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This book is dedicated to two dear friends whose presence and absence I will always associate with the writing of this book.

Bill Duncan died of COVID-19 in March of 2021. Bill was my friend across five decades of life, and he was my partner in planting a new church in the early 1980s (Cedar Ridge Community Church, http://crcc.org/). It is one of the greatest blessings of my life to have such a wise, deeply rooted, forgiving, supportive and delightful friend. Bill was kind enough to read my books and offer me encouragement about each one. I am quite certain this book would have been his favourite, and he would have said something like, ‘I think you finally were able to say what you’ve been striving to say for your whole adult life.’

Fran McKendree was a gifted singer, songwriter, guitarist and worship leader whose music and friendship brightened my life, especially over the last decade. While he was undergoing treatment for aggressive cancer in 2020 and 2021, he produced some songs that I had written or co-written with him. (You can find some of them here: http://brianmclaren.net/celebrating-a-life-of-wonder-goodness-and-creativity/) He passed away in June of 2021. These lines from his song ‘Haul Away’ could serve as an epigram for this book (from Times Like These, McKendree Spring 2013, available here: https://vimeo.com/119998423/):

 

Break these chains and, flying, let me go.

Dance me out and let me see 

How this storm can paint a rainbow

And how beginnings come to be.
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A Word to UK and Other Global Readers

 

As someone born into a Christian family in the USA, I naturally write about and within my context. As a result, the stories and issues in this book reflect the current realities of my conflicted country and the conflicted Christian communities within it.

For a long time, people born into Christian families in the US generally chose to stay Christian. We looked east across the Atlantic and felt sorry for those poor Europeans who were secularising so quickly. But now, younger generations of Christians in the US are disassociating with Christianity in ever-growing numbers. They may call it deconstructing, doubting or ‘becoming spiritual but not religious’, but they’re asking the same question that their British, German, French, Italian and Czech counterparts have been asking for generations: Do I stay Christian?

Because of US economic, military and cultural influence (and too often, US dominance and interference), problems in my country are exported globally, all the more quickly in a digital world.  So, when significant numbers of US Christians share an obsession with guns, a love affair with political figures like Donald Trump, a refusal to get vaccines, an attraction to conspiracy theories, and a stubborn denial of climate change, their influence quickly becomes global. Whether, why and how people stay Christian in the US is, in a real sense, everybody’s business.

So I hope that readers in the UK and around the world will find it helpful to see how small but growing numbers of Christians in the US are beginning to re-evaluate our peculiarly American brands of Christianity at this pivotal moment in our history. Some of us are leaving Christianity decisively. Some are staying. Some are doing a combination of both – leaving the forms of Christianity we inherited and seeking to imagine and embody new forms.

Of course, despite the uniqueness of Christianity in the US, Christians around the world share profound similarities. That shouldn’t be a surprise. Across five centuries of colonisation, European forms of Christianity spread around the world, bringing with them a complex mix of spiritual benefit and staggering harm.

So around the world, Christians young and old find themselves facing a similar wave of disillusionment. The descendants of the colonisers and the descendants of the colonised wonder if the so-called good news of Christianity is such good news after all. Widespread clergy sexual abuse of children, long covered up, has become a global news story. Stories of financial greed and gross abuses of power by Christian leaders spread like wildfire over the internet. Racist, homophobic, anti-Semitic, Islamophobic and other forms of hate speech, once preached by a few to a few within the walls of small congregations, are now broadcast around the world to billions at the speed of electrons through TikTok and YouTube. More and more Christians wonder, ‘Do I really want to stay part of this mess?’

Every day, over 100,000 babies are born into Christian families worldwide. Every day, another 7000 people become converts to Christianity. A few never have second thoughts. But more and more Christians around the world reach fourteen, or eighteen, or twenty-five, or fifty, and they find themselves asking, ‘Do I stay Christian?’ You may be one of them, if not today, perhaps tomorrow. This book is for you.





