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the radical vision of the Church of the Saviour

“If men and women today began by the thousands experiencing the
depths of Jesus Christ in a transforming way, there would simply be no

. place for their expression Qf experience to fit into the present-day
srraitj’ackets of Christianity. Protestant or Cé.tholic,:neithel‘ one is
structured to conain a mass of devoted people who long for spiritual
depth. We are structured rowards infancy.”

—Gordon Cosby, Co-founder
Church of the Saviour
Washington, DC
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After graduating from seminary in the mid-1990's, | spent fifteen months traveling around the world to study and
experience three things: urban ministry, Christian community, and ministry to young adults. My search for effective
ministries in the most broken areas of the world took me from Chicago to Amsterdam to London to Switzerland to
Jerusalem to Bombay to Calcutta to Bangkok to Seoul...and beyond. After seeing so much, | returned convinced of
one thing: God's most powerful agents for social change are often the most overlooked—small communities of
Christians deeply committed to prayer, study, and service. | wondered where | might find such communities when |
returned home.

| came back to the States to become the Director of Outreach for The Falls Church (Episcopal)—a 3,000 member,
evangelical congregation in the suburbs of Washington, DC, with wonderful people and many successful programs.
Part of my job was to lead our church into the inner-city, and for six years | have lived and ministered here doing
just that. But it wasn't until recently that | discovered that one of the most remarkable examples in the world of a
church meeting the needs of the city had long been thriving right here in Washington, DC. While the Washington
metro area is full of churches—many with thousands of members—few have had the impact of the Church of the
Saviour. Remarkably, it has always been an intentionally small church. But it is precisely because the church is
made up small communities of Christians deeply committed to prayer, study, and setvice that their impact had been
so profound in the city of Washington.

Jeff Bailey, the pastor of a Vineyard church in inner-city Washington, DC and the editor of Vineyard's national
magazine, Cutting Edge, has been moved as | have by the story of the Church of the Saviour. What you're about
to read first appeared in an issue of Cutting Edge which went to thousands of church leaders around the world.
The response to the article was so great that we have arranged to reprint it in its entirety here. Since discovering
the Church of the Saviour, | have read many books and articles about it. But | have yet to find an article that is so
succinct, articulate, and accurate at getting at the essence of the Church of the Saviour. For any who seek the
transformation of themselves and society, this is a very important story.

Jesus told a story about God's kingdom. He said, "The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that someone
took and sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and
hecomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its branches." The story of the Church of the
Saviour is another story of the Kingdom of God growing into the world. From something small has come something
remarkable. Our hope and prayer is that God would use this booklet to scatter a thousand more mustard seeds
around the world, as well.

William R.L. Haley
Director of Qutreach
The Falls Church (Episcopal)
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ver 55 years ago a young chaplain with the 101 Airborne returned from World
War [T with a vision for a chusch that would be radically different from the other

churches of the day. It would ;bel e_cuﬁcniz:ﬁail, fécused on Jesus, and profoundly high in

commitment. It would take the depth of a personis inward life and the call to sacrificial activism with
i — e -

equal seriousness. It would make spiri_tga_]_ disciplines and solidarity with the poor normative. It would

e

help people discover their gifts and calling. It would be socially aware and politically active. It would
A start its own in-house seminary, modeled after the underground seminary started by Dietrich

Bonhoeffer. It would require its members to be deeply trained in both theology and Christian
formation—as if the very life of the world depended on it. It would call people to leave behind their

privatized individualism and move with increasing depth into loving, authentic community. And it

would be located in the heart of Washington, DC.

The church that was birthed out of thar vision is now over 55 years old. Fifty-five years to experiment,

mature, and deepen. A measurement of its fruits can now be raken. How have they done?
This is the story of what one small, radically committed church can do.

Top: An early pictuve of the Church of the Saviour's first building.




“The most helpful experiments are accomplished

he Church of the Saviour in Washington,

DC, has long been considered one of the

most important and innovative experiments in
church life in the 20% century. It was started in 1947
by Gordon Cosby and his wife, Mary, and first came
to national prominence when Readers Digest carried
an article about the church in 1953. Many more
people became familiar with the e church through the
writings of Elizabeth O’Connor, a staff member of the
Church of the Saviour, through her books such as Call
to Commitment and Journey Inward, Journey Outward.
Thousands from around the world began flocking o
visit the church in those days, and have ever since.

A new generation—hungry for church models which

soclal actmsm—are less faml iar with the Church of
the Saviour then | previous generations. Bur the church
is as active as ever, and many of the original faces are
still there. Gordon Cosby, who started the church
when he was 30 years old, is now 84. He still preaches
every Sunday. His energy and vision continue
unabated, A preoccupation with Jesus, the poor, and
God’s vision for the world pervade most of his
conversations. His prayers, his congregation will tell
you, evoke a rangible awareness of the Holy Spirit's
presence.

At vight, the Festival Center

This article first appeared in the Fall 2001 issue of Cutting
Edge magazine, a publication of the U.S. Association of
Vineyard Churches (www.vineyardusa.org). It was written by
Jeff Bailey, the editor of Cutting Edge. Copyright 2001. Used
with permission. This reproduction made possible by a
partnership between The Falls Church and “Tell the
Word,” a publishing ministry associated with the
Church of the Saviour.
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In person, however, his manner is very gentle. He slouches
in his chair while talking to you, casually leaning to one side.
He has a distinctive Virginian accen that people often
comment on after hearing him. These days, much of his
time is spent in meeting after meeting, giving counsel to the
scores of ministries the church has spawned. He continues to
read voraciously, He still practices contemplative prayer
twice 2 day, in both the morning and the evening, and
participates in the daily noon prayers at the ministry
headquarters, the Festival Center. He has a quiet way of
making visitos feel very welcome.

