
 
 

 
 

 

Metaphors of the Church in Troubled Times 
Ted Ward 

 
Annotation: Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas, TX, 1982.  Series: Metaphors of Spiritual Reality. In this 
fourth and final lecture in the series, Metaphors of Spiritual Reality, Ted Ward affirms that good 
decisions are those in which the image of the future is taken consciously and respectfully into 
account.  Reprising his article, The Church in the Intermediate Future, he acknowledges that 
troubled times exist and describes four metaphors for the church in troubled times weighing the 
merits of each: unheeded conscience, ghetto, underground, and field hospital. 
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Every educational decision reflects some sort of a view of the future; so I have elected in this 

fourth and last of the lectures to entitle the lecture Metaphors of the Church in Troubled Times. 
And I suspect it is this title as much as any in the series that would give second thought to anyone 
who, having assumed that this would be a series on education, notices me delving into what quite 
obviously is an eschatological problem. But those of us in my professional field and specialization 
particularly in which I work would concur with me from whatever premises, Christian or otherwise, 
that indeed it is the responsibility of educational planners, educational decision-makers, and 
particularly curriculum development people to take very seriously the issue of what is tomorrow; 
because whatever we do educationally is premised on some sort of a view of tomorrow.  

 
Knowledgeable decisions are those in which the image of the future is taken consciously and 

respectfully into account. Educators who participate in curriculum development have a special need 
for eschatological clarity and a concern for the linkages between the now and the hereafter. A 
curriculum planner, then, is one who prepares educational experiences today for the tomorrow 
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which seems about to be. A Christian educator, whether employed in the secular education pursuit 
or within the establishment of Christian education, is keenly aware of the past of helping people 
prepare for that future and, at the same time, such a person takes nothing as inevitable except the 
promises of God. We help people prepare, but we also participate in the redemptive processes 
which change the future that otherwise would be. We are not fatalists.  

 
Any education that lacks substantial contact with human reality is not worthy of the name of 

Jesus. Any education that lacks hope or lacks the vision to affect the future is not worthy of the 
name of Christ. Thus, education in the service of the church needs to be real and to be visionary. 
For the Christian, the three abiding evidences of spiritual life and maturing—faith, hope, and love— 
are not intellectual abstraction. They are matters of one’s essential being. They guide thought, they 
affect perception, and they are reflected in action. Our faith is in the inbreathed spiritual reality of 
the Creator. Faith makes possible the commitment to God’s universe and his creature that motivates 
us to be involved in the development of people and society. Faith appreciates the redeeming work of 
Jesus Christ. We are not esoteric or stingy with that faith; it is sharable. We can and do bear 
testimony in word and deed that our faith is Godward and, thus, is the basis of spiritual life.  

The education we need, then, must be nurturant of this faith. But this concern cannot be 
taken as an argument for a particular institution or some special form of education. The Holy Spirit 
ministers to the building of our faith through all sorts of circumstances, even through persecutions 
and affliction. See 2 Thessalonians 1, 3 and 4. For educational guidelines, it would be better to 
reflect on James’ emphasis on the necessary interlock of faith and work. If faith without works is 
dead, the education we need is one which puts faith and action together into practice. James bluntly 
suggests that having biblical knowledge committed to memory and belief is less an evidence of 
spiritual maturity than of an attribute we share with demons. Faith alone is dead. Good works alone 
are useless. Spiritual development depends on one’s faith and depends on one’s interacting of faith 
and works. 

