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An Examination of Christ-Centered-Covenant Relationships

In Contemporary Usage of the Cambridge Platform

With Implications for Ministry in a Post-Postmodern World

An Introduction to the Topic
The Divines who gather in Cambridge in 1648 to etch out a statement of belief and practice considered their work to be one of permanence and great significance for the life of God’s church in a new world. In fact, as Williston Walker states, “The Cambridge Platform is the most important monument of early New England Congregationalism, because it is the clearest reflection of the system as it lay in the minds of the first generation on our soil after nearly twenty years of practical experience.”
 Arthur Rouner, Jr. agrees. They “met to define and proclaim the great convictions of faith and order which they believed and practiced in common.”

The efforts put into the Cambridge Platform are commendable. Over 350 years later the work is still read, written about, and admired. Four current denominational bodies find their beginnings in the synod gathered at Cambridge. Four distinct theological entities claim the same origin as their own, yet each view the document and its value differently. In the fall of the document’s 350th anniversary, that is, in October of 1998, these denominational bodies gathered together in Boston to discuss the Platform and its historical impact on the church as well as to address the question of what is transient and/or permanent in the Platform. Despite their theological spectrum, which spans a great distance, the Platform speaks to each group concerning the covenantal relationships of the church and the spiritual methods and forms upon which those relationships are laid. This ongoing discussion of covenantal relationship remains vital to any understanding of what it means to be Congregational.

This paper will briefly examine various statements made by representatives of the four denominations present at the 350th anniversary of the Cambridge Platform to glean wisdom to inform a theological understanding of covenant relationship to thereby assert an argument in support of such relationships in a Post-Postmodern world. The summary of the four speakers from the Conservative Congregational Christian Conference, National Association Congregational Christian Churches, the Unitarian Universalist Association, and the United Church of Christ will be followed by a brief analysis of their positive assertions regarding the idea of covenant in the Platform. The paper will then turn attention to the theological underpinnings of the Cambridge Platform and their importance in the discussion of covenantal relationship. Finally, an argument will be presented that the Congregational Polity of covenant relationship (with its theological glue) is a natural paradigm for ministry in the 21st century Post-Postmodern milieu. Ultimately, this discussion intends to add fodder to the burning question: What use is the Cambridge platform for the church today?

The 350th Anniversary Celebration of the Platform

The 350th anniversary of the Cambridge Platform brought about something of a family reunion. While 50 years earlier only two groups gathered to celebrate the Platform on its 300th anniversary, tremendous turmoil within Congregational life in the late 1950’s and 60s spawned the birth of three denominational bodies. Thus, on October 28, the Unitarian Universalist Association stood to celebrate a common heritage with the fractured Congregational bodies now known as the National Association on Congregational Christian Churches, the Conservative Congregational Christian Conference, and the United Church(es) of Christ. A variety of papers and sermons were given by scholars representing each group. These papers spanned great topics and emphases dealing with the Platform. Of particular interest to the subject at hand, however, is a series of short presentations from leaders of each denomination. These presentations were to address the question of “that which is permanent and transient in the Cambridge Platform.” Each speaker
 addressed this topic and then the floor was opened for questions from the audience.
 The following will summarize the presentations of these speakers.
Summary of the Speaker’s Presentations
Representing the Conservative Congregational Christian Conference was Clifford Christensen. He stated there was very little in the Cambridge Platform that he disagreed with and that the majority of the Platform was permanent since it was based upon the teachings of Scripture. Christensen aptly pointed to the Platform’s own declaration (XVI, 5) that:
the Synods direction & determinations, so farr as consonant to the word of God, are to be
received with reverence & submission; not only for their agreement therwithin (which is
the principall ground therof, & without which they bind not at all:) but also secondarily,
for the powr wherby they are made, as being an ordinance of God appointed thereunto in
his word.
 
