

according to God’s will, but what a mess…”42  

 

In some talks, an allergic reaction to the old way of business meetings was expressed as 

“unhealthy wide Baptist meetings about anything and everything”, meaning that on 

some issues in making a decision it is possible to conform to the values of the church, 

but  because of pastoral reasons the decision was postponed. Another negative 

response came on formalistic business meetings in which procedures or articles of 

association are more important than the content of the subject.  A few people 

addressed the climate of the church meeting, the tone in which something is spoken is 

important to really understand each other. The tone should not be sharp or judgmental 

but has to give space to the other. Other pastors addressed the participation of 

members during the church meetings, many times only twenty percent of the members 

attend church- or business meetings.  

 

Many churches have business meetings in which the formal decisions are made and 

church meetings in which they think, pray and discuss important themes. In bigger 

churches much preparing is done by the board, or sometimes another core group. 

Communal discernment is more associated with church meetings, formalistic meetings 

                     
42 Pastor Umberto.   
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or voting with business meetings. Discernment can be summarized in ‘prayer and 

consideration’ an expression of the Dutch Baptist tradition. Prayer and consideration 

are in many congregations done mostly by the board; others addressed also the Sunday 

morning service, or small groups in this.  

 

Conclusion 

In this first chapter, I addressed questions of Dutch Baptist churches on communal 

discernment. This are ethical, practical, vocational questions related to the Dutch or 

specific local context of which the local church is part. Also questions on how to be 

community, on the tasks of the board and on accountability were raised. I sketched the 

Dutch context, from which Dutch Baptist churches are part, as one of individualization, 

subjectivation, involving compromise and co-working. Finally some communal 

discernment practices in Dutch Baptist churches were portrayed. An unnecessary 

division in discernment and decision related to church meetings and business meetings 

is expressed. Prayer and consideration has the attention of some boards, but looks 

varying embedded in church meetings.  

 

So, now it is time to look to the practices of Yoder and McClendon on communal 

discernment, to see how their practices can be helpful for Dutch Baptist churches who 

seek to be involved in communal discernment. But first I want to introduce these two 

theologians and their ecclesiology in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 2 
Introduction to McClendon and Yoder 

 

In this chapter, I will introduce McClendon and Yoder and their ecclesiology. 

Furthermore, I will present some key concepts which McClendon uses around 

convictions, practices and community. This chapter will be a basis for chapter 3 in 

which I will work out four practices which can shape communal discernment according 

to McClendon and Yoder. 

 

2.1 McClendon and Yoder  – short biographies 

Both McClendon and Yoder, baptistic theologians of the 20th century, wrote on 

communal discernment from a baptistic viewpoint. For both of them, communal 

discernment was closely related to their ecclesiology.  

 

James William McClendon Jr. (1924-2000) was raised in a Southern Baptist 

environment and studied Theology after World War II. McClendon taught at various 

universities of different denominations.43  McClendon wrote several influential books 

from which ‘Biography as Theology’44 explains his way of doing narrative theology. His 

Systematic Theology, based on the ‘heirs of the Radical Reformation’, was written in 

three parts.45  He started this series with Ethics, 46  because he wanted to start with the 

common life ‘asking how the church must live to be truly the church’,47 followed by 

Doctrine and Witness.  

                     
43 He twice had to resign because of his actions on racial rights and anti-war stance. Doug Heidebrecht, “Contextualizing 
Community Hermeneutics: Mennonite Brethren and Women in Church Leadership,” unpublished PhD dissertation (Prague, 2013), 
38-9, Rene Erwich, “De Ecclesiologie van James McClendon Jr. Baptisten ecclesiologie met een kleine ‘b,’” Soteria 22, no. 4 (2005): 
55–64, 55. James William McClendon Jr., “The Radical Road One Baptist Took,” The Mennonite quarterly review. 74, no. 4 (2000): 
503-10. 
44 James William McClendon Jr., Biography as Theology; How Life Stories Can Remake Today’s Theology (Nashville, TN: Abingdon 
Press, 1974). 
45 McClendon, “The Radical Road One Baptist Took,” 508. 
46 McClendon, Ethics. 
47 Ibid., 43. 
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John Howard Yoder (1927-1997) is described by Nation as someone with Mennonite 

Patience, Evangelical Witness and Catholic Convictions.48 After studying theology in 

Goshen, IN, USA, he worked and studied for eight years in Europe. The post-war 

tragedy in Europe influenced him deeply in his anabaptist peace theology.49 Christian 

ethics, peace politics and non-violence, became his main concerns on which he 

lectured and wrote.50   

2.2 The ecclesiology of McClendon and Yoder  

Both McClendon and Yoder wrote on the (Ana)baptist vision;51 therefore, they dove 

into the history of the early Anabaptists in the sixteenth century.  McClendon states 

‘How the church interprets the Bible is strongly linked to the way the church interprets 

itself’.52  Or in other words, in his baptist vision hermeneutics and ecclesiology are 

strongly connected. McClendon and Yoder centred their ecclesiology in Christ the risen 

Lord,53 as the early Anabaptists did in the Schleitheim Confession by addressing their 

‘desire to walk in the resurrection of Jesus Christ’.54   

McClendon wrote on the baptist vision,55 and chooses to speak of the baptist tradition 

with a small ‘b’56 to differentiate the baptist tradition from the protestant and Roman 

Catholic tradition. He puts forth the following marks:  

                     
48 Mark Thiessen Nation, John Howard Yoder: Mennonite Patience, Evangelical Witness, Catholic Convictions (Grand Rapids, MI.: 
William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2006), xix-14. 
49 Earl Zimmerman, Practicing the Politics of Jesus: The Origin and Significance of John Howard Yoder’s Social Ethics (Telford, PA; 
Scottdale, PA.: Cascadia Pub. House ; Herald Press, 2007), 70-2. 
50 ‘In troubling contrast to his work, we now know that John Howard Yoder’s life was seriously flawed by acts of sexual violence 
against women. Though he left a legacy of harm, ironically his writings continue to inspire and attract new readers.’ Barbara 
Graber, “Our Stories (un)told,” What’s to Be Done about John Howard Yoder?, accessed January 8, 2014, 
http://www.ourstoriesuntold.com/2013/07/17/whats-to-be-done-about-john-howard-yoder/. 
51 McClendon defined vision not as a theoretical reflection or as a big ideal but as ‘the guiding pattern by which a people (…) shape 
their thought and practice as that people …’ McClendon, Ethics, 27. Yoder does not define his words as structured as McClendon 
did.  
52 McClendon, Doctrine, 44. 
53 Chapter 9 on Resurrection ethics in McClendon, Ethics, 246-77, chapter 6, Jesus the Risen Christ in McClendon, Doctrine, 238-
279. John Howard Yoder and Student Services Summer Seminar, eds., The Recovery of the Anabaptist Vision, 1964, 14. 
54 John Howard Yoder, The Schleitheim Confession (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1977), 10. 
55 McClendon, “The baptist Vision”, also named the ‘prophetic vision’,  James W. McClendon, “Primitive, Present, Future: A Vision 
for the Church in the Modern World,” in The Primitive Church in the Modern World (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1995), 
101.  
56 McClendon is writing with a small ‘b’, meaning he does not talk about the Baptist denomination but about what others call 
Anabaptists, Free Churches or Believers Churches. All are coming forth in one way or another from the Radical Reformation.  
McClendon, Ethics, 26-34,  McClendon, “The baptist Vision”. 
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1) Liberty, expressed in free churches in which there is a separation of state and 

church, but also voluntarism to join the church and soul competency for every 

person.57  

2) Community, ‘sharing together in a storied life of witness to Christ exercised in 

mutual aid and in service to others’58 as practised in the sharing of the Lord’s Table.  

These two marks are complementary to each other. ‘Community without liberty is 

oppressive; liberty without community is chaos’.59 This indicates that there should be a 

third mark.  

3) Biblicism or the authority of the Bible, in the baptist tradition this should be a 

narrative one according to McClendon. ‘”This” (what happens now) is “that” (what 

happened then)’.60  

4) Discipleship: life transforming for every follower of Christ. McClendon also stated the 

Rule of Christ and the Rule of Paul as parts of discipleship. Faith is not the word for 

baptists, but the following is.61  

5) Mission or evangelism: ‘as a responsibility to witness to Christ and accept the 

suffering such witness entails.’62 McClendon shapes these five marks together in the 

baptist vision with the words “This is that” and “then is now”. What McClendon means 

with this idea and how this can be practiced I will work out in Chapter 3 as one of the 

discernment practices. McClendon synthesizes his vision on baptistic churches:  ‘It is 

local, Spirit-filled, mission-oriented, its discipleship always shaped by a practice of 

discernment.’63 

Yoder distinguishes, from the history of the Anabaptists, five main ecclesiological marks 

or notae. He distinguishes the Anabaptist strongly from the Roman Catholic and 

                     
57 McClendon, Ethics, 29. 
58 Ibid., 28. 
59 McClendon, “The baptist Vision”, 5. 
60 Ibid., 5. 
61 McClendon, Ethics, 27, 29. 
62 Ibid., 28. 
63 McClendon, Doctrine, 343. 
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Protestant traditions and by this way commits his vision against Constantinianism. His 

ecclesiological marks are:  

 

1) ‘The church is visible’,64 which means that the church is a voluntary community of 

disciples following Christ. Yoder calls this Holy Living and connects this with his next 

mark,   

‘First of all, in that the moral nonconformity of Christians is an indispensable dimension of their 

visibility. If the church is visible in that these people keep their promises, love their enemies, 

enjoy their neighbors, and tell the truth, as others do not, this may communicate to the world 

something of the reconciling, i.e., the community-creating, love of God.’
65

   

 

2) ‘The church is missionary’,66 or a ‘witness’67 because she embodies Christ in the 

world. This means something different in the anabaptist tradition than in the 

established church traditions. Because of the free choice to follow Christ, the church 

will always be a minority, which means a missionary challenge. At the same time, it is 

about being a witness no matter what the pleasant or hostile reaction of others is.  

 

3) In the koinonia of brotherly and sisterly love,68 the Lord’s Supper is celebrated, and 

the Rule of Christ is practiced with the goal to win the sister or brother.69 Yoder 

described this further as binding and loosing on which we will go deeper in Chapter 3.70  

 

4) ‘The church is led by Word and Spirit’,71 which means that the Bible is authoritative 

in the practice of the church. The Spirit is guiding through the Bible, and this cannot be 

in contradiction with the Spirit guiding through other convictions. Yoder comments that 

                     
64 Yoder, The Recovery of the Anabaptist Vision, 14-5.   
65 John Howard Yoder, “A People in the World,” in The Royal Priesthood: Essays Ecclesiological and Ecumenical, Kindle Edition. 
(Herald Press, 2012), loc. 1525–2294, loc. 1812-4.  
66 Yoder, The Recovery of the Anabaptist Vision, 15-7.  Yoder, “A People in the World,” loc. 1839. 
67 Ibid., loc. 1839-904. 
68 Ibid., loc. 1823,  Yoder, The Recovery of the Anabaptist Vision, 17-8. 
69 Yoder, “A People in the World,” loc. 1837-9. 
70 The missionary marks and community marks  are inextricably linked. Ibid., loc. 1760-73. Yoder refers the marks of witness and 
communion to Willem Adolph Visser ’t Hooft, The Pressure of Our Common Calling. (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1959), Visser ‘t 
Hooft also refers to service (diakonia), Yoder, “A People in the World,” loc. 1525-2310, 1733. 
71 Yoder, The Recovery of the Anabaptist Vision, 18-20. 
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these four themes are still current today and stated that the early anabaptists focussed 

more on ecclesiology, eschatology and ethics than on orthodoxy or doctrines.72  

 

5) In “A People in the World”  Yoder named the fourth nota ‘the Cross’ and he called 

this the suffering of the church.73 In the anabaptist tradition suffering is constantly 

present as can be read in the Martyrs Mirror.74  The cross has not only inward 

implications but has everything to do with following Jesus and non-conformity in the 

real life. Again Yoder stresses discipleship in the church with all its costs.  Yoder 

summarizes that the church has to be 

‘a discerning community. The promise of the presence of the Holy Spirit is clearly correlated in 

the New Testament with the need for the church prophetically to discern right and wrong in the 

events of the age. Not all visible events are God at work, not all “action” is divine, not every 

spirit is of Christ (1 Cor. 12: 3; 1 John 4: 1). We cannot “go where the action is” until we know 

which action should be blessed and joined and which should be denounced. Precisely because a 

community of faith is distinct from the wider society not only in membership but also in 

decision-making structures and values, it can be the agent of responsible moral discernment.
75

 

McClendon and Yoder76 by and large share in common the same marks with a strong 

Christological center. They both stress community, discipleship (Yoder calls this the 

visible church), reading the Bible together and witness. Yoder stresses also the 

suffering of the church which McClendon only named briefly in his ecclesiology. 

