
 

 

ON PARADOXY 

AND THE NATURE OF CHRISTIAN UNITY 

 

How a faith community understands orthodoxy, truth, and the theological basis for Christian community has a direct influence on its 

understanding of and approach to both unity and conflict. 

 

Three Ways of Understanding Orthodoxy 

 

Paradoxy proposes that there are three different ways of understanding orthodoxy:  

 A conservative way that I have called Doctrinal-Propositional Orthodoxy or Orthoproxy.  

 A liberal way that I have called Ethical-Practical Orthodoxy or Orthopraxy.  

 An emerging middle way that I have called Incarnational-Relational Orthodoxy or Paradoxy.  

 

Three Ways of Understanding Truth 

 

Orthoproxy understands truth as propositional and categorical. Because of this, if conflict arises, the assumption is that one side 

must be right and the other wrong; that one side must have committed a wrong against the other; or that both sides have 

transgressed against the teachings of the church. Because of the categorical nature of truth, no compromise with the transgressor 

seems possible.  

 

Orthopraxy understands religious truth as inner experience and at the deepest level all religious truth is equivalent. Because of this, 

if conflict arises, it is assumed that the conflict is a sign that one or both sides hasn’t yet learned to see the  ways in which their 

positions reflect an underlying universal experience. Of course, human nature being what it is, each side often feels that it’s the 

“other” that has failed. In Orthopraxy, conflict is to be avoided if possible, and if it cannot be avoided it must be defused through 

compromise.  

 

 

 



 

 

Paradoxy recognizes that while ultimate truth exists with God, infinite reality cannot be fully understood. Because of this, conflict is 

the inevitable and natural result of authentic relationships with Christ and among the members of Christ’s body. As a result, 

Paradoxy does not shy away from real differences. Rather it requires that each of us confidently offer the truth that we know, with 

humility, knowing that bumping into people with different understandings than our own could expand our understanding. So rather 

than seeing conflict as sinful or dysfunctional, Paradoxy views conflict as holy ground: an opportunity to allow God to expand our 

understanding of God, of ourselves as individuals and communities, and of the reality of the world in which we live.  

 

Three Ways of Understanding Christian Community 

 

How a faith community understands and deals with conflict is perhaps most strongly related to what it understands to be the 

theological basis for Christian community.  

 

Both Orthoproxy and Orthopraxy view Christian community as bound together by some form of uniformity. The difference is upon 

what that uniformity is based.  

 

Orthoproxy understands Christian community as bound by a uniformity of belief. Its primary emphasis is on believing what is right 

and on conformity to what are held to be the church’s traditional teachings. Because Orthoproxy’s sense of unity is defined by a kind 

of uniformity, any breakdown of uniformity – especially uniformity of doctrine or belief – is perceived as threat to unity: a threat 

which must be isolated and excluded.  

 

Orthopraxy understands Christian community as bound by a uniformity of purpose or ethical agreement. Its emphasis is more on 

doing what is right than believing what is right, and its focus is on our love for each other as an expression of Christ’s love for us. 

Again, since Orthopraxy’s sense of unity is defined by a kind of uniformity, any breakdown of uniformity – especially uniformity of 

tradition or practice – is perceived as threat to unity: a threat which must be isolated and excluded, or at least ignored.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Paradoxy does not view Christian community as bound together by uniformity but rather as drawn together by the love of Christ. 

Not our love for Christ or our love for each other as the body of Christ: our love is neither strong enough nor constant enough. In 

fact, Paradoxy views Christ’s omnipotent and unconditional love as the only force powerful and unwavering enough to hold together 

fallen, incompatible human beings in community. What makes one a Christian is ultimately relationship with Christ. Because of this 

understanding, it becomes more open to the differences inherent in diversity as real differences, and it welcomes the struggle that 

engaging these differences entails as a path to a more healthy way of being community.  

 

Set Theory and Christian Community 

 

Another way of understanding these “differences about differences” is through what mathematicians call Set Theory. The difference 

between Orthoproxy and Orthopraxy on the one hand and Paradoxy on the other is the difference between bounded sets and 

centered sets.  

 

Bounded-Set Christian Community.  Orthoproxy and Orthopraxy define Christian 

community as a bounded set. Both are defined by their boundary conditions. Anyone 

who falls within those boundary conditions is considered a member of the group. They 

are “IN”…and we think of them as “US.” Anyone who falls outside of the group’s 

boundary conditions is by definition a non-member. They are “Out”…and we think of 

them as “THEM.” As Paul Hiebert put it, they have hard boundaries and fuzzy centers. 

