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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.





Chapter 1

Because Christianity Has Been Vicious to Its Mother (Anti­Semitism)

Nobody is born a religious jerk. It takes a religion to help someone become that way.

Unfortunately, I know this from personal experience.

I put my whole heart into parenting my four kids. They’re now adults, two with kids of their own, and judging by the way our kids turned out, you would think I was an amazing dad. But last night I wrote a letter to one of our adult children to ask forgiveness for a significant flaw in my fatherhood: my approach to discipline.

In the letter I explained that my approach to parenting was strongly influenced by Christian leaders whose teachings I am now repulsed by.1 I trusted those leaders because they were respected in the Evangelical community to which I belonged and because they used a magic word, biblical, to describe their teaching. Now, I’ve come to see that what they called biblical was actually authoritarian, and I am coming to terms with how much better a parent I could have been if I had found better teachers. This breaks my heart, I wrote, because fatherhood has been the most meaningful experience of my life and I sincerely wanted to do it right.

I explained all this not as an excuse but as part of my apology, because I now see how some aspects of my parenting were insensitive, unwise and hurtful. I’ve told all my children, ‘I sincerely did my very best for you as a father, but you deserved so much better.’ If only I had known when they were born what I know now! In some ways, my Christian commitment probably helped me be a better parent than I would have been otherwise, but in others I think it made me worse. The situation recalls a time Jesus spoke of religious people travelling over land and sea to make converts, only to make them ‘twice as much a child of hell’ as they were before (Matt. 23:15).

Our religion can ‘hell-ify’ us by inspiring in us an impenetrable sense of rightness or even superiority. That sense of rightness can inoculate us against humility, infusing in us an excessive confidence or addiction to certainty that keeps us from seeing our mistakes until after the harm has been done – to others (including our children) and to ourselves. Our religion is right, we believe, which makes us right. As a result, the more devoted we are, the more stubborn and unteachable we become. And everyone can see it but us, because we’re blinded by our sincerity and zeal.

The stories we typically tell ourselves about Christianity keep us living in our comfortable delusion of innocence. For example, as a young Christian, I was taught that heroic Christians like William Wilberforce ended slavery. (I wasn’t taught that other Christians gained unimaginable wealth through slavery, or that the vast majority of white Christians in the South defended slavery either actively or tacitly, or that America’s largest denomination formed to perpetuate slavery as a biblically sanctioned practice.2)

I was taught that devout Christians like Sir Isaac Newton were responsible for many of humanity’s great scientific breakthroughs. (I wasn’t taught how their fellow Christians mocked, persecuted and opposed many brilliant thinkers, from Copernicus and Galileo to Charles Darwin and Rachel Carson.3)

I was taught that Christians like George Müller and Mother Teresa had been champions of orphans and widows, the downtrodden and poor, the sick and destitute. (I wasn’t taught that their fellow Christians, including many of their major donors, created, profited from and defended the systems that produced so many orphans, widows, downtrodden, sick, destitute and poor.)

I was taught that Christians like Rev. Dr Martin Luther King, Jr and Archbishop Desmond Tutu courageously fought to overcome the American and South African versions of apartheid. (I was never told that their fellow Christians created those very systems and defended them with elaborate theological justifications, deceptive legal machinations and plenty of violence, too.)

I was even taught that Christianity was the incubator of humanity’s greatest art and literature, from da Vinci and Rembrandt to Bach and Handel to Shakespeare and Dostoyevsky. (I was seldom if ever taught to appreciate the magnificent art of other traditions or acknowledge the proliferation of Christian schlock.)

I was taught the heroic stories of Christian missionaries, of special interest to me because my paternal grandfather was a Scottish missionary to Angola. (But I was never taught about the harmful legacy of much missionary activity or about the catastrophic effects of European colonialism, to which the modern missionary movement was often joined at the hip.4)

I was taught that Christians saw the earth as God’s handiwork and that we were its stewards. (But I had to discover for myself how Christians use doctrines of ‘dominion’ and ‘the Second Coming’ and ‘election’ as excuses to exploit the earth since God gave it to ‘us’ and, besides, since God is going to destroy the earth soon anyway, we might as well use it all up while we can.)

I was taught about the heroic Christian martyrs who faced torture and death with courage and equanimity. (But I wasn’t ever taught about how often Christians had made martyrs of others, torturing and killing both people of other faiths and their fellow Christians in the name of God, Jesus, the Church, the Bible and Christianity.)