McClendon also stresses liberty which according to Yoder is part of the visible church. 

So, the common ground of the (Ana)baptist vision is the same and these marks are the 

basis of discernment. The marks Yoder and McClendon stressed are mainly the same 

marks used in the Netherlands to mark Baptist Identity.77 The way these marks relate 

to each other and are practiced in the church shape a spiritual climate for discernment.   

                     
72 Ibid., 21-2. 
73 Yoder, “A People in the World,” loc. 1904-53. 
74 “Martyrs Mirror,” Of the Edict Issued by Emperor Charles V against the Anabaptists, A. D. 1535, accessed January 10, 2014, 
http://www.homecomers.org/mirror/martyrs061.htm.  
75 Yoder, “A People in the World,” loc. 2061-71. 
76 Both are inspired by Bonhoeffer on discipleship and Bender on the (Ana)baptist Vision. McClendon, Ethics, 29.  
77 In the Dutch context the following marks are used: 1) Communal understanding of the Scripture following McClendon’s ‘This is 
that’ and ‘then is now’. 2) Freedom of conscience, 3) discipleship and watchcare 4) a network of mutual involved congregational 

http://www.homecomers.org/mirror/martyrs061.htm


  
Page 24 

 
  

2.3 Thick community 

Community is a trendy word; we speak about all kinds of communities, such as the 

Facebook community, Starbucks community, loose, sometimes virtual communities 

you can join and leave whenever you want.  So called light communities. Community as 

we understand it here is different:  ‘communities which are character forming and 

transforming’,78 communities where people interact and have shared practices 

together and are building together on their shared identity.79  McClendon called 

community ‘sharing together in a storied life of witness to Christ exercised in mutual 

aid and in service to others.’80  These are not flawless communities but realistic ‘messy’ 

communities.  

 

Augsburger shares some exciting descriptions of thick communities where the views of 

Parushev and McClendon come together. Community ‘... emerges from a common 

struggle for integrity, shared commitment to justice, joint covenants to work for 

wholeness and mutual respect. It is created when we step forward to serve, to right 

wrongs, to heal hurts.’81 In our time many people participate in different light 

communities, sometimes the congregation functions as a light community for people, 

but that is not the way congregations and community are understood here.82  

 

2.4 Practices and convictions 

Before coming to practices of communal discernment, described by McClendon and 

Yoder, it is important to look closer at the way McClendon described practices and 

convictions.83 McClendon’s way of doing theology is from ethics to doctrine. So, 

                                                             
churches, 5) common responsibility to witness. Henk Bakker, “Mapping Dutch Identity,” in Zo Zijn Onze Manieren!, vol. 1, Baptistica 
reeks (Barneveld: Unie van Baptisten Gemeenten in Nederland, 2009), 26-7. Or 1) Christ as the centre, 2) Scripture as source and 
norm for faith and living, 3) Community of believers, 4) discipleship, 5) the congregation together is the decision organ, not the 
board or pastor. Groen, Geloofwaardige gemeente, 11. 
78 Parush R. Parushev, “Doing Theology in a Baptist way”, 4. 
79 Ibid., 2 and Wright, Free church, free state, 256. 
80 McClendon, Ethics,  28. 
81 David W. Augsburger, Dissident discipleship : a spirituality of self-surrender, love of God, and love of neighbor (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Brazos Press, 2006) Kindle Edition, 65-67. 
82 This does not mean that light communities could not be relevant, they are!  
83 Yoder does not define his terms very closely, so we have to do it with McClendon and his sources. 
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according to McClendon, theology starts with looking at the practices, because ‘...the 

church teaches by what it is and by what it does. All its practices interact with its 

teaching.’84 The practices of the church are the visible part of the iceberg, underneath 

these practices are related virtues and convictions embedded in the ethos of the 

community. McClendon builds his view on practices and convictions on the theory of 

Macintyre.85  Macintyre defines practices in this way:  

 

‘any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human activity through 

which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in the course of trying to achieve those 

standards of excellence which are appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of 

activity, with the result that human powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of 

the ends and goods involved, are systematically extended.’
86

 

In other words, practices are regularly complex cooperative activities which manifest 

internal goods and have standards of quality.87 McClendon compares a practice with a 

game, in which you have a goal, means, rules and attitude, and in which exercising 

leads to more quality. Serving a ball is not a practice, playing a basketball game is. 

Practices are cooperative and relational and this means that practices together create 

a moral environment with a specific ethos.88  

 

Virtues are those internal goods in which the bond with other participating people is 

characterized. In other words, virtues are character based and give meaning to 

practices. The same virtue can be embodied in different ways.89 The virtue of humility 

can mean to take a step back in a situation to make space for the other, or it can mean 

to take a step forwards in saying I will do this “difficult job”. Thus, despite the fact that 

the situations differ, there are some underlying causes which define the virtues, and 

that are convictions, formed by the story of someone’s life, the narratives of the 

                     
84 McClendon, Doctrine, 34. 
85 McClendon, Ethics, 169. 
86 Alasdair C MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), 187. 
87 Nancey C Murphy, Brad J Kallenberg, and Mark Nation, Virtues & practices in the Christian tradition: Christian ethics after 
MacIntyre (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1997), 21. 
88 Bakker, Gunnende kerk, 43. 
89 MacIntyre, After virtue, 191-3. Chapter 14 is an especially important chapter on practices and virtues.  
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country or the way someone or a group of people understands the way God works in 

history. Convictions McClendon defined as ‘our persuasions, the belief we embody with 

some reason, guiding all our  thought, shaping our lives’.90  

 

The ecclesiology of McClendon and Yoder embeds the practices of McClendon and 

Yoder shaping communal discernment. Furthermore understanding McClendon’s view 

on community, practices, virtues and convictions gives a basis for understanding the 

practices in chapter 3. 

                     
90 McClendon, Ethics, 22. The convictions we are talking about are broadly divided in three categories ‘those that inform Christian 
living (moral convictions), those that display the substance of Christian faith (doctrinal convictions), and those that open out into a 
Christian vision or world view (philosophical convictions).’ McClendon, Doctrine, 21. 
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Chapter 3 
Practices of communal discernment after McClendon and Yoder 

 

In this chapter, I will look for different practices of the church, as described by 

McClendon and Yoder, which can be helpful in communal discernment in church 

meetings. These different practices are also formative for communal discernment in 

baptist churches who wants to be shaped by the baptist identity as presented in 

chapter three.  

 

As mentioned in the introduction, McClendon accentuated a communal way of 

searching for the next steps in the ongoing journey of a community. Shared inquiry in 

the light of the Bible, present wisdom and prayer should shape the common 

understanding and help them come to decisions.91 Glick focuses even more than 

McClendon on discerning God’s desires and actions for the world.92  

 

This means that, from this definition of McClendon and the complement of Glick, a few 

marks of communal discernment will follow. Communal discernment, as understand 

here, is  a cooperative search for the next steps in common life, which should be in the 

light of Scripture, experience and the guidance of the Spirit, it is in earnest prayer and 

shapes the convictions of the community. According to this, and out of McClendon’s 

trilogy, I will address two practices which can shape communal discernment. 1) The 

baptist vision and 2) the fellowship of the Spirit.93  These two practices do not cover the 

marks of communal discernment fully. So I will also look to practices which can shape 

communal discernment  according to Yoder.   

                     
91 McClendon, Doctrine, 479. Earlier McClendon quoted it this way: ‘Discernment is rather a communal practice, deliberately 
undertaken, in which issues of moment for the ongoing life of God's people are addressed in meeting, brought under mutual study 
in the light of all the Scripture and all experience, committed to ultimate authority in earnest prayer, and at last brought to the 
judgment of those rightly concerned.’ McClendon, “The Concept of Authority” 106. 
92 Glick, In Tune with God, 13. 
93 I am grateful to Doug Heidebrecht who in his dissertation differentiated marks of communal hermeneutics in the theology of 
McClendon.    Heidebrecht, “Contextualizing Community Hermeneutics”, 340-69. 
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Yoder addresses five main practices of the Christian community in different books and 

essays.94 Two of them are core practices of baptistic congregations: Baptism and bread 

eaten together. The three other practices build upon the former two as will be show 

and are directly relevant for communal discernment. These are 1) the rule of Christ, 2) 

the rule of Paul, 3) the fullness of Christ.95  

 

What McClendon states on the fellowship of the Spirit can be brought into 

conversation with the Rule of Paul from Yoder. Therefore, I come to four discernment 

practices which I will discuss in the following order: 1) the baptist vision, 2) the rule of 

Christ or binding and loosing, 3) the fellowship of the Spirit or the Rule of Paul and 4) 

the fullness of Christ or agents in the community.96   

 

3.1 Practicing the baptist Vision ‘this is that’ and ‘then is now’ 

McClendon shaped five marks, as mentioned in §2.3, together in the baptist vision  

with the words “this is that” and “then is now”. This baptist vision is more than only a 

hermeneutical frame, but I start with the hermeneutical explanation.97 “This is that”  is 

‘a way of seeing both Scripture and present community anew as one is seen through 

the lines of the other.’98  The “this” of the experiences in our life interpreted by the 

                     
94 Michael G. Cartwright, “Sacrament as Social Process: Christ the Transformer of Culture,” in The Royal Priesthood: Essays 
Ecclesiological and Ecumenical, introduction by Michael G. Cartwright and John Howard Yoder, Kindle Edition. (Scottdale PA: Herald 
Press, 2012), loc.  7391-7407, loc. 7396,  John Howard Yoder, Body Politics: Five Practices of the Christian Community before the 
Watching World (Scottdale, PA.: Herald Press, 2001),  John Howard Yoder, For the Nations: Essays Evangelical and Public (Grand 
Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1997), 27-33. 
95 In Body Politics Yoder addressed ‘five practices of the Christian Community before the watching world’.  These practices are 1) 
Binding and loosing, 2) Disciples break bread together, 3) Baptism and new humanity, 4) The fullness of Christ, 5) The rule of Paul. 
Yoder, Body Politics, Michael G. Cartwright, “Radical Reform, Radical Catholicity: John Howard Yoder’s Vision of the Faithful 
Church,” in The Royal Priesthood: Essays Ecclesiological and Ecumenical, Kindle Edition. (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 2012), loc. 
163–1274, 360-73.  
96  See also Groen, Geloofwaardige gemeente, 70-1. Groen named five processes and practices for baptist congregational 
development. See also Bakker, Gunnende kerk, 145. Bakker named three words to summarize the moral space of the congregation: 
Further on he named six more ways of how a congregation could practice the moral values of Christ.  
97 There is much more to say on the hermeneutical view of McClendon, but this is beyond the focus of this dissertation. 
McClendon, Doctrine, 34-46.  
98 McClendon gives many examples of this way of reading which is recognizable in the Bible. For example he uses the story of Amos 
where it is said ‘“I brought you from the land of Egypt” (2:10)’, but that was not Amos and the people he spoke to, but Moses and 
his people. Many times, according to McClendon, this kind of speech is used in the Bible to identify people with the stories and 
people of the Bible in a way to connect people to the ‘prophetic vision’ explained in the Bible. McClendon, “The baptist Vision”, 5-
7;  McClendon , “The Concept of Authority”, 103-4.  
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“that” we read in the Bible ‘presuppose a formative community of interpretation 

