


What You’re Reading
How We Believe

Diversity, Unity, and the 123s of Theology 
1 - Core Convictions 
3 - Peripheral Convictions 
2 - The Unity of the Church 
The Sign that Christ is King 

Some Common Questions

“How do you set practice?” 
“Couldn’t someone take advantage of this model in a local church?” 
“What About “Handing Over to Satan”?” 
“Would you ever change your 1s?” 
“Does this apply only to the local congregation, or also to denominations and church networks?” 
“How does this work with youth or new Christians?” 

Additional Benefits of 123’s

It’s what most churches are already doing, but unnamed and unrecognized 
Allows people to change their minds and beliefs without fear 
Makes the church more like a seminary and less than a social club 
Makes diversity a strength, not a weakness 
Makes space for voices of dissent  
Makes fruitfulness the primary sign of the Holy Spirit, not perceived correctness 
It’s (Perhaps) Very Catholic of Us! 
Reminds Us that the Medium is the Message 
Challenges You to Show Your Math 
It Gives Us Space to Experiment 
Reminds Us that All is Grace  

Case Studies

Owning Property or Buying Nice Things 
Just War vs. Pacifism 
Participation of LGTBQ Christians 
Racism in the Body of Christ 

Thank You
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How We Believe
Diversity, Unity, and the 123s of Theology 

One warm Sunday in June I thought it would be helpful to do a brief exercise with the 
congregation to get a sense of who we are. I asked people to just shout out what their spiritual/
religious background was (as in, what most influenced and shaped them), hoping to get a sense 
of who was represented in the room. 

The first voice shouted out: “Latter Day Saints”

Then “Anglican and Anglo-Catholic”
then “Atheist”
then “Reformed” 
which raises the question: “what kind of Reformed?”

A few people, scattered throughout the congregation made it clear: Christian Reformed, 
Canadian Reformed, Dutch Reformed and Reformed Church in America… all of which are 
obviously completely separate from one another!

And then the floodgates opened: Pentecostal, Baptist, Orthodox Presbyterian, Associated 
Gospel Church, Non-Denominational, Agnostic Jewish, Other-Kind-of-Baptist, Mennonite, 
Lutheran Church in Canada, Lutheran Church Missouri Synod, Missionary Alliance, Jesus 
People 1970’s Movement, Brethren, United Church, Yet-Another-Kind-of-Baptist, and of course, 
Secular but Spiritually Rooted Hippy Commune.

This is what we are dealing with at Eucharist.

A few years ago we had a new members class with twenty-seven people in attendance. We 
asked this same question and everyone shared their religious/denominational backgrounds. We 
realized we had twenty-five different backgrounds represented, and that only two backgrounds 
directly overlapped.

So here’s the pressing question: how do you bring unity in that sort of situation?!

I know we aren’t the only church dealing with this sort of diversity. There may be a few places 
where people are part of a denomination from cradle to grave and the vast majority of people 
agree on the vast majority of issues. And while I don’t want to critique or dismiss those 
communities, that is not our experience.

My experience is that in any urban setting, or in any place that is or is becoming post-
Christendom (where Christianity had influence, but is no longer an assumed social or political 
powerhouse) the church is increasingly made up of mutts from every direction. There was a 
time where a church could have a significant disagreement and then just split off from one 
another, but in today’s urban Canadian context we Christians simply don’t have enough friends 
to start making enemies.
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My hunch, and this is just my personal observation, is that God is up to something in this post-
Christendom culture. Since the Reformation the church has defaulted to splitting over issues big 
and small. I suspect God using the fall of Christian Power to reconcile and unify his church.

The Sin of the Reformation

Here’s how this plays out in my mind. I’m in a church and I love it, but after a while we start to 
realize how much people in our congregation don’t agree on.

First we disagree on the best way to do the Lord’s Supper, so we split. Then we realize that we 
don’t like singing the same worship music, so we split. Then people start talking about the rise 
of post-modernism, and so we split. Then we fight about LGTBQ people and their participation 
in the church, and so we split.

Over the years we realize we don’t agree on a bunch of topics: baptism, the return of Christ, 
hell, alcohol, birth control, divorce and remarriage, spiritual gifts…

And we split off again, and again, and again,

Until it’s down to just me and one other person who eventually find something to fight about, and 
so we split off from one another… And then it’s just me all alone! 

But the problem is I disagree with myself all the time and so now I need to grab a sword and cut 
myself clean down the middle for the sake of orthodoxy! 

What I’m getting at here is that division kills. 

But what if God is using the end of Christendom to knit the church back together? What if he is 
calling us to participate in an epic Family Reunion that begins with the church and extends to All 
Things on Heaven and on Earth? I suspect this is what God is up to in our context.

I believe that God is reconciling us, and confronting the “Sin of the Reformation.” 

Hear me clearly: I’m not saying the Reformation was a sin! I was raised Lutheran and my very 
biology couldn’t say that without bursting into flames. What I am saying is that the sin that most 
snuck in with the reformation was the sin of disunity. For the first time the keys to the Kingdom 
were handed over to individual Christians, which brought with it a lot of good fruit, but also an 
idolatry of preference and an impulse towards division.

Could it be that now, five hundred years later, God is reconciling the church, and he is doing it 
through the end of Christendom?

If so, this means that churches which are diverse in background and belief must have a unity 
that is deeper than being able to agree on enough things.

This is a beautiful idea in theory, but in practice it get’s a whole lot harder. So back to the original 
question: however do we hold together all these different people in a unity that goes deeper 
than uniformity? 
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From the beginning Eucharist has held a posture of theology we call The 123’s of Theology. 
This is a way of believing that is focused not just on what we believe, but how we believe. You 
can hold a good belief in a way that is destructive. Throughout history, Christians have used 
orthodox beliefs to hurt a lot of people. I would suggest that how we hold our beliefs is just as 
important as what we believe. 

This small book introduces a way of holding our theology that makes unity and reconciliation 
core values. While it may not work in every context, we think it can work in many.

We’ve been asked in the past, by other congregations and pastors, to write down the 123’s of 
Theology, but have been nervous to do so. The main hesitance was that we just weren’t sure if it 
actually worked in practice. However after six years of practicing this posture we are finding it to 
be very fruitful and think it may be time to share our process with others. This is obviously not 
the only way to hold theology, and it may not even be the “best” way, but it’s produced good fruit 
among us for six years, and so we are happy to share it with you.
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123’s of Theology
The first step in the 123 is, of course:

1 - Core Convictions 
The 1s for us are the parts of our faith that are absolutely core and central to the Christian story. 

These 1s come out of the scriptures, the God-breathed library that tells us our story.  We as 1

Christians do not worship the Bible, we worship God, revealed to us as Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit. However this revelation comes to us through the sacred text, and so the Bible must be 
respected, honoured, and given great authority in our life and belief together. The Bible is also 
complicated, speaking across vast time periods and cultures, in multiple languages, using a 
number of literary genres. Reading the Bible well is crucial for living together as faithful 
disciples. While there are many areas Christians will debate and disagree, there are some core 
beliefs that the Scriptures make very clear to us. In the 1s we are looking for the absolute 
central markers of the Christian faith, revealed to us throughout the Biblical story.

When I lead a group in this I’ll ask people to shout out things that are absolutely core to this 
Christian faith, and we get great responses like: “the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.” Yes. 
That is a very good 1! What else? “The Holy Spirit coming from God?” Yes! “The Divinity of 
Jesus?” Totally. “The Trinity?” In it’s own mysterious way, absolutely!

“What about that God created the heavens and the earth?” “Yes!” Now how exactly did God 
make the heavens and the earth? 

Was it a literal six days with a break on the seventh? Was it a six day period but in God’s time 
it’s all wibbly-wobbly and so it may also be a much longer time? Was it billions of years through 
an evolving and emerging process of life lead by the Spirit, out of which came Image Bearing 
Creatures? Was it a world made with age and history and dinosaur fossils baked into the whole 
thing?

Those are valid questions! But that’s not what we are talking about when we talk about 1s. The 
1s are simple. God made the Heavens and the Earth. That’s a 1. How and where and when is 
not.

Now this is clearly a very focused list of beliefs, but when we are talking about reconciling 
together such different backgrounds and histories, it’s important to keep things simple, focused 
and faithful.

What we are looking for with the 1s is what we as a community submit to. We are looking for the 
markers of faith that root us, collectively, in this ancient Way of following Jesus. We are looking 
for the beliefs that Christians, across time and space, have affirmed as the true way the world 
works, and the true way God has revealed Godself in our story. We want to fit within that deep 
and wide movement.

 While bible-honouring Christians debate which language to describe scripture with, the use of “God breathed” in 2 Timothy 3:16 1

seems to capture the authority and power of it well.
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If only there was something written early on in this history of the church that could ground us…

The Beliefs That Ground Us

Well, actually, there is! The Apostles Creed is an ancient church document that Christians have 
used, for almost 2000 years, to root themselves in the faith. Now the Apostles Creed, and other 
Creeds, aren’t perfect documents, nor are they part of the bible. They have their own bias and 
answer specific questions that were most relevant at the time. But they do a great job of 
summarizing the core beliefs of the church. Christians across time and tradition have looked to 
them as a signpost to point us in the right direction, so they should be useful for us as well.

The Apostles Creed
I believe in God, the Father almighty,
creator of heaven and earth.

I believe in Jesus Christ, God's only Son, our Lord,
who was conceived by the Holy Spirit,
born of the Virgin Mary,
suffered under Pontius Pilate,
was crucified, died, and was buried;
he descended to the dead.
On the third day he rose again;
he ascended into heaven,
he is seated at the right hand of the Father,
and he will come to judge the living and the dead.

I believe in the Holy Spirit,
the holy catholic Church,
the communion of saints,
the forgiveness of sins,
the resurrection of the body,
and the life everlasting. Amen.