Through sermons, books, radio/TV ‘ministries’ and other media, I was repeatedly informed about the worst atrocities across history committed by non-Christians. (But about our own Christian atrocities, I was kept shockingly ignorant.)

In short, I was taught my religion’s historical upsides and few of its downsides, and I was taught about other religions’ historical downsides and few of their upsides.

That’s a perfect recipe for creating ignorant and arrogant religious jerks.

Through the years I have tried to rectify my ignorance about my own religion’s downsides and the upsides of other religions. But honestly, even after years of research, I can’t be certain how much I still don’t know simply because Christian institutions have so effectively denied, minimised and rationalised our faults, recalling the old bromide about the victors writing history.

The earliest atrocity of my religion began just decades after Jesus lived and died. He taught and modelled love and radical forgiveness, but the religion that sprang up around his name very quickly showed a hateful face, and the first victim of its hostility was its own mother: Judaism.

The irony is so stark that it’s hard to process: a Jewish movement with a Jewish founder and all-Jewish original followers becomes, in the matter of a couple of decades, viciously anti-Jewish. From late in the first century onwards, beginning with the author of the Fourth Gospel and later including Tertullian, Origen, Chrysostom, Jerome, Ambrose and Augustine, many of Christianity’s most revered leaders vilified Jews, setting the stage for inhumane acts of persecution against Jewish people in the coming centuries, from ghettoisation and banishments to forced conversions and mass executions.5

During the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, many scholars reviewed the history of plagues in Christian civilisation and saw how these plagues often stirred up anti-Jewish sentiment and scapegoating. For example, historian Frank Snowden, author of Epidemics and Society, recounted how as the bubonic plague spread from body to body in the fourteenth century, a social plague of violence spread from mind to mind, with symptoms of ‘divisiveness, xenophobia, witch-hunting, blaming, finding a guilty party—the great “other” that we can attack’.6 The Jews became the other of choice upon whom European Christians repeatedly projected their pent-up anxiety and violence.7 Over two hundred pogroms – or organised massacres – erupted during that plague outbreak alone, with an especially horrific massacre occurring in Strasbourg, France, on Valentine’s Day, 1349. Snowden writes,

the citizens of Strasbourg rounded up the community of [2,000] Jews, brought them to the Jewish cemetery, and said that it was their religion that was leading them to poison the wells where Christians drank—and that was the source of the bubonic plague. They had either to renounce their religion or be killed on the spot. Half of the Jews held to their religion, and they were burned alive.

 

A priest/historian from later in that century, Jakob Twinger von Königshofen (1346–1420), recounted that the motives for the massacre included money as well as plague-inspired panic. After the slaughter,

 

everything that was owed to the Jews was cancelled . . . The council . . . took the cash that the Jews possessed and divided it among the working-men proportionately. The money was indeed the thing that killed the Jews. If they had been poor and if the feudal lords had not been in debt to them, they would not have been burnt.8

 

Later that year, Pope Charles IV officially pardoned the city for its crimes of mass murder and theft.9 Some might call that pardon an act of mercy, but it has the scent of cover-up and complicity.

Less than a hundred years later, the Protestant Reformation was born. It too perpetuated anti-Semitism with venomous fervour, as exemplified in the bone-chilling words of Martin Luther:

 

Their private houses must be destroyed and devastated, they could be lodged in stables. Let the magistrates burn their synagogues and let whatever escapes be covered with sand and mud. Let them be forced to work, and if this avails nothing, we will be compelled to expel them like dogs in order not to expose ourselves to incurring divine wrath and eternal damnation from the Jews and their lies . . . we are at fault in not slaying them.10

 

It’s not hard to see how this kind of vicious rhetoric, smoldering deep in German Christian psyche, caught fire in the Nazi death camps, gas chambers and mass graves four centuries later.

I was born a decade after the Holocaust, at a time when Fundamentalist Christians like Jerry Falwell, Sr, seemed to embrace Judaism as Christianity’s equal partner in creating the West in general and the United States in particular. Falwell constantly spoke of the ‘Judeo-Christian tradition’. (A rabbi friend of mine noted, with appropriate scepticism, ‘Judeo-Christian usually just means Christian.’) Falwell’s son carried on the pairing.11 Along with TV preacher John Hagee and many others, the Falwells became fervent supporters of the nation of Israel, offering further evidence, to some at least, of their anti-anti-Semitism. It’s clear, however, that their brand of Christian Zionism bears only

















Afterword

There once was a bird who lived in a tree. The bird was named Faithful. From the time she was a tiny hatchling, her parents used to sing a song every morning. The song was called ‘Home’, but Faithful thought Home was the name of her tree.

