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For all the introverts of faith who inspired this book.

You are gifts.




foreword

Every Church Needs an Adam

Scot McKnight


THE BIGGEST and most “successful” churches are designed by and appeal to extroverts. The smallest and least “successful” churches are designed by and appeal to introverts. I have no statistics for my claim, but I’m a theologian, not a statistician. If I got your attention, my exaggeration was worth it. My hunch, then, is that this is a worthy approximation of a singular truth made abundantly clear in Adam McHugh’s important and church-rattling book Introverts in the Church. The first edition was exceptional, the second edition even better—at least by half, perhaps more than that.

Who, for instance, designed the “Pass the Peace” moment in the church tradition? Surely not an introvert. Who suggested that we need to stand up and raise our hands and our voices when we sing? Most importantly, who decided we need to do this in front of total strangers? Who on God’s green earth could have thought up the idea that we could stop a Sunday morning service, gather in threes or fours, and pray with one another? No one knows the exact moment when any of these were actually created, but this is what we know: those in charge did it. Those in charge of church services are pastors, and the path-creating among them tend to be extroverts. I know about this stuff because while I’m not a pastor, I am an extrovert. I know too because my wife, Kris, is an introvert. Over four decades of marriage, all of which have involved us in churches, she has at times opened up for me what was going on in a church. Psychologists, as I often say, see things but don’t often say things.

The worst part of our church life has been going to a new church. Churches are cultures established over time, and often the culture was shaped by those who are more extroverted than introverted. Here’s our story. We are at home in and love our church, Church of the Redeemer, an Anglican Church. We began attending about four years ago. Sometime during the service our pastor/priest, Jay Greener, encourages us to participate in the “fellowship time,” and Kris has divulged to me how difficult this can be for some of us. Like Adam, Kris isn’t interested in talking about the weather and . . . introverts just have little time for superficial conversation. Conversations sap their energies. Getting beyond superficial conversation is the trick for the introvert because they need to test the waters with some people to discover those they really want to converse with. After our services, because I’m a professor and an author and an extrovert, people ask me questions, and sometimes we talk about sports (the Cubs especially) and argue about some point in theology. I get in the car after a swirl of conversations, and Kris begins to tell me about the one or two and sometimes three people she talked with, and over time Kris has a pastoral grasp of Church of the Redeemer that I envy.

For me, Adam McHugh’s Introverts in the Church unmasked the extroversion-shaped churches that we have and opened up possibilities for how an introversion-sensitive church might conduct its business. Church of the Redeemer has attracted a fair number of introverts, and the result is that we know one another pretty well, but we are not a bunch of loud and noisy worshipers. My preschool granddaughter, Finley, for a season would get in the aisles and dance to the music, and everyone loved it—comfortably staying in their seats. The reason our church is sensitive to introverts is because our leaders have absorbed the insights of Adam’s Introverts in the Church and become one of those places of grace for introverts and extroverts. My friend and colleague David Fitch recently said that the best preachers are introverts who are on fire in the pulpit. That would not be me, but we’ve got such preachers and teachers in our church, and they have made Church of the Redeemer doubly better, perhaps more. But I’m not a statistician.






preface

to the Revised and Expanded Edition




WHEN THE FIRST EDITION of Introverts in the Church was released, a dear friend and mentor wrote one of the first book reviews. It began like this: “Introverts in the Church. No, this is not a joke.” And here I thought the title was significantly less funny than some of the working titles I played with:


	Introverts in the Hands of an Extroverted God


	Girl Meets Introvert, Keeps Looking


	Left Behind, and Happy About It




Surprisingly, InterVarsity Press rejected those options. We compromised on a somewhat boring though effectively descriptive title, but apparently “introverts in the church” can also function as a punch line. Apparently it summons images of people diving under the pews during the church greeting time like a Cold War air raid drill.

Introversion, however, has become a much more serious topic since the first edition was published. Back then, IVP’s director of sales had to persuade his colleagues to run with my idea, and he told me, “It’s not a very sexy topic, but we see the need for such a discussion.” Yet, seven years later when I submitted the manuscript for my second book, The Listening Life, they said, “Well, listening is an important topic, but it’s not as sexy as your first book.”

Somewhere along the way, introverts got sexy. That quiet, awkward kid you knew in school grew up, developed some confidence, and is now on the cover of Strong & Silent magazine. And for so many reasons, he’s not taking your call.

We are now living in the era of the “Quiet Revolution,” launched by the release of Susan Cain’s 2012 blockbuster, Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking, and her TED talk that has been viewed over thirteen million times. Many of my readers discovered Introverts in the Church after reading Quiet, so they assumed my book came out after hers, as the Christian knockoff, the introversion that’s safe for your entire family. But no, my book preceded hers by three years, and many have said that Introverts in the Church was the match that ignited the introverted fire. (No one has said this.)

I have been writing about introversion for eleven years now. That’s a surprising number of words about being quiet. Contrary to the belief of those who only know me online, I do think about other things besides personality type, but introversion does have a way of creeping into my everyday thoughts. As I pour my cereal in the morning, I wonder, “What type of cereal do introverts prefer? Shredded Wheat has substance and depth, but Lucky Charms has layers of meaning, and the more you eat it, the more you learn about it.” Then I snap back, realize I am psychoanalyzing my cereal, and consider pouring the green-colored milk over my head. Because obviously I went with Lucky Charms. Introverts love symbols.