This simple, focused creed gives us a great sense of Christian identity. It is wide enough for 
nearly all historic Christian churches to find themselves at home in it, but still narrow enough 
that our secular humanist friends (who we love) can’t agree with it. It makes a lot of huge claims 
while still leaving space for a huge diversity. That’s what we need our 1s to be.2

Now some may have a hard time affirming parts of this creed, or may struggle to believe all of it 
all the time. It’s worth noting that the Creed is fundamentally a corporate reality, in fact the 
Nicene Creed (which is very similar in language to the Apostles Creed) actually begins with “we 
believe” and not “I believe”. In our Western, individualistic society it’s very easy to become 
fixated on what we, as individuals, believe. But the way of Jesus, in the New Testament, is 
never spoken of as a purely individualistic pursuit. It’s never just “you;” it’s aways “y’all.” 

 New Testament scholar Scott McKnight is just one of many theologians to recognize the need for a simple, focused set of core 2

beliefs, himself suggesting the Creed as our centre-point with space for disagreement and debate around it.
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/jesuscreed/2016/08/04/no-creed-but-the-bible-2/

�  of �7 38

http://www.patheos.com/blogs/jesuscreed/2016/08/04/no-creed-but-the-bible-2/


And so there will be days where you struggle to believe parts of this creed. None of us believe 
all of it all the time. But this is the God, and the reality, that we are believing in. It is the faith we 
corporately submit to. So if you find yourself struggling with parts of this Creed, don’t stress out 
or be afraid: allow the person next to you to confess it on your behalf. There may be a day 
where you confess it for them. Instead of worrying about whether you “believe enough,” try to 
see the Creed as something to lean on, something to cling on to with even your “mustard seed” 
of faith. We come to the Creed with our individual beliefs and we hold them up to it, allowing it to 
shape how we see God, community, the church and the world; always pushing us back to our 
“True North.”3

So that’s our 1, now jump down the list to:

3 - Peripheral Convictions 
The 3s for us are all the things that good, Jesus following, Bible honouring Christians disagree 
about.

As you can imagine, this list can get pretty long.

It includes beliefs like: the proper mode of baptism, how the Holy Spirit is active in the world and 
the church, the role of women in the church and family, the role of men in the church and family, 
how the universe was created, divorce and remarriage, modernism (the reason our 
denomination split in the 1920’s!), sexual expression before and/or in marriage, birth control, 
pacifism and just war, whether a Christian can serve in the military, how much money a 
Christian can make, whether Christians can have retirement funds, styles of worship music, 
styles of prayer, marriage of same sex couples, THE RAPTURE!!!, resurrection, modern day 
miracles, alcohol use, tattoos, yoga pants, hats off during prayer… 

There are a lot of 3s.

This is not to say that 3s don’t matter. They do matter. A lot. 

But unlike the 1s, these are ethical or theological questions that are not as explicitly clear in 
Scripture, and that may be interpreted a number of different ways. It’s important to note that 
differences of interpretation don’t necessarily mean that one party “believes in the bible” and 
one party doesn’t, but it recognizes that the task of reading, interpreting, and applying scripture 
is complicated. This also doesn’t mean that all readings of scripture are equally valid. We want 
people to read the text consistently, to read it through the lens of Christ, and to live so that their 
actions line up with the story of the text (people have justified all sorts of racism, violence, sin 
and crap by using bad readings of scripture) but that doesn’t change the fact that even when we 
come together with a sincere commitment to our faith and to our scriptures, we will disagree on 
important issues, and we must have the freedom in Christ to wrestle with the text authentically. 

 For more reflections on our 1s, feel free to listen through our sermon series “A Chorus of Voices: Exploring & Embracing the 3

Apostles’ Creed.” 
 
You can search “Previous Series” at www.eucharistchurch.ca/sermons
or go to this link: http://tinyurl.com/achorusofvoices
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We are given that freedom because the peripheral convictions are not the core of our faith, even 
if they feel crucial at the time.

An example: Lots of churches and Christians today are able to find unity and even work 
together despite having different views on baptism. Many Christians I know are a part of 
congregations that baptize infants, despite the fact that they believe the bible teaches believers 
baptism. It’s a place where we have learned to disagree peacefully. 

But when used as an example people often say “well baptism is an easy thing to disagree 
about, it’s not as serious as __(insert important and divisive topic here)__”

But to believe that is to ignore huge parts of our Christian story. Mode and meaning of baptism 
has, historically, been a major breaking point in the church. During the Reformation the 
Anabaptists, who believed that Christians should be baptized as believers and not as infants, 
were being drowned by both Catholics and Protestants. Drowned. To death. They called it a 
“third baptism” and would say “if you wish to be baptized a second time, we shall give you a 
third baptism” before drowning them.4

Although baptism may be easy to disagree on now it was a life and death matter then. Every 
time and place and culture has it’s own sacred topics, but it’s nothing new. Whatever non-
Creedal controversial subject is the “litmus test of orthodoxy” today will eventually become 
something we disagree peacefully on later.

3s matter a lot, but they are not the core of our faith, and we ought to, as much as possible, 
continue in united fellowship with others who disagree.

Unity, not Uniformity

This promotes unity not uniformity, which is so often listed in scripture as a high value for the 
Church:

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, 
though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in the one Spirit we were all baptized 
into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to drink of one 
Spirit. Indeed, the body does not consist of one member but of many.  
1 Corinthians 12:12-14  
 
But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a disciplinarian, for in Christ 
Jesus you are all children of God through faith. As many of you as were baptized into 
Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no 
longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ 
Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to 
the promise.

 “Roman Catholics and Protestants alike persecuted the Anabaptists, resorting to torture and execution in attempts to curb the 4

growth of the movement. The Protestants under Zwingli were the first to persecute the Anabaptists, with Felix Manz becoming the 
first martyr in 1527. On May 20, 1527, Roman Catholic authorities executed Michael Sattler. King Ferdinand declared drowning 
(called the third baptism) "the best antidote to Anabaptism”." 
 
There are multiple historical sources for this, but why not go with Wikipedia. See the “persecution and migrations” heading at 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anabaptists
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Galatians 3:25-29

All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the 
Spirit gave them ability. Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven 
living in Jerusalem. And at this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because 
each one heard them speaking in the native language of each. Amazed and astonished, 
they asked, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, 
each of us, in our own native language? … in our own languages we hear them 
speaking about God’s deeds of power.”
Acts 2:4-115

These texts remind us that diversity isn’t something to be avoided, but a part of any healthy 
community, and with diversity comes disagreements. Different groups will come from their own 
culture and background, and will bring with them different beliefs and convictions. In order to be 
united we need to learn how to disagree in love, and how to find a deeper unity.  We fight, but 6

we fight as family. And yes, sometimes people will believe things that we think are just crazy… 
but every family has a crazy Uncle! And they are welcome at the table with all their issues just 
as we are welcome at the table with all of ours.

This also creates a beautiful space for people to continue to grow and shift in their beliefs and 
understanding. Separating our 1s from our 3s allows very different people to be gathered at the 
table in a way that creates space for learning, listening, prayer and mutual transformation. 

So that’s our 1 and our 3, but what has really helped us move forward together is actually the 
number in-between:

2 - The Unity of the Church 
We actually believe that the unity of Christ’s church is more important than where we land on 
our 3s. We commit to being united together as a family, especially when we disagree with one 
another.

I first saw this idea of 2s trumping 3s when working at a church in Toronto. At the time I was an 
associate pastor and got to sit in on board meetings (hooray for meetings!). On the elders board 
was Tom. Tom and I got together for lunch one day and he was telling me about how, ultimately, 
he believed the scriptures teach that women should not be elders or pastors in the church. I 
stared back at him and slowly said the obvious: “But Tom… you are on an elders board with a 
bunch of women.”

He hesitated for a moment before responding: “I do believe that the bible teaches that women 
shouldn’t be elders or pastors in the church… but more than that I believe I am called to be a 
part of this board, and that the church should be united, so I lay aside my conviction for the sake 
of the church.”

 Contrast with Babylon in Genesis 11 for a great illustration of unity vs. uniformity5

 Christina Cleaveland’s book “Disunity in Christ” uses sociological studies to explore how the church can pursue a deeper unity. 6

See especially Chapter 4: Beyond Perceptions.
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In essence? I set aside my 3 in order to pick up a 2. 

And this motion, this laying aside our “rights” in order to serve the body and to serve the other in 
our community, is the Christ motion. 

If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in 
the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of the same mind, 
having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. Do nothing from selfish 
ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. Let each of 
you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. Let the same mind be in 
you that was in Christ Jesus,
who, though he was in the form of God,
did not regard equality with God
as something to be exploited,
but emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave,
being born in human likeness.
Philippians 2:1-7

Now of course you could say that Tom was speaking from a place of privilege in this situation as 
a man in the church, and you would be correct. Some might disagree strongly with his 
conviction (I would be one of them). But that doesn’t negate the fact that there was a 
tremendous amount of peacemaking in his actions. Whether we agree with his beliefs or not, we 
have to acknowledge that it was where he was at, and we are all products of our culture and 
story. His conviction is what it is, but the grace of God present was in his willingness to lay aside 
his own conviction for the sake of the body. It modelled Christ’s life for me in a way I hadn’t seen 
celebrated in the church.

It allowed all of us to stay together at the table.

Now here’s the rub with the 2s: 

Unity Requires Practice

There are some beliefs that don’t require us to do anything with them. Whatever you believe 
about evolution vs. creationism, you aren’t going to run into many practical challenges with your 
brothers and sisters who are convicted otherwise.

But some beliefs require us to live them out: take communion as a case study.

In our congregation there would be a number of people who disagree about how to practice 
communion, but we can’t all just go up and do it our own way! Can you imagine a young adult 
walking forward, breaking off the bread, and dipping it into the cup while at the same time 
someone drinks out of the side of the cup? Can you picture a young child coming up to the table 
to receive the sacrament but being stopped by another who demands to see a date of 
confirmation? Picture a woman, sitting alone at the side of the sanctuary, breaking open one of 
those little plastic “communion to go” cups while at the same time an older man yells about 
crumbs dropping and the “real presence”.
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Communion is meant to be a sign of unity,  and if each individual were to practice their own way 7

the communion table would actually lose it’s power.

So we need a common practice. 