(church) with its own definite history (Bible and its tradition).’99  

“Then is now” is the other of McClendon’s expressions on the baptist vision which does 

the same, but from another viewpoint, it ‘declares the present relevance of what God 

will assuredly do’.100 In this way, the baptist vision is a prophetic trioptic biblical 

vision.101 This way of reading challenges the church. In one way, it  strengthens the 

authority of the Bible, in the other it is closely related to our way of living. The story of 

the Bible is the story of our life and asks to be practiced.102 ‘...we may describe the 

church’s Bible-reading task as the identification of its characters (...), the discovery of 

its plot (...), and the exploration of its settings (...).’103  

Reading the Bible together in this narrative way, trying to understand how others 

interpret these texts and sharing our own way of interpreting, asks for an open 

attitude. Open for transformation of our convictions and presumptions and open to 

come to shared convictions. This also means that the community who reads the Bible 

together needs to discern how to read and interpret the Bible. Questions as how do we 

understand what “that” and “then” means in “this” situation should be carefully 

spoken about and are discernment questions in itself, related to specific situations. This 

is why the baptist vision is more than a hermeneutical frame. At the same time  

‘the baptist vision allows a variety of Bible readings, a variety of applications, depending on time 

and place and, of course, on the individuality of the readers of the Scripture in each time and 

place ... the unity that arises by use of this vision is nevertheless sufficient to define an authentic 

                     
99 McClendon, Doctrine, 461. In the Dutch context the Baptist Seminary uses  the triad ‘Scripture, tradition and context’. This triad 
explains Scripture and doing theology in this time, situation and context, influenced by the tradition in which the community 
stands. The angle of the tradition embeds also the community of ages in the understanding of the Bible in relation to the context 
of today, this prevents new interpretations from being made and adopted too fast but does not mean to come to solidified 
interpretations. Groen, Geloofwaardige gemeente, 6. Groen also gave some examples of faith conversations in which ‘this is that’ 
and ‘then is now’ with accountability of the different partners in the conversation is practiced. Ibid., 64-5.   
100McClendon, Doctrine, 69. 
101 Ibid., 92. 
102 Ibid., 100. 
103 Ibid., 40, bold is McClendon’s. See also McClendon, “The Concept of Authority”, 105. 
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style of communal Christian life, so that participants in such a community can know what the 

church must teach to be the church.’
104

    

This means that the baptist vision focuses more on orthopraxis than on orthodoxy. But 

is “this is that” and “then is now” not an oversimplification, are they not too biblicistic? 

As mentioned in §2.4, our convictions guide our thoughts and practices. This means 

that ‘Only if we understand who we are and what sort of history we are involved in will 

we be able to make wise decisions and know which of the more general ethical 

principles apply to us and why’105 as McClendon quoted from a letter he received from 

Robert M. Adams.  This also means, as I interpret this, that we have to understand the 

context of the “then” and “that”. The story we are involved in is our story now, our 

history and narratives embodied in a postmodern Dutch context,  but also the story of 

“this is  that”  and “then is now” meaning the story of the Risen Christ and the 

contextual story of the early church.106   

 

What does this mean for our way of reading the Bible in communal discernment? The 

convictions of every brother and sister are formed in different ways, have different 

roots and are articulated differently. Do we think: “this is their way of doing, so why 

should it bother me?”  This way of thinking is rooted in relativism;   convictions and 

intentions are all rooted in culture ‘so that which is worthy or justifiable or true or 

meaningful varies from culture to culture.’107  In the end, it means ‘even belief or 

disbelief’ in God must be a relative belief. On the other end, an imperialistic or 

foundationalist view is possible in which people think that they know and own the right 

way of doing and judge people who make different decisions than they should.108 “This 

is that” could then become a normative, judgmental measuring rod.  

 

                     
104 McClendon, Doctrine, 46.  
105 McClendon, Ethics, 331.  
106 Ibid., 331. 
107 James William McClendon Jr., Witness: Systematic Theology (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2000), 50. 
108 McClendon, Ethics, 346; James William McClendon Jr. and James M Smith,  Convictions: Defusing Religious Relativism (Valley 
Forge, PA: Trinity Press International, 1994), 9-11. 
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In both relativism and imperialism, understanding each other is not necessary. From a 

distance, we could judge or tolerate. Learning to understand the other needs 

conversation and community and can lead to something different, namely 

perspectivism.   Perspectivism109  

‘acknowledges the great, contrary variety of human convictional communities, and 

acknowledges that the truth perceived in one is not easily translated into the truth of another 

community. Yet it does not theorize that there is no  truth that is true….Meanwhile… 

perspectivism thinks it sees difficult but real ways to bring together discordant elements in the 

human fabric…’ 
110

 

 

Perspectivism does not mean that all perspectives are equally valid.  This does not 

mean that it is about discovering truth behind contrasting views as it is about shaping 

characters that no longer hide the truth with which she is opposed.111 McClendon 

states,  with Hauerwas,  that truth as value needs a truthful character in which 

accountability to others is practiced and in which there is also congruence in the 

different roles of people who are present.112 This way of perspectivism can help people 

to be faithful to their own convictions, open people to be shaped in their personal 

convictions and helps a community to shape communal convictions.  

 

Reflection:  

The baptist vision of “this is that” and “then is now” is a narrative way of reading the 

Bible connected with reading the life and context of the community right here and 

now. It urges for willingness for communal discernment in itself, how to understand the 

“that” and “then” in relation with “this” and “now”. Perspectivism, in which truth and 

truthfulness belong together and in which listening to and understanding each other 

are keys,  can help to come to communal discernment. To come to unity according to 

the baptist vision, the next practices addressed in the following paragraphs will be 

                     
109 McClendon, Ethics, 346; McClendon and Smith, Convictions, 9-10,   also chapter 6 and 7 are on perspectivism. 
110 McClendon, Ethics, 346. 
111 Ibid., 348.  
112 Ibid., 348-351.  
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needed. It is important to have a sharp focus on how “this is that” and “then is now” is 

relevant for congregations today. Also on-first-sight practical questions spoken about in 

church meetings, such as “do we want a church building and where?” or “how do we 

relate to our neighborhood?” are discernment questions in which “this is that” and 

“then is now” needs to have the focus.   

 

3.2 The rule of Christ or binding and loosing 

Binding and loosing is a practice referred to in Matthew 18:15-18, in which Jesus 

described in detail how to handle conflicts and come to forgiveness and reconciliation, 

so that the sister or brother can be restored in the community. Yoder shows that this 

Rule was practiced in early Anabaptism and that this Rule is also about communal 

discernment.113  In Matthew 18:18 Jesus says ‘whatever you bind on earth shall be 

bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.’114 This 

means that what happens in binding and loosing is not without obligation. ‘God would 

at the same time be acting “in, with, and under” that human activity.’115  

 

According to Yoder binding and loosing have two interrelated dimensions because 

Matthew 18:15 cf. starts in the singular form and continues to speak about the 

congregation.116 ‘(1) Forgiveness: to “bind” is to withhold fellowship, to “loose” is to 

forgive.’117 ‘(2) Moral discernment: To “bind” is to enjoin, to forbid or make obligatory; 

to “loose” is to leave free, to permit’.118 Yoder explains the relation between 

forgiveness and discernment with a set of four interrelated marks.  

 

                     
113 John Howard Yoder, “Hermeneutics of the Anabaptists,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 41, no. 4 (October 1, 1967): 291–308, 304. 
114 Matthew 18:18, ESV. 
115 Yoder, Body Politics, 1. 
116 Ibid., loc. 6767. 
117 John Howard Yoder, “Binding and Loosing,” in The Royal Priesthood: Essays Ecclesiological and Ecumenical, by Michael G. 
Cartwright and John Howard Yoder, Kindle Edition. (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 2012), loc. 6670-7388, 6755-6. 
118 Ibid., loc. 6759-60. 
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First, ‘forgiving presupposes prior discernment’119 meaning that there should be a 

common understanding on what is sin or wrongdoing. This demands that prior 

discernment about shared convictions of the congregation is needed. For sure this is 

not always the case. Many times a specific situation, such as a cohabitating couple 

wanting to be members, asks for discernment on a broader theme as relational ethics. 

Second, ‘forgiving furthers discernment’,120 communicating with the goal to reconcile, 

is a way for a community to experience if the agreements made are adequate. The 

criteria of the group can ‘be challenged, tested and confirmed, or changed as is found 

necessary’.121 This part of binding and loosing helps to shape communal discernment in 

an open and ongoing process in which communal criteria are searched for and also are 

evaluated.  

 

Third, discernment can need forgiveness, because in many severe issues discussed, 

people are being hurt, by the way of talking, or the ‘binding or loosing’ outcome of 

communal discernment.    

 

‘That we can work together when we agree is not yet the gospel. That is the sociological works-

religion, something we can do for ourselves, in our own strength. The word of reconciliation, on 

the other hand, directs us to talk together when we disagree. The gospel is that despite 

ourselves, by grace, we have been made one with people with whom we were not one.’122   

 

This means another way of talking together;  not focused on negotiation, compromises 

or “agreed to disagree”. But if ‘we see clash and reconciliation, accusation and 

repentance as the more fundamental model of Good News, we shall seek to clarify 

differences rather than covering them over.’123
 Fourth, forgiveness ‘sets the limits of 

our responsibility for one another’s decisions. If I am a Christian at all, what I do is my 

                     
119 Ibid., loc. 6762 
120 Ibid., 6774 
121 Ibid., loc. 6767. 
122 John Howard Yoder, “On Christian Unity: The Way from below,” Pro Ecclesia 9, no. 2 (March 1, 2000): 165–183, 177. 
123 Ibid., 177. 
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brother’s and my sister’s business.’124 This means that brothers and sisters are 

accountable to each other and that agreement is needed about where ‘the search for a 

common mind ends and individual variation and personal responsibility begins’.125 The 

reality of being forgiven helps a community to come to otherwise impossible ways of 

trusting each other, also this helps to see binding an loosing not as a judging practice 

but as a restoring practice.126 This part of binding and loosing teaches how brothers 

and sisters can work on their relation with each other when opinions and convictions 

are clashing in communal discernment processes.  

 

Binding and loosing ‘gathers up the resources of human wisdom, the perspectives of 

several kinds of involvement in different ways of perceiving a question, and a loving 

processes of negotiation, all of this guided and enabled by God’s own presence’.127 

Yoder states that as is expressed in Acts,128 the Holy Spirit is especially working in 

choosing directions, and  she ‘will guide you into all the truth’.129  Also, this is expressed 

in Matthew 18:20 ‘where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among 

them.’130 In this way, binding and loosing as communal discernment practice is very 

different from a procedural way of making decisions. Binding and loosing is not about 

compromising, patronizing power or authority from outside. Communal discernment is 

binding ‘for that time and place; at the same time it remains permanently open to 

review if the same process of admonition again be initiated when another brother 

claims new light or reports a new offense.’131 

 

                     
124 Yoder, “Binding and Loosing”, loc. 6787-90. 
125 Ibid., loc. 6787-94. 
126 Yoder, Body Politics, 6. 
127 Ibid., 9.  
128 Especially Acts 13-15. Yoder, “Binding and Loosing”, loc.  6831.   
129 John 16:13 ESV 
130 ESV, see also Teun van der Leer, “De kerk op haar smalst,” unpublished Ma thesis (Amsterdam, 2006), 77-80. Especially chapter 
five  in which he builds ecclesiology from pneumatology.  
131 John Howard Yoder, “Hermeneutics of the Anabaptists,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 41, no. 4 (October 1, 1967): 291–308, 
accessed January 15, 2014, http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rfh&AN=ATLA0000712883&site=ehost-live, 
305. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rfh&AN=ATLA0000712883&site=ehost-live
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McClendon stated that ‘conscience ... is found in congregational reflection, 

discernment, discipline and action’132  instead of personal introspection or concerns. 

When he discusses the practice of forgiveness, he roots it just as Yoder did in the Rule 

of Christ and also connects binding and loosing in an individual situation with the 

‘guiding  limits set from time to time by the brothers and sisters in the course of their 

ongoing conversation’.133 In this, we taste ongoing communal discernment which 

McClendon describes as ‘the informal, almost casual nature of congregational 

interchange’134 in which forgiveness is the norm.  