A lot of my fellow introverts are also finding their words these days, as so many of us have taken up our keyboards in defense of our disposition. I am amazed at how widespread this discussion has become. It would seem that staying in is the new going out. While I, of course, celebrate that, I have become troubled that these introversion conversations drift in a particular direction, and that is in pointing out what we are not. I cringe when I see articles with titles such as “Why Introverts Hate Small Talk” or worse: “I Am an Introvert, Leave Me Alone!” And while I have been known to ask, Why is it that when my cat streaks under the bed when the doorbell rings it’s “adorable,” but when I do it, people say it’s “disturbing” and that I “need help”? I realize in doing so I am feeding the impression that we are misanthropic weirdos.

My genuine concern is that we are giving the world the impression that ours is an orientation defined by what we lack. We aren’t gregarious, excitable, or charismatic. We dislike crowds and loud stimulation. We have less energy. Sometimes it’s implied that we don’t like other people or that we don’t value Christian community. It seems that extroversion gets to be defined by what it is, but introversion is too often defined by what it isn’t.

I know the confusions circling about the introverted temperament in an extroverted society, and I understand why we introverts can feel defensive about our social patterns. I know that introverts continue to struggle in Christian culture. But our temperament is now part of a broader cultural dialogue, and my hope is that we can move away from a defensive posture into a more constructive one. Now that we know up to half of the population falls on the introverted side of the spectrum, we no longer have to fight like we are backed into a corner.1 That is one of the major changes that I have made in this new edition: I have tried to place even more emphasis on celebrating our temperament and embracing the gifts we have to offer society and the church. Let’s rejoice in what we are.

What’s fascinating and frustrating about writing a book is that from the moment it is published, it almost instantly becomes an artifact. It quickly becomes a symbol of past thought and of prior experience. The author changes but the book does not. And while I largely agree with what I wrote years ago, I have grown as a person, as a believer, and as a writer. I am thankful for the new research that Susan Cain and others have done in understanding how introversion relates to neurology and sensitivity to stimuli. I am happy to integrate some of their work into this new edition. I have also added a section on ministering to introverted youth in chapter seven, as well as broadened the overall themes to address larger swaths of church culture, not only evangelical practice. The more I have talked with introverted churchgoers over the past few years, the more I have realized how powerfully the extroverted ideal sweeps through almost all liturgical traditions. And I am happiest to strike some of the unnecessary verbiage from the previous edition. Who knew that an introvert could be so wordy?

Discussions about personality type always receive some pushback, either from people who resist any form of labeling and consider it oversimplistic or else from people in the church who protest that categories like introversion and extroversion are not in the Bible. It’s always interesting to observe what cultural phenomena are received into church circles and which are not. And I assure you that no one is more aware of the limitations of personality profiles than those of us who write about them. Human beings gloriously and maddeningly defy categorization. Yet I persist in writing about introversion because millions of people continue to find the definition helpful, illuminating, and liberating. Introversion is not my gospel or my core identity, but while I still struggle with it at times, I can truly say at this point that I wouldn’t want to be any other way. While some may assail us for daydreaming and too often getting “lost in thought,” I truly believe that I have been found in thought.

I owe an overdue thank you to the people of InterVarsity Press—particularly Jeff Crosby, who championed the project from the very beginning, and Al Hsu, who put up with my early anxieties as a first-time author dealing with imposter syndrome. I continue to be grateful for the marketing team as well, notably Krista Clayton, who may be the only one there who shares my sense of humor. While I wish I had a glad-handing, extroverted dynamo of a twin brother to do the marketing side of publishing a book, I am glad to have all of their talents in my corner.






introduction

Can Introverts Thrive in the Church?


CAN INTROVERTS thrive in the church?

This question for me is neither abstract nor academic, but it strikes me first on a deeply personal level. I am an introvert, and this question has fueled a meandering and bumpy journey that has led me in and out of Christian community, both as a church member and as a pastor. This has been a journey of both self-discovery—as I have been learning how to make peace with my personality and to work out of it instead of against it—and of God-discovery—as I have been growing in my ability to see God’s hand in my introverted life and ministry. On this journey I have been regularly accompanied by disappointment and hope, two companions that have worked together to push me onward.

[image: image]

The story begins at a mailbox on a street corner in Princeton, New Jersey. I stand there staring at this unfeeling blue box, wearing only one winter glove because my other ungloved hand clutches an envelope. It is a brisk afternoon, with the late winter winds gusting, negating the effects of the sun. New Jersey commuters, hoping to find a nonexistent shortcut through the seminary neighborhood, pass by with puzzled glances.

It is the day that my potential for leadership in the church has come to an end, without ever truly beginning. What I hold in my ever-reddening hand is my resignation letter from the ordination process of my denomination. I have wrestled mightily with this process for four years, and just an hour earlier I had resolved that I am not called to ordained ministry.

When I entered seminary, I had dreams of doctoral work in New Testament studies and a romanticized version of academia: I pictured myself sipping French roast and poring over the pages of my Greek New Testament, attending snobbish cocktail parties and teaching eager students while wearing a tweed jacket with leather patches. Those hopes were dashed on the first warm spring day of April. When I was outside, relishing the rebirth of spring, all the PhD students were sitting at their personalized library carrels, reading dusty books like every other day. I knew then as I reveled in the sunshine that scholarship was not for me. I couldn’t spend my life in a musty library writing reviews of obscure books on clear days.