Thus, Christensen simply states, a church is bound to uphold the truth in the Platform insofar as that truth agrees with scripture. Yet despite this bold and affirming statement, Christensen is not above his own hermeneutical dancing to justify his present position as a denominational official. He lightly jokes and tosses off the Platform’s rather strong renunciation of offices outside those mentioned in scripture (I.e., pastors and teachers, elders, and deacons).  The Platform is quite clear:

The Instituting of all these officers in the Church is the work of God himselfe; of the 

Lord Jesus Christ; of the holy Ghost. & therefore such officers as he hath not appointed, 

are altogether unlawfull either to be placed in the church, or to be retained therin, & are 
to be looked at as humane creatures, meer Inventions & appointments of man, to the great 

dishonour of Christ Jesus, the Lord of his house, the King of his church, whether Popes, 

Patriarkes, Cardinals, Arch-bishops, Lordbishops, Arch-Deacon, Officials, 

Commissareis, & the like. These & the rest of that Hierarchy & Retinue, not being plants 

of the Lords planting, shall all be certainly be rooted out, & cast forth.

Needless to say, the framers of the Platform saw no godly purpose in denominational officers—a point that the majority in the church today would strongly disagree with (as evidenced by their practice). Christensen’s self-preserving argument asserts that no “office outside of the local church has authority on the local church and therefore denomination officials are outside of the Platform’s condemnation of all ‘others.’” Thus, in his view, denomination officials are not bound within the covenantal relationship of the church and do not have authority over or within the church.

Christensen readily recognizes that current Congregational churches do not follow the form or pattern of that which is outlined in the Platform. He thus serves as an example of one who may agree with the theological and political statements of the Platform, but believes that adherence to and benefit from the document does not need to be held in legalistic fashion. 


On the opposite side of the theological spectrum, John Buehrens, of the Unitarian Universalist Association, asserts there is much in the Platform that is time bound and thus transient for the church today.  Buehrens stresses the aspect of covenantal relationship as the only thing that is permanent in the Platform. Doctrinal, political, and liturgical statements are all transient in religion, in his opinion, and certainly in the Platform. Yet he still underscores the importance of relationship when he remarks that covenant is always subject to decay and in need of renewal and reform.  Human beings are “promise making-breaking-renewing animals,” he says. Thus, according to Buehrens, the church must continually seek to renew itself in relation to one another. Buehrens aptly assesses the break down of mutuality in the modern quest for radical independence. There is too much emphasis on autonomy, Buehrens asserts. 
Buehrens further insists that there is a vast difference between 1648 and 1998. The framers of the Platform were dealing with an entirely different problem. They were working to create a Christian commonwealth in the new world,
 whereas the church today attempts to order church life in a pluralistic society, global economy, and challenging inter-faith world. Buehrens states that the church must, “renew the covenant, not in its old form, but as a method in the form that is needed for our time; with integrity, spirit, grace, and mutuality.”
 In short, Buehrens rejects the theological underpinnings of the Platform as antiquated and simply adheres to a covenantal “method” of relationship. Buehrens seems to indicate that this ‘method’ is the only useful aspect of the Cambridge Platform outside of the document’s value as an historical artifact.

Douglas Lobb states that the National Association of Congregational Christian Churches “seeks to be purists in carrying forth the tradition; but, that does not mean that [they] wish, in any sense, to be elitists.”
 He, thus, emphasizes the NA’s desire to remain faithful to the Congregational Way: to be “a contemporary version of those English separatists and early settlers on our shores;”
 yet, Lobb is also conscious of the potential arrogance implied in such desire. He calls the NA the “worry-warts” among those who share this common heritage. The NA worries that the UCC falls into connectionalism; that the 4 Cs exceed the covenant relationship; and that the UUA has gone too far in their cerebral approach. Despite his rather short presentation, Lobb manages to underscore the reality of Christ as the head of the church and the obligation of fellowship among churches. 

Paul Sherry of the United Church of Christ opened his speech with remarks that the Platform is showing its age, but it is aging gracefully, and he thinks it will be around for many years yet to come.
 Sherry affirms the positive influence the Cambridge Platform has on the church’s view of ministry, but only in that it is one voice among a sea of voices from various traditions. He relates a story of a professor of his, Dan Williams, at Union Seminary, contrasting the Evangelical Reform Church’s view of pastoral ministry with the Congregational Way and then stresses the beauty of the merger of the two traditions. Likewise, Sherry holds, the Platform speaks to the church of today, but only as a part of the whole. He states, “the posture articulated in the Platform benefits greatly when complimented and enriched by other understandings.”
 Thus, Sherry upholds the message of the Platform among contributors to Church polity, but not as the sole way of doing things. 