Our community practice at Eucharist is not the way everyone would prefer to practice 
communion. It’s definitely not in line with everyones conviction or what everyone thinks scripture 
is saying. And we honour that. We don’t tell everyone to pretend they agree. We ask them to 
carry their 3s with them, but also to be willing to lay it down in order to pick up the 2 of unity, and 
the practice we have. 

We ask them to participate in our common practice without pretending they have changed their 
reading of scripture. We don’t make them lie! We ask them to participate in our practice, while 
acknowledging they are submitting their 3 to the 2 of unity, and that unity requires us to do some 
things together.

It’s worth pointing out that every church has people that disagree on nearly everything. 

The church I was raised in didn’t believe that women should be in ministry. Everyone who 
became a member said they believed this… until you actually walked around and asked people 
about it. Then you got a different story altogether! In that way, most churches already practice 
this sort of submission. People know they don’t agree with the stated beliefs, but they are 
expected to shut up about it and just say that they believe what the church believes. This 
creates an intellectual and moral dilemma for people with too much integrity to lie or play along 
with the game. The 2 in the 123’s of Theology allows us to hold our belief and speak openly and 
honestly about it with others, while still submitting to our common practice in unity.

A second case study: let’s go back to baptism for a minute. Most congregations are full of 
people who disagree on baptism. Is it a one off when you’re a baby? Something you do as a 
confessed believer? Sprinkle or dunk? One dunk or three dunks? Lots of people believe lots of 
things, but many are already willing to participate in their church’s practice even if it doesn’t line 
up with their personal biblical conviction (their 3).

In our congregation we practice believer’s baptism. A number of factors help us set a practice 
(see below on “how do you set a practice”), but in this case a major factor is our denomination, 
the Canadian Baptists of Ontario and Quebec (CBOQ), which strongly affirms believer’s 
baptism. For that reason we have a practice of dedicating babies and baptizing believers.

When someone tells us their biblical conviction is infant baptism we ask them to help us 
understand why. What informs that conviction? What’s your history with baptism? Has it 
changed over time? These questions help us understand the person we are talking to, and not 
just the position.

If at the end of that conversation it’s clear this is a belief held on good conscience, we will 
honour their conviction… but we still don’t baptize a baby! It’s not our practice. 

But here’s the key point: it’s not because they are wrong.

 See 1 Corinthians 11 for an example of how the body, divided, loses the image of communion.7
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So often church conversation has come down to whether someone is “right” or “wrong” in their 
biblical interpretation. We believe that good Christians can disagree on 3s. What we would ask 
them to do is to set aside their 3 in order to pick up our “2 - Unity”, and our unity in this case has 
a practice: infant dedication.

Mutual Submission

That’s how individuals submit to our congregation: they submit their practice. But there is a 
mutual submission that happens in our congregation. We submit to them by not saying they are 
“wrong” or “unbiblical.” In fact, if they desired it, we would say from the pulpit, on the day of the 
dedication, that this couples conviction is actually infant baptism, but that they have graciously 
submitted to our common practice. We honour them, and we honour our differences that are 
held together in Christ. This is a unity, not a uniformity, and allows us to live out the call for 
mutual submission found throughout Scripture:

As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions. One 
person believes he may eat anything, while the weak person eats only vegetables. Let 
not the one who eats despise the one who abstains, and let not the one who abstains 
pass judgment on the one who eats, for God has welcomed him. Who are you to pass 
judgment on the servant of another? It is before his own master that he stands or falls. 
And he will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make him stand.

One person esteems one day as better than another, while another esteems all days 
alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. The one who observes the 
day, observes it in honor of the Lord. The one who eats, eats in honor of the Lord, since 
he gives thanks to God, while the one who abstains, abstains in honor of the Lord and 
gives thanks to God … 
 
Why do you pass judgment on your brother or sister? Or you, why do you despise your 
brother or sister? For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God. For it is written,

“As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me,
    and every tongue shall give praise to God.”
So then, each of us will be accountable to God.

Let us therefore no longer pass judgment on one another, but resolve instead never to 
put a stumbling block or hindrance in the way of another.
Romans 14:1-6, 10-13 (Italics Added)

In this text we see how the early church was encouraged to hold their beliefs with genuine 
conviction, but also not to judge one another’s belief harshly, nor to rub their beliefs in the face 
of another. They were to submit to one another in love, which is most relevant when we 
disagree. 

Now it can be a risky thing to encourage people to discuss their differences, especially when we 
disagree about very personal issues (money, sexuality, vocation, etc). But our mutual 
submission must lead us to an understanding of how we talk about our differences, and live out 
our unity. If our 3s are debated in a way that is not soaked in grace and love then we are not 
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practicing the 2 of unity. Unity is rooted in the love of Christ, a love that is clearly shown in the 
life of Christ, and articulated in all of 1 Corinthians 13, but specifically in verses 4-7:

Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does 
not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, 
but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures 
all things. 
1 Corinthians 13:4-7

It’s not enough to justify our actions to ourselves, saying “I am being loving” - the other person is 
a far better judge of how gracious and loving we are being. If we don’t allow them to be our 
gauge we risk deceiving ourselves into believing we are “graciously sharing our beliefs,” but 
really we may just be acting like assholes. 

I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to 
which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with 
one another in love, eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.
Ephesians 4:1-3

Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, making the best use of the 
time, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the will 
of the Lord is. And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with 
the Spirit, addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and 
making melody to the Lord with your heart, giving thanks always and for everything to 
God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, submitting to one another out of 
reverence for Christ.
Ephesians 5:15-21

There are key questions that can help us navigate these conversations well. We can ask others, 
especially those we disagree with “am I understanding your perspective well?” or “was there 
anything I said that seemed unloving to you?” or “what does it look like to disagree in unity?” 

These questions can help us understand the other without shrinking in our own conviction.

Back to our case study of baptism: the fact is I believe the bible teaches “believers baptism,” but 
if Eucharist ever fired me (please don’t I love you!) and my family and I were called to be a part 
of a church that baptized babies… well… I’d be baptizing our baby (don’t tell the CBOQ)! 

Not because my reading of scripture changed, but because I love and submit to the 
congregation I am called into, and I am willing to lay aside my 3 in order to pick up a 2.

The Sign Christ Is King
In John’s account of his final meal, Jesus prays for all of us, his future disciples:

“I do not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me through their word,  
that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may 
be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. The glory that you have 
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given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, I in them and 
you in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know that you 
sent me and loved them even as you loved me.
John 17:20-23

So many of us were taught, both in church and in Seminary, that unity was important to the 
church, but ultimately a secondary concern. It was treated as a nice bonus. “Make sure you 
preach well, have a good kids program, lots of parking and then if you have time try to get along 
with the other churches in town.”

But that is clearly not the way Jesus prioritized things: his prayer for his disciples was that they 
be united. However to Paul and the other early Jesus followers it was more than that: unity was 
the sign of his Kingship.

In the Roman Empire, the Emperor’s claim to be King rested upon the idea that they reconciled 
together many different groups across ethnic, political, social and economic lines. They brought 
their message, called the “Pax Romana” (the Peace of Rome), with them from city to city. This 
peace came with the power of the cross, which was the sign to the nations that they ought to 
submit to Roman rule. Rome would come to your town and say something like: “You can join us 
and be recipients of this peace, and we will offer you security, food access, and military power, 
but if you don’t we will crucify you!” In light of such a compelling argument, many cities would 
respond with an enthusiastic: “Where do we sign up?”

But of course this wasn’t a true unity: it was a unity based on violence and fear.

For Paul and the other New Testament writers, the sign of Jesus’ Kingship was the same as it 
was for Rome. They believed that Christ holds together a huge diversity of different groups 
across ethnic, political, social and economic lines… but he does so without needing to resort to 
power, or violence, or fear!

And unlike Rome, the “peace of Christ” comes without threat. He holds together all of these 
groups by the “power of the cross”. His taking the cross onto his own body, dying to it, and 
resurrecting over it is the true sign of true power!

He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, 
so that he might come to have first place in everything. For in him all the fullness of 
God was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all 
things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross.
Colossians 1:18-20

He makes peace through the blood of his cross! The power of the cross brings the peace of 
Christ to the world, reconciles all things, and becomes the sign that Christ is King! 

CAN I GET AN AMEN? 

One of my favourite scriptures gets to the heart of this, revealing that what God is doing, in 
Christ, reconciling all things to Godself.
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So if anyone is in Christ: there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, 
everything has become new! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through 
Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was 
reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and 
entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ, since 
God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled 
to God. For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might 
become the righteousness of God.
2 Corinthians 5:17-21

This is why it’s so dangerous to split the church. 

Because our unity, not uniformity, is the sign of Christ’s Kingship! For the early church it was the 
coming together of ethnic groups (Jews and Gentiles) that was the sign to the powers and 
principalities, the very systems and spiritual powers that try to fracture the world, that their time 
is up! 

Of this gospel I have become a servant according to the gift of God’s grace that was 
given me by the working of his power. Although I am the very least of all the saints, this 
grace was given to me to bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless riches of 
Christ, and to make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God 
who created all things; so that through the church the wisdom of God in its rich variety 
might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places
Ephesians 3:7-10

The church’s unity is supposed to be the sign to every power and principality that wages against 
God and His flourishing for the earth. “Look: God is bringing together all of heaven and earth, 
and it starts with these very different people living into the Body they’ve been made a part of!”

Our Unity is the crown on Christ’s head. When we divide, judge, separate and bite at one 
another we actually chip away at the crown. We destroy the Sign of Christ’s Kingship, and we 
devour one another. 

For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as 
an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another. For 
the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, “You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.” If, however, you bite and devour one another, take care that you are not 
consumed by one another.
Galatians 5:13-15

Confessing Our Hope

This is also why it’s so crucial to confess our faith, in word and deed, regularly as the church. 
When we articulate our 1s and 3s as holding different levels of authority we are able to preach, 
with full confidence and hope, the 1s that we orient our lives around. 

It is our commitment to our 1s that unifies us in our 2s and makes space for diversity in our 3s. 
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Every church and denomination will confess their 1s differently, but in sermons, in reading the 
Creeds, in catechism and confirmation classes, in song and sacrament, we must joyfully and 
defiantly proclaim our trust in the God the 1s reveal to us, and the hope that it awakens in us! 

