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PRAISE FOR
God on Earth




“If you’ve got your bags packed and are ready to go and incarnate the gospel in this culture, think again. Better let the books in the Dialogue of Faith series rearrange what you take with you. Already this series has shown me my desperate need to unpack some baggage and repack for the challenges of tomorrow.”

—LEONARD SWEET, author of Out of the Question … Into the Mystery

“Doug Banister takes us to some of the less-clear edges of the spiritual life, where many believers do not venture. And he can do this because he is clear that Christ is the Center. If your faith raises issues that are not often touched on in church, then read God on Earth. It will make you think. And hope!”

—LEIGHTON FORD, president of Leighton Ford Ministries

“Good essays offer a thoughtful writer’s flashes of insight on one focused topic after another. God on Earth is the work of a good essayist, and this collection works like a night of watching fireworks.”

—BRIAN MCLAREN, pastor and author of A Generous Orthodoxy and The Church on the Other Side

“Open this book and step inside a church that is true to Scripture, yet reconfigured for today’s world. If you suspect there is more to church than the Sunday-morning production; if you are a Christian leader, tired of playing church; if you are a new Christian who wants an excellent introduction to church, then you must read this book.”

—Chuck Smith, jr., pastor and author of Epiphany: Discover the Delight of God’s Word

“God on Earth speaks to those of us who feel unconnected, disconnected, or misconnected to the church, but who nevertheless long for real spiritual connection. Packing great wisdom into plain talk, Doug Banister invites us to envision a genuine kind of community, a community of faith like Jesus intended for us to explore, share, and enjoy.”

—STANLEY J. GRENZ, theologian and author of Rediscovering the Triune God and A Primer on Postmodernism
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I’m from the first generation that really rejected modernity, rejected the notion that life had to be moving toward something,” Jeff tells me between sips of coffee.

Jeff is a thoughtful, articulate, young health-care executive who is also a leader in his church. We’re sitting in a corner booth of a downtown restaurant, and I’ve asked him to tell me why he chose to become part of a Christian faith community.

“Do you remember the book Generation X?” he asks. “My friends and I lived that way … a really fractured existence.”

Jeff spent much of his twenties touring the country as a drummer for the band Hunting Sleeve. They cut an album, began to get some airplay, and even opened one night for Nirvana. But life on the road became grueling, lonely.

“I was living in the shadows, moving in dark things.” That’s how Jeff describes those days. So he decided to head back to graduate school to study literature.

“I was a storyteller,” he recalls. “Life was about collecting stories.”

He began writing a short story about “the deadening effect of unforgiveness.” Jeff says, “It was about me as a ghost. That felt right. I’d completely lost my sense of self.”

He became depressed and began seeing a therapist: “I dreaded living the next thirty years.” He couldn’t finish his degree. His dissertation on the loss of self in nihilistic literature pushed him deeper into despair, and writing about it haunted him. That’s when Jeff fled a failed romantic relationship and moved to Knoxville, Tennessee.

“One night I felt like I was disappearing, and I prayed, God, take my life; get me outta here. I felt so dark. Then I heard: ‘You are on the right track, but say it differently.’ I knew it was Christ. So I prayed, God take my life and use it. I felt peace. The next morning I felt the Spirit come in and start cleaning out the darkness.”

Jeff was wary of finding a church. “I’d done that before. I smoked pot with all the kids I went to church with. No thanks.”

Eventually though, Jeff’s hunger for spiritual community out-weighed his fears of visiting a church. He opened a phone book, flipped to “Churches,” and put his finger on one that was listed. He visited the next day, and he’s still there.

“It felt safe,” he recalls. “They said risky things there; they told the truth.” He joined a small group of other Christians within the church. “In three weeks they knew me better than the friends I’d had for twenty-five years.”

Jeff learned to forgive in this community of faith. He learned to be a leader. He began to rediscover his gifts as a teacher. And recently Jeff and his fiancée were married in his church.

“My community put on the wedding. They cooked the food. They served me … My friends had never seen anything quite like it … I’ve found people who really do love.”

Still, life with other Christians is not without problems.

“You should know that I do struggle with church,” Jeff adds, as if fearing he’d painted too rosy a picture. “It has a tendency to become an institution. There’s such a difference between organic life and an institution.”

