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Chapter 1
The Scene of a Thousand Jokes


Laughter is one of the ways we cope with the discrepancies of our lives. There is a dream we all have for this world, and then there is, well, this world. There are expectations we have of our religions, and then there are our religions.… Our capacity to love God, ourselves, people, and all of life grows with our capacity to laugh. We are ridiculous, and not to laugh at our religions, our worldviews, and our philosophies (that is, ourselves), would be a false witness.… This ability to laugh in the midst of our imperfections in the presence of God is what we call grace.

—Samir Selmanovic1


Why did Jesus, Moses, the Buddha, and Mohammed cross the road?2

The question, of course, recalls an old riddle about a chicken. The riddle goes back at least to 1847 when it appeared in a New York magazine. By the 1890s, the joke was so well-known that it was generating riffs and variations on the theme.3

The original riddle exemplifies “anti-humor”—a joke that is funny because it isn’t funny. Anti-humor works by setting up a convention that leads us to expect a joke, and then reverses that expectation in a humorous way.4 In the nearly countless “Chicken-Joke 2.0” riffs and variations being hatched around the world, jokesters build humor upon the anti-humor, like this:

Why did the chicken cross the road?

GRANDPA: In my day we didn’t ask why the chicken crossed the road. Somebody told us the chicken crossed the road to get to the other side, and that was good enough for us.

ALBERT EINSTEIN: Did the chicken really cross the road, or did the road move beneath the chicken?

SIR ISAAC NEWTON: Chickens at rest tend to stay at rest. Chickens in motion tend to cross the road.

A NUN: It was a habit.

HAMLET: That is not the question.

DONNE: It crosseth for thee.

COLONEL SANDERS: Did I miss one?

So, why is it funny to ask about Jesus, Moses, the Buddha, and Mohammed crossing the road? Before looking for a punch line, just for fun try to imagine the scene: four of history’s greatest religious leaders… not fighting, not arguing, not damning and condemning one another, not launching crusades or jihads, but walking together, moving together, leading together. Doesn’t that already reverse some of our expectations? And doesn’t that reversal expose our unspoken expectation—that different religions are inherently and unchangeably incompatible, disharmonious, fractious, and hostile toward one another?

The image of the four men crossing a road also surprises and interests us because it puts the four in a similar situation, in a common predicament. Whatever the answer will be, it will be the same for all of them, perhaps even rendering them companions rather than competitors. That possibility makes claims on all of us who follow them.

If you’re a Christian like me, of whatever sort—Catholic, Protestant, or Eastern Orthodox; conservative, liberal, or moderate; traditional or whatever—if you love Jesus, if you know and have confidence in him as Lord, Savior, Son of God, Son of Man, God incarnate, Word made flesh, and more, let me ask you to seriously consider this: how do you think Jesus would treat Moses, Mohammed, and Siddhartha Gautama (the Buddha) if they came to a crosswalk together?

Would Jesus push Moses aside and demand to cross first, claiming that his ancestor’s failed religion had been forever superseded by his own? Would he trade insults with Mohammed, claiming his crusaders could whup Mohammed’s jihadists any day of the week, demanding that Mohammed cross behind, not beside him? Would Jesus demand the Buddha kneel at his feet and demonstrate submission before letting him cross? Or would he walk with them and, once on the other side, welcome each to a table of fellowship, not demanding any special status or privileges, maybe even taking the role of a servant—hanging up their coats, getting them something to eat and drink, making sure each felt welcome, safe, and at home?

If his three counterparts reached out their hands in friendship, it’s pretty hard to imagine that “the friend of sinners” would cross his arms or turn his back, refusing to reciprocate.5 It’s much more likely he would embrace them with open arms and without hesitation, proving himself over time to be the best friend they ever had. It’s pretty hard to imagine Jesus cursing or “smiting” them, but entirely natural to imagine him blessing them and “doing unto others” as he would want them to do for him. I have no doubt that Jesus would actually practice the neighborliness he preached rather than following our example of religious supremacy, hostility, fear, isolation, misinformation, exclusion, or demonization.

