What is Ancient Future Evangelism?

By Robert E. Webber

 From: Theology, News and Notes- used by permission ©2004 by Fuller Theological Seminary

St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in downtown Philadelphia is an old stone church squeezed in among a row of refurbished colonial homes and shops. There, in 1978, I went to speak on evangelism in a Friday evening service, then conduct a workshop on the subject the following Saturday morning. My mission was destined to teach me more than it did the people of St. Mark’s. 
What the congregation expected from me—or even wanted from me—was not clear. I only knew St. Mark’s to be a church interested in reaching its neighborhood with the gospel. In preparation for the workshop, I considered various methods of evangelism recorded in Scripture. I found myself returning to an idea born of a conversation with an evangelical leader to whom I had given a gift of The Book of Common Prayer. After reading through the liturgies of the church, he declared, “Why, there is more gospel in the liturgy than you will find in a typical evangelical church in a month of Sundays.”

My theme at St. Mark’s Episcopal Church, which was “The Gospel in the Liturgy,” developed this idea. “Here in your hands,” I declared, “you hold the greatest gift for evangelism and renewal available to your church.” I elaborated by showing how the weekly celebration of the liturgy proclaims and reenacts the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ for the renewal of the world. I called this “liturgical” evangelism.

My experience at St. Mark’s helped put into focus the basic principle of “ancient-future” evangelism: worship is a means through which we may evangelize people into Christ and his Church. 

A chief source for our knowledge of evangelism in the early church is The Apostolic Tradition, written around a.d. 215 by Hippolytus, a bishop in Rome. In this document Hippolytus reveals the method and content of evangelism in the early church. The method was a process with the support of a community rather than a one-time decision made under emotional pressure. The former process brought a person into Christ and full communion with the Christian community through periods of development and growth related to baptism. For example, the following stages of conversion can be discerned in The Apostolic Tradition: (1) a period of inquiry, (2) a time of instruction, (3) an intense spiritual preparation for baptism, and (4) continued nurture in the church. Further, a passage rite that marks the transition to the next period of growth sets off each of these periods. These passage rites include (1) the rite of entrance into the time of instruction, (2) the rite of election into the intense period of spiritual preparation, and (3) the rites that surround baptism. Consequently, we may discern four periods of growth and development framed by three rites of passage. These seven parts constitute the framework of ancient-future evangelism.

With this sevenfold process, four basic principles of ancient-future evangelism can be discerned: (1) Christ as victor over the powers of evil, (2) the Church as nurturing and mothering community, (3) the power of external rites to order internal experience, and (4) the principle of growth into Christ and the Church through stages of development. This article comments on each of these principles, thus clarifying the meaning of ancient-future evangelism more fully

Christ as Victor over the Powers of Evil

According to Gustaf Aulén, the fundamental view of Christ’s work held by the early church is Christus victor.1 This theme, which may be traced back to the Pauline writings, perceives the world in terms of a conflict between light and darkness, Christ and Satan, the kingdom of God and the kingdom of evil. 

The Christian makes the confession of faith that Christ is victor over sin, death, and the dominion of the devil. He has “disarmed the principalities and powers and made a public example of them, triumphing over them” (Col. 2:15). Yet the victory of Christ over the powers of evil is no mere intellectual proposition. It is essentially a doxological affirmation, a proclamation of praise, and a liturgical affirmation. Thus, in worship, the church experiences this victory and cries, “Jesus is Lord” (Rom. 10:9), and “Hallelujah! For the Lord our God the Almighty reigns” (Rev. 19:6). The Church joins heavenly worship in its hymn to Christ the victor: “To Him who sits upon the throne and to the Lamb be blessings and honor and glory and might forever and ever!” (Rev. 5:13).2

Through ancient-future evangelism a person is brought into an experience of Christ as victor. In this process the converting person is turned away from following the “prince of the power of the air” and is made “alive together with Christ” (Eph. 2:1–10). In the early Church, this process of conversion was ordered around the rites that culminated in baptism and entrance into the Christian community. Through these rites the new Christian experienced Christ as Lord over the powers of evil.

Church worship celebrates this true story through reenactment. Through baptism one makes the journey to union with Christ who, by his destruction of the powers of evil, makes fellowship with God in the earthly life of the Church possible. The Eucharist celebrates the victory of Christ over the powers of evil, a celebration that brings the healing effect of the Christ event to the worshiping community again and again.

