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Preface

In hot, ramshackle urban slums in Latin America, in tree-shaded rural villages in Africa, in well-appointed conference centres, church basements and coffee shops in Asia, Europe and the Americas, I’ve had the opportunity to enter into conversation and friendship with an amazing array of Christian leaders from across the denominational spectrum: Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, historic Protestant, evangelical and Pentecostal. They have convinced me of some bad news and some encouraging news. The bad news: the Christian faith in all its forms is in trouble. The good news: the Christian faith in all its forms is pregnant with new possibilities.

Some might recall the stories of Sarah and Elizabeth, older women in the Bible who confounded the biological clock and gave birth when everyone thought it was too late. Some people see the Christian faith that way – as an old woman, past her prime, closer to a nursing home than to nursing new life. But I see it differently. I believe that, in every new generation, the Christian faith (like every faith) must in a sense be born again. That means Christian faith has the possibility of being forever young. (Imagine strains of the Bob Dylan classic playing here.) So from the womb of the Christian faith in all its wild diversity, I see a new generation of Christian disciples being formed and born, coming alive and coming of age, and they hold amazing promise, even as they face huge challenges (not the least of which are misunderstanding and criticism from some of their elders).

I know the Christian faith from the inside. I grew up in conservative evangelical churches. Then, having become a passionately committed disciple in my teen years through the Jesus movement in the early 1970s, I gained exposure to mainline Protestant and Catholic churches. I married a Catholic girl and together we opened our home to help form a fellowship group that morphed into a little house church that eventually grew into the community I served as pastor for twenty-four years. During those years I developed a deep interest in Church history, in Eastern Orthodoxy, in Celtic Christianity and in the Anabaptist tradition. Through work on the board of a mission agency and then as a conference speaker, I gained street-level experience with Latin American Pentecostalism, African indigenous churches, Asian Christianity, historic European Christianity and the wide range of faith expressions that thrive and struggle around the world, from tiny rural villages to mega-cities and in between.

I left the pastorate just over three years ago to write, network, be a pastor to pastors and speak about what I’m learning along the way. I still find myself processing my experience serving in a local church. I know I made a lot of mistakes as a pastor, and I know I had a lot of limitations. I wish I had known at the beginning half of what I had learned by the end. I also know I cared a lot and worked hard and poured out my heart. I guess I feel about my tenure as a pastor the same way I feel about my experience as a father: I’ve given it my very best, but my kids – and my congregation – deserved much better, so I always feel like apologising.

Even though I am no longer a local church pastor, I love church life. I love churches. I love singing good songs, praying rich prayers, sharing in the mystery of the Eucharist and listening to sincere, passionate and thoughtful sermons. (As a listener, I’ve noticed I like them shorter than I did back when I was a preacher!) Of course, I’ve seen enough churches at close enough range for long enough that I’m not naïve about them, nor am I unaware of their serious problems and dysfunctions. But I believe in ‘one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church’, as the old creed says, and in the holy faith with which she is entrusted. And I believe that, like Sarah and Elizabeth, just when you think the old girl is over the hill, she might take a pregnancy test and surprise us all.

This book is divided into two main sections. After some introduction, Book 1 addresses five profound and critical questions that are being raised by followers of Christ around the world. These questions, I believe, have the potential to unlock us from a prison in which we have been held hostage for a long time. Once we unbolt long-held assumptions for long enough to raise these questions, new possibilities will open – hence the title for Book 1, ‘Unlocking and Opening’.

In Book 2 we’ll consider five more questions that are, perhaps, less profound or theologically radical, but are equally important because of their down-to-earth practicality and the intensity of debate they engender. Once we begin to emerge from the first section’s constricting conventional paradigms, we will be able to explore these intense practical questions in fresh and highly constructive ways, hence the title to the second section, ‘Emerging and Exploring’.