We believe that God has created all things in love
We believe that Christ has died, Christ is Risen, Christ will come again
We believe in the Holy Spirit, the giver of life
We believe in one church, the communion of saints, and in forgiveness of sins,
We await, in hope, the resurrection of the dead and the life everlasting

We are grafted into this Body of Christ, which came long before us and will live on until Christ’s 
appearing, and that puts everything else into perspective!

Final Encouragement

By the end of this article you may not yet be sold on the 123s of Theology. And that’s totally fine. 
This is not a prescription for all congregations everywhere. This is us sharing our story and a 
faithful way we’ve found forward. But please do me a favour: should you find yourself not lining 
up with our way of holding theology, please share with us your posture! How do you hold 
together all of these differences? How do you create a space where people can grow, and 
change their mind, and come to the table together? How do you hold unity without demanding 
uniformity?

My prayer and hope is that the church will continue to reconcile as Christendom falls apart, and 
it will take more than one congregation to navigate this path. It will take hundreds, perhaps 
thousands of us, faithfully responding to the Holy Spirit, to find a fruitful way forward. We don’t 
expect everyone to follow our way, but we hope you will chart your own, and share it with us as 
you do. 

May the God who created all things, set all things in motion, and is already at work redeeming 
all things reconcile you to His glorious and powerful love. May you receive His grace freely, 
extend His grace freely, and see its good fruit come to harvest! 

May y’all be caught up in the reconciliation of all things, and experience the joy and peace that 
comes from Christ as he works among you, each part of the body having it’s place and playing 
it’s role.

So much grace, so much peace, and so much joy to all of you who read this. I am thankful for 
your participation in the Kingdom of God.

Amen. 

�  of �17 38



Some Common Questions
“How do you set practice?” 
This is a very important question! If our 2 is unity, and unity requires practices, how do we set 
that practice? Ultimately this is going to vary from community to community, but here are a few 
of the factors that help us set practice.

A) Biblical and historical work. Not everyone in the church is going to need to be fully involved 
in these conversations, but pastors, elders, key leaders and congregants need to do biblical 
work to discover the range of faithful practices we can hold on a given topic. Consistency in 
our hermeneutic will be crucial, as will grace for the differences of interpretation. If people 
sense this is becoming a “biblical battle” they will cease to offer thoughtful and articulate 
perspectives. If people feel the freedom to do their homework, struggle with the text, and 
present a range of practices, they will lean heavier into the grace of God and into the story 
of scripture!

B) There are likely external factors we need to consider. What is our denomination? What is 
our congregations historical practice? What is the culture of the city we are in? These factors 
can help us pick a practice when facing a 3 that people have diverse opinions on. Using the 
example of baptism, we have chosen our practice, in part, to honour our denomination, for 
whom believer baptism is a strong distinction.

C) We absolutely must lean towards the margins. The biggest danger in the 123s of Theology 
is that it could become a very articulate cover for the same old prejudice and fear. If those 
setting practice are not diverse in their background, age, sexual orientation, gender, 
ethnicity, and any other relevant markers of local diversity, it will be very hard to set healthy 
practices. If there are not gifted theologians from any area of diversity, those in leadership 
must intentionally spend time and space listening to those who find themselves on the 
margins of the church. If those on the margins of the church (locally or historically) are not 
given space at the centre, they will be bumped by those who have historically held power at 
the centre. They must be asked repeatedly “Does this practice honour you? How could it 
honour you and your part of the body more? How would you like to participate in our 
congregation and in our setting of practice?” 
 
Eucharist is not perfect at this, but we are trying to spend time listening to those who have 
been pushed to the margins, and making sure their voices are heard as often as possible. In 
our context there are a number of groups that gather around issues that are traditionally on 
the edge of the church. There is a group for those who are LGTBQ (affectionally called 
LGTBQEC… Eucharist Church = EC), those who struggle with lived mental health 
challenges (Sharing Spoons), for people of colour and new arrivals to the country (Collage).  
 
None of these groups guarantee that our practices will be loving and gracious to all 
marginalized groups in our congregation, but it is a good step in the right direction, giving us 
a space for listening to the many rich voices in the Body of Christ. 
 
Ndinda is a member of our congregation who was born and raised in Kenya. She said her 
mother would throw huge church revivals and parties at their house. People would travel 
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from all over the country to join them and the house would be full of guests sleeping on the 
floor and tables and any other flat surface. Her mother always told her the secret to Kenyan 
hospitality: “the person who travels the furthest gets the bed.” 
 
Some people have always been able to participate in the church and haven’t had to travel 
as far. We are glad to have them included in our body. Some people have traveled further, 
through racism, prejudice, and fear, and we have to make sure they get the bed!

D) Finally there are practical realities that a church is going to need to be aware of. We used to 
use wine during communion because, let’s be honest now, it’s so much better. It’s rich and 
bold and packs a little Holy Punch. We had two bowls, one with juice and one with wine. A 
few years in we had a number of people join our church who were recovering alcoholics. 
They accidentally used the wrong bowl during communion and mentioned to me after that it 
was quite off putting to accidentally drink alcohol after ten or twenty years of sobriety. I 
asked if it would be helpful for us to not have wine, and they said they would personally feel 
more comfortable with it. 
 
Goodbye wine! We were fully comfortable allowing that practical reality to affect our practice.  
 
In keeping with the spirit of Romans 14, we cannot allow our freedom to put anything in the 
way of another trying to come to Christ. 
 
“Let us therefore no longer pass judgment on one another, but resolve instead never to put a 
stumbling block or hindrance in the way of another. I know and am persuaded in the Lord 
Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself; but it is unclean for anyone who thinks it unclean. If 
your brother or sister is being injured by what you eat, you are no longer walking in love. Do 
not let what you eat cause the ruin of one for whom Christ died.” 
Romans 14:13-15 
 
What is important is that we didn’t try to solve this challenge before it happened. The 
temptation in setting practice is to think of all the possible problems that could arise… and 
then solve them now! But it’s a waste of energy and time to make up a bunch of hypothetical 
problems and then solve them! We would prefer to set practice based on what our current 
situation actually is, and remain flexible in changing our practice should new factors occur. 
 
We understand this may change in a larger church, or in a church where open 
communication is not as valued. If Eucharist were a thousand people this model may not 
work. Thankfully we are not that large, we float around one hundred people a week with 
around two hundred in the greater community. The setting of practice works best in a highly 
relational church where there is a great deal of trust.  
 
There are lots of examples of practical realities that may affect your practice: number of 
children in the church, length of gatherings, structure of congregational life, age of 
congregation, building access, etc. Each congregation has it’s own unique limitations and 
opportunities, which allows the practices to be contextual, not cookie-cutter!
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“Couldn’t someone take advantage of this 
model in a local church?” 
 
Oh yeah, totally. Here’s the thing about the 123s of Theology: it doesn’t work well unless 
people actually want to be Christians. If someone wants to abuse their freedom they are going 
to be able to get away with it in this model (though people often justify their destructive 
decisions in the more traditional belief structure of churches). This doesn’t work well in a 
political debate, and people could try to justify their actions over seeking the voice of God in 
community, scripture, reason, experience and tradition. But I am more and more convinced this 
is just how the early church functioned.


Have you ever read Philemon? Try writing policy out of that! Philemon could easily give lip 
service to the idea that Onesimus is his brother in the faith, all the while treating him harshly as 
a slave, but Paul trusts the Spirit’s working in Philemon’s life. Paul trusts that Philemon will do 
the right thing because he is connected to God and trying to hear from Christ. I think we can 
give each other that same space today, not trying to control one another, but encouraging one 
another to hear the voice of Christ by the Spirit, and to faithfully follow it. 


There are many ways to help one another hear the Spirit, from the Quakers “Clearness 
Committees” to retreats, bible studies, and mentoring. I would suggest this is how we 
experience meaningful change in our lives even in most established churches. It’s rare that 
someone hears “what the bible teaches” and then instantly walks in it. Usually it is a 
combination of many factors that lead people to shift their hearts in a more healthy direction. 
The most important thing is the heart posture of those in our communities. If we genuinely 
want to seek the Spirit, the 123s can help us in that process. If we are looking for convenient 
excuses to not follow the Spirit… well… what are you doing in the church anyways? 


“What About “Handing Over to Satan”?” 
There are a few cases in the New Testament where church discipline is exercised to the extent 
of breaking fellowship with a church member, even leading to the extreme language of “handing 
them over to satan”.  I don’t have to space to do these texts justice, but will say in short that 8

they represent significant breaking of both the 1s (core beliefs) and 2s (church unity), and would 
require some pretty significant interpretive dance moves to justify their personal position (3).

First, the expression “handed over to satan” sounds diabolical in light of our Looney Tunes 
image of the satan. This expression refers to the removing of people from the church 
community, and therefore the sacraments and life of Christ in the body. This is, essentially, 
handing them over to the desires they have been pursuing all along. In the Old Testament, God, 
when his people desire to be just like the other nations, gives them over to their desires, 
handing them over to the other nations. But what we want is sometimes sinful, and if so, will 
damage us. To hand these two men to satan is to give them what they want. If they are going to 
act in such a way that they break the bonds of unity and core beliefs, then we will hand them 
over to that, with the hope that they will “get what they wanted” and realize it does not bring life, 
coming back to the community with a softened, repentant, and loving heart.

 The two examples I am aware of include 1 Corinthians 5:1-12, a man who is having an affair with his fathers wife, and 1 Timothy 8

1:18-20 where Hymenaeus and Alexander are handed over to satan to be taught “not to blaspheme.”
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In the case of 1 Timothy 1, two men are “handed over to satan” to be taught not to blaspheme. 
The blasphemy in question is dubious, but may have to do with earlier in 1 Tim 1 where we hear 
about the doctrine being taught in Ephesus that is concerned with myths and obscure 
genealogies, teachings that are fixated on speculation and “secret knowledge” and that are 
bringing division over unity. If so, this discipline is focused on the breaking of unity (2) that these 
men are bringing in their teaching.  What is more clear is the connection with 2 Timothy 2:17 9

where Hymenaeus is again mentioned, and his false teaching named: Hymenaeus is teaching 
that the resurrection of the saints has already happened fully. That we are already physically 
resurrected, which has lead to pain in the local church and has been “upsetting the faith of 
some.” In this case we have the breach of a 1 (the Apostles Creed states we look forward to the 
resurrection of the dead, which has not yet occurred) and the break of a 2 (they are leading 
others aside with their teaching and promoting division in the body). For this reason they are 
removed from the community because their presence within it is causing unfruitful, and 
intentional, division.

