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Praise for the Work of Leonard Sweet

Praise for
Out of the Question … Into the Mystery
 (retitled What Matters Most in 2012)


“Len Sweet has really done it this time! In true midrash form, Len exposes the beauty of a relationship with our Creator. He asks all the hard questions and leads us to a place of grace beyond the formulaic answers. Throw all your self-help books in the trash and immerse yourself in a book that will help you see your faith journey in a whole new way.”

—CHRIS SEAY, pastor, author of The Gospel According to Jesus and The Gospel According to Tony Soprano




“No charts, no boxes, no to-do lists. Just everything we thought we knew about faith but didn’t. This is the book we should be reading in our small groups.”

—SALLY MORGENTHALER, author of Worship Evangelism, founder of sacr​amentis​.com and Digital Glass Videos




“Way back in the 1970s, some thoughtful Christian leaders began talking about a relational theology. The term held intrigue and promise. Now, Leonard Sweet has given us a great gift. Here is a panoramic view of what a relational theology can mean for Christians today. Whether you’re a spiritual seeker trying to get the lay of the land, or a seasoned traveler trying to make sense of what you’ve experienced, or even a disillusioned leader who feels it’s all gone stale, this book will help you see in a fresh, inspiring, profound, and invigorating way.”

—BRIAN MCLAREN, author of A New Kind of Christianity and Naked Spirituality



Praise for
The Three Hardest Words


“This book demonstrates that one of the seminal Christian thinkers in the postmodern era can also be a pastor. Leonard Sweet gets us to examine what it takes to live out love in this world, and he does it beautifully.”

—TONY CAMPOLO, author of Red Letter Christians and Choose Love Not Power




“Len Sweet has, in his inimitable style, tackled the three easiest-hardest words in the English language, wrestled them to the ground, hugged them, and then let them fly again. His imagination takes us on a journey, his mind is an encyclopedia of wonderful references, and his language is captivating. This book is a joy … and a challenge.”

—TONY JONES, author of The Sacred Way, The New Christians, and The Teaching of the Twelve




“Leonard Sweet plumbs the depths of Christianity to explore the richness of Gods’ story, one that is abundant in love. As usual, Sweet’s work is thought provoking, insightful, and a must read for any postmodern thinker.”

—MARGARET FEINBERG, speaker, author of Hungry for God, The Sacred Echo, and Scouting the Divine




“It turns out that Jesus’s simplest and most basic command—that we are to love one another—is the hardest one for us to live out. Leonard Sweet’s book is a tremendous help in guiding us not only to say the words ‘I love you’ with greater understanding of what they really mean but also to live them with greater integrity and intention.”

—RUTH HALEY BARTON, cofounder of the Transforming Center and author of Sacred Rhythms and Invitation to Solitude and Silence




“As corny as the song lyrics are, it’s true that the world does need ‘love sweet love.’ But we need love the way Jesus expressed it. Len Sweet shows how to lose the cliché and make love a reality.”

—DAN KIMBALL, pastor, author of The Emerging Church and Emerging Worship




“Leonard Sweet takes you on a journey out of yourself and into the transforming power of God’s love. His fresh take on love can change your life and your community. Read, live, and breathe this provocative book.”

—BEN YOUNG, pastor, author of The One and coauthor of Out of Control




“Leonard Sweet has explored each of the ‘three hardest words’ in light of Scripture and God’s kingdom. Journey with him to find out how God defines each of the words that sum up the Christian life: I, love, and you.”

—KIRBYJON CALDWELL, pastor, coauthor of Entrepreneurial Faith and author of The Gospel of Good Success



Praise for
The Gospel According to Starbucks


“The Gospel According to Starbucks inspires us to quit playing safe and mediocre lives and to fulfill our God-given potential. Leonard Sweet uncovers God’s purpose for people not just as individuals but also as communities. An outstanding and thought-provoking book.”

—PAUL MCGEE, international speaker and best-selling author of S.U.M.O. (Shut Up, Move On)




“Cultural barista Leonard Sweet serves up a triple venti cup of relevant insights to wake up decaffeinated Christians. Careful, the book you’re about to enjoy is extremely hot.”

—BEN YOUNG, author of Common Grounds and Why Mike’s Not a Christian




“Reading this book is a caffeine jolt. Get ready to be accelerated into the future, with Jesus a central part of the experience.”

—DAN KIMBALL, author of They Like Jesus, but Not the Church




“I have a massive passion for passion. It’s my favorite spiritual topic. And I have a nominal coffee obsession, Starbucks being my ritual more often than not. So what a treat to read Leonard Sweet’s extra-shot weaving together of the two—all in the hope that each of us will drink in the meaningful and passion-filled life we were designed for.”

—MARK OESTREICHER, founder of the Youth Cartel
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Introduction

What’s More Real: Sunday Church or Virtual Community?

Traditional Christian teaching says we learn about human nature and identity by studying God. God’s character shows us what to strive for, and God’s Spirit searches our hearts to reveal the ways in which we resist God’s love, guidance, and correction. All of that is true.

However, it is also true that an accurate understanding of the deepest longings of the human heart tells us much about who God is and what God desires for us and from us. After all, if we are created in God’s image, it follows that there are undeniable reflections of God’s nature visible in us.

