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Impressions so far:      

Session I: Humanity is dancing on the Titanic that is 
heading for the iceberg. 

Session II: It would perhaps be possible to change 
direction, but 

because of the currently dominant materialistic 
values and assumptions, 

the  political will to do so is lacking.
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1. Can the church as an institution make a 
difference? 

Outward constraints
Inner constraints

2.    Could the Christian faith as such provide the 
motivations needed? 

3.    We can do more than we think: fatalism is 
unjustified! 

4.    A few practical suggestions. 



1.Can the church as an institution 
make a difference? 

We must be realistic –
without becoming fatalistic!  



“Advertisers in the corporate world are of course offered lucrative 

recompense, and, with that financial draw, our corporations attract 

humans from the highest strata of IQs. And our best artistic talent. And 

any sports hero or movie star they want to buy. 

Combining so much brain power and social status with sophisticated 

electronic graphics and the most penetrating psychological techniques, 

these teams of highly intelligent adults descend upon all of us, even upon 

children not yet in school, with the simple desire to create in us a 

dissatisfaction for our lives and a craving for yet another consumer 

product. 

It is hard to imagine any child having the capacities necessary to survive 

such a lopsided contest, especially when it’s carried out ten thousand 

times a year, with no cultural condom capable of blocking out the 

consumerism virus.”

Brian Swimme 1996:16.



Outward constraints: 

1.Does the church wield economic or political power?

2. Which groups are represented in our congregations –

the youth, the men in their prime, the workers, the 
industrialists, the professionals, the politicians, the 

superrich?

3. Are those who sit in our pews interested? 



4. Do our sermons, liturgies and hymns reflect 

economic and ecological concerns? 

5. Are preachers trained to address such issues?

6. Are the motivations of believers different from those 

of the general public?           

7. Are conference resolutions ever translated into 
actions? 

8. Are theologians and the deeply devoted taken 
seriously by anybody in public arenas?  



Inner constraints

1. What motivates us as Christians? 
Our clean conscience and peace of 

mind?
Our eternal destiny? 

Our standing in society and earthly 

prosperity? 
Or God’s vision for his world? 

2. Can our concept of salvation include the well-being 

of God’s creation as a whole? 

3. Can our Christian worldview be transformed to 

match current scientific insight? 



4. Does it matter whether individuals or households
change their way of life?  

5. How can the Word of God reach the decision-
makers and role models of our times? 

6. Can our theological training equip our pastors to 
work with secular experts and role players? 

7. Can preachers include economic-ecological topics 
in their sermons and classes on a regular basis? 

8. Has the church the competence to issue sporadic, 

concise and clear guidelines about economic and 

ecological issues?



9. Should our church leadership cooperate with other 
churches with similar concerns to play a public 
role? 

10. Can our lay membership be motivated to think and 

act responsibly in their secular contexts? 



The picture does not seem to be very promising. 
However, what if our enemy were not impotence, 

but fatalism and despondency? 

Once we feel we cannot do much,  

we will swim with the crowd.  

Then we remain part of the problem 
rather than part of the solution. 



We must be realistic –
without becoming fatalistic!  

Faith in God is a trust, a conviction, a mission and a 
determination that can ‘move mountains’. 
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(a) Faith sees reality with the eyes of God



Sharing God’s fellowship, leads to an eccentric
rather than an egocentric worldview (I am not the 
centre of the world but God is):

Christians see reality ‘from above’, with the eyes of 

God, and their place within it. 

Christians see reality from the future and the needs 

of future generations. 



EGO

COMMUNITY

SOCIETY

HUMANITY
NATURE

Modern culture is unapologetically 

egocentric!



EGO
COMMUNITY

SOCIETY

HUMANITY

NATURE

View      
‘from above’

View      
‘from the 

future’’

Faith in God is 

deliberately eccentric!



We must jettison the modern spiritualisation and 
individualisation of the Christian faith 

and regain the comprehensive horizons of the 
biblical faith.

God is the Creator of the whole of reality. And so 
God must be deemed the Redeemer of the whole of 
reality.