Even after her siblings fledged and flew away, Faithful never ventured far from the nest. It was all she had ever known through the spring and summer of her life. To her, it was Home.

Fall came. The leaves changed from green to amber, rust, pumpkin and scarlet. ‘Home has never been more beautiful!’ Faithful thought. ‘I’m so glad I stayed.’

One day, gusty winds blew and a hard, cold rain fell. One by one, the leaves flew off the tree. After the storm, Faithful became worried. ‘Home has never been so ugly,’ she said.

She looked up and saw other birds flying. She wondered if she should join them. Would it be safe? Would her tree survive without her? Would she survive without the tree? What would her parents think, after providing such a beautiful nest in this tree called Home?

To stay or to leave . . . it felt like the biggest choice she would ever make.

One morning, one of her brothers, Adventure, flew in and perched on a branch beside her. ‘I’ve been looking everywhere for you,’ he said. ‘It’s time to migrate.’

‘I don’t know what to do,’ Faithful said. ‘I don’t know if I should stay Home or leave.’

Adventure cocked his head. ‘Faithful, I think you’re confused,’ he tweeted. ‘Home isn’t the name of your tree. Home is the name of your song. Wherever you sing your song, that is your home.’

For many of us, Christianity is the name of the tree in which we were raised, or it is the tree in which we sought refuge later in life. But the season has changed. The tree has changed. We have changed. The longer we stay, the more disappointed, disillusioned, frustrated and even trapped we feel.

Perhaps we need to discover that Christian faith wasn’t meant to be our tree. It was meant to be our song. Wherever we sing with love, joy, peace and patience, wherever we sing with kindness, gentleness, generosity and justice, there we manifest what being human means to us. Our song is our gift to the world.

Trees grow. Trees change through the seasons. They mature, decline and die. Then new trees grow where the old trees once cast their shadows. What matters most isn’t staying faithful to the tree but staying faithful to the song, our song, the song only we can sing.

Perhaps you will sing your song from the old familiar tree. Perhaps you will leave the tree, but keep singing your song.

Perhaps you will stay in the tree but give up singing entirely.

Perhaps ‘Do I stay Christian?’ isn’t the kind of question you can answer with a simple yes or no, because perhaps what Jesus was about wasn’t which tree to perch in but how to sing your song in the symphony of creation.

If you began this book wondering if you could or should stay Christian and have found a way to do so in good faith and with a whole and undivided heart, I am happy for you. May you embody a form of Christian faith that will reverse rather than perpetuate the problems we considered in Part One, while embodying the aspirations of Parts Two and Three. May your life sing with joy and resilience wherever you go. May you find or form a flock of kindred spirits so that your voice and theirs will fill the earth with the music of conviviality. And may hundreds, thousands, millions, even billions find their voice and sing their song in the symphony of creation across future generations.

If you have reached the end of this book and now understand more clearly why you can no longer identify as a Christian, I am happy for you as well. Knowing what you’re not (and why) is an important dimension of discovering who you are and can be.1 May you become an even better human being outside of the Christian religion than you ever were within it. May you bring with you whatever good things you gained from your Christian experience and leave behind all extra baggage. May the song of your life inspire others – including your Christian neighbours – towards a better way of being human, of being alive.

If you have read this book and still aren’t sure whether you can stay Christian, I am also happy for you. The fact that you are taking great care with this decision means you are approaching it with the seriousness it deserves. As your decision process unfolds, may you focus more on the how question in Part Three of this book . . . the question of how you want to live, what kind of human being you want to be, how you want to sing. Whatever your decision about staying Christian, you will be better off for taking the how question, the human question, seriously.

As you can imagine, in the writing of this book, I’ve had to occupy each of these three responses . . . yes, no and I don’t know. For the rest of my life, I will feel deeper empathy and solidarity with people in each place. I hope you will too. We’re all in this together. We really are. May our lives sing.
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Appendix I

How to Get the Most Out of This Book

There are two practices that have always helped me get the most out of a book: first, underlining and compiling quotations, and second, reading as a team sport.

As you read, I encourage you to underline words, sentences or paragraphs that stick out to you. Write in the margins and blank pages. At the end of each chapter, write a sentence that summarises what in the chapter was most important to you. As you go along or when you’ve finished the book, copy the underlined or highlighted quotations and your additional insights by hand in a journal or type them into a special document. Add additional reflections as they come to mind. In this way, make this book your book. If you’re reading on a screen, you may be able to highlight and annotate, take screen shots or cut and paste quotes and save them in a separate document. If you have an artistic flair, compile those notes on a poster and hang it in your home or share it on social media.

