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 “It’s life Jim, but not as we know it...” 
Listening to the voices of four postmodern faith groups in Aotearoa/ New Zealand. 
 
In March 2009, I interviewed four faith groups as part of a theology honours degree. I wanted to explore ways 
these groups engaged with local communities increasingly shaped by what Leonard Sweet calls the culmination 
of three “culturestorms”;  post-modernity, post-Christendom and one Sweet calls post-scale; the very real 
possibility of planetary self-annihilation. I wanted to better understand how the experience of these groups 
interacted with Christian faith as a developing and living religion with some 2000 years of history. Several 
writers explore this sense of development as a form of living treasure, or to use a New Zealand Maori word 
Taonga, passed like a runner’s baton down from one generation to another (Rae and Davidson).  
 
As a point of difference the project placed emphasis on local experience as the starting point of theological 
reflection. Taking local experience as a point of departure finds cohesion with the sorts of issues faced by early 
Christian communities in the twenty years immediately after the death, resurrection and ascension of Christ. 
Glimpses of this period by writers such as Wright, Crossan, Stark, Bauer, Green and Wilken seem to suggest 
that expressions of Christian faith during this period of inauguration were varied, localised and dynamic in the 
sense that they evolved or developed in response to the lived experience of early followers. Several of these 
writers conclude that during this initial period of Christian history, the New Testament and a distinctive 
Christian tradition emerged and functioned differently in the first twenty years than they have in the last fifteen 
hundred years.  
 
Two of the groups were based in Christchurch and were attached to one particular church. They 
functioned as small communities where the physical space of the church auditorium was transformed 

to offer a variety of worship experiences. Their emphasis was engaging with Christian faith through 
the experience of reflective installations. The remaining two Wellington based groups were not 
affiliated to local churches. They were based more on friendship and the exploration of non-
evangelical forms of worship and engagement with contemporary urban living. All four groups used a 
number of pre-modern Christian rituals as part of this engagement. These include; Lectio Devino, The 
Examen, Stations of the Cross and the Compline (Night Prayer). 
 
A significant element of the project was seeking to understand the knack they had developed of 
making sense of Christian faith in a community shaped by suspicion of faith stories. Seeking to engage 



with a community shaped by a suspicion of overarching stories or metanarratives led several groups to 
create space for those who wanted to remain anonymous. As one organiser put it, “you can come and be 
completely anonymous, you don’t have to talk to a soul, and I make no effort to actually get to know anyone.”  
 
One participant talked about what it was like to enter this kind of space:  

Well, the first time I went was probably five years ago, maybe more and that was pretty significant 
cos I wasn’t going to church at all at that time, and it appealed to me that I could just turn up and no 
one was going to talk to me, cos I didn’t want to talk to anyone, and that it was dark, so I could go 
and cry and splutter away, blow my nose and you know, walk out with red eyes and whatever else 
and it wasn’t an issue. 
I think it’s a place of being. I appreciated the space as a place to just be. A gentle space, so I can 
come in and I don’t have to do anything; be anything else than myself, and there’s a process 
through the evening to it, you can sort of engage or not in any parts. 
I really liked that, it made me feel like I could invite someone from another faith or idea. 

These comments find solidarity with a similar New Zealand study completed by Marg Gilling in 1999. 
Gilling describes the groups in her study: 

Many are searching to grasp the complexities, contradictions, challenges – struggling, bemused and 
bewildered by the chasm between beliefs and patterns from the past and where they are now... 
groups provide a place for conversation, authenticity, intimacy; a safe place where people build up 
trust and confidence in themselves and each other; where group cohesion means solidarity. 

 
Another important feature to emerge was the interaction of faith and vocation. Again several groups 
sought an interface of worship and contemporary living. Using reflective installations provided a 
vehicle for several groups to highlight the way faith interacts with the ordinariness of daily life; a table 
setting ready for work and school showing a New Zealand breakfast of Weetbix, toast and a boiled 
egg. In addition, installations capturing specific vocations were also used such as one reflecting on a 
lump of coal and fishing equipment for a group of people from the West Coast of the South Island, a 
predominantly fishing, mining and forestry region. One participant discussed this later.  

It was the first time I’ve ever worshiped in a space that reflected who I am and where I come from 
and what I do as a job. I’ve never been in church with a fishing net, but I work with one every day. 
I’ve never been in church with coal, but that’s what I do, I’m a miner. 
 