A striking parallel emerges between this interaction and a recently rediscovered theme in 
education—the theme, praxis. Partly because of the attention which has been given to oppressed 
people in various parts of the world, the work of the Brazilian educator/philosopher, Paulo Freire, 
has become widely recognized. Though he makes no claim for originating the term or the concept 
(it can be traced to Greek philosophy), praxis has become closely associated with Paulo Freire. 
Praxis holds that learning takes place only when ideas are acted upon and action is reflected upon. A 
two-phase cycle is suggested in which the movement back and forth—or perhaps we’d best say 
round and round between doing and reflecting—is the practical essence of effective learning. 
Especially in the teaching of adults, I take this proposition to be valuable and almost universally 
applicable. In fact, it is relatively easy to diagnose malfunctioning education in terms of this model. 
If the educational environment is out of balance toward either the applied or the theoretical, or if 
the linkages between the two are weak, or the cycles of praxis are too long; it is likely providing 
ineffectual experiences. In practical terms, what we’re saying here is that if the practical that is 
reflected upon in the intellectual is too separated from the practical reality, then that which is done 
intellectually becomes nothing more than stored information with no immediate context.  

Depending on one’s theological presupposition, hope, like faith, is either an abstraction, too 
vague to be concerned about, or a basic component of spiritual reality. Psychologists have tried to 
identify and clarify hope. They see it as a personality attribute. Common sense suggests that hope is 
demonstrated in optimism rather than in pessimism. Everyday human interaction associates hope 
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with encouragement, lack of hope as discouragement. At the human emotional level, loss of hope is 
identified as a major cause of suicide. Without hope, life isn’t worth living. When our hope is tied to 
things that cannot be counted on, our emotional condition can go up and down like a yo-yo. To 
quote Dr. Schaeffer, “A Christian orientation to hope is as an expectation directed toward that 
which is good.” Thus, we link the practice of the spiritual reality to such Pauline admissions as 
Philippians 4:8: “Whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, 
whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute. If there is any excellence in anything worthy of 
praise, let your mind dwell on these things.”  

 Thus one could argue for an education focused on clean thought, righteous acts, and a 
fixation on loveliness. It has been tried. Indeed, the quest for these evidences of goodness and 
godliness is reflective of the hopeful orientation of the spiritual person; but Pauline material, as 
always, demands the grounding in the explicit teachings of Jesus Christ. Paul’s thoughts are rooted in 
Jesus’ teaching. In matters of hope, Christ’s words resonate to the heart of spiritual reality. “Do not 
lay up for yourselves treasures upon earth . . . But lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven . . . For 
where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Matthew 6: 19-21). Jesus teaches that sorting 
the lovely from the unlovely makes sense only in eternal terms. While in this life our contact with 
the unlovely is not only inevitable, but it is Christian. The education we need must help us deal with 
the unlovely, and the godless things of life with the virtues of gentleness, mercy, and peacemaking.  

We are motivated by a heavenly hope that has earthly implication. Paul makes one side of 
this truth explicit in 1 Corinthians 15:19: “If in this life only we have hope in Christ, we are of all 
men most miserable.” The other side is emphasized by Peter: “Always be ready to give an account 
for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence” (1 Peter 3:15). The education we 
need, then, should facilitate the understanding and the communication of spiritual reality in terms 
that are meaningful to those who are dead in trespasses and sin, not just to one another. And such 
communication is to be characterized by gentleness and reverence toward all people. This criterion 
haunts me when I hear the strident and self-important voices which have grabbed the media today: 
Center Stage for Jesus, with such a caricature of the Man of Galilee. Sad. What sort of arrogance has 
being right for Jesus come to? How can a ministry of hope be heard in the midst of the railing, 
threatening, bullying, and hell-fire threatening?  

Then consider love. “The greatest of these is love.” The abiding gift of the Spirit. The 
second to none aspect of spiritual reality is denied by so many of the things we do in the name of 
Jesus Christ. Any act that treats another human being as an object to be acted upon by one’s own 
will denies love and denies Christ. Manipulation wins no souls to the kingdom; coercion wins no 
souls. Aggression, character assassination, hate-mongering, these win no souls whether carried out 
by a majority or a minority—whether or not calling itself moral. The ethics of any education that 
serves the kingdom should be disciplined to the spiritual reality of love. There is no escaping it. 

