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A note from the authors

What does it mean to be human?

 

 While we believe this is the most important question our culture is asking, we also recognise the enormity of it. The Being Human conversation encompasses every aspect of our life and world. A single book cannot even begin to cover all that could be said on this subject or do justice to the myriad of themes we could have explored. We invite you to check out the wider Being Human project from the Evangelical Alliance with small group resources, videos, articles and much more all available at www.beinghumanlens.com.

 

 This book has been our way to simply draw attention to some of the things we have seen or experienced on our journey with Jesus. To play our part in the wider conversations of what it means to be human. Our cultural observations are rooted in and inevitably limited by the context in which we find ourselves. Our understanding of the God story and Christian community have been shaped by so many wonderful human beings. We acknowledge as many as we can at the end of this book and each dedicate it to a special few.

 

Jo – Andy, Eloise and Talitha

 

Peter – Mum, Dad, Rose, Keren and Lucia





Chapter 1

Cultural Stories: Searching for Significance in a Secular Age

Who is worth it?

The advert opens with the actress Kate Winslet staring into the camera: she is worth it. But after spending hours in hair and make-up, she then starts to wipe it all away. She tells us that it’s not about the make-up; being worth it is about owning your right to be you. It’s about standing in your truth, however you identify. It is about being authentically you; that is all that matters.

In another advert in the series, Dame Helen Mirren talks about having agency, having an opinion, having value. She tells the viewer that she is more than her race, her body, her gender or her age. She is worth it, you’re worth it, we are all worth it.

It’s a brilliant campaign. The phrase ‘Because I’m worth it’ has been used by L’Oréal since the early 1970s and many of us probably recognise it. But the more you watch the adverts, the more puzzling they become. While Kate Winslet is removing her make-up, she is still ultimately ‘selling’ cosmetic products. We are told not to worry about what others think, when we know celebrity culture is defined by public perception and fandom. We are told to look within for self-worth, when we face feelings of inadequacy and emptiness. While there’s something deeply truthful in the statement ‘you’re worth it’, there’s no convincing reason for why that’s the case.

And yet, deep within each of us, there seems to be an innate desire to believe that we matter. We want our lives to be significant. Our very existence is a search for significance, for our lives to have meaning, to make a mark, to move the dial or to leave a legacy. In our quest to understand what it means to be human, and how to live a fully human life, we must start here with the significance of a human life.

Setting the scene

It’s important to remember that the search for significance is not new. Socrates said that ‘for a human being, the unexamined life is not worth living’.1 Every worldview, every ideology and every theology presents an anthropology – a vision of what it means to be a human being. This is crucial to our understanding of why we matter and our search for significance in our lives. For Plato, universal human dignity was offensive rather than an undoubted truth claim. He assumed a natural inequality in which the wise and the good should be at the top of any society, while women, slaves and children should find their place lower down the pecking order.2 It was the rise of Christianity that brought with it the value of all human life.

As we have seen in our Jenga tower, before the age of Enlightenment, the West understood the world and everything in it in relation to God. Religion was part of everyday life and language, and God stood at the centre of our collective reality. But the Enlightenment largely rejected God and the authority of the church, leading to the empowering of the individual. It shifted our focus so that God was removed from our foundational narratives, forcing us to source our significance somewhere else.

Now, our cultural stories show the cracks of secularism. As a society, we are deeply invested in the ideas of significance, dignity, equality and identity, but we lack a coherent narrative of what they are, and why they should shape how we live. We also see what happens when the significance of others is undervalued, twisted, damaged or denied. We are presented with stories about ‘invading’ migrants, systemic racism and toxic masculinity, each dehumanising and undermining the significance of others.

