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Missional and Ecclesiological Developments in DanskOase in an Ecumenical Context and Exchange
Background: A short history of Oase - some developments
DanskOase was established as a renewal movement inside the Lutheran Church in Denmark 22 years ago (1989). Through the 1980s a smaller part of the church had been influenced by the charismatic renewal. Oase wanted to bring this inspiration to the Lutheran church. It had and still has a Lutheran theological foundation with ecumenical openness and frequent contact with other denominations.

Before and during the formative years much inspiration was received from Norway and Sweden where there were already similar movements, in Norway under the name of Oase – the name which was later adopted also in Sweden.

If I painted this short history with a broad brush in a simplified manner, using the three key words in Oases vision: renewal, equipment, mission – I would say that:

1990s 
focused on
individual renewal (the work of the spirit; primary heritage from 1980s)

2000-2010
focused on 
congregational equipment (training of leaders, planting/revitalising churches)
2010-
new focus 
mission (in the understanding of the missional church)
Simultaneously with the founding of Oase another organisation was formed, called 3F (Forum for a Free folkchurch). They wanted to reform the structure of the church to be more independent of the State and more flexible for adapting new models where the congregation could be the active subject of the church. Not all, but some of the leaders of Oase were also active or sympathetic to 3F.
In 2000 Oase and 3F merged into one organization – under the name of Oase. 
( The result was that the 3F’s critique of the State church was moderated
( and under the umbrella of Oase was formed a network of member churches.
Oases church network is a very important and strategic part of Oases work and is one of the points where Oase in Denmark is different from Oase in Sweden and Norway. 

To let congregations play a vital part in the structural organisation of a renewal movement which wants to operate inside the state church has not been without difficulties because pastors in traditional parish-structures may feel left out in this model. In recent years there have been some adaptations of the model in order to better fit the situation of parish churches.

The merger of Oase and 3F in 2000 strengthened the congregational focus in Oase, but the focus was not new.
In 1990, only one year after the start of Oase, a new congregation was planted in Aarhus called Aarhus Valgmenighed. Now 20 years later it has about 700 active members, mostly young people – which makes it the largest congregation in Oases church network measured by active churchgoers.

In the following years a number of other new church plants began, some have remained small and struggling; others have had a good growth-pattern and are thriving and well. 
One of the continuing debates in Oase has been the balance between new and old congregations, using energy on renewing the established churches and starting new churches – debates about leadership training in Oase, whether this training presupposes structures that are not present in an ordinary parish church and not realistic to achieve.

Oase has insisted on a both-and-strategy: Both renewal of established churches and planting new churches – both folk church and free congregations on the border of or outside the folk church. The uniting factor is a shared vision and shared values, not identical structures. Locally the congregations connected to Oase are free structurewise but they must be able to connect to visions and values.
To mention about figures and activities:

Oase has no personal memberships so it is difficult to measure its size and influence. But Oase works through: 

1) inspirational conferences (SummerOase 5,000 participants), workshops etc

2) building networks – churches (20-25; half are plants), pastors (70), young leader, women, prayer ministry, worship, diakonia/Christian therapists/social action, business people, spirituality under construction inspired by the retreat movement (contemplation)
Congregations in Denmark: Århus, Odder, Skanderborg, Aalborg, Viborg, Holstebro, Vejle, Kolding, Randers, Odense, two congregations in Copenhagen and Fårevejle. 

3) resources – magazine, music cd, books, pamphlets, reports

Oase has its own networks but it also works together with many external networks. I want to mention two partnerships with churches inside the Oase network – churches that have become resource centers and themselves having a national vision.

1. Aarhus Valgmenighed – KPN (church-planter-net; Oase partner with them in this) – training 15 churches from different congregations to help them grow and mature – the cluster model from Sheffield has been an important strategy but they try to listen to the local challenges of each congregation. KPN is in a way a Danish miniature model of the European work ECPN where Mike Breen from Sheffield has been involved.
2. Karlslunde Strandkirke (south of Copenhagen) – inviting pastors from Folkekirken (the Lutheran Church) to be part of a training process where they learn about church development and church renewal (Oase partner with them in this) – and they also are experimenting with programs for raising new leaders.