His wife, Mary, as vivacious and gracious as ever, continues
to meet with vatious groups for lunch every Wednesday—as
she has for over 40 years—to talk about what it means to be
a transforming church in today’s world. She sdill teaches in

the Servaﬁt_ljézﬂTéﬁlp School, and her classes fill

immediately.

The Church of the Saviout, of course,
is much bigger than them.
Explaing the “essence” of what it

has become, however, takes
some unpacking,



by people who are too naive to know
what they are getting into.”

<

The Outward Journey

It is socially active. Over 75 independent ministries
have emerged from the church, some of them
scattered around the city, many of them centered in
the neighborhood of Adams Morgan. Collectively
they raise over $10 million annually. Nearly all of
them were started by members of the church who had
little idea what they were doing when they began.
Members are fond of quoting something Gordon said
years 2go: “The most helpful experiments are accom-
plished by pmt

~ = s~ e ——" S
they are getting into. The wise and experienced know

too much ever to accomplish the impossible.”

So, for example, when a handful of church members
looked around cheir urban neighborhood to see what
its biggest needs were, they decided housing for the
poor was at the top of
the list. Not one of
them knew anything
about low-income

housing, But
they raised
money

anyway,

@ht two
dilapidated

Gordon and
Mary Cosby

Church of the Saviour.

discovering one's call.

Gardon Coshy over the past several decades

Cry Pain, Cry Hope is one of Elizabeth 0'Connor’s last hooks, centered on the process of

All of the above books, as well as numerous others, are availahle from the Potter's House §
Bookservice. Their website is www.pottershousebooks.org, and their phone numberis k&
(202) 232-5483, Also available from the Potter's House are audio tapes of sermons by

NOTE: For up-to-date information on the Church of the Saviour and the Servant Leadership
School—including information about “Come & See” conferences and internship opportuni-
ties—visit the extensive website at www.slschool.org

Call to Commitment by Elizabeth 0'Connar. This is the first of Elizabeth’s books telling the story of the
Church of the Saviour from its earliest days. It also talks in detail about the principles undergirding the church.
It has recently been reissued and is still among the most well-known of all the books coming out of the church.

By Grace Transformed is a collection of sermons by Gordon Coshy from over the past 50 years. It includes
everything from his address to the World Council of Churches to sermans on new structures for church life.

Handbook for Churches and Mission Groups, by Dorothy Devers and Gordon Coshy, is a small booklet
outlining in detail the starting of mission groups and new faith communities according to the model of the
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“Our task is to be so deeply connected with Christ

old apartment
. buildings,
renovated
them them-
selves, and then managed

those apartments for low-income people at
a fraction of the going rate. Today that has developed
into Jubilee Housing, with eight renovated apartment
complexes providing housing for over 800 people.
. Other ministries started in the same way: Good
\> Shepherd, an after-school mentoring and tutoring
; program for 100 inner-city youth; Jubilee Jobs, which
trains and places over 1,000 unemployed people into
G) new jobs per year; Christ House, a 34-bed, fully
staffed medical hospital for homeless people, in

)

addition to a walk-in clinic for the poor, and

major miniscry helping over
500 people per year recover
from drug and alcohol
addiction (and, given its
success rate, the highly-
awarded ministry is consid-
ered a national model for
addiction rehab); and
Minist evand
ng.DEst_TiEe, ministries
focused on faith, money,

and discipleship.

13
i3

At left, the Adams Morgan
neighbarhood of Washington,
DC

WARD, OUTWARD, & FORWARD

Columbia Road, in front of the Festival Center

The Inward Journey

For all its social activism, however, the Church of the
Saviour is a community of contemplatives. One
regularly hears talk of “being” before “doing.” Within
several years of its founding, a handful of members of
the fledgling church had bought land in the rolling
Maryland countryside for a retreat center, which soon
became Dayspring, an extensive retreat complex.
Members of the community regularly take silent
retreats there. Many meetings open with anywhere
from five to twenty minutes of silence and centering
prayer. Members of the Church of the Saviour
comunit to an hour of prayer daily. Many have been
deeply mentored in the contemplative tradition of the
mystics. Henri Nouwen spent time with the Church

sep@ and § c"ﬁ/o e Saviour, and finished his book Life of he

~ women with AIDS; Sarah’s Circle, a [/0) Beloved while there, with Gordon’s encouragement.

' large residential facility for the St rMembers—which include moms, doctors, teachers,
elderly poor; Samaritan Inns, aﬂ ﬂ_énd students—often meet regularly with a spiritual

" director, and write weekly reports on their spiritual life.

A Learning Community

The community is theologically astute. Visit the
Potter's House Coffechouse and Bookservice—one of
the first coffechouses in the country back in the
1960s, a place “where non-religious people can ask
religious questions,” as they put it back then—and
you will find Tirtle evidence of “pop” Chuistian books.
Tnstead, the shelves are full of books on current
theology, spiritual formation, social activism, and
political justice. In the early days the church cut its
teeth on the writings of D_ietri___d_l_li_(h)il_h‘oe_‘ﬂ%r, Elton




that the world will experience the resurrected

Christ whenever it touches our corporate life.”