Lack of conformity to the boundary conditions cannot help but be considered a threat 

to unity.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 



 

Centered-Set Christian Community:  Paradoxy, on the other hand, defines community 

as a centered set. For Paradoxy, Christians are those who are oriented toward the 

center (Jesus) and are willing to take the next step closer to Him. Christians, in other 

words, are followers of Jesus. They start wherever they are (every day), orient toward 

Him, and move in his direction. Like pilgrims coming to the Holy City from many 

different points of origin. They have hard centers and fuzzy boundaries. Because its 

unity is not defined by its boundaries but by what lies at its center (Christ) Paradoxy 

can tolerate much diversity without feeling its unity threatened. In fact, it can even 

welcome diversity of opinion or practice as evidence of community held together by 

the gravitational force of Christ’s love. For Paradoxy, as a centered set, categories like 

“IN and OUT” and “US and THEM” are irrelevant. 

 

Key Differences in Theology, Ecclesiology, and Missional Approach 
 

The table on the next page outlines the characteristics of these three different approaches to orthodoxy and Christian unity as they 

relate to theology, ecclesiology, and missional approach.



 

 

Characteristic Propositional Orthodoxy (Orthoproxy) Incarnational Orthodoxy (Paradoxy) Ethical Orthodoxy (Orthopraxy) 

View of Religion Ultimate Truth is found in one religion. 
Christianity is THE WAY to that Truth. 

Religion is Irrelevant. 
Christ IS Way and Truth and Life. 

Deepest Truth is shared by all religions. 
Christianity is THE BEST WAY to that Truth. 

Approach to Orthodoxy Assent to broad spectrum of doctrine. 
Kerygma/Didache given equal weight. 
Truth is propositional and exclusive. 

The Truth ON Jesus Christ. 

Kerygmatic (core/paradoxical dogmas) 
Kerygma over Didache. 

Truth is relational and collective. 
The Truth IS Jesus Christ. 

Ethical action 
Acting in love 

Truth is universal and inclusive 
The Truth OF Jesus Christ. 

Theological Basis 
for Christian Community 

Doctrinal agreement and uniformity of belief. 
Conformity to Church’s teachings. 

Bound by Christ’s Love in common worship 
Being transformed by God’s power/mystery 

Ethical agreement/uniformity of purpose 
Conformity to Jesus Christ’s ethic of love 

Approach to Conflict Conflict is sign of dysfunction, 
One side must be wrong, 

No compromise, resolve by 
conversion/exclusion. 

Conflict is natural result of authenticity. 
All of us are a little wrong. 

Resolve by prayerful engagement and openness 
to transformation by Christ’s love 

Conflict is sign of dysfunction. 
At the deepest level we all are the same. 

If possible, change the subject, but if not… 
Focus on agreement, ignore disagreement. 

Understanding of Conversion Proseleo/aparche – externally encouraged 
change of allegiance. 

Metamorphoo – transformation through 
relationship with Christ. 

Metanoeo – change of mind/direction (an aversion 
to conversion). 

Relationship of Conversion to 
Community (koinonia) 

First proseleo/aparche (conversion). 
Then koinonia (full fellowship). 

First koinonia (full fellowship). 
Then fellowship catalyzes metamorphoo. 

Koinonia offered w/out condition. 
Inner faith experience leads to metanoeo. 

Evangelism Approach Conversional/Proselytizing – inviting to convert 
to Christianity/“orthodoxy” (making converts) 

Relational – inviting to relationship w/Christ & 
Body of Christ (making/being disciples/learners). 

Conversational – inviting to conversation about the 
spiritual life (making friends) 

Evangelist’s Role Tell the story – Require “Yes/No” decision. Tell the story – Invite into community. Tell the story – Call to repentance from injustice. 

Approach to Relevance Worship is Bait – Teaching is Hook. Neither Bait nor Hook – Make friends with fish. Teaching is Bait –Worship is Hook. 

Ecumenical Stance Opportunity to defend/convert. Opportunity to engage in relationship. Opportunity to seek common ground. 

Leadership Approach Keeping people doctrinally unified. Keeping people engaged in discernment. Keeping people engaged in serving God. 

Discipleship Approach Obedience. Call. Service. 

Role of the Leader Authority. Visionary. Catalyst. 

Exegetical Approach Seeking answers from the text. 
What does the Bible say about ______? 

What does it tell me to believe and to do? 

In dialogue with the text (like Midrash). 
What questions do I have of the text? 

What questions does it ask of me? 

Seeking the universal meaning of the text 
What questions do I have of the text? 
In what way is it relevant to my life? 

Biblical Emphasis Pastoral Epistles (to learn the doctrines) Gospels (to tell the story) Gospels (to learn from Jesus’ example)  

Dominant Mode of 
Preaching/Teaching 

Deductive (Outside-In) 
1. Identify principles in Scripture/Tradition. 

2. How do these principles apply to our lives? 

Narrative/Transformative (Two-Way) 
1. Identify common issues: Salvation Story/us. 

2. What is God calling us to be/become? 

Inductive (Inside-Out) 
1. Identify our deepest needs. 

2. How do Bible/Church teachings meet them? 