These ten questions are by no means the only important questions being raised. In fact, stopping with these ten questions would qualify as an adventure in missing the point. But my sense is that we can’t get better answers to other urgent questions until we first unlock and open the first five, and then emerge and explore the second five. I’ll identify some good candidates for the next round of questions in the Conclusion at the book’s end. Between here and there, I hope you’ll begin to feel the thrill of something trying to be born.


CHAPTER 1

Between Something Real and Something Wrong

A small town in England, just before nine in the morning. Beautiful countryside, partly cloudy, an occasional shower, chilly, a little windy. I’m here to speak about the challenges and opportunities Christians face at this moment in history – in our theology, in local church life, in our mission in the world. A mixed group of clergy and laypeople are taking their seats, and as I move around the room I meet Anglican priests, Baptist ministers, charismatic network leaders, some Roman Catholics, some who describe themselves as de-churched or church dropouts. There are mums, dads, grandparents, Bible college students, youth workers. The organisers are a little worried because some local Christian fundamentalists have written letters to the local paper and threatened to picket the event, protesting against the organisers because they invited a ‘known heretic’ to speak in their town. So far, no picketers.

Ninety minutes later, during the mid-morning coffee break, I look out of the window and see four concerned people rushing from car to car in the car park, hurriedly placing sheets of canary-yellow paper under the windscreen wipers. The leaflets warn participants about this ‘controversial religious leader’ who will speak. He is ‘dangerous’, they say, and ‘unbiblical’. Wow, I say to myself, noticing how the yellow leaflets flutter in the breeze on each windscreen. How did a mild-mannered guy like me get into so much trouble?

Back inside the conference centre, the day rolls along splendidly – stimulating Q&A sessions at the end of each of my four lectures, conversations humming over lunch and during breaks. At the day’s end a line forms, with people wanting to make personal contact, maybe have a book signed, maybe ask one more question or make a comment. A young evangelical pastor is first in line: ‘I would have left the ministry and the Christian faith altogether if it weren’t for your book A New Kind of Christian. Thanks for saving my faith.’ A middle-aged pastor is next: ‘This was the most refreshing day spiritually that I have ever had in my life. Thanks for coming.’ Then an older woman says, ‘My pastor warned us from the pulpit last Sunday not to come and hear you, but my kids love your books, so I came. Don’t let anybody discourage you. You’re saying what we need to hear.’ A senior citizen in a white shirt and tie leans forward and says, ‘I was told terrible things about you. I don’t see what the fuss is about. This was lovely. Solid, common-sense stuff.’

A twenty-something fellow is next in line: ‘I grew up as a missionary kid, but these last few years I’ve been an atheist some days and an agnostic others. Today, though, I feel as if I just may be able to believe again.’ The man running the video equipment comes up: ‘I’ve been ashamed to associate myself with the word Christian for a long time. But after this... today I felt as if I could see what it’s supposed to be about again.’ A young Roman Catholic woman says, ‘I tend to feel like a second-class citizen out on the margins of my church, but today I feel that there’s a place for me in God’s work.’ The last person in line, a woman who had been married to a pastor who left her and then left the ministry, wipes her eyes and says with a shaky voice, ‘You’ve put into words what I’ve always known was true but I was afraid to say.’

As my hosts escort me to their car, I see the canary-yellow flyer damp but still fluttering on their windscreen. I pull it out, glance at it, and the joy of the day gives way to a feeling of tension – a buzzing in my head, a churning in my heart, a heavy feeling in my limbs. Expansion inside the building, contraction outside. Hope in the conference centre, fear in the car park. Open hearts among participants, clenched teeth among our critics. Enthusiasm and encouragement in the greetings five minutes ago, suspicion and accusation on the canary-yellow flyer in my hand. Again, I wonder to myself, How did I get into this swirl of controversy?

