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INSTEAD  OF  RELEVANCE 

The.n  he  opened  their  minds  to  understand  the 
scriptures.-Luke 24:45

One  of  the  large  news  weeklies  attracts  new 
readers  by  assuring  them that,  if  they read this 
magazine, when they talk, their friends will 
listen. That's what we want. We all want 
people to listen when  we  talk. 

A  husband  likes  to  have  his  wife  listen  when 
he talks, and wives appreciate it when their 
husbands listen. Young people like to have 
their  parents  listen  when  they  talk,  and  parents 
like  their  young  to  do  the  same. At a  meeting, 
a  person  likes  to  have  others  listen  respectfully 
when  he  stands  up  and  makes  his  contribution. 
There is nothing we fear more than to say 
something that other people judge beside the 
point, ignorant, useless, and foolish. 

So I guPss wic-•  shouldn't hlam<' the church 
for  feeling  the  same  ,.vay. For  the  church  is an 
institution  that  has  been  in the  communication 
business for everal centuries, as you know. 
The church, then, has been very concerned 
with what  has come  to be called  relevance.  And 
this concern has about ruined it. 

Maybe  it's  going  a  little  far  to  say  the  con
cern  for relevance  has  about  ruined the  church, 
but_ t_his  is· the  impression  given  by a  book  writ
ten som<' time ago  hy Peter  Berger,  railed  A 
Rumour  of  Angfl.r. It  is  a  g-rncral  indictment 
of  the rhmrh  in  whirh hr  charges  that  it  has 
been morr. impr�ssrd with cocktail party  con
versation than with the realities of authentic 
religion. He  points.out  thr  folly  of the  church's 
attempt  to  tail-01:...r:r.ia.kr.  its  message  in  terms  of 
so-called  rr lrva nre. 

His paragraph on the nature of relevance 
may  well  go  down  as  a  classic  definition  of  this 
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ruthless  concept,  and  at  the  risk  of  boring  you, 
I am  going  to  quote  it  at  some  lemrth. After 
stating  that  relevance is  a  "very  fragile  business 
at best," he continues by saying: 

It  is  not  only  the  vagaries  and  sudden 
turns of external events that make  it  so. 
The organization of  our cultural life creates 
the  fragility. Relevance  and  timeliness  are 
defined for society at large, primarily by the 
media  of  mass  communication. These  are 
afflicted  with an incurable hunger for nov
elty.  The  relevancies  they  proclaim  are  al
most  by  definition,  extremely  vulnerable  to 
chan°-ing fashions and thus of generally 
short  duration. As  a  result,  the  theologian 
. ..  who  seeks  to be and  remain  "with  it," 
in  terms  of  mass-communicated  and  mass
communicable  relevance,  is  predestined  to 
find  himself authoritatively  put down as ir
relevant very soon. Those who consider 
themselves  too sophisticated  for  mass  cul
ture take  their  cues on  relevance  agd  time
liness from an assortment of intellectual 
cliques,  which  have  their  own  communica
tions  system,  characterized  by  fashions  that 
are  more  tolerant  but  hardly  more  durable 
than  those  of  the  mass  media. 

This expose of the fragile, yet tyrannical 
nature of relevance by  a man well versed in
sociology and highly respected in intellectual 
circles is extremely valuable today. It is es
pecially  significant because many of the same 
thoughts  contained  in  his  book,  A Rum.our  of 
An[.;els, were  reiterated  in a  context in which 
they  were  of  great  relevance,  if  I  may  yet  use 
the  word. Speaking  at  a  meeting  of  the  Con
sultation  on  Church  Union. Berger  called  the 
churches  back  to  an authoritative proclamation 
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of  their  message. His  invitation  received  wide 
publicity both in the secular and religious 
press. No doubt,  Berger's analysis of the present 
church  situation  has  raised  as  much  interest  as· 
it has  because  it  is  merely an expression  of what 
millions  of  regular  churchgoers  have  been  feel
ing for a long time. 