Trueblood, and Karl Barth. Classes offered at the
Servant Leadership School over the past few months
included “Servant Leadership and Organizational
Development,” “An Introduction to the Causes of
Inner-City Poverty,” an expositoty class on
Philippians, a practicum on intercessory and centering
prayer, a course on the Desert Fathers, and a
symposium on “The World Bank, the IMFE, and the
Poor.” Past presenters have included Walter
Brueggemann, Eugene Peterson, St. Joan Chittister,
and Parker Palmer.

At the Core of it All

The community is relentlessly centered on Jesus. It
“Simply takes seriously the call to follow Jesus in the
most literal of ways. Gordon said in one recent
sermon: “If one longs for depth in life we must focus
on a very few things. There is so little time in one’s
brief lifetime. And what is that one thing? We are
 saying it is Jesus. I choosc to go deep-sea diving in
that ocean. Jesus said, ‘T am the way, truth, and the
life.’ Is thar true or false? By faith [ say it is true, so [
give my entire life to that deep exploration. I want to
know him in depth and to be transformed into his
likeness. It is that likeness that I want to have when I
embark on a journey to the Land beyond death. There
are infinite depths in Christ to explore.” Later,
Gordon says, “Qur task is to be so deeply and
intimately connected with Christ that the world will
experience the resurrected Christ—the newness God

intends—whenever it touches our corporate hfe

Committed
to Smallness

Despite the church’s

considerable impact on the city and beyond, however,
it has always remained small. And that is by intention.
Twelve faith communities have emerged out of the
Church of the Saviour (while other churches atound
the country refer to themselves as “in the tradition of
the Church of the Saviour.”) Many who have heard
about the church or seen the breadth of its impact are
surprised that, even at its largest, the Church of the
Saviour never had mote than 150 members (though
hundreds more attended or were deeply involved).
That is due, in large part, to the high commitment
required for membership. From the earliest days of the
church, after Gordon Cosby returned from World
War II, a core assumption has been that the greatesc
impact on the world comes about by small, highl
committed and disciplined communities of people
focused on ouward mission, inward transformation,
and loving, accountable community. Church history,
church members point out, shows this to almost
always have been true. Gordon is convinced that size
actually inhibits effectiveness, that it works against a
community of people being truly counter-cultural,
having depth, breaking addictions to the culture, and
truly witnessing to the gospel. “Large numbets,” he
says, “tend almost inevitably toward depersonalization
and institutionalism, toward a lessening of
commitment. So we resist the temptation to power
that comes through numbers.”

THE CHURCH OF THE SAVIOUR | page 6



“Large numbers tend almost inevitably toward

To become a
church member,
not surprisingly,

takes time. One -~
must first

complete core

classes in their School of Christian

Lmng, including such 1 classes as Christian Erhics, Ol’dr_

__Tmﬁayer, Bein cing with the Poor, and Discern-

.ing Call. To begin pursuing membership formally, one
must begin meeting with a Sponsor who funcrions as 2

spiritual director, helping one work with issues of
outward calling and personal growth. At some point
along the way the decision is made to join one of the
@_lemmsasd_;w_@@er An Intern
Member will begin to work with the ourward action of
that mission group (perhaps working with poor
children in 2 local neighborhood, for example, o
helping single moms}, as well as be accountable to the
group for the inward disciplines (which

lnclude-—thouoh each mission m‘oup iss

;ﬂc 2l

Scripture, proportional giving begmnmg with the

tithe, 2 silent retreat each year, and simplicity of

lifestyle). The intern member will also agree (o pursus
deep community with that mission group, opening up
the whole of his or her life. As one moves closer 10
becoming a formal member, a Spiritual Autobiography
is written, which covers the trajectory of one’s life with
Christ, which is then read to members of the mission
group. Finally, after a week’s vigil of prayer, should one
still believe God is calling him or her to membership, a
formal commitment at the church worship service is
made, surrounded by members of one’s mission group.
Membership vows are renewed each year.

A

y
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Listening to a dinner speaker at the Servant Leadership School

The Fruit of Discipline

While such a commitment seems daunting to many, it
has, by all accounts, produced a rich abundance of

\ fruit. Indeed, in the early years, Gordon often warned

of the dangers of the abundance their disciplines were
bringing about. Ten years after the founding of the
church Gordon said this to his congregation: “My
conviction is thar our church is in greater danger now
than we were in the beginning, You have heard of the
monastic cycle which goes like this: discipline
produces abundance; abundance destroys discipline.
We are at the point of having a relative abundance of
spiritual power, of spiritual dynamics, of pure joy
because of whar has been done for us. If we are not
very careful, we will let the abundance destroy the

ne. An addmonal danger is that anyone

few people understood us. In those
mdered a weird organism. We were
1 long-established patterns. We
:f:;";f; z period of preparation for membership.
Thers was 2 forthright demand for full commitment
of life. And people wondered “What is this?” Today
there are many peopie who understand our church.
iz ar2 no longer put on the spot in the same way. To
adnnrer of Jesus’ (Kierkegaard's term) is
l-, casier than to become a follower, In fact, it 15
sssible now for a person to come inco the cultural
wrern of our church without having met the Head of
. This Is disastrous beyond description. we
must come 1o the place where we can do what Jesus

iV

did, where we can watch the rich young ruler walk
away and, with sorrow and an ache in our hearts, let

him go until he can come back on the terms of Jesus

JOURNEY INWARD, OUTWARD, & FORWARD




depersonalization and institutionalism, toward a lessening

of commitment. So we resist the temptation to power
that comes through numbers.”