A valuable insight into the simplicity and the non-manipulative quality of love as valued in 
the kingdom is revealed in Matthew 25, the so-called “judgment of the nations.” Regardless of the 
fine points of interpretation and application, and far beyond whatever restrictions one’s eschatology 
might impose on the passage, its glimpse of the value system of the eternal God shines through. 
Whoever the sheep, the goats, and the brothers may represent is virtually beside the point. What 
counts most are the criteria of the judgment, that is, the statements of the judge, and the reactions of 
those judged. The sheep are put to the accepted and the glorified side because they met the physical, 
emotional, and social needs of “the least of these brothers of mine.” Lange concludes that “in them 
is matured the highest society of life in living unity with the completest Christian depth and 
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spirituality.”1 Perhaps. But what no interpreter should overlook is that the sheep respond explicitly 
that they were not conscious of doing their good deeds for the Lord. What a contrast this makes 
with the ever popular evangelical preoccupation with making sure that Christ gets the glory—as if 
somehow that decision were ours to make—and the unwillingness of many super sanctified 
Christians to engage in works of compassion anytime they might thereby run any slight risk of being 
found working alongside with unbelievers or those whose liberalism or ecumenism makes them 
unworthy partners! God help us. The sheep were not self-conscious. They did not think cleverly. 
They were not manipulating events in order to get in their licks for Jesus. They were acting in 
compassion because it was their nature. God has given us that new nature, identified with Christ in 
love and compassion. We should not deny him by denying that new nature.  

Now as if that emphasis might be missed, Jesus tells and Matthew takes space to record, the 
other side of that same story. The goats were self-consciously and cleverly awaiting opportunities to 
do good works if they could be very sure that they were going to be able to make it very clear to 
everyone that it was being done for Jesus. How do I know that? Matthew 25:44: “When did we see 
you hungry, thirsty, in need?” Implication: Well, if we didn’t know it was for you, we certainly 
wouldn’t have been doing it. How sad.  

We need education that helps us discover and act upon the new nature which is ours in Jesus 
Christ, a spiritual liveliness. To this observer, it seems that in much of our Christian higher and 
theological education far more attention is given to the developing of the skills of discriminating 
sheep from goats. What are we educating for? In order to take over the Judge’s business? Perhaps 
it’s the troubled times in which we live and the anxieties they bring that are pushing. Something is 
pushing the Christian community toward a compulsive, neurotic, and defensive style. In several great 
historic moments, the church has been pushed to the very edge. Testing has always produced 
strength. We need to reflect on the present as possibly the beginning of such a period of testing. 
What remains unclear is whether spiritual strength will emerge, sooner or later, as the dominant 
characteristic of the Christian community in North America. My hunch is that the church, in our 
land, has had about all the fatness and ease it can stand.  

Evangelical Christianity has a tradition of scholarly and emotional emphasis on eschatology. 
For us, the return of our Lord is both an article of faith and a cause of our hope. But a bad habit has 
come along with the emphasis: the more intense one’s preoccupation with the ultimate fulfillment of 
the age, the less time and attention one gives to matters of the days just ahead. If there ever was a 
time for Christians to be sensitive to the needs of hurting humanity, it’s now! If there ever was a 
time to be concerned about adequate preparation for service in the difficult times ahead, it’s now! It 
does the Lord Jesus Christ a disservice to sit back and say “Surely his return is immediately at hand.” 
Our Lord called that foolishness.  

In the parable of the ten watching virgins, Matthew 25, first 13 verses, what distinguishes the 
wise was that they made preparation for a longer than expected delay in the return of the 
bridegroom. All ten of those people could and did read the signs. That was not what distinguished 
among them. All ten were expecting and eager. That didn’t distinguish among them. But five had 
such strong conviction about the imminent return that they didn’t lay in a supply of fuel for the long 
haul. Their belief in a soon coming is not rewarded; it is simply called foolishness.   