In 1 Corinthians 5 we have a man engaged in an affair with his fathers wife. We are witnessing 
the explicit sin against another part of the body (at the very least, the man is sinning against his 
father!) and thus it breaks the 2 of unity. Additionally, it is something so despicable even the 
pagans find it revolting (1 Cor 5:1), and so the public witness of the church is being damaged. 
When the pagans look at your sin, and find it grotesque, you can’t be a united light in the 
darkness.

We have know way of knowing the inner life of the man and woman involved in this story, but 
even if the man is justifying his sin by claiming a freedom of conscience (which would be a 
pretty extreme case, but would technically fall under a 3) the church does not need to make 
space for this practice to be celebrated in their community. In fact it is the churches common 
celebration of this sin that Paul rebukes. If we were to pull this situation into the 123’s, we could 
see him as sinning against a part of the body (2), and could press him to understand how he is 
engaging in this sexual relationship as a Christian (3). We could also push against his 3 and 
show him how it seems completely unfitting with the Biblical narrative. Regardless of whether or 
not he changes his own belief (3), the church could say that such actions damage relationships 
within the body, and the public witness of the body, and so the practice would not be tolerated 
(2). If the man continued to practice this damaging relationship, causing hurt and pain within the 
church and beyond, and was not willing to line up with the practices of the congregation, the 
church could, with grief, tell him he is not welcome in the fellowship so long as he continues 
these actions, thus “handing him over to satan.” This is perhaps the most extreme biblical 
example I can find, and pushes the limits of the 123s, but even in these extreme cases I believe 
this model can be faithfully practiced.

“Would you ever change your 1s?” 
I was recently asked if we would ever change our 1s (core beliefs) by either subtracting or 
adding to them? I ultimately think this would be a big mistake. To remove anything from the 
Creeds is to suddenly claim a sense of authority that moves beyond the historically rooted 
church. To challenge these Creeds would be to remove what we as a congregation submit to. If 

 In fact, the word “heresy” is not fundamentally about bad teaching, but about the splintering effect that bad teaching can have on a 9

community of Christians. See this excellent article by Greg Boyd and Frank Viola: 
http://www.beliefnet.com/faiths/christianity/articles/read-this-before-you-drop-the-h-bomb-heretic-on-a-fellow-christian.aspx?
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we added something to the 1s we are suddenly right back where many congregations find 
themselves: fighting over theology, and over which doctrines are most important and should be 
in the 1s. In our experience it is best to keep the 1s focused and simple, and allow debate and 
practice to be set in the 3s and in the 2s.

“Does this apply only to the local 
congregation, or also to denominations and 
church networks?” 
While we’ve seen the fruit of this model in our congregational setting, it’s hard to know how it 
might scale to a denomination or network of churches. I suspect it would work quite well in some 
of those areas, but that is up to others to explore! 

I will say that holding a posture of the 123s makes it much easier to work with other 
congregations without minimizing your own beliefs, or vilifying the other church. It allows you to 
remain family at the table while disagreeing. 

For example, there is a church in our city where communion is very closed. They will only allow 
people to receive communion if they are a part of their particular denomination, and even then, 
they must have a letter from their home congregation making clear they are a member in good 
standing. By contrast, our table is surrounded by believers and doubters, and by lots and lots of 
messy toddlers and kids who kneel down and say “thank you Jesus” before eating bread. We 
allow anyone who wants to receive the life of Christ to come to the table, wherever they 
currently are. 

As you can imagine, our two churches are going to really disagree on how the bible teaches us 
to practice communion… and they have the right to be wrong! 

That’s a joke, but that’s also sort of the way I see it. I think we are correct, and I think our 
practice is faithful, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be in fellowship with them. When we 
make it a 3 we give ourselves space to disagree, and we can practice different 2s in our 
different spaces. Should we do an event together (a conference, or a joint service) we will need 
to find a healthy way to be united, and a practice that doesn’t break either of our convictions. 
Perhaps that means we will not practice communion at our joint event, or perhaps we will 
compromise to meet one another, or one of us will simply submit to the other. But it’s not a sign 
of which congregation is correct, it’s a sign of unity, not an insistence on uniformity.

From my perspective, the sign of true unity is not just putting up with the other, but moving 
towards actually defending those you disagree with.

Again, in our city there is a church that does not ordain women or allow them to lead in the 
church, and as noted above, I think they are way off. I would have a hard time being a part of a 
church with that practice. At the same time, I have spoken to women and men who are a part of 
that congregation, and lots of them have great marriages. Additionally, there are lots of ways 
this church is just way better at being Christian than we are. They do lots of great justice work in 
the neighbourhood and are bearing good fruit.
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And I know their pastor. He loves his wife, his congregation, his God and his neighbourhood. 
And while I think his perspective is wrong and potentially even damaging, I believe he is doing 
his best to honour God, others, and scripture. 

When I speak with people in the city, or even in the church, about this pastor and his 
congregation, I will sometimes hear comments about how they are misogynist and anti-women. 
Sometimes the language is even harsher. And I will defend him. 

“No he does not hate women, not he is not misogynistic, and he is not evil. I know this person 
and he is not who you think he is.” 

Now I will note that the beliefs they hold could be used to hurt women and men, and be very 
clear that I think they are unhealthy, but for the sake of unity I must defend my brother or sister 
at the table, especially when I disagree with them.10

And I would hope they would do the same for me. If they were hanging out with Christians who 
did not believe in the full inclusion of women in ministry, they might hear about how “those 
people at Eucharist and their pastor have thrown the bible out the window” - and my hope is that 
he would go to bat for me and say something like “No they have not thrown the bible out the 
window and they have not just ‘given in to culture.’ I know Kevin, and I know his congregation, 
and while I think they are wrong about this I believe they are doing their best to honour God.”

When we learn to not just tolerate, but defend, the right of the other to be at the table with their 
conviction, we are learning what it means to be reconciled. We learn how to see “the other” as 
deeply connected to ourselves, and to recognize the breadth and depth of the body of Christ. 
We learn how to tear down the walls of hostility that have divided us for so long, and see what 
God is up to in the most unlikely and unexpected places.

 
For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down 
the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us. He has abolished the law with its 
commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new humanity in 
place of the two, thus making peace, and might reconcile both groups to God in one 
body through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it.
Ephesians 2:14-16

People don’t change their minds because they lose arguments. They change because of the 
Holy Spirit at work in them. And the Spirit seems to often work through relationships, and 
through witnessing good fruit. As we watch each others lives and see what God is up to, we will 
be better able to see what God is doing in our own lives, and faithfully respond to the Spirit’s 
work. Through friendships across the border lines we will have our eyes opened and minds 
expanded to see how deep, how wide, and how great is the love of God working among us.

And that, over time, will cause all of us to grow into maturity. 

 It’s worth noting here that, as a man, it may come across as too easy for me to agree-to-disagree with another man about issues 10

related to gender. I will suggest, however, that my comments here reflect a number of pastors in our city, many of whom are women 
themselves. While this example is more difficult and personal for them, all of them have come to the same conclusion I have: we are 
to seek unity even in the face of significant disagreement for the sake of Christ and the gospel. If you would like to speak to some of 
these female pastors, shoot me an email and I’ll happily connect you to them.
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“How does this work with youth or new 
Christians?” 
This whole article is written to those who are mature in their faith, and to those who are in 
leadership within congregations. One thing this tiny book has not been able to adequately look 
at is the way this model would work with youth and children. Youth and children need space and 
time to create their beliefs, and often cannot work at the level of thoughtfulness and nuance that 
this posture requires. We need to figure out how to hand simple faith to our children while still 
allowing the complexity to exist. Children will grow up, and as they do the world and their faith 
will become more complex. At that point, something like the 123s might be helpful. However to 
introduce this concept at too young an age could be confusing. For new Christians and young 
children, we may want to intentionally focus on the 1s, and give them that solid foundation to 
stand on. We also will want to focus on the 2s, and that our faith is a relational, communal faith, 
not just an individualistic faith. When it comes to the 3s, we might be best to give them simple, 
clear answers at first, and allow the complexity to emerge with age. 

Instead of diving into the complexities of baptism, we should tell them what we believe it means, 
even if it doesn’t line up perfectly with what they see practiced at church.  We can tell them 11

“this is what our family believes about this topic” while allowing space for them to grow and 
question that belief with age.

That is all I can say for now on the topic, I hope someone reading this will put the effort in to 
explore how the 123 posture can work in the lives of our children. 

 Ken Wilson’s has an incredible section on raising our children in a Third Way community in his book “Letter to My Congregation.”11
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Additional Benefits of 123’s
It’s what most churches are already doing, but 
unnamed and unrecognized 
The reason I don’t feel the 123s of Theology is anything radical is because this is what I see 
most churches already doing, although they do not name it or even recognize it. Most churches 
have long statements of belief, but if you ask people in the congregation you will find that there 
are a range of beliefs. While the statement of beliefs says “we believe that men should lead in 
the home and women submit,” asking around gives you a totally different story. You’ll have 
dozens of opinions, each formed by a hodgepodge of scripture, culture, personality, and 
experience. 

But everyone is comfortable signing the document (even if they have their fingers crossed a bit) 
because they recognize that the unity of the church is more important than their personal 
convictions.

I’m just suggesting we name this reality: people already disagree with one another, when a 
church says “we believe _____” what they usually mean is “we practice _____” - so let’s name it 
and recognize it! By naming and recognizing we can also celebrate our diversity (3) while living 
together in unity through practices (2) around the hope and beliefs that ground us (1)!

