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Bounded Sets vs. Centered Sets: 

How does thinking/perceiving in bounded sets rather than centered sets impact the Church and 
more specifically our local churches? 

 

 

Bounded Set - “In creating a bounded set the mind puts 
together into a set those things that share certain common 
characteristics…Bounded sets have certain structural 
characteristics—that is, they force us to look at things in a certain 
way.” (Hiebert, Sets and Structures, 220) 
 
 

 
 
Centered Set – “A centered set is created by defining the 
center and the relationship of things to that center. Some things 
may be far from the center, but moving towards the center; 
therefore, they are part of the centered set. On the other hand, 
some objects may be near the center but moving away from it; so 
they are not a part of the set. The set is made up of all objects 
moving towards the center.” (Hiebert, 223) 

 
 
Discussion Questions: 
1. Think of a few examples of bounded sets and centered sets and share them with those around 

your table. (e.g. – categories of fruit, etc.) 
 

2. As you reflect on your experience of your church, what is a possible example of bounded set? 
What are signs that it is bounded? How does that bounded set impact that specific area of the 
church? 

 
3. How are people (subjects) impacted when we treat them like objects, “a single common 

uniformity” (27)? 
 

4. Hiebert writes, “Ultimately, the question of whether we should see the term ‘Christian’ as a 
bounded or as a centered set must be decided on theological, not pragmatic principles. But 



 

 

this demands that we think through all of the basic theological terms and decide which of 
these should be viewed as bounded sets, and which as centered sets.” (Hiebert, Conversion, 
Culture and Cognitive Categories, 29) What theological principles might lead us to see a 
certain term like “Christian” as a centered set rather than a bounded set? 
 

5. What do you think Hiebert means by, “If secularism is the cardinal danger in bounded sets, 
idolatry is the greatest evil in centered sets. This occurs when one or more of the human 
leaders place themselves, rather than Christ, at the center.” (226) 

 
 

 
 

Prayer Suggestions 
1. Pray for eyes to see and ears to hear the ways you and your church think and communicate 

in bounded sets vs. centered sets. 
 
 
2. Pray for whimsical ways to talk with others in your church about specific bounded sets that 

may be holding you back from new ways of engaging people  
 
 

 