Despite his lack of “Clannish Congregational Conviction,” Sherry does identify the Platform’s central emphasis on Christ as the basis for covenant. He states (quoting the Platform in part):

Covenant is a company of saints by calling, united in one body by a holy covenant for the
public worship of God and the mutual edification of one another in the fellowship of the 
Lord Jesus. Grounded, then, in adherence to scripture as read by the puritans, the church
covenant was seen as providing the necessary cohesion for the gathered congregation, it
was seen as the basis within the congregation for the members exercise of mutual power
over each other. . . it has a very practical purpose in that the more express and plain it is, 
the more fully it puts us in mind of our mutual duty and stirs us up to faithfully perform 
that duty.

Therefore, Sherry identifies the covenant in Christ as the necessary element for holding the church together. Christ is central to the covenant. Sherry continues to stress the mystical and political headship of Christ as the basis for church unity when he states, “united in Christ, this polity [of covenant] provides the means for Christian people and churches to support each other with out denying the integrity of the other; this polity allows us as one people to struggle with difficult and challenging issues without allowing these issues to destroy or separate or deny; this polity allows our people and churches to agree to disagree while continuing to care.”

Positive Assertions of the Speakers
While this brief summary of the speakers gathered at the 350th anniversary celebration does not include all they said, a common thread can be identified. Each speaker affirmed the central theme of covenant as something permanent in the Cambridge Platform. Three important aspects of what was said about church covenant surfaced in the speeches that are worth reiterating and being expounded on here for this discussion: (1) Covenant as a Biblical Model; (2) Covenant Renewal as Necessary; and (3) Covenant as Christ Centered.
Covenant as a Biblical Model


The Scriptures were of utmost importance to the framers of the Platform. One can easily attest to this fact simply by reading the numerous references to the Bible written as “proof texts” next to the passages of the Platform. Their way was based upon the Word of God.
 They were willing to challenge the status quo of their upbringing, search the scriptures, and venture forth to find a polity and system of Church government that extended beyond mere practical concerns. Chapter I:4 indicates that the forms of government were too important to be left up to people 
alone lest they place their own inventions upon the churches. The framers, rather, read scripture 
and noted God’s activity in covenantal relationship with God’s people. They were then able, in conjunction with that scriptural witness, to articulate their own faith based upon such a covenantal theology. This process forms what Luke Timothy Johnson describes as discernment.
 In sum, the framers of the Platform saw, and thereby set, a pattern to be followed. They searched the scriptures, scrutinized their own experiences in light of scripture, and concluded that God works in covenantal relationships. From this discernment process they ultimately were enabled to “decide for God” and expressed this biblical model of covenant in the Cambridge Platform. In fact, as Manfred Kohl states, “the first four chapters of the Platform were devoted to a declaration that there is only one form of church government prescribed in the Word of God: that is, the Congregational One.”
 This conviction of God’s activity allowed the framers to declare, “The partes of Church-Government are all of them exactly described in the word of God . . . .”
 George M. Boynton states “The Cambridge Platform is based on [this very] thesis.”

 
With the exception of Reverend Christensen, the speakers of the 350th anniversary celebration failed to acknowledge the biblical witness and influence on the Platform. Contrary to the framers of the Platform, much of Christ’s church today also tends to opt for tentative theology rather than seeking to discover the Biblical model of Covenant.
 Thus, they reject the opportunity to hear God’s word in the faith narratives of Scripture and by solely listening to their own “ambiguous experience” fail to fully articulate a complete narrative of faith.
 The framers of the Platform, however, did not miss the opportunity. Rather they discovered in full the Biblical witness of Covenant and modeled church life and practices after it.
Covenant Renewal as Necessary

The second law of thermal dynamics states that everything is in a state of decay. Relationships are not exempt; rather they are necessarily in need of constant repair. The problem is, as Gordon Dahl wrote in Leadership Magazine, Fall of 1982, “Most Americans tend to worship their work, work at their play, and play at their worship, As a result their meanings and values are distorted. Their relationships disintegrate faster than they can keep them in repair, and their lifestyles resemble a cast of characters in search of a plot.
 The Cambridge Platform reminds the church that covenant with God and with one another is of prime importance and cannot be left to disintegrate. John Buehrens comments about humans being “promise making and breaking creatures” is an apt warning for the church to integrate covenant renewal into their political DNA. The Platform identifies the collapse of healthy relationship when it states, “the members of churchs though orderly constituted, may in time degenerate, & grow corrupt & scandalous . . . .”
 The Platform further states that covenant is for “keeping of them in case of wandering, (which all Christs sheep are subject to in this life), being unable to returne of themselves.”
 Thus, the framers recognized the enduring potential of the breakdown of relationship and instituted discipline and measures of correction to deal with this propensity to decay. 