So, as a fallback plan, I considered ordained ministry. Though I doubted whether I was well suited for such a ministry, I wondered what other career options a seminarian had. I squirmed through my classes on marriage and family, pastoral counseling, and community and small groups, because pastoral ministry requires a person to move quickly in crisis situations, to float from one circle to the next, and to mobilize people of contrasting personalities. In other words, I knew that ordained ministry required social skills, and I wasn’t sure I had them. Even when I was able to muster enough energy or warmth to connect with people, I was soon drained and exhausted, ready for a nap.

My one hope for pastoral ministry was that my teaching and preaching abilities would mitigate my questionable social skills. The events preceding this afternoon at the mailbox cracked that illusion. At my apartment a block away are the remnants of a blue test booklet, smoldering in a trashcan on the porch, which contains the ashes of my biblical exegesis exam, part of the strict regimen prescribed for ordination. Just a month earlier I had written an exposition of a passage in Matthew’s Gospel and a sermon outline. But on this ungracious day, I have learned that I, a student in a New Testament master’s degree program, have failed the biblical exegesis exam . . . again. It’s time to go postal.

After receiving this knockout blow, I stroll up to the cold post office box, which will soon become the coffin for my vocational plans. I remove my glove, extract the resignation letter from my pea coat, and extend my hand toward the mailbox’s jaws of death. But then I stop. Against the sagest of motherly advice, I stand in the frigid air, my naked hand exposed, while the envelope flutters in the wind. Questions flood my mind: Is it worth it? Do I really want to give up my future in ministry with this last impersonal act of defiance? Will I regret this hollow victory for the rest of my life? Is this more of an identity struggle than a career struggle? Am I letting my personal sense of failure and inadequacy preemptively disqualify me from pastoral ministry? After about thirty cars pass, I turn, return the envelope to my coat pocket, put on my glove, and trudge home.

What had prevented me from slamming the mailbox door on my future in ministry? I’m not sure. But I do know that this story is unfinished.
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Years later, I came to realize that my internal death matches in those days were not vocational per se but were primarily temperamental. Even before I began pastoral ministry, I was convinced that my personality excluded me from it. There was no room in ministry for someone of my disposition—or so I thought.

In my mind at the time, ideal pastors were gregarious, able to move through crowds effortlessly, able to quickly turn strangers into friends. Their pulses quickened each time they set foot on the church campus on a Sunday morning. They were people magnets, drawing others to themselves through their charisma, capable of chatting with anyone, about anything, at any time. I saw them surrounded by adoring church members, percolating with warmth, streaked with the praise of their community.

I, on the other hand, relished times of solitude, reflection, and personal study. I enjoyed people, and I valued deep relationships and conversation, but even when I spent time with people I liked, I pined for moments of privacy. I found mingling among crowds of strangers draining and intimidating. Even though I could stand up in front of others and preach with confidence, I would stumble through the social time afterward because I had met my quota of words for the day.

Though I did not know it back then, there is a label for this personality feature that I once thought crippled my ministry potential: introversion. But there was more than my temperament producing these agonizing doubts. I had constructed a one-dimensional model of leadership, and there was an irresolvable conflict between that image and the temperamental characteristics of introverts. I believed that ministers and other Christian leaders needed a certain set of personality traits in order to thrive in ministry. I tried to beat and squeeze myself into a mold of leadership instead of becoming the kind of leader that God designed me to be.

My struggles to be an introverted pastor are representative of the struggles many introverts face when navigating the waters of Christian community, which can be unintentionally, or intentionally, biased toward extroversion. As a pastor who has participated in both independent and denominationally affiliated churches, it is my experience that evangelical churches, in particular, can be difficult places for introverts to thrive, both for theological and cultural reasons. Just as I have had a difficult time squaring my own temperament with common roles and expressions of the pastoral ministry, so also many introverted Christians struggle with how to find balance between their own natural tendencies and evangelical perspectives on community and evangelism. A subtle but insidious message can permeate these communities, a message that says God is most pleased with extroversion.

It is not only evangelical churches that subconsciously elevate the attributes of extroversion and seek leaders who demonstrate the overt qualities of extroverts. While mainline and liturgical churches may allow for more quiet in their worship and practice, as church membership continues to decline in the United States, all churches are liable to push for a louder message and a more aggressive evangelistic strategy.
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Fortunately, disappointment has not been my only fellow traveler on this road, but I have also been accompanied by hope: hope in the calling, healing, and transformative power of God. The same mysterious force that seemed to prevent me from depositing my resignation that day has also been a constant voice calling me into church ministry, parachurch ministry, and chaplaincy. I continue to walk through a process of self-acceptance, both in terms of my introvert identity and also in terms of the gifts and contributions I bring to the Christian community.

My hope is that through this book God will begin or continue a process of healing introverts—helping you find freedom in your identities and confidence to live your faith in ways that feel natural and life giving. I want introverts to embrace that “you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God” (Eph 2:19). Further, I hope that God will unlock in introverts the tremendous gifts that you have to bring to the church. As I will discuss later, introverts have a set of qualities that contribute widely to the ministry of the church and to the building up of the body of Christ. When the church is led by introverts and extroverts who partner together, each contributing their strengths and offsetting the others’ weaknesses, it is a testimony that the Holy Spirit is orchestrating the community, that it is not being run by the cult of personality.