Sadly, rates of anxiety, depression and suicide are on the rise as we struggle to bear the weight of defining our own meaning. Most teenage girls in the US (57 per cent) say that they experience persistent sadness or hopelessness, while almost a third say they have seriously considered suicide. Boys are doing badly too, though their rates of depression and anxiety are not as high.3

The modern rise of dating apps is a prime example of dehumanising the significance of others. These apps turn people into products, encouraging us to swipe left or right based primarily on image. In fact, our worth is often decided by an algorithm determining which profiles are even shown. The 24/7 access might seem convenient, but it can contribute to a deterioration in mental health.4 Users can be rejected at any time, and without the feedback we might get from an in-person encounter, human nature assumes the worst. There are also significant challenges with issues like sexual racism.5 Prior to the murder of George Floyd, many dating apps had ‘ethnicity filters’ allowing users to filter results based on ethnicity. At every turn modern dating seems to add pressures around appearance, body image, race and comparison to others, often with negative consequences.6

These conflicting messages are difficult to reconcile; we are told we are special but reminded daily that many aren’t seen as significant. What happens when we aren’t good enough, smart enough, tall enough, black enough, white enough, progressive enough, orthodox enough, rich enough or kind enough? The result is a crisis of meaning. We each crave to be known, recognised and appreciated, but that can leave us vulnerable to the misunderstandings and the mistreatment of others.

Sourcing our significance

In The Search for Significance, Robert McGee looks at some of the places we try and source our significance.7 Building on his material, we want to focus on two sources: self-esteem vs self-realisation.

Some of us have grown up with an ‘earn it’ storyline for our significance. This is the story of self-esteem, and it is based on achievement or approval. There’s a set of targets we need to achieve – a good job, perfect family, nice house, healthy bank account, no wrinkles. We need to prove ourselves and earn credibility to win affection or approval. Our significance is based on how others see us.

Others will have grown up with a ‘be it’ storyline. Our significance comes from within – it’s about self-realisation. We must rely on ourselves. It’s not about what others think of me, what’s important is how I think about, feel or define myself. But this turn inward often leads to struggles with blame and shame. Let’s look at these in turn.

Self-esteem – ‘earn it’

McGee notes how success is often seen as a key source of our significance. If we can achieve at work, on the sports field, at home or in church, we hope it will bring meaning, respect and happiness. Many have experienced the feeling that we must meet certain arbitrary standards to attain our self-worth. This performance trap can be easy to spot in high achievers; even in church settings, those with high capability and higher capacity are generally applauded, given stage time and asked to serve on boards. Busyness is often lauded and rarely challenged. Platforms are seen as a sign of success and significance, both by those on the stage and those looking on. But failing to meet this standard of performance threatens our significance.

Many of us are driven by a fear of failure that manifests itself in different ways. Some avoid risk entirely (‘you can’t fail if you don’t try’) but the result is a limited version of life without creativity or challenge. Others, like perfectionists, can be counted on to get the job done, but their motivation usually comes from the same drive to avoid failure. Even procrastination is often fuelled by the fear of falling short of a perfect standard. Each of these drives show significance is achieved rather than received.

When we seek approval, we base our self-worth on what others think of us. This allows others to define us and we can become dependent on external validation. We learn, often at an early age, that a particular version of ourselves works. This image of ourselves gains approval from the watching world and so we invest in this image, our false self. We learn to pretend. We discover the art of packaging ourselves, building an attachment to an image of ourselves that we think makes us special and significant. Author and psychologist David Benner notes, ‘While this might seem quite benign, the dark side of pretending is that what begins as a role becomes an identity. Initially the masks we adopt reflect how we want others to see our self. Over time, however, they come to reflect how we want to see our self.’8 The risk is that our masks become our reality and we become our lies; the cliché of ‘fake it till you make it’ finds its origin here. Rather than being authentic, our identity is now based on an illusion – easily spotted in others but difficult to see in ourselves. People may know your mask and give it lots of applause, but they’ll never know the real you.

We have both experienced aspects of this as leaders and speakers. The desire for approval can grow into a fear of rejection. It can lead to anxiety and insecurity that, if someone sees the real us, they will reject us. We have thousands of ‘followers’ or ‘friends’ on social media, but these aren’t people who know us well. Imagine they knew what we were really like when we lose our temper or miss a train. We all know how to present a particular version of ourselves on social media, chasing after followers and likes – an instant way to gain and measure approval. Many struggle to deal with criticism and often withdraw from others to avoid disapproval. Others avoid deep and intimate relationships. The fear of rejection can lead us to withdraw from those who actually care for us. Tragically, the church has also used, or more accurately misused, the fear of rejection. Guilt and failure have been used to motivate many to try harder to earn God’s approval. Countless numbers have left the church without understanding that God knows us intimately and is the source of our significance.