After all, according to the four Gospels, Jesus had extraordinary insight into human character. He saw value where others saw only flaws. He saw the love of a sinful woman who anointed his feet with tears at a banquet, the spiritual thirst of an oft-married woman at a well in Samaria, the big seed of hope in a little chap named Zaccheus, the undeniable faith of a Syrophoenician mother, the flinty strength of loudmouth Peter, and the deep and spunky wisdom of Mary of Bethany. With that track record in mind, we can only imagine what he would see in Mohammed, Moses, or the Buddha, not to mention Confucius, Lao Tsu, Nanak, or Wovoka.6

It seems ridiculous to imagine that he would be insecure among them, considering them his rivals, or that he would find it necessary to extract from them explicit agreement on fundamental doctrines before condescending to cross a road with them. It’s unthinkable, if one of them came to confer with him by night like Nicodemus, or in broad daylight like the rich young ruler, that he would intimidate them, threaten them, call down fire upon them, patronize them, or humiliate them. Maybe his followers would pull out a sword and slash off their ears, or herd them and their followers into ghettoes, concentration camps, or reservations where their influence could be limited. But never Jesus. Never.

And if you know anything about Mohammed, Moses, and the Buddha, how do you think they would approach Jesus, and one another, if they encountered one another along the road? Is it a joke to think they would respect one another and be drawn toward one another as friends, allies, collaborators? Isn’t it more ridiculous to imagine any other outcome? I can’t help but think of recent scenes of Archbishop Desmond Tutu and the Dalai Lama, a Christian and a Buddhist, almost giddy in their friendship and mutual regard.

So why might Jesus, Moses, the Buddha, and Mohammed cross the road?7 Imagine if the answer were, “To go to a bar.” That answer wouldn’t be funny, and many, in fact, would find it offensive.8 But wouldn’t that open the way for another joke that would begin, “Jesus, Moses, the Buddha, and Mohammed walk into a bar…”

Walking into a bar, of course, is the scene of even more jokes than crossing a road. So we might expect a chuckle as Mohammed orders a Wahabi cocktail—a mixed drink of warm milk, sugar, and hot tea (since alcohol is officially forbidden to Muslims, and the Wahabis are known for their strictness on such matters). We might expect a smile as the Buddha makes a sage comment about the mindful breaking of the Fifth Precept, after which he orders a mojito, then makes a toast “to moderation in all things, including following the Fifth Precept.”9 And perhaps there would be outright laughter if Moses were to part his margarita and Jesus were to order water and then, with a wink, turn it into a fine Stellenbosch pinotage.

Like the road waiting to be crossed, the bar is quintessential comedic space, indeed. It is also prime secular space, a place for the imbibing of spirits rather than Spirit. It’s the place of profanity, not sacredness; levity, not liturgy; and relaxation, not reverence, right? What could the pub possibly have in common with the narthex?10

The scarily brilliant Romantic poet and visionary William Blake dared to say what many of us have perhaps thought but kept to ourselves: “A good local pub has much in common with a church, except that a pub is warmer, and there’s more conversation.”11 Blake had a keen eye for irony. He knew how easily congregations can become cold, hostile places where we Christians intoxicate ourselves on unholy spirits. He knew how, drunk on dogmatism, we can say and do shockingly profane and unholy things. So for Blake the church can become profane and the bar can become sacred, as he portrayed in his poem “The Little Vagabond.” A precocious and innocent child speaks to his mother:



Dear mother, dear mother, the Church is cold,

But the Ale-house is healthy and pleasant and warm;

Besides I can tell where I am used well,

Such usage in Heaven will never do well.







But if at the Church they would give us some ale,

And a pleasant fire our souls to regale,

We’d sing and we’d pray all the livelong day,

Nor ever once wish from the Church to stray.






Then the Parson might preach, and drink, and sing,

And we’d be as happy as birds in the spring;

And modest Dame Lurch, who is always at church,

Would not have bandy children, nor fasting, nor birch.






And God, like a father, rejoicing to see

His children as pleasant and happy as He,

Would have no more quarrel with the Devil or the barrel,

But kiss him, and give him both drink and apparel.