I have only taken a few steps on this introverted journey of faith, but I wish to invite you, who are perhaps wearing only one glove yourself, to join and walk with me.
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“The extrovert God of John 3:16 does not beget an introvert people.”

RICHARD HALVERSON, THE TIMELESSNESS OF JESUS CHRIST






ALLOW ME to begin by painting you a picture of someone who would be held up as the ideal of faithfulness in many Christian communities. Imagine a person who is highly sociable and gregarious, someone who is expressive and enthusiastic and transparent, with overt passion and a broad smile, a person who shares her faith easily, who assumes leadership responsibilities and meets new people quickly, someone who participates in a wide variety of activities and groups, and a person who eagerly invites people into her home.

Such a person would likely be praised as the perfect Christian, the very epitome of faith, disciple of disciples, someone who truly gets what it means to follow Jesus. Churches would have a bidding war over her. Such a believer would be a beautifully faithful person; however, such a believer would also be an extremely extroverted person.

In a 2004 psychological study, students at a Christian college were asked to rate the person of Jesus according to the categories of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. In most categories the students were divided, and they predictably showed a tendency to cast Jesus in their own image. But there were two categories in which students definitively came down on one side. In the thinking-feeling category, 87 percent of the students rated Jesus as a feeler; however, 83 percent of the students also identified themselves as feelers. The truly revealing results, though, were found in the extrovert-introvert category. Although more than half (54 percent) of these students tested as introverts, almost all of the students surveyed (97 percent) said that Jesus was an extrovert.

Extroverts and introverts alike overwhelmingly considered Jesus to be an extrovert. This is surprising because the biblical evidence of Jesus’ personality is not so clear-cut. Our red-letter Bibles may tempt us to focus on his words and overlook the nonverbal aspects of his ministry.

Though he regularly teaches throngs of people, we also see him at critical times retreating from the crowds to pray in solitude and to spend time with his closest friends. He commandeers boats in order to create distance from the urgent energy of crowds. He seems to prefer depth of relationship and conversation with a select few. While it is impossible to know for certain, Jesus’ personality actually seems balanced between extroversion and introversion. How then does 97 percent of a focus group categorize Jesus as an extrovert? The psychology professor administering this study ventured an explanation and described its impact on introverts:

The perception of an extroverted Jesus might reflect a tendency within American culture to value extroversion over introversion. If one assumes extroversion to be better, one might conclude that Jesus, the perfect human being, would have been an extrovert. . . . Making an assumption that Jesus was extroverted based on a cultural bias might make it difficult for introverts in such a culture to accept and affirm their own behavioral preference as legitimate and valuable; not something to be overcome or even tolerated, but something to be appreciated and blessed. Such an assumption might also make it easier for extroverts to overlook the strengths of introversion and the benefits introverts bring to their interactions with others.1


If human perfection, epitomized in the person of Jesus, includes extroversion, then a large number of the population will always and irredeemably fall short. This adds a theological component to the already-prevailing cultural prejudice that extroversion is the superior temperament. In mainstream American culture (in schools, corporations, and social institutions), those who are talkative, outgoing, energetic, and assertive have a decided advantage. Susan Cain calls this the “Extrovert Ideal—the omnipresent belief that the ideal self is gregarious, alpha, and comfortable in the spotlight.”2 Marti Olsen Laney, who wrote The Introvert Advantage, says that “we live in a culture that caters to and extols extroverts. We definitely learn that extroversion is the way we should be.”3 She quotes David Myers, the author of The Pursuit of Happiness, who asserts that there are three essential ingredients in the recipe for happiness: self-esteem, optimism, and extroversion.4 He finds that, on the whole, extroverts are happier than introverts, which I suspect has something to do with their esteemed social position, in the same way that good looking people are happier. People who enjoy reflection and solitude, and listen more than they speak, are often viewed as enigmatic, antisocial, passive, and even less desirable as friends and partners. Because of this bias, Jonathan Rauch, writer for the Atlantic, once dramatically blurted that introverts are “among the most misunderstood and aggrieved groups in America, possibly the world.”5

For decades psychologists and sociologists have cited findings that introverts make up a quarter of the general population, so they assumed that the struggles of introverts derived from their minority status. Yet those findings were based on research done in 1962; more comprehensive personality surveys done in the last fifteen years have revealed that introverts are in the statistical majority at 50.7 percent of the population!6 And researchers point out that there are not more introverts in the population than there were in 1962, but our current data and samplings are just more thorough and accurate. When you take all the newest studies as a whole, they consistently report that introverts comprise one-third to one-half of the American population, or in Susan Cain’s words, “one out of every two or three people you know.”7

The slant toward extroversion in the larger culture has also infiltrated the church. I have spoken with or interviewed hundreds, perhaps thousands, of introverted Christians, and without exception they expressed some degree of frustration and sense of exclusion from their churches. Many have found that their churches, in both theology and practice, are not accommodating to people of their temperament. These introverts have difficulty finding a place in their communities where they feel encouraged to be who they are and to serve in a way that is consistent with their nature.