 

Reflection  

Binding and loosing helps to shape communal discernment in an open and ongoing 

process in which communal criteria are searched for and also are evaluated. It teaches 

also how brothers and sisters can work on their relation with each other when opinions 

and convictions are clashing. The set of four marks of binding and loosing can give 

insight in the entangled processes when people differ from convictions and are hurting 

each other as could be the case in church meetings.   

 

Sometimes Christians could have an ideal of  a  tranquil community in which 

forgiveness is not needed and agreement is presumed, but that is a romantic ideal in 

which the ‘not yet’ is overlooked. A community which is not open to disagreements 

could lead to a closed group in which everyone is entwined with the other, where 

things are not spoken out, where communal discernment bleeds to death.135  

 

‘Why could this happen? a chair of a church board asked himself. Looking back to the history of 

the church, he heard of forceful discussions some thirty years ago. “It is difficult now to talk 

about personal faith and life choices, because we are afraid to hurt each other again, history 

                     
132 McClendon, Ethics, 214.  
133 Ibid., 226. 
134 Ibid., 226. 
135 McClendon, Ethics, 232. It is beyond this dissertation, but on this theme the practical insight of system theory will be of a high 
value. Ronald W Richardson, Werken aan een gezonde gemeente: bijdragen aan het “gezin” dat gemeente heet (Gorinchem: 
Ekklesia, 2002), Edwin H Friedman, Van geslacht tot geslacht: gezinsprocessen in kerk en synagoge (Gorinchem: Ekklesia, 1999). 
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repeats... Everyone does what he or she thinks it is good. From the outside, it looks as a familiar 

community, inside we avoid the real talk, and that is really painful.”
136

  

 

Binding and loosing is helpful in addressing difficult issues on personal and communal 

level to come to discernment. It shapes a way to bind or loose as well in discernment as 

in reconciliation. Congregations have to learn to deal with the almost inevitable 

possibility of hurting each other. This means that a healthy way of responding to 

conflicts is needed. Stutzman refers to Leas, who determined five stages of conflict and 

Stutzman argues that communal discernment is not possible in  the last two stages of 

conflict where fight and destruction rules.137  

 

To come to communal discernment according the practice of binding and loosing the 

community has to learn the difficult practice of reconciliation. Bakker speaks about the 

church as a reconciling community, which is becoming a graceful space.138 That graceful 

space is expressed in ‘It is knowing that he who is our body and we, forgiven and 

forgiver, are all one.’139    

 

3.3 The fellowship of the Spirit - the rule of Paul  

Yoder takes the way Paul disclosed a worship meeting guided by the Holy Spirit in 1 

Corinthians 14 as starting point for his focus on an orderly church meeting in a 

congregational way. Everyone guided by the Spirit can participate, and Yoder stresses 

the priority which is given to prophesy and the weighing of the prophecy by other 

participants.  This means, according to Yoder, that ‘…it is the entire congregation, and 

thus primarily simple people responding to the obvious meaning of the text, who will 

make the decision as to what God says for today.’140 ‘Likewise, this understanding of 

                     
136 Personal conversation, March 2013, personal details withheld for confidentiality reasons.  
137 Ervin R Stutzman, Discerning God’s Will Together: Biblical Interpretation in the Free Church Tradition, 2013, 114-118. Stutzman 
described three sorts of conflicts in church related to communal discernment: 1) value conflicts, 2) system conflicts, 3) personality 
clashes.   In the last two stages of conflict, binding and loosing is focused on conflict solving.  
138 Bakker, Gunnende kerk, 44, 49. In chapter three of this book about the moral space of Christ a red line is love, reconciliation, 
forgiveness and peace bringing. Ibid., 43-80.   
139 McClendon, Ethics, 228. 
140 Yoder, “Hermeneutics of the Anabaptists,” 301-2. 
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the process of finding the truth in the church constituted a rejection of all kinds of 

visionary enthusiasm.’141 So in practicing this fellowship of the Spirit communal 

discernment happens.  

 

In Acts 15, in which an example of a council meeting in Jerusalem about missionary 

strategy was written down, Yoder recognizes the same elements142 and he emphasizes 

‘It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us.’143
 During the ages, the way of coming to 

decisions in the community meeting together was lost. In mainline churches decisions 

were made by the clergy. But in the Radical Reformation and Puritan movements144 

convictions about how to know God’s will for the church again were rooted in Acts 15 

and 1 Corinthians 14, understanding that the Spirit is working in the community.145   

 

Especially those known as Quakers worked out and practiced how the Spirit works in a 

community. Silence is still a key in their meetings, to wait upon someone starting to 

speak and to have an open conversation in which everyone who wants to speak gets 

space. Time is taken, and decisions are not forced. That is the way they understand the 

Spirit is working. Quakers use this practice as well in worship, church meetings and 

mission.146  So consultation, according to Yoder, is the way to search for discernment. 

But will this not mean endless meetings? Yoder states a theological answer ‘because 

Jesus Christ is always and everywhere the same, any procedure that yields sovereignty 

to the direction of his spirit will have ultimately to create unity.  What does not create 

authentic unity is the centralized power tactics…’147  

 

                     
141 Ibid, 303. 
142 Yoder, Body Politics, 61.  
143 Acts 15:28, Yoder, Body Politics, 63, Yoder, “Hermeneutics of the Anabaptists,” 303. 
144 Yoder refers to Baron A.D. Lindsay who explained ‘…that Anglo-Saxon democracy (…) is an extension of the Puritan vision of the 
hearers freely gathered under the preaching Word and free to talk back to the expositor, as he is their servant…’ Yoder, Body 
Politics, 67. 
145 Ibid., 67. 
146 Ibid., 67. 
147 Ibid., 67. 



  
Page 38 

 
  

In his writing on authority148, McClendon tells about the triad of authority in which 

experience, Bible and community, need each other to be authoritative. McClendon 

addresses fellowship as ‘God’s unitive authority’,149 which means that the fellowship of 

the Spirit is not some kind of light community; but the fellowship in which God creates,  

by the Spirit, a holy community which is needed to  come to communal discernment.150 

‘For evangelical experience and authoritative Scripture both require assessment, 

discernment, judgment.’151 This means ‘discernment is no mere ballot-box democracy, 

far less is it a mere opinion poll of the church membership.’152 McClendon sees  a 

‘Ferris wheel of discernment, interpretation, obedience and action’153 in which 

everyone has his own seat, without an upper chair,  circling around and relying on 

others.  

 

‘congregational polity  lies not in a mechanical democracy of yes and no votes taken upon some 

leadership ukase or majority report; it lies rather in the mutual trust of brothers and sisters who 

can and will assemble; it lies in the diversity of gifts, …it lies in listening to concerned outsiders; 

it lies in obedience to the Spirit.’
154 

 

In this way McClendon stresses strongly that discernment is not about pragmatism, 

results and comfort but only on the confirmation of the Spirit in the community. Also, 

he stresses the ‘manifold wisdom of God’155 working in different ways, in different 

congregations,  through different people, in different situations.  

 

Reflection:  

This practice is directly related to congregationalism and provides a mirror to the way 

church meetings are being held and decisions are made. Does communal discernment 

happens as fellowship of the Spirit? Or are decisions made in a formal stakeholder 

                     
148 McClendon, Doctrine, 454-488, McClendon, “The Concept of Authority”, 101–107. 
149 McClendon, Doctrine, 458. 
150 Ibid., 477-8. 
151 Ibid., 477. 
152 McClendon, “The Concept of Authority”, 106. 
153 McClendon, Doctrine, 478.  
154 Ibid., 479. See also McClendon, “The Concept of Authority”, 101–107. 
155 McClendon, Doctrine, 480. 
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way? The practice of the fellowship of the Spirit provides a communal way of coming to 

discernment in which every member has her part.  This practice provides an 

atmosphere in which everyone can participate. It addresses church members as 

members  of the Body of Christ, instead of stakeholders. Williams and Murray give 

practical ideas how to practice the fellowship of the Spirit in communal discernment 

processes. 156   

 

Yoder and McClendon both stress the way a congregation conducts its meetings. ‘It 

seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to...’ should according to Yoder be the 

conclusion at the end of a communal discernment process. This stands in contrast with 

the recognizable way McClendon describes decision making in congregations as a 

ballot-box democracy in which the articles of association or centralized power tactics 

could be leading more than everything else.  

 

Yoder stresses the guidance and fellowship of the Spirit and McClendon addresses 

prayer in his view on discernment. Neither writer worked out the role of prayer in 

communal discernment. Glick refers to communal discernment as listening to God. 

Listening to God is interwoven in the baptist vision and binding and loosing, but also 

prayer is essential in listening to God. She gives examples in congregational stories of 

how prayer is interwoven in communal discernment.157 The Baptist Union of Victoria 

worked out church meetings as worship.158 Morris and Olsen worked out a path of 

stepping stones which can be used for communal discernment in either small or large 

communities. Listening to the Spirit and prayer are interwoven in the different stepping 

stones a community can take.159 

                     
156 Sian Murray Williams and Stuart Murray, The Power of All: Building a Multivoiced Church (Harrisonburg, VA: Herald Press, 2012), 
145. 
157 Glick, In Tune with God, 157-65. 
158 Grant Stewart etal., “Open to God” (Baptist Union of Victoria, 2009), 37-9. 
159 These steps are: 1) Framing: on which subject discernment is needed, and what will be the approach? 2) Grounding: a proposal 
will be made and reflection is needed on how this theme is grounded in the values and believe of the community. 3) Shedding: 
time to lay down ego’s presumptions, time for silent reflection. 4) Rooting: in tradition, in biblical stories. 5) Listening: to the Spirit 
of God, to each other and others around us. 6) Exploring: creative out-of-the-box thinking to look for all options 7) Improving; 
working out the different options in consultation and prayer. 8) Weighing: testing the options, weighing where the Spirit will lead. 
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3.4 The fullness of Christ and agents in the community 

In Ephesians 4:11-13 Paul talks about the fullness of Christ, with the image of the body 

of Christ in which every member ‘has a distinctly identifiable, divinely validated, and 

empowered role.’160 Yoder refers to this text161 to address the theme of being one 

body in which everyone has different but equal roles and gifts.162 Yoder expresses that 

this is not the same as being a community in which there is teamwork, it is about 

integral interdependence, meaning that everyone is as valuable as everyone else.163 It 

also means that only the Spirit enables brothers and sisters for their own roles and 

service in the congregation.164  

 

In this egalitarian way of being church, in which everyone is interdependent on the 

other sisters and brothers, Yoder addresses a few distinctive tasks which are necessary 

for an open process of communal discernment. Yoder calls the members embodying 

these specific tasks “facilitating agents”.165 The agents a  community needs to have  

are:  

 

1) ‘Agents of direction’,166 or prophecy who are supporting the ‘vision of the place of 

the believing community in history’.167  These are not charismatic prophets who know 

what shall happen, but people with a particular perception on the situation who 

                                                             
9) Closing: coming to a decision as mentioned in ‘the Holy Spirit and us…’ 10) Resting: does the decision give rest and consolation?   
Morris and M Olsen, Discerning God’s Will Together, loc. 1046-1075. 
160 John Howard Yoder, “Sacrament as Social Process: Christ the Transformer of Culture,” in The Royal Priesthood: Essays 
Ecclesiological and Ecumenical, by Michael G. Cartwright and Yoder, John Howard, Kindle Edition. (Scottdale PA: Herald Press, 
2012), loc. 7407-7704,  7446. 
161 and other texts  such as 1 Cor 12, 1 Pet. 4, Yoder, Body Politics, 47-8, Yoder, “Sacrament as Social Process”, loc. 7446. 
162 Yoder, Body Politics, 47-55. 
163 Yoder stresses that our way of teamwork is grafted in the image Paul uses instead of the other way around. Yoder, Body Politics, 
49, 58, Yoder, For the Nations, 33. 
164 Ibid., 33.  
165John Howard Yoder, “The Hermeneutics of Peoplehood: A Protestant Perspective,” in The Priestly Kingdom: Social Ethics as 
Gospel (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), 15-45, 28-34. Yoder addresses also other agents. ‘…the agents of 
more than- rational sensitivity they called discerners of spirits, the agents of doxology they called speakers in tongues, to say 
nothing of the healers, the administrators, and the bearers of other forms of charismatic empowerment which did not happen to 
occur in the apostolic lists but will be needed, and will be provided as need arises - must all be created anew and integrated 
repeatedly in the ongoing presence of God the Spirit in the body.’ Yoder, For the Nations, 215. 
166 See also 1 Cor 14: 3, 29, Yoder, The Hermeneutics of Peoplehood, 29.  
167 See also Mat 13:52, ibid., 29. 
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believe that God is working in and through conversation in the community. This means 

also  that the community has to weigh the words of the prophecy or understanding and 

chew on it.   