Reading mindfully, not in a rush, with a pen in hand (or using other technology) takes you out of the passive mode, where you say, ‘I wonder what the author is going to show me?’ It puts you in a more active mode, where you’re like an explorer, asking, ‘I wonder what I’m going to find here? I wonder what connections I will find to my current situation? I wonder what will challenge what I currently think? I wonder what will bother me, upset me or otherwise disturb me . . . and why I will react this way?’ When you write or type significant quotes and your reflections, you engage your mind and body, further activating your reading process. Then, each time you reread your notes, you reinforce and enhance what you’ve learned.

To take your reading experience to the next level, you can join or form a reading group, in person or online, following or adapting these steps.

 

1. Choose a schedule. You might do a chapter a week, or five or seven chapters a week, or whatever you think best. At two or three chapters a week, the book’s twenty-eight chapters (plus introduction and afterword) could be covered in a thirteen-week quarter.

2. Choose a leader or rotate leadership. Rotating leadership has a number of advantages, and leading a group like this is fun and not burdensome at all. At (or before) the first gathering, a leader can say something like this: ‘I think it would be helpful for us to establish some shared values or guidelines. Here are three I’ve found helpful: a. No interrupting or dominating the conversation; b. No “fixing” (correcting, arguing, etc.); and c. Listen and speak from the heart. Do these make sense, and do you have any additional values or guidelines we should consider adding?’

3. Invite leaders to do the following: a. send a reminder to participants about what chapters you’ll be discussing at the next meeting; b. begin and end the meeting on time; c. keep things moving so everyone can participate at least once; and d. perhaps use an opening and closing ritual or prayer. (You might find the prayer in Chapter 27 to be helpful, perhaps using a stanza or two each week.)

4. Read the assigned chapters before you gather, underlining or copying sentences or paragraphs that stand out as especially relevant, interesting, meaningful, confusing, disturbing or helpful.

5. Begin with a welcome or opening ritual: lighting a candle, reading a quotation, sharing a few minutes of silence, saying ‘Our simple goal is to speak from the heart and listen from the heart,’ or something similar. Then the leader goes first (to set an example) or invites someone else to go first. That person reads something they’ve underlined or otherwise selected, explains why it was meaningful, or raises a question about it. The group takes a few minutes to respond. Then that participant chooses a person to go next. If someone isn’t prepared or doesn’t want to participate, they can pass. There’s no pressure.

6. Repeat the process until everyone has had a chance to share a selection. If time remains, you can go around the circle multiple times.

7. When you near the end of your time, remind participants of the chapters for the next meeting. You might also introduce a closing ritual or practice. To close, you might simply go around the circle and invite each person to share a word or a sentence to summarise a take-away or gratitude from the session. End by thanking each person for their participation.

Here are some specific suggestions you may wish to use or adapt for your group:

 

•You could gather in a home, coffee shop, classroom or restaurant. You could gather in a circle in a forest or park, or talk two by two along a trail. You could gather online, seeing one another in ‘gallery mode’. You could experiment with different settings from week to week. You could combine some or all of your meetings with a meal, snack, drink or dessert.
•At the beginning of each gathering, to acknowledge that readers of this book may be in very different places, you can read a welcome like this:
We are all friends around this table. All equals. All unique. All welcome. Who we are is who we are. There is no need to pretend. Some of us have a lot of beliefs and very few doubts. Some of us have a lot of doubts and very few beliefs. Some of us love God, but we’re not sure about Jesus. Some of us love Jesus, but we’re not so sure about God. Some of us aren’t very sure about anything, and others feel very sure about almost everything. Some of us gladly call ourselves Christians. Some of us barely call ourselves Christians. Some of us once were Christians, but not any more. Some of us aren’t sure we ever were Christians, or aren’t sure what that means, or whether it matters. But this we share: we welcome one another to this circle just as we are, for we all are part of one web of life on this precious planet in this amazing universe.

•You may want to include a time of contemplative silence at the beginning or end of your gathering. Holding silence may feel awkward at first, but people quickly learn how to rest into silence if it is properly introduced, perhaps with words like the following:
‘We will observe a few moments of silence, to breathe deeply, to listen to what arises in our hearts, and to feel the presence of unconditional welcome and liberating love among us.’ Better, especially at first, to make the silence too short than too long, perhaps one to three minutes. You can extend it over time as doing so feels appropriate.





