Liquid Church

Pete Ward
In an attempt to provide a helpful and fair critique of Liquid Church I will summarise some of the key points of the argument from each chapter and then add my own comments. This is not an essay, but a brief document that tries to raise some of the issues.

Introduction

Essentially, Ward is urging the UK church to move away from the traditional notion of church as a gathering of people meeting in one place at one time, to the dynamic notion of church as a series of relationships and communications. Ward believes that the Church has become obsessed with the congregational meeting and argues for a more fluid, relational and loose social arrangement.

He rightly argues that the church of God must not stand still; indeed we must change to stay the same! 

In every age, inspired by the Holy Spirit, God’s people have found new ways to express their fellowship and mission. As Philip Hefner puts it, “The church is never static and cannot make permanent the forms that prove effective in any particular time and place.”  
Having stated this, Ward then makes a surprising move, claiming that the congregational meeting is a cultural form and can therefore be challenged as we ask the question of how do we express the gospel in our present context.

When speaking about the Church and Kingdom, Ward argues that the way in which we currently organise and think of church is the result of years of historical and social developments. He says that;

[t]he New Testament descriptions have been a theological starting point for the church, but at various times the sociological pattern of church life has had to be created and re-created. The historical expression of what it means to be the assembly of God has therefore gone through a series of changes and developments. What this means is that the way we organise church may be inherited, but it is not preordained.

These are bold words and reveal his belief that the gathered congregation is dispensable because it is outdated in our ‘fluid culture’ and can therefore be scrapped.

Ward then articulates his ultimate wish! He argues that ‘we need to shift from seeing church as a gathering of people meeting in one place at one time—that is, a congregation—to a notion of church as a series of relationships and communications. This image implies something like a network or a web rather than an assembly of people.’ He goes on to illustrate this with an example given to him by a ‘research student who saw nothing strange in the idea of a liquid church made up of informal relationships instead of formal meetings. He explained that before we met for our academic seminar, he was in a coffee shop with one of his Christian friends. As they talked, he said, he felt that Christ was communicated between them. For him this was church.’ 

Positives

Ward, as we will see later has some very valid points, and he might be correct in saying that many churches are obsessed with formal meetings, but he also seems to lack the imagination needed to think that there could be a congregational context which might fulfil his vision for a fluid church! He also stresses the importance of relationships as being at the heart of a Christian community and this might come as an important corrective for churches that go the other way. 

Negatives

Ward affirms the validity of the research student’s experience of communicating Christ with his Christian friend in the coffee shop. Ward affirms the student’s claim that ‘[f]or him this was church’. To that we can say yes, but only in part. By going down this road we only get half the truth. The encounter in the coffee shop is valid and is to be encouraged but only in the larger context of a congregation – it is part of a greater whole!

Ward also seems to focus too heavily upon cultural forms and I believe wrongly places the congregation as a cultural form that can be discarded. I wonder if the congregation is axiomic… in other words, is there a difference between changing forms and other unchanging aspects of our life in Christ, of which the local congregation is an aspect. The key question here seems to be, ‘Is meeting together an unchangeable and transcultural aspect of the normal Christian life?’

Another point. If church became a set of relationships, where we meet for meals and hang out in coffee houses and pubs, then how would anything actually get done? Community projects, feeding the poor, rigorous discipleship. Anything that requires mass organisation would not be able to happen effectively in this context. This is linked to a further point - this approach seems to be extremely selfish!!! We would only meet up with people we like and want to hang out with – in what context do social misfits get to do fluid church – or is this just another kind of church for the middle classes. A sophisticated form of social exclusion? 

Also, Wards notion of ‘communicating Christ’ is extremely vague! What does this mean exactly, what does it sound like? Feel like? Can we have a solid description, so that we know when we are experiencing fluid church! Ward says that ‘in place of going to church, the emphasis could be on living as Christ’s body in the world.’ Again what does this look like? If people didn’t go to a physical meeting, would they do what Ward envisions, or would they simply take the opportunity for a lie in? I suspect the later.

Finally, Ward starts from a sociological perspective. Where you start from generally determines your conclusions. We must therefore ask whether Ward begins in the right place! What about a biblical theological perspective critiquing the sociological data. I suspect, from reading Fluid Church carefully, that Ward’s cultural studies have shaped his theology, and more specifically his ecclesiology more that he would like to admit. In essence, it seems that culture is forming the church more than the church is forming the culture. This is dangerous and I think will end up forming an ineffective and weak church that cannot become a powerful agent of social change.