                                     
1 From Johann Lange. The Life of the Lord Jesus Christ. Volume 5 (1864).   
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In a paper prepared for the second evangelical consultation on the future in Kansas City 
1978, I suggested that evangelical Christians may be especially vulnerable to a lack of preparation for 
the future. The confidence we share in the plans of God for the culmination of this age in judgment 
and glory can become an overwhelming preoccupation. Surely you, too, have encountered Christians 
who can’t even carry on a discussion about next year without spinning off into some sort of a 
conversation-stopping comment about the Lord returning before then. Whatever is being discussed: 
political change, economic decline, impending war, nuclear holocaust, or even the need to evaluate a 
Sunday school program. The danger of blindness to the days just ahead isn’t easy to talk about. In 
the paper for Kansas City, and in a subsequent article for Christianity Today, my point was that we 
need a clearer sense of the intermediate future; those times which may well come before the end. 
Our Lord described signs and then specified the end is not yet; that is, does not follow immediately,  
Luke 21:9. Thus, it seems appropriate to distinguish between ultimate future, the culmination of the 
age with all its momentous events, and the intermediate future—that for which we must prepare 
between now and then. By the way, if one believes that the gospel needs to be heard throughout the 
world before the return, we need to face the fact that the condition that is imposed, then, forces a 
long way to go. We are somewhere around 20% right now and losing ground. You better lay in lots 
of oil for your lamps.  

Based on observations of the contemporary scene in North American evangelicalism, for 
those papers, I identified four metaphors which among them account for most, if not all, the views 
that I find of the church in the intermediate future. I share those four metaphors with you now. The 
first three metaphors I choose to reject because in one way or another they do not measure up to a 
Christian commitment to the world that God so loved. 

Some see the church as already having done its work. It is now nothing but the unheeded 
conscience, metaphor one, in an era of increasing decadence and evil. Such a view rationalizes 
inaction as no other. One simply stays apart and stays pure. In some strangely unworthy notion, 
such Christian purity derives from not doing this and that. For people who see the church this way, 
education is becoming less important. We really don’t need to do much more. We really don’t need 
to educate for it. Nothing we do now will matter much.  

The second metaphor is similarly passive and defeatist, though it is quite popular in various 
part of the United States. The church as ghetto, metaphor two, suggests a coming apart, to be 
separate in some ultimate way. We find more and more willingness to pull the wagons into a circle in 
the defensive way of the westward pioneers. In some situations, there is even a sort of pride about it. 
We feel superior to the world from which we separate, even if we really don’t want to leave behind 
all the artifacts of the society we condemn. We even find such Christians publishing their own 
Yellow Pages. And, of course, all their children are enrolled in their own ghetto school. Remember, 
the word ghetto was not coined to describe center-city Black communities, but it comes to us from 
the Middle Ages and the Central European persecution of Jews. Studies of the Warsaw Ghetto and 
other points of Nazi occupation and oppression during World War II and before have shown that 
people have to be willing to be put in a ghetto otherwise a ghetto system won’t work. There is 
inevitably an acceptance of the low self-esteem that goes with a ghetto. There’s even a name for it: 
ghetto mentality. May God help us over this temporary infatuation with taking in each other’s 
laundry. The church, as ghetto, violates the metaphors of purpose: salt and light.  

So people who are thinking with the ghetto metaphor, Christian education is seen to be 
exclusive, apart, and uncontaminated; concerned little, if any, with the physical, emotional, social, 
political, moral issues of the secular society, except to avoid them. Education is somehow to benefit 
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us alone, except to produce some few of us as communicators who can shout or squirt TV over the 
high walls that we’ve built around our ghetto so that we can ultimately still claim to be witnesses for 
Christ. The callousness of this position is an affront to all humanity, not just to those it chooses to 
ignore. 

On network television January 15 of this year, the words of the president of a well-known 
Christian college were an affront and an embarrassment to the cause of Christ and to moral values. 
He said, and I quote directly, “I resent having to help you!” The person to whom he was speaking 
was a gentleman in every respect: a nationally known leader of a specific racial minority group. The 
issue was what sort of an organization or institution should be entitled to tax benefit? Regardless of 
the merits of this case, I stand aghast when any Christian says to anyone, “I resent having to help 
you.” It is precisely this sort of haughtiness which lies behind a catastrophic withdrawal of Christian 
influence from American public education.  