I never planned to become a ‘controversial religious leader’. As a boy I loved wild animals and wanted to be either a zoo keeper or a forest ranger. For a while I loved comic books and dreamed of a career as a comic book author – until I realised that my talent for drawing was mediocre at best. Like a lot of teenage guitar-players of my generation, I dreamed of making it as a professional songwriter and musician, but the life of a rock star or wandering folk singer never materialised. Even though I had grown up in a conservative evangelical family, and even after several powerful spiritual experiences in my youth, I never thought of becoming a missionary or pastor. (I do remember imagining myself becoming a crusade evangelist like Billy Graham for a few days in my late teens, but that soon faded.) In secondary school I fell in love with literature, which eventually inspired me to become an English teacher, which I did, teaching at college level for about eight years.

Along the way, I had briefly considered going into the Episcopal ministry, and had joked with my then fiancée about what it would be like for her to tell her Catholic relatives she was marrying a Protestant priest. But on Friday afternoon of the weekend I was supposed to go on the ‘discernment retreat’ with the bishop to talk about entering theological college, I got cold feet. I love God, and I love the idea of serving God and helping people spiritually, I said to myself, but I don’t feel like a great fit for the religious bureaucracy and politics that are an inescapable part of the life of a religious professional. I think I can do more good for the spiritual cause outside the institutional Church than inside it. So I became a teacher and felt very fulfilled living out my faith in the environment of a secular university.

While I was teaching and finishing my Master’s degree, my wife and I started a little weekly dinner group – home-made soup and fresh-baked bread every Thursday night and good conversation about matters of faith and life. That dinner morphed into an ongoing fellowship group, complete with a Bible study, a few songs with a guitar accompaniment, some prayer and plenty of time at the end just to hang around and chat. Eventually, from that fellowship group, a little non-denominational church grew, of which I was one of the lay leaders. A few years later, our little leadership team began talking about the need for a full-time pastor. I was the natural one to take on the role: I was comfortable teaching, I knew the people and, since I was already living on a modest teacher’s income, it wouldn’t be hard for the little congregation to match my salary, so I was a bargain.

I asked Grace what she thought about it. ‘Well,’ she said, raising four fingers, one at a time, ‘you’re already a full-time husband, a full-time father, a full-time college English instructor and a part-time volunteer church leader. I don’t think that’s sustainable. My guess is that you can continue any three out of those four long-term and survive.’ Then she added, ‘That means one thing has to go. You pick.’ Thus came my call to ministry, at least as I remember it.

At around this time, I read a book that explained in statistics what I had seen every day at my secular university: the Church was losing touch with ‘normal people’.1 Her preachers had forgotten how to speak their language. Her pastors didn’t understand their questions, doubts and concerns. Her leaders only knew, as the old cliché goes, how to preach to the choir, and they preoccupied themselves with institutional maintenance. About 40 per cent of Americans, the book explained, attend church regularly, and 60 per cent don’t, but the former number is shrinking and the latter growing. When you talk to the people who walk down the aisle at a Billy Graham-style crusade to make a ‘first-time Christian commitment’, or who say something called ‘the sinner’s prayer’ in response to an evangelistic invitation, or who join a new church, you discover that over 90 per cent of them are already lifelong churchgoers. That means that over 90 per cent of the so-called new converts come from the 40 per cent of the population who are already ‘in the choir’, and less than 10 per cent come from the ‘unchurched majority’. So we have a lot of Baptists becoming Pentecostals, and Catholics becoming Episcopalians, and so on... but surprisingly few ‘unchurched’ or ‘non-church’ people getting connected with the Church.

That book connected with my own sense of calling. So when I became a full-time pastor, I didn’t want to forget about the spiritual seekers who came from the ‘non-church majority’. I wanted to be sure that everything we said and did was as accessible as possible to them so that they could discover the goodness inherent in the Christian good news. Unless the church wanted to become an isolated little enclave that could only talk to its own, we needed to welcome people in from the non-church majority – with all their questions, uncertainties, scepticism and honesty – which required first of all that we would listen to them without judgement and understand them without condemnation.