Allows people to change their minds and 
beliefs without fear 
This might seem obvious, but it’s no small thing. Fear and anxiety often sit at the core of 
Christians, meaning any change of belief, even when it comes out of a reading of scripture, can 
be terrifying. A few years ago I was talking to a professor of a seminary who told me he had 
been reading a book about the future resurrection and judgement (popularly referred to as 
heaven and hell), and was beginning to change his beliefs about the age to come. He told me 
he had to set the book aside and commit to no longer reading it, because it was changing what 
he believed scripture was teaching, and if he changed his belief on heaven/hell/resurrection/
judgement/age-to-come, he would lose his job.

And if he lost his job his family would lose their income and their health coverage.

So out of fear he stopped digging into the bible.
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You would think a seminary professor would be taught to learn and grow as much as possible, 
but when we make all of our 3s into 1s it makes every new discovery a risky endeavour.12

If it was just professors who experienced this, it would be one thing, but it’s also pastors, elders, 
deacons, lay leaders, and congregants. This fear and control is deep in our institutions, often 
tied to our budgets and our jobs, and it is not right. Jesus came to set us free, and the early 
church had people coming to spy on the freedom they had in Christ.  How did we get from that 13

sort of freedom, the freedom people were spying on, to throwing away books because they 
were teaching us too much?

Perhaps just as important as Unity, the 123s gives us space to be intellectually honest, and hold 
our beliefs with real integrity. 

Makes the church more like a seminary and 
less than a social club 
Despite the footnote above, on the whole my seminary experience was very positive because of 
the range of beliefs, convictions, and interpretations present. Different students in our class 
would disagree with one another, even getting into debates in the classroom! We’d ask 
questions about biblical texts, cultural norms, modern idolatry, sharing stories from our lives and 
our contexts. The debate and disagreement made all of us much better learners. But it wasn’t 
just a free-for-all, there were rules to the debate, and table manners to observe. We prayed for 
one another and attended chapel together to worship and confess. We learned to respect one 
another’s perspective, to listen well and to speak well. We even learned to submit, handing in 
papers to our professors and having our work poked and prodded and graded.

The professors modelled this well. I’ll still never forget the time one of my favourite professors, 
speaking of another professor (who I also loved), said through a chuckle: “Dr. ____ believes that 
to be the case and Dr. ____ has the right to be wrong!”14

What struck me was that my professor disagreed, strongly, with his colleague. But it wasn’t 
something to be hidden or covered up. He threw it out there and knew that his colleague could 
handle his criticism. And at the end of the day you knew he was willing to go to bat for him, even 
while disagreeing.

So here’s my question: Don’t you find it odd that seminary students spend years learning how to 
disagree and still be in community, only to graduate and be shipped out to different 

 This actually hits quite close to home. The Seminary I attended, while I was there, created a lot of space for diversity of opinion 12

and reading of scripture. I was so sharpened by the different competing voices we had in our professors. Tragically, when a large, 
prominent denomination took over the institution they fired all the staff who did not agree with them on a large range of theological 
issues. Of course, this meant that all the female teaching staff, and all the professors who believed women should be in leadership, 
were fired. A culture of fear has continued there to this day, and staff (including many of my favourite professors) are still getting 
fired. What a mess. I believe to this day that a model like the 123s could have helped them work through this without losing their 
diversity. That said, while I do not know the whole story from the inside, I’m not sure unity was a primary value for them.

 Galatians 2:413

 If you’re paying attention, you now know where I got that little zinger!14
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congregations and denominations where they are encouraged to never again ask hard 
questions, disagree, change their mind or learn to disagree well on major issues?

What if the church was more like a seminary, and less like a social club?

Because there are better clubs out there. Go join a cocktail mixing club and enjoy your life! But 
seminaries, at their best, are discipleship schools designed to train and deploy missionaries and 
pastors. What if our churches took the best of the seminary and added in a commitment to the 
mission of Christ and the parish? We’d have very diverse, very active congregations.

Perhaps we shouldn’t be afraid of the debate and dialogue, but should see our churches as 
schools of discipleship, with pastors and leaders playing the role of professors, debating with 
one another while still respecting one another. I’ve tried to implement this at Eucharist, where 
occasionally in sermons I’ll point to other preachers in our community and explain that they 
disagree with me on something, but that I am probably right (with a wink and a nudge). 
Inevitably that preacher will be up a few weeks later and return the jab. If done in love and with 
respect, it can create a great culture.

I suspect that Paul was perfectly fine with people hearing from a variety of different voices, and 
having their preference among them, provided they did not confuse the message of the gospel 
with the preacher. If there was agreement on the core things, and no division or quarrelling 
among the church, Paul seems fine with celebrating a variety of different voices.15

If the 123s can help facilitate this kind of diversity in preachers and leadership (while still 
agreeing to common unity, and making sure convictions are spoken in love), I’d be thrilled.

Makes diversity a strength, not a weakness 
One of the very first times I taught this material we hit an impasse with two people. One younger 
man shouted out “my problem is I don’t have any 3s!” to which an older woman in the class 
responded, “see, my problem is I don’t have any 1s!”

That was such a good moment! Because it gets to the heart of the gospel of reconciliation: we 
actually need each other. As much as conservatives and liberals, the rich and the poor, the 
urban and the suburban, want to pretend we are self-sufficient, our salvation is deeply caught 
up in the salvation of others, and God uses us to sanctify the other.

A highly educated liberal woman in our congregation was having a particularly rough Sunday, 
when two other women offered to pray for her. Twenty minutes later the original woman walked 
back into the sanctuary and said to me “and that’s why the unity of the church is so important, 
because my liberal-hippy friends won’t pray for me like those conservative charismatics do!” 

Is she suddenly a conservative charismatic? Nope. But she’s tasted and seen what God is 
doing in that stream, and is grateful to submit to it for a prayer time.

 1 Corinthians 1:10-1715
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Another woman in our church hardly shows up on Sundays and has a hard time with any sort of 
institutionalized religion. When we decided to sponsor a refugee family we knew we were going 
to have to raise over $15,000 and felt a little overwhelmed. So many of us already had church 
commitments in our life. Enter our Dear Friend with Church Issues. While she didn’t want to sit 
in a seat on Sunday she was so excited to do the sorts of things that Jesus did, including 
welcoming the stranger. She dove in hard, organizing fundraising campaigns, street teams, and 
sending out a billion emails. A few months later we had raised all the money without missing our 
budget! A lot of people who love Sunday church gatherings were passionate to see this project 
happen but didn’t have the space to do it. A woman who doesn’t have many church 
commitments but cares about justice had the space the take on the challenge. They needed 
each other, and each helped the other to step more fully into the Kingdom of God!16

The entire chapter of Acts 10 illustrates this beautifully as God uses Cornelius to confront 
Peter’s racism and ethnic elitism, and uses Peter to bring the message of the gospel to 
Cornelius. If either of them treated the other with hostility there would have been no opportunity 
for transformation and the Holy Spirit!

Makes space for voices of dissent  
A few years into Eucharist I was away on a spiritual retreat when I saw on Facebook someone 
from our church had posted a… less then positive note about us.17

The person had written with great passion about how they were a part of a church that did not 
stand up to a perceived injustice in the way they believed we should. They wrote about how 
they were unsure how to exist inside this sort of community. I read the post and my heart started 
to race! I quickly entered into problem solving mode: What should I do? Should I ask them to 
take it down? Should I write a response? Do I need to place them under church discipline?!

Or do I just chill out? Because we aren’t perfect. God is perfect, but we aren’t God. We are 
broken, messy disciples trying to learn how to follow Jesus together.

Empires are afraid of critique, not families. And certainly not the Kingdom of God.

Allowing for vocal disagreement on the 3s means that we don’t need to police what people think 
or share, instead it is our role to point them to God and to scripture and to give them all the tools 
they need to discern well what is faithful. 

I ended up having a really great conversation with the person that wrote the article, and we were 
able to ask each other questions that got at the heart of the issue. These hard conversations 
have been the most fruitful conversations, because God is at work in us in our conflict. 

Makes fruitfulness the primary sign of the 
Holy Spirit, not perceived correctness 

 Though of course I’d love it if everyone gathered with the church more on Sunday! If you’re reading this, you’re invited.16

 Why was I on Facebook at a spiritual retreat? Never mind that! 17
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When there is disagreement on 3s, communal submission on 1s, and a commitment to the unity 
and practices of our 2s, we have a space where Christian maturity is about fruitfulness, not 
about perceived correctness.

In the gospels there are many times where those who know the most about scripture miss the 
mark the most. In fact it is only the religious leaders, who know the most about the texts, that 
Jesus actively critiques and denounces.18

There are many other examples where Jesus sees good fruit coming out of the most unlikely 
people.19

And Jesus points to the fruit in someone’s life as the primary sign of the Holy Spirit’s work.20

Good fruit is going to come out of right belief, but right belief alone is not enough to produce 
good fruit. When we find ourselves disagreeing with where someone lands on a particular 3, we 
ought to step back and witness the fruit that is coming out of them, particularly as it relates to 
that 3.

Each community is going to need to discern how they witness that fruit, and how they name it, 
but certainly the scriptures give us a good place to begin:

By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, 
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things.
Galatians 5:22-23

It’s (Perhaps) Very Catholic of Us! 
OK for what it’s worth I’ve heard that the separating out of 3s and 2s, practice/unity and 
personal conviction, is a very Catholic sort of thing to do. I’m not an academic, which is 
convenient because at this point I don’t want to do a ton of research, but I once heard my pal 
Rich  say at a conference that the Catholics had a large debate a while ago around what the 21

“atonement” accomplished. At the end of the day his tribe, the Franciscans, lost the debate 
and so their whole school of thinking was put into a “minority position.” That’s it. Not kicked 
out of the church, and certainly not threatened. Just put into a minority position.


You can see in the Catholic Church a wide variety of minority positions, while the majority 
positions tend to have practice set around them. This is not quite the same as the 123s, but 
there are some significant points of connection. I think this is a hint to us that our way forward 
as the church will involve a lot of looking backwards at the story so far. I hope our Catholic 
brothers and sisters can help us in this process!