For several years my introverted friend Emily participated in a Christian community where extroversion was normal. Hailing from Japan, Emily was accustomed to a culture where deference to others and servanthood were considered highly desirable qualities, and she felt displaced in an American culture that valued self-promotion and aggressiveness.8 She had positive relationships with people in the community, but she was always considered to be on the fringe because she spent a lot of time to herself. The ideal of “intimacy” in this community was people constantly together, and the implicit assumption was that the more activities and social interaction a person engaged in, the closer she was to God. Others thought Emily was antisocial and therefore lacking in faith. She also resisted sharing intimate details of her life with others, and they construed her lack of vulnerability as a heart resistant to God. Even though she had leadership traits, she was never asked to be a leader because she did not show the outward expressiveness that was considered a mark of faithfulness in this community. To her, the expectation to share everything with others felt intrusive, and she groaned, “Why do I have to let everyone into every corner of my life?”


Three Evangelical Theological Anchors

American partiality toward extroversion infects many Christian traditions, but certain church cultures are more difficult to navigate than others for introverts. I have found features of evangelical church culture, even the defining attributes that are the basis of evangelical theology and practice, can create environments that are intimidating and unnatural for introverts.

A disclaimer: in the pages that follow, I will admittedly be painting with broad strokes, and not every church or tradition will relate to all aspects of my critique of mainstream evangelicalism and its slant toward extroverted ways of thinking and acting. When the scales are weighted heavily on one side, as I believe evangelicalism is toward extroversion, we sometimes need to dramatize a point in order to restore balance. In the same way, in portraying the characteristics and gifts of introverts, and what we have to offer evangelical churches, I do not presume to capture all the complexity of each individual introvert. Last, as I describe the qualities of introverts, I am not thereby implying that extroverts are not capable of those things (such as thoughtfulness or depth). In fact, as I will discuss in chapter two, each person has both an introverted and an extroverted side, though most of us will land on one side of the spectrum. However, in most evangelical circles, three theological anchors—an intimate relationship with God through Jesus, the centrality of the written Word of God, and active personal evangelism—are often expressed in strikingly extroverted ways.

Personal relationship with God. At the heart of evangelical theology is the doctrine that God is personal. God is intrapersonal, in that his very being is composed of three separate persons who live in a dynamic state of mutuality, love, and togetherness. I love that early church theologians used the Greek word for “dance” (perichōrēsis) to describe the interconnected life of the Trinity. God is also interpersonal, in that he relates with his creation and seeks relationship with each one of his creatures. Evangelicals affirm that God’s redemptive plan centers around the saving life and death of Jesus Christ, and people receive the victorious power attained in his resurrection through a trusting, intimate, personal relationship with the living, ascended Jesus. This Jesus is fully accessible to us, and we can relate to him as a friend in open, informal, and conversational interaction.

The evangelical priority on personal relationship with Jesus reverberates into the kind of human community that forms around him. It is not surprising that evangelicals have a high value for intimate, informal relationships with one another, and we structure our churches—with small groups in our houses, fellowship hours, social events, accountability groups, and prayer chains—in order to support this value. Most evangelical churches strongly encourage (and sometimes require) participation in these kinds of intimate, relational activities.

Unfortunately, sometimes our value for community life can become a substitute for relationship with God. Psychology professor Richard Beck says that for some churches spirituality is equated with sociability.9 The mark of a progressing faith is familiarity with a growing number of people and participation in an increasing number of activities. Yet for introverts who are wearied by and sometimes apprehensive of large quantities of social interaction, these evangelical emphases can feel discouraging and marginalizing. By no means are introverts against intimate relationships; indeed we are motivated by depth in our relationships. And while the emphasis on intimacy with Jesus is welcome, though our relationship might be a little quieter and private, in community we prefer interactions with smaller numbers of people we feel comfortable with. So when an evangelical community explicitly or implicitly encourages an ever-expanding social web, our resistance to it can produce feelings of spiritual inadequacy.

Centrality of the Word. Evangelicals are perhaps best known for their reverence for the Bible. The community is guided by and shaped around its interpretation of Scripture and its application to the life and worship of the community. Whereas other traditions also rely on ritual, symbolism, image, silence, and traditional liturgy, evangelicalism predominantly exalts the power of the Word. It is a self-proclaimed word-based community. As a result, evangelical church services are organized to feature the sermon, which may take up more than half of the worship event. I visited eight evangelical churches while I was researching this book, and out of curiosity I timed everything. The average sermon was forty-three minutes long (!), and the average worship service was eighty-one minutes. The pastors preached with a conversational and loosely organized style, which contributed to the length of their sermons. They were successful in both emphasizing the centrality of the Bible and personal relationships. They sought both to explain the text and to connect on a personal level with their people.

Given the preeminence of preaching and teaching the Bible in evangelical churches, and the overall chattiness of evangelical sermons, it is natural that conversational cultures often result. A love for the Word of God easily translates into a love for words about God—and words in general. Put more bluntly: evangelicals talk a lot.

Former evangelical turned Catholic priest Thomas Howard explains a difference between Catholic practice and evangelical practice: “Emotionally, one would have to say that evangelicalism is a much more ‘up front’ form of piety, and very talkative.”10 Whereas in some church traditions you enter a sanctuary in a spirit of quiet reverence, in evangelical churches you walk into what feels like a nonalcoholic cocktail party. There is a chatty, mingling informality to evangelicalism, where words flow like grape juice.