As time went on, we managed to create that kind of safe space in our little congregation, and many spiritual seekers came to us from the non-church majority. Since we lived near several universities and a number of scientific research facilities including NASA, many of these seekers were highly educated. And since we also lived in an economically diverse part of the Washington, DC suburbs, we had a lot of needy people too, and over time we developed a reputation as a church that ‘accepted addicts’ and welcomed broken people. I’d frequently hear people before or after services say things to each other like, ‘I recognise you. We were in detox together. Remember?’

I used to say that our congregation was one of the few where you could sit with a PhD on one side of you and a GED on the other.2 One thing that spiritual seekers – whether they’re PhDs or GEDs – have in common is an aversion to religious... pretence (I resisted the temptation to use the more colourful word the seekers themselves would have used). So I had the pleasure of working with people who spoke straight and weren’t afraid to tell me what they really thought.

Sometimes what they had to say was encouraging, even
   if the way they said it was unconventional, like the time a long-haired and tattooed recovering heroin addict said to me after church one Sunday, ‘S***, man, that was a d*** good talk you gave today. I usually think preachers are full of s***, you know, ’cause they’re so ***** and I can never understand a single **** word they say. But my friend from Narcotics Anonymous invited me to come, and h***, man, you kind of got through to me. I was getting like choked up or something in there. D***!’ (Two lifelong churchgoers overheard our conversation. They just stood there, wide-eyed and appalled. I knew they wanted me to rebuke the fellow for his language, but I just smiled and thanked him and told him I hoped he’d be back next week, eager for any encouragement I could get!)

Sometimes, the honest feedback of our spiritual seekers was not this positive. People would visit the church for a few weeks or months, listen intently, and then come to see me with their questions. Typically, they’d say something like this: ‘I’ve been listening to your sermons for six months now, and I really like a lot of what you’re saying. But some of your dogma is really sticking in my throat. I just can’t swallow it all.’ So they’d ask me some questions, and I would give them my best answers, but often, after they left, I felt hollow. If they ‘bought’ my answers, I was strangely disappointed. If they pushed back and told me my answers still made no sense to them, I would think, Good for you, because some of them don’t really make that much sense to me either.

So week after week, satisfied or not, spiritual seekers left my office with the best answers I had to offer, and I was left with their best questions. And soon their questions became my own. Gradually, this reservoir of unanswered questions and unsatisfying answers overflowed into a kind of spiritual crisis that started me on a quest: a quest for honesty, for authenticity, and for a faith that made more sense to me and to others.3 For several years it seemed that with every passing month my theology was unravelling a little more. I was afraid that soon there wouldn’t be anything left at all – which is unsettling in any case, but especially when you make your living as a pastor. I remember taking long walks alone during this time, praying, thinking, wondering what would happen to me if better answers never came. I couldn’t think of anyone with whom I could share my deep agony. It was a scary and tough time.

My disillusionment was intensified by what was happening in the Christian community in America during the 1980s and 90s. A large portion of both Protestant and Catholic leaders had aligned with a neo-conservative political ideology, trumpeting what they called ‘conservative family values’ but minimising biblical community values. They supported wars of choice, defended torture, opposed environmental protection and seemed to care more about protecting the rich from taxes than liberating the poor from poverty or the minorities from racism. They spoke against big government as if big was bad, yet it seemed that big military and big business were inherently good to them. They wanted to protect unborn human life inside the womb, but didn’t seem to care about born human life inside slums or prisons or nations they considered enemies. They loved to paint gay people as a threat to marriage, seeming to miss the irony that heterosexual people were damaging marriage at a furious pace without any help from gay couples. They consistently relegated females to second-class status, often while covering up for their fellow males when they fell into scandal or committed criminal abuse. They interpreted the Bible to favour the government of Israel and to marginalise Palestinians, and even before 11 September 2001 I feared that through their influence Muslims were being cast as the new scapegoats, targets of a scary kind of religiously inspired bigotry.