Introduction

A Religion Is Many Things

It was about ten-thirty at night. I had just fallen asleep in a hotel room in San Francisco. My hotel phone jangled at full volume and I fumbled in the darkness to find it. ‘Brian, my name is Carl. I’m terribly sorry to bother you so late, and I apologise for hunting you down at your hotel,’ the caller said with a deep southern accent. ‘I work for a Christian campus ministry here in the Bay Area. My whole staff team and I were at your lecture this evening, and we’re fans of your books, and we wondered if it would be possible for us to meet with you before you leave town. I hope that’s not too presumptuous to ask.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, trying not to sound too groggy. ‘I have to catch a plane at 9:00 a.m. That means I need to be at the airport at eight, which would mean leaving here before seven so I could return my rental car.’

‘You don’t understand,’ Carl said. ‘We’re desperate. Is there any way?’

It turned out that Carl lived near the airport, and I agreed to meet Carl’s team at his apartment at 5:30 a.m. The small living room was already crowded with about a dozen people when I arrived. Delia, Carl’s wife, had prepared a last-minute breakfast buffet that didn’t look last minute at all: scrambled eggs, sausage, fresh biscuits, toast, fruit, orange juice and coffee. We sat around the room elbow to elbow, our breakfasts on our laps, and Delia began in a Louisiana drawl even more pronounced than her husband’s: ‘Brian, bless your heart for getting up so early to meet with a ragamuffin bunch of perfect strangers like us. I might as well get the ball rolling. We came from Louisiana to reach secular college students for Christ here in liberal, heathen San Francisco. But the truth is, they’ve reached us more than we’ve reached them. Now, the Christianity we came here with just doesn’t make much sense anymore. If I had my way, I would leave campus ministry today, and then I think I’d leave Christianity tomorrow.’

Carl went next, and then, one by one around the room, each person shared a similar story. ‘I’m hanging on to Christian faith by a fingernail,’ one said. ‘I don’t even know if there’s a God anymore,’ said another. ‘I had to stop reading the Bible,’ another said, ‘because I’m about one chapter away from complete atheism.’

When we came full circle back to Delia, she said, ‘When we heard you speak last night, we felt that you might understand our predicament and be able to help us. We just don’t know what to do.’

By this time, it was 6:20, and I realised I only had forty minutes before I needed to leave for the airport. What could I say in forty minutes to help these sincere and conflicted people?

Fast forward twenty years, and I found myself in a similar conversation, this time in a Chinese restaurant just outside Chicago. I looked around the table and saw a sampling of Mainline Protestant clergy: an Episcopal priest and a Presbyterian pastor to my left, two Methodists and a Lutheran across from me, and two post-Evangelicals now in the United Church of Christ to my right. They were the organisers of a day-long event for clergy at which I had just spoken.

One of the Methodist pastors across from me had just told our little group that she had seriously considered leaving ministry earlier in the year. Then she caught my eye: ‘Brian, do you ever feel tempted to just throw out the whole thing and do something else with your life?’

‘Sometimes I do,’ I said. ‘Lately, more often than you’d think.’

Everyone froze for a second. My companions clearly didn’t expect my admission.

One of the post-Evangelicals to my right leaned towards me and made eye contact over his reading glasses. ‘I think Jesus would be pretty embarrassed about what we’ve made of the movement he started,’ he said. ‘Sometimes I think he wouldn’t want to be a part of it either.’

Over their Kung Pao chicken, egg drop soup and vegetarian fried rice, one by one my companions shared their ambivalence not just about staying in ministry, but about staying Christian.

I can’t count how many similar conversations have unfolded since that early morning breakfast with Evangelicals in San Francisco and that dinner with Mainline Protestants near Chicago. Surprising numbers of Roman Catholics have told me, almost as if reading from the same script, ‘I have no hope for the church reforming or renewing. My only hope is that it collapses and dies soon, before it does any more harm, so something new can be resurrected.’ Others had hope for renewal but talked in terms of centuries, not years or even decades. Latter-Day Saints, Adventists, Unitarians and many others have reached out to me about their similar spiritual frustrations in their unique contexts.