It is easy to build a false sense of significance based on our achievements and the approval of others. But what happens when these external voices let us down?

Self-realisation – ‘be it’

There is growing distrust of what external voices have to say about us. Why should we care what parents, teachers, bosses or others think about us? Conforming to others’ expectations might make them happy, but what about me? The result is a turn inward. The self-realisation narrative tells us that our sense of self is not externally dependent, but self-generated. It’s those that say, ‘no one gets to define me but me’. From the American dream to bedtime tales for wide-eyed toddlers, voices tell us stories that show us we can be whoever we want to be, that our destiny is our own to shape and define. We are the authors and creators of every one of our personal stories; we are masters of our universe. Through countless movies, novels, reels and songs, we are told to write our own story of significance – to be true to who we are, to live the life that makes us happy, to discover and do the right thing, whatever that might be. In the world of identity politics, we are told that we can self-ID as whoever or whatever we want, choosing our gender and preferred pronouns.

 

You do you. I’m being true to myself.

 

And if our cultural stories feed off our search for significance through self-realisation, expressive individualism tells us that the best way to live is by being true to ourselves. Charles Taylor describes this as a ‘culture of authenticity’ in which we find our meaning or significance by giving expression to our own feeling and desires. We are not to conform to a model imposed on us from outside – by society, religion, political authority or previous generations.9 The result is that we are blank slates, ours to freely colour and contour into whatever shape we desire – even our sex is apparently only assigned at birth and subject to later change if we decide. You can do what you want, love who you want, dress how you want and be whoever you choose. Philip Rieff makes a very similar point in understanding the human self: that psychological categories and an inward focus are the hallmarks of being a modern person.10

But these are heavy burdens. Like a child needs boundaries to feel safe, we adults can easily get overwhelmed with the responsibility to self-define every aspect of our lives. And the pressure is entirely on us to not get it wrong. There seem to us to be at least three major challenges that arise from this self-realisation narrative.

Incoherence

The first challenge is incoherence. What happens when we look into our heart and soul to find our dreams and our deepest desires are riddled with contradictions. Francis Spufford writes in Unapologetic about lying in the bath and reflecting on his life which bears scarcely any resemblance to what he thinks he always wanted. In moments like these, he says, you get a glimpse of ‘an unflattering vision of yourself as a being whose wants make no sense, don’t harmonise: whose desires, deep down, are discordantly arranged, so that you truly want to possess and you truly want not to, at the very same time’.11 He is asking if we really chose the life we are living or if it is the culmination of a series of often contradictory choices, each one made in the moment.

Instability

The second challenge is instability because our feelings change. Feelings are fundamentally unreliable – some days we feel great, others not so much. It might manifest itself in impulsive behaviour or FOMO – fear of missing out. It can also lead to fatigue as we flip-flop back and forth based on different feelings and ideas with little foundation.

Inadequacy

The third challenge is inadequacy, where we may not feel worthy of significance. Perhaps a past experience has left deep scars on our ability to trust ourselves. Maybe failing at school or the breakdown of a relationship has left feelings of shame. This often produces deep self-condemnation, internal name calling or self-deprecating humour. We blame ourselves or turn on others and blame them, through sarcastic or abusive comments. Because we doubt our own significance, it is easy to doubt the significance of others. Take, for example, the heartbreaking case of Child Q which hit the UK news in 2022. A young black girl was in school when the Metropolitan Police conducted an illegal strip search. The very institution she was asked to trust made her feel traumatised and left her self-harming. She said, ‘Someone walked into the school, where I was supposed to feel safe, took me away from the people who were supposed to protect me and stripped me naked, while I was on my period.’12 Scandal after scandal shows the cycles of inadequacy that cause victims to hurt more victims when someone’s value is disregarded and mistreated.