To participate in the evangelical church is to join the conversation. Introverts, however, spare our words in unfamiliar contexts and often prefer to observe on the fringe rather than engage in the center. Our spirituality may be grounded in Scripture, yet it is quieter, slower, and more contemplative. In an upfront, talkative, active evangelical culture, we can be viewed as self-absorbed or standoffish, and we can feel like outsiders even when we have faithfully attended a church for years.

Personal evangelism. Evangelicals place a high priority on personal evangelism. We take the announcement part of the Great Commission very seriously, with our emphasis on speaking the gospel. I think it’s fair to say that the famous line, attributed to Saint Francis, “Preach the gospel at all times—if necessary use words,” is not our evangelistic watchword. Instead, we believe that people come to know Jesus through conversation, through people who can persuade with relevant arguments or share their testimonies of God’s goodness. Evangelism happens when words are exchanged in personal interaction. Some even teach that a true evangelistic interaction requires a thorough, verbal presentation of the gospel. At other times, our evangelistic strategies are aggressive and confrontational. Some consider it our duty to challenge and disprove the viewpoints of others, while demonstrating the superiority of ours.

Apprehensiveness toward evangelism is not unique to introverts, but introverts may have a stronger resistance to evangelical methods. A disinterest in small talk makes us reluctant to approach strangers, and we do not always have the energy to engage people in long conversation. Confrontation is not usually a comfortable approach for us, as our inner processing slows us down in a debate format. Our sense of personal uneasiness about evangelism is compounded by a spiritual guilt that creeps in when we fear we are neglecting the Great Commission.

Theological cornerstones of evangelical churches—like the accessibility of a personal, relational God, the authority and inspiration of Scripture, and the command to share the gospel and make new disciples—are paramount, indispensable values. Yet our methods for expressing those values are often tilted toward extroversion, and when we conflate our values with our methods we run the risk of alienating people who have tremendous gifts to offer our churches.




Historical Roots of the Extroverted Church

In her book Quiet, Susan Cain has some thought-provoking research on the history of the extroverted bias in the United States. She follows historian Warren Susman in noting the shift that occurred around the turn of the twentieth century from a “Culture of Character” in this country to a “Culture of Personality.” The new urbanization, transportation, and communication systems that resulted from the Industrial Revolution led Americans away from small towns and family farms into cities of strangers and potential customers. The new success stories in this evolving economy were those with a winning personality and a persuasive sales pitch. Social and professional life became about performing, not about the quiet, steadfast character of an earlier era. Acting moved from those on the stage to those selling door to door. Extroversion started to be rewarded, both socially and financially, and the “extrovert ideal” was born.11

I would argue that the roots of the bias toward extroverted ways of thinking and acting in church culture reaches even farther back. The evangelical movement in the United States traces its origin to the Great Awakenings of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The winds of revival swept through Europe and North America, bringing with them an eruption of conversions and rediscovered religious zeal. The Awakenings were frequently accompanied by physical and emotional experiences of God’s presence. People gathered for worship had personal experiences of God’s holy presence, and many collapsed into tears or froze in silent awe. Others fainted or trembled uncontrollably.

At the center of the First Great Awakening was George Whitefield, an English evangelist who preached in churches throughout the American colonies. Some people hiked for days to hear him, packing every venue. Church historian Mark Noll describes Whitefield’s highly extroverted preaching style: “In the pulpit he simply exuded energy; his speech was to the highest degree dramatic; he offered breathtaking impersonations of biblical characters and needy sinners; he fired his listener’s imagination; he wept profusely, often and with stunning effect.”12 Whitefield was not only a preacher, he was a performer who drew people in through his dramatic presentation as much as his biblical content. Today’s evangelical preachers are his descendants.

Whitefield’s fire was counterbalanced by the intellect of Jonathan Edwards, a highly introverted Congregationalist minister in Massachusetts who defended and clarified the nature of the revivals in his classic book The Religious Affections (see chap. 6 for more on Jonathan Edwards). Edwards provided an intellectual framework for the emotionally charged awakenings incited by Whitefield’s spirited preaching. The extroverted George Whitefield and the introverted Jonathan Edwards were the dream team of riotous religious revival.

The Second Great Awakening, sixty years later, was the origin of the camp meeting or the tent revival, where people would gather under a tent, sometimes for days on end, to hear evangelists preach the gospel. They addressed their listeners with an intensity and dramatic urgency, and impressed on them the need for immediate decision. The audience responded with great emotion, sometimes in melodramatic displays of weeping or shrieking.

But whereas the First Great Awakening led to the founding of several elite colleges, such as Princeton and Dartmouth, the Second Great Awakening introduced an anti-intellectual bent to evangelical Christianity. Suspicious of a dry, lifeless, academic faith, the leaders of the Second Great Awakening emphasized that conversion must be an experience in order to be authentic. Piety of the heart began to overshadow the understanding of the mind. A wedge was driven between the emotions and the intellect, a divide that would endure for generations of evangelicals. After the Second Great Awakening, many evangelical leaders eschewed learning and theological understanding altogether, to the point that nineteenth-century evangelist D. L. Moody boasted, “My theology! I didn’t know I had any!”13 What mattered to them was a genuine inward devotion to Christ and a life of obedience.