Chapter 1: Solid and Liquid Modernity and the Church

Ward understands that the church is faced with a changing cultural situation. He uses the metaphor of liquid to describe our context – culture is mobile, mutable, fluid, flexible

If the Modern Era was a rage for order, regulation, stability, singularity, and fixity, the Postmodern Era is a rage for chaos, uncertainty, otherness, openness, multiplicity, and change. Postmodern surfaces are not landscapes but wavescapes, with the waters always changing and the surfaces never the same. The sea knows no boundaries. (Len Sweet)

Ward’s solution to being church in this context is not to ride the waves of the culture like a boat. ‘This image seems to imply that we can create a church that can float upon the waves and ultimately keep its passengers dry. Moreover, saying that we are in new and uncharted waters might lead the church to treat culture as an obstacle to be overcome or a problem to be solved.’ Ward believes that; 

[t]o be a liquid church means that we are able to combine with water to become fluid, changeable, flexible, and so on. We need to embrace and internalize the liquid nature of culture rather than learn to sail through it. Only by locating church within culture can we find ways to develop a distinctive Christian expression within that culture. 

Ward is correct in stating that we need to inhabit our host culture, but we are called to be in but not of our culture. The body of Christ is called to be distinct too! This is a difficult tension to achieve. I think that Ward crosses over into unsafe waters in the way that he wants us to ‘embrace and internalize’ a liquid culture. Surely the church is to be a place where specific cultural values are challenged, to be a consistent and steady people within a transient, fluid culture!

Ward argues that ‘solid church’ is the product of ‘solid modernity’ and has incorporated many of its core values: faithfulness tends to be equated with church attendance; success is measured in terms of numbers; worship and teaching are standardized, producing a ‘bland and inoffensive diet of middle-of-the-road music and safe spirituality’; and membership has become an exclusive and self-serving commitment, little different sociologically from membership of a golf or tennis club. 

Liquid church, by contrast, takes its identity from the informal and fluid notion of believers in communication with each other. This rather simple idea, if carried through in practice, has significant implications. First, liquid church is not an institution but something we ‘make with each other by communicating Christ’: it exists in networks of relationships. Secondly, the basis for church life is found not in ‘organizational patterns or buildings’ but in ‘people’s spiritual activity’ - Ward quotes Stuart Murray’s suggestion that ‘church’ should be understood as a verb rather than a noun (‘I church, you church, we church’). Thirdly, liquid church does not have to take the form of a weekly congregational meeting: ‘worship and meeting will be decentered and reworked in ways that are designed to connect to the growing spiritual hunger in society’. This points to the fundamental motivation behind the idea of liquid church, which is mission.

We can strongly affirm the first two points! Yes, Church is a network of relationships and it is also a verb, connected primarily to people’s spiritual activity. We can even see the value of the third point, in that so much happens outside of a main meeting, but we should challenge the fact that Ward does not seem capable of accepting that a congregational meeting can be valuable, even essential, in helping all those other good things to happen. 
Chapter 2: The Mutations of Solid Church: Heritage, Refuge, and Nostalgia

Solid church regularly mutates into a heritage site, a refuge or a nostalgic community.  In the first, the church is very like any other conservation trust dealing with historic monument or stately home. The emphasis lies upon preserving for future generations hat with which we have been entrusted. The refuge protects Christians from the surrounding culture. The Church as a nostalgic community appeals to an imagined past and focuses there instead of the dynamic work of Christ in the present.

Ward makes some good observations, however, he successfully sets up his straw man — ‘the solid church’ — painting it in such a bad light that his plea for liquid church seems to be the only and best option around. Liquid church seems to be the only hope that will save us from the mutations of solid church, which are quite numerous. But what about all the other versions of ‘solid churches’; the healthy ones? Surely not all churches that value assembled congregations are bad. Some could even be a context in which people in our culture can experience meaningful relationships that promote radical Christian discipleship!?!  This is a huge weakness in his argument – he doesn’t focus upon any healthy congregational churches — they are all lumped together, deemed ineffective.

