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		Introduction


This book will piss you off, at least a little bit. It should, anyway. The Christian religion is not what it should be, what it claims to be. And whether you’re a religious insider, a battered-and-bruised outcast, or a curious bystander, that should bother you. It bothers me.
         

But for every wound I expose, for every wrong I call out from the darkness into light, it’s my hope that you’ll find an equal measure of hope, love, and inspiration in the pages to come. There will be times when you want to set this book down for a while, or even toss it against the wall. That’s fine; just don’t walk away.

See, that’s the problem. We find it all too easy to walk away when things get screwed up, when they let us down, when the divisions seem unbridgeable. But we owe it to one another to stick it out, to see more than one side to the story, to try, as hard as it may be, to see through someone else’s eyes.

I’m not trying to get you to go back to church. If you’re already in church, I’m not trying to get you to stay, any more than I’m trying to get you to leave. I don’t care if you call yourself a Christian or not, if you’ve been baptized, offered the Sinner’s Prayer, or proclaimed before a group of fellow believers that you’ve accepted Jesus into your heart.

I care more about the lives we’re choosing to live, as individuals, as members of society, as churchgoers, skeptics, seekers, doubters, than I do about what you claim to believe or the institutions or groups with which you choose to identify. The labels just don’t matter.

You matter.

For me, trying to model my life, my words, my ideas after a man I believe walked the earth about two thousand years ago is a personal choice. It’s one of many, many choices. I don’t need you to think like me, to believe the things I believe, for us to more closely resemble what I think we’ve been created to be. So call yourself a Christian or not, go to church or don’t. But come to this book with open eyes, an open mind, and a willing heart.

I trust, as I hope you trust, that the rest will take care of itself.

 


	

    
	
		
Chapter One

Lions and Lambs

Seeking Peace with Those We Hate to Love
            



Post-Christianity” is an often-misunderstood term. It means that today we live in a culture where Christianity is no longer the baseline for cultural identity and discourse.
         

We are witnessing the end of Christendom in the West as many have come to understand it: the dissolution of Christian hegemony. Some who value freedom of religion in a broader sense—or even freedom from it—view this favorably because it suggests that the stigmas and pressures against non-Christians are giving way to greater pluralism and tolerance, if not affirmation. Others who tend to view the United States as an essentially Christian nation point to a post-Christian society as the beginning of the end of Western civilization.

Secularists often cheer the decades of decline in mainline churches. Now, even evangelical Christian churches are experiencing similar declines; the retraction has reached all corners of Western Christianity.

On the other side, Christians are admonished to hold fast to their convictions, to defend God in our culture at all times and at all costs against the pervasive influence of mainstream media in our lives. The waning power of organized religion offers a clarion call to arms in the culture wars. Every slip in Christianity’s status as cultural standard-bearer is viewed as dire news.

Frankly, both sides are out of line. Christianity can hardly be contained by religion, and in some cases, freeing it from the doctrinal limitations and economic encumbrances of the institution allows the faith to be more nimble, adaptable, and virally embedded in the culture in new ways. Yes, the Church has done damage, and yes, it is paying dearly for its own transgressions in the form of declining numbers and eroding credibility. But the heart and soul of Christ’s message to the world was never bound to the institutional Church. Jesus spoke of liberation from bondage, justice for the oppressed, and sustenance for those in need. And yet too often, Christianity—and religion as a whole, really—falls well short of that ideal.

*  *  *


The onset of the post-Christian era might just be the timeliest opportunity for Christianity to be remade in the image of Jesus. For the last fifty-plus years, Christianity has occupied itself with justification and self-preservation, rather than humbling itself collectively before God and the world, welcoming accountability, and begging mercy for the countless historic and contemporary ways we have failed to faithfully serve the One we claim. Jesus would be calling us to account, instead of calling us back to the Church in its current state.

Jesus prophesied the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, and maybe he’d join us in tearing down the walls of the contemporary Church until no stone was left, one on top of another. Or perhaps he might ride in on a cloud of glory, accompanied by bands of angels, to set Christianity right, placing himself at the helm of culture.

Or maybe he’d do something that no one would expect.

Maybe our idea of Church and Jesus’ idea of Church are different, and we have gotten it wrong.