Much of the work in Oase here described is week and fragile, not perfect in anyway, we make many mistakes. 
1) In my opinion Oase has sometimes been weak in communicating its vision to Folkekirken in a relevant way, using language that presupposes certain spirituality or certain structures.

2) Sometimes renewal has taken focus away from mission and social action. In the eyes of some critics focus on Spirit and Church has weakened the reformation centre of righteousness by faith.

Personally I believe that reformation theology often has been expounded and handled too narrowly not leaving enough room for the exegetical insight (again in my opinion) that Paul has more than one center and that the idea of participation in Christ by the Spirit is just as central in Paul as righteousness by faith leaving us an organic and dynamic understanding of God’s grace for us, in us and through us.
3) In the beginning there was a lack of sacramental reflection and richness in Oase which I hope is maturing.
Among some of the strengths in my opinion are the following:

1) the openness to receive inspiration from others
2) willingness to take risks
3) cultivating an atmosphere with room for differences

4) giving young leaders both freedom and support

5) ability to cope with paradoxes: tradition and renewal – heart and brain – academy and practise – word and spirit
As part of the change in 2000 from being a renewal movement bringing inspiration primarily regarding the life of the Holy Spirit to be also a network of churches having a responsibility for these churches in the totality of their church life there was a need to rethink the vision and values of Oase. It resulted in a one page document expressing the theological and spiritual dna of Oase. 
The document takes as its starting point three key words that have followed Oase from the beginning - renewal, equipment, mission – but as something new each of the three themes is given a trinitarian re-interpretation.
- What is ‘renewal’ and ‘spirituality’ not only seen from a Holy Spirit perspective but also from the Father and the Son, from the point of creation and incarnation?


- What is ‘the equipping of the saints’ seen from all three articles?


- What is ‘mission’ in a trinitarian perspective? 
Of great importance in Oase has also been the kingdom theology of the Bible that in my view embraces and helps to integrate the three articles of the faith.

Before looking at Oases contacts with the Anglican church, I will describe how we try to formulate an ecumenical theology and practise without compromising our Lutheran roots and identity.
Description of Oase’s ecumenical theology and practise

Oases ecumenical practice originates in an experience of oneness in Christ by the Spirit. It is not a result of dogmatic discussions. Theological reflections have followed out of a need to understand and legitimate the experience and see how unity can make sense in the midst of diversity. 
Oases vision of Christian unity is based on and motivated by four elements:

1. Unity is important for mission
In John 17 Jesus prays for the unity of the disciples in order that they may believe that Jesus is the Messiah. The missiologist Lesslie Newbigin articulates this motivation for unity quite strongly in his book “The Household of God”. He says that if we preached reconciliation without living in reconciliation as churches we proclaim to the world that we do not really believe in what we preach. The biblical background for these words is not least the first three chapters of Ephesians: Unity as the goal of creation and recreation in Christ, being modelled in the church as a sign for powers and principalities.
2. Unity is important for a spiritual understanding of and maturity in the fullness of God
Paul prays in Ephesians 3 that the believers in their togetherness with all the saints may receive strength to understand the length and depth etc. of Christ’s love. The universal church with its different cultural backgrounds is an important hermeneutical fellowship. In this sense cross-denominational cooperation is not an expression of dogmatic indifference but on the contrary it can colour blind and not seeing the fullness of God narrowing the perspective to one tradition, their own tradition. 
3. Unity is important as an expression of spiritual and epistemological humility in our confession to Jesus as Lord and truth
That all theology is contextual is not a postmodern invention. It is in a way expressed in the apophatic tradition of the Early Church acknowledging that God is always greater than human words and concepts. This does not lead to theological relativism but gives room for Paul’s insight in 1 Corinthians 13 that we see in a mirror and do not have the full and clear picture. It leaves room for confessional diversity in and around the confession that Jesus is Lord and is God’s truth to the world. To believe that one church tradition is raised above all others in its understanding of the One God and the one Lord is in my view both spiritual and epistemological pride.
In James Dunn’s work “Unity and Diversity in the New Testament” the diversity is not seen as a problem but as an important point. Around the unifying centre of the Lordship of Christ as ‘kyrios’ there are many contextual applications and interpretations of what Christ’s Lordship means for different cultures and localities. One can discuss if he defines the centre too narrowly and exaggerates the diversity in the first generations of Christians but I think his main point is valid.
4. Unity is an eschatological reality – a costly gift and a divine calling
Christian unity is seen in a double perspective in Eph 4. It is an already existing reality in v.3 and a future goal in v.13. The same eschatological tension is seen in Jesus prayer for unity in John 17 where he prays that they will become what they are.
Unity is already and not yet: Through the cross unity is a part of the very essence and nature of the church, one of the ‘notae ecclesiae’, it is a given, an indicative – but at the same time an imperative to obey in order to incarnate the oneness in actual life and witness.