 Matthew 2318

 Luke 7:9-10, Luke 18:9-14, Mark 7:24-3019

 Matthew 7:15-20, Matthew 25:31-46, Mark 7:17-2320

 You may know him by his formal name Fr. Richard Rohr. It’s worth pointing out he doesn’t know my name at all21
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Reminds Us that the Medium is the Message 
If Marshall McLuhan is right, and the medium is the message, then often the message of the 
church has been that we believe a number of things and kick people out of fellowship, or push 
them to the edges, if they don’t agree with us. 


But if the message is that God is at work, through Christ, reconciling all things, then our 
medium must reflect that. When we disagree in a way that spotlights mutual relationship, 
mutual submission, prayer, listening, and common meals, we are creating a space for the 
gospel itself to be seen in our medium.


Challenges You to Show Your Math 
The 123s of Theology help people to be accountable not just for their beliefs, but also for their 
process. The question isn’t if you are doing “the right thing” but also if you are doing it for the 
right reasons. On most issues there are people on both sides, and there are healthy versions of 
those sides. Some people believe Christians should not be in the military because it 
fundamentally goes against the peace teachings of Jesus, and the call to love our enemy. They 
are willing to wage peace in a world of war, to give their time, money, and energy towards 
cultivating a world of shalom.


Other are against Christian’s in the military because they don’t like doing push ups. 
22

I would personally land in a pacifist camp, but I don’t respect all pacifists process. I do not 
agree with Christians being in the military, but there are some arguments I respect more than 
others. How do we encourage Christians to hold their convictions out of a posture of love 
instead of fear? How do we encourage a biblical imagination instead of just a worldly 
imagination? How you arrive at your belief may matter more than where you land!


Think about math class (for some of you that’s going way back!) - it was never enough to just 
show the answer on the page, how does your teacher know you didn’t just copy it off someone 
else? Instead you have to show your answer and also show your math. How you get there is 
just as important as where you arrive.


It Gives Us Space to Experiment 
I am under no illusion that everyone reading this will think our 123s of Theology are brilliant, 
and I am also aware that some will think this is helpful but be completely unable to implement 
this sort of model because of the existing systems of their congregation. That is so fair and I 
understand where you are coming from.


We are a six year old church plant, and that has bought us a lot of freedom. It’s given us space 
to take risks and experiment and prototype ideas in a way that many existing congregations 
cannot. It’s not something every church can, or even should, do, but it’s our job to do it as a 
new expression. That’s our part of the body! 


We want to honour the work of existing congregations everywhere to pursue unity and love in 
Jesus’ name and at his table. If this model doesn’t work for you, take what you can and leave 

 OK sort of a silly example, but lots of people hold theology for bad reasons, and we have to recognize that. How do we help one 22

another hold our convictions for better reasons? 
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the rest. God is up to so much in the world, and while we have found this fruitful, you may not 
in your context. Our hope is that it opens you up to new ways of being faithful and united in 
your own context. Please share your stories as we walk together in this Kingdom work.


Reminds Us that All is Grace  
Finally, and this is where I’ll end this long section, the 123s of Theology can help us remember 
that this whole faith is grace, from beginning to end. Our faith has never been about how much 
we can know or how much scripture we can memorize or even how good we can be. It’s not 
spiritual self improvement or applying more effort in our lives.

It’s a death and resurrection. And God came to us when we were already dead.23

In the words of Brennan Manning: “All is Grace.”

 Ephesians 2:1-10, Romans 5:6-1123
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Case Stories
There are endless amounts of relevant case studies you could run through a 123s of Theology 
model, but in addition to some used above (baptism, gender roles in church leadership, 
communion) I thought I would lay out a few others. This is not to prescribe a 2 (practice) for any 
other congregation, but simply to give some examples that could help you think about how the 
123s might look in your context. 

Owning Property or Buying Nice Things 
Here is another case study that we tend to not focus on, but Jesus said a lot about money, 
about hoarding our resources, and about generosity. So here is a question: how should 
Christians use their money? Can they buy a house? A car? Can they own two cars? Can they 
upsize their homes or add a pool in the backyard? Can they be wealthy? What is our standard 
of wealth? What does generosity look like?

All of these are 3s, in that they are important topics that come out of our core beliefs about 
Christ’s life, death, and resurrection (1). These tricky topics, perhaps more than most, require 
discernment and listening and prayer. We need to make space for one another to ask the hard 
questions about our resources and find the next faithful step forward. And ultimately we will 
have to trust what they have discerned, and hopefully be able to see where good fruit is being 
produced. If we see that good fruit isn’t being produced (they are being more and more anxious 
about finances, they never seem to be able to enjoy good gifts, they are hoarding resources and 
unable to be generous, etc) those of us who are relationally tied to them must be able to ask the 
good and hard questions that surface this lack of fruit. This is difficult stuff, but important. We 
can say “it seems like money is still an anxiety to you, despite having a lot of resources” or “it 
seems like this new house/boat/car is actually taking life from you, not giving life to you” - and 
we must trust that the Spirit is at work in them, and only God knows what next step will lead to 
life. I recognize this could be a very uncomfortable conversation to have with people. Money is 
personal. But we’ve been making “calls” about peoples lives as it relates to sexuality for 
hundreds of years in the church. We ought not be afraid to have good, direct conversations with 
all Christians in our congregations, in deep love. That said, it’s not our job to police others 
money or resources, it’s our job to point them to Christ who can show them what leads to life! 

There are 2s (practices that come out of unity) at work in this as well: can someone be in 
leadership if they own a home? Can someone play in the worship band if they drove here in a 
nice car? Can someone teach Sunday School if they have a retirement fund? 

Some people might laugh at these examples but this is real stuff, and the sort of thing Jesus 
talked a lot about! My sense would be that a lot of these practice questions would be answered 
by examining the character of the people who are wealthy, and the trust the congregation shows 
them. We might also want to have an eye towards the fruit in their life, specifically as it relates to 
their resources. If we see good fruit of generosity and simplicity, if we see them living a life of 
prayer and trust in God, and if we see that the community trusts them as a model of Christ, then 
we may feel comfortable trusting their discernment and welcoming them into roles as called.

In all of this, our goal is not to morally police one another or force one another to change: 
changing someone’s heart is God’s business, not ours. But when it comes to our unity we have 
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hard questions to ask, because unity requires practice, and practice requires making decisions 
about things like leadership. Again, it’s worth noting that every church has to make these difficult 
decisions, but often they are done quickly because there is a document somewhere saying that 
“we all believe _____.” But this is not actually accurate, especially in diverse congregations, and 
tends to focus on a few hot topics (sex, alcohol, tithing) and not on others (simplicity, 
peacemaking, generosity). I think this offers us a slightly improved way forward.

Just War vs. Pacifism 
Here is a case study that a lot of churches don’t think too much about: should a church believe 
in just war (there is an appropriate time and place for nations to wage war) or pacifism (non-
violence is always the answer and Christians should never engage in warfare). 

Now just war vs. pacifism would be a 3, which is to say there good Christians who disagree 
about how we ought to work for peace in the world. Some churches would say “we believe just 
war can be necessary” and others who would say “we believe violence is never appropriate for 
the Christian.” In our model a church would have to say “we have a range of convictions in our 
church” and lay out the best of each position. People would be encouraged to discuss and 
debate in small groups, resources might be given to help people learn and grow, and the pastor 
of the church may preach their personal conviction from the pulpit. 

If this were in my church I would say “I personally do not believe there is ever a time for 
violence, and in all situations we must be willing to lay down our life for the sake of the other, 
even our enemies.”  That does not mean that my conviction now equals Eucharist’s conviction, 24

but it’s simply my best reading and application of the scriptures. If our denomination or church 
network “believes” something different I should also share that, noting my respectful 
disagreement.

So that’s how we hold our 3. Our 2 is unity, and unity requires practice. So some of the 
questions we would have to answer are:

Does our practice allow someone who is in the army to serve as an elder, or as a Sunday 
School teacher, or as a deacon? Do we recognize or celebrate Holidays that are rooted in 
nationalism or a history of warfare? Do we allow a police officer to serve in the church 
considering there may be a time where they need to resort to violence in their work?

These are real, difficult questions, but note that we are not telling a police officer or person in 
the army that they are wrong or sinning. We are inviting conversation, asking them to share with 
us how they read the text, how they interpret and apply the scriptures, and how they see their 
lifestyle fitting with the gospel message of Christ. After conversation and dialogue and prayer we 
will see what the Spirit has been doing, and perhaps even have to agree to disagree, but we will 
be richer for sharpening one another as iron sharpens iron.25

The practice will need to be set by the appropriate groups depending on the ecclesiology of the 
congregation. 

 Local brothers and sisters The Meeting House did a wonderful peacemaking sermon series a few years back which included a lot 24

of talk about how to disagree well with one another. See: http://www.themeetinghouse.com/pageid/1700/

 Proverbs 27:2725
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Some churches may say that they do not have Christians who are serving in the military serve 
as elders, but it is not because the military Christian (“Army Christian”) is wrong or sinful, but 
rather because it’s not the practice of the church (again, see above for “how to set practice.”)

Other churches might have a practice that welcomes those who serve in the military to be in 
roles of leadership, but it wouldn’t be that the church holds a “just war position.” Those who are 
pacifists would still be welcome and acknowledged in the congregation, as would their beliefs, 
but they would be asked to submit their conviction to the common practice of allowing Christians 
who serve in the military to lead or hold specific roles.

While it may seem this is a petty or small difference, I imagine both “just war” and “pacifist” 
Christians would see some significant differences. Instead of either party being told they are in 
active rebellion to God, they are being told that (for a variety of reasons) the practice of the 
church is set in a different direction. In the case of a church with a “no military Christians in 
positions of leadership” practice, the church submits to Army Christian by respecting and 
honouring their reading of the text and conviction from God, and Army Christian submits to the 
body by recognizing that these practices have been set prayerfully and lovingly, and committing 
themselves to further conversation and practices of unity. This could be flipped as well, with 
pacifists submitting their belief to the common practice of allowing military Christians to serve in 
the church, and committing themselves to further conversation and practices of unity!