Appendix II

Images You Can’t Unsee (Addendum to Chapter 2)

I originally included in Chapter 2 the following material detailing the use of torture against Christian nonconformists, especially during the Spanish Inquisition. But early readers told me they found it too graphic, implanting images in their minds that they couldn’t ‘unsee’. I relocated this material here for those who can handle it, because it is important not to let this part of Christian history be forgotten, minimised or covered up. Sensitive readers should read no further, because some of these descriptions are deeply disturbing.

 

The Red X: Many targets of the inquisitions had to wear a patch of red cloth in the shape of an X on their clothing whenever they were in public, a mild punishment in comparison to others, but one can imagine the social impact of being publicly marked in this way. (One also sees later echoes of this practice in Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter and in the Jewish stars required in Nazi Germany.)

The Hairshirt: More odious, those who confessed to heresy (sincerely or to avoid further torture) had to wear, as an act of penance, a heavy shirt with animal fur turned in towards the skin. The physical discomfort was real; so was the impression made on others who witnessed the penitent in public pain and public humiliation.

Branding Irons: Red-hot irons applied to various body parts caused immediate excruciating pain, lasting tissue destruction and permanent scarring of the flesh, marking the nonconformist for life. (We see a more recent version of permanent branding in the Nazi use of tattoos in Auschwitz and elsewhere.1)

The Strappado: Individuals suspected of doctrinal nonconformity would be hung by their wrists, backwards, usually resulting in dislocation of the shoulders and, if sustained long enough, death.

The Judas Cradle: Upping the agony of the Strappado, the Judas cradle was a stool with a pyramid-shaped seat. The victim would be suspended naked by the limbs above the apparatus, with the point of the pyramid touching the anus or vagina. As the victim lost the strength to uphold the body, the point of the pyramid would enter the orifice, expanding it and ripping it open by degrees. If the victim confessed and was released midway through the torture, resulting infection would often prove fatal. Other forms of impalement were also employed to punish religious nonconformists.

The Spanish Boot: A wooden or iron casing would surround the victim’s foot or lower leg. Wedges would be hammered between the casing and the body, causing dislocation of bones, crushing of bones and, needless to say, excruciating pain. Another related torture involved placing the feet in iron or copper boots and filling the boots with boiling water, oil or molten lead, or filling the boots with cold water and then bringing the water to a boil. Other forms of foot torture included presses and screws.

The Brodequin: The victim, in a seated position, would have boards applied to the inside and outside of each leg, bound by strong ropes. Then wedges would be hammered between the ropes and the wood, gradually putting the legs under such pressure that the bones of the leg would burst and the bone marrow would ooze out.

The Heretic’s Fork: Imagine a slug of metal with two sharp tines pointing upwards and two pointing downwards. Then imagine this double-sided fork being strapped to the front of the neck by a collar, with two tines touching the chin and the other two touching the sternum. The victim must look upwards (towards heaven, if you will); any movement of the head or jaw, including any attempt to speak or even swallow, would result in piercing pain. To make matters worse, the slug of metal was positioned to compress the Adam’s apple, creating a sense of suffocation. After hours of straining the neck muscles to avoid bodily penetration, with no hope of escape, the victim would have powerful reasons to recant their heresy and submit to ‘the truth’.

The Rack: The victim’s hands and feet would be tied to chains or ropes that would be gradually tightened, dislocating joints and rendering the victim incapable of defending himself or herself from hot iron pokers, screws and other instruments of additional torture. The shockingly loud sounds of snapping tendons and separating joints produced strong reactions in those who witnessed torture on the rack, as did the screams of the victims, not to mention the victim’s loss of bladder and bowel control in the presence of excruciating pain.

Suspected nonconformists were also forced to ingest excessive quantities of water with a funnel and subjected to various other water tortures. They were strapped to an apparatus called the knee splitter. They were silenced with the use of tongue screws. They were imprisoned for long periods without sufficient food, light or sanitation. They were put in the stocks or pillory. They were burned at the stake. During and even after the Spanish Inquisition, these and other tortures were intended not only to break or punish the nonconformists themselves but also to terrorise the general public so they would remain compliant, fearing that they may be the next victim if they did not.





Appendix III

Do I Stay in My Denomination?