Their stridency and selectivity in choosing issues and priorities at first annoyed, then depressed, and then angered me. They had created a powerful and wealthy stealth domination dedicated to mobilising fighters in their ‘culture war’. I began referring to the new religious establishment they had created as radio-orthodoxy because its message spread through religious radio and TV. They had turned the way of Jesus, I felt, into the club of the Pharisees, and they didn’t speak for me, even though their spokesmen dominated the dialogue night after night on TV. I also felt that the terms ‘evangelical’ and even ‘Christian’ had become like discredited brands through their energetic but misguided work.4 I increasingly understood why more and more of my friends winced when the name ‘Jesus’ was mentioned in public: it wasn’t due to a loss of respect for Jesus, but a loss of respect for those who most used his name. In spite of all this, few of my fellow pastors and leaders had the courage to speak out for fear of losing members or their contributions. For a while, I’m ashamed to say, I was among their silent number.

Morning after morning I woke up in the brutal tension between something real and something wrong in Christian faith. The sense of something real kept me in ministry and in Christian faith; the sense of something wrong kept me looking for a way out. Somehow, by the grace of God, I held on to the something real for long enough to begin to figure out what the something wrong might be. And eventually I began to get some sense of what to do to disentangle the one from the other, to hold on to the something real and let the other go.

The process was slow, however – two steps forward and one back, it seemed. For about five years I felt I was standing in a deepening welter of theological fragments. My spirituality was intact – because I was learning that there is a kind of faith that runs deeper than mere beliefs – but my belief system was in shambles. Little by little, though, a new coherence began to emerge. That coherence was more a new way of believing, and less a rebuilt system of beliefs – and I felt compelled to try to share what I was learning and experiencing. So I began to write, and from that time of theological collapse and spiritual recovery my first book took shape, The Church on the Other Side (Zondervan, 1998).

‘The other side’ referred to what I called ‘the postmodern transition’. On the past side of the transition, in the modern era, nearly all our Protestant denominations had been formed. They were institutional children of the era of Sir Isaac Newton, the conquistadors, colonialism, the Enlightenment, nationalism and capitalism. Each denomination made sense of Christianity within the lines and boxes of modernity. You might say they rewrote and rearranged the ancient ‘data’ of Christianity in a modern program, programming language, paradigm or framework.

But on the future side of the transition, the modern paradigm with its absolute scientific laws, consumerist individualism and rational certainty was giving way to a postmodern paradigm of pluralism, relativism, globalism and uncertainty – or at least a different kind of certainty, at its best more akin to humble confidence. Modern Protestantism in both its liberal and conservative forms was being lost in transition and lost in translation. Both forms of modernist Christianity seemed equally clueless in understanding the non-modern and postmodern people outside their stained-glass windows. Roman Catholicism found itself in a remarkably similar situation to Protestantism, having seized two opportunities to disembed from its medieval paradigm and reboot itself as a more modern religion, first through the Council of Trent and then in Vatican II. Just like their Protestant cousins, Catholics made this adjustment in a bipolar way, splitting themselves into left/liberal and right/conservative parties, both sides increasingly reacting to one another and losing touch with the changing world outside their religiously gated community.

This modern–postmodern transition, this colonial–postcolonial cultural shift, was a major obstacle in the path of my spiritually seeking friends, and it had become my own struggle. Meanwhile, unbeknown to me, it was also becoming a struggle shared by millions of lifelong Christians around the world, many of whom were drifting away from Church and faith. When I began writing that first book, I didn’t know a single author or pastor who saw what I was seeing. But during the writing process I began to find a few (notably Sally Morgenthaler and Dr Leonard Sweet).5 When the book was published, people started coming out of the woodwork, saying, ‘I thought I was the only one who had these questions. I’m not alone after all.’ I discovered that many new networks were forming to grapple with the same kinds of questions I had felt so alone in asking – groups like the Younger Leader Networks (which later became Emergent Village, at emergentvillage.com), theooze.com (created by spiritual entrepreneur Spencer Burke and friends), Center for Action and Contemplation (cac.org), and the Gospel and Our Culture Network (gocn.org) in the US, the Alternative Worship networks in the UK (Jonny Baker offers a good round-up at http://jonnybaker.blogs.com/jonnybaker/2009/06/lancaster-linkage.html), Evangile et Culture (http://pagesperso-orange.fr/endirect/evangile-et-culture.html) in France, and La Red del Camino (www.lareddelcamino.net) in Latin America.6