If, in the post-Christian era, we forsake the Church and all its flaws, we also risk losing much that it affords us. There are few, if any, other places in our world that place such emphasis and value on interdependence, story, unity, hope, justice, and radical, selfless love. We need these things, and Jesus knew that. We crave meaning, belonging, and community with others who bear witness to our lives. Rituals ground us. Symbols reach a deep part of us where language and reason often fall short. We need one another, even if we’ve forgotten how to be together in meaningful, vulnerable ways.

On the other hand, Christianity has been responsible for, or at least complicit in, some of the worst atrocities in history. The list is endless, and sadly, it continues to grow. Authority figures in churches prey on the vulnerable of their flock, we ignore the travesties of the world while planning another building extension, and politics are more important than people, just to name a few. The record seems to point to a toxicity in the Christian religion that humanity should endeavor to stamp out.

It’s in basic human nature to choose sides in a conflict, to bifurcate the cultural landscape into “us” and “them.” Jesus’ followers believed him to be divinely empowered to conquer the emperor and fully expected him to lead a victorious revolution that would establish a new order. Instead, what they got was a suffering servant who died a criminal death. They didn’t understand that Jesus came to serve as liberator rather than conqueror. Rather than wipe sin—or death, or corrupt systems of power—from the face of the earth, he pointed a way toward freedom from their power. But Jesus the Liberator and Jesus the Conqueror are very different in important ways.

A conqueror obliterates or oppresses the enemy. A liberator removes the enemy’s power over its victim, with this result: both oppressor and oppressed must find a way to coexist, living side by side in a world where they can no longer be content to label their enemy as “other.”

This difference is crucial in our discussion of a post-Christian world because there is potential for greater division between those who seek to preserve the historical Church as it has been, and those who seek to remove religion from the cultural discussion altogether. The prophet Isaiah speaks of God’s vision for humanity as one in which the lion lies down with the lamb. The lambs might feel it would be fair to turn the tables and have a go at the lions. That’s not God’s kind of justice. In contemporary culture, where secularists cheer the decline of the Church and Christians hold fast to their convictions in a perceived culture war, both see the “other” as lions, preying on their identity, seeking to destroy something they hold dear.

But if the lamb is liberated from the fear of being destroyed by the lion, the two must now engage in the hard work of learning how to live side by side. It no longer matters who is viewed as the predator and who as the prey.

But it’s not fair, we say. We want justice, and all we’re given is peace! No wonder we killed Jesus. Would it really be any different today?

This book examines how and where Christianity, as an institution in human hands, has fallen short, and how its failings have contributed to the negative feelings so many have about the Church, both from within and beyond its walls. I want to see the Church reclaim its Christ-like vision, and become more closely modeled on the life and teaching of Jesus. I want to permit old things to die if necessary and, when possible, embrace the new visions to which God is calling Christians, non-Christians, and even those who do not claim a faith yet seek through their lives to heal some of the brokenness and inequity all around us.

Every other chapter is dedicated to what I’ve renamed the “seven scandals of Christianity”: pride, certainty, lust, greed, judgment, fear, and envy. Each “vice” chapter is coupled with a corresponding chapter on a Christ-like virtue that serves as the vice’s respective antidote: humility, faith, love, charity, mercy, courage, and justice. The vice chapters are roughly based on the seven deadly sins (pride, envy, lust, greed, gluttony, anger, and sloth) used by the early Church (and still referenced by the Roman Catholic Church today) to delineate the ways in which humanity consistently falls short of God’s ideal for us. These have varied over time, but generally they offer an overview of the sinful nature of human beings. The seven heavenly virtues (chastity, temperance, charity, diligence, forgiveness, kindness, and humility) are those God-inspired and Christ-like ways in which we endeavor to overcome the brokenness of our humanity and close the gap between us and the Divine.

 There are several reasons for the variance in my chosen scandals and virtues from the original deadly sins and respective personal virtues. The Church tends to concern itself with naming, judging, and helping make right the sins of individuals, but here I want to apply a similar lens to the institutional Church itself. As such, some of the “sins” or scandals are not as pertinent as others without some adaptation.

In the final chapter, I evaluate what’s left of the Christian faith and of institutional religion, whether we can fix it, and if so, clarify the “it” we’re trying to fix. Unfortunately there are no “five easy steps to reinvigorating your church” at the end. But I attempt to answer the hard questions: Does fixing the Church matter? What is the endgame? Who are we doing this for and why do we care, when we consider that Christianity has, in a number of ways we will consider, brought us to this post-Christian age?