The four groups deliberately created spaces that were “adult”, in the sense that participants were 
encouraged to take active responsibility for what occurred in the space rather than let someone else 
take the lead. Participants described this emphasis: 

When we are in an ordinary church service we just sit there and things happen to us, whereas at 
[our group] you’re responsible for whatever you get out of it. 
You could change your mind by tomorrow lunchtime. It was about providing a space to be able to 
say things that weren’t completely formed in our minds, so if you weren’t held to it by lunchtime 
the next day you could take a bit of a risk with putting 
something out there if people weren’t going to say in a 
week, ‘but you think that.’ 
There isn’t a leader. We meet in different homes and 
whoever’s home it is in for that evening, well, usually 
they’re the one who decides on the topic and so there’s no 
overall leader of the group. It’s very much shared and I 
remember one night when it was at our house we used the 
Night Prayer to finish, and I remember [someone] said ‘oh 
we should use that every time’ and it became part of the 
evening, an integral part of the evening. 

 
Several interviewees spoke about wanting to live their faith in their particular locale without feeling 
undervalued because they weren’t doing full-time Christian mission or fitting a particular evangelical 
framework of living. As several people put it: 

There was quite a strong ethos that came out of reacting to that and it was just “hey you know 
we’re grownups here,” you know, and there’s always room for growth and there’s always room for 



change, but we’ll kind of honour what you do and we won’t make you feel like what you’re doing 
is not really good enough and that you shouldn’t be doing this. 
You come to the place where you are not very at home in the evangelical sort of environment 
anymore. But equally you’re not at home in a very secular environment either, and so you feel that 
homelessness, and so to find people that you can talk to about spiritual things and your experience 
of God in a very liberal way, you know, without having to keep inside the rules, I mean the 
evangelical rules, is very helpful, and encouraging, you know, that what you had was Ok; that it 
was alright to be in that space. 

 
In summary, the four faith groups appear to be able to use overtly Christian symbols and rituals to 
engage a society shaped by suspicion of these bigger overarching stories (Lyotard’s “incredulity 
towards metanarratives”). Several themes emerged from this engagement: 
 

1. All four groups were in some form a reaction to evangelicalism which has been significantly 
shaped by the cognitive emphasis of late modernity (Sweet, Bruggermann and Riddell). As an 
alternative practice, the four faith groups developed non-hierarchical leadership structures and 
effective engagement strategies. Being more tuned to a community’s daily experience of life 
meant that the groups had a more balanced approach to thinking (doctrine) and feelings 
(experience). Groups were comfortable with the messiness of life where competing ideas are 
often both helpful (and dialectic in nature), and they focussed on developing a safe place of 
hospitality. 

2. Groups used a number of pre-modern Christian rituals such as Lectio Devino, The Examen, 
Stations of the Cross and the Compline as affective engagement strategies. These rituals 
assisted the groups to develop identity and safe places of hospitality. They provided a means to 
engage with Scripture and tradition as partners with experience rather than as authority figures 
over experience. Having established forms of safe space, some groups ventured to develop new 
symbols and symbolic behaviour that interacted directly with the lived experience in their 
particular community. 

3. Having a clear sense of group identity and a safe emotional space people were able to  
appreciate how context and identity are interdependent (a theme developed by Crossan as 
“Interactivism”). In this view of the world, spiritual Taonga is respected and held lightly 
(including the Taonga of other religions and religious systems), relationships are based on 
partnership rather than authority and mystery is celebrated 

 
The four groups interviewed found themselves in familiar cultural surroundings and simultaneously 
aligned in some way to a higher spiritual Taonga. Groups responded creatively to this juxtaposition by 
re-imagining older symbols and recapturing effective Christian responses and practices from periods of 
Christian history not influenced by modernity, hyper-orthodoxy or evangelicalism. In a very real sense, 
the four groups constructed postmodern Christian homes; homes structured, bounded, defined, and 
shaped by a higher allegiance and comfortable with the suspicion of authority so characteristic of 
emerging post-modern culture.  There is something very adult about these groups, something 
intrinsically responsible. The kind of spaces captured in this project invites a response to God’s 
Shalom in myriad forms. An overarching theme of partnership emerges where experience, Scripture 
and tradition form a family of equals, each informing, shaping and being shaped by the interaction. 
Groups are at home in two worlds. They are able to engage meaningfully with the gathering 
culturestorms simply because they begin their reflection from within this cultural revolution and they 
are able to draw from a versatile history of engagement throughout Christian history.  
 
