Thinking Theologically About Church Planting: 

Barth as a Possible Theological Source

The performance was about to begin. Negotiations concerning place, length of performance, starting and finishing times, participants, primary and secondary actors, and investments of resources had all successfully concluded. The opening curtain was about to rise. As one of the primary actors, I was a little nervous. This was only my second performance. But the Director’s promise of ultimate success was an encouragement. This was no mere ninety minute performance. Like the previous drama I had performed in, this one was also to last about four years. I was about to participate in planting another church in Japan. 

During the long performance I would need some helpful resources. So I developed a habit of looking for writings which deal with the link between church planting and theology. I have come to the conclusion that they are rare. There are numerous good books on mission. But these usually touch in only a cursory manner upon both or either church planting and theology. I have found only one book which has theology of church planting as its major theme.

I believe church planting should be rooted in a combined missional and theological framework. One aspect of this theological framework is ecclesiology, or the study of the Church. Church planters are performers of missional ecclesiology. It follows that our performance can conceivably be improved by accessing the resources found in writings which deal with theology of the Church. Let’s take one such writer as an example.

Karl Barth’s ecclesiology is characterized by an emphasis on the mission of the Church.
 Others have done the same.
 But Barth is arguably the theological giant of twentieth century Protestant theology, and so is chosen here. His selection here does not imply a naïve acceptance of his theology. For instance, his theology proper posits a yawning ontological gap between God and humanity such that God becomes unreal and remote.
 Not even Barth’s Christology overcomes this problem. Nevertheless, his ecclesiology can be a good theological resource for church planters.

Barth was a churchman driven by pastoral concerns and committed to instructing the community of the faithful.
 Therefore he was particularly concerned about the preaching responsibilities of pastors.
 His desire was to make the Bible the root of all Christian thinking and teaching so that the theological student would be better prepared to minister in the pastorate, particularly the pulpit, and so that the Church would be better served. These ecclesiastical concerns of Barth align with the interests of church planters.

The way in which Barth derives his ecclesiology directly from his theology of justification, sanctification, and vocation is unique. His ecclesiology is not an afterthought, an appendage added at the end of his theology. Rather, it is derived from his teaching about reconciliation or salvation, doctrines that are central to his theological system. The result is that Barth’s ecclesiology has an important place in his theology. According to Barth, the Church exists for the world, even as Christ was sent for the world. The Church exists for those who are not yet its members.

If a theology for church planting was both to follow Barth’s ecclesiological methodology and show an understanding of the mission of God, it would demonstrate that missional church planting is grounded in the triune God and in his salvation. From Barth the church planter can learn that the Church is the primary means through which God achieves his global purposes for the people of the world. Church planting reflects the passion of God for the eternally lost who are not yet a part of the Church. The missional movement of God is towards sinners, towards those who yet need to repent, towards the world. When God’s passion for the salvation of all people is embedded at the core of church planting, that church planting will display the very heart of our missionary God. To reflect God in this way is to worship him. This is not a cultic, ceremonial worship confined to an hour or two on Sundays. It is the worship of lifelong service, motivated by the mission of God himself.

My enthusiasm and energy for the church plant I am currently performing remains quite high partly because I have learned to access some theological resources. Of course, the primary theological resource for church planters remains the Bible. Mining the resources there should reap the greatest reward. I hope you too are learning how to equip yourself for a faithful church planting performance.
Dale Little, PhD
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