 

The root problem in both the self-esteem narrative and the self-realisation narrative is that they fail to recognise that human significance is innate. They push us to the false self, telling us that significance is earned or achieved. They tell us that we bear the weight of responsibility for giving meaning to our lives. But what if our significance is not found in our intelligence, our strength, our beauty, our sex, our power, our ethnicity, our skin colour, our sexuality, our disability or ability? We each have distinct characteristics and we are a unique combination of them. But these qualities are not the ultimate source of our significance. What if our significance – the dignity, identity and equality of every human being – has much stronger foundations that could bear the weight of our good days and our bad days?





Chapter 10

Reflecting on Connection

Reflective questions and practices

Take time on your own, or with others, to explore these questions and practices. Reflect on the sections of Connection that resonated with you, but also recognise those moments where you disagreed or had conflicting experiences. Invite God to speak into each of these reflections.

 

Here are some questions to consider:

1. What is love?

2. How does fear affect your relationships?

3. When do we see Jesus act lovingly towards others in the Gospels?

4. What are the cultural storylines of connection in your world?

 

Here are three suggested practices to help live into the connected life Jesus offers us all.

Worship

The act of worship is intrinsically human.

We all worship, but the direction and the object of our worship varies. There are so many places we direct our worship as humans, but only one is worthy of praise. There is a scene in Revelation where God is seated on His throne and all of creation encircles Him, singing out their praises in a symphony of joyous sound. This is a glorious picture of God at the centre and all of creation is arranged in orderly relationship around His throne.

Worship is our response to the love of the Father; we de-centre ourselves and ensure God is at the centre of our lives and our relationships. The form and style of worship varies across church traditions and cultures: we might sing, offer prayers of thanks; we might perform acts of service or offer gifts of gratitude; we might use our time or our work as an act of worship; we might use loud music or silent contemplation, art or poetry or a walk in nature. Whatever the form, the substance remains the same: it is an act of confession, a declaration of an internal truth through words or actions. We proclaim who God is and who we are. Worship is putting everyone and everything in its proper place, with God at the centre.

Getting started

• If you listen to music often, in your house, at work or on the move, consider switching up your playlists for worship or gospel channels and artists.

• Read a psalm each day and use it as a template for worship and engagement with God. Not every psalm is praise-based, but each recognises the centrality of God in our lives and the lives of those around us.

• Go for a walk outside; use the inspiration of nature to offer thanks and praise to the one who made it all.

• Pray as you work, do chores or run errands. Talk to God about how your actions are an act of worship, giving God the glory for the work of your hands.

Going deeper

• Explore worship styles from other traditions: charismatic, traditional, liturgical or contemplative. Find different means and methods to reorientate and refocus your attention on God.

• Invite others to join you for a time of worship; bring some instruments, put out some Bibles and art supplies and see what a joyful noise you can make.

Hospitality

The simple act of welcoming someone into your personal space is in itself a subversive healing act. It is an act of generosity to open up your home, your life and your context to others.

Hospitality is a vulnerable practice. People come with all sorts of hang-ups, issues, baggage and quirks. Our safe and well-ordered life gets up-ended when another enters it. We notice how our habits, routines and particular ways of doing things can jar with others. Sometimes we counter that by putting on a show. Tidying up, serving the expected drinks in the ideal way, cooking up a feast. Hoping that our guests see us as perfect hosts.

Other times we shy away from letting anyone see the mess that can’t be hidden. Or because of shared accommodation, limited resources, shift patterns or a hundred other reasons, we don’t know how to extend a welcome to those who need one in our community.

 

Getting started

• Hospitality is simply the practice of saying ‘come and share my life with me’. It is inviting others to ‘walk the dog with me’ or ‘lie on my sofa while family life swirls around you’, ‘come running with me’ or ‘come on holiday with us’.

• Who in your community is alone or struggling? Who would be blessed by an invite into a messy, real home this week? Don’t wait until you’re perfect, until your home’s been redecorated or until you have a home to invite people to. Welcome people to your life, just as it is.

Going deeper

For some of us, being the host comes easier than being the guest. Do you take your shoes off? Do you shake hands or hug? Are you supposed to bring a gift? Being in our own home is natural, we set the rules; someone else’s life comes with their own rules. Being a guest is a vulnerable act too. The privilege often lies with the host – they have the power, it’s their space. Jesus was more often the guest than the host. He let others welcome Him into their lives and then hosted them into His.