But Berger's call  for an authoritative voice 
from the church once again-and the hearty 
Amen's are. coming from just about every
where, espec1ally from the pew-has a few built
in  problems. How  can  the  church  really  speak 
with  a_ voice  of  authority  these  days,  when  the
great issues have been determined by others 
rather  than  by  the  church? Can  it  really shake 
off the deep desire for being relevant long 
enough  to  rediscover  what  its  real  message  is? 

Though  Berger  did  not  mention  it  when  he 
spoke to COCU, and though his book, A 
Rumour of Angels does  not  mention  it  either· 
there  is  only  one  way  to  recapture  the  voice  of 
authority that must be heard in times  · like 
these. In the Gospel according to Luke, the 
24th  chapter,  there  are  several  verses  that" may 
not be overlooked as we try to understand 
what  the  message  of  the  church  must  be,  and 
what it means  to  speak  this  messao-e  with  au
thority. The context of these ve�ses is one 
that is  determined  by  two  great  Biblical  events, 
the  resurrection  and  the  ascension  of  Jesus. 

At any rate, you ran well  understand  that 
the time between Jesus' resurrection and His 
ascension into heaven was an extraordinarily 
important  time  for  the church. For  Jesus  had 
completed everything that was necessary to 
make salvation possible for His people. • He
had beaten death and hell and sin and  ·was 
for all practical purposes already glorified; 
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though He still had to go into heaven and 
receive  that  glory  fully. It  was  a  time  which, 
according  to  the  Bible,  was  marked  by  mysteri
ous appearances of Jesus. They were rather 
numerous,  but  they  differed  from His appear
ances before. He  suddenly was  with"  His dis
ciples and as  suddenly  He would be  gone again. 
It  was  a  time, moreover, which  was  direction 
-setting for the church, for  it was  during this
time  that  Jesus  worked  with  His  disciples  and
prepared  them  for  the  apostolic  function  they
were soon to assume.

Apparently,  Jesus'  appearances,  though,  were
not  all  short  and  dramatic.  Some  of  them  were
of somewhat lengthy character, so lengthy,
that  by  the  time  He  was  to ascend,  some of the
disciples had grown accustomed enough to
having Him around that they doubted. Mat
thew tells us that there was doubt among
them. And  the  passage  in  Luke  I mentioned
suggests  that  Jesus  spent  rather  lengthy  periods
of time with His disciples instructing them.
Isn't this what Luke 24: 44, 45 is saying?
"Then  he  said  to  them, 'These  are  my  words
which I spoke to  you, while I was  still with
you, that everything  written  about me  in the
law  of  Moses  and  the  prophets  and  the  psalms
mus.t  be fulfilled.' Then  he  opened  their  minds
to understand the scriptures .... " 

We  would  have  to  agree,  wouldn't  we, that 
Jesus'  actions  during  the  40  days  between  His 
resurrection and ascension should give us a 
clue about what the church is and what it 
should be doing and saying. And I suppose 
that we  would  have  expected  that  Jesus  would 
have  spent  a  great  deal  of  time  lecturing. Af
ter all,  He was  an  authority  on so  many  things, 
having gone the  distance  all  the way  to  hell 
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and back. He was the glorified Son  of God. 
So we would naturally expect that the dis
ciples  would have  kept  careful notes and  would 
have tried to preserve what He said. 

But Jesus didn't just lecture. He had a 
textbook, and He used that textbook. That 
textbook  was the Bible. His  focus  was  on  the 
Bible. To be  sure,  it  was not  the  same  Bible 
we have  now,  for the  message  the  disciples later 
brought  was not  yet a  part of  it. It  was the 
Old  Testament. He taught from  it. He showed 
how each section, the law, the prophets, and 
the psalms, was about Him  and was  fulfilled 
jn His death and resurrection. 