In this e-book exclusive, Real Church in a Social-Network World, Christian visionary Leonard Sweet applies his keen analysis to both the church and the individual. He looks at the changing culture and the people who migrate from the old to what is replacing it. He points out the lessons that the church needs to learn from those who are drawn to a relational approach to life.

We can’t deny our need for oxygen, food, and water. Likewise, there are spiritual and relational absolutes that cannot be denied. And it turns out that the natives of the new culture are passionately pursuing the core longings and requirements of the human soul. In fact, more than anything else, the unrelenting pursuit of connection and relationship is their identifying trait.

There is great opportunity for the church to reevaluate its approach to relationship. While preaching the gospel, which promises a relationship with God, has the church lost sight of the centrality of human relationships in the body of Christ? Will the church learn from the social-media generation and do some soul-searching?

In this collection, Sweet asks the questions, how does God speak to us, and how can we most faithfully live out Christian faith? In answering those questions, he looks at two worlds: the church and the broader culture—especially the world of young adults. The church world tends to be attracted to the mind, placing confidence in conclusions that arise from a careful examination of the available evidence. The broader culture is more geared to direct experience and the relational aspects of life. The latter world resonates with God’s practice of sending a personal representative, while the church puts more confidence in the idea of a prepared statement from on high.

Sweet sees in the social-networking generation a passion for connection, community, knowing others, and being known by others. This untiring pursuit of belonging and relationship calls to mind the body of Christ—diverse members connecting in unexpected ways. (Sweet explores the social-networking generation more fully in his new book Viral [WaterBrook, 2012].)

Sweet notes that the church seems to be preoccupied with measurements and statistics, comparisons and definitions, doctrinal precision and organizational concerns. Will the body of Christ realize that much can be learned from the lives of younger members of the culture at large, those who seek connection and relationship? Can the church reclaim the values of knowing and being known, and take the risks necessary to live out Christian faith in everyday life?

HISTORIAN AND FUTURIST

Leonard Sweet has been posting status updates on Christian faith for decades. He is an educator, speaker, and preacher who is trained as a historian but specializes in a new field called semiotics. Over the past fifteen years, all of us have noticed that the future now arrives with such speed that we need a futurist or a semiotician to keep us aimed in the right direction.

Sweet compiled this topical collection from some of his best thinking on these subjects: the difference between faith and belief; why storytelling is crucial to the gospel; what a real relationship looks like in everyday life; and the difference between Jesus as doctrine and Jesus as discovery. If you have not read his books, you have missed some of the most incisive analysis available of cultural upheaval and the church’s mission in the twenty-first century.

This collection is drawn from three of Sweet’s most important books: What Matters Most, The Three Hardest Words, and The Gospel According to Starbucks (all available from WaterBrook Multnomah Publishing Group). In all his visionary thinking, Sweet returns again and again to Jesus. If Jesus’s followers do not embody the life of their Savior, then Christianity will decline to the level of interesting idea, good discussion topic, or hotly debated doctrinal statement.

Reading Real Church in a Social-Network World is likely to raise questions and prompt ideas of your own. It is an excellent resource to use as the basis for discussion with friends and ministry partners. And it’s possible you will want to interact with the author regarding his assessment of the life of faith. You can follow Leonard Sweet on Twitter (at @len​swe​et) and on Facebook (http:​//​snip​url​.com/skyxp). You can read his weekly contributions on www​.serm​ons​.com, subscribe to his weekly podcasts (“Napkin Scribbles”) on iTunes U, and contact him through his website: www​.leona​rdsweet​.com.

A bonus that is available only as part of this collection is the introduction and chapter 1 from Sweet’s next book, Viral, due to be released in spring 2012 by WaterBrook Press.


1

Faith Versus Belief

Faith moves. In contrast, belief can be settled. Faith requires full commitment, whereas belief implies intellectual assent to a set of required teachings. Faith demands all of you; belief might claim no more than your careful consideration.

NO ONE TALKS ABOUT “THE LIFE OF BELIEF”

The Reformation paradigm, which tempts us to replace relationship with reason, is captured in the word belief. It is concerned with right thinking and adherence to a particular way of articulating biblical teaching. It involves systematizing and assenting—and excluding those who don’t fully subscribe to the current fashion in creedal statements. Belief is inert. It is intellectual, defensible, and typically irrelevant.

In contrast, the missional paradigm is a way of life—the life of faith. It is a quest for discovery. It is nothing less than the pursuit of the GodLife relationship. Faith is kinetic and transformational. It is described in Scripture as following, forgiving, seeking, rejoicing, sharing. It is the life of relating to God, to others, and to God’s creation. To the Western mind it can appear sloppy and unpredictable and meandering. Yes, it is all of those things, and much more!

Belief is Plato; faith is Jesus.

As we consider God’s reorientation of Christianity, bear in mind that it is movement, not statement. It is more about exploring than about ensconcing.

Jesus asked his closest followers: “Who do you say I am?”1 Each of us, if we are to follow him today, must answer this same question. And as we seek the answer, we find that


FAITH IS NOT BELIEF




ARE YOU WILLING TO COMMIT, OR MERELY ADMIT?




LETTER OF THE LAW, OR LIFE OF THE SPIRIT?







THE REAL EXPERIENCE OF FAITH




FAITH REQUIRES PARTICIPATION







ORTHODOXY AND PARADOXY






FOLLOWING JESUS MEANS GOING SOMEWHERE
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