 

2) ‘Agents of memory’168 or scribes or treasurers of the communal history. People who 

know the value of the history of the community, who tell the stories and bring up the 

memories. These people  also can share the collective memory of the Word. These are 

people living and sharing ‘this is that’ as McClendon would state.  

 

3) ‘Agents of linguistic self-consciousness’169 a few people guiding the community as 

teachers and moral reasoners, who know how to use language in a conscious and 

positive way. Brothers and sisters who are open minded and critical thinking.  Yoder 

gives the example of Priscilla instructing Apollos about the Way.   

 

4) ‘Agents of order and due process’170 or the overseers and elders or moderating 

team. Their task is to facilitate an open conversation process, caring that everyone is 

heard ‘and that the conclusions reached are genuinely consensual’.171  Yoder recalls 

James in Acts 15 stating ‘It has been decided by the Holy Spirit and by us’172 as an 

example of an agent of order and due process.  

 
McClendon addresses the theme of authorities in the congregation shortly by referring 

to different persons in the community with authority on Christian matters, these can 

be experts such as theologians or ‘pastors and deacons and... teachers...’173 who have 

to care for applying power and need to limit it. McClendon stresses another authority, 

‘the  ‘criterial’ authority, the authority for faith and life that is possessed by a member 

                     
168 Ibid., 30. 
169 Ibid., 32. 
170 Ibid., 33. 
171 Ibid., 33. 
172 Acts 15:28 
173 McClendon, Doctrine, 480. 
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of the Christian body just because they are members’,174 this is not some opinion on its 

own, but it flourishes because the community shares and listens to each other.    

 

Reflection:  

Yoder stresses the interdependent and egalitarian way of being church and at the same 

time he calls for facilitating agents with specific tasks. This gives direction for churches 

who wrestle with how to lead the community in a congregational way. Naming and 

recognizing both interdependency and different tasks can shape space for different 

roles and gifts in the community especially in church meetings. As Stutzman states, the 

list of agents of Yoder is not extensive. ‘For example, agents gifted for discernment of 

spirits (1 Cor.12:10)  or agents devoted to intercession and/or prayer for discernment 

(Phil. 1:9-11)’175 are not named by Yoder. I think these are good additions to the list of 

agents described by Yoder. 

 

3.5 Concluding 

In this chapter, I worked out four practices, as described by McClendon and Yoder, 

which can shape communal discernment. Communal discernment, again, is understand 

as  a cooperative search for the next steps in common life, which should be in the light 

of Scripture, experience and the guidance of the Spirit, it is in earnest prayer and 

shapes the convictions of the community. The baptist vision, binding and loosing, the 

fellowship of the Spirit and the fullness of Christ together can shape communal 

discernment. These practices are not only focused on communal discernment in 

relation to the church meeting. These practices can shape local congregations to create 

an atmosphere in which communal discernment can happen. In the same time, these 

practices can be exercised when the church meets together for communal 

discernment. The question is if this is already happening in Dutch Baptist churches and 

how these practices can be practiced in the various churches. In the next chapter I will 

focus on that theme.  
                     
174 Ibid., 480. 
175 Stutzman, Discerning God’s Will Together, 46. 
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Chapter 4 
Exercising practices of communal discernment  

 
In this chapter, I will use four cases of Dutch Baptist churches to address how the four 

practices which can shape communal discernment in church meetings are practiced. 

First I want to introduce the way I did this and present four different churches, their 

pastors and their cases on how communal discernment was or was not exercised. In 

these descriptions I gave some examples related to the different practices.  In the next 

paragraphs I will relate the practices of McClendon and Yoder with examples of the 

churches and the conversation with the pastors on the different practices. I will do this 

by summarizing the practices, describing  examples from different cases and by 

addressing the discussion and questions on the different practices.176 In the last part of 

every paragraph I concluded with how these four practices can be used in practicing 

communal discernment in Dutch Baptist churches.   

 

4.1  Introduction focus interview, churches and pastors 

On March 13, I held a focus group interview177 of two hours with four pastors 

associated with four different churches.178 Before the interview I had asked them to 

describe a case study on a recent process of communal discernment in their church.179 

During the interview180 each pastor introduced his case briefly to the others. Next I 

asked on which case the pastors wanted to talk more deeply. The chosen case was 

explored further and this case description is longer. After exploring the chosen case, all 
                     
176 I made the choice to focus on good practices instead of focussing on “what is going wrong”. Focussing on good practices shows 
that there are possibilities to “practice the practices.” Even in the good practices is enough to discuss about in relation to the 
practices of Yoder and McClendon.  
177 This interview is audio taped. In this interview the pastors described their perspective on a specific case from their church. In 
reworking I made the interpretation of what the pastors told. This means that what is written here is an interpreted perspective on 
the cases and situations of the various congregations, in relation to the four practices of communal discernment. Interviewing 
other people of the various churches could give another perspective on these cases. These cases are illustrative because four 
churches are not representative for all the Dutch Baptist churches.  
178 One of the pastors is an emeritus pastor, who was the first pastor of this church and still a member of this church. I tried to 
come to a varied group of pastors representing a variety of churches according to the age of the churches, the size of the churches, 
the size of the city, different areas of the Netherlands and difference in theology. The group is too small to cover this different 
criteria fully. For a fifth pastor it was not possible to join the interview, this meant that no church from the western (and southern) 
part of the Netherlands and from a bigger city, joined the conversation. It also meant that the more conservative churches were 
less presented, although in the interview it became clear that in two of the churches these voices were present. The towns in which 
these congregations are located have between the 45.000 and 100.000 inhabitants.  
179 See appendix 1 for a description of the way I asked the pastors to describe the casus. 
180 See appendix 2 for the structure of the interview. 
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the pastors were asked in which discernment issues of the case they recognized or did 

not recognize practices and experiences in their church.  

 

In the next, and shorter part I asked them to reflect on the practices of Yoder and 

McClendon. They primarily talked about the practice of binding and loosing and 

practicing the baptist vision. The pastors talked first about if and how these could be 

practiced and afterwards about what struggle these practices could give. After the 

meeting, in the doorway, some other interesting remarks were made by two pastors. I 

will also address these remarks. But first I want to introduce the different churches, 

their pastors and their cases.181  

 

4.1.1 Oak Chapel in IJsselvillage 

Oak Chapel is a congregation in which diversity is of paramount importance. One of the 

images the congregation refers to is the image of the people of God traveling through 

the desert. On the go, the church made decisions, good ones and wrong ones. The 

church has existed some forty years and was born out of a schism in the local Baptist 

church. From a membership numbering 100 ten years ago the church has declined to 

close to 50 members now. The quest for identity and perspective on the future are 

actual questions. Pastor Karel was the first pastor of this church, and though he worked 

elsewhere, he is still a member.182 After having several other pastors, the church has 

had no pastor for more than 10 years.  

 

Some time ago the question of what Oak Chapel has to offer IJsselvillage, since there 

are both larger and small churches around it, arose. What followed was a conversation 

about the identity of the church in a business meeting. During the conversation the 

question was asked by church members:  What if people want to be a member of the 

church and have problems to be baptized on faith? How necessary is baptism on faith 

                     
181 Because of confidentiality the names of the churches, cities and pastors are changed. The information in the introduction of the 
different congregations is based on information of the focus interview, the description of the case and the website of the 
congregation. See separate and confidential appendix 3. 
182 Pastor Karel stayed as member when he left as pastor to do other pastoral work, now he is in retirement.  
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as a gateway for membership? The congregation decided to have a conversation on 

baptism and membership during three meetings. At the last meeting a proposal to 

change the articles of Association was formulated.  Oak Chapel came to the conclusion 

that when someone has a clear and fully way of faith and has a conscientious objection 

to being baptized, the church members recognize and accept this, then Oak Chapel can 

decide to consider them as members. During this process, discussion arose questioning 

if the church would be staying truthful to the identity mark of baptism. 

 

4.1.2 Beech Community in Rhinecenter 

Beech Community is one of the oldest Baptist congregations, situated in a city.  Loving 

God, loving people and following Christ is the focus of the church. The church as the 

body of Christ and as a family are images used to illustrate the relational focus of the 

church. In the past, the church had a schism two times; the ‘hardliners’ moved to 

another place. The church now has approximately 75 members. Pastor Leo has been  

pastor of this church for a few years. 

 

In Beech Community, there was, because of fear for repeated conflicts, an overall 

embarrassment to talk about faith in practice.183 People were hesitant for clear 

opinions; laissez faire became a way of life. In the same time, some people labeled 

each other and did not come close to each other.  A question about blessing a relation 

came to pastor Leo. Pastor Leo and the board decided that this was a question for the 

whole congregation, and this started a process of learning to talk about faith in 

practice. Very different opinions about cohabitation and marriage were present in the 

congregation and had not been spoken aloud before. Effort was made for dialogue, 

some people would not discuss their opinions, so real encounter with these few people 

was not possible and they chose to leave.  

                     
183 One of the other pastors also recognized this situation. When after a conflict the congregation does not start to dialogue on 
faith again, then it is easy to assume that everyone believes the same way. In fact there could be huge differences in the way of 
believing. This also refers to McClendon  who stated that a community not open to disagreements, in which issues are not spoken 
out is a congregation in which communal discernment bleeds to death. McClendon, Ethics, 232.  
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A process of a few lifestyle evenings started. On the first evening, the way of talking 

together was explained and priorities in themes were made. The congregation decided 

first to talk about relations and after that about materialism and hospitality. One of the 

ways to come to understanding was by using the way of ‘Over de Streep’184 in which 

people were challenged to make their opinions and convictions explicit in a safe 

environment. Everything could be told, but also everything could be criticized.185 Now 

the congregation has a once in a month lifestyle evening in which for the past seven 

months “relations and faith” have been the topic.   Also Beech Community has started 

to give more attention to prayer lately, and introduced a yearly day of prayer and 

fasting. 

 

4.1.3 Birch Congregation in  Meusecity 

Birch Congregation started almost hundred years ago. Because of the growth of 

membership fifty years ago, a new church was planted in a new area of the city; warm 

contacts and shared activities between those two churches remained. About ten years 

ago a discussion took place about uniting with the other Baptist Church in town, 

because of the declining membership of both churches. The churches chose to 

continue cooperating together, but not to unite. Deepening faith in different ways and 

living missionally are key themes in Birch Congregation. Pastor Marc has been pastor of 

this 100 member church for five years.  

 

A half year ago the other church came to the board of Birch Congregation with the 

question of uniting. First there was resistance. Things were said such as: ‘Then we could 

throw our whole process in the bin and start all over again.’ But the debate about this 

plan started in the board and eventually a church meeting was planned in which the 

question was addressed. Time for prayer was taken, afterwards the conversation 

                     
184 A television program in which young people learn to resist indifference and  misunderstanding each other and to stimulate 
mutual respect. “Over de Streep,” accessed March 25, 2014, http://overdestreep.kro.nl/over-het-programma/default.aspx, 
“Challenge Day,” accessed March 25, 2014, http://www.challengeday.org/. 
185 The place to talk together is on the life style evenings, nothing is decided yet, but the board made clear that the discussion will 
not be done again if people did not join the lifestyle evenings.     

http://overdestreep.kro.nl/over-het-programma/default.aspx
http://www.challengeday.org/
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started. The conversation was from the perspective of faith, instead of an 

organizational perspective. One question in the discussion was: What are the Biblical 

stories we could refer to in relation to uniting with the other church? Loving our 

brother and helping our neighbour were key themes in this. What could be the 

objections regarding faith which would cause them not to unite with the other church? 