Like any good postmodernist, I answer questions like these reflexively, with “It depends…” followed by a handful of qualifiers to point out the cloud of confusion that stirs when we start having a conversation about “Christianity.” Do we mean the Church as an institution? The faith itself? The spirit of Christ in our midst? For each person, the answer is a little bit different.

No matter how you define it, I think we can agree that Christianity is changing. We are in an in-between state. According to a recent Barna study, about 37 percent of the American adults surveyed, who identify themselves as Christian, actually qualify as “post-Christian” based on Barna’s criteria.1 Interestingly, the number increased to 48 percent for younger adults. Also included in the findings, posted on the Christian Century website,2
         


	47 percent do not feel a responsibility to share their faith.
     
            	57 percent have not read the Bible in the last week.
     
            	33 percent have not attended a Christian church in the past year.
 
         

So a growing number of people who still personally identify as “Christian” do not ascribe to the traditional idea of what it means to be a Christian. Since we are no longer living beneath the shroud of Christian cultural dominance, it is still unclear where and how this faith that has endured through the centuries fits in a culture that resists stasis, labels, and many other values promoted by traditional Christianity. Where this shift will lead is unclear, but the destination is less important than the process of discernment itself.


	

    
	
		
Chapter Two

The Gospel According to Kerouac

The Journey Itself Is the Point
            



 On the Road by Jack Kerouac is an epic tale of wanderlust set in the United States during the birth of jazz, one of North America’s only original music forms. It was a defining book in my youth. I loved his pacing, the images he sketched with his words of bumping, smoky jazz clubs and Benzedrine-fueled treks across vast swaths of countryside. His style was hypnotic and vivid, and as a jazz fan myself, I could hear the songs he described being played by the jazz greats I idolized. But I hated the ending. More specifically, I hated that there was no ending. He and his entourage would blow through thousands of miles in a week, stretching from East Coast to West, only to turn around and do it all again in reverse.
         

What’s the point? I thought. Nothing actually happens in the story.
         

It took more than a year for me to realize that the journey, and the adventures along the way, was the whole point. The novel captured the heated moments of ecstasy, the quiet hours of driving through the Nevada desert after a binge of alcohol and friendship. Kerouac, Ginsberg, and their entourage would be caught up in unexpected moments of indescribable beauty, the kind that transport us outside of ourselves, if just for a moment. The book was an impressionist snapshot of modern American experience, relationship, love, loss, tragedy, and adventure.

As a portrait of the human experience, On the Road is absent conventional frames of linear storytelling. I had unconsciously come to depend on those novelistic techniques, and when they weren’t there, my first reaction was to try to articulate the plot, pin down the exposition, conflict, and resolution. But there were none. I felt rootless and unsteady reading Kerouac.
         

Once I surrendered to the idea that a story didn’t have to have good guys and bad guys, didn’t have to have a clear beginning, middle, and ending, didn’t have to conform to a predictable formula, I enjoyed On the Road. My second time through it, I gave myself over to the momentum and rich imagery in the narrative. I was there, in the car with Kerouac, Ginsberg, and Burroughs. I sensed the music, felt the momentum, and experienced the volatility of his emotional reality. It was exhilarating.
         

Had I held the book to my standards for traditional story, I would have missed the point. I didn’t realize that I was overlaying my expectations on Kerouac; only after his writing shattered those conventions did I realize they were constraining me to a set, fairly narrow way of experiencing the written word.

Kerouac’s novels offer an opportunity to look at our lives and our stories differently. It can be frightening and infuriating, or it can be inspiring and liberating.

For centuries, we have looked at the Christian story in the traditional, linear ways that I tried to apply to Kerouac. We want a beginning, a middle, and an end. The end for much of Christian theology has either to do with the status of your immortal soul after you die or, in a larger sense, the hastening of apocalyptic end-times, when God will rain judgment on humanity and will set everything right. Christians will be the good guys, the bad guys will be vanquished, and we will be rewarded for fighting on the side of the righteous.
         