Os Guinness explains that the tent revivals, the forebears of twentieth-century evangelical crusades, featured props and other innovations borne of the cultural pragmatism that ruled the day. Americans valued “hard work, common sense, ingenuity, and know-how,” and did not have room or need for intellectual sophistication, abstraction, or thoughtful reflection.14 American evangelicals applied these pragmatic values to religion and began to focus on the visible effectiveness of their methods—in the form of tangible, quantifiable results (e.g., the number of converts).

Evangelicals today. Modern evangelicals are the heirs of the theology, values, and practices of previous generations, even if we are not aware of it. We have received from our ancestors the bent toward piety and passion, as well as their tendencies toward anti-intellectualism and pragmatism.

Piety and passion. Evangelicalism continues to be primarily a religion of the heart. Our roots have led to an emphasis on overt, demonstrative, experiential displays of devotion. While we acknowledge that personal piety can be poignant and beautiful, sometimes our commitment to a childlike faith can lead to a belief system that is intellectually and emotionally simple.

This stress on public expressions of faith can set up a false model for what real, spiritual experience should look like, and it contributes to our verbosity. Henri Nouwen’s words about this are sobering: “Sometimes it seems that our many words are more an expression of our doubt than our faith. It is as if we are not sure that God’s Spirit can touch the hearts of people: we have to help him out and with many words, convince others of his power. But it is precisely this wordy unbelief which quenches the fire.”15 Sometimes words are a verbal mask for a spiritual void.

We might say that modern evangelicalism has a hearing problem. We may preach before we truly understand a situation or embrace its gravity. Our verbal effusiveness can devolve into breezy clichés, hollow soundbites, and repetitive song lyrics, things that don’t honor the uniqueness, complexity, and beauty of each person.

Anti-intellectualism and pragmatism. Though the intellectual climate of evangelicalism is changing, many remain skeptical of the role of the mind in Christian faith and are suspicious of academia and elite learning institutions. Mark Noll summarizes this part of evangelical culture: “To put it most simply, the evangelical ethos is activistic, populist, pragmatic, and utilitarian. It allows little space for broader or deeper intellectual effort because it is dominated by the urgencies of the moment.”16

The pragmatism that we have inherited fosters an action-oriented culture. Evangelicalism values the doer over the thinker. The evangelical God has a big agenda. It’s as if the moment we surrender our lives to Christ we are issued a flashing neon sign that says “GO!” There is a restless energy to evangelicalism that leads to a full schedule and a fast pace. Some have said that in Christian culture busyness is next to godliness. We are always in motion, constantly growing, ever expanding.

I’ll never forget the statements a senior pastor of a three hundred–member congregation uttered when I interviewed for an associate pastor position: “This is a really high-octane environment. We’re looking for someone who is excitable and high energy. You have to be totally sold out to work here. We work full throttle.”

I double-checked my surroundings to make sure I was at a church and hadn’t stumbled into an interview for the pit crew at the Indianapolis Motor Speedway. I would have laughed if I wasn’t so shocked. I was reminded of Eugene Peterson’s indictment of our brand of Christianity: “American religion is conspicuous for its messianically pretentious energy, its embarrassingly banal prose, and its impatiently hustling ambition.”17 Finally, a pastor who says things even more extreme than I do.

The innovativeness of evangelicals has shaped the landscape of American religious life in ways that testify to this motion, growth, and expansion. We invented the religious twentieth-century landmark: the megachurch. At its best, the church-growth movement has reached thousands of people with the gospel and shrewdly connected with the surrounding culture. At its worst, it has produced a superficial, consumerist mold of Christianity that has sold the gospel like a commodity. Many evangelical megachurches, in their hope to create comfortable environments for seekers and to grow rapidly, have stripped their sanctuaries and worship services of mystery and the sacred. Their fast-moving, high-production events may entertain us, and their avid employment of modern technology may dazzle us, but many times they cannot help us grow quiet enough to hear the voice of God.

The megachurch has fed our American preoccupations with size and celebrity, and some of the largest implications have come for our models of leadership. At the center of most megachurches is a big personality: a dynamic, larger-than-life pastor who is able to hold everything together with his charisma. Time magazine and various Christian publications now release lists of the most influential evangelicals, so fame and stardom have crept into evangelical culture. As churches rush to imitate the success of others, they go for what they think is the guaranteed recipe for prosperity, starting with finding a pastor with big presence and star power. The previous description of George Whitefield might be the description of the ideal candidate for an evangelical pastor—except for, perhaps, his profuse weeping from the pulpit.

Implications for introverts. Not all pastors of megachurches are extroverts, though a Barna study of 627 senior pastors of Protestant churches found that 75 percent of them are. And if we’re honest, pastors often form congregations in their own image, presenting a picture of Jesus and of the Christian life that matches their own patterns. It is not surprising that extroverted pastors are prone to encourage extroversion in their churches.

Even introverted pastors feel pressure to act like extroverts. I interviewed a pastor of a large congregation who acknowledged that social interaction drains him and that he prefers not to be in the spotlight. Yet the social demands of his job are staggering. He lamented that in his congregation he is expected to be the “lead socializer”—the first one on the church patio and the last one to leave. All the interviews I conducted with introverted pastors yielded one commonality: the coffee hour after worship is their least favorite hour of the week. They love their people, but after expending a tremendous amount of emotional energy to preach, they would prefer to disappear into their offices rather than mingle.