Christ. We have been so afraid we might lose potential
members that we have been willing to take them on
their own terms. Then we wonder why the church is
relatively impotent and doesn't have the power to
transform human life, to shake society to its very
roots.”

When describing the membership requirements for
the church, Gordon explains, “We have certain
minimum, entrance disciplines for our church. Of
course, several things need to be remembered
concerning any discipline. There is always the danger
of legalism. But this is a danger whether we formally
“adopt a discipline or not. People will always latch
onto rules, and thereby seek to justify themselves. The
opposite danger is cheap grace, and I believe that to
be a greater danger. For every legalist in our churches I
ﬂﬁmwho have entered into cheap grace,
who have sued their liberty as license, Failure to keep
an elementary discipline such as I have described
would indicate a failure to respond in any full sense to
God's grace in Jesus Christ.”

“Having said that,” he continues, “we also need to
ask, what lies beyond our entrance disciplines? I think

that one reason that we have trouble sometimes with
the minimum disciplines is we have made them
maximum disciplines. We have not, in specific terms,
considered anything beyond them. But personality
cannot remain static, I must take on new freedom
which has come from its response in faithful obedi-
ence to Christ and his commands, and use that new
freedom to let it flow in wider and deeper channels.”

The History of the Church

This history of the development of the Church of the
Saviour is instructive. Gordon's initial vision was for
“reaching the world in 25 years” with a large church
and thousands of people. Mary Cosby often says,
“Our visions were absurd, but they were awfully
sweet.” Mary's father was the pastor of the large
Rivermont Avenue Baptst Church in Lynchburg,
Virginia, and later the 3,000 member First Baptist
Church of Alexandria, Virginia. Upon Gordon’s
return from World War I, he and Mary went to visit
John D. Rockefeller in New York City, who had
participated in the building of the famous Riverside
Church in New Yorlk, to look for funding for this new

"God's dream for radical newness will require discipline. Not discipline connected to punishment or

shame, but discipline that roots us in Christ, deepening our connection to God and one another. This

rootedness will come from having consistent, ordered ways in which we remain open to Grace, and they
will be unigue to each one of us. Grace constantly seeks entrance into our souls in order to effect change,

but Grace will never force her way in. Discipline is the means by which we open ourselves to the sort of

radical change that has always been God's intention for us.” ~ — Gordon Cosby
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church. They were
turned down,
however. Over that
- summer he and
Mary went to
summer school at
Union Seminary and sat
at the feet of theologians like Reinhold
Niebuhr and George Buttrick. During that time, as
Gordon began to reflect on his experience in the war,
the idea began to take root that what really changes
the wotld are small groups of highly committed,
d1sc1pmlmd by

a close friend of the Church of the Savmur. ‘Elron
Trueblood,” says Gordon, “was able to put into words
what we were trying to be and do before we ourselves
could articulate what was happening. Whenever Elton
traveled and lectured he told our story and gave us
exposure to the larger Christian world. I always found
his faith in us awesome.”

The church began as many church plants do. ("It was
primarily by word of mouth that people came,” says
Gordon.) He and Mary moved to the Washington,
DC, area in 1946 and began meeting with a tiny core
of people for 18 months, praying and thinking about
a new church. In 1947 they began meeting for
worship and a formation program called the School of
Christian Living. It was hospitality and warmth that
helped them draw those initial people. Says Mary, a
gracious Southerner, of those early days, “I wrote in
my journal once that I had decided that Southern
breeding and the Holy Spirit look alike at first. Then

as time goes on, it’s very clear one has eternal dimen-
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“Our visions were absurd

In the foyer of the Church of the Savious; when it was first started

sions that the other doesn't. But when you are an
evangelist and you want people to come into your
church, the breeding will hold them until the Holy
Spitit takes hold.” '
The idea of intense training, of spiritual formation,
came very early in the game for them. In the earliest
days, says Gordon, “we formed what we called cell
eroups or growth groups.” (This was well before the
contemporary “small group movement” was even
heard of’) “The cell groups were picked up from the
“Wesley movement. We felt that if we could nurture
people in small groups, they would then be able to
move into mission. We found that never happened.
Not that it seldom happened—it never happened.
pr most people are cither given to the
inward journey but don't want to be bothered with
thieoutward work, getting theif hands dirty with the
mw want to get out there with the poor and
doRT] mrmmmomg
fo get the world fixed. We said both.”

Defining Group Life

This realization led the Church of the Saviour to work
with the idea of mission groups. “Anybody can have a

prayer gronp, a group to study Scripture, a therapy
group, anything they want to,” says Gordon. “We've

had hundreds of them through the years. That's all
right. We welcome it. But the membership structure is
based on a person being called to the inward life and
the ourward journey in the same group. These are not
groups just to strengthen each person in his or her
individual mission, bur in a corporate mission.

“I would say that's the most crucial structure we



but they were awfully sweet.”

discovered, bur it took us two or three years to find
out that the cell groups did not know how to make
the transition to mission. We prayed until we got tired
of praying, until I'm sure God got tired of hearingus. ~ Gordon often talks about how organizations need to

Finally, we just cancelled all of our groups as of 2 continually return to their “founding myth,” the
certain date. We started again around this new “essence” of a community so deep it can only be
understanding. expressed in a story. For Churistians, chis founding

story is the incarnation, life, death, and resurrection of
Jesus. When asked what it means for him, for the
Church of the Saviour, to work out of their founding
story today, Gordon answers, “By acting as if were just
learning it, just beginning to i_mpm
not just assuming that we gre working out of it.
Often, when the going gets rough, we find we've not
linternalized it. We are not living out of the Lordship

f Christ. We have not been crucified wich Christ. We
“You've got to have some structure for continual re following our addictions to the culture.”
deepening. You have to be accountable somewhere.”