It is covenant which binds people from all walks of life together in one fellowship.  Thomas Brooks writes, “the meanest as well as the richest, the wealthiest as well as the strongest, the lowest as well as the highest. They have all the same Spirit, the same Jesus, the same faith: they are all fellow-members, fellow-travelers, fellow-soldiers, fellow-citizens, fellow-heirs, and therefore must they all be loved with a sincere and cordial love."
 As all are on equal ground before the cross of Christ, and all are in need of enduring relationships, covenant should be renewed continually.

Covenant as Christ Centered

The Platform states that the Church and its covenant are by the institution of Christ. 
 It might be said in lieu of the old cliché, “behind every good man is a great woman,” that “behind every good Platform is a Risen Lord,” At least it is so with the Cambridge Platform. Jesus Christ permeates the pages of the platform. The name of the Lord Jesus Christ occurs no fewer than sixty (60) times in the seventeen (17) chapter document. 
Sections of the Platform specifically state the polity outlined therein is a direct work of God and any deviation from the methods prescribed is an offense to Christ himself. One might wonder what the document might look like if Christ was removed or even down played—certainly it would scarcely resemble the original. Paul Sherry recognized the Platform’s emphasis on Christ—yet his words regarding the Platform’s polity being one voice among many could be construed as a denigration of the document’s high Christological foundation. In fact, the framers so placed Christ as central to Covenant that its Christology is really the central theology that under girds the entire Platform.
Theology Behind and Under the Cambridge Platform

Elizabeth C. Nordbeck stated in an introduction to the documents of the 350th anniversary celebration that, “Today the Cambridge Platform is a document that is central in the history, polity, and life of four different inheriting religious bodies,” footnoting that, “‘Different’ is the operative word. It is an indication of the groups’ theological diversity that the leadership of the four inheriting traditions met together for the first time at this 350th anniversary celebration.”
 It is of interest that Nordbeck identifies a common thread in history, polity, and life among the participants of the celebration. Yet, one must ask if these arenas are enough to hold the fractured community together in one common bond. Does a common history or method of doing things hold a church or group of churches together? Or is a theological foundation necessary?
In some ironic sense, the use of the Cambridge Platform as “common ground” for such a theologically diverse group of participates is almost comical. The document produced by the Cambridge Synod is held together by a theological glue that when removed, leaves the document impotent. The discussion of covenant is rightly identified as a major emphasis in the Platform. The four speakers, all in some sense, acknowledged this fact. However, when theological underpinnings are removed from the discussion of covenant relationship, nothing is left in those relationships other than mere associations. The discussion of the covenant relationship expressed in the Platform comes to a crashing halt when theology is relegated to “transient status.” The glue of covenant relationship is, ultimately, none other than Jesus Christ. The framers of the Platform envisioned no other bond in the fellowship of the Church.
First of all, the framers could not envision a church without a covenant. The Platform states that covenant is what makes a church a church. Without a “visible covenant” where people “give themselves unto the Lord to the observing of the ordinances of Christ . . .”
 the framers failed to see a body of people as a church. No covenant—no church: the matter is as simple as that.
Second, the framers could not see a covenant without Christ. As already mentioned, throughout the Platform references to Christ abound. Through covenant, people “give themselves unto the Lord” (IV:3). Through covenant “They have fellowship with [Christ], & in him one with an other” (IV:6).
Third, as the logical progression suggests, no Christ—no Covenant—no Church; Christ is central and essential to the church. Faith in Christ is mandatory. “The things which are requisite to be found in all church members, are, Repentance from sin, & faith in Jesus Christ.”
 Furthermore, the church is united in Christ and unto Christ, “not only as a mysticall, but as a politicall head; whence is derived a communion suitable thereunto.”
 Thus, according to the Platform, a church without Jesus Christ as the bonding agent is nonsensical. To discuss the Platform’s relevance (especially that which is permanent verses transient) is impossible without Christ being central to the life of the church. Attempting to do so robs the document of its essence. Charles E. Hambrick-Stowe quotes Miroslav Volf saying,

Two conditions of ecclesiality emerge from the church's status as a congregation
assembled in the name of Christ. The first is the faith of those who are thus assembled. . . 
 