God has a vision of comprehensive optimal well-
being for creation as a whole, 

that translated into concern for any deficiency in 
well-being in any sphere of life. 



(b) The transforming power of the gospel



The gospel responds to 
the most basic of all human needs: 

acceptability, 

belonging, 
recognition. 

= the right to be what one is, 
possess what one craves and 
do what one wants to do. 



Even the underlying motivation of modernity is 
based on this need. 

Examples 

Primary group pressure (peer pressure)

Social expectations – keeping up with …
Conspicuous consumption

Outdoing fellow humans (festivals, yachts) 
Reference groups 

Fads and fancies

Being ‘in’, being ‘cool’, being ‘respectable’



The gospel of Christ proclaims 

God’s suffering, transforming acceptance of the 
unacceptable into God’s fellowship.

[ = Justification by grace, accepted in faith, rather than by our moral 

achievements and excellent dispositions, 

leading to the sanctification of the believer. ] 



If believed, the gospel satisfies our need for 
acceptance, belonging and recognition 

and  liberates us from group pressure and 
become involved in God’s redemptive 
project in God’s world.  



The cross of Christ is prototypical for 
God’s sacrificial action on behalf of his 
creation as a whole. 

Die kruis van Christus is die mees prominente 

voorbeeld van God se offervaardige handeling vir sy 

skepping as geheel. 



The gospel of God’s suffering, transforming 
acceptance in Christ must be extended to the 
whole of God’s creation. 

God ceaselessly sacrifices parts of his creation 
so that other parts can live and prosper. 

We are invited to share in God’s sacrificial action 
on behalf of God’s world. 



In sum, the gospel of God’s suffering acceptance in 
Christ transforms our lives: 

1. It liberates us from the insatiable quest for 
acceptance, belonging and recognition. 

2. It enables us to ignore social pressures and 
become spiritual leaders and role models. 

3. It invites us to participate in God’s creative and 
redemptive project in God’s world. 



4. It shares with us God’s vision of comprehensive 
optimal well-being of reality as a whole,  

which translates into God’s concern for any 
deficiency in well-being in any aspect of life.

5. It empowers us to become instruments of God’s 
creative and redeeming love in the world. 



Being part of God’s project is to our benefit 
because it enhances our own authenticity, 
the credibility of the gospel 
and the impact of our faith on society. 



(c) Our interests militate against the gospel



There is always a tug of war between our 
insights and convictions on the one hand,

and our personal desires and our collective 
interests and on the other.  

The interests of the most powerful social 
agents dominate. 



Convictions 

Motivations Actions Institutions

Interests 



Convictions Actions Institutions

Interests 

In modernity questionable 
interests swamp convictions 



Convictions

Interests Actions Institutions

In the biblical faith convictions 
control and integrate valid interests. 



With God, Christians will

Allow God’s redeeming love in Christ to 
overcome their selfish motivations, 

Seek to maintain the healthy survival of all 
of God’s creatures as far as possible,

Seek to attain justice for all social groups, 
future generations and the natural world, 

Show loving concern for the weak and 
vulnerable. 
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1. All great things begin small –
a seed can crack a rock and grow into a tree.

2. Social power is located in primary groups. Soldiers 
die for their comrades rather than their ‘fatherland’.

3. Potentially the church is represented in all primary 
groups at all levels of society. 

4. Over time, primary groups can form a critical mass 
whose weight is able to restore the balance.



THE CRITICAL MASS



From this follows: 

We must seek to embrace all social strata in our 
own primary group structure so that they can be 
reached by the Word of God. 

This can only happen if our message responds to 
the real needs of those we want to attract. This 
includes the dire economic and ecological 
prospects of our progeny. 

Our members must be empowered by the Word of 
God to ignore peer pressure and become hidden 
leaders and role models. 



5. Social change usually happens in times of crisis. 
And economic-ecological crises have now 
become inevitable! 

When the crises begin to hit hard, alternatives
must have been worked out and tested. 
(e.g. Germany in 1945). 



4. A few practical suggestions 4. A few practical suggestions 



(a) Work in teams



Lots of fruitful suggestions come up in group 
discussions. Let us utilise our collective thoughts 
and initiatives. 

