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In 2008 I preached a sermon about Settlers and Pioneers, taken from the

work of Wes Seeliger and his book Western Theology. In his book Wes divides 

the people of God into 2 types....Settlers and Pioneers.


Are you a settler, or a pioneer?


Settlers attempt to answer all the questions. Settlers want to rigidly define 
and housebreak the Supreme Being. Settlers see the church as the courthouse. 
Its windows are small and it is dark inside. It is the symbol of law and order. The 

courthouse/church is where records are kept, taxes are collected and trials held.

Pioneers on the other hand attempt to find words to reflect upon the strange 

and beautiful gift of life. They think in terms of wonder and possibility. For 

them the church is a covered wagon. It is on wheels and always on the move. 

The covered wagon/church is where the pioneers eat, sleep, fight, love and die. 
It bears the marks of life and movement. The covered wagon is always where the 

action is. It moves toward the future and does not strive to glorify its own ruts. 


Pioneers are more into adventure than comfort.


In Settler theology, Jesus is the sheriff and he enforces the rules. In 
Pioneer  theology he is the scout and rides out ahead to find out which way the 
pioneers should go. He lives all the dangers of the trail and suffers every 
hardship that his people do.


In Settler Theology, the Christian is the settler. He fears the open, 
unknown frontier. Safety First is his motto. He keeps his money in the bank.

For the pioneer, the Christian is a person of daring - hungry for new life. 

The pioneer rides hard and finds joy and fulfillment on the trail. They die with 

their boots on!


For the Settler, faith is trusting in the safety of the town, obeying the lows, 
and keeping one's nose clean. For the pioneer, faith is the spirit of adventure, the 

readiness to move out, to risk everything on the trail. Faith for the Pioneer is 

obedience to the restless voice of the trail boss!


For the next few weeks, I am going to be sharing with you, for your 

consideration, what I learned from a workshop I attended and a book I studied 

called "The New Parish - How neighborhood churches are transforming 

mission, discipleship and community". Contemporary theologian, Leonard Sweet 

has written, "All paths to the future of the church must pass through this book." I 

hope you find what I am going to say over the next few weeks, exciting, and 

challenging, and appetizing!

The authors state:


When followers of Jesus share life together in a particular place they 
become much greater than the sum of their parts- they actually become 
something together new. The parish forms the context, and relationships of faith 
form connectivity for wonderful new possibilities.
Lots of pioneer there, but also the best of settler I think! The authors of 

The New Parish found again and again, that when people begin connecting, in 

and for their neighborhood, they become community. In the midst of that 

community the Spirit of God works miracles of transformation through their 

shared life together. Soon the people learn to depend on God for strength to 
love, forgive, and live lives of grace like never before. The gospel begins to come 
alive and thrive in ways not previously experienced by the members of that 
community. 


The word parish is used by the authors to mean - all the relationships 

(including the land) where the local church lives out its faith together. Imagine 

that for a moment.


Parish, is about the place where everyday life and relationships are lived 
out. Educator Parker Palmer maintains that community is the essential form of 

reality. The individual is not autonomous. We are born dependent on others and 

we rely on relationships throughout our lives. Parish living demands community 

and relationships.


Parish living is contrary to what the authors call 'Living above place". By 

this they mean the separation between cause and effect. For example, not 
having any idea where the groceries you buy come from or how the food was 
sourced, or produced or processed. Living above place describes the process 
where this type of separation happens so frequently that we become disoriented 
to reality. One of the side effects is that people get out of touch with how their 
actions affect others. 


They develop a cocooned way of living in thought and in action and 
become unaware of how their lives really affect each other and the world at large.

Parish life helps bring many cause and effect relationships back together 

again. Being in collaborative relationships awakens us to the effects of pour 

actions both on people and on the place itself. It creates a context where your 

church can see whether its faith is more than just talk. The community becomes 

the testing ground, revealing whether we have learned to love each other and the 

larger community around us.


Using a very small example- go to the Farmer's market. Talk to the 
venders there. Most likely they planted the seeds, cultivated the gardens, and 
harvested the crops. They know what fertilizers went into the soil and what ones 
did not. They can tell you how the dry conditions or the abundance of rainy days 
affected their yield. They can tell you how their children or their siblings work with 
them. They can tell you what school they go to and what teams they play on. You 
can find out where their farm is. They can develop rapport with you. They 
become the face behind the product. It makes a difference to their lives if their 
produce sells or if it does not. You can directly affect that.


Living above place affects the church in another way. When churches 

stopped being parishes, congregants became consumers. Today's church goers 
go church shopping. They drive by dozens of churches en route to their new 
church. 


Living above place disconnects us from the effects of our actions, and

causes us to create visions regarding the welfare of others that may well be far 

from accurate.


Someone once said that it is not that Christians don't care about the poor, 
it is that we don't know the poor. Living above place takes us out of reality.

 Drive by the lovely new condominiums at Richardson Side Road and Terry 

Fox or the beautiful new ones along the Queensway between March Road and 

Castle Frank.....if we don't know anyone who lives there, we create your own 

impressions of what the people who live there are like. When we stop living 

above place, and get to know our neighbors, our thoughts and actions become 

reality based. Community begins to happen. We get a chance to experience God 

in the midst of life. God's intention for us is that we live in relationship. That is 

what the church is intended to be.....God's people, sharing the journey.

This concept of the new parish swims against the current that is describing 

the church as irrelevant, and dying and divisive. All is not well in mainstream 

Christianity, that is for sure. But the concept of the new parish introduces the 

possibility that something spectacular is brewing beneath the surface. 

Communities who are willing to embrace the notion of Parish, are learning to 

love their neighbors in remarkable everyday ways. It is their expression of God's 

Neighborhoods that are at least giving the New Parish initiative a try are 

starting with simple acts of hospitality, garden sharing, urban farm harvest 
parties, shared space repair projects. In the midst of engaging with others in the 

community, rather than living above community, the lives of these people are 

being woven together in a fabric of fellowship, love and care. Their lives are 

bearing witness to another way of living together. God's way.

Love one another as I have loved you. Do unto others as you would have 

others do unto you. Nothing very surprising about those Scriptures. But the 

request is that we live these words out with those with whom we live....in our 

homes, in our neighborhoods, in our communities.

Here we are......a community of Pioneers and Settlers. Merits to both. At 

this important juncture of our life as a faith community, what do we need to do, in 

order to live the lives that God is calling us to, right where we live? How can this 

neighborhood, this community, become our Parish?

How is God calling you and me to reflect the love of His light into the lives 

of the people we see in our local grocery stores, our office buildings, our parks, 

our apartment buildings, and our streets?

The new parish! Amen
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