At the end of the evening, everyone was more positive about the question of uniting 

than expected.  Step by step the church wants to explore uniting with the other church. 

Both churches have confirmed that uniting looks to be a good way. Practical issues as 

‘which church building will we use’ have to be addressed and could be a major issue.  

 

In Birch Community as well as in the board, the church meeting and the meeting of the 

chairs and pastors of both churches, different Biblical narratives were used. Especially 

used were narratives concerning love and servanthood. It is our neighbor who needs 

help, so that is what you do, there was a concrete ‘knocking on our doors’. Also, texts 

about unity and being witnesses for Christ in the city were talked about. This means 

that convictions such as love, servanthood, unity in Christ and witnessing  in  society 

are the perspectives which are leading in this part of the process of uniting the two 

churches.  Underlying this way of using Biblical narratives in this discernment process 

are the way the congregation reads the Bible together.  

 

For several years, every two weeks there is a meeting for preparing the sermon. A 

group of 10-15 people joins this meeting which starts with Lectio Divina186 of the Bible 

text for the sermon. Afterwards people share their thoughts and prayers. Pastor Marc 

states that this is a way which helps those participating to learn that their own story is 

not the one and only right one. ‘It helps to understand that God speaks different things 

through personal biographies. This connects people to each other. Realizing this helps 

to come to a new story: what does this mean today; this is what God will tell us 

                     
186 Lectio Divina: a time of chewing and rechewing the Word of God and letting it speak to you. It has different steps: lectio or 
listening to the text, meditation or reflection on the text, oratio or prayer and contemplation or obeying. Richard J Foster and 
Kathryn A Helmers, Life with God: Reading the Bible for Spiritual Transformation (New York, NY: HarperOne, 2008), 62-72. 
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today.’187 In this way, part of the congregation is used to talking about the Bible and 

context and different perspectives on it.  

 

4.1.4 Poplar Church in Waalloonvalley 

Poplar Church started about twenty years ago as a daughter of another church in the 

area. The church grew fast and already has some daughters itself. It is one of the bigger 

Baptist Churches in the Netherlands; in the category 250 members and more. Pastor 

Nathan has been pastor in Poplar Church for a few years. The example of Poplar Church 

was the case, the pastors chose to talk more deeply about.  

 

When pastor Nathan started in Poplar Church, a group of young executives had already 

formed a vision group which talked about the focus for the ten coming years. Social 

justice and a Missio Dei focus on the Kingdom of God were the main issues. The focus 

on God’s Kingdom is the theme of the church for the coming years, in small groups as 

well as in sermons. Poplar Church came to a visional and theological plan on how this 

theme could be implanted in all the facets of the church. The initiative to discuss this 

theme came from the congregation, but also the theme of the Kingdom as interpreted 

by the vision group brought forth  resistance, so the vision group and board decided to 

slow down this process. Time was taken to talk about the implications of this way to 

look at ‘the Kingdom of God’.188  A part of the congregation was afraid of a horizontal 

gospel. For others- in the vision group- the changes did not go fast enough.  

 

Also, years before, the decision had been  made not to grow into a mega church but to 

have church plants if this was possible. So a group of thirty-somethings, who wanted to 

change faster, came with a plan for a new church plant, which was presented to the 

board.  It was a complete church plan, primarily focused on discipleship. The plan 

existed of a cycle of six meetings every two weeks in which group discussions, creative 

                     
187 Pastor Marc knows and works with the theology of McClendon, so in stating this he is indirectly referring to McClendon.  
188 Information from pastor Nathan a few years ago, confirmed by email on March 26, 2014.  
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workshops and silence meetings were present. In short a very different way of meeting 

than the more classical way of the mother church.  

 

The board appreciated a bottom-up plan from this group but felt confronted with 

another process than they had in mind. The board struggled with this plan but decided 

to talk about it with the congregation to investigate if there was support for this plan 

and decided not to speak the last word about it themselves.  There was a large 

attendance  with much discussion on the first church meeting about this plan, and the 

conclusion was to investigate the possibility of this church plant. The second and third  

meetings were evenings for people interested in participating in the church plant. 

These meetings were facilitated by the church plant initiative. On the fourth evening, a 

business meeting was held where different opinions on this church plant were 

discussed, and people were asked to decide if they agreed with starting this experiment 

of a church plant.  

 

During this process questions and statements arose around both the church plant and 

the mother church about becoming too ‘horizontal’. ‘We have to pray and pay while 

they are drifting away and made the wrong choices.  Board, forbid them to start this 

plant!’ The question the board asked themselves was how to keep peace in this 

situation where a few people speed up their plans and others are drawing back.  Finally 

more than two-thirds of the church members agreed with the plan to start with 

experimenting with the church plant. A few members ended their membership which 

also had to do with the focus of the church on social justice and a different kind of view 

on the Kingdom of God.  

 

So this church plant started a few months ago in the same building and at the same 

time as the mother church. For some people this process of coming to a church plant 

was a struggle of faith. For others, it was only ‘I am against it’ or ‘It is new, so I’d like to 

join it’.  
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4.2  Reflection on the baptist vision  ‘this is that’ and ‘then is now’ 

 

4.2.1 Summarizing the practice 

According to McClendon, the baptist vision of “this is that” and “then is now” shows us 

that Christ is present ‘in our kingdom work and our spiritual worship, in our witness – 

and in this very word.’189 So the baptist vision is not only a hermeneutic frame for 

theologians, it is a way of practicing hermeneutics in the congregation with all believers 

in a narrative way. McClendon argues for perspectivism.190
 The task of the congregation 

is within these different perspectives, to come to an identity and a way of listening to 

the Bible together that does not bypass the truth with which she is encountered.191  

This means that also questions as “do we want to join together with the other Baptist 

church?” or “how do we think about this plan for a church plant?” are questions in 

which “this is that” and “then is now” needs to have the focus.   

 

4.2.2. Conversation with the cases 

In the cases of Birch Congregation and Poplar Church in §4.1 examples are described in 

which small groups and sermons for a long time are focused on the same themes. The 

way Birch Congregation works with Lectio Divina helped people to come to a more 

perspectivist way to understand the Bible. This helped the congregation to come to a 

communal understanding in the case of joining together with the other Baptist church. 

 

In Poplar Church different and conflicting theological, contextual and ecclesiological 

convictions and values played a role. The vision group and board decided to take more 

time to talk on the communal understanding of the Kingdom of God. Poplar Church 

chooses to talk on the Kingdom of God in several spaces for several years, to work on a 

common vision.192 Even when a common vision was growing, differences of convictions 

                     
189 McClendon, Doctrine, 466. 
190 McClendon, Ethics, 346. 
191 Ibid., 348.  
192 The whole focus group got a pen from pastor Nathan with the text ‘Discover Gods Kingdom, meet the King’.   
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became more visible and it became clear that people wanted to practice the vision in 

different ways.  

 

In this way the congregations worked, with trial and error, on what they felt God was 

saying to them about what it is to be church in this present day in the way they 

understood “this is that” and “then is now”.  

 

4.2.3. Dialoging the strengths and difficulties 

When people have different perspectives on the same text, sharing the story behind 

that perspective can give understanding and depth in relations as pastor Karel 

explained. But this is not so easy as he states: ‘It is not hard that someone else has a 

different opinion. But it is hard to accept that the other also has an authentic way of 

understanding the Bible and has come to another viewpoint… When I see something, 

from my own vision, as the Biblical message, then it is hard to affirm the authentic 

reading of the Bible of the other.’ This stresses the heart of the case. But even if this is 

hard to understand, this is the way of the baptist vision stated pastor Leo: ‘I am this 

man’ is a way of identifying with the biblical story. But this is something different from 

stating to someone else ‘you are this man’ as pastor Karel explained. The “you” can be 

accusing, the “I” is personal. Arguing convictions and values is coming close to asking 

questions on personal or communal identity.  

 

Exercising a narrative approach helps according to pastor Leo. ‘The Bible is a book of 

faith, which shaped you and will shape you, a book that gives life.’   In this way the 

baptist vision can be useful as identification and mirror on the daily life of the 

congregation and their members.  

 

Conclusion 

This conversation makes clear that practicing the baptist vision of “this is that” and 

“then is now”, can help congregations to understand each other’s convictions and way 
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of interpreting the Bible. Understanding each other’s stories of “this is that” and “then 

is now” shapes space to come to a new story ‘this is what God will tell us today’. The 

example of Birch Congregation shows us how this can be exercised. This perspectivist 

way of reading the Bible can shape the convictions of the community and therefore can 

help the congregation to come to communal discernment in church meetings. This is 

not easy, this raises many questions, for example what if members cannot deal with 

perspectivism?  And how to relate the individual freedom of members with the 

communality of the congregation? This is where binding and loosing is important. What 

should be binding for the community and what could be left free for individual 

members and how can congregations discern this?  

 

4.3 Reflection on binding and loosing or the rule of Christ  

4.3.1 Summarizing the practice 

As discussed in §3.3, binding and loosing is about the way discernment is searched for 

in relation to what will be binding for the community and what can be left free. Binding 

and loosing helps to shape communal discernment in an open and ongoing process in 

which communal criteria are searched for and are evaluated. It teaches how brothers 

and sisters can work on their relation with each other when opinions and convictions 

are clashing. The set of four marks of binding and loosing can give insight in the 

entangled processes when people differ from convictions and are hurting each other as 

could be the case in church meetings. So, in binding and loosing discernment and 

reconciliation belongs to each other as two poles in a  balance. 

 

When communal discernment starts both the spoken and unspoken criteria of the 

group are tested, as Yoder stated, and new criteria will be discerned for.193 These 

criteria could be on the levels of convictions, values or virtues, rules and regulations. To 

                     
193 Yoder, “Binding and Loosing,” loc. 6767. 
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come to this criteria, people have to speak out about their own convictions, and learn 

to listen to each other.  

4.3.2 Conversation with the cases 

Repeated conflicts led to an atmosphere of embarrassment to talk about faith in 

practice in Beech Community, this led to a laisser faire way of being church, in which  

issues were not addressed. In the lifestyle evenings of the last season, the congregation 

learns to talk about their personal convictions as a first step to discern what the shared 

convictions are, what should be binding in this and what can be left free to personal 

convictions.   

 

The church planting initiative of Poplar Church was tinkering with the standards and 

convictions of how to be church. This provided anxiety in the mother church, a process 

of dialoging with and testing each other took place as to what is possible, what not. In 

the focus group, the discussion arose as to if it is possible, discerning God’s will, that 

the church plant of Poplar Church chose to be church in one way, and the mother 

church does this another way. It seems as if the two were able to coexist next to each 

other, because seeing each other as brothers and sisters was a leading conviction, just 

as the wish not to come to a hard confrontation with each other. Some concessions 

were hard to make and painful, both the church plant and the mother church chose to 

make these sacrifices in order to stay connected to each other.   

 

4.3.3 Dialoging the strengths and differences 

Is it not a big claim from one group to say that they have discerned this as God’s will,  

especially when others experience this as wrong? On the other hand, pastor Karel 

stated, when a group felt that God has spoken, they may stand for their convictions.  

Not rushing each other, recognizing the embarrassment, and realizing that this is a 

struggle are important, according to another pastor. It is not always possible to come 

to agreement. Someone said ‘agreement could not be the ultimate goal… Jesus is 

building wondrous bridges, especially in his choice of disciples. But sometimes even 
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Jesus states: until here and not further.’ Coming to discernment, as someone said,  also 

means binding and sometimes this means saying goodbye to each other.  

 

Mutual accountability is addressed as important in binding and loosing. In words 

chosen in the interview I felt that there is a small edge in asking for accountability and 

accusing others. A sentence such as ‘On what do you base..’ could express 

accountability, ‘why didn’t  you…’ could give a feeling of being accused.  Also, I felt fear 

for strong confrontations within the board of some congregations. Understanding 

Yoder, strong confrontations could be necessary to come to communal discernment, 

differences should be clarified, but confrontations should not be offending.194 

 

Conclusion   

The practice of binding and loosing is difficult but necessary for communal 

discernment. Sometimes it asks too much of people; what the congregation discerns to 

be binding could be in contrast with personal convictions of people and vice versa. 