Part 2: Liquid Church

Chapter 3: Liquid in Christ

Ward bases his argument for a congregationless church upon the doctrine of Christ. This is his starting point – ‘[t]he reality of the church is to be found only in Christ. Christ is our origin and our truth.’ He quotes Timothy Bradshaw who says that ‘[t]he church is the church of Jesus Christ and all individual Christians are united in him.’

For Ward, participation in Christ is the key. The church is therefore not based upon geographical location but instead on our common allegiance to Christ. On one hand what Ward says is true. However, it lacks the other side of the argument, which says that the church is also a local group of Christians who are committed to one another. I wonder if fluid church is an argument for people who fear long-term commitments! There is something very appealing about transient networks, where someone can come and go as they want and run away when they have to confront something uncomfortable. 

Chapter 4: Network and Flow in the Liquid Church

Ward argues that movement and change must be a basic characteristic of the liquid church. He thinks we already see this happening in certain sectors of the church.

1) The Central Importance of Relationships.

The parents and tots group shows how existing Christian communities have within them a relational, networked-based dynamic. In many cases these relationships exist alongside the congregation. When we look at what we value about church, more often that not it is these kinds of relationships. Liquid church will take these relational contacts and treat them as the glue that binds the church together. Networked, informal contact between individuals and groups will replace monolithic meetings and formalized friendship.

2) The Commodification of Religious Product Enables Flow.

Liquid church will need to develop commodities that can circulate through networks. This could be a song or a Bible study course or a ministry tape or an event or an art exhibition. The range of possible products is limited only by our imagination and our creative and economic resources.

3) Liquid Communication Cannot be Controlled by Church Leaders.

Networks based on informal contact and relationships evolve through natural, organic growth. They cannot be developed or manufactured in the way that many solid churches were managed. The liquid church is more like the Internet, which depends upon the computing power of millions of PC’s and the creativity and participation of individuals, companies, and organisations around the world. In a similar way liquid church would have to prioritize the power of individuals and groups to communicate with each other. Through this kind of decentralized growth the church will spread.

4)
A Liquid Church will have Fuzzy Edges.

With the parents and tots we see that the network of connections spreads from those inside the church to those who may have no connection with regular Sunday worship. When we start to regard the network itself as church, then the notion of insiders and outsiders starts to break down. Instead, we have a network of communication and relationship where Christian love and mutual support form part of the flow. The boundaries have started to become more fuzzy and less well defined.

Liquid church will see this kind of fuzzy aspect of networks as an advantage. It means that around the church there may grow significant connections to those who have little to do with the Christian faith. Through communication these people may become more involved in the various events and activities of the church. (48)

Liquid Network

Ward goes on to say that;

Just as congregation is key to solid church, network will be essential for liquid church. Connection to each other and to Christ will be enables by an emphasis upon communication rather than gathering. The body of Christ will be reenvisioned as a series of dynamic relational contacts. Connection will involve participation where individuals and groups use their spiritual gifts to share the love of Christ with all of those united within the organic, dancing flow of the community. Basic to this connection will be the sharing of products, events, and activities. The commodification of faith will express a contextualized expression of the faith always mindful of the need to be true to Christ. All of this will allow for a more open connection between those who are Christians and those who are seeking a spirituality and meaning in liquid modernity. How we are church, how we communicate, and how we develop an appropriate spirituality will be much more closely related to mission. The fuzzy edges of the network will represent the growing point of the church.

There are some interesting points here: but one main one comes to mind as I look at his argument. This really does seem to be church for the independent middle classes! The poor do not have e-mail, financial resources to resource their spiritual lives with Christian products – some might not even be able to read books or understand the tapes! What about our children? Where is the context in which they are discipled. The kind of person that Liquid Church serves are people with means, who can afford to participate. Some people, I fear, will be excluded from the Liquid Church!

Chapter 5: The Liquid Dance of God

Trinity – pattern for being church. Challenges individualism and promotes community, love, mutuality etc.

This is a cracking chapter! Heavily reliant on Gunton and his Trinitarian theology and its impact upon our ecclesiology. I was excited by what was said here.

I think that in many ways, Ward would have done better to put all of these good chapters – on the doctrine of Christ and Trinity and the Bible etc. right at the beginning, and then go on to explain how they can challenge the church and inspire our models and forms. Unfortunately by attacking the congregation in the way he does, he has, in my opinion, diminished the effectiveness of chapters like this one! This could have been an excellent and very helpful book if he had reordered his argument. Here is one great quote from Ward that surmises his argument in this chapter. (Notice though, the way in which he frames the congregation later in the quote!)