It is part of our nature to organize and set guidelines. We all seek patterns in reality. We long to draw boundaries, categorize, label, and attach value to our encounters. In his book, On Intelligence, neuroscientist Jeff Hawkins says this about how the human brain works. It:
         

…receives patterns from the outside world, stores them as memories, and makes predictions by combining what it has seen before and what is happening now…Prediction is not just one of the things your brain does. It is the primary function of the neo-cortex, and the foundation of intelligence.3
            


Sometimes, however, how we use our brains to function in the world can also become a liability. A 2009 Psychology Today article called “A Hunger for Certainty” put it this way:
         

Like an addiction to anything, when the craving for certainty is met, there is a sensation of reward. At low levels, for example predicting where your foot will land as you walk, the reward is often unnoticeable (except when your foot doesn’t land the way you had predicted, which equates with uncertainty.) The pleasure of prediction is more acute when you listen to music based on repeating patterns. The ability to predict, and then obtain data that meets those predictions, generates an overall reward response.4
            


This is, in part, why my wife sits up until 2 AM playing Candy Crush on her phone instead of sleeping, or why I nearly failed out of two classes in college because of Minesweeper. The predictability of such games is, quite literally, addictive. The certainty we experience from having a predictable reality yields a pleasurable effect, and it’s that pleasure that we actually become addicted to. The pursuit of certainty is the way we get the pleasure we want.
         

The world we have to navigate is becoming increasingly less predictable. Many of the traditional categories within our culture don’t seem to fit anymore, such as identifiers for race, political affiliation, and even the religious labels of the past. The more pluralistic and dynamic our culture becomes, the cloudier these previously distinguishable categories are. What if we find ourselves in a state of flux or transition—not yet here but no longer there—in which our dependable practices of making sense of things end up breaking down? How would we handle such chaos? Would it be chaos? What if we let go?

For decades, companies have depended on market research to figure out how best to promote, package, and craft their products. Billions of dollars are spent each year on far-reaching surveys, taste comparisons, and test audiences, all with the aim of creating a formula that we can use to reasonably predict the habits of a targeted consumer group.

Asking questions about people’s likes and dislikes, or why they prefer this brand of mouthwash, only reveals a fraction of a person’s life. We tend to tell surveyors what we think they want to hear; sometimes we present what we want people to think about us, rather than what really motivates us. More often than we realize, we don’t even know why we do what we do.

Many companies are now turning to disciplines like ethnography or cultural anthropology to try to understand our true motivations. Science indicates that observing people in their natural environment reveals much more about their preferences and habits than asking questions. In a March 2013 Atlantic article called “Anthropology, Inc.,” a research company called ReD explains why they do market research in this seemingly unconventional way:
         

ReD is gleefully defiant of those who want clear answers to simple questions, and prefers to inhabit a space where answers tend not to come in yes/no formats, or in pie charts and bar graphs. “We know numbers only get you so far,” the company’s website announces. “Standard techniques work for standard problems because there’s a clear benefit from being measured and systematic. But when companies are on the verge of something new or uncertain…those existing formulas aren’t easily applied.”5
            


Something Is Emerging

It’s helpful to first understand a little bit about the social and cultural dynamics that led to Christianity’s place today. The post-Christian reality we live in is not simply the result of the failure of institutional religion to keep up with a rapidly changing culture around it. And though we find institutions to be a convenient—and often deserving—target, the reality of what has broken down is far more complex than the standard criticisms of Christianity.

The present approach of Emerging Christianity might well represent the salvation of the religion we rebuke and criticize. Emergents retool our approach, then create a more nimble network of communities that more accurately reflect the social dynamics of our fragmented, highly mobile, pluralistic culture.

The Emerging Church movement actively and sometimes deliberately steps away, in many cases, from the traditional hierarchic, institutional model of Church and instead builds intentional community with flattened models of self-organization. Technology is used not as another attraction tool gimmick, but rather as connective tissue to hold people together in new ways. The lines between where “Church” ends and “the world” begins blur in this movement, and the didactic, top-down impartation of faith-based lessons give way to conversations about how faith can be discovered, expressed, and lived out in daily life.

It is an overstatement to suggest that the shortcomings of our faith tradition are this simple, however. The problems go much deeper than failure of a religious system to maintain relevance in the world that surrounds it. Emergents may reorganize Church structures, present alternative models for worship, and even community, but this neglects some fundamental problems that must be considered in order to re-envision the faith.