This is hard stuff! But I find this case study helpful because it’s one that churches often don’t 
think about. Many churches have no problem making “practice” calls on sexuality and alcohol 
(also important topics!) but don’t think about money or peacemaking. If the gospel and the 
scriptures are going to influence every avenue of our lives we must encourage conversation and 
discernment, not minimize them. In the case of the 123s, this allows us to make freedom for 
conscience around 3s, but also recognize that our 2 of unity requires practices, which will call all 
of us to submit to one another as we gather around the core 1s of the Jesus Way.

Participation of LGTBQ Christians 
Perhaps more than any other modern topic, the role of gay, lesbian, bi-sexual, transgender and 
queer Christians has been a wall of hostility in the church. In many evangelical communities it 
has become the litmus test of orthodoxy, and in many progressive circles it’s become a litmus 
test of our commitment to justice. The participation of LGTBQ Christians is an incredibly 
important topic, and one that I cannot do justice to in this short case story, but I will try to 
explore, in brief, how the 123s of Theology can aid our practice. For the sake of focus we will 
focus on same-sex marriage and the participation of married gay and lesbian Christians in the 
church. 

To start, same-sex relationships and marriage would fall under a 3, meaning it is a very 
important topic that good Christians disagree over. This would mean that any church operating 
out of a 123’s model would have to have room for disagreement among people in the 
congregation. This is the starting point for inclusion: the inclusion of gay and lesbian Christians 
who are committed to celibacy and the inclusion of those who are open to or currently in a 
relationship. Furthermore it is the inclusion of those in our church who are affirming of same-sex 
marriage, the inclusion of those who do not believe it is God’s ideal for gay or lesbian people to 
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marry someone of the same gender, and the inclusion of those who are unsure of what they 
believe. The table has to be big enough for all of us.

Now a major warning: the diversity of 3s could easily lead to an abusive situation where we are 
simply being very polite about our homophobia. To ensure this doesn’t happen we need to make 
sure we are practicing our 2: Unity. Unity requires love, submission, and common practice.

The LGTBQ people in our church must be the most listened to voice in this process and reserve 
the right to tell the community when they do not feel loved or respected. Again, this doesn’t 
mean that everyone must agree with their conviction, but that the ethos of love (explored 
beautifully in 1 Corinthians 13) is being acted our towards them.  They also must be involved in 26

the conversation around “practice.”

At the same time we ought to ask those who are more “conservative” (these labels fail us but 
bare with me) if they feel heard, loved, and respected in the conversation, especially in urban 
and progressive-minded places like Downtown Hamilton which are more “liberal” (again, 
working with limited labels). It can be all too easy to jump from excluding those who are in or 
open to same-sex relationships to excluding those who do not believe this is God’s ideal. Those 
who lean more “conservative” can quickly feel pushed aside if they are in a more “liberal” 
context, but if we are serious about the value of all people being included, we need to make 
sure to listen to and honour these parts of our body.

This is tricky stuff, but it’s the hard work of reconciliation and peacemaking.

Our fundamental goal is not to change anyones position or mind, but to help them understand 
what they believe, and hold it in a healthier way. If you haven’t yet realized it: you cannot 
change what anyone else believes. It is God’s job to change our beliefs, and it is our job to be 
open to hearing from Christ!

There are healthy and unhealthy ways to hold most beliefs, and we want people to hold their 
convictions in a non-aggressive, non-anxious way that is rooted in Christ and in a commitment 
to the scriptures and the Body. 

When we sit and serve at the table with those we do not fully agree with we have an opportunity 
to grow into a more healthy conviction. This might look like a married gay couple learning how to 
serve one another through watching a more conservative, older married couple who have been 
married much longer. This might look like a more conservative Christian sharing a meal with a 
young lesbian Christian, and through hearing her story and witnessing her relationship with 
God, breaking through stereotypes or prejudice they have inherited. 

If a congregation is rich in diversity of age, gender, ethnicity and background, then you will 
naturally have a range of convictions around the 3 of same-sex marriage. The question church 
leadership will have to answer will not be “what does our church believe about same-sex 
marriage” but will instead be “what are the range of practices we will hold as a congregation?”

Are we open to performing a dedication/baptism for a child of a same-sex couple? Are we open 
to having a married gay or lesbian person leading worship or working in the kids program or 

 We lean to margins. See: “How do we set practice?” above26
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handing out the offering baskets? Are we open to blessing or performing a marriage for a 
couple? Are we open to having Christians who are not “affirming” in our congregation? Are we 
open to them teaching their children that same-sex marriage is not God’s design?

Free of the need to pin down a 3 that fits everyone, the church is able to discern practice based 
on the principles and realities of their context.  These practices are thus shaped in relational 27

realities, with space to listen and learn, space to reflect on scripture and church history, space to 
honour individual conscience and witness the fruit of one another lives, and space to live non-
anxiously together: whether we bless a baby or marry a couple does not make us “affirming” or 
“non-affirming” - we are inclusive of all sorts of different people, and all of us disagree on all 
sorts of things. Another Christian’s conscience does not need to bind yours, and being in 
community together does not mean you agree with them.  We hold Unity, not Uniformity.28

This means that our decision to perform a wedding or to welcome someone into leadership is 
not fundamentally a theological question, but a relational question. We recognize there are good 
Christians who disagree on their interpretations of these texts: so our question is how we live 
together. Would performing a marriage damage others in the church, or do they need to submit 
themselves to the couple being married? Would having a gay, married Christian in leadership be 
too difficult for this congregation at this time or can this congregation handle that level of 
diversity? Our theology matters, and we ought to know how we each arrive at our 3s, but our 2 
is where the rubber meets the road, and the 2 is always relational. And we must remember, 
above all else, that we are brought together by our 1s, which are the core elements and engine 
of our faith, and it is these core beliefs that so unify us we can disagree in our 3s and mutually 
submit in our 2s. 

I want to encourage you that this is possible. Our church has not come close to being “perfectly 
welcoming,” but we do have a congregation full of people with diverse views on sexual 
orientation and practice, and there is a mutual love and respect across that diversity. We are still 
learning how to walk in unity together, but there are stories of hope that are arising. I wish I 
could tell you these stories, but out of respect for our congregation and our ongoing journey to 
walk in unity, love, and the gospel, I am not going to share any. But after six years of journeying 
with this congregation, I am more convinced, not less, that this is possible!

Racism in the Body of Christ 
This small case study can’t tackle the real questions of racism (someone more qualified will 
have to do a follow up article about how the 123s could confront or challenge racism in the 
church) but a question I often get with the 123s is: “If you make space for diversity on the 3s do 
you make space for people to be racist?” My gut response would be: “Do you not think we have 
people who are racist in our churches already?”

Because our churches are full of people who are racist, and all of us are products of a racist 
culture. Just because we sign the document that says “we believe all races are created in the 
image of God and deserve full equality in the church” does not change the real heart issue of 
racism.

 Again, see “How do we set practice?” above27

 Again, see Romans 14-1528
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By separating out our 3s (individual beliefs) and our 2s (unity and common practice) we actually 
make space to confront the racism that we carry in us. Say, in an extreme case, we had 
someone enter into our community who was a card carrying KKK member. What do we do? Do 
we tell them they are not welcome? Do we tell them all is fine and they can join our small 
group? What do we do?

We are inclusive. We welcome the KKK member, knowing full well the risks and dangers we 
open ourselves to. But the gospel invites all to the table, even the “bad guys.” But we would 
invite them to investigate their 3 through the eyes of the gospel. We would ask them to share 
with us why they believe what they believe, how they arrived there, and what they sense the 
Holy Spirit is saying to them. In this relational, discerning context, I hope and trust that the Holy 
Spirit would be at work, purging them of their racism and filling them with the Spirit of Love. 
Certainly it would get us further than simply turning them away, or telling them they are wrong 
and have to change before they can belong. We invite them to belong, help them hear the Holy 
Spirit, and celebrate every step they take towards Christ.

Now while this process is occurring there is the risk of harm and damage being done to others 
in the church, especially early on in the process of discerning. This is where our 2s are so 
important: we would have to be crystal clear what “unity” looks like in this situation:

“You individually can believe that you are superior to someone of another race, but you will not 
use that language here. You will not treat those of other cultures harshly. We are asking you to 
submit to our “table manners,” our common practices, even if you don’t agree to them.”

My hope is that, on issues of race, the 123s will help us get beyond a polite “dealing with one 
another,” and into the reality of heart transformation.  It’s easy to say “everyone in our church 29

believes…” but a lot harder to actually create a church environment where convictions and 
hearts are being changed through conversation and prayer and scripture and shared life. If we 
can make a space for people to name their 3s (and dig into them together), to our 2s of practice 
(which I hope will help avoid abuses), within a shared unity around our 1s, I believe we can take 
steps together towards a more culturally reconciled church.

 "My problem with political correctness is it’s just oppressed, controlled racism …one needs to be very precise not to fight racism in 29

a way which ultimately reproduces, if not racism itself, at least the conditions of racism."  - Slavoj Zizek
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Thank You 
Meredith Park, for illustrating and designing the Theo-Zine version of this document.

FreeChurch Toronto for being the first post-Christendom expression I had witnessed.

Wendy Gritter and New Direction for modelling this for us as we were finding language to 
express it - in their language, the 123s of Theology create “Generous Space.”

Ken Wilson for his modelling of Third Way theology in A Letter to my Congregation. Thanks also 
to the number of authors who articulate Third Way theology specifically around LGTBQ 
questions, specifically Tim Otto. 

Christena Cleveland for your book Disunity in Christ, which lays out with conviction and clarity, 
the importance and cost of unity.

The Meeting House, another Southern Ontario church, who articulated much of this under Third 
Way language, though without the final focus on “practice” over belief.

TrueCity for giving us the environment to practice out this unity with very diverse congregations.

And finally to Eucharist Church and especially those in it who have, at various times, submitted 
themselves to the wider body and to those they disagree with. Especially when that submission 
has left them feeling vulnerable, and they have chosen to love through the vulnerability. You are 
the most wonderful group of Jesus Following Mutts I could ever hope to do life with. Without you 
there is no story to tell.  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