Secular humanism, whatever that is, has never come close to subduing the Christian 
influence on secular society that Christian teachers and students in public education have provided. 
But what secular humanism couldn’t do, retreating Christians are now doing in a big way. As I see 
Christian kids pulled out of this vital contact with those who need Christ, I fear that Christian 
teachers—a brave frontline in the public witness for Christ—will surely be the next to go. What 
spiritual loss does misguided separatism does bring about! 

The third metaphor is more appealing, even imaginative, drawing as it does on romanticized 
recollections of Europe during the Nazi occupation. This third metaphor, the church as 
underground, suggests a sort of can do attitude, even in the face of overwhelming oppression. The 
tales of the French underground, the Dutch, the Belgian, and so forth, carried within them themes 
of bravery, and persistent annoyance of the occupying enemy. This is our Father’s world. It is our 
right, our duty to reclaim it, and to make things rough for the occupying enemy. “Resist the devil 
and he will flee from you,” might be the theological watchword.  

This increasingly popular metaphor underlies all sorts of grabs at the media: boycotts, 
marches, campaigns, political action, and manipulations of the outcomes of such consultations as 
the White House conferences on the family two years ago. There are many quite legitimate activities 
in this list as well as a few that are unworthy of the name of Jesus Christ, especially those that 
subvert, trick, and stoop to dishonesty. The major problem in thinking of the church as 
underground is that it fosters a sort of anything goes morality in which any means is allowable as 
long as the objective is right—the end justifies the means.  

By contrast, Jesus imposed self-limitations on all his adversarial encounters and ultimately he 
did not lift a finger in defense of his own life. He was certainly not the prototype of the 
underground saboteur. And the underground of his day, the Zealots, despised him for his alleged 
weakness. Education within this metaphor of the church is essentially schooling for subversion, 
more concerned with gaining skills and tactics for zapping sin than with developing the rounded and 
balanced person through whom spiritual gifts can be realized and nurtured.  

The fourth metaphor of the church for the intermediate future is the field hospital. This 
image presumes that the ministry of Christ is not a partisan issue, at the human level; but, rather, a 
ministry of compassion, concern and care for the fallen no matter what uniform they may wear. The 
ultimate evil of Satan is his unfaithfulness to his own. We should assume that the days ahead will be 
marked less by conflicts between evil and righteousness, than conflicts between one evil and another 
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evil. As the momentum of clashes in this shrunken, overloaded, and over-armed world picks up 
there will be human tragedies right and left. What will be the posture of the church? This metaphor 
sees us engaged in the ministry of help and relief to those who are broken, blighted, and burdened 
by the realities of sin in a fallen universe.  

The field hospital metaphor holds many an urgent implication for education. If we see the 
church this way, we know that the need for service-related training is already upon it. Those who 
hurt are everywhere, even in the communities of faith. Unfortunately, I’ve seen more harshness and 
verbal cruelty in the offices of a certain outstanding Christian college than students have to put up 
with at Michigan State University. At least at MSU humane folks know what to do about student 
complaints. Christians don’t have a good reputation for care and restoration of their own kind. 
Muslims have a scoffing saying that Christianity is the only religion that kills its own wounded. God 
help us. We need to practice social, emotional first aid on each other. 

The Christian community was intended to be supportive and co-operative. Our uses of 
worldly forms of institutional education make us competitive and Pharisaic. Oh, God, I thank you 
that I am not one of these. We all need to be developed in our sensitivities, our sense of purpose in 
our skills of ministry to those around us. Our education should emphasize evangelism. The needs of 
humanity cannot be delimited to one aspect or another of human development; nor can we afford 
the peevish luxury of a narrow and unbiblical concept of evangelism. Our business, indeed, our 
happy privilege, is to announce what God has done. God has manifested his justice through Jesus 
Christ. He has conquered the powers of darkness; he has triumphed over the power of death. But 
any separation of word and deed violates the incarnate person of Jesus Christ. The incarnation, the 
Word made flesh, is the key metaphor of Christianity.  