Misrepresenting God

We Christians, we the Church, have misrepresented God and what Jesus calls us to be in the world. We have succumbed to the misapprehension that Christianity is primarily about what we believe. We have been experts in identifying people’s longings, needs, brokenness, desires, and pain, but we have offered a false antidote. We have claimed that inviting Jesus as Lord and Savior into our hearts has an enduring, salvific effect that helps make the suffering and the longing go away. We have made the case that individual salvation is central to our faith, and that we can enjoy the fullness of God’s presence by participating in life as prescribed by the Church.

The problem is that this is not what Jesus has asked us to do.

Our commoditization—and even monetization—of God as the solution to all of life’s problems has caused us to be seen as peddlers of a snake oil cure whose lack of efficacy has been found out. The God we have sold from the pulpit, in the Sunday school classes, on television, radio, and now online is a false idol. And Christians purveying this blasphemously un-God-like God are among the last to realize that they are worshipping a golden calf.

I know this sounds heretical, and I will unpack this further soon. But suffice it to say for now that Jesus’ ministry to the world was about so very much more than feeling good, whether in the context of worship, in daily life, or in contemplating the fate of our immortal souls.
         

Christianity has, for too long, promoted the false God of personal prosperity, while ignoring the reality that our lifestyles are built upon the backs and shoulders of those without power.

It’s promoted the false gospel of the primacy of personal salvation, rather than focusing on making right the inequities and injustices, and emotional, psychic, and spiritual deficits from which so many suffer, keeping God’s kingdom on earth from being realized.

It’s made a false promise that a life lived in the spirit and path of Christ is one of comfort, perfection, and perennial happiness, when the very model for the Christian faith suffered greatly for the way he chose to live and even die.

We’ve suggested that acceptance of the Christian faith brings with it a sense of wholeness and peace, and yet we see brokenness and suffering all around us, and continue to experience it ourselves. We can’t find and enjoy real peace when our neighbors are still suffering. Despite the prayers, worship services, Bible studies, and mission trips, we still must come to terms with our own incompleteness and longing, tugging at our hearts.

For some Christians, the answer is a matter of numbers. We must expand our reach, broaden the Christian territory to bring the Good News as we understand it to those in need. Only then will God’s love be complete and fully realized in this world. This sort of “manifest destiny” approach to Christianity seeks validation in sheer numbers. If more people convert, we feel assured that we have, in fact, taken the righteous path.
         

Yet we all still feel inner deficiency. We still hurt. We still suffer. We, who are supposed to be the harbingers of the answer to all of life’s woes, still fall victim to desire, pain, struggle, and a nagging emptiness that we were told would go away once we embraced the faith with our whole selves. But it hasn’t gone away. Perhaps we simply don’t believe enough. We haven’t found the proper way to pray. We haven’t submitted ourselves to the God offered to us on Sunday morning. Despite our best efforts, we must still be doing something wrong to feel this deficiency—and so our suffering grows.

Understandably, we’re afraid to let go of our religion, even if it seems to be so terribly broken. We’re afraid that, if we do, there will be nothing left. But the irony is that this release, this deep, complete, and humble submission, is the only way we can begin to truly understand how we’ve missed the mark for so long.

We’ve tried to fill a space within ourselves with God, but what if that space is, itself, God? We’ve confused comfort and ever-present fulfillment with our faith, but perhaps we, as people of faith, are not meant to feel whole, complete, content, and at peace. Maybe, in welcoming what we thought was God into our hearts, we actually have attempted to snuff out the very thing we sought. We are restless because our longing for God’s kingdom to be realized is unfulfilled without our help. We are dissatisfied because we yearn for wholeness while still feeling unfulfilled. But the longing, the hunger, is the divine calling toward something more Christ-like, more like the world we pray for when we offer the Lord’s Prayer: Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven…
         

Author, professor, and theologian Peter Rollins has written two books that are at the forefront of the postChristian conversation. In Insurrection, he reframes the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus in a radical way. In The Idolatry of God, he continues this march, further making the case that we have misunderstood, at a fundamental level, God’s place in our lives and what the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Christ mean to our present existence.
         

At the heart of Rollins’s argument is the idea that we all live with what he calls “the gap.” No, this is not an innate attraction to affordable fashion; it is a deep sense of longing at the very core of our being. It is what drives us from the moment we are cut from our mother’s cord. It manifests itself as a stark reality once we realize we are individuals in the world, separate from others. There is “I” and there is “other,” and despite our efforts to overcome the space between, the distance persists.