Blake, of course, was neither the only nor the first visionary with an eye for irony. Jesus himself spoke pithily and often about religious absurdity. He surely elicited some laughs when he portrayed religious leaders as straining at gnats and swallowing camels, whitewashing tombs, scrubbing only the outside of a filthy bowl, and so on. His whole ministry was a kind of guerrilla theatre, playing—can we say devilishly?—on irony, overturning figuratively as well as literally the money-laden tables of the religious elite.

If the Temple has been turned into a den of robbers—a joke, in other words—where then can the Spirit be found? Jesus dramatizes the answer. The Spirit, driven from the Temple, shows up in one surprising place after another… in the treetops like the wind, on the sandy banks of the muddy Jordan River, on a hillside in the presence of the birds of the air and the flowers of the field, among wine bibbers and sinners, by a crime scene on the Jericho road, among rowdy children and a boisterous crowd, in a stranger on the road to Emmaus, in the last, the least, and the lost.12

Given the bizarre and hostile state of our religious communities too often these days, isn’t a roadside or a bar the perfect place for the Spirit to convene a scandalous parliament of the world’s religious leaders? Don’t we need some “secular” social space where diverse people of faith can encounter one another with some level of privacy and anonymity? Isn’t the real scandal not that our religious leaders might be imagined walking across a road or talking as friends together in a bar, but rather that their followers are found speaking against one another as enemies, day after day in situation after situation?

Questions like these have always mattered. But in the years since 9/11/01, more and more of us are realizing just how much they matter. So to imagine Jesus, Moses, the Buddha, and Mohammed taking a walk across a road or even getting together as friends for a meal and conversation doesn’t have to introduce a joke: it could introduce one of the most important conversations possible in today’s world.

And all over the world, this is the conversation Christians want and need to have. In Capetown and Bujumbura, in Bethlehem and Amsterdam, in Mombassa and Santo Domingo, in Santiago and Kuala Lumpur, in San Francisco and Phnom Penh, I’ve heard deeply earnest and highly committed Christians raise questions about what it means to be Christian in a multi-faith world. They convinced me that I should write on the subject, but what approach should I take? I could take an educational approach—informing Christians about other religions, overturning misconceptions, and showing what Christians do and don’t have in common with people of other faiths. I could take an apologetic or evangelistic approach—showing what is special and unique about Christianity, encouraging people to become or remain Christians—without insulting or misrepresenting other religions. I could take an approach of moral outrage, venting righteous fury about religious violence and bigotry. I could follow a deconstructive approach, grappling with the problematic philosophical assumptions that commonly lead to violence and bigotry. But in the end I felt I should take a different tack—a practical, pastoral, and constructive one, focusing on how to develop a healthy, sane, and faithful Christian identity in a multi-faith world like ours.13

Simply put, we Christians already know how to do two things very well. First, some of us know how to have a strong Christian identity that responds negatively toward other religions. The stronger our Christian commitment, the stronger our aversion or opposition to other religions. The stronger our Christian commitment, the more we emphasize our differences with other faiths and the more we frame those differences in terms of good/evil, right/wrong, and better/worse. We may be friendly to individuals of other religions, but our friendship always has a pretext: we want them to switch sides and be won over to our better way. We love them (or say that we do) in spite of their religious identity, hoping that they will see the light and abandon who they have been to find shelter under the tent of who we are.14

Alternatively, others of us know how to have a more positive, accepting response to other religions. We never proselytize. We always show respect for other religions and their adherents. We always minimize differences and maximize commonalities. But we typically achieve coexistence by weakening our Christian identity. We make it matter less that they are Muslim or Hindu by making it matter less that we are Christian. We might even say that we love them in spite of our own religious identity.