As I recall these conversations, I hear echoes of literally thousands of others in hallways, over meals, via email or in chance encounters in airports. ‘I wouldn’t be a Christian anymore, if I hadn’t found your books,’ a young youth pastor told me in a book signing line. I was a Mennonite pastor for twenty years,’ a middle-aged man explained at an event, ‘but this is the first time I’ve set foot in a church of any kind since I left the pastorate seven years ago. These days I call myself post-Christian.’ ‘You saved my life (spiritually speaking) through your books while I was deployed in Iraq,’ a military chaplain wrote to me. ‘I came out as an atheist and left Christianity,’ a former Methodist minister wrote. ‘Maybe my journey would have been different if I’d met people like you in time.’

Over time, I’ve come to realise that when people speak of leaving Christianity, part of their struggle is that Christianity doesn’t refer to one simple thing. Like any religion, Christianity is a complex mixture of many different things, a diamond of many facets or a meal of many ingredients.

 

1. Christianity can be understood historically or culturally, as a legacy you are born into or enter by choice. To be a Christian is to inhabit a cultural or historical tradition.

2. Christianity can be defined institutionally, as a power structure or hierarchy in which you participate. To be a Christian is to affiliate with an institution and accept its authority structure.

3. Christianity can be defined doctrinally, as something you believe. To be a Christian is to affirm a system of beliefs or teachings.

4. Christianity can be defined liturgically or pragmatically, as a set of rituals you practise. To be a Christian is to engage in some version of Christianity’s rituals or practices.

5. Christianity can be defined spiritually or experientially, as something you feel or a conversion experience you’ve had. To be a Christian is to have, foster and share a set of experiences.

6. Christianity can be defined moralistically, as a shared set of moral values or precepts. To be a Christian is to live your life by a moral or ethical framework.

7. Christianity can be defined missionally, as a programme, plan or movement for intentional action in the world. To be a Christian is to take on that mission as your own.

8. Christianity can be defined demographically, as a sociological or anthropological identity. To be a Christian is to identify yourself as a member of a recognised group.

9. Christianity can be defined politically, as a way of organising people for political action (or inaction). To be a Christian is to act as part of a coalition with shared theo-political aims.

10. Christianity can be defined socially, as a community of people in whose presence you feel safe, welcome, needed, accepted or supported. To be a Christian is to enjoy an experience of social belonging with others who identify as Christian.

11. Christianity can be defined linguistically, as a shared set of words and ways of communicating.

In my case, as a person of Scottish, English, Irish, Dutch and other European descent, it was almost inevitable that I would inherit some form of Christianity as part of my family heritage (#8). As a child, I was inducted into the doctrines, practices and morals of one stream of conservative Protestantism (# 3, 4 and 6). I learned respect for the living and dead authority figures in our tradition from my parents and later mentors (#2).

At youth groups and summer camps, I felt drawn into the welcoming fellowship of my peers (#10), and I had some life-changing spiritual experiences in my teens and early twenties that marked me deeply (#5). I never thought much about the history of my faith until I was in my twenties, but then I was introduced to a telling of Christian history that made me feel proud to be part of an exceptional tradition (#1). We were deeply committed to something we called ‘world missions’, so I wholeheartedly threw myself into that endeavour (#7). For many years, I avoided taking overtly political stances so I could focus on ‘spiritual matters’ as my tradition taught me to do, not realising how political inaction ends up strengthening the powers that be and is therefore a type of tacit political action (#9). Through wide reading and broad relationships, I became reasonably fluent in the terminology of many other denominations as well as my own (#11).

By the time I was finished with college, I had affiliated with Christianity on eleven out of eleven markers. I was really, truly, seriously Christian! But in the years that followed, every single marker became problematised for me. I discovered I had been given a whitewashed version of Christian history. I got a behind-the-curtain look at Christian institutions and their structural design flaws and dysfunctions. I saw serious problems with the doctrines, liturgies and language of Christianity. I saw how essential Christian experiences – from being saved or born again to being filled with the Spirit and called to ministry – were often carefully stage-managed and manipulated. I began to see serious unintended negative consequences of conventional Christian morality and missions. I witnessed both in history and in my own lifetime how Christianity as a demographic or social reality can be manipulated for ugly political purposes.