Without faith in Christ as Savior, there is no church.... Second ... is the commitment of 
those assembled to allow their lives to be determined by Jesus Christ. . . These words, as 
I say, could have been authored by Mather, Hooker, or Cotton or by any of those who 
voted to approve the Cambridge Platform. They were published, however, not in 1648 
but in 1998.” There is “permanency” to what the Platform claims about Jesus
 
            Chapter V states that the Lord Jesus Christ is the supreme power of the church; only then followed by the Ministerial power (comprised of extraordinary power
 and ordinary power of the Congregation). To remove Christ does far more than remove the wind from the sails of the “Cambridge Platform” it removes the very fibers of the sails.
In short, any use of the Platform for the future must retain Christ as central in its interpretation; yet the question remains as to who the Christ of the Platform is.
 Four categorical usages can be discerned from the Platform. Christ is (1) The Almighty; (2) The Head of the Church; (3) An Intrinsically-United-Head; and (4) The Empowerer of the Church. The reader will note that none of the descriptions of Christ found in the Platform fall outside the Biblical witness to Christ, thereby underscoring the Platform’s adherence and reliance upon Scripture. However, the following will recount the Platform’s understanding of Christ so that a clear understanding of ‘who Jesus is’ might be in the forefront of the discussion regarding the application of the Platform to a Post-Postmodern world.
Jesus Christ, according to the Platform’s usage, is the Lord, King, and Law giver (I:2; X:4; XVII:2) who holds supreme power (V:1; 2) in all things. Not only is salvation found in Christ (II:1) but Christ himself is the object of belief (XII:1; 2). Christ holds this position relative to the church in the world and remains the eschatological Christ who will return and deliver the church unto the Father (I:3).

Jesus Christ is the head of the church (II:3; X:1; 3, XV:1). The Church, quite simply, belongs to Christ (I:1; XII:1; XV:4); it is his body (VI:6). The Platform states he is the ‘institutor’ of Congregational Church (II:6) and the appointer and ordainer of Churches (III:5), but it also implies, more tenderly, that he is a Shepherd of Sheep (IV:6). Thus, Christ not only begins and constitutes the church, but also gives watch care over it.
The Platform is careful to not leave the reader with a distant-figurehead-image of the Head of the church, but relates Christ as a compassionate redeemer (XII:3) and forgiver (XIV:4; 7) who communes with the Church (XV:2, IV). He is, therefore, an Intrinsically-United-Head of the Church. Yet, Christ is also not merely a soft-n-safe head of the church as he can be offended or dishonored by human action (VII:6; XV:2,II). Christ is One deserving of honor (XIV:1).
Also important to the Platform’s understanding of “who is Christ” is the notion that Christ empowers the church. He is not merely the head of the church in name but also in function. Christ is grantor of power to the Church (X:5; 7) and giver of censures (XIV:1; XIV:7). He institutes the ordinances (IV:3; XI:1; 2; XVII:2) and is even the very bond of the faithful (III:1). Most importantly, the Platform outlines, in numerous places, that Christ is the one who appoints the officers of the church (III:5; VI:2; 3; 6; VII:3; 6; IIX:2; X:7; XVI:2) to carry out its mission. 
Christ does not have a passive role in the life of the church, but rather is the substance of its covenant relationships, the empowering agent, and rightful object of all devotion. In short, Christ is the glue which holds the church together and gives it power to fulfill God’s mission in the world. Arvel M. Steece offers a contemporary acrostic for Truth about Christ which echoes the Platform’s proclamations.
 However, it must be noted that while the Platform offers propositional statements about Christ being the Almighty-Intrinsically-United-Head that Empowers the Church to its mission, the Platform does not simply promote an intellectual acknowledgement of this Christ . . . rather it proclaims the Living reality of a risen Lord. Christ embodies the spirit of the Platform and is its theological glue. This is the foundational message in the Platform. A biblical model of covenantal relationship that is in constant state of renewal and is held together by the Lord Jesus Christ is the gift the Congregational Church had to offer from its rich heritage rediscovered in the Cambridge Platform of 1648.
Part II: Application of the Platform to the Contemporary World