People could hurt each other in these conversations which can lead to conflict.  

Creating consciousness about the set of four marks of discernment and reconciliation 

could give insight into what is really happening and helpful in entangled processes 

during communal discernment.  Realizing that it is possible to “bind” or “loose” and 

that a choice in this is necessary, can help to detangle difficult situations during 

communal discernment.  

 

It helps as the congregation makes their “binding” choices in the way she defines her 

playing field. In that playing field there is individual space for the members.195  Binding 

could be needed to set the frames of the playing field, and loosing will set the space of 

the playing field.196 Just as the baptist vision could be exercised in all kinds of ways and 

                     
194 Yoder, “On Christian Unity”, 177, Yoder, “Binding and Loosing”, loc.  6794.   
195 See for a view on God given freedom to choose in areas of freedom and responsibility: Garry Friesen and J. Robin Maxson, 
Decision Making and the Will of God (Sisters, OR: Multnomah Publishers, 2004). Friesen and Maxson are stating that within God’s 
moral will there is freedom, according to a playing field.    
196 Metaphor many times used by Henk Bakker, confirmed by email on April 7 2014.  
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groups; binding and loosing needs to be exercised in all those different groups so that 

when there is a communal issue for binding and loosing, members are accustomed to 

the practice of binding and loosing. To shape the practice of binding and loosing, 

accountability is needed as is conflict management.  

 
 

4.4 Reflection on the fellowship of the Spirit  or the rule of Paul  

4.4.1 Summarizing the practice 

Referring to 1 Corinthians 14 and Acts 15, Yoder takes the way Paul disclosed a worship 

meeting and a council meeting as starting points for his focus on a church meeting in a 

congregational way.197 Unity, states Yoder is not created by power tactics but by 

‘sovereignty to the direction of his spirit...’198 According to McClendon, the church 

meeting is not a voting place199 but a ‘Ferris wheel of discernment, interpretation, 

obedience and action’200 in which everyone has his own position in relation to others. 

In the fellowship of the Spirit congregationalism is practiced. But how is the fellowship 

of the Spirit practiced in Dutch Baptist churches?  

 

4.4.2 Conversation with the cases  

It is interesting to see that in three of the cases, the discernment question was first 

discussed in the board. In Oak Chapel, the smallest church of the four, the question of 

discernment was raised in the church meeting itself. In chapter 1 several examples are 

described in which the board had the main task in discernment. In all the cases, the 

discernment question was discussed in one or more church meetings, varying from one 

evening, with more evenings following, to a process of more than six monthly lifestyle 

evenings.201 These examples illustrate that, in these cases, the conversation and 

consultation stood centrally and that voting was a part of it, but for sure was not the 

major part.  

                     
197 Yoder, Body Politics, 61-7, Yoder, “Hermeneutics of the Anabaptists,” 303. 
198 Yoder, Body Politics, 67. 
199 McClendon, “The Concept of Authority”, 101–107, 106. 
200 McClendon, Doctrine, 478.  
201 It could be possible that more than 25% of the church members joined this process, because every evening 25% was present.  
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“Prayer and consideration” are words used in the Dutch Baptist tradition to address the 

way of talking together, a way of communal discernment. It is both prayer,  

conversation and practical consultation. Practicing the fellowship of the Spirit 

addresses room for prayer. In the different cases, the role of prayer differs, from prayer 

at the start and end of the church meeting, to longer prayer time during meetings, or 

even a special day of prayer and fasting. The ongoing need of prayer in communal 

discernment was addressed by pastor Marc in the following way ‘who prays makes 

himself and his own ideas smaller compared to God’s plan.’ He addressed the 

relationship between prayer and the longing to discover God’s plans for their situation 

and asked all members, critical and non-critical to pray for discernment. This means 

that prayer is crucial in releasing own plans and to create an open attitude to what God 

is already doing.  

 

4.4.3 Dialoging the strengths and differences 

What is remarkable is that only a minority of the church members actively joined the 

church meetings and in this way participated in communal discernment.202 Every 

member and many times also friends, could participate in these practices of the 

fellowship of the Spirit, but many people choose not to participate.203 This raises three 

questions.  

 

1) Does anyone associate the church meeting with the fellowship of the Spirit? What 

does this mean for the church meeting when this is practiced as the fellowship of the 

Spirit? The fellowship of the Spirit is central; decision-making is one of the tasks in this 

practice. It asks creativity from the group who guides this practice of communal 

discernment.  One of the examples was addressed by pastor Leo. He makes space in 

                     
202 In the smallest church (Oak Chapel) 80% participated in the church meetings, in the biggest church (Poplar Church) one third of 
the members joined the two church meetings, in the other churches the participation was in between those two. More than 25% 
participated in the written vote in Oak Chapel. It is interesting that in another case related to the church building, more than 50% 
of the members were present.  
203 This corresponds to the experiences meant in §1.3 and the experiences described in Williams and Murray, The Power of All, 144.  
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Sunday morning services for people who want to tell their stories of new initiatives. 

‘We want to embrace new initiatives and slowly we try to let the impact of these 

initiatives grow, so more people can participate.’ In this way, the fellowship of the 

Spirit is practiced in the services as well as in the church meetings.  

 

2) It questions the involvement of members. It remains a challenge to involve people, 

stated the pastors, communication about the evenings and inviting people to come are 

important, with concrete steps in the short term.  

 

3) What if members do not participate in the church meetings and evenings, and still 

want to vote or say later ‘you did not listen to us!’? One of the pastors wrote down in 

his case ‘people made a choice by not coming to the evenings, so we are not going to 

repeat this process’. An interesting aspect for communal discernment is the question 

‘what is the relation between participation and voting?’ A few congregations made 

steps in this discernment.  

 

Conclusion 

What touched me most is the difference between the words “church meeting” and 

“fellowship of the Spirit”. I think that it will make a huge difference in participation, in 

practicing the fellowship of the Spirit as congregations experience and practice the 

church meeting as fellowship meetings.204 There are lots of possibilities in which 

members could be involved in the fellowship of the Spirit as a communal discernment 

practice. Think of small group meetings, celebrations, interviews and surveys.205 

However we must remember not everyone will like this. I remember people talking 

about small group prayer sessions during business meetings saying: it will be better if 

                     
204  A description in articles of Association: ‘The congregation confesses that it is the Lord Jesus Christ himself  who is guiding the 
congregation by his Spirit and that his Spirit works in all members. This is why the church meeting is the highest authority in the 
congregation…’  Baptistengemeente Arnhem-Centrum, “Statuten Baptistengemeente Arnhem-Centrum”, November 2013. 
205 ‘Open to God’ is a very practical tool with resources for communal discernment. Stewart etal., “Open to God”. See for examples 
Murray Williams and Murray, The Power of All, The whole book is on the fellowship of the Spirit or as they called it  ‘multivoiced 
church’, chapter 7 is on multivoiced discernment, 137-58. 
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we stop this and we just stick to the business meeting. Practicing the fellowship of the 

Spirit asks for good facilitated meetings.  

 

4.5 Reflecting on the fullness of Christ and agents in the community 

4.5.1 Summarizing the practice 

The image of the body of Christ in which every member has her particular role mirrors 

the fullness of Christ. Everyone has different but equal roles and gifts.206 It is more than 

a team working together; it is about integral interdependence and equality.207 In this 

interdependency a few specific tasks are named. Yoder calls the members with these 

tasks “facilitating agents”.208  He names four: 1) ‘agents of direction’,209 2)’agents of 

memory’,210 3) ‘agents of linguistic self-consciousness’ or teachers,211  4) ‘agents of 

order and due process’.212 Stutzman addresses also two other agents 5) ‘agents of 

discernment of spirits’ and 6) ‘agents of prayer’.213  

 

4.5.2 Conversation with the cases  

In the description of the different roles in the congregation, the primary reactions are 

on roles related to initiating the process and different poles in the meeting. On tasks of 

the board and pastor also these tasks were named: facilitating, leadership tasks and 

prayerfully searching. Explaining the roles of the different agents, these agents are 

recognized. Someone mentioned especially a brother who is good in process guiding, 

with whom he talked about the process on regular basis. Also small group leaders and 

the pastoral team are mentioned, because sometimes it is easier to talk in small groups 

or personal conversations, and this helps people to participate in communal 

discernment.  

 

                     
206 Yoder, Body Politics, 47-55. 
207 Ibid., 49, 58, Yoder, For the Nations, 33. 
208 Yoder, The hermeneutics of peoplehood, 28-34.  
209 Ibid., 15-45, 29. 
210 Ibid., 30. 
211 Ibid., 32. 
212 Ibid., 33. 
213 Stutzman, Discerning God’s Will Together, 46. 
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In most of the churches from these cases, the board had a prominent role; the same 

was seen in the telephone calls as described in chapter 1. Sometimes the board has a 

facilitating role as can be described by ‘agents of order and due process’, and starts an 

open process, in other congregations the board had a ‘visional’ role and provided a 

‘talking- paper’ to which the congregation can react.214 The question is if communal 

discernment is possible if everything is put on paper by a small group. It will be a 

challenge for a church board to facilitate a process instead of determine the direction. 

In Poplar Church we saw a vision group, in which different agents were present,  

thinking of the direction of the church and guiding the discernment process in the 

congregation. This was a relatively open process, guided by studying the Bible, 

prepared by a small  group with specific tasks. Especially in bigger churches such groups 

are needed. It is important to think about the different roles of agents in assembling 

such a group and the role of this group in facilitating communal discernment.  

 

4.5.3 Dialoging the strengths and differences 

What do church members expect from the board or the pastor? A tension is felt here. 

Pastor Marc said that church members asked him at the start of the meeting for his 

view on the case. He did not want to influence the discussion and chose not to share 

his opinion. He shared his opinion at the end of the meeting. This brings the discussion 

to leadership and the role of leadership. Sometimes church members asked ‘show us 

you leadership’ or as in Poplar Church ‘I thought we had strong leaders? It is more than 

a year, and you still have not spoken out you opinion’. ‘But we strongly thought about 

our leadership role’ stated pastor Nathan. This makes it clear that different views on 

the role of the board and pastor are present in the congregation and that these views 

do not always coincide with the role of agents as described by Yoder. When church 

members were used to either a more Presbyterian or an evangelical connexional style 

of leadership, this congregational style of leadership could easily be misunderstood. 

                     
214 §1.3 
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Also this could be connected with the Dutch ratio between democracy and the longing 

for powerful leadership.215   

 

Conclusion  

Explaining the role of agents, these roles were recognized in the community, not only in 

the church meetings, but also in small group or personal meetings relating to 

communal discernment issues.  Different views were expressed related to the tasks of 

the board and pastors. People used to either a Presbyterian or an evangelical 

connexional leadership style might naturally see communal discernment as a practice 

of the board.  

 

According the fullness of Christ, communal discernment is a task of all the members. 

McClendon calls this the ‘criterial authority’.216 But specific members could have 

specific tasks in communal discernment.  Awareness of the different tasks described by 

Yoder and Stutzman in relation to communal discernment can help congregations to 

express the fullness of Christ also in communal discernment. Focussing on the different 

tasks of the agents could help the congregation not to escape in an either a more 

Presbyterian or a connexional leadership style or to fizzle out in “unhealthy overly long 

and unfocused Baptist meetings about anything and everything”.  

 

Conclusion of this chapter 

In this chapter, I related the practices of McClendon and Yoder to different cases in 

Dutch Baptist churches as described and discussed by four pastors in a focus interview. 

On all four practices, good examples and lessons to learn in relation to communal 

discernment in the church meeting together are described.  

 

                     
215 as is mentioned in §1.2 
216 McClendon, Doctrine, 480. 
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These four practices together are helpful to practice to communal discernment. 

Practicing the baptist vision of ‘this is that’ and ‘then is now’ in a perspectivist way will 

help congregations to understand each other’s convictions and way of interpreting the 

Bible. Openness for each other’s convictions is helpful to come to a common story ‘this 

is what God will tell us today’ in issues of communal discernment. Practicing binding 

and loosing  helps the congregations to discern her ‘binding’ choices as the way she 

frames her playing field. It also helps to discern what could be left free for personal 

discernment. Binding and loosing asks for a culture of accountability and addresses 

conflicts that can arise during the process of communal discernment. Both practices 

take time and, as was seen in the cases, it could be helpful for communal discernment 

as congregations are used to exercise these practices in other situations, for example in 

small groups.   