The general question ‘Do I stay Christian?’ is often complicated by the more specific question of staying Catholic, Evangelical, Orthodox, Pentecostal, Methodist or whatever. Sometimes, a person can’t stay Southern Baptist but could possibly stay Episcopalian, or a person can’t stay Episcopalian but could possibly stay Quaker. If that’s your question, although I don’t think it’s appropriate or even possible to offer one-size-fits-all advice, I can offer a few stories. You’ll recall from Chapter 12 the story of Sr Ann and Sr Jean, who decided they would stay in their church and speak their truth until they were forced out, demonstrating the option of staying both defiantly and graciously.

That’s the advice I received when I was a young pastor. An older pastor must have sensed that I might get myself in trouble, so he approached me with this unsolicited counsel: ‘Try not to leave your denomination. Stay as long as you can. But if it becomes clear they don’t want you, then it’s time to leave, because love is not rude, and staying where you are not wanted is rude.’

I followed that older pastor’s advice and stayed in my denomination as long as I could, but eventually moved on when it was clear I was no longer welcome.

Several years later, one of my mentors called me out of the blue. He had progressive leanings but worked as a theologian within a more conservative denomination. He said, ‘Brian, if I had to do it over again, I wouldn’t have stayed in my denomination as long as I have. I now see that they were never going to be open to what I had to say. I could have accomplished so much more if I had found a more hospitable environment to work in. I wish I had seen that long ago, because life is short, and now, at my age, I think it’s too late for me to find a more open context to work.’ Neither he nor I could have known that a few weeks later, he would die suddenly, marking that unexpected call as our last conversation. Looking back, I sensed he was giving me a parting gift of hard-won wisdom: take into consideration whether your current context will allow the highest and best use of your gifts and time.

Perhaps the question of whether to stay in your denomination should be reframed as how to stay while you’re in it, followed by the question of how to leave when you discern it’s time to move on. Drawing from my experience, I can offer the following suggestions.

 

1. Find kindred spirits and raise a flag. That’s what gave birth to the Emerging Church/Emergent Christianity conversation that I have been part of. A few individuals spoke up and found each other, and we raised a flag so others could find us. These days, raising a flag might mean setting up a website, hosting some gatherings (online or in person), starting a podcast and building a community of listeners and so on. Network widely with other groups that seem to be going in a similar direction. See one another as colleagues rather than competitors.

2. Recast your identity. Just as Part Two of this book has offered a way of recasting Christian identity so you can stay Christian in good faith, you can find ways of articulating a new Methodist, Catholic or Pentecostal identity (or Mormon, Jewish, Muslim or Hindu identity).

3. Expect critique and use it wisely. Gatekeepers will almost always criticise outliers who organise and speak up, threatening them with exclusion so they will quiet down and conform. Don’t take this critique personally or respond defensively; these loyal traditionalists are simply doing their jobs. Use every private and public criticism as an opportunity to graciously, patiently clarify your message. In this way, your critics will help draw attention to your fledgling movement, and each new critique will help you further clarify your message and proposals.

4. Determine your goals. Do you simply want the freedom to gather and exist as a minority voice in your denomination? Or do you want more – to be respected, empowered, enfranchised? Do you hope that your departures from the norm will be accepted in the mainstream and, if so, how likely is that to happen within the next five, ten or fifty years? Do you expect, in the long term, to be expelled or shunned, while in the short term you want to gather as many as possible to be expelled or shunned with you, so after your expulsion you become a viable alternative to the dominant group?

5. Be flexible. My friend and colleague Cameron Trimble says, ‘You can always have your way if you have enough ways.’ It’s wise advice. That means that the goals you set (#3 above) will need to be revisited as conditions change.

6. Find clear language for ambiguous situations. For example, when people ask me, ‘Are you still Evangelical?’ I can answer with clarity: ‘I’m from an Evangelical background and spent the first half of my life Evangelical. But over the years, I changed and Evangelicalism changed too. So although I love my Evangelical neighbours and I am who I am because of my heritage, most Evangelicals would consider me an outsider, and I don’t try to impose myself upon them.’ Catholics might say, ‘I’m a Catholic in the spirit of St Francis and Pope Francis, but that leaves me feeling alienated from a lot of the Catholic hierarchy today.’ A group of progressive Seventh Day Adventists or Latter-Day Saints might say, ‘We grew up in this community and love much of our heritage, but our status is unclear because we aren’t sure how much the church will be able to change to accommodate people like us.’