Trying to apply a propositional-statement document written in an antiquated language (such as the Cambridge Platform) to a non-propositional and visual culture may seem daunting, oxymoronic, if not down right impossible. However, it is here that the church (both its laity and clergy) must venture forth in the covenantal spirit of the Platform and its theological framework to reach the Post-Postmodern world with the good news of Christ’s covenant. Prior to an attempt to apply the Christ-centered-covenantal-relationship to the current Post-Postmodern culture, a brief explanation of what is meant by Post-Postmodern must be offered. Then, this gift of Congregational life can be explored in further detail.

An Introduction to Post-Post Modernism


Friedrich W. Nietzsche told two parables; one of a sage coming down from the mountain to share that ‘God is dead’ but the crowd does not understand; the other of a madman who pronounces the same “truth” and eventually concludes that he had come too early—before his time.
 Many postmodern thinkers experience a similar dissonance with modern thinkers. The modern mind does not understand the cultural shifts and paradigm changes. Despite how much or how often a postmodern thinker cries out, resistance and/or blank stares abound. Indeed, there is much confusion about postmodernism: what it is, what it means, and how to relate to a generation who thinks differently. Unfortunately, the church is all too affected by this dilemma. Also unfortunate is the fact that the church may be too late to catch the postmodern train. The Body of Christ has largely failed to accommodate itself to the culture. However, there is hope. The cultural change is not done, and perhaps, if the church is ready, it can offer the Gospel to the Post-Postmodern World. Nevertheless, before any exploration of such a hope can be attempted a brief historical survey of modernism to postmodernism is in order.
A Brief Historical Summary of Modernism to Postmodernism


Modernity came.
 Intellectually, the movement is said to have begun when Rene Descartes locked himself away and deduced that he could not doubt his own doubting. He coined the phrase, “Cogito ergo sum—I think therefore I am”—and birthed the modern movement. Coupled with an age of industrialization, reason, and enlightenment, humankind sought to understand itself and the universe. Whole scale abandonment of Anselm’s “faith seeking understanding” was transformed into understanding destroying faith. Modernism strove to create ground upon which Absolute Truth could be founded, proved, and in some sense controlled. The universe was viewed as mechanistic—like a grand clock, and not necessarily one that was wound by the Divine. Universal Laws were discovered that further proved theories of consistency and regularity. If only knowledge could be obtained, humans would be masters of life and reality. Thus, such foundations were manufactured for truth to stand on. The Church, too, had fallen prey to this method of thinking. Propositional truth systematized into volume after volume became the ultimate end-all-argument and proof for God, Scripture, and all Theology. Air-tight systems of belief could remove doubt and withstand criticism from all sectors of knowledge. The problem was, no one could agree upon the foundation. In fact, numerous foundations were created and vied for peoples attention (and worship). 

The “enlightenment project” did not succeed. A generation has rejected the foundationalist principles of their forefathers and has sought something else. Philosophers and thinkers deconstructed and rejected modernism which birthed a period in time following modernism—hence the term ‘postmodernism.’ This period is characterized by its emphasis on pluralism and subjectivity. “The postmodern mind no longer accepts the Enlightenment belief that knowledge is objective. Knowledge cannot be merely objective, say the postmoderns, because the universe is not mechanistic and dualistic but rather historical, relational, and personal. The world is not simply an objective given that is ‘out there,’ waiting to be discovered and known; reality is relative, indeterminate, and participatory.”


Times changed. Understanding changed. Knowledge itself has changed.