[image: ]

Why are you reading a book about the Christian faith community? I’m guessing you have some level of interest in the church, either as a subject for examination and discussion or perhaps from personal experience. In fact, I’m guessing that you might identify with one of these three groups: the unconnected, the disconnected, or the misconnected.

The unconnected are those who aren’t sure what people mean when they talk about “the church.” They wonder if the pursuit of spirituality is an individual journey or if it’s really more of a team sport. They’re exploring different faith communities to see how church is done and if there might be a benefit in seeking partners on their spiritual journey. A quick flip through the phone book reveals hundreds of possibilities. Should they start with Wicca? How about Buddhism? Should they try visiting a Jewish temple or maybe a local Islamic mosque? Don’t all religions basically lead to the same destination anyway?

If you’re one of the unconnected, I hope this book will help you in your search for a spiritual home by explaining what Christians mean when we talk about the church. There is much that is good about every faith community, but they’re not all the same. I trust that the time we spend together will help you understand what is distinctive about the Christian faith community and why so many people over the past two thousand years have chosen the church as their spiritual home.

If my description of the unconnected doesn’t resonate with you, you may be one of the disconnected. You have encountered the church before, and the encounter wasn’t pleasant. The word church brings up negative emotions for you. You may have a “God, save me from your followers” bumper sticker on your car. Yet you’re willing to consider giving the church one last chance. Perhaps a friend you respect actually likes his or her church. Perhaps you noticed people from a church doing something good in your neighborhood. Perhaps you are drawn down pathways that have roots in ancient times and beliefs, something that’s deep and enduring. Whatever the reason for your renewed interest in the church, you are reading this book for clarification. You’re painfully aware of what the church is—a community of imperfect people. What you need is clarity about what the church has the potential to become—and what it might already be in some corners of the world.

If you are one of the disconnected, I hope this honest look at the church will encourage you to give it one more chance.

But maybe you’re still thinking, That’s not me! If so, perhaps you’re one of the misconnected. You care about your church. You serve in your church. You enjoy most of the people there. You are the type of loyal, hard-working church member pastors love to mention in sermons. What your pastor doesn’t know is that your love for your church is tinged with sadness. And what you don’t know is that your pastor probably feels the same. You both have a dream of what the church could be, but in the stark light of reality, the dream haunts you.

If you are one of the misconnected, I hope this book will inspire you with a fresh vision for the church. I hope you will become more grateful for the church you are a part of and hungrier for the church you dream of.
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I write as a wounded lover of the church. For several years on Monday nights, I used to put on an apron and food-handling gloves so I could take my place as the dessert man at the Knoxville Area Rescue Mission. Have you ever wondered what happens to packaged baked goods when the best-used-by date passes? We’d get them at the mission. Homeless people don’t care much about expiration dates. Life for them expired a long time ago. One week in mid-January, assorted Christmas pastries crowded my serving table. Sam’s chocolate muffins were big that night. So was two-week-old apple pie.

“One thing about Knoxville,” Elmo, one of our regulars, told me. “A man is not going to go hungry in this town.”

It wasn’t always that way.

Cormac McCarthy wrote about Knoxville’s homeless in his gloomy novel Suttree. Suttree, a homeless man living in a dilapidated houseboat on the Tennessee River in the 1950s, must catch carp to sell if he has any hope of buying a meal. No carp, no food. His friend Harrogate has stooped even lower.


Harrogate watching the gutters for anything edible fallen from the trucks. By the time he reached the end of the street he had a small bouquet of frazzled greenstuffs and a washed tomato. He went into the markethouse and washed these things at the drinking fountain marked White and ate them while he wandered down the vast hall with its rich reek of meat and produce.… Harrogate went by, chewing his lettuce.… A family of trashpickers was packing flat cartons onto a child’s wagon, the children scurrying along the rancid cans like rats and as graylooking. None spoke … the children made forays into trashbins and cellar doors, watching Harrogate all the while.1



Children don’t rummage through trash bins for food in Knoxville today because the people in Knoxville’s churches decided it wasn’t right. Churches of various denominations and ethnicities all came together to help.

I love the church because the church feeds my friend Elmo.