For reasons that will become clear in the pages ahead, I’m convinced that neither of these responses is good enough for today’s world. So I will explore the possibility of a third option, a Christian identity that is both strong and kind. By strong I mean vigorous, vital, durable, motivating, faithful, attractive, and defining—an authentic Christian identity that matters.15 By kind I mean something far more robust than mere tolerance, political correctness, or coexistence: I mean benevolent, hospitable, accepting, interested, and loving, so that the stronger our Christian faith, the more goodwill we will feel and show toward those of other faiths, seeking to understand and appreciate their religion from their point of view.16 My pursuit, not just in this book but in my life, is a Christian identity that moves me toward people of other faiths in wholehearted love, not in spite of their non-Christian identity and not in spite of my own Christian identity, but because of my identity as a follower of God in the way of Jesus.

As in all of my books, I’m writing for a general audience of thoughtful Christians, especially Christian leaders, rather than a specialized audience of scholars.17 Even though I’ve been somewhat restrained in quoting and footnoting scholarship in these pages, I hope it will be clear that I myself am an avid reader of relevant scholarship.18 With over two decades of my life invested as a pastor in a local congregation, and another decade invested in writing for and speaking with Christian leaders, I love to bring good scholarship to bear on the grassroots struggles faced by pastors and laypeople day to day in our multi-faith world.

I’m especially mindful of two other audiences as I write. First, I’m conscious of a new generation of young Christians—high school and college students, young adults coming of age, and emerging leaders grappling with the formation of their identities. I hope they will find in these pages a way of being and staying wholeheartedly Christian without hostility, and I hope they will pioneer ways of raising future generations of children and youth in that path as well. And I also think of the young nonreligious or postreligious adults I meet almost every week—not practicing any religion, but deeply interested in finding a way to be human that is informed by the best of our religious traditions—including the hard lessons to be learned from the failures of those religious traditions.

Although I find the integrated vision presented in these pages to be persuasive, coherent, and beautiful, I expect some readers to find the book baffling because it proposes not minor changes within the existing paradigm of Christian identity, and not even major changes, but rather a different paradigm altogether. (It is terribly difficult to understand a different paradigm from the outside.) I expect some readers to say, “I’m with you in certain chapters, not so much in others.” Rather than being disappointed in less than complete agreement or understanding, I’ll be grateful for even small steps we can take together in challenging dangerous features of the status quo and opening up better possibilities for the future. Where you can’t follow some of my proposals, I plead only that you pursue—in your own way, according to the lines of reasoning and imagination that seem best to you—the benevolence, the kindness, and the love without which all our words are noise and we ourselves are nothing. We are increasingly faced with a choice, I believe, not between kindness and hostility, but between kindness and nonexistence.19

That is the choice we must make, the road we must cross.

Chapter 2
Conflicted Religious Identity Syndrome

Give people a common enemy, and you will give them a common identity. Deprive them of an enemy and you will deprive them of the crutch by which they know who they are.

—James Alison1


What does it mean to be a Christian in a multi-faith world?2 Does Christian fidelity require us to stand against Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, Judaism, and other religions as rivals, imposters, or enemies? Does Christian charity require us to believe that all religions are the same, that religious affiliation is an accident of birth or matter of taste, or that it doesn’t really matter what you believe, as long as you’re sincere? Is it okay to create a kind of religious salad, tossing together elements from many different faiths and adding some ideological dressing for flavor? Is it possible to be both faithful to Christian faith and charitable to other faiths?

I’ve struggled with these questions since I was a teenager.3 Even at this moment, I feel two opposing realities churning within me. On the one hand, I feel the pull of Jesus’ words “Blessed are the peacemakers,” or Paul’s words about the gospel being a message of reconciliation, or James’s assertion that God’s wisdom is first pure and then peaceable.4 But on the other hand, I keep noticing how my religion has, over its first two thousand years of existence, spent too little energy making peace and too much erecting and perfecting walls of separation, suspicion, and hostility. In the Bible I read about love, love, love, but in various Christian subcultures in which I’ve participated, I keep encountering fear, superiority, and hostility. In a wild array of forms, the message comes to me from the centers of religious power: I can’t belong to our us unless I am against our them.

I’ve found that a lot of old-fashioned nastiness can lurk within that old-time religion. And new-fangled religion is sometimes worse.