David Bosch warns us that evangelism is more than verbal proclamation. He says, “The word 
is indispensable for the simple reason that our deeds, ‘Christian presence’, and examples are 
ambiguous.”2 But ‘preach’ must mean more than making sounds in the air—words and speeches. 
With Richard Cooke we argue that “preach” in such a passage as Galatians 1:16 might well be 
translated: “. . . that I might live him; that I might live him before the Gentiles.” For Paul, 
evangelizing was a way of life not just speaking before an audience. Evangelism is not an activity 
limited to preachers.  

Taking the priesthood of all believers seriously is long overdue. Part of the unfinished work 
of the Reformation is reducing the contrast and gap between laity and clergy. The metaphor of the 
under shepherd can be misused by putting the emphasis on shepherd rather than on under. The offices of 
the church (1 Timothy 3) can be the pretext for grasping power and authority. When this occurs, the 
church suffers from non-Christian styles of organization and leadership (Matthew 20, 25, 26).  

We need leadership education that is truly Christian. We need education that will help us 
comprehend and challenge society in the name of Jesus Christ. We can no longer be silent on issues 
of justice. How can we use our remaining time in this intermediate future to affect the worldwide 
economic system that makes the rich richer and the poor poorer? We need education that turns us 
into doers of the Word and not just hearers. We need a sense of God’s righteousness informed by 

                                     
2 David Bosch. Evangelism: Theological Currents and Cross-Currents Today. International Bulletin of Mission 
Research. Vol. 11, no. 3 (July 1987): 98-103  
  
 



 8 

Old Testament concerns for Jubilee, for equity, for social reform. And we need to be counted 
alongside our Lord as advocates for the poor, the oppressed, and prisoners; those imprisoned by 
their own greed as well as those imprisoned because of their need. If the church is to stand as a 
strong and helpful community in troubled times, it will be less because God raises up great leaders 
than it is because the whole people of God give more respect to the structural metaphors of church 
organization: many sheep, but one Shepherd; many brothers, but one Elder Brother; many priests, 
but one High Priest; many kings, but one King of kings; many stones, but one Cornerstone; many 
soldiers, but one Commander; many children, but one Father; many pilgrims, and One who is the 
way. All of our organizing, each of our relationships should reflect our peer status as sharers in the 
way and make us more responsive to the singular leadership of the Lord Jesus Christ. This criterion 
has proved to be virtually beyond the imagination of institutional education.  

In this series of lectures, I have attempted to circle around and close in on the spiritual 
reality that makes human life unique in God’s Creation. We have considered the way we think about 
purpose, about human development, and education; and how we conceive all of this coming 
together in ministry to help God’s people deal with the days ahead. May it be true of each of us that 
we devote ourselves to the development of the whole people of God. May we find ways to engage 
all those to whom we minister in the sort of experiences that keep intellectual and action processes 
in sound interaction and proper balance—that people may discover their spiritual gift through 
service. 

In the words of Paul (1 Thessalonians 5: 12-28),  

We request of you, brethren, that you appreciate those who diligently labor among you, and have 
charge over you in the Lord and give you instruction; that you esteem very highly their love because 
of their work, and live in peace with one another. We urge you, brethren, admonish the unruly, 
encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with all men. See that no one repays another 
with evil for evil, but always seek after that which is good for one another and for all men.  

Rejoice always, pray without ceasing. In everything give thanks, for this is God’s will for you in Christ 
Jesus.  

Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise prophetic utterances, but examine everything carefully; 
hold fast to that which is good, abstain from every form of evil. 

Now may the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely, and may your spirit and soul and body be 
preserved complete, without blame at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. Faithful is he who calls 
you, and he will bring it to pass. 

Brethren, pray for us . . . The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. 