I felt like a boy who was born into a loving family. His parents, uncles, aunts and cousins were close-knit and fiercely protective of one another, and the whole extended family was successful and prosperous. The boy’s childhood was filled with delicious food, spacious homes, new cars, great vacations, exciting entertainment, everything that anyone could wish for. ‘Family is everything,’ his dad said at every holiday, ‘and there is no family like our family.’ The little boy felt in his bones that his father’s words were true. In his teenage years, however, the boy began discovering that his family had secrets. One discovery led to another, until the boy realised his happy, close-knit family was part of something called the Mafia. When he confronted his father about this, he was told that if he wasn’t willing to become part of the family business, to keep its secrets and maintain its loyalties, he would be disowned forever . . . or something even worse might happen to him. He was either all in or completely out.

That’s the kind of identity crisis I have struggled with through my years as a Christian.

Many challenges to my Christian identity have come from my fellow Christians who advocated versions of Christianity that horrified me and made me want to run for my life in the opposite direction. One such moment – equal parts mortifying and clarifying – particularly stands out. It was the evening of 5 August 2007. I was sitting on my couch watching a debate among Republican presidential candidates.1

The moderator asked one candidate, Tom Tancredo, what had been the ‘defining mistake’ of his life. Tancredo answered that his defining mistake was waiting too long before accepting that ‘Jesus Christ is my personal saviour’. A little later, the moderator came back to Mr Tancredo with a question about terrorism: ‘Last week you said that, in order to deter an attack by Islamic terrorists using nuclear weapons, you would threaten to bomb Mecca and Medina. The State Department called that “reprehensible” and “absolutely crazy”.’ Tancredo doubled down. He saw his willingness to nuke the holiest sites of Islam as proof of his fitness to be president. He saw no conflict between killing over two million innocents and having ‘accepted Christ as personal saviour’.

I knew that there was a name for punishing innocent civilians for deeds done by others: ‘collective punishment’. I knew that collective punishment had been condemned by the Geneva Conventions of 1949 as a war crime. Tragically, collective punishment has had a long history, including within Christianity.

So here was an outspoken Christian unapologetically threatening to commit a war crime as a plank in his campaign platform, notwithstanding the likelihood that such an atrocity would likely lead to a global nuclear war that would kill untold millions more.

‘If this fellow wins the presidency, and if he follows through on his threat, the jig will be up for me,’ I thought. ‘I will be done. I will have to stop identifying myself as a Christian as an act of protest against such idiocy and evil.’

That thought hadn’t even fully settled before another thought rushed in: ‘Who am I kidding? Similarly horrific idiocies and atrocities have already been done by Christians and in Christ’s name, and not just once, but again and again and again across history. Maybe it’s time to be done with the whole thing now. Maybe every day I stay Christian, I add legitimacy to the next group of Christians who are about to commit the next atrocity.’

Fast forward nine years, and a majority of white Christians lined up to support someone more crude and short-sighted than Mr Tancredo. No matter how many lies their candidate told, no matter how small-minded and vengeful he showed himself to be, when he advocated violence against protestors engaging in free speech, when he normalised white supremacists and neo-Nazis, when he bragged of adultery and sexual assault, when he boasted he could shoot someone on Fifth Avenue with no repercussions, and even when he dared to disagree with one of Jesus’ central teachings – while at the National Prayer Breakfast, no less – even then, white Christians, especially Evangelicals, stood by him. Along with too many of their white Catholic and Mainline Protestant brothers and sisters, white Evangelical Christians remained the most loyal segment of his loyal base, even when he botched the response to COVID-19, even when his toll of lies topped 30,000, even when he incited a mob to storm the Capitol just before his turbulent presidency ended.2 It became increasingly clear that they loved him not in spite of his faults but because of them. He might be tough, crude, dishonest, vicious and self-serving, but he was their tough, crude, dishonest, vicious and self-serving champion.