Theologically the nature of the church is linked to the being of God. If God is seen as a flow of relationships among Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, then we find here a significant boost to a more fluid kind of church. The idea of mission and worship as the Trinitarian dance of God is growing in popularity and significance within theological circles. Such and idea is empowering and inspirational in that it allows for the participation of believers in the intimacy of God’s fellowship. Worship and mission are linked by a mystical theology based on this intimacy. The vision of a church as networks of relationship and communication suddenly takes on a powerful symbolic significance in the light of these ideas The static monolith of the congregation is replaced by a dynamic, inclusive, and fluid dance of intimate communication. In this sense liquid church does not just reflect the life of God. It joins in with that life and it is indwelt by that life: liquid God and liquid church.

Chapter 6: Shaping the Liquid Church

Ward highlights how society has changed from close communities to a disparate commuter existence. The result is that people’s lives lack the previous securities.

At one time people were residents of their communities; now they are commuters. Thus images of stable dwellings have increasingly been replaced by images of those who have left home: the migrant worker, the exile, the refugee, the drifter, the person who feels alienated or displaced, the person lost in the cosmos, the travelling salesman, the lonesome net surfer, the lonely face in the crowd, the marginal person, the vagrant, the dispossessed or homeless person. 

(Wuthnow, Loose Connections, 6).

Ward’s valid observation is a challenge to the church. How can we be the church in such a fragmented and transient culture? We come back to the notion of being in Christ. For Ward, Liquid church therefore becomes a necessity and an effective model for mission in this context.

Perhaps one of the most original concepts encountered in this book is Wards comment upon consumerism and its value and validity.  He challenges preachers who make shallow digs at consumerism as being evil and wrong and he looks at the deeper significance and meaning of consumerist sensibilities.  He comments saying that;

Our competency as a shopper is challenged not so much by the choice of products, events, and experiences but by what they represent: the hopes and dreams, the aspirations and pleasures. To shop is to seek for something beyond ourselves. To reduce this to materialism is to miss the point, or more importantly it is to miss an opportunity. For this “reaching beyond ourselves” indicates a spiritual inclination in many of the everyday activities of shopping. Rather than condemn the shopper as materialist, liquid church would take shopping seriously as a spiritual exercise.

This is an incredible statement and Ward is the first scholar I have read who has encouraged us to take seriously consumerism as a friend of the gospel and a healthy context in which to be a disciple of Christ. He goes on to speak about the Spirituality of the shopper. He thinks that consumers do not know what they want, they don’t know the value of things, that is why advertisers are essential, they infuse objects with meaning and value. They give people a desire to acquire things. This then is the role of the church, like advertisers we need to stimulate people’s desire for the things of God.  

Chapter 7: Regulating the Flow, Part One: The Word of God

Ward then looks at the need to articulate the Christian story. This story identifies the Christian people; it is our story. We need to continually retell it, and as we do so we give it a different expression, but at its most basic the story remains the same. Among cultures and different churches we see a variety of emphases, but still the story in its basic components remains familiar. Walker’s summary of the Grand Narrative starts with the existence of God outside time and the world, then moves to a description of the creation of humanity of God’s image, then the fall. This leads to an account of God’s dealing with the Jews and in the life of Christ. Jesus as God’s revelation and redemption in his life, death, resurrection, and ascension forms the heart of the narrative. From Christ emerges the church as his gathered disciples following his way; the church bears the good news of Jesus. Finally all things are brought to their conclusion, and all things are brought together in the eternal life of God.

Within the liquid church, it is the story that keeps it rooted to orthodox faith based on creeds and the traditions of the church. He goes on to say that;

A commitment to orthodoxy provides assurance in the midst of the flow. Within the network at various times individuals and groups can use the commitment to a core theology to assess the content of what is communicated, and this core theology can become a source for new expression and reformulation of the activities of the church. Some people may act as theologians in the way that Barth imagines. Within the network there may be those whose calling is to help to evaluate and assess the liquid church in terms of the commitment to historic Christianity.

I find it fascinating that Ward, in all of his questioning and critiquing, does not even think to explore the story we actually communicate. Are we even telling the story in the right way?