Let us share initiatives that are successful to 
encourage each other. Lots of NGOs provide 
valuable experience and information. 

The church can provide a neutral platform (such 
as the Christian Academies) where contending 
parties

voice their frustrations,
pool their insights
and work out solutions. 



(b) Change your personal attitude. 



1. Do not allow love to become an obligation to be 
fulfilled, or a commandment to be kept, 

but enter into the joy of sharing God’s redeeming 
love for those who need it most. 

2. Don’t rely on your own strength. You are not  God, 
but a worker among others in God’s project. 

3. Compare yourself with those who have less, 
rather than those who have more. 



DESIRE –
Do not be envious of 
those that have more. 

GRATITUDE –
thank God for having 
more than others



Enhance your quality of life without increasing your 
material consumptions. The most enjoyable things 
in life are for free: 

Hiking in the mountains 
Trees, flowers and birds around your home

An evening around the family table
The smile of a baby

A sunrise among the clouds

Singing together  …….

Window shopping for fun:  

I can enjoy all the wonderful things on display, but I 
do not have to buy them!



(c) Become active at some point. 



Expose yourself to the realities of the poor (e.g. 
visiting the home of your domestic servant). 

Avoid any condescending, judgmental or pedantic 
attitude. Listen to them; look at social reality 
through their eyes. 

Do not take over! Appreciate their effort to cope 
with their situation. Build on their experiences. 
Support their initiatives. 



Remember: sharing consumption (though 
essential in cases of severe hardship) leads to 
dependence and loss of dignity, 

building up capacity and participation leads to 
sufficiency and self-respect. 



Take initiatives where God opens up potentials 
that you feel called to tackle, however small. 

Again: team up with likeminded people and see 
what works. There are countless NGOs that 
have a lot of experience. 

Take risks. The path to success is plastered 
with failures. Tested alternatives must become 
available. 



Should we re-establish the Christian Academy, 
where such issues can be discussed between 
role players, stake holders and experts on an 
interdisciplinary basis? 

Can you think of NGOs, Government Agencies, 
lobbies and advocacy initiatives that we would 
join?



. 

Work on all three impact levels:  

Personal level: helping concrete persons in concrete 
needs (school fees; employment; tools; training). 

Project level: crisis care and building redemptive 
communities (Green Peace; Doctors without Borders; 
Gift of the Givers).

Societal level: feeding into society critically important 
impulses (Sojourners; www.avaaz.org; peace corps; 
countless NGOs - the diaconical tradition in Germany 
made the Church visible and indispensable in a secular 
country.) 



. 

(d) Change your personal life style: 

Reserve your expenses for things that you really 
need. If you cannot afford it, do without it. 

Share your under-utilised clutter (gadgets, clothes, 
furniture) with those who need it 
and do not add to it.
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(e) Consider ‘opportunity cost’

Before you plunge into expenses, ask 

yourself what else you could do with the 
same amount of money. 



2013

C-class   R    500 000 Polo Vivo R 130 000
CL class R 1 500 000
extra > R 1 000 000

Does the additional 
satisfaction merit the 
additional cost? 



(f) Be mindful of the law of 

diminishing marginal utility: 

the greater the quantity invested 
the less the benefit per unit. 



Quantity

B
e

n
e

fi
t

The first ice 
cream on a hot 

day is heaven, 
the sixth makes 

you bring up. 



Now compare the additional satisfaction you gain 
from a purchase 

with the satisfaction others would gain if they 
could spend that money. 



C-class   R    500 000 
CL class R 1 500 000
extra R 1 000 000

Is the additional satisfaction 
commensurate with the actual 
need satisfaction of others? 



C-class   R    500 000 
CL class R 1 500 000

R 1 000 000

Is the additional satisfaction 
commensurate with actual need 
satisfaction of others? 

Three bursaries leading to 

a Bachelor’s degree! 
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If you found the presentations helpful you can down-
load them and use them in your congregations. 

www.klaus-nurnberger.com

You can also invite me for a workshop using the 
presentations. 