In that light, you can see why, as recently as ten minutes ago, I felt sick to death of the armed platoon of harm that hides in the Trojan horse of many forms of Christianity. All too often, the Christian industrial project reminds me less of a religion and more of the tobacco, fossil fuel and weapons industries: willing to harm millions to keep their business going.3

I hope you can see that ‘Do I stay Christian?’ is not a theoretical question for me. It is a matter of the heart, a matter of identity, a matter of ultimate concern. It confronts me each morning when I look in the mirror.

In telling you all this from the start, I hope you will understand my purpose for this book. I am not writing this book to convince you (or myself) to stay Christian. Nor am I writing this book to convince you (or myself) to leave Christian identity behind forever. Instead, I want to think through the question of retaining or shedding Christian identity with you looking over my shoulder. And I want us to consider how we are going to live, whether or not we identify as Christian.

So in Part One of the book, I present the best reasons I am aware of for answering ‘Do I stay Christian?’ with a decisive no. If Christianity has been nothing but a blessing to you personally, this section may be painful and disruptive for you to read. But I plead with you to grapple with it humbly, honestly, with eyes and heart wide open.

In Part Two, I offer the best reasons I know for answering with a sincere yes, without in any way minimising the problems we address in Part One. Then, in Part Three, I turn to a related question: whatever we decide about staying Christian, how can we do so in a good, honest and loving way? In other words, this how question will apply whether you stay or go, whether you say yes or no (or I don’t know) to the question raised by the title.

I am aware that every word I write is filtered through my own experience as a white male Christian, born in 1956 near the peak of the baby boom, who has lived a middle-class life on the East Coast of the United States ever since. I am also aware that people from different vantage points will have different insights, some, no doubt, at odds with my own. I know that my experience is not universal nor should my vantage point exclude anyone else’s. For that reason, I encourage you to be as honest about your experience as I’ve tried to be about mine. Rather than pitting our experiences against one another, I hope we can learn from one another, approach one another with curiosity and empathy, and look for ways to seek the common good together.

Now you may have picked up this book leaning in one direction or another. For example, you may be thinking, ‘I already have one foot out of the door of Christianity. If you have any good reasons to stay, I need to see them fast.’ If that’s you, you may want to skim the ‘No’ section of the book and focus on ‘Yes’ and ‘How’. If you are happily and firmly Christian and simply want to understand the reasons friends or family members are leaving the faith, the ‘No’ section is probably the part you need most, even though it may upset you. Ultimately, I hope you will engage with all three sections.

Wherever you’re coming from, I make this promise: I won’t try to push any foregone conclusion upon you. This is a serious subject, and a personal one. As a thoughtful and morally responsible person, you are the only one who can decide whether you will stay Christian or not. And only you can decide how you will live your wild and precious life after you choose to stay or leave.

Before we jump in, I want you to know three things.

First, in most of my previous books, I included questions for reflection and discussion at the end of each chapter. For this book, I would like to offer a slightly different way for you to engage more deeply, whether as an individual or as a group. You’ll find that resource in Appendix I. It might be best to read that appendix before Chapter 1.

Second, in these pages I tell lots of stories of people I’ve met. Unless they’re public figures or grant me permission, I protect their privacy by changing names and identifying details. Sometimes, I combine elements of two or more stories into one. I do so for the sake of clarity and brevity, and never to mislead.

Third, I want to tell you a brief story. When I was in college, I went through a period of deep doubt (one of many) about the existence of God. For a while, I kept my secret, but then I confided in one of my closest friends. ‘I think I’m on my way out of Christian faith,’ I said. He looked at me across the room, with great kindness on his face. ‘Whether you stay Christian or not,’ he said, ‘I am your friend no matter what.’

If we were in the same room, that is what I would say to you.
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