We try food, alcohol, sex, material wealth, theological assurance, and anything else we can cling to that will rid us of this sense of deficiency or emptiness. And though each offers a temporary distraction from the persistent “gap,” they do not solve the problem. The Church has become culpable when we claim to have the solution. We’ve presented our statements of faith, our doctrine, our rituals, our images of God as that key to release us from bondage. But still, we are enslaved by desire.

Whereas Rollins suggests this sense of absence is a gap, I would argue it is something less benign than what this term connotes. He contends that we have tried to fill this gap with false constructs of God, with ritual, prayer, and worship. But in doing so, we have created what he calls a “vending machine God.” We sense our need, so we go up to the machine and make a personalized request. What comes out is a manufactured false god, one that is intent principally on making us comfortable, happy, and fulfilled, a god created in collusion between the Church and us. Much of the rest of the non-Christian world recognizes this to be a false idol, and millions within the Church have walked away in search of something more real, more authentic. It is one of the lynchpins at the heart of the shift toward a postChristian culture.

And so Christians have two choices: hold fast to these false gods we’ve come to worship and defend them against an increasingly—and rightfully so—skeptical world, or join in the process of tearing down the false idols, allowing the refining fires of God’s inspiration to breathe something new into existence that may or may not resemble anything we’ve even imagined before.

For Rollins, it is only once we come to terms with the reality that the gap cannot be filled, that it is not our preordained destiny as people of faith to be happy, comfortable and whole, that we can begin to find some peace with the less-than-perfect existence in which we find ourselves.

Listening to the Hunger

Whereas Rollins’s gap might simply be more of a vacancy, I understand it more as an idling engine. A hunger, if you will. We all live with this hunger, this sense that we can be more than we are, and the world can be better. We see injustices and suffering in the world, and we hear the call in our hearts to respond. We’re restless, dissatisfied with “life as is.” We need to do something about it. Hunger, after all, drives us to act. At its most basic level, it is self-serving. We hunger, so we seek out sustenance to satisfy the hunger. But this particular hunger is different. We have tried to feed it without success for a long, long time. It continues to gnaw at us until it quite literally consumes our waking hours, and even invades our dreams. Our hunger subsumes us and seems to threaten or destroy us. Understandably, we want to make the feeling stop. But in this case, the traditional stimulus-response transaction falls short.
         

If God is described as anything principally throughout Scripture, it is “Love.” And I agree that God is love. But within love, there has to be a longing—a hunger—something that draws us out of ourselves and makes us willing to take the incredible risks that love requires. This impetus to love, despite the inevitable danger of it all, is the hunger I’m speaking of.

Psychologist Sherry Turkle recently published a book called Alone Together, about how the ubiquity of technology in our everyday lives is affecting how we relate to one another. While we are, in some ways, more connected to one another than ever before, we are also struggling with loneliness on what some might consider an epidemic level. Has technology made us lonelier? Not exactly, says Turkle. Nor has it become the panacea some might have hoped for in helping us to assuage our already-present loneliness. What the technology has done, she suggests, is keep us from coming to terms with the reality of what it means to be alone.
         

In an interview on National Public Radio’s Fresh Air, Turkle stated that (and I’m paraphrasing here) if we can’t come to terms with what it means and what it feels like to be alone, we will never experience anything other than loneliness. Unless we can begin to accept the fact that there will be times when we feel alone, disconnected from others, isolated, and find ways to be at peace with that sense of alone-ness, the resulting lonely feelings become a relative obsession, and seeking the antidote becomes an addiction.6
         

As such, the mobile phone in our pocket is the perfect false solution. We feel lonely, so we text a friend. We feel lonely, so we check Facebook. We feel lonely, so we send out a message on Twitter and wait for a wave of validation to come back our way in the form of a retweet, a “like” button, or a handful of words to assure us that someone out there still knows we exist.

But what this does in the long term is keep us from ever knowing how to be alone comfortably, to sit with absence and find ways to be at peace with it. So although the immediate connection that the phone and social media afford us may offer a stopgap quick fix, it actually ends up making the problem worse over time.

Comparing the need for finding peace with aloneness in order to liberate ourselves from loneliness resonates in large part with Rollins’s call to embrace the “nothingness” of the gap. He urges us not to fill that space with falsely manufactured notions of God or anything else. Rather, we have to learn to exist with the emptiness in order for the nagging sense of loss that arises from it to lose its potency over our lives.