Some may argue that the groups do not meet the tests of a Bible-based church. There are many things 
that the groups did not do that would rule them out in the minds of some as authentic New Testament 
expressions of church. However, at their simplest, the groups met to journey in Christian faith. 
They did not meet primarily to sample good French wine, swap recipes for rhubarb and apple 
muffins or plan the beatification of the local riverbank. Groups met to explore the intersection of 
their daily lives and a durable and enduring spiritual Taonga. The knack of doing this exploration 
well is to appreciate that both the local context and the Taonga are in some way altered and are 



interdependent on each other as equal partners. It would be my prediction that from small groups like 
those captured in the project will come new theological and historical insights into the nature of the 
church and it earliest forms. From these insights, new interpretations of Scripture and tradition will 
emerge to challenge older formulations. We may yet again see a world turned on its head for good, by 
the followers of a lowly Palestinian carpenter’s son.                                                             
 
Craig Braun 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Truth 
 

For some, Truth is a fortress, square and strong, 
In which, once entered, safety lies. 

Only like-minded people dwell there, none disturb 
The calm and certain sureties of belief. 

Outside, the world pursues its way, its noise and 
Clamour offering small attraction to those 

Whose knowledge keeps them safe beyond the 
Drawbridge of conviction. If any try to breach the 

Bastions of tradition, they are repelled with 
Boiling scorn. Truth is impregnable. 

 
For others, Truth is both journey and 
Discovery, a Way which leads and 

Urges without rest. 
No castle for retreat, but 

Camps, where fellow pilgrims join 
To take refreshment in each other’s 

Company. Assorted in experience, they 
Enrich, enlighten, challenge and 

Go on to further exploration. 
Travelling light. Knowing that in this life 

All is provisional; seeking fulfilment, 
The end and explanation of the quest. 

 
 

[From Watching for the Kingfisher by Ann Lewin. Published by Canterbury 
Press 2009] 

 



 
I was recently reminded of a very apt story told in the preface of Simon Walker’s insightful book 
‘Leading Out of Who You Are’.  
 

A constant stream of people visit one of Jamaica’s most beautiful tourist attractions an 
hour or so out of Kingston: the Dunn’s River Falls. They are described as crystal-clear and 
descending six hundred feet over terraces of smooth rock to join the Caribbean on the 
white sands below.  
 
When you visit the falls, you are invited to join a group to be taken to the top by an official 
guide. As you make your ascent the guide has you holding hands in a human chain, gives 
instructions as to when you may pause for official photographers to video you, tells you 
where you may sit for a few moments in a pool to have your picture taken and when you 
may move on again. You see other groups ahead of you doing the same thing. This seems 
to be the way it is done and no one does it any differently despite the fact that the water is 
glistening beside you and just beckoning you to dive in. The views along the way of the 
sea below are magnificent though you miss most of them because you are at those points 
otherwise engaged having your photos taken. Not a single person is out of line. Like 
obedient children they are doing as they are directed.  
Hot and bothered they pass by all the good spots where they could have cooled off in the 
clear water or enjoyed the view. They arrive at the top feeling somewhat cheated and 
perhaps wondering why they couldn’t experience more along the way. 
 
Sadly, people don’t even question this process. They just assume these are the rules for 
visiting the falls. Surprisingly, though, there are actually no rules or restrictions for visitors 
to the falls. People are free to do whatever they wish.  

 
Paraphrase of the introductory story in Simon P Walker’s book, Leading Out of Who You are. UK: 
Piquant Editions, 2007 
 
What causes people therefore to be constrained by these imagined rules, which prevent them from 
experiencing the sensations and beauty of this place? What stops them doing it in a way that would 
make all the difference to their enjoyment and experience of it?  
 
                          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

If you would like to contribute an article, suggest a topic for discussion, comment about the newsletter or come off 
the mailing list please email:   Jenny  jennymac50@gmail.com      
Website: www.spiritedexchanges.org.uk or www.spiritedexchanges.org.nz   
If you would like to contribute financially to the work of Spirited Exchanges please email:  
Jim   jimcbarker@googlemail.com  
    
 



 
 