“So since the early 1950s, we've focused on this
business of call, which is to say, “This is God’s call. I've
got to do this.” We're totally committed to the inner
life, the life of prayer and wotship, of deepening our
capacity to love, working with the blockages of love,
journaling, and retreats. All of that goes under the
heading of the inward life. And with that comes a real, \
worthy, challenging mission in the world.

"We are asking that a particular group chosen by Another be the significant group in my ife. |
know that there are many more impressive and important groups valued by society, but this is a
group of people that Jesus has given to me and | to them. Many of them, indeed mast of them, [
would not have chosen—and they, incidentally, would not have chesen me. They have been
chosen for me by the Lord of the people. We have been given to each other. Somebady else
knows whom | need better than |, and | accept the judgment of the Giver, the Infinite One. And that in itself is an exercise in
surrender and humility.

“The surrender of sovereignty to this particular group of people feels like suicide, but any serious reading of the New
Testament afirms that is the deal we take on. The people in this unimpressive family that we must honor are the weakest and
often the most wounded, and we are to give them the most respect and care, for they are the ones which are the most

honored. So we are proud of the unimpressive. That sort of tums things around." — Gordon Cosby
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“Most of us are living, to some degree, as addicted

{ Breaking our
Addiction
to the Culture

This breaking free of our “addiction to the culture” is
something the Church of the Saviour gives great
attention to. Says Gordon: “Most of us are [iving, to
some degree, as addicred persons, striving anxiously
after power and money and prestige and relevance,
trapped in the turbulence of wanting more. These
@ns are o subtle for most of us that we have

are 1@% exgectanons We have given
ourselves to God, but who decides what we do with

our lives? Usually, we do. We are subtle control freaks,
truly believing we are turning our lives over to God
but demanding a minimum of comforts, whether it
be good health or a secure home or caring friends. We
are addicted to having more and more comfort, which
society says we deserve.

“We are addicted to things that money and power can

buy. We spend more on entertainment and pet care
and toiletries than on the needs of children barely

existing in poverty; we strive after posicions that seem
important in our jobs and our churches, whether or
not God is calling us to them; we long to be noticed
and honored, superficially if necessary. We forget that
Jesus, ‘though he was in the form of God, did not
consider equality with God as something to be
exploired, but emptied himself.” Our culture promates
a constant filling up, but our disciplines will draw us
toward greater emptiness, so that we can be better
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Good Shepherd Ministries is a learning center especially for kids from Jubilee Housing

prepared for obedience and, ultimately, for finding
our place in God’s plan—finding frue relevance.”

The Church as Community
Tying all of these things together at the Church of the

Saviour is the centrality of community. In fact, there
is a constant drumbeat over the dangers of individual-
ism. Being deeply connected to a living organism of
people is considered intrinsic to being a true follower
of Jesus. This is assumed to take place primarily in
one’s mission group, a concrete group of people trying
to follow Jesus in outward service to the world, and
among whom one is simultaneously nurturing an
inner life with Jesus through loving accountabilicy,
confession, and encouragement. Gordon said this in a
tecent sermon:

“The central reality of church is a group of people
called to an ever-deepening personal belonging of
friendship with Jesus of Nazareth. The command is to
abide, to dwell in him as he dwelt in the Father. You
have an image that Jesus used of total intimacy. But
Jesus doesn’t give us a deeper relationship with him
apart from his Body. Jesus does not come alone. He
can't because Jesus already has a people, he has 2
family. And when Jesus comes to us he always brings
his family with him. Then we say, ‘No, I want just
you. What I've heard about you is fairly good, but
what I've heard about your family is not so good.
And Jesus says, “We come together.

“So our firstwork, our primary call. is just to be 2
peopla Lay people on fire with passion—a passion for




persons, striving anxiously after power and money

and prestige and relevance,

trapped in the turbulence of wanting more.”

Jesus, a passion for one another, a passion for our-
sclves. What we are talking about is a people among
swhom a supernatural life is flowing. We are talking
about people who literally love each other as each has
\Eém(;vLed by God as seen in Jesus. We're not just
Efl%-fr;g about a general command, Love one an-
other—we're talking about a particular, concrete
group of people where that is actually happening.

“At this point [ can hear my friends objecting and [
hear a part of me objecting. “This all sounds like holy
pratcle. That kind of people would be great, but we
know they don’t exist. We know ourselves and we
know one another.” Which means each of us must
make a choice. We must decide whether or not God
can produce che people he claims to be able to
produce in the new creation, Many people have
surface longings and hunger to be a part of the people

of God, and many wish they could find such a people.

However, 2 deeper lack is the willingness to belong, a
readiness to be bonded to them. To trust them even
though under pressure they will betray me. The
question comes whether I will let my weight down
with them, whether [ will cast my destiny with them.

,QWMJ W

I will nor try to exist alone, though it will cause great

 pain at times. | will inwardly become part of the of the

people. T will Il reveal ever deeper levels of myself. T will
work on the deeper revelations that they may be ready
to share with me, and will accept the responsibility that
requires.”