In spite of our diverse backgrounds, we all agreed: something isn’t working any more in the way we’re doing Christianity. And although we didn’t know exactly what to do about it, we knew that we needed to keep talking and searching together – through the internet, through conferences and retreats, through books, through networks. So our quest for a new kind of Christianity had begun.

Meanwhile, groups like the Lily Foundation and the Barna Group were sponsoring street-level statistical research on church life.7 Study after study confirmed our shared intuition that something was seriously wrong and needed to be addressed. In mainline Protestant churches numerical decline had been well documented since the 1960s. Not only were historic Protestant denominations shrinking numerically, but the remaining churchgoers were wrinkling. The average age rose as young people dropped out after school or college. Episcopalians in the US, for example, were losing the equivalent of a diocese per year, and the average age had crept up to sixty-two – almost twice the average age (thirty-two) of the average American. The decline and ageing of Roman Catholic churchgoers was masked to a degree by immigration, but without immigrants the news was similarly alarming. ‘Protestant churches say they have no young adults between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five,’ one Catholic sociologist told me. ‘The truth is, we Catholics have largely lost the generations between eighteen and fifty-five.’

Through the 1980s and 90s, conservative evangelicals could contrast their growth statistics with the decline of their ‘liberal’ Christian counterparts. They frequently suggested that their theological and socio-economic conservatism was the secret to their statistical success. But in the first decade of the new millennium, evangelicals too discovered that their trend-lines were turning south: they too were losing their younger generations.8 And in almost all cases their growth rates, excluding immigrants, had either slowed, stopped or reversed. Youth workers began feeling the pain first, and soon so did faculty and staff at Christian colleges and universities, as did workers in para-church ministries and mission agencies, with church-planters and pastors and priests in local churches not far behind.9 As time went on, administrators and leaders in denominations began seeing the writing on their office walls too.

I continued to write about the Church’s struggles in the postmodern transition and two of my books, released in the early and mid-2000s, seemed to strike a special chord. A New Kind of Christian (Jossey-Bass, 2001) tried to define and describe the problem through a semi-fictional (and semi-autobiographical) story about a pastor whose faith was falling apart on him. It suggested that the Christian faith would need to disembed from the paradigm of modernity and experience something akin to a total makeover or rebirth in a postmodern context. A Generous Orthodoxy tried to be more constructive, describing what a post-liberal, post-conservative, post-sectarian and postmodern approach to Christian faith might look and feel like. Along with my other books, these two in particular were being discussed in reading groups, college classes, conferences and retreats. As a result, I began receiving speaking invitations from across denominations both in North America and around the world. Christian leaders in Europe, Asia, Latin America and Africa, I discovered, were experiencing similar kinds of struggles and many of them were far ahead of us in the US in realising that a defining moment had come, a moment of deep shift, a moment in which a new kind of Christianity needed to be born.

So I was certainly not alone in addressing this moment of crisis and opportunity. Many voices arose, like mine, from evangelical backgrounds, but parallel conversations were emerging among mainline Protestants and Roman Catholics, and Eastern Orthodox thinkers were cautiously joining conversations in a few places as well. Two recent books, in my opinion, have contributed to the dialogue in an especially helpful way. As the former religion editor for Publisher’s Weekly, Phyllis Tickle was well placed to observe what was happening in the American religious landscape. Born Presbyterian and an active Episcopalian in her adult life, Phyllis proposed in The Great Emergence that every five hundred years or so the Christian faith holds a ‘rummage sale’, or jumble sale. It sorts through all that it has accumulated over recent centuries. What feels like extra baggage it sends to the recycling centre, and what feels like essential travel gear it preserves for the future, thus opening a new chapter in Christian history. This kind of sorting process had occurred with the Great Collapse of the Roman Empire (around 500 AD), the Great Schism (around 1000 AD) and the Great Reformation (around 1500 AD). And now, she proposed, we are in the Great Emergence.