Spiritual oneness is not a human achievement through dogmatic consensus or brotherly and sisterly love. That would be work righteousness. - Theology and love are both very important but also fragile and incomplete. - The oneness of the church is grounded in the very reality of the Father, the Son and the Spirit and our participation in the triune God through faith and sacraments.

Practical application

When it comes to the practical application of this vision of Christian unity Oase sees the three ecumenical confessions from the time of the undivided church as the basis for our common witness, preaching and mission with other denominations. 

I am looking at our external partnerships, use of guest speakers etc., not our internal church network which is based on the Lutheran confessions. It is naturally important in our ecumenical contacts that we experience a mutual recognition of each others’ churches and that we share the heart of the reformation in terms of a liberating message of grace – not in identical terminology but in what we could call a dynamic equivalence of this truth. 
Inspiration from the Anglican Church - spirituality, ecclesiology and mission 
Oase has had frequent contacts with the leaders, pastors, congregations and organizations within the Anglican Church, receiving inspiration regarding spirituality, church life, mission, practical tools and resources and for some also personal mentoring over several years. 
Among these contacts and inspirational sources we find: 

1. Anglican Renewal Ministries (Michael Mitton)

2. Children in renewal (Alan Price)

3. Alpha courses and Holy Trinity Brompton (Danish Alpha office is in one of the Oase churches)
4. New Wine (our pastoral network, conferences, many speakers)

5. Fresh Expressions (Graham Cray, Bob Hopkins – broader than the Anglican church – Peter Tingleff involved in some experiments with Fresh Expressions in Roskilde diocese, Sjælland)

6. St. Andrews Church in Chorleywood in London (D. Pytches, M. Stibbe)

7. St. Thomas Church in Sheffield – Lifeskills – Order of Mission – clusters (Mike Breen)
8. Arrow (program for training leaders; James Lawrence, cross-denominational)
I have concentrated here on influences from the Anglican Church setting. I could also mention other contacts:

1. Natural Church Development by Christian Schwarz, Germany – tool for analysing strengths and weaknesses of local churches

2. The understanding of kingdom theology in the Vineyard Movement (adopted in New Wine)
3. Church planting experiences in the Ichthus Christian Fellowship in London (some years back).
4. More broadly: Missional Church thinking – church and culture networks – literature by Lesslie Newbigin, Darrell Guder, Patrick Keifert.
Further reflections on missiology and ecclesiology in the Oase Movement

Involvement of lay believers

The reformations emphasis on the priesthood of all believers has always been very crucial in Oase, not only in a soteriological sense but also ministry wise. Many churches have used spiritual gift tests perhaps combined with personality tests as a tool to discover and encourage people’s gifts, callings and motivations. 
The method itself is not important – it is in many ways a child of our individual culture of self development. It has good and less good elements. Some congregations see it as too technical and prefer spiritual guidance in stead. 