Being with the Poor

Finally, there is an ongoing emphasis on being with the
poor, and on working to not only meet their immediate
needs, but to change the institutional structures which
perpetuate and support systemic injustice.

“When we see the culture as it really is,” Gordon says,
“with its empty, illusory promises of success and power;
when we plant ourselves into the common life of a
small group of people intent on listening to Jesus and
following wherever he leads, we will find our hearts
flowering, opening to the needs of the afflicted, the
oppressed, the poor. Those whom we quietly despised
for their lack of hygiene, their lack of education, their
lack of willpower, their lack of being more like us, we
will begin to love—really love—in the way that Christ

It is painful but it must be done.”

“You're never golng to have a community in depth if you don't work at it. No community that | know in
the nation has the depth of community it needs to have. We were committed very early in our church’s
life to the principle of smallness, and this of course means division. Evangelism is a must, and we must
get the news out to all the nations; that is the Great Commission. So if we get the news to the nations
and there are new people excited to join us, then we must find ways of dividing and not getting too large.
— Gordon Cosby
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“There is a oneness in the human family that we
deny at our peril.”

loves s225 o s Cespise our despicable  one brief life? If T really believe that ‘God so loved the

and continus] human failures. {world that Jesus was willing to die for it, am [ willing

hexc is 3 omcacss i the human By to risk tmy pride, tmy self-esteem, my security, my
comfort in order to immerse myself completely in

we demy = oo peril Being with the \

: ; ; >
i msessanlifeesll Gorel el loving service to this world? Do I care enough about

: the things that matter the most to God?”
o or =2 @ do for the hungry or

sick or imprisoned or desmmure, we do or fail to do for . ,
Sources for this article include numerous conversations

him, Why woulc Cerss use such 2 measurement? ;
between Jeff Bailey and Gordon Cosby, taped sermons, an
Perhaps because beng wich those who completelyand . 7 gy
interview with Gordon and Mary Cosby in Sojourners
utterly have oo phvmce] mezns of support causes us to

magazine (Vol. 26, No. 4), and various written material
from the Chuich of the Saviour.

_ung God senously

o

“There's no way to hang onto the Christian faith without taking seriously God's longing

for equality for the total human family, Lots of people have heard of God being just, but

they don't even think about attempting to literally embody that justice. "What does that

mean? How much privilege do | have a right to hang onte? How much privilege do |

have a right to pass on to my children? Do | have a right to spend all my resources

seeing that my children get a university education when other children don't get any

_ education at all?" That's privilege. People say, “Well, if | can educate my children, they
are then going to use their education to work for compassion and justice.” But that

A doesn't normally happen. That education is usually used for self-advancement and

perpetuating the separation.” — Gordon Cosby
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The Church of the Saviour has
been a significant witness to
the gospel over the years. How
important has its social activism
been to that witness?

[ think a verbal witness is not
helpful or effective unless we are
embodying it in a corporate way.
Unless we are corporately pouring
out our lives in compassion and
service, then we are simply not
being faithful no matter how many
trappings of church there are.

For the most part the American
church has outreach groups and
evangelism comumittees, but not a
significant propertion-of people in
the church are actually involved
with acts of compassion and

_ creating struc-
tures for ___]LISUCE:
- Our hope e would
" bethatina
. genuine church
| everyone
' would be thus
engaged, not
' just a few
. doing it on
. behalf of
R che whole.

Gordon Cosby as a young pastor

So we need to preach about this
stuff. We need to preach it to the
limit of our vision. Personally, ['ve
got to embody this as deeply as I
know how. I've got to talk about it
at the deepest level I can, even
knowing that theres 2 tremendous
gap between what I'm seeing and
what I'm actually doing.

So we cast vision for this kind
of witness, even though there’s
a gap between our preaching
and our practice?

Right—but knowing that we've
got to close the gap. That we can
embody what we see. We ought 10
become like Christ. He is in process
of forming us into the likeness of
his being, and we cannot
use the existing “gap” as an
excuse for not deeply
becoming. I'm still doing at
age 84 what [ tried to do
back in the 1940s. I'm now
living with a little church
that came out of the
Chutch of the Saviour, the
Friends of Jesus Church.
We are four years old now,
and I'm working with that
rather than doing some-

THE CHURCH OF THE SAVIOUR

an interview with Gordon Cosby

Jeff Bailey sat down with Gordon in the summer of 2001 to talk more

specifically about the approach of the Church of the Saviour. Settling into a
side room at the Festival Center, they sipped coffee and talked about God's
vision for the church.

thing which would be more
splashy.

Why not do something more
splashy?

Because I need to always be doing
it. Some years ago we were guided
to the place where we let go of the
Church of the Saviour in its earlier
form, s1m&y ly because we were
gerting 100 big and we were not

being faithful to the depths. We

were too much appreciated. Lots
of people wanted us to tell them
how to do it, and we were losing
actually doing it. So, the way for
me to be most faithful to what I
continue to believe in is to be
faithful in imparting it #ow, rather
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“We are here to get to know God.”

than just talking about the experi- we are drawn together around that ~ Way: That Way is one of compassion

ences we've had. The best contribu-  continuing call, that “Follow me” and justice, and translating justice

tion that I can make is to keep doing  of Jesus, that is to me the theessence  into the structures of society.

this in a quiet little way with a small ~ of of Church. Thats what led us to

group of people. They help me, and  have a preparatory structure we

[ help them, to go deeper. called the School of Christian
Living for all these years. It’s really

What is your understanding of a ~ a local church’s seminary, a way to

true church, and what would it introduce people to our under-

have to struggle with to be that?  standing of who Jesus s, and what
the Way is all about, and the

/The encount_e_r_w_lth/t‘l'gp_erson of \ nature of church, of sin, of

( Jesus s is basic and central—the o salvation, Every person who comes  No, no. This life is preparation for a

And, of course, in all of this we are
preparing people for the Life which
follows this life.