Terry, a busy professional who began attending our church after a series of bad church experiences, called me late one night several years ago. “Does God really love me like you talked about last Sunday?” His voice had a note of desperation in it, as if he had asked this question many times before. We met the next day, and it wasn’t long before I realized Terry was one of life’s winners: pretty wife, great kids, plenty of money, and a high-profile career that kept him in demand across the nation. Yet Terry’s inner life was in ruins. He was tormented with guilt. He was certain God was never pleased with him. And he was angry. Terry’s inner world was quietly self-destructing.

Terry recognized the impending disaster and decided to do one thing differently. He began to do life with a handful of men who came together each week to pray, study the scriptures, tell an occasional joke, and talk about their lives. Several years into these relationships, Terry felt safe enough to reveal some of the darker corners of his inner world. The men around him didn’t try to fix Terry, and they refused to judge him. Instead, they listened, did things together, and revealed their own dark corners. Seven years later these men are still doing life together. Terry doesn’t call me anymore asking if God loves him. He knows. He’s experienced God’s love in the spiritual community he’s chosen to walk out life with. The demons that once haunted him are mostly gone.

God used a handful of people following Christ together—as good a definition of the church as I’ve found—to help Terry answer his question. Yes, God loves you. He loves you through the people you go through life with.

I love the church because the church helped Terry.

Say what you want about the church, but the mundane rhythms of church life nurture friendship in a world that is more disconnected with each passing day. I have no trouble casting my vote with connections in an increasingly fragmented world. The friends who sat with us while we waited to find out how far the cancer had spread; the friends who made a video for my fortieth birthday, featuring interviews with a dozen people about my first book, which none of them had ever heard of; the friend who chopped firewood for me when I was visiting my mother-in-law in an Alzheimer’s ward; the friends I gathered for support and input during a career transition, who didn’t listen very well but loved me anyway. These friendships came to me through my church.

I love the church because the church has helped me.

I’ve also been wounded by the church. Not often. Not bad enough to wipe me out. But enough to know that people who come together to follow God inevitably hurt one another. So I write as a realist, living in the tension between what is and what might be. And in the conversation that follows, I will try to strike a balance between hope and honesty.

Each of the following essays can be read in fifteen minutes or less and in any order. Let your intuition—an important ingredient in spiritual growth—guide you. Search the table of contents, see which essays interest you, and start there. Don’t worry about reading every essay.

Imagine that you and I are at Starbucks sipping lattes and talking about church. You set the pace, ask the questions, and end our conversation when you have what you need. Get mad. Disagree. Say nasty things. Compliment me a time or two. We’ll both be better for it when we’re through.

Conversations are reciprocal. I’m going to begin the conversation by describing what I think the church is. The last essay in this book asks you to put into your own words what you believe about the church. You may want to take some notes along the way as you come up with your own definition, or you may choose to talk with a friend about the kind of church you dream about. Either way, you get the last word.


PRAGUE, 1989

Václav Havel had had enough. A brilliant son of wealthy parents who lost their fortune when the Communists took over Czechoslovakia in 1948, Havel was banned from higher education and forced to support himself by working in a brewery. Communist oppression could not, however, silence his pen. In 1963 Havel wrote The Garden Party, a defiant protest against totalitarianism that led to the famous Prague Spring, when thousands of young Czechs tried to revolt against Communist rule only to be crushed by Soviet tanks. Havel found himself in jail for his troubles.

A decade passed. Havel continued writing letters, plays, and essays that were published secretly throughout Czechoslovakia. Intellectuals began to wrestle with the quiet questions of revolutionaries: “How can we live in a culture based on a lie? How can we ever hope again? Will things ever change?”

Havel’s own answer came in 1978 when he secretly published his famous essay “The Power of the Powerless.” He called for the creation of parallel communities where “a different life can be lived … within the truth.” The parallel communities would be a “non-violent attempt by people to negate the system within themselves and to establish their lives on a new basis.”1

Soon, small groups of people eager to live in the truth began to meet secretly. They read Plato. They put on plays. They performed music. They danced. They created parallel communities, alternative worlds in which people lived and spoke and danced the truth. Gradually the groups spread. Truth replaced lies. Hope was renewed. The system trembled.