However, the philosophical discussion must be perpetuated. Postmoderns are not as far removed from modernism as often suspected. Postmodern thinkers continue to use modern categories to define and convey ideas. While they reject the premises of modernism, they have yet to complete the task of creating a new paradigm. As most Hegelian dialectics go,
 the postmodern antithesis states very little in any sort of positive progress but rather is merely reactionary to the modern thesis. For example, postmoderns can say much regarding what is “not foundational,” but struggle to state, in any positive sense, what truth might be or look like. All that has been recognized is that with all solid foundations removed, humanity swims in a sea of chaos and people can only hold on to one another amidst the storm. The Synthesis has yet to be fully discovered—this Synthesis being the Post-Postmodern world yet to come.
Robert Greer suggests that Christian faith is primed for a Post-Postmodern world. “One finds parallels in post-postmodernism with Trinitarian thought, which is itself a hybrid, a combination of particularism (singularity) and pluralism (multiplicity) . . . . The end result of this new theological war [centered in the postmodern/modern debate], then, may be an understanding of epistemology that is not particularistic or pluralistic but both.”
 Since Christian faith itself is both “particular and pluralistic in paradox” what better time for the expansion of the Gospel in a world that, in one sense, parallels true Christian faith. 
Application of Christ-Centered-Covenant to the Post-Postmodern World

What we can learn from the discussion will be fruitful in application of a common past in what occurred in Cambridge. The Cambridge Divines learned through Scripture and their own experience how Christ-centered covenant relationships were the foundation upon which God interacted with humanity. The church today must take a serious look at itself and ask if it is being faithful to scriptural and historic witness of God’s interaction with the world. How real is the relationship between Christ and Church? Has the Church continued in right and real relationship?
The Apostle Paul wrote, “In Christ, God was reconciling the world to himself” (2 Cor. 5:19). No doubt: Christology is essential for the church. Yet, Brian McLaren poses and interesting question in his work, A Generous Orthodoxy. He asks if Jesus would be a Christian. “The more I study the Bible and reflect on the life and teachings of Jesus, the more I think most of Christianity as practiced today has very little to do with the real Jesus found there.”
  The Platform has a distinct Christology as its underpinning. It proclaims a Christ who is an Almighty head of the church. Yet Christ’s headship is intrinsically tied to his body, that is, God’s people. There is relationship that exists between Christ and his people.  This relationship with Christ in covenant is ultimately the key to ministry in the Post-Postmodern world. True, a list of characteristics about Christ falls upon deaf ears of the postmodern. The propositional truths about Christ (as powerful and true as they might be) mean nothing without the relationship of knowing Christ. The church in some experiential sense needs to come to the place where Paul was when he stated, “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings . . .” (Phil. 3:10). 
McLaren asks, “Has he become (I shudder to ask this) less our Lord and more our 
Mascot?”
 Indeed, the church may hold on to more of a caricature of Jesus than the Living Christ. But God’s people cannot fall into despair. Rather they must forget the failures that lie behind and strain forward to what lies ahead, and press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus (modified from Phil. 3:13-14). It is only within the context of knowing Christ in covenantal relationship that the church can proceed in offering God’s gift of gospel to humanity. Indeed, God’s gift is covenant relationship with Christ.

This assertion begs the question of how does one “know Christ.” Certainly there are mystical elements to such knowledge. God is spirit; but so are human beings, at least in some regard. This will create interesting discussion among God’s people (and theological societies). Yet, whatever form or direction such a discussion might take, somehow the idea of covenant relationship is important in the mix. Loving God and loving neighbor: the Great Commandments, coupled with the Great Commission of making more and better followers of Christ (Matthew 28:20f) imply relationship one to another. Since covenant relationship in Christ is the essence of the Cambridge Platform, one cannot help but consider the document has something to say to the 21st Century Church. Yet, there are barriers the church faces in application—albeit ones that can be overcome with a little work and “pressing on towards the goal”.