Although that Life which you are
talking about isn't an other-
worldly heaven, the way some
people would think of it?

narrow gate through which we go to  into churchiis to be prepared for  birth into another level of Reality.
become a corporate people with him.  ministry in a world which is And I've got a responsibility to do
In thar encounter with Jesus, if it's broken and wounded and ex- what [ can to help it be a good birth.
genuine, my inner being beginsto trgmelyf'dangérous. Dietrich We are here to get to know the

die into the very being of God,and ~ Bonhoeffer set up his seminary to  Living Reality that brought every-
God’s very being begins to flowinto  train his people who were going to  thing into being, that s sustaining it

me. Something begins to happen die in concentration camps. We now, and into whose Reality we are
which is absolutely central in that train people to come into a going.
encounter; if [ surrender to chc community which will sustain us

/We are here to ge%ﬁ@_@;
The bést way to know God is

Every church has got to have a | througﬁ—hlsﬁm sent to us
10 wras $ent to

Lordship of Jesus. I think we tend to  through life’s journey:
get away from that, as we move on
and get mote sophisticated and more
ediicated, Getting to know Jesus at a
decper level and lecting him kiow us
at a deeper level tends to get less
central as people move on. Try to get
some students who come back after
graduating from seminary to get
back to the centrality of Jesus! It’s
extremely difficult.

structure to help people make a | to help us know that narure, That is
passage from the world’s culture my job, the church’s job. Thats quite
into another Reality. I don’t think  different from what the church

they can make that journey alone.  normally prepares people for—
There has to be a training period.  dealing with the vicissitudes of this
The strueture of a local segment of ~ life, and how to be a little more

the Body of Christ needs to have  successful.

RS . » .
its “seminary,” and it’s got to be . .
- 5 So here we are. What is life for? Life

serious. Our W_holc future depends | 0 eet 1o L Jesus Christ, real
As 1 pursue Jesus, [ run acrossafew  on it. The church, then, is that 16 €0 gt fo Xnow Jesus LA red
; know Jesus Christ, and be formed

people who are trying to do the same little group of people in Christ ; ; ,
thing, and we are drawn together, As - who want to be faithful on the L the.nnage of Jesus Christ. To be
formed into servants, servant
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leaders—not successful leaders.
Therefore, ’'m caught in a deepening
mode to get to know the servant
Jesus and become like him. The
church is that body of peaple who are
on that same journey, who ate trying
to corporately embody the being of
Jesus in a broken world and with our
broken, sinful selves.

How does that process work here,
bringing people to that point?

They might come to one of the
classes in the School of Christian
Living, in order to find out what an
encounter with Jesus means, or
because they think they've met Jesus
and want to get a little clearer about
who he is. There are so many
conceptions about Jesus, you know,
that 7y Jesus might be your Jesus
worst enemy!

So, for the people who havent had
that encounter and long for it, or are
just generally interested—“What do
you characters do?”—we say, “Come
on, take a class, find out what this
stuff is all about.” It can also help
those who have encountered Jesus
understand how radical that encoun-
ter is. What people think is the
encounter is often only what the
culture tells them it is. But they have
not really heard, “Follow me, leave
your nets, leave the security as you
know it. Follow me to the cross.” So

we interpret for people who have

had a distorted concept.

This generally takes a two-year
period—getting on the same page,
using the same terminology. Then,
when the person says, “OK, I
understand what you are talking
about and [ want to be a part of
this thing,” we say, “OK, we want
to work with you as to what your
‘call’ is.” We get down to the
concreteness of it. We commit to
help you explore possibilities, and
launch out on'thar calf
find 2 second person who can be
with you in that call among the
membership, which will make it

corporate, we will help you create
structures for that call. You can
cither stay within this Body of
Christ if thar’s right, and we will
include your call, or you can start a
new little faith community or
anything you want. But we stick to
that concept of “call” because we
feel that each of us has one, and
that if we are here long enough
together and pray together, we will
find it. Then all of us ate being
faithful at the point of our calls;
we are not just joining some
amorphous group because it has a
few charismatic leaders.

All of us are leaders around our call
and our gifts. So the concept of

THE CHURCH OF THE SAVIOUR

“call” and the concept of “gifts” are
absolutely essential. In our mission
groups, we would work with each of
us until we have a gift that we bring
to that group, and all of us are
bringing our gifts to make stronger
and deeper that group, which is then
flowing out in compassion to the
world.

Did these assumptions emerge
right from the very beginning of
your life together? Or did they
become more clear as you went
along?

We weren't clear on anything at the
beginning! Except that we wanted
authenticity. We talked in those early
days about “integrity of member-
ship.” We wanted to be real. We
wanted to be faithful to the real
Christ, and we wanted to embody as
best we could the meaning of the
New Testament church. So that
hunger was there. But we had to
learn step-by-step many of these
things that we have been talking
about. Fach one of the steps was very
painful, and we lost people at each of
those steps as it became clearer.