As an organization we try to balance these views from a Trinitarian perspective – all truth is God’s truth so we can learn from psychology, social science, statistics, leadership, management and communication theories and all this can be integrated into church life, but it must not be used as a compensation for lack of prayer and other spiritual disciplines in Christian growth. 
Our faith is in the activity of the Holy Spirit, not in programs which must have a servant role and need to be transformed by gospel values. What is important is the principle of all believers’ ministry and the actual experience of seeing people grow through responsibility and ministry opportunities. 
We encourage both natural and supernatural gifts and try to put equal value on both and want to avoid distinguishing too sharply between them as we want people to think in more biblical holistic ways. Peoples’ ministries do not have to be in church activities, we need to give people a kingdom vision that embraces time spent in workplaces, local neighbourhood, social and political organizations etc.     
Leadership development
This vision of an every member ministry puts a demand on leadership development. 

In Oase we try to support and equip leaders through networks, mentor groups and an annual leadership conference. The bigger churches have developed structures to train leaders locally. Pastors are encouraged to mentor others.
Our leader conference was re-launched about three years ago where six values for these conferences had been defined – we called them different aspects of a leadership dna.
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Passion (grow in unity…) ( foundation
Self navigation (lead yourself)

Work in teams (lead others)

Aspirants (invest in new leaders)

Missional church (lead towards mission)

Theology (reflection; why do we do what we do)

For some churches in Oase this is the way they function already. For others, especially in the Folkekirke they are struggling to adopt this as a natural way of being and doing church.
A critique-point from some is that this leadership thinking is too closely linked to inspiration from management thinking in secular business life. The next Oase Magazine will have as its theme the possible tension between spirituality and empowering tools and strategies. Most in Oase see it as a both-and but the right balance is a discussion point. 

Connected to this discussion is the image of the ideal pastor. Oase has seen the five-fold ministry in Ephesians 4 of apostles, prophets, pastors, teachers and evangelists as a guiding principle for a broad and shared leadership – not in a literal sense of five distinct offices but as a dynamic principle of varied leadership gifts. 

Pioneers and settlers need each other in order to have balance between missional challenge and personal care. Some feel that the entrepreneur pastor and apostolic pastor who raises up teams and works through other people with the help of clear vision, strategies, courses and personal mentoring is put up as the only right way to lead a church in Oase.

Eugene Peterson is known for his critique of the modern pastor. It is worth listening to him and other voices – also from the contemplative part of the church. We must have room for the contemplative pastor who leads by totally other means. Again, we should not make a false dichotomy between spirituality and strategy.
Freedom to develop different types of churches
Tension between tradition and renewal is also seen in the way we think about the church. In his book “Church after Christendom” Stuart Murray is a spokesman for a symbiosis of inherited churches and emerging churches. He says that we need creative partnerships between different types of churches and experiences. – I think this is very true.
If the inherited churches do not make creative space for the young pioneers and dreamers inside their own structures many of these young leaders will go after their dream outside the old church structures. They should not be seen as a threat but as an important part of the necessary renewal.

More and more Christians question the whole concept of the church in an individualistic age. 
They cannot see the relevance of the church for their life – this viewpoint is of course shared by most non-Christians. The answer to this challenge is not to give up church but to make room for many different types of churches. This freedom is secured in Confessio Augustana but it must go hand in hand with a new reflection on the ‘sine qua non’ of church.
What makes the church a church – how fluid can it be and still be a church?

What is the minimum of governing structures, supervision etc.?

I think that is important to distinguish between ‘esse’ and ‘bene esse’. Denominations and networks are right in setting up regulations and securing the ‘bene esse’ of the churches under their responsibility. Often formal issues claimed to protect the ‘bene esse’ in reality hinder the ‘bene esse’ in my view. 

Stuart Murray defines three areas of church life that belong to the very essence of being a church:
1. Worship. 2. Community (fellowship). 3. Mission.

1a: In Murray’s analysis some churches are what he calls worship-oriented; they have worship in their defining centre.

It can be a liturgical or a more charismatic worship. There pulse is the gathering in worship – including the sacramental life – and from this point fellowship and mission are finding their way.
For example culture-specific worship services are set up between Sundays to reach families with small children or it could be meditative services like Taizé or Thomas Mass.
Here mission and fellowship are integrated into a multiple worship program – balancing the needs of present and potential members.