Over the decades, I suppose I have in some ways grown more realistic and perhaps resigned, more willing to accept the Christian tradition for what it is, hostilities, hypocrisies, and all. I’ve tempered my youthful idealism, you might say. At the same time, I’ve tried to avoid the bitter, cynical, sullen, or whiny reactivity that one often encounters in the religiously disillusioned. I’ve resisted, sometimes not very successfully, the urge to accuse or vilify the easy target of a corrupt majority and I’ve fought the related urge to idealize a superior, elite minority. But even so, I haven’t been able to reconcile myself to the status quo in the Christian community to which I belong—a status quo that too often pits Christian faith against every other faith in a cosmic death-match.

There is something real and good in my faith—a call to love God and neighbors—that I can’t abandon without feeling a pang of betrayal. There is also something wrong in my faith—a vague hostility toward the cherished religions of my non-Christian neighbors—that I can’t tacitly support without feeling an equal and opposite pang of betrayal.5 To accept and love God, must I betray my neighbor of another religion? To accept and love my neighbor, must I betray the God of my religion? The stronger this internal conflict grows, the more certain is my sense of calling to imagine and strive for something better. Hence this book.

You may share this conflicted identity to some degree. An internal unrest about your Christian identity may have factored in your decision to open this book. You are seeking a way of being Christian that makes you more hospitable, not more hostile… more loving, not more judgmental… more like Christ and less (I’m sad to have to say this) like many churchgoers you have met. More and more of us are seeking treatment for what we might call Conflicted Religious Identity Syndrome (CRIS).

Novelist Anne Rice went public about her case of CRIS a few years ago when she officially “quit Christianity.” I blogged about Anne’s struggle a few days after her announcement:

Anne was raised Catholic, left the faith at 18, described herself as an atheist for most of her adult life, returned to Catholicism in her fifties, and then last week announced—via Facebook—that she is no longer a Christian.

She has concluded that she will never truly belong to the “quarrelsome, hostile, disputatious, and deservedly infamous group” known as Christians unless she becomes “anti-gay… anti-feminist… anti–artificial birth control… anti-Democrat… anti–secular humanism… anti-science… anti-life.”

That cost of membership simply isn’t worth it. So she’s opting out.

Tell that much of the story, and you have the sort of thing the news media love to report—another celebrity break-up, if you will. But this time, the celebrity is divorcing God.

But that’s not the whole story. Really, it’s not the story at all. Anne explains that, “My faith in Christ is central to my life.” She is still “an optimistic believer in a universe created and sustained by a loving God.” “But,” she says, “following Christ does not mean following His followers. Christ is infinitely more important than Christianity and always will be, no matter what Christianity is, has been or might become.”

And so, she concludes, “In the name of Christ… I quit Christianity and being Christian.”

Her brief announcement raises lots of fascinating questions. For example, when a person quits Christianity in the name of Christ, what do you call that person? If Christianity means “following Christ’s followers,” what do you call someone who wants to skip the middlemen?6

You can sense some of my own identity struggle in my reflections on Anne’s.

Many of us haven’t gone as far as quitting Christianity, but we too show signs of CRIS when we compulsively add adjectives in front of the noun Christian, as in, “I’m a/an _________ Christian.” We might fill the blank with a single, simple adjective like “progressive” or “emergent” or (I like this one for its ironic boldness) “bad.”7 Or we might fill it with a string of highly nuanced adjectives: “non-religious-right-mainstream Evangelical” or “missional post-institutional post-colonial mainline Protestant” or “Red-letter Social-Justice” or “Big-Tent Barthian-Reformed” or “Vatican II Progressive Catholic” or “generously orthodox Quaker-Anabaptist Contemplative-Activist” or whatever. Proof positive of my CRIS diagnosis came when I subtitled my book Generous Orthodoxy (Zondervan, 2004) in this memory-defying way:



Why I am a missional, evangelical, post/protestant, liberal/conservative, mystical/poetic, biblical, charismatic/contemplative, fundamentalist/calvinist, anabaptist/anglican, methodist, catholic, green, incarnational, depressed-yet-hopeful, emergent, unfinished Christian.