But the  important thing  for  us  to notice  is 
the role of the Scripture in Jesus' teaching. 
For  Him,  this  is  what it'. meant  to  be one  of His 
followers. To  follow  Jesus  meant to read  this 
book  and understand it. The  Scripture  is the 
center. 

Jesus, by His action, established the central 
principle  that  was  to  define  true  religion  from 
that  day  onward. The  religion  of  Jesus  is  the 
religion that is rooted in the Scripture. And 
today this means the book we have come to 
call  the  Bible. This  is  the  Scripture  today: it 
contains  the  writings  of  the  law,  the  prophets, 
and  the  psalms,  and  in  addition  it  contains  the 
record  of  what  the  apostles  taught  after  Pente
cost  when  they  had  been  filled  with  the  power 
of the  Holy Spirit. The  Bible is  the  Old  and 
the New Testaments. This is the Scripture 
now. 

So instead of relevance, the great control
ling  principle  of  life  and  speech  within  the  true 
church  must  always be the  message of the Word 
of God. And if you want to do yourself a 
favor,  if  you  are  looking  for  the  truth  and  for 
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salvation, make sure  you  find  a  church  where 
the  message  of  the  Bible  is  the  overriding  con
sideration. It is this message alone that can 
return  to  the  voice  of  the  church the  clear  ring 
of unmistakable authority. 

I am quite aware that any call to return 
to  the  Bible  can  easily be ridiculed. It is  not 
difficult  to  unearth  uses  of  the  Bible  that  have 
not  furthered  the  Christian  cause. Many  have 
become disenchanted with a literalistic ap
proach  that  has  bred  brittle  religious  attitudes 
and has made  Christian love impossible.  All this 
is true. But the issue  today is  so deep-seated 
and serious that we must not allow previous 
prejudices  against  the Scripture  to keep us from 
living  in  obedience  to  it  now. The  alternatives 
are  too frightening. Either  the  church  will  take 
Jesus'  e,>eample  with  great  seriousness  and  turn 
its attention to the Scripture, or  it will con
tinue  to  attempt  to  be  relevant  in  the  ordinary 
sense of that term. Then the issues will be 
determined by the mass media in many in
stances, or by some element of the educated 
community. Such relevance is doomed to be 
controlled by novelty and the voice of the 
prophets will be stilled. 

And,  you  see,  this  call  to  return  to  the  Bible 
is  not  a  call to  weird  and  strange  activity. The 
Bible  is  not  a  book  of .magic,  though  some  have 
used it that way, conjuring with its words 
and drawing strange·  conclusions from them. 
The  Bible is not  a book  to pop  open  so that 
one can play games with the first text that 
meets  his  eye. The  call  to  return  to the  Bible 
is  not  a  call  to  abandon  reason  and  the  world 
and man and the present moment in history. 
Luke  24  shows  something  of  the  nature  of  this 
remarkable activity. 
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entire  Bible  was  about  Him. This  is  the  mes
sage  of  Luke  24. He  showed  them  how  every 
1:art of the Scripture was a  testimony  to  the 
l�e,. death,  and  r�surrection  of  the  Lord  Jesus
Chnst. And that 1s  what the  Bible is still about. 
When the church studies the Word of God 
and proclaims it, it brings the message men 
must  hear  ahout Jesus  Christ. 

Jesus  said,  "Come  to  me,  all  who  labor  and 
are heavyladen, and I will give you rest." 
( Matthew 11 : 28_) It  is  possible  to  do  exactly 
that as  people hve  out of  the Word  of  God. 
Tl _1ere th�y _meet  Jesus. And  once they meet
Hnn,  their  hves  open  up  to  new  opportunities 
and  they  start  living  to  the  glory  of  God. 

Well, all this can take the place of rele
vance. So  long  as  the  church  makes  relevance 
its goal, it will continue  to  look foolish. In
stead  of  relevance,  there  must  be a  return  to 
the Scripture. Enlightened  by  the Holy Spirit 
of the_ living Christ, the people of  God  must
use  th�s �oly  book,  and  they  must  study  it  and 
proclaim 1t and live out of it. 