2a: Other churches are community-oriented.

They have a special focus being healthy and honest churches, helping people to personal and spiritual maturity. There might be discipleship processes involving inner healing, pastoral care, emphasis on different kinds of small groups such as base-communities, cell groups, AA-groups etc. 

Worship and mission are integrated into these fellowships. 
3a: A third group of churches are mission-oriented.

Not in the meaning that the first two groups are not involved in mission, but that these churches in the third group take their starting point in mission. They build their fellowship and worship around a mission which is their primary reason to exist. They are mission shaped to such a degree that they allow their missiology to shape their ecclesiology – perhaps moving the church out of the traditional church building into the context of the people they want to reach – moving away from invitational evangelism to incarnational evangelism.
By saying that mission, worship and fellowship are all essential for church but can be lived out and combined in many different ways, the church is allowed to have quite different faces – providing the necessary flexibility in a multicultural and multiethnic postmodern society – and at the same time protecting the understanding of church from being dissolved into individualistic and arbitrary understandings.
Miroslav Volf suggests an ecumenical definition of a church in his book “After Our Likeness” which I think is worth reading. He says:
Every congregation that assembles around the one Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord in order to profess faith in him publicly in pluriform fashion, including through baptism and the Lords supper, and which is open to all churches of God and to all human beings, is a church in the full sense of the word, since Christ promises to be present in it through his Spirit.   

By speaking of a pluriform profession of Christ he refuses to let specific historical and denominational understandings of church office and leadership constitute the church.

What underlies the text is the priesthood of all believers combined with the administration of baptism and Holy Communion. In this way he suggests a ‘via media’ between a freechurch priority of the local congregation and a catholic priority of the universal church. In line with the ‘notae ecclesiae’ from Nicaenum he insists on the church’s oneness and catholicity as important marks for being church in the full sense. His insistence of openness not only to all churches but to all human beings places mission as part of the very essence of the church along with the gospel and the sacraments. – This leads me to my last point which I will cover very shortly.
The challenge of a holistic mission perspective
Oase has like many others seen a renewal of missional thinking and engagement. 
- Theologically the inspiration from ‘missio Dei’ and the missional church movement has been important. 
- Practical experiences from Great Britain and other places with church planting, alpha groups, the forming of missional clusters, Fresh Expressions etc. have been central. 

As a network Oase wants to move towards a more integral mission, where words and actions are seen as equally important expressions of the kingdom of God. This approach deliberately blurs the boundaries between evangelism and social action in order to see them as one unified kingdom mission – with the mission of Jesus in the gospels as the foundation and the model. Often we have had many words and few actions. Sometimes the actions have contradicted the words.

When we speak about a ‘mission shaped church’ it is relevant to ask questions about the shape of the mission, as N. T. Wright has done. And his answer is that the mission of the church should be a ‘hope shaped mission’ – a mission formed by eschatology and the Christian hope of seeing all creation being recreated in Christ.

Mission must focus not only on truth but also on goodness and beauty in order to be trustworthy and to be a genuine representation of God and his future. The goodness part has a radical side standing with the poor and needy and with those in conflict in costly servanthood – seeing sin not only as personal but also as social, structural and political. We need to be a people of righteousness of faith as well as a people of justice in society. The cross has two directions, a vertical and a horizontal – and they are always interconnected.

In order for mission to be integral mission in a full Trinitarian sense we need to have a strong pneumatology along with creation theology and Christology. In the Book of Acts we see Spirit and Mission as an inseparable unity. The Spirit moves the church into the world, creates situations of a divine ‘kairos’ – and takes people into an experience of God as a living reality. 

In this understanding integral mission is about the integration of Words, Works and Wonders – reflecting the three articles of the faith. Wonders should not here only be understood as a charismatic buzz-word but as a symbol for the experiential side of the faith, including the fragrance of the Spirit coming through suffering and patience.   

Integral mission is proclamation of Christ and social action in the power of the Spirit. This is where we want to go – one of the major challenges before us – as I see it.