The noun Christian alone either says too much for us or not enough, so it must be either dropped (as Anne Rice did) or modified (as many of us do). Bring in the adjectives.8

So what happens when an Evangelical/Pentecostal pastor in Florida burns a Quran? Or when a famous Christian televangelist describes the tragic Haitian earthquake as God’s punishment for Haitian sins? Or when a bizarre Baptist sect sends still more protesters to yet another military funeral holding up the same old “God hates fags” signs? Or when a hyper-Calvinist radio preacher predicts the world will end on May 21, 2011, and then on May 22 offers a fallback date in October, which passes uneventfully as well? Or when some officials in the Catholic church secretly protect pedophile priests while refusing to consider ordaining married men or even celibate women?9

You feel symptoms of CRIS twitching on your face, rumbling in your gut, and aching in your lower back. You think, Give me some adjectives, quick, so I won’t be identified with “that kind” of Christian. Or maybe you think, like Anne Rice, I’ll keep loving and following Christ, but if being identified as a Christian requires me to be hostile toward others, it’s about time for me to turn in my ID card as a member of the Christian religion.

Of course, CRIS isn’t just a Christian problem. Islamic terrorists shout “God is great!” as they blow up soldiers and civilians without distinction. As they maim, torture, and murder their fellow human beings, their shouts reveal an absolute certainty, without a shred of Dylan-esque irony, that God is on their side. Their confident violence sends the majority of Muslims to their verbal medicine cabinets, seeking their own palliative adjectives to modify their affiliation—moderate, progressive, peace-loving, and so on—so they can distinguish themselves from “that kind” of Muslim. And the same could be said for Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, and atheists, too. For example, if you’re simultaneously Jewish and deeply committed to human rights for Palestinians, how do you deal with CRIS?10 If you’re an atheist, yet you respect the valid role of religion in society, how do you self-differentiate from more militant atheists? What is it about our faith (and even nonfaith) traditions that we are so uneasy about?

Whether we realize it or not, most of us who suffer from CRIS are trying to distance ourselves from religious hostility. By hostility I mean opposition, the sense that the other is the enemy.11 Hostility makes one unwilling to be a host (the two words are historically related). The other must be turned away, kept at a distance as an unwanted outsider, not welcomed in hospitality as a guest or friend.12 Hostility is an attitude of exclusion, not embrace; of repugnance, not respect; of suspicion, not extending the benefit of the doubt; of conflict, not conviviality.13

Those of us with CRIS don’t want to be held hostage (another related word) to a religion that is hostile toward science and learning, hostile toward honest questions and new ways of thinking, and above all, hostile toward other human beings—especially those of other religions (or other versions of our own religion). Something deep in our conscience tells us that hostility is part of the problem to be overcome in the world, not the means by which problems will be overcome. Hostility is a symptom of the disease, not part of the cure.

Consider the wise words of Catholic theologian James Alison with which this chapter began. When religions develop an oppositional identity—we oppose, therefore we are, or we know who we are because we know whom we oppose—their strong identity comes at a high cost, first to others and eventually to themselves. No wonder so many of us are running to the adjective cabinet seeking relief, while others of us are taking out a pair of scissors to cut up our religious ID cards.

Yes, something good still shines from the heart of our religions—a saving drive toward peace, goodness, self-control, integrity, charity, beauty, duty. And something shadowy struggles to overcome that luminosity—a hostile drive, dangerous, resilient, and deeply ingrained, a black hole in our identity that needs an enemy to help us know who we are and how good we are.14 How do we disassociate from the hostility without abandoning the identity? How do we remain loyal to what is good and real in our faith without giving tacit support to what is wrong and dangerous? How do we, as Christians, faithfully affirm the uniqueness and universality of Christ without turning that belief into an insult or a weapon?

There lies our—my—conflicted identity in a nutshell.

As soon as you crack open this nut, additional questions begin spilling out: How do you oppose hostility without becoming hostile against its promoters? How do you oppose division without dividing from dividers? How do you oppose exclusion without excluding excluders? How do you oppose rage without raging against the ragers? How do you distinguish yourself from those who need enemies to know who they are—without rendering them the enemy by whom you know who you are?