Chapter 8: Desire for God

Ward argues that we need to take consumer culture seriously. Consumerism is not evil, instead we need to embrace the sensibilities of consumption, i.e. we need to develop a church life that connects with what people want. He goes on to speak about how the church must change its emphasis from meeting people’s spiritual needs to stimulating their desires. Solid church is set up to convince people their need of God and then deliver salvation in response to this need. Liquid church replaces need with desire.  This is a really interesting idea – the church competes with the advertisers helping people to see how they need Christ! Thus the church’s role is to stimulate the desires of the consumer.

Choice must be basic to the new shape of church. Choice, however, does not mean that we accept that the customer is always right. Liquid church must seek a high level of authenticity in its spirituality and integrity in its allegiance to Christ. In being more true to the faith than we perceive solid church to be we will find the resources to connect with the spiritual aspiration and energies of contemporary culture. The belief that drives this move is simple: people want a real and profound experience of God.

But isn’t this what the preachers in Modernity have done, appeal to peoples need for assurance for a good life when they die etc. How is this much different to what has been characterised in the past – making the message attractive – just tell people the good bits, the palatable bits. How many consumers want to embrace a faith that might make you a martyr?

Chapter 9: Regulating the Flow, Part Two: The Spirit and Grace

I could not understand this chapter!

Chapter 10: Inside the Liquid Church

Ward then articulates his dreams for a liquid church. They include;

Dream 1: Networks

Individual nodes represent the connection of believers or those with no belief to the communication flow of the network. Membership is no longer measured by attendance at worship. Instead, it is assessed in terms of participation in the network. Much like a website can evaluate its significance in terms of number of hits, liquid church will be based on participation: how many people participate in the activities of the network.

Dream 2: Community

Christian community needs to adopt this and similar kinds of communication as its measure of fellowship in Christ. Meetings are of less significance than the quality and kind of communication that takes place in the church. Small-group meetings and interest-group meetings will be a part of a liquid church. So, for example, a group meeting to share an interest in religious art or the ethics of business may be one of the ways that people connect. But the communication within the group should be supplemented by frequent communication that could include using technology such as cell phones, text messaging, and e-mail.

Dream 3: Communities of choice

Liquid church will abandon congregational structures in favour of a varied and changing diet of worship, prayer, study, and activity. It will challenge the assumption that what is offered in the morning service is good for you, even though it may be boring or unpalatable. It will present a responsible, flexible pattern of church life that seeks to deliver what individuals want and also draws on the depth and variety of the Christian tradition.

Thus community would evolve around what people find interesting, attractive, or compelling. I could include other examples, however, as I read those three a question that stands out to me has to do with the exclusiveness of these dreams. There is no challenge in hanging out with people with who are like minded. What about the difficult people who can shape us and affect us in perhaps the deepest ways, who cause us to ask difficult questions about ourselves and cause us to face our dark side!

Jonathan Green’s conclusion

Having overviewed the book and pointed to some strengths and weaknesses I will try to articulate my personal thoughts and feelings about what Ward has to say in Liquid Church. Ward is almost obsessive about the congregation and the reason why it inhibits authentic spirituality. He focuses on this to such a degree that I think it detracts from what he is really trying to achieve – that is to focus upon the core of church life, which is connecting with God and with others in authentic relationships. The many excellent theological gems that Ward highlights later in the book are almost robed of their effectual power through his unhelpful critique of the congregation. 

In all of this, I sense that Liquid Church is as much about catering to people’s desires than forming people’s lives before God in the path of discipleship. I actually think that Ward has misunderstood what he is actually trying to do with this book! He wants a fluid church but seems to think that the congregation hinders this. I would argue that coming together can become a significant element in forming people as radical Christ followers. In my mind meeting together can enhance our fluidity and our effectiveness!

I conclude that Ward is not radical enough in his challenge and I think that he avoids the real issues! He tries to change the medium through which the message is communicated. In all of this he doesn’t even question the message he is trying to communicate!  He is preaching a modern gospel in what he perceives to be a post-modern way. Perhaps Ward should have started in a different place and critiqued the message itself first, and then ask how the message itself might shape the church so that the good news might take root in many peoples lives and produce much fruit. By starting with the gospel and with scripture we might then look at how it critiques our forms and models and our cultural context. I believe that only then will we be in a better position to understand how the Christian church, empowered by the Holy Spirit, might transform our culture so that it might reflect God, his glory, his style, his way of doing things. 
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