_I don't  know  where you  go  to  church,  but 
I Just  hope  for your sake  that  it's  a  church that 
is l�vi?g. joyfully out of the Scripture. The 
Chnst1a111ty that lives out of the Bible that 
is  enli.�htcned �y  the  Holy  Spirit  of Chris�,  and 
prnclanns the Joyful  message  of  Jesus is  more 
than relevant. It's real. It's the real thino-. 
It's real enough to san· vou  from hell. A�d 
hring '""ll to hean•n. Tl�at kind of relio-ion . . � 
1� cxtreim·lv 1111portant, Wouldn't \"OIi agree? 

JO 

PRAYER 

Lord,  it's  thrilling  ttJ  let  our  mt'moril's  wan
der  as  we  have  todav, back  to  the  time  when 
.lesus  met  with  His  disciples. We  are  grateful 
that  u•e  have  a  record  of  that  important  meet
ing. Somehow we feel that in those conver
sations the snds of true Christianity were 
planted. And  we  still  benefit  from  what  hap
pened then. 

Help us learn from thMe meetings. Give 
the Holy Spirit and illumine u.r now as we 
turn ona again to the Scripture. Afay we 
un,derstand that genuine religion is forever
hound to a book. to the book, to the Bible. 
May we be humble enough to .rta)1 in that 
book, and ohedirnt enough  to belil've it  and 
obey it. 

Let  that  book  gov11rn  .our  under.rtandin_t;  of 
what is really important. Let that book give 
u.r the  direction  we  nl"f'd  in  orr!l'r  to  mret  the 
chal!l'nge  of tl,;se  dayr. Let  that hook over
whl'lm us with t!u Pvid!'nce of divine love. 
And  let that hook fill  u.r  with fear of judgment. 
So, in  the fulnl'ss /Jf its message may we be 
saved. Through  Christ,  Amen. 

Preparr_d for broadcast by Dr. Joel Ncdcrhood, 
Radio Minister, Christian Reformed Church. 
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Listen  to the BACK TO GOD  HOUR, broadcast 
every Sunday, from the following stations:-
2KY 
2BH 
2MG 
3CS 
3SR 
3UL 
3YB 
4KQ 
4WK 
6BY 
6CI 
6MD 
6TZ 
6WB 
7AD 
7HT 
7LA 
HCJB 

HCJB 

DZAS 

Sydney 
Broken  Hill (Monday) 
Mudgee 
Colac 
Shepparton 
Warragul 
Warrnarnbool 
Brisbane 
Warwick 
Bridgetown 
Collie 
Meredin 
Bunbury 
Katanning 
Devonport 
Hobart 
Launceston 
(Quito,  Ecuador) 
Sydney (I 020  KC) 

NEW ZEALAND 
(Quito, Ecuador) 

MANILA 

8.30  p.m. 
7.30  p.m. 
6.30  p.m. 
7.30  p.m. 
8.00  p.rn. 
7.00  p.m. 
8.00  p.m. 
8.30  p.m. 
8.00  p.m. 
9.00  p.m. 
7.30  p.m. 
9.00  p.m. 
7.30  p.rn. 
9.00 p.rn. 

12.45 p.rn. 
7.30 a.m. 
7.45 p.rn. 

5.30  p.m. 

7.30  p.m. 

(Shortwave 25.32) 9.30  p.m. 
New  Zealand  Time 

The  message  printed  in  this  pamphlet  was  heard  over  the 
Back to  God  Hour,  which  is broadcast  every  Sunday  in 
co-operation with the Christian Reformed  Churches  of 
America, in Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, 
Tasmania and Western Australia, and by shortwave 
throughout the world. 

P.O.BOX47 

GEELONG, VIC. 3220. 

P.O. BOX 14084 
Panrnure 

AUCKLAND, N.Z. 
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