Looking back, much of my writing has been literary self-therapy for my own chronic case of CRIS. Even in my blog post about Anne Rice’s decision to disaffiliate from Christian identity once and for all, I made my own confession:



I reached a conclusion very close to Anne’s in my book A New Kind of Christianity: “I do not believe in Christianity the way I believe in Jesus. I am a Christian who does not believe in Christianity as I used to, but who believes in Christ with all my heart, more than ever.”15

So I do not condemn or criticize Anne in any way. I’m glad she has followed her conscience and articulated the reasons for doing so. That’s good for her, and it may be good for the church, too. Sometimes, powerful people only listen when they see enough people voting with their feet.

I haven’t taken that step myself, though I think about it quite often. (As recently as last week when I heard about the pastor planning to burn Qurans on September 11. Sheesh.)

I hang in there for several reasons. First, if I want to be affiliated with any group of human beings, sooner or later I will be associated with bigotry, intolerance, violence, stupidity, and pride. In fact, even if I stand alone, distancing myself from every other group, I know that within me there are the seeds of all these things. So there’s no escaping the human condition.

Second, if I were to leave to join some new religion that claims to have—at last!—perfected the way of being pristine and genuine through and through, we all know where that’s going to lead. There’s one thing worse than a failed old religion: a naïve and arrogant new one. In that light, maybe only religions that have acknowledged and learned from their failures have much to offer.

Third, I’ve decided that if I’m going to have solidarity with one failed religion, I might as well have solidarity with them all. So rather than surrendering my identity as a Christian, I’ve redefined it so it doesn’t mean that I feel superior to anybody. Instead, it means that as a failed member of a failed religion, I’m in solidarity with all other failed members of failed religions… and with people who have dropped out of failed religions as well.

Perhaps it’s this truly catholic (small-c) solidarity in failure that really counts most, for Catholics, Protestants, and everybody else. Those who leave religion and those who stay can work to expand that gracious space of solidarity, which, I think, is what Jesus called “the kingdom of God.”





This is a book about finding and inhabiting that gracious space and welcoming others into it. Writing it has been part of my ongoing therapy for CRIS, and reading it will, I hope, be part of yours. I have real hope that a great turning is underway, a profound emergence and reformulation, a worldwide spiritual awakening, a healing of our conflicted identities.16 This healing won’t come easy. It will require some profound rethinking—repentance, in the sturdiest and best sense of the word. It will, as every important breakthrough does, engender push-back and critique, which will call for humble, thoughtful, and patient response. (Ironically, there are few actions better guaranteed to engender conflict than proposing love and understanding for those identified as outsiders and enemies.) And along with repentance and humble, thoughtful patience, it will demand an appropriate urgency.

At a party recently, I was introduced to a fellow who asked what I do for a living. I replied, “Well, I used to be a college English teacher, and then I spent twenty-four years as a pastor. Now I’m an author and speaker, and I guess a sort of activist too.”

“What do you write and speak and activate about?” he asked.

“Among other things, these days I try to convince religious people to stop hating and killing each other and to work for the common good instead,” I replied.

He nodded, paused for a moment, and replied, “I’m not religious myself. On most days I’m an atheist. But I’ve always wondered why more religious people don’t get off their [hindquarters] and work harder for peace than their counterparts do for violence. So… good luck with your work. It’s about time. Even though I’m pretty much agnostic, I just have to say, ‘God bless you.’ ”

“Thanks,” I said. “I take that to heart.” After we both moved on to other conversations, I kept thinking about his impromptu blessing. Doesn’t God seem more plausible, more real, more present, in the presence of peacemakers? And in the presence of hostile religious people, doesn’t God seem less and less credible?17

I’ve written this book primarily for my fellow Christians, but I’m sure that peaceable Muslims, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, and others will find much to stimulate their own creative engagement with their own epidemics of CRIS. If my proposals about Christian identity are in any way legitimate, they will be easy to translate into other contexts.
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