 

For many, the question is even more specific: do I stay in my congregation? Some of what I’ve said about staying in your denomination should apply to your congregation, but I would add this: when your continuing participation in your local congregation becomes unhealthy for you, your family or the congregation itself, it’s probably time to leave. I recommend you leave with a letter to the church leaders, in which you do the following:

1. Say thanks for all the blessings you’ve experienced in their company and be specific about those blessings.

2. Explain why you can no longer stay. Do so with clarity and honesty, but without hostility of any kind. Show the courage to differ (and leave) graciously.

3. Express your desire to stay on good terms, if possible. In other words, part as neighbours, not enemies, and keep friendships intact whenever possible.

 

If you leave with bitterness and harsh criticism as you walk out the door, be assured that you will make your congregation glad to see you go, and you will harden them against any of your desires for change. If you leave with both clarity and charity, they may wish they had been able to keep you involved, which may stretch them in a positive direction in the future.

Sometimes, leaving a group is so traumatic that you won’t have the energy to find a new spiritual home, at least for a while. That’s understandable. Long term, I would hope that you could either find or form a spiritual community where you can practise the values we considered in Parts II and III of this book.





Appendix IV

A Letter to Pastors (Addendum to Chapter 26)

Dear Pastors, Priests and others in Christian Ministry,

Because I was a pastor for twenty-four years, every word I write is, in some way, intended to help you and others in this important though challenging calling. One pastor friend, after reading a draft of Chapter 26 and its theme of ‘Renounce and Announce’, asked me this question: ‘Is it fair to a congregation for me to “come out” as a new kind of Christian, knowing the painful disruption that causes, or is there more integrity in simply stepping aside to allow them to continue growing in a framework in which I can no longer remain? Is it fair for me to drag them along for a ride they didn’t sign up for? Is there more integrity in simply stepping away because I don’t feel the old wine skin can handle the pressure of new wine?’

I’d like to offer a few very brief responses to this question.

My friend is right: some congregations are not currently able to handle ‘the painful disruption’ of grappling with the content of this book. (His question makes me wonder if some sort of warning label should be applied to the cover.) It may be better to start something new and fresh, or to find a congregation that is ready or even eager for a new beginning.

But whenever possible, I hope you can bring your leadership team into the process and, eventually, the whole congregation too. (This book could be a resource in that process.) Share with those you trust most what you’re thinking, what you’re struggling with, how you feel, how you’re changing. Only do so if you are prepared for the worst possible reaction; that way, you are more likely to be pleasantly surprised rather than shocked. Tell them that you would very much like to stay and help the congregation go through a rethinking process with you, but you’re aware that the process may be beyond the congregation’s current capacity.

By doing so, you are honouring your leaders as partners rather than foreclosing upon a decision without them having a say. You may discern together that it’s best for you to move on, but they may commit to an attempt to move forward with you into a process of change. If the latter, I encourage you to find a church consultant who understands a. the transformation you’re seeking, and b. the polity within which you work. Having the wisdom of someone ‘outside the system’ can make the difference between a successful change process and a self-destructive one.

This is what I experienced as a pastor. My leadership team (thanks to one intrepid lay leader) framed and faced this question: Is this road that Brian is walking only his journey, or is it our journey too? The leadership team agreed (with a minority dissenting) that this was our journey. ‘There are many churches that can meet the needs of traditional Christians,’ one person said, ‘but very few that can help the people we’re trying to help.’ That meant that we had to get comfortable letting more traditional Christians go so they could find a place that was in line with ‘what they signed up for’. That wasn’t easy, but it was essential.

In between you leaving and staying in your current pastorate, there are other options. Perhaps you can find a way to continue to serve the main congregation in its current form while creating a ‘side congregation’ where there is freedom to experiment. Again, it’s wise to bring in a church consultant whenever possible.1

Whatever you do, I encourage you to find at least a few non-utilitarian friends to be your support system as you move forward, friends who sincerely care about you, want what’s best for you and have nothing to gain or lose based on choices you make. Whether you call these relationships spiritual direction, soul friendship, peer mentoring or something else, they can provide you a calm centre in the eye of the storm.

These friends can also remind you to be a friend to yourself, to join God in loving and caring for you as a person and Christian as well as a pastor.

The truth is, pivotal times like these are fraught with difficulty and conflict, and it’s easy to see yourself as part of the problem when you’re actually trying to be part of the solution. If you are worn out, exhausted and wounded in the fray, then by all means take the time away you need to heal and restore your soul.

If you have the inner fire to stay in the struggle, may you know that you are walking a path that reformers, prophets, mystics and sages have walked before you, including a fellow who grew up in Nazareth of Galilee and died just outside Jerusalem.