A leading theologian at Harvard Divinity School, an influential author and an American Baptist, Harvey Cox made a similar assertion in The Future of Faith. Cox assessed history a little differently. He spoke of the first era of Christianity (from Jesus to about 300 AD) as the Age of Faith. That age had been characterised by diversity, energy, vitality, suffering, persecution, courage and rapid growth. But that era ended when the Roman Emperor Constantine converted (as the story goes) to Christianity and then converted Christianity to a troubling alliance with his Roman Empire. In that alliance, unity of belief became politically useful – and enforceable. So the Empire that had crucified Jesus now claimed to be the agent, patron and police force of a newly dominant Christian religion. As such, it demanded the full allegiance of all believers. In order to promote unity in the Church and in the Empire, the Emperor mandated that the bishops gather to develop creeds, thus enlisting the clergy to help enforce submission to the Emperor’s regime. The Roman Empire could thus claim to be validated by the God of the Christians, not just the ancient Greco-Roman pantheon. Thus the Age of Belief was born.

The Age of Belief marked the Christianisation of the Empire and the imperialisation (or Greco-Romanisation) of Christianity. The fusion was problematic from the beginning, because in its first 250 years, the bishops of the Church participated in the identification and execution of about 25,000 people as heretics. Do you see the irony of this – or perhaps tragedy or atrocity would be better words? The religion that was ostensibly founded by a non-violent man of peace had now embraced the very violence he rejected. The religion that grew in response to a man who was tortured and killed by the Roman Empire was now torturing and killing others in league with that Empire. Dynamic faith that moves mountains was out; static belief that burns or banishes heretics was in. Catalytic faith as an agent of social transformation was out; codified belief as a tool of social control was in. And that kind of belief has stayed ‘in’ ever since. As I ponder what this atrocity has meant in our world, I recall Woody Allen’s statement that if Jesus could see what people have done in his name, he would ‘never stop throwing up’.

For these reasons and more, Cox does not mourn the demise of the Age of Belief. He sees, emerging in its place, what he calls the Age of the Spirit, an approach to Christian faith that tries to preserve the treasures of previous eras and face and embrace the challenges of the twenty-first century. So something is happening. Something is afoot. A change is in the wind. Whether we call it the Great Emergence with Tickle or the Age of the Spirit with Cox, whether we call it a Christianity worth believing with Doug Pagitt or the New Christians with Tony Jones, whether we call it Generative Christianity with Church historian Diana Butler Bass or Emerging Christianity with Marcus Borg, or a Generous Orthodoxy with Hans Frei or Integral Mission with René Padilla or something else – whatever we call it, something is trying to be born among those of us who believe and follow Jesus Christ. That’s what a new kind of Christianity in this book’s title points towards.

That’s what I’d like to help you understand in these pages. But there’s more: I also hope to inspire you to join together with others to help create it, guided by God’s creative Spirit.

Of course, as evidenced by those canary-yellow flyers flapping under windscreen wipers in that car park, not everyone agrees with Phyllis, Harvey, Doug, Tony, Diana, Marcus and the rest of us. Not everyone wants to join the quest for a new kind of Christianity. But that’s OK. Their resistance, suspicion and opposition are actually a gift, and through their critique we on the quest will grow wiser and stronger. In this way, even they will contribute to what is trying to be born in, through and among us.

However, giving birth, as any mother will tell you, is no Sunday-school picnic. So before we go any further, we’d better get realistic about the obstacles we face.
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