This supernatural conception of Christ as victor over the powers of evil, Lord of the cosmos, and Lord and Savior of my life lies at the heart of ancient-future evangelism. The early Church did not seek to evangelize people into a cosmic idea, a myth, or a window to the Father. For the early Church, Jesus was the incarnate Son of God, victor over sin, Savior of those who repented and put their faith in him as Lord.

The Church as a Nurturing and Mothering Community

A second principle of ancient-future evangelism in the early Church asserts that conversion into Christ takes place through the Church. The Church, far from being a mere aggregate of human persons, is, from the standpoint of evangelism, the mother in whose womb God’s children are born, the mother who offers her breast for nurture and sustenance.

The theme of Ecclesia Mater originates in both the Old and New Testaments and is rooted in the fusion of the symbols of bride and groom.3 For example, the relationship between God and Israel is depicted in Isaiah, chapters 61–62, and Jeremiah, chapters 25 and 33, as that between a bride and bridegroom. This marriage relationship between God and Israel is expressed in the mystical union between Christ and the Church in the New Testament (Eph. 5:21–33). Consequently, at the end of history, the holy city—the new Jerusalem that is understood as the Church—is proclaimed to be the bride of the Lamb (Rev. 21:9).

Early Church fathers drew on the image of the bride to develop the feminine and mothering qualities of the Church. Perceiving a mystical union between Christ and the Church, they stressed the need to be converted to Christ in and through the Church. Cyprian declared that “he can no longer have God for his father who has not the Church for his mother.”4 
But how does the Church fulfill its mothering role? First, according to the early Church fathers, the Church is the womb in which God’s children are born. This image of gestation appears as early as the second century in the First Apology of Justin Martyr, a work written for the Emperor Titus to explain the Christian faith. Justin describes the Church as a womb, drawing an analogy between the water of baptism and the “moist seed” of conception. In the womb of the Church, conversion to Christ is conceived, and the water of baptism—which is the unique possession of the Church, symbolically represents the creation of new life.5
Second, the Church is mother because of the quality of the nurturing it provides. The Church births, nurses, cares for, and even agonizes over her children. 

Ancient-future evangelism, then, is evangelism in and through the Church. It is not mass evangelism, para-church evangelism, or even one-on-one evangelism. While each of these models may feed it, ancient-future evangelism takes place in the context of the local church, where the mystery of faith that is experienced and modeled by a local spiritual family is born and nurtured by its mother, the Church.6

The Power of External Rites to Order Internal Experience

Another principle of ancient-future evangelism in the early Church recognizes that external rites have the power to order inner experiences. This principle, which unites external action and internal reality, is rooted in the Christian doctrine of incarnation. The confession that the human and the divine are united in the person of Christ affirms that God can and does work through material and physical creation. The rites of initiation make God and his saving presence a reality through physical signs. In order to clarify this principle, I have articulated eight statements to illuminate the idea that external rites order inner experience.7

First, the rites of initiation must be seen as commemorating a historical event. The historical reference point for ancient-future evangelism is the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In the Christian vision of reality, this story rises above all other stories of life. Liturgical evangelism—and particularly in the rites of initiation—connects our story, our life, and our journey with the one story and the one person from whom and through whom our life gains ultimate meaning.8 By this means our inner experience of living, dying, and being resurrected with Christ is ordered and accomplished.

Second, the external process of ancient-future evangelism symbolically represents the original Christ event. Worship, like art, seeks to bring us into truth. The very form of the rite of initiation—its design, its symbols, its sequence, and its content—illuminates the original event of Christ. 

Third, the sevenfold process of ancient-future evangelism is the external agency through which the belief of the Christian community is handed down to the new believer. All forms of evangelism require an external agent that will break in upon the recipient, distress that recipient with a sense of sin, and arouse that person to faith. Faith results from the work of the Holy Spirit, which sometimes acts through the agency of personal witness and at other times acts through proclamation. However, in the case of ancient-future evangelism, the Holy Spirit incites contrition and faith by the entire process of initiation. 