Appendix V

Additional Resources

1. Podcasts (and similar resources on Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, etc.) come and go, but here are several (in alphabetical order) that have invited me as a guest in recent years (plus a few others), all grappling with Christian identity in ways that readers should find helpful:

Another Name for Every Thing (Richard Rohr), Beached White Male (Ken Kemp), Beloved Journal (Rob Lee), The Bible for Normal People (Pete Enns, Jared Byas), Brandan Robertson (Instagram Live/Brandan Robertson), Caleb Mason (Caleb Mason), Can I Say This at Church? (Seth Price), The Church Needs Therapy (Kevin Sweeney), Compass (Ryan Dunn), Cooperative Baptist (Andy Hale), The Confessional (Nadia Bolz-Weber), Drop the Stones (Carlos Rodriguez), DTALKS (Joe Shaw), The Enneagram Journey (Suzanne Stabile), The Eternal Current (Aaron Niequist), Faith Conversations (Anita Lustrea), Faith Matters (Tim and Aubrey Chaves), Faith Without Fear (Nick Quient), For the Love (Jen Hatmaker), Freedom Road (Lisa Sharon Harper), Future Christian (Loren Richmond, Jr), HomeBrewed Christianity (Tripp Fuller), Ideas Network (Konrad Michalski), In Conversation with Frank Schaeffer (Frank Schaeffer), Innovating Church (Rachel Stout), Irenicast (Bonnie Rambob), Jesus Never Ran (Matt Kendziera), John Dear’s Peace Podcast (John Dear), Kate and Colby Show (Kate and Colby Martin), Learning How to See (Brian D. McLaren), The Liturgists (Michael Gungor), On Being (Krista Tippett), On the Way (Dominic Fay), Open Circle (Matt Laidlaw), A Pastor and a Philosopher Walk into a Bar (Randy Knie), Pastor with No Answers (Joey Svendsen), Peacing It All Together (Randy Woodley, Bo Sanders), A People’s Theology (Mason Mennenga), Randall Worley (Instagram Live/Randall Worley), (Re)Thinking Faith (Josh Patterson), The RobCast (Rob Bell), Seekers and Speakers (Jonathan Merritt), Speculation (Nick Vargo Fiedler), There’s a God in My Closet (Ben DeLong), Turning to the Mystics (James Finley), Vicars’ Crossing (Kevin George), What If Project (Glenn Siepert) and The Zeitcast (Jonathan Martin).

 

2. Here is a short list of authors whose work should be especially helpful to readers of this book:

Diana Butler Bass, Kaitlin Curtice, Brian Zahnd, Jacqui Lewis, Jonathan Martin, Anne Lamott, Doug Pagitt, Lisa Sharon Harper, Rob Bell, Sarah Bessey, Philip Clayton, Nadia Bolz-Weber, Steve Chalke, Tripp Fuller, Fr Richard Rohr, Sr Joan Chittister, Doug Pagitt, Sr Simone Campbell, Fr James Martin, Sr Ilia Delio, Fr James Alison, Mike McHargue, David Dark, Pete Enns, Frank Schaeffer and Wil Gafney.

 

3. Of my own work, if you found this book helpful, you may also enjoy:

The A New Kind of Christian trilogy. These fictional books tell the story of Dan Poole, a pastor who goes through a period of questioning whether he can stay Christian. A New Kind of Christian (Fortress Press, 2019) launches the series, as Dan finds a friend with whom he can speak freely about his questions and doubts. The Story We Find Ourselves In (Fortress Press, 2019) focuses on a fresh way of reading the biblical story. The Last Word and the Word After That (Fortress Press, 2019) challenges traditional Christian teaching on hell.

A New Kind of Christianity (HarperOne, 2010) picks up the issue of Christian identity in a non-fiction format by focusing on ten questions that are unsettling the status quo for many. We Make the Road by Walking (Jericho, 2014) offers an overview of the Christian faith from a fresh perspective.

Why Did Jesus, Moses, the Buddha, and Mohammed Cross the Road? (Jericho, 2012) explores Christian identity in a multi-faith world. If you are seeking a meaningful Christian identity that respects rather than resents other religious identities, this will be a helpful resource.

Faith After Doubt (St. Martin’s Press, 2020), as we saw in Chapter 21, presents a four-stage model of Christian faith that may help readers who feel that they have outgrown Christianity, or who may be seeking to stay Christian but in a broader or deeper way. Naked Spirituality (HarperOne, 2011) also explores this four-stage model as a framework for spiritual formation.
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