 

The practice of the fellowship of the Spirit addresses the church meeting as the 

fellowship meeting guided by the Spirit. This gives room for different ways of meeting 

together and of connecting the church meeting with other meetings as the Sunday 

morning worship, small group meetings etcetera. Everyone could participate in this 

meetings in which the baptist vision of “this is that” and “then is now” and “binding 

and loosing” are helpful for communal discernment. This process could easily go in 

every direction, so practicing the fullness of Christ, giving room for facilitating agents,  

can help in guiding communal discernment.  
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Conclusion 
 

In this dissertation the question of “in what ways specific practices suggested by 

contemporary baptistic theologians are relevant to and helpful for Dutch Baptist 

churches and their practice of communal discernment” stood centrally.  This task 

started by describing communal discernment, according to McClendon, as a practice to 

discover God’s way for, and His work in the community in relation to their context. 

Shared inquiry in the light of the Bible, present wisdom and prayer should shape the 

common understanding and help churches come to decisions.217  

 

First I described the ‘discernment culture’ in Dutch Baptist churches and related this to 

the Dutch culture. Individualization, subjectivation, involving compromise and co-

working are the most prominent marks and also visible in churches. Tensions around 

the church meeting were addressed and examples of communal discernment were 

illustrated.  

Second, Christological focussed, ecclesiological marks of McClendon and Yoder were 

described. Both stressed community, discipleship, reading the Bible together, witness 

and liberty. Communal discernment, as described in this dissertation, is embedded in 

these ecclesiological marks. Understanding McClendon’s view on community, practices, 

virtues and convictions gave a basis for understanding the practices which are shaping 

communal discernment.  

In the last chapters four practices of McClendon and Yoder were elaborated and 

brought in conversation with cases of communal discernment in Dutch Baptist 

churches. The relation between these four practices and how they could be helpful to 

come to communal discernment is described.  

 

The practices of the baptist vision ‘this is that’ and ‘then is now’, binding and loosing, 

the fellowship of the Spirit and the fullness of Christ are helpful for congregations 

                     
217 McClendon, Doctrine, 479. McClendon, “The Concept of Authority” 106. 
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practicing communal discernment. Ways to exercise these practices are illustrated. 

Each of these practices is a practice on its own which can function in different ways in 

the congregation. Together, and only in relation to each other, these practices can 

shape the practice of communal discernment in congregations. Discerning the mind of 

Christ expresses more than the words communal discernment that this practice is 

about God guiding the congregation. Realizing that God is guiding in communal 

discernment can give relaxation in practicing discernment, but also has the urgency “it 

is about discovering God’s way”. This asks for a serious way of practicing communal 

discernment, but also for weighing which issues are relevant for communal 

discernment.  

 

As was seen in cases and examples of different Baptist churches communal 

discernment takes time, is exercised by trial and error and is practiced in different ways 

in different congregations. Communal discernment is not a kind of model, but it needs 

to be embedded in the way of being church together. These practices can shape church 

meetings in a different way, not as ballot-box democracy, but as a fellowship of the 

Spirit, who reads the Bible together, who talks openly about personal convictions, who 

can agree and disagree and tries to come to discernment about the issues discernment 

is searched for.  

 

In searching for answers in this dissertation, new questions are raised. These questions 

need further research or to be addressed in congregations.   

 

1. Binding and loosing is not an easy to grasp practice. This practice asks for more 

reflection and case studies on how binding and loosing works in communal 

discernment, especially related to moderate conflict situations.  This means also in 

depth exploring the work of Yoder on binding and loosing and the work of Stutzman on 

this theme.218  

                     
218 For example: Stutzman, Discerning God’s Will Together, Yoder, Body Politics and Yoder, “Binding and Loosing.” 
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2. This dissertation provides much space for the theological reflections of McClendon 

and Yoder and provides a foundation for communal discernment in congregations. This 

means that a practical elaboration is missing in this dissertation. This could be done in 

Dutch as guiding material on communal discernment for Dutch Baptist churches. 

Sources are available in the work of the Glick, Morris and Olsen, Stewart et al. and 

Williams and Murray.219  

 

3. The examples and cases described in this dissertation and also the way McClendon 

defines communal discernment, have mainly to do with the identity of the church, the 

influences of the context or new ways of being church. McClendon stresses kingdom 

work  in his description of communal discernment and Glick mentions the focus on 

God’s desires and actions for the world.220 This has everything to do with the calling of 

the church in their local environment. I hope that discernment questions of 

congregations in the years to come are more about the calling of the congregation and 

her relation with her neighbors.  

 

Finally, as will be clear in reading this dissertation, discerning the mind of Christ is a 

communal quest of prayer and consideration in conversation with the Bible and each 

other. It is an ongoing task of the congregation which becomes clearer in binding and 

loosing. It is a verb and a gift, not a status quo. It is being community around the table 

of the Lord. This is seen beautiful and confronting  in the movie ‘Des Hommes et des 

Dieux’221 which I referred to in the introduction.  

 
 

                     
219 Glick, In Tune with God, Morris and Olsen, Discerning God’s Will Together, Stewart etal., “Open to God”, Williams and Murray, 
The Power of All.  
220 McClendon, Doctrine, 479, Glick, In Tune with God, 13.  
221 Des Hommes et Des Dieux, Xavier Beauvois, 2010,  Swan Lake Scene- The Last Supper, 2011, accessed April 18, 2014, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rrYLJzA1eNs&feature=youtube_gdata_player 
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Appendix 1: Focus interview communal discernment- Case description 

This letter was sent to the pastors beforehand. They described a case and sent it to me. 

At the meeting itself, a copy of the case was shared with the other pastors. All pastors 

chose to describe their case according to  this list.  

Before sending this letter, I had sent the pastors an invitation for this meeting in which 

I briefly described the goal of the meeting, the design of my research, and what I 

understand as a definition of communal discernment.  

 

Dear pastors, 

 

I am glad that you want to partake in the focus interview. During the first part of the 

interview I want to talk about concrete cases. That is why I want to ask you to describe 

a case on paper in which you as congregation were discerning the mind of Christ. A 

recent case is the best.  I am not searching for nice weather stories, but for realistic, 

practical stories in which the good and the struggle is named. It does not have to be a 

completed story, the searching and how you do that as church is for me of most 

interest.  It does not have to be a heavy question, for me it is important to have insight 

in how you (as church) deal with such a question. In this example, I want you to 

describe the case by using the questions below. You do not have to answer point by 

point, but keep the questions in mind as you are describing the story.  

In the second half of the interview, you are going to be in conversation with each other 

about four practices on communal discernment. I will explain those practices during 

the interview.  

 

Introduction:  

1. What  do you think about when you see or hear the words ‘communal 

discernment’? 
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2. On what case have you as congregation searched  for discernment? How was this 

conversation? Was the question clear from the beginning? Or did the subject 

change during the starting phase of the process?  

3. What was the concrete occasion for this question?  

4. In what place was this question first talked addressed?  

5. What was the process in which this discernment question was talked about? How 

much time did you take for this process?  

6. How open or focused was the preparing group when you started this process? For 

example: did you have more options, or was it fully open?  

7. How did you experience God’s guiding in this process?  

 

Bible and context:  

8. What was the space of the Bible in your communal discernment?  

9. What was the space of the history and habits of the congregation in this process?  

10. What was the space of your context (village, city, culture) in this process?  

11. How were you conversing with each other about Bible, tradition and context in 

this situation?  

 

Relations:  

12. Which tensions came up  were addressed during the process? Or which tensions 

were the occasion for this process?  

13. How did you deal with significant differences in opinions or conflicts during this 

process?  
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14. What is the space that you gave each other during conversations and in the 

process?  

15. What are the agreements you made with regard to the process? And final?  

16. How did you deal with these agreements when people act differently?  

 

As congregation together:  

17. In which way were you conversing  with each other during this process? Think 

about the board, business meetings, church meetings, services, small groups, 

surveys, interviews etc.)  

18. What is the place of prayer?   

19. How was the involvement of the congregation?  

20. How did you keep (or not) this involvement? 

21. How did you finally make your decision?    

22. How do you experience that there is rest about the decision?  

 

Different roles in the community:  

23. Which different roles (of members) did you recognize during this process?  

24. What was the role of the board? How did she effect it?  

25. What was the role of the pastor?   

26. What was the role of teachers, prophets (different opinions, interpretation), 

people with a long time history in church, facilitators, prayers etc.?  

27. What can you say about group dynamics during the process? Who were the 

speakers, the silent people, the present ones and the absentees?  



  
Page 74 

 
  

 

Appendix 2:  Focus interview communal discernment 
 
Goal:   

Mirroring  four communal discernment practices as described by Yoder and McClendon 

with the reality of church practices. In this way I want to address if and how these 

practices:    

1. Are recognizable in Baptist Churches of the Netherlands. 

2. How these practices could be exercised in local Baptist churches.  

 

How: focus interview with 4 pastors  from a diversity of churches  

 

Duration: 2 hours, before the interview we had a short lunch together. 

 

Focus interview:  

A focus group is about listening and conversation with each other. People do not have 

to come to consensus, but could share their stories and thoughts on a particular theme 

which has everyone’s interest. In a focus group, people are conversing  with each other. 

The role of the interviewer is to facilitate the conversation, to address the questions 

and to keep the conversation on track. Once on track a focus group has his own life. 

This means that this kind of interview cannot be very structured and is dependent upon 

the conversation of the group. The questions and themes below are addressed but in a 

conversational way. I chose this way of interviewing because it has the  same dynamic 

as in communal discernment. It also connects people together on this theme and 

people can learn from each other during the interview. Also, it is a fun, fast and 

practical way to collect much information in a short time.222 

 

Design:   

A. Short introduction 10 min. In this introduction I explained the following issues.  

                     
1  Helen Cameron and Catherine Duce, Researching Practice in Mission and Ministry: A Companion (London: SCM Press, 2013). 
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a. Design of the research.  

b. What is understood by communal discernment in this research? First I 

asked the pastors what they understood by communal discernment. 

Next I introduced the way I understand communal discernment. The 

purpose was to align the meaning. In letters before I explained what I 

understand by communal discernment, by using the  description I used 

in the dissertation. Also I asked them in the case description to explain 

communal discernment in their own words.   

c. Focus on ‘the congregation meeting together’, or the church meeting.   

d. The way of working of a focus interview as is described above. 

e. Conversation rules such as: listening to each other, clarification 

questions, no discussion but conversation. No need to come to 

agreement.  I asked for willingness on this rules.  

f. Confidence, way of reworking the information, audio taping the 

interview.  I asked for permission for this way of working. 

 

B.  Introduction of the four cases.  

Everyone has 3-4 minutes to present his case. Afterwards, the pastors choose 

one case to explore. This case was then explained in depth. Questions related to 

this case and communal discernment could be asked for purposes of 

exploration.  

 

Next step: 

1. What do you recognize in this story about communal discernment in your 

congregation? 

 2. What do you do that is different from this story about communal 

discernment in your congregation?  

The purpose is to share stories. Where did they grasp  recognition of a common 

situation or action ? Where not? It is not about how you should or would do it.  
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C. Explaining the four practices of McClendon and Yoder briefly. 

a. Introduction of binding and loosing and conversation about this practice. 

i. What is the strength of this practice? What are your critical 

thoughts on this practice?  

ii. Are these practices recognizable/not recognizable in the church 

meeting? Examples?  

iii. How could this practice be shaped in the ‘congregation meeting 

together’? What is necessary to shape this?  

b. Introduction of the baptist vision and conversation about this practice. 

i. What is the strength of this practice? What are your critical 

thoughts on this practice?  

ii. Are these practices recognizable/not recognizable in the church 

meeting? Examples and stories.  

iii. How could this practice be shaped in the ‘congregation meeting 

together’? What is necessary to shape this?  

c. Because of the time, I focussed on the first two practices; the other 2 

practices were talked about during the whole conversation.   

 

D. Closure.  