A therapist I know who frequently works with pastors said that many of her introverted clients struggle to find balance in their lives and often wrestle with depression. It seems that many introverts pay a high cost to be in ministry. They feel unable to meet the social expectations placed on them by their congregations, and they sometimes lack adequate boundaries to enable them to find rest and to recharge their introverted batteries. Because of these challenges, one friend, who was part of a pastoral nominating committee, observed that the group’s unspoken mantra was “if your personality starts with the letter I, you need not apply.”

All of these factors of mainstream evangelicalism combine to create an environment that can be marginalizing and even exclusive of introverts. The upfront piety of evangelicalism and the expectations for outward, emotional displays of faith, can feel invasive and artificial to introverts. Meanwhile, the anti-intellectual stream can alienate some introverted thinkers who find that their love of ideas, comfort in solitude, and powers of concentration translate into a life of intellectual pursuits. Furthermore, the pragmatism that seeks measurable, tangible gauges for success strikes many introverts, who appreciate depth, as superficial and oversimplistic, and our action-oriented culture does not always value people who are thoughtful and reflective (see chap. 4 for more on contemplative spirituality).




The Introverted Church

Versions of the word introvert are indelicately used in evangelical thought to refer to an ingrown, self-centered version of the church:


An introverted church, turned in on itself, preoccupied with its own survival, has virtually forfeited the right to be a church, for it is denying a major part of its own being.18

The extrovert God of John 3:16 does not beget an introvert people. There is a terrible tendency to make the gospel serve us, to use it as a protection against the realities of life as though Christ died to preserve the status quo.19

The introverted church wants to secure the church doors against divine surprises and unannounced entrances by the King.20

The explicit and direct command [the Great Commission] to Matthew’s Jewish readers may represent a challenge to their tendency toward introversion. . . . The introversion that was an exception in the first century has now become commonplace in contemporary Western churches.21



To these writers and many others, introversion is equated with disobedience and narcissism. In their minds, the introverted version of the church lacks mission; it is self-preoccupied and exclusive, worried about polishing the walls that separate it from the world rather than going out beyond those walls. God the “extrovert” has his eye on all the world, and therefore the mark of his true people must be extroversion, right?

Without doubt, the nature of the churches described by these quotations is a distortion of what Jesus had in mind when he called his followers to make disciples of all nations. A church that is self-focused and insular is a social club, not a church. While the authors are not referring to introverted individuals, to apply the term introverted to this kind of church is only to heap coal on the fire of an already-damaged introverted psyche. It would be the same as critiquing the church as soft, domestic, and comfortable, and labeling it the “feminine” church. How would that go over? So to call the isolated church introverted only reinforces stereotypes that plague people who are properly called introverts.

Further, I’m not convinced that the extroverted church would be any more faithful to the biblical vision. If a church, turning away from self-protection and parochialism, committed itself to being an extroverted community, the opposite imbalance could easily occur. If we are broadly defining the extroverted church as “outwardly oriented,” then a wholly extroverted church is liable to lose its center, lapsing into spiritual compromise and excessive cultural accommodation. Just as a church turned in on itself is stunted, a community thoroughly turned outward could lose its internal cohesion and disintegrate. Plus, one of the ways we discover the compassion that lies at the heart of mission is to look inward. I believe that the truly healthy church is a combination of introverted and extroverted qualities that fluidly move together. Only in that partnership can we capture both the depth and breadth of God’s mission.

Introverted ancestors. The marginalization of introverts in Christian communities is a relatively new phenomenon when we consider the history of the church. There have been many periods in which solitary, contemplative believers have been among the most esteemed figures. In the fourth and fifth centuries a group of men and women retreated from the wealth and ostentation of newly established Christendom—which was a far cry from the persecuted underground of early Christianity—and moved into the Egyptian desert. These spiritual refugees, known as the desert fathers and mothers, lived in radical solitude to do battle with the forces of wealth and greed that besieged their souls. They sought unencumbered encounter with God through contemplation and unceasing prayer.

Even though these monastics (from the Greek word for “solitary”) wanted to remove themselves from society, over time they became the conscience and the moral leadership of the church. Eager apprentices from the cities followed them into their holes for wisdom and instruction, and even priests and bishops inquired after their counsel. Though they initially sought the isolation of the desert, they came to understand their responsibility for teaching others, and they gave birth to monastic communities committed to spiritual discipline, hospitality, work, and mission. Through their devotion, they changed the ecclesiastical structures of the church. At first distinguished by their eccentricities, the desert fathers and mothers became revered for their holiness, humility, and contemplative knowledge of God. Sounds like some introverts I know.

In our day, I am convinced that introverts are an important ingredient in the antidote to what ails American Christianity. Our slower pace of life, our thoughtfulness, our spiritual and intellectual depth, and our listening abilities are prophetic qualities for the Christian community, calling us to a renewed understanding of God and a fresh reading on the abundant life Jesus came to give us. Yet because of the extroverted bias in many of our churches, introverts are leading double lives. We are masquerading as extroverts in order to find acceptance, yet we feel displaced and confused. We are weary of fighting our introversion, and we long to live faithfully as the people we were created to be.
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