This movement mirrored something that occurred in ancient times. The biblical writers, quiet revolutionaries in their own way, also referred to the world we live in as a dark, oppressive system that uses deception and lies to crush the spirits of good people. The world into which Jesus was born is described as “the darkness,” and those who live in the darkness live a “lie.”2 Satan, the ruler of this oppressive system, is “the father of lies” whose work is to deceive.3

Think of some of the lies that oppress us:


• consumerism—the lie that you are what you buy

• racism—the lie that one race is superior to another

• sexism—the lie that one gender is better than the other

• materialism—the lie that what you see is all there is

• hedonism—the lie that pleasure can dull the ache in our hearts

• pessimism—the lie that there is no hope

• nationalism—the lie that one nation is better or more blessed by God than any other nation in the world

• narcissism—the lie that I am the center of the universe, that my needs and desires take priority over yours, and that every other being, whether plant, animal, or human, exists for my benefit alone



What is God’s plan for subverting the world system that is based on lies so that he can establish a liberating reign of truth? Parallel communities, very similar to the kind Václav Havel brought about.

The first eleven chapters of the first book of the bible record the rise and fall of a great planet. The world, plunged into sin by the first couple’s rebellion against God, grows progressively darker. The perceptive reader of that narrative wonders what God will do to turn back the darkness.

Enter stage right, a shriveled old man named Abram and his barren wife, Sarai. “I will make you into a great nation …,” God promises the tired couple. “All peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”4 Sarai laughs, shaking her gray head in disbelief. At Sarai’s urging, Abram takes matters into his own hands and makes a mess of things. Finally, God allows the aged lovers to give birth to a son named Isaac, from whom the nation of Israel will emerge. (The whole story is found in chapters 12 through 25 of Genesis. It’s a great read.)

This is a strange way to save the world. God creates from one elderly couple a nation of people who will live as a parallel community among all the other nations of the earth. Within their own community they will learn and dance and sing the truth. Even better, all nations on earth will be blessed as a result of this parallel community.

The first five books of the Old Testament, commonly known as the Torah, describe the birth of this parallel community called Israel. The people of Israel are to live by an alternative vision. They are to model God’s character. Israel, when she lives according to this alternative vision, will “show [her] wisdom and understanding to the nations” and become a “light for the Gentiles [all non-Jewish people].”5

Jesus enters the picture a few thousand years later to give maximum expression to the parallel faith community. He does not introduce Plan B. He continues building the parallel community first conceived in Sarah’s womb. He begins by forming a very small parallel community made up of twelve men, his closest disciples. The Jews of the first century, who found deep significance in certain numbers, no doubt grasped what Jesus was trying to say. Just as the parallel community of Israel had twelve tribes, so the parallel community of the new Israel will be formed around twelve disciples.

Much earlier Moses had shaped the life of the parallel community by bringing the law from the mountain. In the first century Jesus shapes the life of the parallel community by instructing them in the law in his famous Sermon on the Mount. Israel, the Old Testament parallel community, was called to be a light to the Gentiles. The new Israel, which is the parallel community of the New Testament, is to be “the light of the world.”6 Moses called Israel “a kingdom of priests.”7 A priest is a mediator, an intercessor, a bridge-builder between God and people. Israel was to mediate between God and the people around her. She was to build a redemptive bridge over which her neighbors could find the way back to God. Peter, one of Jesus’s closest followers, echoes this language when he reminds the churches scattered throughout the Roman Empire, “You are … a royal priesthood.”8

Peter also echoes the language of the parallel community, making it clear that God’s people are to be distinct from the darkness of the world’s system. He describes those in the Christian faith community “as aliens and strangers in the world” and challenges them to live in such a truthful way that their neighbors “may see [their] good deeds and glorify God.”9

The New Testament calls this parallel community “the church,” which literally means “called-out ones.” God calls people into this community made up of “aliens,” foreigners, expatriates—people with different passports who don’t call this world home. The church is a colony of people with citizenship in another kingdom, a spiritual one.

Although the church belongs to another world, she is still fully present and warmly engaged with her neighbors in this world. A friend of mine, Shelly Kreykes, after participating in a discussion on the tension between the parallel community of the first century and the world system of that time, e-mailed me these thoughts:


The “otherness” or “peculiarity” or “set apartness” they [the first-century faith community] displayed uniquely released them to move deeply into their culture. The simple living of their lives was their apologetic; their lives spoke.10



This is a necessary and distinctive trait of the parallel faith community—the life that
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