Some Barriers to Overcome 
Prior to an application of the Christ-centered covenant, as seen in the Platform, there must be an acknowledgement that the church is not immune from the difficulties facing humanity in the paradigm shift. In large and self recognizing sense, the church is locked into modernism and is not out of its foundationalist seeking tendency. Greer writes, “Western Christians tend to look for something behind God, something more authoritative than God, something predictable and reliable, some list of spiritual rules and regulations that will guarantee success if only one discovers them. . . . Christians are not seeking a relationship with God as much as they are seeking spiritual formulas by which to order their lives.”
 Offering the gift of a covenantal relationship to the world when the church has not itself embraced such a relationship is obviously problematic. Thus, the Platform speaks to a real need in the church itself. The sense of pragmatism here must be abandoned for radical faith relationship. But relationship is scary and unpredictable. There is a tremendous need to plough the field before it is ripe for harvest when it comes to presenting a way of relationship. The road ahead may not be easy or come quickly for the church to convey relationship as a model for life or even live it within the bonds of Christ-community. 
The second issue that needs attention is the role of God in the development of faith. Often an attitude of independency applies to the sharing of gospel—as if another’s acceptance of faith was dependent totally upon the one sharing the good news of Christ’s covenant. God can easily be forgotten in the process of evangelization.
 Christian faith is “not an isolated or disconnected pursuit of faith or knowledge, but rather a Holy Spirit guided activity in the real world where faith and knowledge are holistically integrated into our lives at a practical level.”
 Thus, two things must be acknowledged. One, the faith sharer and the faith seeker are both in the world. Theological reflection is not for the ivory tower, but the real world in which one lives and breaths and moves. Two, people are led by the Spirit of God in faith relationship. To neglect either of these two realities is to create pseudo-faith. Covenant relationship with God and with one another in community is the ground upon which faith grows. 
Covenantal relationship also implies community. The church must overcome its radical independency and embrace mutuality. “We cannot grow in faith/knowledge independently of active participation in a local faith community . . . . The community in which we are members presses on us language, definitions and an ordering of reality at an intuitive level that serves as the foundation from which we then think and work through its implications. It is within such communities that we learn the inner logic and paradigmatic structures
 In other words, we need the network of relationships in faith community to grow because it provides the necessary components (language, definitions, etc) of faith as well as reality itself.
 Volf suggests,  “Confession of faith ... is, moreover, not an individual and private affair. It always takes place 'before others' (Matt, 10:32-33) and possesses an essential social and public dimension . . . . Since the members of the church are interdependent, their life must be characterized by mutuality. The church is a community 'of [mutual] giving and receiving (Phil. 4:15). . . ."
 Therefore, covenant community in Christ serves as the mutual bond through which faith flows and exists. As the Platform states, there cannot be a church of one.

Since community forms and informs reality, it can be recognized that God has spoken to the church community in the past and Scripture is a record of God’s revelation. The framers of the Platform attest to both scriptural witness and God’s speaking in their lives as they discerned their own “ambiguous experiences.”
 The Post-Postmodern church, likewise can both affirm the narratives of covenantal faith in scripture (and in the Platform) and discern their own experience to create a new narrative of faith without having to deconstruct or abandon the propositional truth seen within past documents. However, this procedure of “covenantal discernment” will be in some regards new to a church prone to disregard its heritage. Thus, they will enter into a new paradigm of synthesis—of both-and. 
Conclusion of the Matter

As the 400th year anniversary of the Cambridge Platform approaches in 2048, one can only hope that the discussion of Christ-centered-covenant will be on the tongues of Christ’s church. Perhaps by then there will be a more suitable title for the Post-Postmodern world! This paper has explored the consensus that covenant is the central permanent factor of the Cambridge Platform. While there may be disagreement, it has been argued that the covenant of the Platform is biblical, necessarily renewed, and Christo-centric. Christ stands as the elemental glue which empowers and holds the covenanted church together. More than a mere figurehead, Christ is living Lord of his people and motivates them towards God’s mission in the world. While looking back and seeing how God has related to humanity, the church can press on towards the future as they discover God in their own experience—thereby knowing God. 

The world is longing to hear a gospel which can transform their situation. The Congregational Way of covenant has a great gift to offer the world on their journey. The Congregational Church can honor their past while looking towards the future. Hambrick-Stowe states, “The best way we can honor Richard Mather, Thomas Hooker, John Cotton, all the delegates who attended the Cambridge Synod, and the members of their churches is to pay greater attention than we have to what the Spirit of God is doing among the full spectrum of churches living congregationally in our world today.”
 
Indeed, all of God’s people need to be attentive to God’s voice and heed the call of covenant relationship. Despite the fact that the Church has slumbered through the beginnings of a paradigm shift in the world, there is tremendous opportunity to live and offer covenant relationship to the world yet to come.
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