 

• Who in your community would feel more comfortable letting you into their world? How can you be a guest as well as a host?

Intercession

The letter to the Hebrews, towards the end of the God story, tells us that one of Jesus’ activities within the Godhead is to intercede on our behalf (7:25). He is the ultimate priest, talking to the Father about us, pleading for us. We too are invited to join Him in this priestly activity. We are to join Him in His compassion for others, in loving others and desiring what’s best for them. To see the kingdom of God come, and God’s will done in their lives. As Paul puts it in Ephesians, ‘Pray hard and long. Pray for your brothers and sisters. Keep your eyes open. Keep each other’s spirits up so that no one falls behind or drops out’ (6:18, The Message).

Getting started

Intercession is a stand-in-the-gap activity. It’s about listening to the heart of God and praying with Him, and it’s about listening to the needs of others and praying with them.

 

• Why not start by praying with others. Spend some time sharing what is on your heart, as well as time asking God what He wants you to pray about, then pray together on what you’ve shared.

• Commit to praying for three people regularly; ask God for specifics on what to pray for or get in touch and ask them.

• Pray with a newspaper or a news website open. Direct your prayers for God’s will to be done over the stories that you read.

Going deeper

• Consider starting an intercession journal; make a note of what you’re praying for and when, and use it to look back on and see how God has answered your prayers.

Connection: Going further

Generous Justice by Timothy Keller explores a life of justice empowered by an experience of grace: a generous, gracious justice. Keller sets out a biblical understanding of justice that would result in a world defined by shalom, a comprehensive peace, a world in which human beings flourish.

 

Reading While Black by Esau McCaulley is an excellent blend of biblical and social commentary examining the cultural realities of America today as a person of colour, and how the God story helps view and navigate those realities.

 

Evangelism in a Skeptical World by Sam Chan is a great introduction to sharing the story of Jesus persuasively and compassionately to people in our midst. Sam combines his awareness of the cultural context and his love of the fullness of the gospel with his deep care of people, to equip and commission us to be radical reconcilers wherever we go.

Selah

Take a moment to stop and be in this moment.

Give thanks for the blessings you have today, from the basics of life to the abundance of provision.

Praise God for all He has blessed you with.

Pray

Father God,

You who dresses the flowers,

You who feeds the birds,

You have loved me beyond measure.

Help me see Your hand of blessing over my life.

Teach me Your faithful ways so I need never be afraid.

Let me rest in Your love today.

Let me share Your love fearlessly and without restraint,

Because You love fearlessly and without restraint.

And I want to be like you.

 

Amen.





Chapter 11

Cultural Stories: Presence in a Postmodern World

Presence disrupted

My pace is good as I (Peter) pass the sailing centre. Jericho beach is to my left, and across the inlet are the endless mountains. To the right are the beautiful beachfront houses and straight ahead, glistening in the morning sun, is Douglas Coupland’s city of glass – Vancouver. We are back in the city we love, to holiday and study.

I turn onto Alma Street and my pace quickens for the final few hundred metres. I love running. We love Vancouver. The sun is shining, and life really doesn’t get any better. Our Airbnb is just ahead, and I stop my watch as I reach the back gate. I hit 5.6 miles at just under 7:30 minutes per mile. Most importantly, 600 calories were burned, meaning I’ve earned my Lucky’s doughnut and coffee at 49th Parallel. We have four days left of our trip and so much to fit in. I click the latch to enter the back garden. The kids are there, and Rose, my wife, has my phone. It’s my brother, but I’m hot and sweaty. I’ll ring him back, I say. But then it becomes clear that’s not an option. Everything is blurry now; Dad has had a huge seizure and suspected stroke. It’s not good.

Within hours, we were on a plane back home. I wrote the first draft of his eulogy on the flight to London. The words flowed easily. My dad was my hero in faith – in work and in life. He loved Jesus and had spent his life discipling people.