Fourth, ancient-future evangelism may be seen as a way of ordering and giving shape to Christian experience rather than a series of events that the participant judges. One does not set oneself against the periods of formation, for that would be presumptuous. Rather, the person places himself or herself under the process of initiation, allowing it to name the experience of conversion. When the recipient feels an inner correspondence to the meaning that the outer forms symbolize, that person is named as Christ’s own and led into a deeper relationship with God.

Fifth, the symbolic forms employed in ancient-future evangelism cannot be exhausted intellectually. The rites, such as the inquiry, the catechetical period, the exorcisms, the washing with water, the anointing with oil, and so on, are all prelogical forms of expression. These symbols communicate through the senses to a level of consciousness deeper than our thoughts. The point of contact that builds the bridge between this world and the next is not the mind, but the heart.

Sixth, ancient-future evangelism, to function in the ways described previously, has a sacramental character and ought not to be regarded as merely illustrative. If the process of initiation only illustrates and informs, we cannot speak of the rites as embodying the original event they represent. Unlike illustration, sacrament is participatory. It is incarnational, co-mingling the physical and the spiritual. Thus, through the rites, the conversion that is represented actually takes place. The rites are necessary elements of the process that not only represent the Christ event, but they also embody and accomplish the event.
Seventh, because ancient-future evangelism is sacramental, it requires faith. Faith, of course, is not in the thing itself but in that which it embodies, namely, Jesus Christ. In ancient-future evangelism, the person also carries a responsibility to discern truth, to exercise his or her will to affirm, and to intend what is represented.

Finally, then, the response of faith to the event represented in the rite creates participation in the reality the rite represents. Participation in Christ and his Church is the goal of evangelism. Evangelism that only brings a person to a detached intellectual acquiescence is not evangelism at all. It is a mental affirmation of God, not a mere acknowledgment of his existence, but a participation in the life of Christ through the life of the Church in which he dwells. 

Growth in Christ through Various Periods of Development

A final principle of ancient-future evangelism in the early church recognizes that growth into Christ and the Church is subject to process and development. This assertion does not preclude the possibility of instant conversion. Certainly, there have been and will always be conversions “on the road to Damascus.” But even these conversions require development and nurture that may be represented by stages of maturation and growth. For example, St. Paul went away to Arabia, and three years later, went to Jerusalem for fifteen days to confer with Cephas. Next, he went off to the regions of Syria and Cilicia. Finally—fourteen years after his conversion—he went to Jerusalem and on to his famous missionary work (Gal. 1:15–2:1). Exegetes agree that these fourteen years were a time of growth and development for Paul. Like Jesus, who “increased in wisdom and in stature, and in favor with God and man” (Luke 2:52), Paul underwent periods of growth and maturation. Consequently, ancient-future evangelism looks upon conversion into Christ and the Church as a process that, even if preceded by a dramatic conversion, still requires a person to develop over time a responsible and dynamic relationship with Christ and the Church.

The notion of process and development was not foreign to the early Church fathers. Irenaeus, for example, refers to growth this way: “Man has first to come into being, then to progress, and by progressing come to manhood, and having reached manhood to increase, and thus increasing to persevere, and by persevering be glorified, and thus see his Lord.”9 Even more interesting, Irenaeus argues that Christ himself sanctified the various stages of human life: “He came to save all through his own person; all, that is, who through him are reborn to God; infants, children, boys, young men and old. Therefore he passed through every stage of life.”10 Today, the insights of Jean Piaget’s cognitive developmental structuralism, Erik Erikson’s psycho-social theory, and James Fowler’s stages of spiritual growth provide a fertile contemporary basis for the restoration of an evangelism that takes into account various periods of development.11

In this article I have defined ancient-future evangelism as a conversion experience regulated and ordered by the worship of the Church. This evangelism presupposes that Christ is victor over sin, that the Church plays a mothering role in conversion, that external rites are a means through which an inner experience of faith is ordered, and that conversion into Christ and the Church occurs through various periods of faith and development.

Now—even more than when I first spoke at St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in Philadelphia—I am persuaded that worship is a major context for evangelism. At that time I was not fully aware of the approach to evangelism in the early Church. The early Church practiced a form of evangelism that brought the whole community of faith into the process of conversion and renewal. It promised to renew not only the lives of individuals, but also the life of the whole Church. It had the potential to assist an entire community to experience anew the mystery of God’s love in Jesus Christ, and also to be formed into the body of Christ. 
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