You talk a lot about the need to
“detox from the culture.” What do
you mean by that?

It's a way of describing sin. Sin has
very little meaning to the average
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“We are so addicted to the culture that we don't even

modern mind, so I use the
expression, “detoxification from
the culture” to descnbe what we
reaﬂy mean by sm—-~sm bem the

the _sy_st::m‘s oF i j
that if we st stay Wlth the world s
systems, the way the world views

life, it leads to death. The realm of

God whfh Jéstis embodies and
which he describes in the Beati-
tudes is the way that he says leads
to life. We are so addicted to the
culture that we don't even know it.
We don’t even know that we need
detoxification. We don't know that
we need an intensive recovery
program!

So if you were to counsel
someone who came to you and
said, “| want to detox; | want to
enter into whatever it takes to
begin to change,” what would
you say?

First I would try to recover myself
to keep from fainting! Almost
never does that happen. But we
have developed structures through
the years. We have praxis classes on
prayer, on Christian ethics, on
servant leadership. Or, for
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e take wealthy people to
Jaiti, and to India

- Teresa before she
them into situations

golng to c[o is .to ciose this formal
- pat of the meeting. T want you to
~ go out into the neighborhood and

talk to people, get to know them.
Then come back, and we'll talk
about that.” One of our folks, Don
McClanen, who founded Fellow-
ship of Christian Athletes and who
has worked with people of wealth
as much as anybody we've had, was
introduced to life in the neighbor-
hood that night. He went down
and found a litcle church where
there was a black woman who was
a bishop, and got to know her, He
started spending one night a week
in the neighbochood for a year.
Then he started working with
groups of disenfranchised African-
American youths. That's what we
do; we use whatever structures we
can to get people into those things
which are unfamiliar.

JOURNEY INWARD, GUTWARD, & FORWARD

Sometimes in my class I'd say, “I
Wwant you to visit with one
homeless person on the street this
week, and write up an account of
being with that person.” Some
people have had their hves change

passmg them by. It’s a matter of
getting to see life in a different
way.

There's a lot of talk around the
Church of the Saviour about the
inward and the outward
journey. Can you talk more
about the inward journey in
particular?

Our feeling is that each of us has
developed a false self through the
years. We have not become what
we were intended to become. We
are not the embodiment of love
which Jesus intended we should

become. We have developed false

/ parterns of happiness which
+ develop out of this false self. We

'\\ seek happiness in ways which do

"“rlot deliver it. We are idol-
worshippers.

The inward life is going down like
Jesus told us to do, and—rather
than covering things up—letting
the false self die and letting the
true self emerge. The inner work is

the work of letting the false self go



and becoming what we are fully
intended to be. We feel it can only
emerge in Jesus because hes the
one who created our true selves.

We've repressed eatlier experiences,
we've been hurt and have covered
those hurts, we've been violated,
we've stopped our growing at
certain points. When the true self
begins to emerge, especially in the
context of the small group, we
begin to see things emerging that
we couldn’t see before, as to what
the outer work should be. We
depend on Christ to help us with
that outer work because we know
we cannot do it ourselves, But all
of us are seeing life differently
because of the inner change. God
has opened our eyes and let us see.
Being able to see clearly doesnt
come without the inner work.

For the average Christian with
set notions of what evangelism
is, how would you describe how
you understand evangelism?

Evangelism is central. We have to
remember, though, that we
evangelize all the time. We may be
true evangelists, or we may be false
ones. Bur whoever we are is affecting
people all the time. That's just the
nature of people—we affect one
another. The church is evangeliz-

ing all the time; ic’s always
communicating something.
Sometimes it’s doing a faithful job
and Jesus would be delighted, and
other times, he’s cringing. In this
deepening that we are talking
about, Jesus is being known or not
known all the time. So every one
of our missions of compassion is
evangelism. Thats sharing the
Word, embodying it. Out of that
evangelism comes—many, many
times—verbal evangelism. The
central job of the church is to
evangelize. It’s the heart of who we
are. God forgive us for doing it so
poorly, but it is what we are
committed to. We try to deepen
that by the inner work, so that
when we talk, people don' say, “If
Jesus is like you and like this crowd
here, I don't want him right NoW.
I'm going to wait and see if I can
find a better savior somewhere.”
We are hoping to share the
treasure, the very heart of our life.

Our verbal evangelism and our
structures for evangelism must
come out of the imner work. If we
ate still living in the world's culture
and haven't begun to break from
our addiction to power and money
and influence and “upward
mobility,” and we are talking to
people about Jesus out of that
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know we need an intensive recovery program.”

place, well, that’s the Jesus that they
hear.

As things exist now, after 50-some
years, how hopeful do you feel
about the Church?

That's a difficult question, because
from what [ see of the institutional,
organized church, that which calls
itself the Church, I'm not hopeful.
As far as what God is committed to,
what Jesus died for and rose
for...nothing is going to stop it. Ir’s
going to come into true fullness of
being in God’s time and in God’s
way. He is going to accomplish his
purposes. Hope, then, which is
rooted in God and in God’s being—
I'm seeking to keep my hope rooted
there. To root hope in observable
progress is always ephemeral. The
deeper we go into life, the more
disappointed we may be, because we
are seeing how slow it is to us. It’s not
happening. We are up against
principalities and powers at deep
levels. T would try not to root hope
in the seen; 1 would try to deepen it
always in the unseen, in the nature of
God and of Christ who is the pioneer
of our faith.
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