As we landed in London the news was worse: there was no doubt we were heading back to a funeral. But somehow, on the final leg of our journey to Belfast, things had improved. Instead of the morgue, we were rushed to the Intensive Care Unit. He was there for four weeks, and we saw a mini miracle as he recovered enough to move home. Our family got extra months with him, and I am so thankful to God for that. He was there, but he wasn’t the same: his mind ravaged by a tumour and his body failing. Others wanted to avoid talking about death, while he stared it straight in the face. Stripped away of everything, his love for Jesus remained.

In his last days, all he wanted to do was see people. The conversation went one of two ways: if you didn’t know Jesus, he wanted to know why not; if you did know Jesus, he wanted to know what you were going to do about it. In a way these were the conversations he had always had, but now the focus was accelerated. While he couldn’t remember names, even mine sometimes, he knew which question to ask to which person – he knew where they needed to be challenged.

When he died, we were all gathered around him. It was a thin place as he breathed his last, heaven touching earth in that moment. Later that day, someone comforted my youngest daughter that her papa was now in heaven. ‘No, he’s in the front room,’ she replied with childlike innocence.

In Northern Ireland, funerals happen fast, usually within three days. People come to the house and there are endless cups of tea and stories are told again and again. People come to comfort you, but usually end up needing comfort. It’s wonderful, busy, exhausting and distracting. Then everything stops and you slowly become aware of the aching gap that remains.

Vancouver had been a special place where Rose and I had studied together, but it is also a place far from home. That phone call was probably the most disruptive moment of my life. While death is the ultimate act of disruption, physical distance from family and friends added to the pain of separation. In that moment of crisis, all I wanted was to be there. The relief of finally being present with Dad was palpable.

To be human is to be embodied in a particular time and place. We are present, here and now. The physical and temporal nature of being human is often the easiest to overlook. But we are rooted to a place, and we are positioned in a season. Death is the ultimate dehumanising act: it is the act of disruption, fragmentation and alienation of our bodies where we are removed, no longer present in time or place. But presence is about more than death. We are shaped and moulded in major ways by the lives responsible for us – those we have touched and impacted, the places we’ve been and the cultures we’ve inhabited. And we are constantly being shaped by our location to place and time as we move homes and change jobs, as our relationships develop or end, as our bodies age or we get sick, as our beliefs shift in a culture that never stands still.

To be human is to be present, but that presence is under constant challenge and pressure. In this section, we are going to look at postmodernism and how its stories of deconstruction, fragmentation and alienation leave us feeling dis-placed, dis-embodied and dis-orientated.

Postmodernism

We have been exploring the various building blocks in our cultural stories. Secularism has led to a culture that is uncertain and contested, in which we do not know where to source our significance safely and truthfully. Expressive individualism tells the story of the self – how our fear of connection leads to the turn inward. The next major cultural story at work today is postmodernism.

The postmodern story isn’t really a singular narrative, rather a mixture of stories within a movement, but it is largely understood as a reaction to the certainty of modernism. Following the period of Enlightenment, there was a belief that human beings could create, improve and reshape their environment with the aid of improved knowledge, reason and technology. The modernist era was characterised by progress in industrialisation, the growth in global capitalism, rapid social change and advances in science and the social sciences. But it also led to devastating world wars, catastrophic environmental damage, the atomic bomb and the threat of mutual nuclear annihilation in the cold war. The certainty of modernism didn’t result in human flourishing. Instead, rationalism led to the most dehumanising outcomes. Knowledge could not be relied upon to lead to goodness, or to progress, it could just as likely lead to our destruction.

Postmodernists, however, argued that objective, absolute truth was unknowable. The father of postmodernism, Jacques Derrida, argued that there is no truth at the centre of our world. The consequence was that truth becomes subjective and personal; it is only relative based on each person’s perspective. When someone says ‘well, that’s true for you’ or ‘that’s just your interpretation’ or ‘speak your truth’ they are (consciously or not) echoing a postmodern approach to reality.

But, as with any cultural story, there are things we can praise as well as challenge. Postmodernism rightly rejects the arrogance of modernism and the intellectual assumption that science has all the answers. Its strength is found in demanding humility and an open-handedness when asserting belief. It challenges privilege and power; it prioritises unheard voices and the marginalised to redress the historic power imbalances and blind spots in our society. But it also calls for a social reckoning.

Deconstruction

When postmodern subjectivity
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