I believe this gap actually is more of a driving force in our lives than perhaps Rollins might contend. As with the idling engine mentioned earlier, without being engaged by the machinery around it, that engine has no real power. It simply consumes energy until the operator places the engine into gear and directs the potential energy into actual motion. I believe this hunger we recognize within ourselves is much like that engine. It has no particular will or agenda or sovereign power over our lives, although without it, we would be hard pressed to find any real meaning. It is the gap or the hunger that gives all of our actions purpose. Without it, we would remain in a state of perpetual inertia, content where we are without motivation to change anything.

We tend to see hunger in our culture of plenty as a bad thing, something to be eradicated, a problem that must be solved. But that is not the case with this particular hunger. As fewer and fewer people decline to recognize organized religion as critical to their lives, it’s safe to say that our religion has failed to satisfy this hunger, though it has often claimed the power to do so. For decades, evangelists in our culture have sold Jesus as the solution to this hunger, and that by accepting him into our hearts, we will no longer experience such longing. But this is a false message. Truly, fully embracing the teaching and values of Jesus at the core of our lives causes us to be perpetually restless, discontent with things as they are. We see what could be: a world in which the hungry are fed, the powerless are raised up, and the oppressed are liberated. And until these things become reality, they haunt our dreams and they occupy our waking hours. We’re compelled by a hunger to realize this kingdom vision in our everyday world.

We often choose to use that drive to help us seek a final solution, the panacea that will, once and for all, make the longing stop. But we need to accept that the hunger is an essential part of our nature and turn our attention outward to see where it might lead us. Where will we end up if we surrender? The hope is that it will lead us closer to God, closer to complete reconciliation with one another, toward a mending of all the brokenness and suffering in our midst. Will we ever actually get there? Theologian and philosopher John Caputo responds with a powerfully simple word to this question: perhaps.

How Long? Not Long!

If we apply a similar dynamic to, say, the notion of “Thy kingdom come,” in Jesus’ “Lord’s Prayer,” we can begin to understand the purpose and place of this hunger in our lives. If we stand by and wait for God to come down from Heaven and make everything better, we are left with nothing but our present suffering to comfort us. We are weak, powerless, and worse, hopeless. But if we see the call of “Thy kingdom come” as a rallying cry for those discontent with the way things are, it is that dream upon which we rest and hang our hopes.

It is the Way toward which we orient ourselves, without the benefit of seeing the destination in the distance.
         

It is the Truth upon which the Commandment to love our neighbor with all that we have and all that we are is built.
         

It is the Life to which we are invited, one with real substance, real meaning, and yes, even real struggle, hardship, doubt, pain, and failure.
         

But in accepting the hunger as the still, small voice of God within us, in making peace with the restlessness, the sense of incompleteness, the “already–not yet” tension of living into a new thing still as yet not entirely imagined, we rob the hunger of its consuming power.

In accepting that God is the hunger, we avail ourselves to liberation from the power that hunger holds over us. We are freed from the confinement of our own selves and we begin, tentatively at first and with much trepidation, to learn what it means to live a life that is about so much more than being hungry.

Let’s consider the possibility, at least for now, that as much as we’ve invested ourselves in the institution of religion, it never was the real point of Christ’s Gospel message to begin with. Look at it fresh, with new eyes: apply new standards of measurement and bring new tools for observation and action along with us. If we focus principally on keeping our churches alive, we’ll certainly be left behind.

When the rich man asked Jesus what he needed to do in order to inherit God’s kingdom, Jesus told him to sell everything he owned. He didn’t say this to everyone he met, but for this man, the trappings of his present life were shackles binding him, depriving him of the real life he claimed to want. Yet when presented with this stark truth, the rich man walked away, choosing to cling to his shackles, rather than take the key from Christ that would ultimately offer him his freedom.

We have to take a leap of faith into the unknown, trusting that, in doing so, we will find God in the process. We wait for God to reveal God’s self in certain, satisfying terms that will settle and soothe our spirits. But as we can see in the story of Pentecost—the birth of the Christian Church—God’s spirit is wild, chaotic, and even a little bit dangerous.7
         

In reflecting on ways to make this postChristian age one where we heed the call of Christ, I borrow a prayer from Kerouac himself, plucked from the words of On the Road: “Nothing behind me, everything ahead of me, as is ever so on the road.”
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